T.S. Eliot (1888-1965): 

The Waste Land (1922)

Background:

THE TRIUMPH OF BECOMING

Between the romantic poetry of Blake and Shelley and the nihilism of the twentieth century lie several important, intellectual landmarks:

· Charles Darwin: Origin of the Species [1859], theory of evolution, no stable human nature, this applied from biology to ethics and social standards.

· Karl Marx (1818-83): German Ideology, notion that our ideas and values are products of particular historical socio-economic arrangements; also, in Capital [1867] and other works, delineated the notion of “alienation” with respect to the products of one’s labours. 

· Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900): developed a philosophy of “perspectivism” – all social, moral and intellectual constructions are based on a particular life-forms “will to power” – there is no “truth” that grounds the validity of these constructions (see an “Introduction to Nietzsche’s Philosophy”).

· Sigmund Freud (1856-1939): consciousness as a product of unconscious desires that have been repressed – these repressed thoughts return in various forms: dreams, art, jokes etc.

All of these intellectual landmarks point to a lack of stable “Being” underlying our identity (as individual, as society and as truths and values we hold dear; rather, these identities are constructed out of developmental processes – what we are conscious of is only the foam on the top of this churning sea of becoming.

These thinkers also pointed to the irrational in human nature – man was now seen to be closer to the beasts than to angels.

MODERNISM

An aesthetic phenomenon, to be distinguished from “modernity” as the broader period of social, economic and intellectual history beginning with the Renaissance.

· Modernism as an artistic fascination with “making it new” – various “avant garde” movments as subsets of this overall modernism – eg., “Imagism” of Pound and William Carlos Williams

· Sense that the past is removed from us; the present is not connected in a “living tradition” with the past – although perhaps it should be – texts of the past, then, only as “fragments”

· Experimentation with form

· Sense of personal isolation and alienation for characters in modernist literature

· Experimentation with temporal flow: time itself a product of complex individual consciousness, so can experiment with “stream of consciousness”

OTHER 20th CENTURY ‘ISMS’

· Existentialism: Heidegger, Sartre, Camus

· Structuralism: Saussure, Levi-Strauss, Lacan, Althusser

· Poststructuralism: Deleuze, Derrida, Foucault, Kristeva

· Postmodernism: Habermas, Baudrillard, Lyotard (“information society”; “incredulity toward metanarratives”)

Eliot’s Poetry:
· His poetic novelty often said to be in his elision of connective and transitional sections.

· What remains is the characteristic “modernist” fragmented narrative – this is also a feature of “postmodern art”

· Note: relation of this fragmented narrative to the narrative of one’s organic existence: i.e., this as related to 20th century alienation: the sinews that connect and bind one to themselves (in time and with their various faculties) and to others are cut.

· The complex references to obscure works point to the fact that modern society is no longer tied to its cultural tradition and identity – also an attempt to reforge that tradition ? – rather, people are locked in themselves.

· Eliot referred to the period from the late 17th Century to the 20th Century (the Age of Reason and the 19th Century) as under a “Dissociation of Sensibility”; wherein, “wit” (reason) was separated from passion. He felt the job of the poet in the modern era was to reestablish a unified sensibility.

TRADITION:

· Tradition is appealed to, as opposed to the individualism of Romanticism

· The poet is not a poet in his or her uniqueness or idiosyncracy, but by the way in which the author responds to past authors (see NAEL: Major p. 2639)

· This involves a “historical sense” (see 2639-40) (note: is this essential “historicality” still a possibility for us?)

· The artist responds to the past and creates-interprets out of its ground. This interpretation changes the past for us (see 2640– note: this as a “fusion of horizons” (Gadamer).

· So, poetry is not the expression of the personality-emotions of the poet, but of a medium-form that structures our experience and connects us with the past and its forms (see 2643). This as contra the Romantics – but, Eliot is also akin to the Romantics in his notion of the alienation of the author from the existing society.

The Waste Land

Of course, the poem is about a certain “spiritual” waste land: physically, there is spring, flowers, sex; but there is no spiritual renewal that accompanies these moments.

THE MYTHIC FRAMEWORK

Eliot was indebted to Weston’s From Ritual to Romance (on the Grail legend) and to Frazer’s The Golden Bough (on comparative vegetation myths).

· Weston traces Christian practices and beliefs to primitive fertility myths – especially as seen in the legend of the “Fisher King”: many versions of this myth; sometimes the king is wounded, sometimes dead etc.

· The King’s wound means the land is blighted (note: Oedipus Rex, Hamlet etc.)

· A questing-knight must endure 3 nights in the Perilous Chapel (symbolic of Christ’s death, descent and resurrection), asks questions about the cup and lance (female and male fertility symbols) and this regenerates the king and land.

· These Christian, Fisher King legends are connected to fertility myths of a dying and resurrected god: Osiris, Dionysus etc.  Their death represents the death of fertility in the fall-winter and their rebirth, the converse (also the cycle of human life)

· Weston, Frazer discuss these common mythic and cultural symbols, beliefs and practices – a common experience is being articulated in these shared myths (note: for Joseph Campbell and Carl Jung this is out of a “collective unconscious” that we all share).

· But in The Waste Land these world wide mythical references do not tap into or cause a spiritual rebirth; they don’t provide a connective thread for one to the other or to the eternal.

Opening Epigrams:

 Sibyl wants death – note: birth is denied in the Waste Land, but also true death which leads to birth. Also, this as a reference to the nihilistic wisdom of the ancient Greeks: life is not worth living; it is better to have never been born, if born, to die quickly.

1) Burial of the Dead:

· First line as an inversion of the first line of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales.

· This refers to the planting of seeds (the fruit of previous life) so that new life may grow – perverted here: the soldier who buries corpses sprouts no new life.

· Personages in this section: Marie, the “hyacinth girl” (a “belladonna perhaps), Madame Sosostris (a Tiresias, a seer), Stetson (the warrior at Mylae but also today’s banal businessman, planter of corpses, in a sense, so tied to the Phoenician sailor, the one-eyed merchant, Mr. Eugenides)

(see lines 1-18 and 43-76)

2) A Game of Chess:

· This part as a reference to a play by Thomas Middleton concerning the moves of seduction

· Also, in mythic terms, as a reference to a game where the object is to kill a king.

· This section includes the ravings of a woman in the midst of a nervous breakdown.

· Personages: the woman having a breakdown and the woman in the bar describing the other woman’s abortions (another couple of belladonna)

(see lines 139-72)

3) The Fire Sermon:

· pertains to the fires of lust (Buddha speech), or purification (Dante’s Purgatory)

· just as the waters of part IV are either of death, merely, or also of life and inspiration: death by water connects many of the characters in the poem. The river in fertility myths is tied to the source of life; or, in Spenser’s poetry (among others) the river is tied to poetic inspiration. Now, without our connection to the past, the river is just polluted – the nymphs are departed (see lines 173-86)

· The typist and the young clerk have a meaningless, lustful encounter. It is an automatic or mechanical operation. (see lines 215-56).

· This encounter is witnessed, in a universal way, by Tiresias – he/she has seen this from both sides in all people.

4) Death by Water:

· Question of whether or not there is a resurrection accompanying this death?

· Phlebas, Phoenician sailor (tied to the Smyrna merchant, Mr. Eugenides) forgets his business concerns.

(see lines 311-21)

5)  What the Thunder Said:
· Thunder’s voice as a herald of spring and of rain – but for now, it is a dry thunder without rain.

· Thunder also as the purification by air – completing the purification by the other 3 elements: earth (part 1), fire (part 3), water (part 4).

· This rejuvenation is of a dry land thirsting for much need water, but also of a spiritually barren time with hollow churches – the “red rocks” symbolize both. (see 331-59)

· Closing comes from a Upanishad fable: the voice of the sky-god creator whose one syllable voice (Da) is interpreted in 3 ways by gods, men and demons:

· Gods interpret “Datta”: give

· Men interpret “Dayadhvam”: sympathize

· Demons interpret “Damyata”: self-control

· Each is proper for that being

· “These fragments I have shored against my ruins” (line 431).
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