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John Keats's father was head stableman at a London livery stable; he married his 
employer's daughter and inherited the business. The poet's mother, by all reports, 
was an affectionate but negligent parent to her children; remarrying almost imme-
diately after a fall from a horse killed her first husband, she left the eight-year-old 
John (her firstborn), his brothers, and a sister with their grandmother and did not 
reenter their lives for four years. The year before his father's death, Keats had been 
sent to the Reverend John Clarke's private school at Enfield, famous for its progressive 
curriculum, where he was a noisy, high-spirited boy; despite his small stature (when 
full-grown, he was barely over five feet in height), he distinguished himself in sports 
and fistfights. Here he had the good fortune to have as a mentor Charles Cowden 
Clarke, son of the headmaster, who later became a writer and an editor; he encour-
aged Keats's passion for reading and, both at school and in the course of their later 
friendship, introduced him to Spenser and other poets, to music, and to the theater. 

When Keats's mother returned to her children, she was already ill, and in 1810 she 
died of tuberculosis. Although the livery stable had prospered, and £ 8 , 00 0 had been 
left in trust to the children by Keats's grandmother, the estate remained tied up in 
the law courts for all of Keats's lifetime. The children's guardian, Richard Abbey, an 
unimaginative and practical-minded businessman, took Keats out of school at the age 
of fifteen and bound him apprentice to Thomas Hammond, a surgeon and apothecary 
at Edmonton. In 1815 Keats carried on his medical studies at Guy's Hospital, London, 
and the next year qualified to practice as an apothecary-surgeon—but almost imme-
diately, over his guardian's protests, he abandoned medicine for poetry. 

This decision was influenced by Keats's friendship with Leigh Hunt, then editor of 
the Examiner and a leading political radical, poet, and prolific writer of criticism and 
periodical essays. Hunt, the first successful author of Keats's acquaintance, added 
his enthusiastic encouragement of Keats's poetic efforts to that of Clarke. More 
important, he introduced him to writers greater than Hunt himself—William Hazlitt, 
Charles Lamb, and Percy Shelley—as well as to Benjamin Robert Haydon, painter of 
grandiose historical and religious canvases. Through Hunt, Keats also met John Ham-
ilton Reynolds and then Charles Wentworth Dilke and Charles Brown, who became 
his intimate friends and provided him with an essential circumstance for a fledgling 
poet: a sympathetic and appreciative audience. 

The rapidity and sureness of Keats's development has no match. Although he did 
not begin writing poetry until his eighteenth year, by 1816 in the bold sonnet "On 
First Looking into Chapman's Homer" he had found his voice. Later that same year 
he wrote "Sleep and Poetry," in which he laid out for himself a program deliberately 
modeled on the careers of the greatest poets, asking only 

for ten years, that I may overwhelm 
Myself in poesy; so I may do the deed 
That my own soul has to itself decreed. 

For even while his health was good, Keats felt a foreboding of early death and applied 
himself to his art with a desperate urgency. In 1817 he went on to compose Endymion, 
an ambitious undertaking of more than four thousand lines. It is a rich allegory of a 
mortal's quest for an ideal feminine counterpart and a flawless happiness beyond 
earthly possibility; in a number of passages, it already exhibits the sure movement 
and phrasing of his mature poetic style. But Keats's critical judgment and aspiration 
exceeded his achievement: long before he completed it, he declared impatiently that 
he carried on with the "slipshod" Endymion only as a "trial of invention" and began 
to block out Hyperion, conceived on the model of Milton's Paradise Lost in that most 
demanding of forms, the epic poem. His success in achieving the Miltonic manner 
is one of the reasons why Keats abandoned Hyperion before it was finished, for he 
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recognized that he was uncommonly susceptible to poetic influences and regarded 
this as a threat to his individuality. "I will write independently," he insisted. "The 
Genius of Poetry must work out its own salvation in a man." He had refused the 
chance of intimacy with Shelley "that I might have my own unfettered scope"; he had 
broken away from Leigh Hunt's influence lest he get "the reputation of Hunt's eleve 
[pupil]"; now he shied away from domination by Milton's powerfully infectious style. 

In sentimental, later-nineteenth-century accounts of "poor Keats," 1818 was cast 
as the year in which this rising genius, already frail and sensitive, was mortally crushed 
by vicious reviews. Percy Shelley helped initiate this myth in Adonais, which describes 
Keats as "a pale flower." Byron, who did not like Keats's verse, put it unsentimentally: 
Keats, he wrote, was "snuffed out by an article." It is true that the critics were brutal 
to Keats, those associated with the Tory journals especially; for them his poetry proved 
an irresistible target precisely because it had been promoted by the radical Hunt. 
Endymion was mauled in the Quarterly Review, and one of the articles on "the Cock-
ney School of Poetry" that appeared in Blackwood's Magazine condemned Keats as 
hopelessly vulgar, a writer who wanted to be a poet of nature but thought, as a social-
climbing, undereducated Londoner would, that nature was "flowers seen in window-
pots." "It is a better and wiser thing to be a starved apothecary than a starved poet," 
the reviewer scolded: "so back to the shop Mr John." Keats had for his own part the 
good sense to recognize that the attacks were motivated by political prejudice and 
class snobbery, and he had already passed his own severe judgment on Endymion: 
"My own domestic criticism," he said, "has given me pain without comparison beyond 
what Blackwood or the Quarterly could possibly inflict." More important was the 
financial distress of his brother George and his young bride, who emigrated to 
Kentucky and lost their money in an ill-advised investment. Keats, short of funds and 
needing to supplement the family income, had now to find ways to make money from 
his writing: he turned to journalism and began planning plays. His brother Tom con-
tracted tuberculosis, and the poet, in devoted attendance, helplessly watched him 
waste away until his death that December. In the summer of that year, Keats had 
taken a strenuous walking tour in the English Lake District, Scotland, and Ireland. 
It was a glorious adventure but a totally exhausting one in wet, cold weather, and he 
returned in August with a chronically ulcerated throat made increasingly ominous by 
the shadow of the tuberculosis that had killed his mother and brother. And in the 
late fall of that same year, Keats fell unwillingly but deeply in love with Fanny 
Brawne, the eighteen-year-old girl next door. They became engaged, knowing, 
though, that Keats's poverty and worsening health might well make their marriage 
impossible. 

In this period of turmoil, Keats achieved the culmination of his brief poetic career. 
Between January and September of 1819, masterpiece followed masterpiece in aston-
ishing succession: The Eve of St. Agnes, "La Belle Dame sans Merci," all of the "great 
odes," Lamia, and a sufficient number of fine sonnets to make him, with Wordsworth, 
the major Bomantic craftsman in that form. All of these poems possess the distinctive 
qualities of the work of Keats's maturity: a slow-paced, gracious movement; a con-
creteness of description in which all the senses—tactile, gustatory, kinetic, visceral, 
as well as visual and auditory—combine to give the total apprehension of an experi-
ence; a delight at the sheer existence of things outside himself, the poet seeming to 
lose his own identity in a total identification with the object he contemplates; and a 
concentrated felicity of phrasing that reminded his friends, as it has many critics 
since, of the language of Shakespeare. Under the richly sensuous surface, we find 
Keats's characteristic presentation of all experience as a tangle of inseparable but 
irreconcilable opposites. He finds melancholy in delight and pleasure in pain; he feels 
the highest intensity of love as an approximation to death; he inclines equally toward 
a life of indolence and "sensation" and toward a life of thought; he is aware both of 
the attraction of an imaginative dream world without "disagreeables" and the remorse-
less pressure of the actual; he aspires at the same time to aesthetic detachment and 
to social responsibility. 
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His letters, hardly less remarkable than his poetry, show that Keats felt on his pulses 
the conflicts he dramatized in his major poems. Above all, they reveal him wrestling 
with the problem of evil and suffering—what to make of our lives in the discovery 
that "the world is full of misery and heartbreak, pain, sickness and oppression." To 
the end of his life, he refused to seek solace for the complexity and contradictions of 
experience either in the abstractions of inherited philosophical doctrines or in the 
absolutes of a religious creed. At the close of his poetic career, in the latter part of 
1819, Keats began to rework the epic Hyperion into the form of a dream vision that 
he called The Fall of Hyperion. In the introductory section of this fragment the poet 
is told by the prophetess Moneta that he has hitherto been merely a dreamer; he 
must know that 

The poet and the dreamer are distinct, 
Diverse, sheer opposite, antipodes, 

and that the height of poetry can be reached only by 

those to whom the miseries of the world 
Are misery, and will not let them rest. 

He was seemingly planning to undertake a new direction and subject matter, when 
illness and death intervened. 

On the night of February 3, 1820, he coughed up blood. As a physician he refused 
to evade the truth : "I cannot be deceived in that colour; that drop of blood is my 
death warrant. I must die." That spring and summer a series of hemorrhages rapidly 
weakened him. In the au tumn he allowed himself to be persuaded to seek the milder 
climate of Italy in the company of Joseph Severn, a young painter, but these last 
months were only what he called "a posthumous existence." He died in Rome on 
February 23, 1821, and was buried in the Protestant Cemetery, where Mary and 
Percy Shelley had already interred their little son William, and where Percy's ashes, 
too, would be deposited in 1822. At times the agony of his disease, the seeming 
frustration of his hopes for great poetic achievement, and the despair of his passion 
for Fanny Brawne compelled even Keats's brave spirit to bitterness and jealousy, but 
he always recovered his gallantry. His last letter, written to Charles Brown, concludes: 
"I can scarcely bid you good bye even in a letter. I always made an awkward bow. God 
bless you! John Keats." 

No one can read Keats's poems and letters without an undersense of the tragic 
waste of an extraordinary intellect and genius cut off so early. What he might have 
done is beyond conjecture; what we do know is that his poetry, when he stopped 
writing at the age of twenty-four, exceeds the accomplishment at the same age of 
Chaucer, Shakespeare, and Milton. 

The texts here are taken from Jack Stillinger's edition, The Poems of John Keats 
(Cambridge, Mass., 1978). 

On First Looking into Chapman's Homer1 

M u c h have I travel l 'd in t h e r e a l m s of gold, 
A nd m a n y goodly s t a t e s a n d k i ng do m s se en ; 

1. Keats's mentor Charles Cowden Clarke intro-
duced him to Homer in the robust translation by 
the Elizabethan poet and dramatist George Chap-
man. They read through the night, and Keats 
walked home at dawn. This sonnet reached Clarke 
by the ten o'clock mail that same morning. It was 
the gold-hunter Balboa, not Cortez, the Spanish 

conqueror of Mexico, who caught his first sight of 
the Pacific from the heights of Darien, in Panama, 
but none of Keats's contemporaries noticed the 
supposed error, and modern scholarship (Keats-
Shelley Journal 2002) has strongly argued that 
Keats knew exactly what he was doing. 
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Ode to a Nightingale1 

i 
My heart aches, and a drowsy numbness pains 

My sense, as though of hemlock2 I had drunk, 
Or emptied some dull opiate to the drains 

One minute past, and Lethe3-wards had sunk: 
5 Tis not through envy of thy happy lot, 

But being too happy in thine happiness,— 
That thou, light-winged Dryad of the trees, 

In some melodious plot 
Of beechen green, and shadows numberless, 

10 Singest of summer in full-throated ease. 

2 
O, for a draught of vintage!0 that hath been wine 

Cool'd a long age in the deep-delved earth, 
Tasting of Flora 4 and the country green, 

Dance, and Proven£al song,5 and sunburnt mirth! 
is O for a beaker full of the warm South, 

Full of the true, the blushful Hippocrene, 6 

With beaded bubbles winking at the brim, 
And purple-stained mouth; 

That I might drink, and leave the world unseen, 
20 And with thee fade away into the forest dim: 

3 
Fade far away, dissolve, and quite forget 

What thou among the leaves hast never known, 
The weariness, the fever, and the fret 

Here, where men sit and hear each other groan; 
25 Where palsy shakes a few, sad, last gray hairs, 

Where youth grows pale, and spectre-thin, and dies;7 

Where but to think is to be full of sorrow 
And leaden-eyed despairs, 

Where Beauty cannot keep her lustrous eyes, 
30 Or new Love pine at them beyond to-morrow. 

4 
Away! away! for I will fly to thee, 

Not charioted by Bacchus and his pards, 

1. Charles Brown, with whom Keats was then liv-
ing in Hampstead, wrote: "In the spring of 1819 a 
nightingale had built her nest near my house. 
Keats felt a tranquil and continual joy in her song; 
and one morning he took his chair from the break-
fast table to the grass plot under a plum tree, where 
he sat for two or three hours. When he came into 
the house, I perceived he had some scraps of paper 
in his hand, and these he was quietly thrusting 
behind the books. On inquiry, I found those 
scraps, four or five in number, contained his poetic 
feeling on the song of our nightingale." 
2. A poisonous herb, not the North American 

evergreen tree; a sedative if taken in small doses. 
3. River in Hades whose waters cause forgetful-
ness. 
4. The Roman goddess of flowers or the flowers 
themselves. 
5. Provence, in southern France, was in the late 
Middle Ages renowned for its troubadours—writ-
ers and singers of love songs. 
6. Fountain of the Muses on Mount Helicon, 
hence the waters of inspiration, here applied meta-
phorically to a beaker of wine. 
7. Keats's brother Tom, wasted by tuberculosis, 
had died the preceding winter. 
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But on the viewless wings of Poesy,8 

Though the dull brain perplexes and retards: 
35 Already with thee! tender is the night, 

And haply the Queen-Moon is on her throne, 
Cluster'd around by all her starry Fays;° fairies 

But here there is no light, 
Save what from heaven is with the breezes blown 

40 Through verdurous0 glooms and winding mossy ways, green-foliaged 

5 
I cannot see what flowers are at my feet, 

Nor what soft incense hangs upon the boughs, 
But, in embalmed0 darkness, guess each sweet perfumed 

Wherewith the seasonable month endows 
45 The grass, the thicket, and the fruit-tree wild; 

White hawthorn, and the pastoral eglantine;9 

Fast fading violets cover'd up in leaves; 
And mid-May's eldest child, 

The coming musk-rose, full of dewy wine, 
50 The murmurous haunt of flies on summer eves. 

6 
Darkling0 I listen; and, for many a time in darkness 

I have been half in love with easeful Death, 
Call'd him soft names in many a mused0 rhyme, meditated 

To take into the air my quiet breath; 
55 Now more than ever seems it rich to die, 

To cease upon the midnight with no pain, 
While thou art pouring forth thy soul abroad 

In such an ecstasy! 
Still wouldst thou sing, and I have ears in vain— 

60 To thy high requiem0 become a sod. mass for the dead 

7 
Thou wast not born for death, immortal Bird! 

No hungry generations tread thee down; 
The voice I hear this passing night was heard 

In ancient days by emperor and clown:0 peasant 
65 Perhaps the self-same song that found a path 

Through the sad heart of Ruth,1 when, sick for home, 
She stood in tears amid the alien corn;0 wheat 

The same that oft-times hath 
Charm'd magic casements,0 opening on the foam windows 

70 Of perilous seas, in faery lands forlorn. 

8 

Forlorn! the very word is like a bell 
To toll me back from thee to my sole self! 

Adieu! the fancy2 cannot cheat so well 

8. I.e., by getting drunk not on wine (the "vintage" 
of stanza 2) but on the invisible ("viewless") wings 
of the poetic imagination. (Bacchus, god of wine, 
was sometimes represented in a chariot drawn by 
"pards"—leopards.) 

9. Sweetbrier or honeysuckle. 
1. The young widow in the biblical Book of Ruth. 
2. I.e., imagination, "the viewless wings of Poesy" 
of line 33. 
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As she is fam'd to do, deceiving elf. 
75 Adieu! adieu! thy plaintive anthem 0 fades hymn 

Past the near meadows, over the still stream, 
Up the hill-side; and now 'tis buried deep 

In the next valley-glades: 
Was it a vision, or a waking dream? 

so Fled is that music:—Do I wake or sleep? 

May 1819 1819 

Ode on a Grecian Urn1 

Thou still unravish'd bride of quietness, 
Thou foster-child of silence and slow time, 

Sylvan2 historian, who canst thus express 
A flowery tale more sweetly than our rhyme: 

5 What leaf-fring'd legend haunts about thy shape 
Of deities or mortals, or of both, 

In Tempe or the dales of Arcady?3 

What men or gods are these? What maidens loth? 
What mad pursuit? What struggle to escape? 

10 What pipes and timbrels? What wild ecstasy? 

2 
Heard melodies are sweet, but those unheard 

Are sweeter; therefore, ye soft pipes, play on; 
Not to the sensual ear, 4 but, more endear'd, 

Pipe to the spirit ditties of no tone: 
15 Fair youth, beneath the trees, thou canst not leave 

Thy song, nor ever can those trees be bare; 
Bold lover, never, never canst thou kiss, 

Though winning near the goal—yet, do not grieve; 
She cannot fade, though thou hast not thy bliss, 

20 For ever wilt thou love, and she be fair! 

3 
Ah, happy, happy boughs! that cannot shed 

Your leaves, nor ever bid the spring adieu; 
And, happy melodist, unwearied, 

1. Another poem that Keats published in Hay-
don's Annals of the Fine Arts. This urn, with its 
sculptured reliefs of revelry and panting young lov-
ers in chase and in flight, of a pastoral piper under 
spring foliage, and of the quiet procession of priest 
and townspeople, resembles parts of various vases, 
sculptures, and paintings, but it existed in all its 
particulars only in Keats's imagination. In the urn— 
which captures moments of intense experience in 
attitudes of grace and immobilizes them in mar-
ble—Keats found the perfect correlative for his 
concern with the longing for permanence in a 
world of change. The interpretation of the details 
with which he develops this concept, however, is 
hotly disputed. The disputes begin with the open-

ing phrase: is "still" an adverb ("as yet"), or is it an 
adjective ("motionless"), as the punctuation of the 
Annals version, which adds a comma after "still," 
suggests? And the two concluding lines have accu-
mulated as much critical discussion as the "two-
handed engine" in Milton's "Lycidas" or the most 
difficult cruxes in Shakespeare's plays. 
2. Rustic, representing a woodland scene. 
3. The valleys of Arcadia, a state in ancient Greece 
often used as a symbol of the pastoral ideal. 
"Tempe": a beautiful valley in Greece that has 
come to represent rural beauty. 
4. The ear of sense (as opposed to that of the 
"spirit," or imagination). 
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a horizontal thread 
85 that fu me s a little with pallor upon the dark. 

Is it illusion? or does the pallor f u m e 
A little higher? 
Ah wait, wait, for there's the dawn, 
the cruel dawn of coming back to life 

90 out of oblivion. 

Wait , wait, the little ship 
drifting, beneath the deathly ashy grey 
of a flood-dawn. 

Wait , wait! even so, a f lush of yellow 
95 and strangely, O chilled wan soul, a flush of rose. 

A flush of rose, and the whole thing starts again. 

X 

The flood subsides, and the body, like a worn sea-shell 
emerges strange and lovely. 
And the little ship wings home, faltering and lapsing 

IOO on the pink flood, 
and the frail soul steps out, into her house again 
filling the hear t with peace. 

Swings the heart renewed with peace 
even of oblivion. 

105 Oh build your ship of death, oh build it! 
for you will need it. 
For the voyage of oblivion awaits you. 

1 9 2 9 - 3 0 1933 

T. S . E L I O T 

1 8 8 8 - 1 9 6 5 

Thomas Stearns Eliot was born in St. Louis, Missouri, of New England stock. He 
entered Harvard in 1906 and was influenced there by the anti-Romanticism of Irving 
Babbitt and the philosophical and critical interests of George Santayana, as well as 
by the enthusiastic study of Renaissance literature and of South Asian religions. He 
wrote his Harvard dissertation on the English idealist philosopher F. H. Bradley, 
whose emphasis on the private nature of individual experience, "a circle enclosed on 
the outside," influenced Eliot's poetry considerably. He also studied literature and 
philosophy in France and Germany, before going to England shortly after the out-
break of World War I in 1914. He studied Greek philosophy at Oxford, taught school 
in London, and then obtained a position with Lloyd's Bank. In 1915 he married an 
English writer, Vivienne Haigh-Wood, but the marriage was not a success. She suf-
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fered from poor emotional and physical health. The strain told on Eliot, too. By 
November 1921 distress and worry had brought him to the verge of a nervous break-
down, and on medical advice he went to recuperate in a Swiss sanitorium. Two 
months later he returned, pausing in Paris long enough to give his early supporter 
and adviser Ezra Pound the manuscript of The Waste Land. Eliot left his wife in 1933, 
and she was eventually committed to a mental home, where she died in 1947. Ten 
years later he was happily remarried to his secretary, Valerie Fletcher. 

Eliot started writing literary and philosophical reviews soon after settling in London 
and was assistant editor of The Egoist magazine from 1917 to 1919. In 1922 he 
founded the influential quarterly The Criterion, which he edited until it ceased pub-
lication in 1939. His poetry first appeared in 1915, when, at Pound's urging, "The 
Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock" was printed in Poetry magazine (Chicago) and a few 
other short poems were published in the short-lived periodical Blast. His first pub-
lished collection of poems was Prufrock and Other Observations, 1917; two other 
small collections followed in 1919 and 1920; in 1922 The Waste Land appeared, first 
in The Criterion in October, then in The Dial (in America) in November, and finally 
in book form. Meanwhile he was also publishing collections of his critical essays. In 
1925 he joined the London publishing firm Faber & Gwyer, and he was made a 
director when the firm was renamed Faber & Faber. He became a British subject and 
joined the Church of England in 1927. 

"Our civilization comprehends great variety and complexity, and this variety and com-
plexity, playing upon a refined sensibility, must produce various and complex results. 
The poet must become more and more comprehensive, more allusive, more indirect, 
in order to force, to dislocate if necessary, language into bis meaning." This remark, 
from Eliot's essay "The Metaphysical Poets" (1921), gives one clue to his poetic 
method from "Prufrock" through The Waste Land. When he settled in London he 
saw poetry in English as exhausted, with no verbal excitement or original craftsman-
ship. He sought to make poetry more subtle, more suggestive, and at the same time 
more precise. Like the imagists, he emphasized the necessity of clear and precise 
images. From the philosopher poet T. E. Hulme and from Pound, he learned to fear 
what was seen as Romantic self-indulgence and vagueness, and to regard the poetic 
medium rather than the poet's personality as the important factor. At the same time 
the "hard, dry" images advocated by Hulme were not enough for him; he wanted wit, 
allusiveness, irony. He saw in the Metaphysical poets how wit and passion could be 
combined, and he saw in the French symbolists, such as Charles Baudelaire, Ste-
phane Mallarme, Paul Verlaine, and Arthur Rimbaud, how an image could be both 
absolutely precise in what it referred to physically and endlessly suggestive in its 
meanings because of its relationship to other images. The combination of precision, 
symbolic suggestion, and ironic mockery in the poetry of the late-nineteenth-century 
French poet Jules Laforgue attracted and influenced him, as did Laforgue's verse 
technique that Eliot described in an interview as "rhyming lines of irregular length, 
with the rhymes coming in irregular places." He also found in the Jacobean drama-
tists, such as Thomas Middleton, Cyril Tourneur, and John Webster, a flexible blank 
verse with overtones of colloquial movement, a way of counterpointing the accent of 
conversation and the note of terror. Eliot's fluency in French and German, his study 
of Western and non-Western literary and religious texts in their original languages, 
his rigorous knowledge of philosophy, his exacting critical intellect, his keen sensitiv-
ity to colloquial rhythm and idiom, his ability to fuse anguished emotional states with 
sharply etched intellectual satire—all of these contributed to his crafting one of the 
twentieth century's most distinctive and influential bodies of poetry. 

Hulme's protests against the Romantic concept of poetry reinforced what Eliot had 
learned from Babbitt at Harvard; yet for all his severity with poets such as Percy 
Shelley and Walt Whitman, for all his cultivation of a classical viewpoint and his 
insistence on order and discipline rather than on mere self-expression in art, one side 
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of Eliot's poetic genius is Romantic. The symbolist influence on his imagery, his 
elegiac lamentation over loss and fragmentation, his interest in the evocative and the 
suggestive, lines such as "And fiddled whisper music on those strings / And bats with 
baby faces in the violet light / Whistled, and beat their wings," and recurring images 
such as the hyacinth girl and the rose garden show what could be called a Romantic 
element in his poetry. But it is combined with a dry ironic allusiveness, a play of wit 
and satire, and a colloquial element, which are not normally found in poets of the 
Romantic tradition. 

Eliot's real novelty—and the cause of much bewilderment when his poems first 
appeared—was his deliberate elimination of all merely connective and transitional 
passages, his building up of the total pattern of meaning through the immediate 
juxtaposition of images without overt explanation of what they are doing, together 
with his use of oblique references to other works of literature (some of them quite 
obscure to most readers of his time). "Prufrock" presents a symbolic landscape where 
the meaning emerges from the mutual interaction of the images, and that meaning 
is enlarged by echoes, often ironic, of Hesiod and Dante and Shakespeare. The Waste 
Land is a series of scenes and images with no author's voice intervening to tell us 
where we are but with the implications developed through multiple contrasts and 
through analogies with older literary works often referred to in a distorted quotation 
or half-concealed allusion. Furthermore, the works referred to are not necessarily 
central in the Western literary tradition: besides Dante and Shakespeare there are 
pre-Socratic philosophers; major and minor seventeenth-century poets and drama-
tists; works of anthropology, history, and philosophy; texts of Buddhism and 
Hinduism; even popular songs and vaudeville. Ancient and modern voices, high and 
low art, Western and non-Western languages clash, coincide, jostle alongside one 
another. In a culture where the poet's public might lack a common cultural heritage, 
a shared knowledge of works of the past, Eliot felt it necessary to accumulate his own 
body of references. In this his use of earlier literature differs from, say, John Milton's. 
Both poets are difficult for the modern reader, who needs editorial assistance in 
recognizing and understanding many of the allusions—but Milton was drawing on a 
body of knowledge common to educated people in his day. Nevertheless, this aspect 
of Eliot can be exaggerated; his imagery and the movement of his verse set the tone 
he requires, establish the area of meaning to be developed, so that even a reader 
ignorant of most of the literary allusions can often get the feel of the poem and achieve 
some understanding of what it says. 

Eliot's early poetry, until at least the middle 1920s, is mostly concerned in one way 
or another with the Waste Land, with aspects of cultural decay in the modern Western 
world. After his formal acceptance of Anglican Christianity, a penitential note appears 
in much of his verse, a note of quiet searching for spiritual peace, with considerable 
allusion to biblical, liturgical, and mystical religious literature and to Dante. Ash 
Wednesday (1930), a poem in six parts, much less fiercely concentrated in style than 
the earlier poetry, explores with gentle insistence a mood both penitential and ques-
tioning. The Ariel poems (so called because published in Faber's Ariel pamphlet 
series) present or explore aspects of religious doubt or discovery or revelation, some-
times, as in "Journey of the Magi," drawing on biblical incident. In Four Quartets (of 
which the first, "Burnt Norton," appeared in the Collected Poems of 1936, though all 
four were not completed until 1943, when they were published together), Eliot fur-
ther explored essentially religious moods, dealing with the relation between time and 
eternity and the cultivation of that selfless passivity that can yield the moment of 
timeless revelation in the midst of time. The mocking irony, the savage humor, the 
collage of quotations, the deliberately startling juxtaposition of the sordid and the 
romantic give way in these later poems to a quieter poetic idiom that is less jagged 
and more abstract, less fragmentary and more formally patterned. 

As a critic Eliot worked out in his reading of older literature what he needed as a 
poet to hold and to admire. He lent the growing weight of his authority to a shift in 
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literary taste that replaced Milton by John Donne as the great seventeenth-century 
English poet and replaced Alfred, Lord Tennyson in the nineteenth century by Gerard 
Manley Hopkins. Rewriting English literary history, he saw the late-seventeenth-
century "dissociation of sensibility"—the segregation of intellect and emotion—as 
determining the course of English poetry throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries. This theory also explained what he was aiming at in his own poetry: the 
reestablishment of that unified sensibility he found in Donne and other early-
seventeenth-century poets and dramatists, who were able, he suggests in "The Meta-
physical Poets," to "feel their thought as immediately as the odour of a rose." His view 
of tradition, his dislike of the poetic exploitation of the author's personality, his advo-
cacy of what he called "orthodoxy," made him suspicious of what he considered eccen-
tric geniuses such as William Blake and D. H. Lawrence. On the other side, his dislike 
of the grandiloquent and his insistence on complexity and on the mingling of the 
formal with the conversational made him distrust Milton's influence on English 
poetry. He considered himself a "classicist in literature, royalist in politics, and Anglo-
Catholic in religion" (For Lancelot Andrewes, 1928), in favor of order against chaos, 
tradition against eccentricity, authority against rampant individualism; yet his own 
poetry is in many respects untraditional and certainly highly individual in tone. His 
conservative and even authoritarian habit of mind, his anti-Semitic remarks and mis-
sionary zeal, alienated some who admire—and some whose own poetry has been 
much influenced by—his poetry. 

Eliot's plays address, directly or indirectly, religious themes. Murder in the Cathe-
dral (1935) deals in an appropriately ritual manner with the killing of Archbishop 
Thomas a Becket, using a chorus and presenting its central speech as a sermon by 
the archbishop. The Family Reunion (1939) deals with the problem of guilt and 
redemption in a modern upper-class English family; combining choric devices from 
Greek tragedy with a poetic idiom subdued to the accents of drawing-room conver-
sation. In his three later plays, all written in the 1950s, The Cocktail Party, The 
Confidential Clerk, and The Elder Statesman, he achieved popular success by casting 
a serious religious theme in the form of a sophisticated modern social comedy, using 
a verse that is so conversational in movement that when spoken in the theater it does 
not sound like verse at all. 

Critics differ on the degree to which Eliot succeeded in his last plays in combining 
box-office success with dramatic effectiveness. But there is no disagreement on his 
importance as one of the great renovators of poetry in English, whose influence on a 
whole generation of poets, critics, and intellectuals was enormous. His range as a 
poet is limited, and his interest in the great middle ground of human experience (as 
distinct from the extremes of saint and sinner) deficient; but when in 1948 he was 
awarded the rare honor of the Order of Merit by King George VI and also gained the 
Nobel Prize in literature, his positive qualities were widely and fully recognized—his 
poetic cunning, his fine craftsmanship, his original accent, his historical importance 
as the poet of the modern symbolist-Metaphysical tradition. 

The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock1 

S'io credesse che mia risposta fosse 
a persona che mai tornasse al mondo, 
questa fiamma staria senza piii scosse. 
Ma per cio cche giammai di questo fondo 
non torno vivo alcun, s'i'odo il vero, 
senza tenia d'infamia ti rispondo,2 

1. The title implies an ironic contrast between the 
romantic suggestions of "love song" and the dully 
prosaic name "J. Alfred Prufrock." 

2. "If I thought that my reply would be to one who 
would ever return to the world, this flame would 
stay without fur ther movement ; but since none has 
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The Hollow Men 

Mistah Kurtz—he dead.1 

A penny for the Old Guy2 

I 

We are the hollow men 
We are the stuffed men 
Leaning together 
Headpiece filled with straw. Alas! 

; Our dried voices, when 
We whisper together 
Are quiet and meaningless 
As wind in dry glass 
Or rats' feet over broken glass 

10 In our dry cellar3 

Shape without form, shade without colour, 
Paralysed force, gesture without motion; 

Those who have crossed 
With direct eyes, to death's other Kingdom 

15 Remember us—if at all—not as lost 
Violent souls, but only 
As the hollow men 
The stuffed men. 

II 

Eyes I dare not meet in dreams 
20 In death's dream kingdom4 

These do not appear: 
There, the eyes are 
Sunlight on a broken column 
There, is a tree swinging 

25 And voices are 
In the wind's singing 
More distant and more solemn 
Than a fading star. 

Let me be no nearer 
30 In death's dream kingdom 

Let me also wear 
Such deliberate disguises 
Rat's coat, crowskin, crossed staves 

1. From Joseph Conrad's Heart of Darkness (see 
p. 1941). 
2. Every year on Nov. 5, British children build 
bonfires, on which thev burn a scarecrow effigy of 
the traitor Guido [Guy] Fawkes, who in 1605 
at tempted to blow up the Parliament buildings. 

For some days before this, they ask people in the 
streets for pennies with which to buy fireworks. 
3. Cf. The Waste Land, lines 115 and 195. 
4. At the end of Dante 's Purgatorio and in Paradiso 
4, he cannot meet the gaze of Beatrice (see Eliot's 
1929 essay "Dante"). 
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In a field5 

35 Behaving as the wind behaves 
No nearer-— 

Not that final meeting 
In the twilight kingdom6 

III 

This is the dead land 
40 This is cactus land 

Here the stone images7 

Are raised, here they receive 
The supplication of a dead man's hand 
Under the twinkle of a fading star. 

45 Is it like this 
In death's other kingdom 
Waking alone 
At the hour when we are 
Trembling with tenderness 

so Lips that would kiss 
Form prayers to broken stone. 

IV 

The eyes are not here 
There are no eyes here 
In this valley of dying stars 

55 In this hollow valley 
This broken jaw of our lost kingdoms 

In this last of meeting places 
We grope together 
And avoid speech 

60 Gathered on this beach of the tumid river8 

Sightless, unless 
The eyes reappear 
As the perpetual star 
Multifoliate rose9 

65 Of death's twilight kingdom 
The hope only 
Of empty men. 

5. The traditional British scarecrow is made from 
two sticks tied in the form of a cross (the vertical 
one stuck in the ground), dressed in cast-off 
clothes, and sometimes draped with dead vermin. 
6. Perhaps a reference to Dante's meeting with 
Beatrice after he has crossed the river Lethe. There 

reminded of his sins, he is allowed to proceed to 
Paradise (Purgatorio 30). 
7. Cf. The Waste Land, line 22. 
8. Dante's Acheron, which encircles hell, and the 
Congo of Conrad's Heart of Darkness. 
9. The image of heaven in Dante's Paradiso 32. 
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V 

Here we go round the prickly pear 
Prickly pear prickly pear 

70 Here we go round the prickly pear 
At five o'clock in the morning.1 

Between the idea 
And the reality 
Between the motion 

75 And the act2 

Falls the Shadow3 

For Thine is the Kingdom4 

Between the conception 
And the creation 

so Between the emotion 
And the response 
Falls the Shadow 

Life is very long 

Between the desire 
85 And the spasm 

Between the potency 
And the existence 
Between the essence 
And the descent 

90 Falls the Shadow 
For Thine is the Kingdom 

For Thine is 
Life is 
For Thine is the 

95 This is the way the world ends 
This is the way the world ends 
This is the way the world ends 
Not with a bang hut a whimper. 

1924-2 5 1925 

1. Parodic version of the children's rhyme ending 
"Here we go round the mulberry bush / On a cold 
and frosty morning." 
2. Cf. Shakespeare's Julius Caesar 2.1.63—5: 
"Between the acting of a dreadful thing / And the 
first motion, all the interim is / Like a phantasma 

or a hideous dream." 
3. Cf. Ernest Dowson's "Now sum qualis eram 
bonae sub regno Cynarae," lines 1—2: "Last night, 
ah, yesternight, betwixt her lips and mine / There 
fell thy shadow, Cynara!" 
4. Cf. The Lord's Prayer. 


