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{1 INTROBUCTION ; LIFE AND WORKSOE .~ - .
. T.S.ELIOT , Y re E L IMERRNTE. et L

- s : . cenwhteg enaoiEET L DRRAT TnE b L2
Thotnas Steams Etiot was born in St. Louis; MisSouri, oh 26* Septéiiiber, 1888,
William GreenLeaf Etiot (Eliot’s grandflither frot- his father*s side} was one of the
earliest Eliot settiers in St. Louis. He was a Uniitaf#m minister: ‘Unitartanism arose in
America i the mid eighteenthi century as-a widve against Paritanism and jts beliefs in -
man’s innate goodness and the doctriné of- damnatioh. Unitaridnis

pevceivecfﬁod '
as kind. In 1834 William GreenLeaf Eliot established a Unitarian church in St.
Louis. He was also instrumental in setting ﬁpWas!nngumUmversnythere o

OF the fourteen children born to William Greenlicaf Eliotand his wife, only four =~ -
survived.' Henry Ware Eliot, Eliot’s father, waé the second'of the surviving children.
He graduated from Washington University andWorked for a grocery business fora
short while. Later, he joined a brick making firm of which he eventually became the
Chairperson. P Rt IS N g

in 1869 T.S. Eliot’s father, Henry Ware Eliot, martied Chrlotte Champe Stearns

who was a school teacher in St. Louis. She was involved in social work and

advocated women’s rights. T.S. Eliot was the youngest of the six children born to
 Henry Ware Efiot and Charlotte Champe Steams. The first four were girls and nine
years separated Thomas and his brother, Henry. T.S. Eliof’s'other was profoundly
influenced by her father-in-law, William GreenLeaf Eliot. She raised her children




Murder in the

according to his values. He was a strong Believerin self denial and public service.’
When T.S. Eliot was sixteen his mother published a biography of William GreenLeaf

Eliot and dedicated it to her children, “Lest They Forget.”

T.S. Eliot started school late — at the age of seven or eight — because he was a sickly
child suffering from “congenital hernia.” Eliot went to a school in St. Louis until
1905. Later, he went to Miller Academy at Massachussetts for a year. He joined
Harvard at the age of eighteen. By the time Eliot was in Harvard he had broken away
from the strong Unitarian influence at home and had become indifferent to the
church. While at Harvard from 1906-1910 Eliot began writing. In 1908 Eliot read
Arthur Symon’s book, The Symbolist Movement in Literature which introduced him
to the poetry of La Forgue. From La Forgue Eliot learnt to confess through voices
and to dramatise irrational thoughts. He was struck by Symon’s call for a spiritual

* vision to eclipse the realistic tradition.

It was in a student magazine, The Harvard Advocate that Eliot published his first

. poems at the age of twenty. Later, Eliot said that the form he adopted in 1908 and

1909 was directly derived from his study of La Forgue as well as from Elizabethan
drama in its later phase. Between 1909-1912 Eliot wrote a group of poems, later

. published in the collection, Prufrock and Other Observations. These poems dealt

with the “N€w Boston” of Eliot’s youth. Unlike the “old Boston” of Puritan values
with which Henry James was associated, Eliot’s Boston was decadent and corrupt. It
was very unhealthy, highly commercialised with an influx of immigrants. Failing to
find life among equals Eliot went into slum areas. He deliberately moved in squalid
places: His poems pick up the images of “cigaretes butts,” “broken glass” “dirty
windows” etc. “Preludes” written about 1910 picks up several sordid images. St.
Louis had been a peaceful phase in Eliot’s life. In a certain way, the move from St.
Louis to Boston had changed Eliot.

In his last year at Harvard Eliot wanted to get away from his life there, and his
family’s persistent questions about his career. He went to Paris. Through Symons,
Eliot had already developed an interest in French poetry. While at Paris, Eliot
attended several lectyres by the French philosopher Henri Bergson at the College de
France. By February 1911 Eliot was disiflusioned with Paris. He felt the city was

drab like London. Many of his poems pick up the drab appearance of modemn cities,

In 1911, Eliot returned to Harvard and entered graduate school in Philosophy. In
1913 he had become the President of the Philosophy Club. A year later, in 1914,
while Eliot’s doctoral thesis was still incomplete he went to Oxford on a travelling
fellowship to study Aristotle for a year under Harold Joachim, at Merton College.

The first world war broke out in.1914. Eliot took up a school teacher’s job at High
Wycombe Grammar School.at Oxford to supplement his income. ;

Eliot met several unportant htemry personalities in England. An introduction from

Conrad Aiken had led him to meet Ezra Pound. In 1916, Eliot met Clive Bell and
through him the Bloomsbury group. Eliot’s stay in London was important in his life
for another reason too. It was here that he met Vivienne Haigh-Wood whom he later

~ married. Thiey were both twenty six when they. met.

In 1917 Eliot gave up teaching and entered the foreign department of Lloyd’s Bénk
Wwhere he worked until 1925, In 1921, Eliot wrote the draft of his most famous poem
The Waste Land. The poem was edited by Pound and published in The Criterion in
1922, : \ o S

The year 1927 was a turning point in Eliot’s life, in that, it was in this year that he
became a British citizen and also Joined the Anglican Church of England. He was
drawn to the Church of England because Anglicanism acknowledges that the truth of
the scriptures is only dimly traced and must be verified by individual judgement. Of
course, Eliot’s growing attachment to the English past was yet another reason for




. joining the Church. At the time of Bliét’iconwsion he was 39 years of age. Inhis Tn-SdEliot Essays
preface to For Lancelot Andrewes Eliot stated that he was “a Classicist in literature, » m:‘::" :::"‘l‘
Royalist in Politics and Anglo-Catholic in religion.” . re 0 the piay

After }927 Eliot’s poetry was different. Although the first phase of his poetry also
talked of the spiritual world.implicitly, in the second phase — afier his conversion -
his poetry became more religious. Poems like “Journey of the Magi,” “A Song for
Simeon” and “Ash Wednesday” express this. In this same group of religious writings
also fall Murder in the Cathedral and The Rock. Much Later, in 1939, Eliot
published his essay on the idea of a Christian Socxdy to communicate his views on
the subject of religion. - . i - ,

Eliot returned to Amenca in 1932 for the first time. (smabnef visit in 1915) to
lecture at Harvard and Virginia. These lectures were later published in The Use of
Poetry and The Use of Criticism and After Strange Gods. Around this time Eliot was
also developing an interest in drama. Of coursey he had earli¢r helped in publishing
his mother’s long dramatic poem, Savonarola.apd in 1920 was p«wndd&y Pound
to translate the Agamemnon by Aeschylus.

The year 1933 was a difficult year for Eliot. He left his wife Vivienne Haigh-Wood.
Her neurotic, sickly condition which started a few months after their marriage made it
impossible for Eliot to continue with the marriage. Vivienne died in 1947 is an
asylum. Several years later in 1957, Eliot met Valerie Fletcher and married her.

Eliot was happy in this marriage.

In 1936, three years after Eliot left Vivienne, his second collected poems appeared.

~ containing the first of the Four Quartets “Burnt Norten.”, With The Fowr Quartets
(1935-1942) Eliot reached the peak of his historical, spmml works. Since then, he
seems to have devoted himself above all to dmm;lc poems and to essays in-Sacial
and Christian philosophy.

Five plays fauowed Four Quartets: Mamdcr in &hc Cathedral Ql 935), The Famly ,
Reunion (1939), The Cocktail Party (1949), The Confidential Clerk (1953) and The
Elder Statesmen (1957)

In 1948 Eliot was awarded the order of merit and the Nobel Pnu for hterawm He
died in London in 1965 and as desired by him ,hrs ashes were buried in the. vxllage of
East Coker in England from where his ancestor Andrew Eliot had emlgratzd to
'America. On his grave is a plaque saying, “In my End is my Beginning.”

1. 2 ELIQT’S EARLY DRAMA@T&C EXPERIMENTS
S WEENE Y AGONISTES Am THE ROCK

Sweeney Agonistes : Frigments of an Aristophuic Melodrama

Sweeney Agonistes is a long poem in dramatic form. It was first published as two
 fragments. The first, “Fragments of a Prologue” was published in the New Criterion
of October 1926 and the “Fragment of an Agon” in January, 1927 under the general
title of Wanna Go Home Baby?. The title picks up the language of the English pubs
in the 1920s. Sweeney Agonistes contained two epigraphs from Aeschylus’

* Choephoroi and St. John of the Cross pointing Yo the Greek and Christian focus of the
work. The first one dramatises the hero’s haunting by the furies. The second refers
to the soul’s need to divest itself of the love of created beings. Both these themes
appear in Murder in the Cathedral. When the fmgmcnts were publlshe;l in1932ina
book form, the two epigraphs were retamed but t!le title hld changed into, Sweeney

" Agonistes : Fragments of an Arlstophaulc Drama. : .




By combining Sweeney with Agonistes-Eliot was trying io-interface Milton's Samson
Agonistes with Sweeney ‘s situation in modern times. Samson Agonistes.is in exile in
an alien world, who brings that world down around his own head todestroy evil.
Sweeney is also a spiritual exile in an alien world and he too destroys part of himself
in attacking the world: Eliot’ s readers are familiar with Sweeney who has been used

in several contexts to suggest mafi 4t his most elemental level.

- In a sense the play is a comimentary on the postponement of religious awakening in
modern tintes. The world to'which the audience of Samson Agonistes would return to
was world war shocked’Londan but seen through the eyes of the “sensational press.”
The view of humanity is like reading News of the World, a Sunday weekly, which
catered to popular taste. In the early twenties, News of the World specialised in

graphic accounts of crimes in Britian at that time. ‘

+8weeney Agonistes has been called* Aristophanic " in the sense that it combines
comic surface satire with the vitualistic celebration of birth and death. Itis - -
‘melotramatic in the serise-that it uses music hall tradition and-flat characters, inflated
emotions and overdramatised situations. =~ -~ - e e o

Interestingly, although-the Sweeney-fragments had a title of their own, Eliot felt that
they could not realiy stand-lone.“When he gathered his poems together for the
Coliected Poems volume 1936, he plased Samson Agonistes in a section called
“Urifinishe@Poewis™ and it still:femains:in that state today. == =

Sweeney Agonistes is based on life in modern times. Doris and Dusty are two lower
middle class London prostitutes: When the dramatic poem begins Doris and Dusty
are ebating abont whether they should iivite Pereira ~ the one who pays'the-rent for
“the apartment — to'the eard party that they are giving that niight. They decide not to
invite him, because he can’t'be trusted. ‘When the phone rings Doris and Dusty panic
because they know who the caller is. Dusty informs the caller Pereira, that Doris is
sick and can’t attend to the phone. Percira insists. His insistence in meeting Doris
and Dusty suggests his identity as'a spiritual pursuer. These people dre viewed
negatively in Eliot’s works because they can’t accept the agony of purgation.

At the party two other characters show up “Cap” Horsfall and “Loot,” Sam
Wauchope with their former war friends Klipstein and Krumpacker — American
business'men visiting Lohdon. “The party is fraught with doubt and distrust as the
card game continties.'We get a foreboding of death and violence, The party guests
decide to go td'a iéarby pub. Sweeney Agonistes'is the pub keeper. Unlike the other
characters, Sweeney is not a flat character. He introduces the dimension of tragic

- horror into the world of Dusty and Doris and others. He heightens their feclings of
distrust-by wast#lrigha #Giry aboutitheuisitder of a girl. - Slowly all leave the pub with
the exception of Pogis,gpd Sweengy.asks her “Wauna Go Home Baby?” She goes

- back home with him and is-later found-murdered in a bath fulfilling the forebodings
of the card game. Later, Sweeney too is discovered murdered.

Sweeney Agonistes may have beéén the first dramatic venture by Eliot but it is an-

important experiment:
a, Itis the first dramati Verslonof the theme of s‘giritqél'giglgfftnag'e;a»((;current

theme nispe

nporary rthythms and diction-into poetic drama. Jazz and
dre used. This is in keeping with Eliot’s belicfs that
‘ ( ibine poetry with entertainment. In the 1920s in
.. England, a popular mode of entertainment was the vaudeville. 1t was here
., thatJazz was heard.. He'diso felt that Jazz was an important aft becauseit
 still kept a sociaf unity in the relationship between the performers and the
audience that had disappeared in othér forms of dramiaticart. =~ =
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e -Jazzhadaspeclalappealtthotbeeauscnnotonlysymbolmdme ) TSE ‘.‘,;{E”l_::’
superﬁcsalelementsofamodsmmmml&uc i ,,,butltalsomchedthe : ’“M‘“‘:: n
primitive side of man’s nature in its throbbing rhythms play

c. It stresses the agony of saints.

d. It mtmduces a ohorus to.voice enmmnd feeluganddsa,ls vuthone of his
central themes — that of spiritual conflict mdgnmh in an exceptional human
being and its relations and repcrcussuoas in the lives of ordinary people.
Relationshi :ps are worked out m terms of spmtual awareness.

Eoyonu g
i =
2% =

The Rock

This was a pageant play which opened on May 28th 1934 at Saddler’s Wells Thcatre,
London. It was written to raise funds to build new Anglican churches for the -
growing s suburbs. The theme of the pageant is the building of the church. Eliot was
writing undcr the direction of E. Martin Browne whom he had already metin 1930
when he was staying with Bishop George Bell at Chichester.” The- play’s yersification
is modélted on the medeival English play Everyman. For form he was mdebwd io
Greek tragedy

The scenario for the pageant was outhned for Eliot by Browne #nd Webb-ﬁieﬂ “in
his essay, The Three Voices of Poerry El:otmtgsﬂm hemefefymm&ewords.
When Eliot publlshcd his poetlc coliectxonsrie mctuded onty thechorai pasagvs 6‘f

The Rock.

T

The play opens with the Chorus lamentmg tkem'moml or&& mhg cendant

over the spiritual. I modern times, the church’is seen as hiavinga lkmtedmh:e ‘A
group of workers enter and point out that bulfding a church is atﬁff ‘érent experietice
from building a bank. There is a certain commitment that is mal which goes:
with the former. The Saxons enter at this pomt and exphm the mmy of Cimhamty
" and its introduction into England. The Chorus reminds the congregifionof
contempora.ry times to keép the flag of Chﬂstiimty up| By bmliﬁ‘ﬁg chme’lms

Soon we come to know of the various chatlenges facmg the church. For one, the fand
given for church building is not good. For another, a Marxist comcs and creates an
uproar by stating that the funds given for CHurch building should go Tito building
homes for the needy. We are also reminded about the Danish invasion-of Eitgland

and the, persecution of early Christians. Hearing about all this the Chorus almost falls
into despair but the character, Rock, bnngs lhem out of it by pmmmg td the powewf
the etemal uver t!ie temporal. © :

SErt

In'the final scene, the constmctlon of‘the \' ‘mihm ascéinpiew;ﬁuéﬁng (

light upon darkness

" Eliot was involved mth some aspects ofﬂns plly §. procluctlon as ’hé%%aﬁihls
later’ plays C

| Importa-ce of Thg Rock asa Drammc Eapdnelt

; ‘Atﬂmugh, in his Three Voices of?ée!ry, Ehotmdthﬁt ﬂieChatus in m
Rack dﬁh\ot have any vowe of its wn; me Giom&mﬂm worﬁ B mpmmt

a.  The Chorus consists of seven meii and ten women wemngh!fumks to"
o emphasize their “impersonality.” The “Rock” is a character. “The Chofus was
* trained and coordinated by Elsie Fogerty, pnncupal of ﬂ:eeenuﬂSdmofof
o peech and Drama, and her colleague, Gn “Thurburn.:




Mrh the

b. The Chorus IS‘bOﬁ'I a vehicle of social commentary and a dramatic instrument

" for piercing through the level of phalosophw and lheologlcal implications of
the actions. ~ ~

c. The idea of suffering of the person who acts, the need to perfect one’s will,

and the conflict between eternal and temporal orders, are things seen in
o Mhr\der in fhe Caﬂmi'd whlch was wriften a year later in 1935

1.3 ELIOT'S ESSAYS RELEVANT TO HIS PLAYS

T.5. Eliot’s essays bh”dtamav can be divided into three parts: First, the Elizabethan
essays which discuss the cmena for drama. Second, his assessment of the situation

- in contemporary theatre and third, Eliot’s statements about his ideal of poetic drama.

It is important to remember. that mast of Eliot’s essays were written before the first
performance of his first play. Only afew were written after he had established a
reputation as a dramatist.

Shakespeare isa cegtral focus in Eliot’s essays on the Elizabethans.: He recognised
Shakespeare’s genius. and he found his use of the blank verse partlcularly innovative.
Shakespeare’s. vcrsesrhythmsp;qked up the colloquial speech of his age. In The
‘Music of Poetry (Glasgow: Jackson, 1942), Eliot states that “Shakespeare did more
for English language than any other poet adapting drama to colloquial speech.”
Shakepeare’s verse rhythms, he argues, reflected a world in which reality was not
fragmented. But, Eljot r remarks, that in the formless nature of modern age,
Shakespeare’s verse riiythms do not apply. In The Waste Land Eliot had stated that
writers.after Shakespearg should evolve their own verse styles instead of i imitating

- Shakespeare. The failure of verse drama in the nineteenth century, Eliot argues, was
because their verse :hythms were not tied to colloquial speech of the time. His views
on this subject are expressed in his book Poetry and Drama (Cambridge, MA : HUP,
1951). About Eliot’s own struggles to get away from Shakespeare he discusses in his

.essay,. “The Need for Poetic Drama.” (Lzstener 16-411, 25 Nov. 1936 : 994-995).

quttﬁmn lps comments ahogt xheEhgabethans, Eliot also wrote several essays
assessing the state of contemposary theatre. One of the major problems in
contemporary theatre Eliot states in “A Dialogue on Poetic Drama,” (Eliot Selected
Essqys.31-45) was the fact that unlike the Elizabethan and Restoration periods (or
even elmller), where there was a moral code that the dramatist shared with the
audience, in the modern age there was no such moral code. This distanced the
modern dramatists from thejr audience’s sensibilities. Moreover, the fact that the
standard modern plays were made for the actors, Eliot felt, made it difficult for poetic
drama to be effective. In his essay on “The Duchess of Malfi : and Poetic Drama,”
(Artand Lesters 3.1 Wiater 1919/20 : 36-39), he says, “the successful presentation of
a poetic play like Webster’s or Shakespeare s demands that the actor not try to
improve or mterpret the script — rather, that he efface his personal vanity.

While advocating the need for a poetlc drama in modem times, Ehot stated that “A
new dramatic literature canpot.come about until audiences and producers can help

- pasts.write for. the theatoe (Audiences, Producers, Plays, Poets” New Verse 18 Dec.
1935 : 3-4). The actor, Eliot said, should be selected and trained early for the purpose
of speaking verse.drama. Similarly, “Poets who write for the stage cannot simply

- Jearn.abaut.the theatre@nd filt scripts with poetry: they must learn to write a different

kind of gostry, ig whichthe implicit speaker is not the poet himself — as is the case
with ordinary poetry ~ bu;meone else” (“The Future of Poetic Drama > [Journal of
British Drama League, London] 17, Oct. 1938 : 3- 5). Eliot was at pains fo point out
that poetry should not be merely ornamental in drama and that style and matter
should be suited to each other in poetic drama. He says : “Good poetic drama is not



simply a play translated into verse but rather a play wholly conceived and composed Tmﬁ‘m
in terms of poetry, embodying a pattern like that of music” (Poetry and Drama :ehud to the p"-
Carhbridge, MA : HUP, 1951). For Eliot the highest aim of poetic drama s to bring Htother”.
-us to the border of those feelings which can be expressed only in music without

leaving the everyday world of dramatic action. o L

The reason why Eliot found poetic drama important was because he believed that
“Poetry is the natural medium for drama, providing the intense excitement that the
abstractions of a prose play cannot offer” (“The Need for Poetic Drama,” Listener 16-
411, 25 Nov. 1936 : 994-995). Eliot credits Yeats and the Abbey Theatre for the
revival of the genre. In Eliot’s view, Ibsen, Strindberg, and&hekov were good poets
~ who were constrained by the limits of prose. He also belicvgd hat if modem
dramatists used verse for their works the mundane world would be transformed,
giving meaning and order to its chaos.

Eliot’s Other Essays Relevant to his Plays . _ #os S A
a.  “Tradition and the Individual Talent”

This essay has raised great debate and controversy. In it, Eliot says, that the
contemporary reader praises “a poet, upon those aspects of his work in which
he least resembles any one else.” Eliotprotests-agairist sush an #pproach to
literature. He argues that it arises from a misunderstanding of the concept of
originality. For Eliot, the best part of a patre thiosé:pares pehis
predecessors “assert their immortality most vigorously.” What Eliot means
here is that when a poet goes by a past fradition; his individuifty is shown
more through the unique manner in which he incorporates something which
is of the past tradition to his work which is-of coritemiporary value. Hence his
statement, “[a new work of art is not] merely valuable because it fits in; but
its fitting in is a test of its value.

b. “The Three Voices of Poetry”

Eliot describes the three voices of poetry-as-follows:

1. “The first voice is the voice of thé'poet talking to himself — or to
nobody.” '
9. - “The second voice is the voice of the poet addressing an audiencg,

whether large or small.”

3. “The third voice is the voice of the poet when he attempts to create a
dramatic character speaking in verse; when he is saying, not what he
would say in his own person, but only what he can say within the
limits of one imaginary character addressing another imaginary
character.”

Eliot adds that “The distinction between the first and the second voices ... points to
the problem of poetic communication; the distinction between the poet addressing
other people in either his own voice or an assumed voice ... points to the problem of
the difference between dramatic, quasi-dramatic and non-dramatic verse.”

14 ELIOT’S POETIC DRAMAS

a. The Family Reunion was published in 1939. This play is based on the Greek -
myth of Orestes, but transformed into a contemporary setting. Orestes was
pursued by the furies for the murder of his mother. Here there is no real




Maurder in the
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murder, only the suggestion that for the Christian to contemplate a curse wa
to commit it. ‘ B S ! ’

The Cocktail Party published in 1949 was written for the Edinburgh

* féstival. The play may appear to be a comedy but beneath its humour lies the
decadence of any large city in a disillusioned age, like the modern age.
c. TI!eColﬁdeIﬁll Clerk written in 1954 was inspired by Euripides’ ION.
~ The'story hasa complicated plot and is set in modern times. .
d.  The Elder Statesman (1958). In this some of the themes of Sophocles’
- Oedipus at Colowus are transformed into a modern setting. The play was
performed at the 1958 Edinburgh festival. \ |
1.5 EXERCISES
a What were the important inhuences on Eliot"s life thaf had an impact on his
b.. . Give an of Eliot’s views en Poetic Drama, -

. .- WhatisEliot's notion of Tradition and the Individual talent.

- What are the throe voices of poetry that Eliot talks about in his essay by

What are the titles of the plays written by Eliot? What strikes you as
significant in these titles?

Write a note on the significance of Eliot’s early dramatic experiments:
Sweeney Agonistes and The Rock.
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