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2.l 
ABSTRACT 

Chapter I of thi s thesis is jus~ a bri e f a ccount o f 

the genesis of The Rock : bri e f for f ear of reproducing what 

has already be 8n nb l y s a id before by Mr E . Mart in Browne in 

his book The Making of ToS . El iot 's Plays. In this sec t ion 

the pagean t and ~usic-ha ll r e vue , which were the v ehicl e s 

for this v agu ely propagandis t work, a r e treat ed , and what 

is so strang~ l y i mport a nt about the mus ic-ha ll form of 

entert a i nment i s that Eliot was v er y much at trac ted t o it. 

This chap ter, a l though i t just s ets the scen e , shows the 

author working at a much more s uperf i cia l l ev e l than ev e r 

before . 

Chapter II deals with the i mport ance of Eliot's s oc io­

r elig i ou s th i nking r Gl at ive to The Rock i n the 1 930s . ~he 

authoritari an nature and very rig our o f his ort hodoxy ma.y 

h :.v e been p c1r t l y the reason why Tl]o Rock nnd After Strange 

Gods we r e nev er r 0pub lished , but the i mport ant point is made 

clear , through these views on Christian orthodoxy and 

tradition , t h at Eliot was to b e admired as p0rhaps the only 

poet and int e lle c tual of g r eat standing i n Eng l and in the 

1 930 s who gav e his a lleg i a nce to something who l ly outside 

hims e lf. I n addition , what i s m2de explicit in thi s chapter, 

and h e ld i rap licit throughout , is tha t Bliot was no turncoat 

who now g l adl y and L :cil e ly embrc.c r.:; d the succour of Mothe r 

Church as some critics wou l d h a v e us beli e ve . What is m~de 

pla in is t hat this r e l at ive ly new convert was finding a 

via media b e twe un f a cile h ope and poin·tless despair - henc e 

the v e ry discipline and rigour of his Anglo-Catholic 

affirmat ions . 

Chapter III is about tho requirements of the medium in 

what Was in f dct th e fi rs t t i me Eliot had moved b eyond a 

cot eri e audience. The d emands and limitations are listed 

as criteria against which The ___ Rock c an only be measured; 

and although the choruses may be the first bad poetry Eliot 

h ad written , it is made clear that h e was cons cious of the 

seeming hollowness of e ccle siastical utterances. It may 

seem paradoxica l t hat Eliot , in this propaganda setting, 
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was a c tually t rying to wring tho neck of rhetoric , and the 

mor a l is ev en enf orced by his i nclusion of a verse- sketch 

which clearl y shows an adul terat i on t hrough rhetoric . 

Chapter IV r everberat e s on the two prec eding chapters 

in its de lineation of a r e turn t o a purified yet traditional 

l anguage as we ll . Al though the nobil i ty of l angu age from 

biblic a l books is still t her s , EJ.iot was for the first time 

u s ing a democrat ic, and non- hieratic, l anguage of ordinary 

man. There is a new distrus t of the c unning and rhetorical, 

as c ont a i ned in the ' ob j e c tive corro l ative 1 o f before , and 

the author i s attempting a personal atone through what seems 

to b e an authenticity and sinceri ty of tone . 

The Ro c k could c onc eivably e xis t without the .choruses at 

a ll but they are i mportant , unl i ke tho prose episodes , 

b e caus e they were written without tho v 2ri ous c o l laborators . 

Chapter V attempt s, ver y bri ef l y , to establish thut 

The Rock was not a propagandist ' s h 2 ckwork but that the 

author was c onsc iously grop i ns for new forms of prosody and 

dramat ic techniques preparator y to his l ater p l ays a nd poetry 

and , as such , the work is seen in t h e perspdctive of an 

importent stage mi d way i n Eliot ' s careur as an artist and 

thinker. 
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I-'REHACE 

The Rock was the fi r st of T. S . Eliot's commissioned 
religious plays and it was primarily written for performance 

at Sadler ' s Wells Theatre, Jslington~ London fro m 28 May -

S June , 1934, on behalf of the Forty- five Churches Fund of 
the Diocese of London. After its fir st publications in 

England by Faber arnl Faber and in the United St at es by 

Harcourt Brace and Compa ny , the author allowed the work to 
3 0 out of print a nd for it to r ema in an occ asional piece , 

except for the ten choruses whi ch have been republished 

within his Collected Po ems . 
This ttes i s is not intended to be a pat i ent elucidation 

of thi s forgotten text , but much rather its point a nd pur pose 
i s to study the wor 1·~ i n r e l ,?..tion t o ToS . Eliot ' s 0 1:m poet i c , 

dramatic , critica l and soc i a l writin~s nnd , by scanning its 

before and after, to endeavour t o f ind some cont i uuit i es , 

links and a perspe c ti ve o As for the suppl ementary eluc idation 
t tiere a r e three most he l p.1.'ul ho oks : E. tvmrt in Browne ' s 

_i;r;_h_~ _tvi_a 1.:i ng_ 9_f __ 'l\ _0_. }~lj_ot' _s_ i.'l_~_J§. ( Cnmbr-idge : Cai~b r idge 
University Pre'-,s, 1 969 ); Grove r f.)mith ' s '1.1 . S • .Sliot ' s _Poeg;z_ 

-~~_d_: __ _P_~ ays: A_ S~2,l,?-/ ___ ~.1::~ . .f~?_U_J?ces . nd U_eani1~ ( Chica0o: University 
of Chic 2t2, o Fress , 1 SV1); nd B. C. Uoutham' s A St1.,~de_21~t§__ ___ Q_u id_~. 
to _t_he Sel8_c_!ed ___ l '_o_9_~n s_ of 11 of., . :2liot (London : Faber and .Fabe r 

Ltd, 1 969) - t hese all contain useful 3ui cl e .s , esp <'JC iaJ.ly the 
forme r work by l'-lart i n Br o1.me \'Jh o collaborated with the author 

to write Tho Rock , and t he l att er work by Sou t ham not onl y 
bears the Impri ma tur of Faber and Faber, but wa c al s o prepa red 
with the authoritative advic e of Mrs Val erie Eliot whom the 

author thanks i n his ' Ackno ~l edgments'. 
This thesis wi ll also attempt to show how and why the 

man considered to be the most sophisticat ed and maj or British 
poet of the twentieth century , accepted of his own volition, 
a pedestri an and unpretensious duty to his faith to express 
his own personal and idiosyncratic views about church and 

society. What is more, i t seems i ncongrous but interesting 

that this particular author should have conveyed these ideas, 
not throue;h .highly wrought and intens e ly a l lusive methods as 

he was wont, but tha t he did so by taking instead merely an 
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ad hoc improvisation of the vill~ge paseant f r om the past , and 

a type of revue which vm.s enjoying some popularity in Engl and 

a t the time . Not onl y d oes such a conc at enation • eem strans e ly 

regres fJ i ve to To S . Eliot but, moreover, this cosmopolitt1.ti poet 

expre ~s ed through them a sectarian apolo[ i u for Di Gh An~licanism . 

The Rock , therefo r e , shows ~l i ot wor k ing a·t a shallower 

level than ever before , i n wlw.t vrn.r; hi s f irs t vJo r k written out­

side a s~ecifically li·terary , cote r i e audi ence . Nevertheless , 

this thes i s wil l endeavou:;_:, to s how t hat The Ho ck was s·t:il l the 

work of a major and subt l e mi nd f-'._; r c.pp ling wi th severe l imi t D­

tions and then transfor mins them . There is still a c ont i nu i ty 

of the author ' s co ncerns and mot i f s fr om his earli er writinss 
a.nd , even within L:he str:i.c·tures of fl provided s cenario , the 

poet was ab l e to z i ve this pageant-pl ay a distinct l y El ioti c 
fl avour . Yet converse l y , this thes i s will be somewhat like a 

bi olog ica l field trip a nd i t wi ll show how the ecolOGY i s 
chunt i n~ in Eliot ' s work . His earli er habitnt of e~treme human 

s el f - enclosure i [: now markedly csone and it \I ilJ_ b e shown that 

t~1ere is a more humane o.nd positive con cern fi l terinr; through 

in 'L'hE; _ _Jtoct. 
All quotat ions wi1J_ be t,:;_! .:en fr ou1 the l~e,ber edj_tion of 

'.r½~J:.-?.o ck whi ch was fi:cs t publi shr-;d in En(.., l o.nc: in 19Y~ but , for 
the s a ke of convenience, the ten chorus es wi l J. be numbered 

correspondi ng to those reprinted in Collect ed_Poems 1909- 1962. 
I \•J ish to thank Mr o I'et er Alcock for h is SU[S_.estio tl S and 

correc tions which he has s,) ki nd l y ancl patiently adva"i:,.cecl J:' or 
the preparation of thi ::.; ma nus cript o Hi n help with the text 

and hi s L:nowl edge and supc• rvision have been an immense help . 
I should also like to thank lTofessor R.G . Fr ean for his intro­

ducin g me to ToS o Eliot's poetry some years ago. 
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1. 
CHAPTER I 

The Occasion and the Work - th8 years of l ' entre deux guerres 

There i s onl y th0 f i ght to recover what has bean l ost 
And found o.nd l ost again and aga in : and now , under 

c ondition s 
Th2t sc orn unprop i tious . But perhaps n2ither gai n nor 

l oss . 
For us, the r e i s only the trying . The r es t is not our 

business . Eo.st Coker V 

Tho severo limitations i mposed by the nature of Eliot ' s 

first v enture i n tho theatre h ad p rompted him to discla i m ful l 

authorship of The Ro c k in the prefatory note to the pri nted 

v ersion , where he expl a i ns: 

I c annot consider mys elf the author of tho ' p l ay ', 
but only of tho words which are printed hero . The 
s c enario , 1incorporati ng somo historical scones 
sug6 e sted by the Rev . R. Webb - Ode l l , i s by Mr E. 
Mart i n Browne , under whos e direc tion I wrote the 
choruses ancl dia l ogues , and submissiv2 to whose 
exp ort cri ticisrn I r ewrote much of them . Of onl;y 
one scene2am I literally the a uthor : for this s c ~ne 
and of cours e for tht) sentiments expressed i n the 
chorus es I must assumo th 0 responsibi lity . 3 

Eliot th e n proceed s to distribute the authorship among those 

dirG c tly or indirectly i nvolved i n the po.gee.mt : 

I shoul d like to mak e g r ateful ncknowl cdgment of 
the c ollabo r ation of Dr . Martin Sho.w , who composed 
the mus i c . To Mr F . V. Morl ey I am ind8bted for 
one speech for which technic a l knowl edge of brick­
l aying w~s required ; to Major Bonamy Dobr6e for 
correc t i ng the diction of th e Christopher Wr en s c ene ; 
to Mr W. F . Ca chemaill e for the i nf ormation concern­
ing t h e relations of archit e cts , c ontractors and 
for em8n o The Rev o Vinc ent Howson has so com~ l etel y 
rewritten the dialogu e bl:tWe: (m h imself ( Bert ) n.nd 4 his mat e s, that he deser ves tho title of joint author. 

Th e first s c enario is by Mr E . Mcrt i n Browne ; the 
subsequ ent sce na rii , notes and typewcript drafts a r e 
housed i n the Bod l e i an Library , Oxford . 

2 The v erse sc ene-.; including the Hedshirts and Bl a ckshirts 
and Plutocrat , pp . 42- 47. 

3 T.S. Eliot , The Rock (London : Faber and Faber Ltd , 
1934 ) p ., 5 . 

4 ibid. 
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Ther e was fo r t he actua l performance s a cas t in exces s of 330 

charact ers i n the vari ous s cenos, most of whom wGr e amat eurs. 

Mro Vincent Hows on , who h ad f ormed t h e East End Amat eurs, 

h ad recruited h i s gr oup from fri end s of loca l cockney t a l ent, 

t o p l ay h i s s c enes wi th t hem , but a ll t h e ot he r wo rkmen we r e 

t aken from Univer s i t y Coll ege , Loadon , Drarne..t ic Soci et y o 

Stel l a Mary Pearc e was the Produc er, whi l e he r husband , 

Er ic Newt on , uride r t ook t h e s ett i ng fo r t he pageant -stabe o 

Miss Elsie Fogerty , from t he Cent r a l Schoo l of Speech a nd 
Drama , provid ed a nd d i re cted the cho r us which compr ised s 0ven 

men a nd t en women fr om that school . The Conduc to r of Lloyd s 
Light Orchestra ( 40 player s 2.nd a small choir ) was 

Dr o G. F o Bro ckl es s o 

Th ere was an aud i enc e of approxi mate l y 1, 500 each n i ght 
f or the t wo week duration of the pe r fo r mances at Sadl er's 

Well s o 

0000000 

The a ction of the ' p l ay ' shows re l ated situntions i n the 

t r o.d i tion of the Engli sh Church , the:: symboli sm of \Jhich was 

to be measured on the nat uralistic l eve l by the bui l d i ng of a 

church fr om its uneven f oundat i ons through to its f i nal 

de corat i on and dedicat i o11 0 Ranging back and fort h in t i me t o 

show the per s i stenc e of t he pas t i n the pr esent , the builders 

l ear n i n t heir t r i a l s that the bui ldi ng of th i s church is no t 
an isolated a c t , for t h8y a r e given st r ength t o surmount t he 
ob s tacles of the pre s ent , by the apparit ions and the t a l es of 

oppos ed church building in t he pas t o The conver s ion of 
Saxon London by the priest Mellitus1was to provid e the first 

parallel t o thG workers' efforts t o prepare the foundations 

of the church , and this is i n turn as s ociated with the 
difficult i es of Rahere2who had built Sto Bartholomew' s , 

1 

2 

Mellitus (d. 624) had converted the East Saxons and in 
604 Sto Augustine had cons ecrat ed him to be t heir bishop. 
Ethelbert, King of Kent, had Sto Paul's in London built 
for him to be th e place of h is see. 

Rahere (do1143),a Norman ex-courtier of King Henry and 
Canon of StoPaul ' s, is s a id to have had a vision of 
being r escued from the jaws of hell by St. Bartholomew 
and had accordingly endowed St. Bartholomew 's , one of 
the great architectual achievements in church building 
in the Middle Ages . 



Smithfield. The builders ar e then confronted by a Communist 

Agitat or and their st and ing guard over the half-built 

sanctuary i s s een as remi niscent of Nehemi ah1and his men 

rebuildin0 tho walls of Jerusalem . The Agita t or ' s incitement 

of a mob to destroy the edifice is next juxtapo sed to the 
pillase and martyr dom of tho Christians i n tho Danish invas­

ions of t he tenth and el eventh centuries . Part I is then 

brought to a close by the offering of the alternatives of 

Communism , FasciGin and Capitalism , a s r epresented in tho 

personages of the Rcdshirts , Bl a c kshi rts and Plutocrat . 

Part II, which was s. l so to l etst for approximately forty 
'.) 

minut es , begins with Bishop Bl oomfiel d ' s - similar appeal s for 
church buildi n0 ; two Crus cLd. ers ' f 0-rewell s :rnd dedic:~~ tions to 

fight for KinG Richard ; an i nterlude of a mus ic-hull flavour 

with Ethelbe~t and his wife; a frivo l ous discussion among 
three midd le-class peopl e , Rnd then c1 .Stuart and Tuclor crowd 

of iconoc l c- sts ( v.1h ich served to contro.st the final dcdica tion 

and beautifying by th 2 craftsmen); and then the l e~e~f of 

St 0 Peter and tlrn }/ishL:rrnen. and tl1.e gr·",,.t c~1urc~l dcdic '.:'-.tions 

of the past . The fintll sequence is a discussion by Sir 

Christopher Wr~n (1 G32-1 723) , Suoue l P0pys (1633- -1703 ) and 
his fello w diarist John Eve l yn (1 620-1 706 ). To fill the 

int erest s throuzhout , ten choruses were provided to narrate 

or comment upo~ the various actioils . 

As for the actual tit l e of the work , Eliot seems to be 
drawing upon the Bib lical us e of the word ' rock ', to signify 

the support i ng strength of God as the asylum of his peopl e 

and the strength for v.eak manki nd as i n Psalm 89 : 26 ( Thou o.rt 
my father, my God , o..nd the rock of my salvat i on) and Psalm 

18 :2 (The Lord i s my rock, and my fortr es s , and my de liverer)o 

1 The Old '11estament: The Book of Nehemi ah I - XIV pns3 2::.~ • 

2 Charl es James Bl oomfield (1786-1 857), who bec ame Bishop 
of London in 1828 , had in 1836 is s ued an appeal for funrl q 
to build fifty churche s i n London, which was met with 
wonderful suc cess. During h is episcopate, nearl y two 
hundred new churche s were cons e crated . 
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Perhaps Matthew 16:18 is also r e l evant in Christ's words to 

Peter: (thou o.rt Peter and upon this rock I will build my 

Church). 1 

0000000 

In 1930 George Bell , the Anglican Bishop of Chichester, 

had Mr E. Martin Browne appo int ed to the post of Director of 

Religious Drama for that diocese , and the object of this 

newly created position was to enable promising a rtists to use 

their talents in this pnrticular field . The Bishop , inferr­

ing from T.S. Eliot's dramatic criticism that this new 

Anglican convert mi ght be interested in writing r e lig i ous 

plays, had invited the poet among a few guest s (which i nc luded 

Martin Browne) to Chiche s ter in De c ember 1930 for a party , 

with the intention of exploring the possibility of El iot 

writing a play for him . How0ver , v ery littl 0 eventuated on 

this occasion in cornnunicating the proposal to the Bishop's 

guest, or over the next e ighteen r:1.onths , by which t ine the 

poet was to take up re sidenc e at Harvard for the Academic 

Yeo.r 1932-3 . 

It was not until March 1 933 that the actu a l conception 

of The Rock was brought about , when a Rev . R. Webb- Odell was 

asked to organize a church building pageant by the Anglican 

Bishop of London. 'rhe expressed task was to dir0ct th8 Forty­

Five Churches Fund , a project to rais e money , mo.inly from the 

existin6 churches of Londo n , to firn:mce the building of forty­

five new churches in the new expanding suburban area North of 

the Thames. This venture was to entail a pageant , not only to 

r ai s e money to endow these new churches, but Ql so , as the 

chosen genre might suggest, to advertise the enshrined tradi­

tions of London churches to these people redistributed in 

this suburban area and to r emind them of their great 

1 The title seems to have been quite fortuitous. Lillah 
McCarthy in The Observer (4 Feb.1934), had dubbed a 
rehearsal 'The Rock'. Eliot wrote to Webb-Odell on 
8 Feb. "My only objection to 1rhe Rock is that the Rock 
himself, if he g ives the title to my production, will be 
identified by most people as St.Peter pure and simple, 
which does directly conjure up t o my mind the Petrine 
claims - which are hardly appropriate ••• " Quoted in 
E.Martin Browne; The Makin9 of ToS. Eliot's Pla~s, 
(London: Crunbridge University Press, 1969), p.?. 



ecclesiastical heritage o 

Mr E. Mart i n Br owne , whose expertise was soon to be 

call ed upon t o a i d the project , r e call s tho genre on which 

thi s pageant was to be mod 2lled - the open-air pageant which 

h ad flourish ed in England unti l the S econd Wo rld \J✓ar : 

I ts purpose is to c el ebr ate the history either of a 
p l a ce or of a institution , and it doe s so by showing 
a chronologica l series of scenes, each l ed up to by a 
processional entry. It gives a great multitude of 
amat eurs , concer ned with the subject of the pageant , 
an opportuni ty of taking part without any s evere strain 
on their ab i l i ty ( the l ead ing ac to rs are usually chosen 
rather for their lineage or oth0r conne- t i on with the 
o.f f a ir in h 2.nd than for skill in octing) .. .... Th8 total 
effect can hard l y be called dramat ic; it i s a disp l ay 
of panop l y ; o. mo re r e l axed and l es s discip lined version 
of a gr eat par ade . 1 

The ori g i nal concopt i on was to hav~ b een merely a seri es of 

t ab l 8aux based on the pride of the eccle siastical history of 

London anu the magnitude of such a venture would have no rm­

al ly just depended upon the story , the avai l ab ility of 

actors , 2.nd the setting ., How ever , tho situation was c om­

plicated by the f a ct that the comfilission had demanded that 

the disp l ay would b8 stag2d in a th0atre in c ent r a l London 

f or a period of about t wo weeks o 

Th u actual printed version of The Rock entitl ed the 

perfor mance a ' pageant- p l ay ', and i t i s true that a c e rt a i n 

number of definite pageant f eatur e s were retained , for that 

convention empl oyed on occasions a synthesis of many of the 

arts : prose and verse , ball et , mus ic and mime , c omic sequences 

a nd spec tac l e - a ll of which we r e a cc ordi ngl y reduc ed to be 

accommodated on t he theatre stage . 

Th e word ' pageant' had apparent l y , i n medi eva l times, 

referred to the cart on which a sc en e of a r e ligious play was 

porf orm(~d and this perambulating ent e rta inment had b een 

common then. Th e stage usually co r1sistod of two rooms ,' the 

lower one curta ined off as a dre s s ing room, though it could 
2 on occasions be used to r epresent Hell'o 

1 

2 

E. Martin Browne, p. 27. 

The Oxford Companion to the Theatre ed . Phyllis Hartnell 
3rd ed . (Oxford , 19°5"7), Po 7130 



The pageant came through time to mean no more than a 

spectacular procession , with dramatic sketches and disp l ays 

of dancing , songs , and processions to music, which woul d 

c elebrate a paYticular local ity or even a marriage . 

Inge:-i i ous machinery was ofte:n u nod cmd the 5enre became a 

not too d i s t ant remove fro m the elaborate Mas ques of 
1 Inigo J ones 2nd Ben Jonson . Excellent a ccounts of the 

pageant fo:cm may be found in Anthony Park er' s book , 

Pageants: Their Presentation ~.!..13.. Product =h_o~_ , (Pitman Press , 
London , 1954) ; and within Virgini a Woolf ' s Between the Acts, 

there i s anothor good but l ess formal a ccount of the village 
pageant. An excellent examp l e of a p ,:1geant work i s The 

Oxfor d Hi storical Po.~t June 27-Jul y 3 ~ 1907 , ( written by 
several hands) o.nd t~1e genera l tone of this memorio.l to 

Oxford ' s her i ta[,e is one of e,re:::t pride and reverence . 

There i n o.n opening Ode by Robert Bride,es which is conven­

tiona l ly used to invite all to the resplendant pageant . 

Various writers then Give their respective accounts of such 
men o.s }(ing C1iarles I 1 James I and II and th.e ir encounters 

and dealings with that University (e.s. one of the scenes is 

a conver sntion betwee n Henry VIII and Wolsey at Oxford). 
The pageant fin i shes with an Epilogue sit:;nificantly ent i t led 

' The Secr et of Oxford ' and i t was written especially for the 

occasi on by A. T. Qui l ler- Couch . 
However , when ~art i n Browne had been asked by Webb- Odell 

to undertake the project and prepare an initial s cenario fo r 

the pageant , the prog r ess of the draft did not se em to give 
them what they wanted. Mar t in Browne comments on the loose 

episodes i n the fo llowi ng way: 

1 

2 

It was unexc.iting in itself; .'.l.nd i t gave no oppor t unity 
of confronting the s i tuation of 1934. Some way must be 
found to focus at t ention on present need s and hopes , 
and to s ee the p ast in a perspective view from the 
present . We needed a framework of dr amatic action in 
a contemporary s ett ing . And, to lift the imagination 
of the audi ence to a h e ight from which it could see 
the immediat e business of church-building as part of2 the continuing work of the Church , we needed a poet. 

The Rock has something of t he artificio.lity of the 
seventeent h century Masque , especially in its virtue 
versus vice aspect,but the rap~ort with the audience 
common to this convention,was ~o 6e left primarily to 
the upbraiding voice of the chorus. 

Martin Browne pp . 5-6. 
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As a dire c t result of Martin Browne ' s prompting, 

T.S. Eliot was e~;agea, after some initial r eservat ions on 

the corw., it tee ' s part , to write the v erse interludes which 

were a c ommon feature to the pageant form. The actual i nvi­

tation had been extended and accepted almost im,n ediately by 

the poet in September , 1933. Hi s suitability for thi s task 

of writing wha~ would essentially be didact ic choral verse , 

was soon made obvious. First, his prophet i c voice , which 

had earned him the este~m of a ma jor British poet , was a 

reliable attribute for such a role . Sec ond l y , Eliot was one 

who, after a soul-searching and tormented strus~le, had even­

tually found his faith in the ' higher reaches ' of the Ang lican 

Church. His various com~ents of social criticism too , were 

communicating thia very need fo r a sense of Christian com­

munity , the ur~ency of whi c h seemed self-evident to many by 

the soc i al situation in Engl and at the time . 

The major obst&cle which COitfronted r1artin Browne and 

Eliot im~ediately, was to form some coherence out of the 

scenario. Fortunate l y , hartin Browne had been inspired by a 

typo of revue which was havin·· so ,,e success at the time in 

the hands of producers such as Andr~ Charlot and Charles 

Cochran o Thei r often spuctaculm .. ' and hybrid variety shows 

were really of French origin and they were used to provide a 

survey, mainly satiric, of contemporary e vents . A revue , 

also vii th its numerous short scenes , did have that muc h needed 

merit f or Martin Browne and Eliot , of using a ' thread of 

plot ' 0

1 I nstead of the atomized presentat ion of a pageant 

with its implicit locality, the revue did offe r s ome form of 

enveloping and explicit plot which would hold the s ketches 

togethero 

These music h a ll revues had become ve r y popular just 

before the First World War and esp ecially at the Alhambra 

in the hands of Andre Charlot a nd at t he London Hippodrome 

with the productions of Albert de Courville. Charles Coch r an' s 

Odd s and Ends , presented at the Ambas s ador ' s 'I1heatre i n 1914, 

1 Martin Browne, Po8o 



was a n advanc e on the typica l r evue i n that it was a serious 

att empt , re l yi ng on c l ever ness and wit rat her t han dross and 

d a ncing , at what was c all ed an i ntimate r evue . I t was this 

t ype of variat ion whi ch Eliot s eems to have finally foi op ted.'1 

The revu e i s , in f act , not a f or go t ten fo r m of art , f or it 

was to enj oy furthe r popul a r ity wi th Noel Coward a nd, re l a t­

ive l y recentl:; , in t he wall-known r evu es .:A_t ~ __ t h e Dro_p __ ?_f a Ha·~ 

( '1 9 59) by I'l i cha e l Fl rrnders a nd Dona ld Swan and B_eyond the 

Fri_~.€5.~ ( '1 96'1), a s s oc inted wi th IJe t e r Cook and Dudley Mo ore . 

The r eas on why the revue was most he l p f u l to Martin Browne 

and Elio t was that it enab l ed the historica l s c enes to b e 

vi ewed from the present by th0 workers who , together with t he 

Ro ck , we re mnde fre e of t i me on the theatre stage a nd t h i s 

f ~c i lit a t ed two i nterconnec t i ng messages of the ~ork: the 

eternal st r u6 g l e of the Church with cI,ood and evi l an.cl the 

ort h odo x beli ef i n the Communion of S2i nts . The pageant , on 

the oth e.r hand , was ;imch mor8 ep i sodic iTI its naturo a 

The a7'.:'tifi ciality and. ef,S(-ontia l shal l owL2e ss of the form 

chos en waE; onl y to be expected. It was , ofter ? a l l, a propa­

ganda work , an ' advertiscDent 12whi ch did not a i m to creat e 

character, bu r; t:r i ed instund t o const r uct a theatri ca l form 
which woul d present certai n problems vivid l y and sharply 

enf:,age tho attGntion of the audienc e " rrhe personality as a 

who l e was not ~nsqged and no wi l ling suspension of disbeli ef 

was c a l led for . Nevert heless , it needs to be said ·t~at Eliot 

was qui ta partia l t o th e old music hall and vaEi et y t radit ion , 

which had a de f ini te ef fe c t on h i s earli er Swe eney A[;on i Gtef:}_ 

fragments. 3Elio t s ee~dto b e awa r e tha t t he popula r music-ha ll 

traditions were really the only mod els on wh ich h e could eff ec­

tively draw, as the English commercial t heat r e at t he time 

could offer none . Ev en as f a r ba ck a s '1 <)20 the po et had 

observed: 

'1 

2 

3 

D.E.Jone s stat e s that the struct ure 11 was borrowed from a 
C.B.Cochra n revue •• " 'l He footnotes his evidence as b e ing 
from an intervi ew by Burke Wilkinson of E.Martin Browne , 
The New York Times, 7 Feb. '1954, Section 2, pol Col 6. 
(This interview was unavailable for this th esis). 
DoE.Jones ,The Fla ·s of TJ). Eliot ( Rout l edge and Kogan 
Paul,London , '1 960), p.39. 
T.A.Eliot "A Lett er to the Editor", The Spectator, 
8 June , 1934, p. 887. 
First print ed in The Criterion (Oct. '1926 and Jan. '1927) 
and published in book f orm i n '1932 . 



Possib l y the majority of attempts to confect a po et ic 
drama have begun at the wrong end ; they have a imed a t 
the s mal l pub l ic which wants poetry ... 
The Elizabethan drama was aim ed at a public which 
wanted. ent2rt a inment of a crude sort, but would stand 
a g ood deal of poetry; our prob l em shou l d be to take 
a for• of entert a inment , and subjec t it to the process 
which wou l ~ l ec:1vc. it a work of ?-rt. 1 Perhaps the music­
hall c omed i an i s thL best material. 

Three y ear s l a t e r Eliot wrote a panegyri c on Marie I~oyd whose 

music- hall ent srtainm ent for the l ower class peop l e in Engl and 

he had g r eatly admired . Of that clas s ho said: 

In the r::.usic - hall comedi ans they fi nd thE:: oxpression and 
digni ty of the i r own lives; and this is not found in 
the most elaborate and expensive revue. With the decay 
of the nm2. ic-hc l l , with th e encroachment of the cheap 
and r ap i d - breeding cinema , the l ower c l asG will tend 
to drop into tho same stat e of protoplasu as the bour­
gc oi:0i e . J:ihc wor1~ i nc; man who v,ent to th e music hall 
and saw Lo.ri e Lloyd and joined in the chorus was hi1:1 s el f 
performin~ part of tho a ct; he was oncaged in that collab­
oration of thG audi ence wi t h the artist whi ch is neces­
sary in all e rt and most obviously in dramatic art. He 
wi ll now go to tho cinetna , where hi2 mind is l lll led by 
continuous s ense less music anJ continuous action too 
rap id for the br2in to act upon , and will receive, 
without s ivins , in that same li st l es s apathy with whi ch 
the mid,i l G and upper clc:.sses regard any entertainmcmt 
of the naturo of art .2 

The clos eness of this trad ition ~o El iot's heart is evident in 

the comment with w}1icb he finishes t he essay . Referring t o 

W. H.R . River ' s Essays on tl1e Depopul at ion of Me l anesi a in the 

essay , a nd h ow Me l anes i ans had been deprived of a ll i nterest 

i n life by the civilization forced on them from outside and 

a s a result wer e dying from pure boredom , t he author make s 

the f ollowing vi tup erat ive i ndi ctment: 

Wh en every theatre has been repla ced by '1 00 cinemas, 
when every music instrument has been repl a c ed by 100 
gramoph ones , when every hors e h as be en rep l a c ed by 
'100 cheap mot or-cars, when e l ectrical ingenuity has 
made it poss i b le for every ch ild to hear it s bedtime 

1 "The Pos s ibility of a Poetic Drame", Th e Sacred Wood 
( Lohdon': J\J .sthuen , 1920) , p. 70 o 

2 "Marie Lloyd" ('1 9 23) Selected Essays, PPo 458-9. 

LI 
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stories from a loud-sp eaker, when applied science has 
done everything possible 1 ri th tri c materials on this 
earth to make l ife as intere~ting us poseible, it 
will not be surpri s ing if tho population of the entire 
civilized world rapidly follow the fato of the Melane­
sians.'1 

What can bo se.id for t hese two conventions, however, is that 

Th8 Rock is a conc atenation of th e village pageant from the 

past and the music- hall r ovue of Ghe contemporar;y stc.ge and 

this factor just happened to fortuitously coincide with 

Eliot ' s own concarn with the past and the presunt and the 

persistence of the one in the other. The trad~tional and 

the cont emporary i n j uxt aposition, as it will become clear 

in the ~:;ucc:2ed.inc chapters, arc"; just as pre-eminent i E 

rrih_~•- iio_~~ as they had be en in the s.uthor' s earlier poet ry. 

The thre::,ds of thc~~c ideas and the o.uth or' s subsequent 

dramatic concerns wi ll b8 picked up in the chDpter succeed­

ing the next, 1.vh01~0 the poet is seen e1ubcl2~Jci nc on ;:~ new 

' exp r ess io ;:1istic I form to co!11• unicate r;poken verse of o. 

mode not forci c;n to the mus i c-ho.1 1 r evueo 

0000000 

What rema ins to be stated i n this introductory chapte r 

G.re so ,i1e of tht'. early criticisms of The __ Rock. 'l1h0 pertin-­

ence of these barG quotations Hill be rnD.de apparent, ci ther 

obviously or by impl icat ion, throughout tho thesis , but 

they do represent the dismay or just the apprehension with 

which the work was greeted in 1934 0 

Conrad Aiken had this to say of The J:fock: 

In conjuncti onuo awith the handful of poems which 
Mr. Eliot has given us in the twelve ;~a~ :1 since he 
published 1:_he Waste Land, it is eLough to make 
one unuae-y o Witbout in any way distracting from 
the extraor d inary beauty of _!i.sh_J~ednesday or 
Marina, or from the occasional brilliance of other 
of the later poems, one cannot fail to not ice a 
cont r action both of i nterest and power in the 
r e cent work .2 

'1 i b id., p. 4590 

2 Aiken, Conrad. "After Ash Wedne sday", Poetry: A Maga-
zine of Verse, Volo 45 ('193~) 163-4. - ---
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D.Wo Harding saw a more au spicious message in the rrunifi­

ca tions of the wo r k : 
Far l ese concentrated , far l ess perfect, far mor e 
easy-go ing than the earlier work, i t has an increased 
breadth of contact with the world which tak es the 
place of int ens ity of contact at a few t yp ical pointso 
The change i s not one th~t can be described brieflyo 
It can be roughly indicated by say ing that the earlier 
work seemed to be produc ed by the i deal t ype of a 
generation, and asked for Mr. Eliot to be looked upon 
a lmo st as an insti t ution , whereas this lat er work , 
thouGh no t more individual, is f a r more personal. 
What se ems c er tai n is th,1t i t forms a transit i on to 
a stage of Mr . Elio t ' s work whi ch has not yet ful ly 
defined i tself. 1 

As for the ' aged eagle' hims elf, tho work was quite ' unaus­

picious'and he wrote to Eonamy Dobroe bemoaning th e fact 

that his poetic inspiration had gone o The man whose pro­

phetic voice and long- sight0dness had expre!:;sed ' th0 disil­

lusionment of a generat i on 12was , in The Rock, do i n3 the work 

of a magpie : 
I don ' t think my peotrJ is any good: not The Rock 
any way , it i sn ' t : nothi ng but a brilliant futuri 
behind me . What i s one to do?3 

The following poem , written in the '1 930s , is a much 
more a l l - encompassing critic i sm of ~liot : his apparent 

apostas;y , his supposed J lirtat ions with li'ascisrn , and his 
trailing off of i ntensity in his poetry - all of whi ch will 
be treated in some depth in the following chapters. This 

poem by W. T. Nett l efo l d , 11 Fan Mail f or a Poet ( To be read 

over a network of high-power Radio Stetions by an American 

2 

3 

Harding , D. W. "'I'h e Rock", Scrutiny, Vol III, No 2 
(September, 1934) '189. 

Eliot was to dispose of this phrase in "Thoughts After 
Lambeth 11 

( 1931 ) wh ere h e says in parenthesis 'I di .s like 
the word ' generation', which has been a talisman for the 
last t en years; when I wrote a po em called The Waste 
Land some of the more approving critics said tliat----:C-had 
expressed 'the disillusionment of a generation', which 
is nonsense. I may have expressed for them their own 
illus ion of being disillusioned, but that did not form 
part of my i ntention.' Selected Es says, p . 368. 

' "T.S. Eliot: A Personal Reminiscence by Bonamy Dobree" 
in ToS . Eliot: The Man and His Work, ed. Allen Tate 
(New York: UnTver sity of South Delta, 1966) p. 79 .. 
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Hot-gospeller)", may be seen as symptomatic of a senc2 of 
near anger and almost of shame at T. S . Eliot's changinG of 
camps . The Rock definitely represents a change of heart, 

but the following flyting and j ibing is an outraged p:-i_cture 
of betrayal yet a l so a lament: 

;·~o'.-.i :, ice for :1 n ;rn to 1)c cl,wu·,:· , 
So fur: ouD, i.:;o true; 
.So sovnd an inveutmcmt ; f!m!!..;V:~n 
~~o nice to bo Y::,tl . 

To pcicr into b,,~1e:t1cmts, u:) :llJ.c:ls , 
J-1. nose for t'w :-::earch . 
To c h '."":. llenge '._r ith ;ert irwnt snllics , 
And then JCIN the C~urch • 

.:.i'irc..;c CO;'.". eS 2ru[I•oc:_, t!1e11 ~,-,_reo no::r , (>Jl! t :!Cn 
Tho;-,,L,s ci .f3cc kct . 
Eo•: fri :htfully nice of t!Li __ ,oo:1 I:ic.m 
In cloth to f'or:\ct it . 

11'he; hroa<'l.-1) c:,tc! ~c)d .d i T) ·)o :,c ·.:0 :1:: ::nd i:'rc..i:1_ 
f)ucc 0.i-nbw1 to t11e r_:;hoc : . • 
i3ut the -~rmrE (; hu.rch :no -. ; c ::n .rcver l:..1.il , 
l~.:wed u :1011 ' ',.'~: ; cO~l'. ' • 

As r1 i 10 ~•r > ou vi ci t tod::i.y 
The rrICE Portu:1;uese. 
You c~rn heln i:n·do.n,.1 ::, O in t ':1is na,y ; 
I DO hope ;"~U Jlcase . 

You .,I:;:;L ,,;atch :Jpain ' s terrible 1)order ; 
Take c nre • . .rl:.erc :rou tr:Jo.d . 
How 11.. ll1'UL f or .Sn:;land i.f you ·.:ere 
Shot do., _rn for s. ' 71ED' • 

I like you , ond rthat' :3 :1orc I :~~ ~D you: 
There are such a fen 
Chr istian Foctn so nobl0; i r-clecd you 
~·.ust kno'. T it - YClY DO. 

Ho~.-, nice for a man to be cl01ver 
Go f::v1ous, no true; 
So s olind <1..11 i 11vc~;trn,-;n t; !J.O\}T~VER 
So nice to be YOU,1 

'fhe purpose of this thesi r; is to document this change 
in Eliot's allegiance and to show that, whatever the relat­
ive merits of The Rock may be, t here is, despite the 0on­
scious intention of edifying an audience, still tbe desire 

1 Quoted from Poetr~ of the Thirties ed. Robin Skelton 
(London: Cox ano ymen, 1964) pp, 26-7. 
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to make a work of art . One can only repeat and say with 

hindsight that the author was being serious when he specu­

lated that the likes of the music-hall entertainment should 

be subjecte d to a process which would leave it a work of 

art . The endeavour, of course, was a largely experimental 

one and a l so the result of the poet's generous giving of his 

time and t a lents . As such , it is apposite to note Eliot's 

own r eflections on the effort he made in thos e years in which 

he also wrote The Rock: 

So here I am, in the middle way , having had t\venty years -
Twenty years largely TTasted , the years of l' entre deux 

guerres -
Trying to learn to use words , and every attempt 
Is a wholly new start, and a different kind of failure 
Because one has only learnt to get the better of wards 
For the thing one no longer has to say , or the way 

in which 
One i s no longer disposed to say it . And so each v enture 
Is a new beginning, a raid on the inarticulate 
With shabby equipment always deteriorating 
In the general mess of i Bprecision of feeling , 
Undisciplined squads of emotions . 

Eas t Coker V 

0000000 
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CHAPTER II 

Eliot' s Socia l, Re ligious and Lit er ary Theor__;z - t he fr ame 
of ideas. 

Alth ough t he Word i s common to all, most peop l e live a s if 
each had a priva t e wisd om of h i s own. HERACLI TUS . 

Aft er h is r e l at ive l y s udden t urni ng t o Anglo-Catholicism 

in 1 927, t h e tenor of most of T. S . Eliot' s pootr y and s ocial 
criticism was to become char acterized by a patently orth odox 

and r eactionary stanc e , with i ts grim emphas i s on Origina l 

Sin and renuncia tion . Crystal li zing within h i m was a de fin­

i te and marked predi l ec tion f or a c lassic a l l iter ar y tradi­
tion, with i ts colla tera l dependenc e upon a general cultural, 

s ocia l, politica l and re l igi ous English tradit i on . What had 

been essent i al l y an esc ape f rom the expression of pers onal ity 
i n artistic te r ms , in "Tr adit i on a::1.d the I nd i v i dual Tal ent" 

(1917 ), was now seeming to contain a wi der , more orthodox 

and the ologic a l depers onalization which was the complete 

ac c eptance of some ~u thori ty out s i de of himse lf - that of God 
and the Hi gh Anglic an Chur ch . 

As a nev; convert , the author immedi ately sav; as his 
obligation to his fa i th and chur ch , tho necess i ty t o c omment 

upon r el i gious and s ocia l issues i n Europe and Eng l and , a t 

t i mes wi th a l most unc ompromising asperi ty . This fr equent 

fo r t hrightness with whi ch he s ometimes di smi ssed political 

and r e ligious no tions , i s pe r haps explained in a comment from 
Aft er Strange Gods (1934) wh erein, saying how diffe r enc es in 

fundament a l belie fs do not lend thems e lves to fruitful dia­

logue, he states: 

In a society like ours , worm-eaten with libera li sm , 
the only thing p os sible for a person wi th strong 
convictions is to sta t e a point of view and leave 
it at that.1 

To begin with stating Eliot's most fundamental point of 
view, it can be said with assurance tha t the Pelagian heresy 

held absolutely no appeal for him. The tortured quest of 

the Waste Land poet did not finally load to crossing the 
Jordan into the Promised Land - instead it led Eliot soon 

1 After Strange Gods: A Primer of Modern Heresy 
(New York, 1934), p. 13. 
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after to Christian orthodoxy and the conscious resolve to 

subdue his will to that of God . The Rock, which also rests 

on this ever- present axiom o f Original Sin , is a similar 

c a ll f or humility and repentance as 11 Ash Wednesday',' in its 

r e cognition of the eternal struggle of good and evil in the 

world, but , for this occasion , the need for orthodox faith 

and belief was shown to be the requirements to offset the 

various and nefarious political 'heresies ' which bese t man . 

Eliot had also expressed another of h i s fundamental 

attitudes in "f./Iodern Educati on and the Classics " (1932) , 

wherein he categorically says that there are only two finally 

tenable hypothes es about life , the Catholic and the mat e r­

ialist . 1 It is this latter political view which i s rejected 

in The Rock as it i s represented in that energetic, verse 

set- piece of the Redshirts , Blackshirts and Plutocrat . These 

materialist id eo logi es only serve to elicit the author 's 

scorn in caricatures of those , v1ho , from outside the Church , 

continually persist in devising political systems, vvhereby 

no -one need practise virtue and penitential disc i pline. 

Their policies are presented as mere parodies of the author ' s 

ovm firm insistence on f aith and belief; and this political 

trio are portrayed as undermining the foundations of the church, 

for in the author's view their rootless materialisCT could 

only, at best, direct s oci e ty by i mpure motives which aimed at 

false and temporal goods . However, the r eal threat of the 

two tot alitarian and the c api t a list creeds is r epresent ed by 

their i nterferenc e wi th the individual' s r e lationship with 

God, a r e l at ionship which Eliot was to insist, ;nust a t once 

involve a measur e of human freedom and guidanc e of Christian 

orthodoxy. Eliot' s chorus could not be more explicit : 

There is no help in parties, none in i nteres ts, 
There is no help in those who s ouls are choked and 

swaddled 

In the old winding s h eets of place and power 
Or t he new winding sheets of mass - made thought . 
0 world! forget your glories and y our quarrels, 
Forget y our groups and your misplaced .ambitions, 
We speak to you as individual men; 
As individual a lone with GOD . · 
Alone with GOD, you first learn brotherhood with men. 

The Rock.p .46. 

1 Selected Essays, p. 514 . 
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As for the Plutocrat, his suave but vaporous and rootless 

proposals are the antithesis of orth odoxy. Thi s pseudo­

liberal man of straw i s finally reduced t o the absurd in the 

undignified scrambl e by the mob for the Golden Calf. Eliot's 

poetry and s ocial criticism are besotted with quotations 

about materialism , or thi s perennia l cult of the Go lden Calf, 

upon which he once sardonically commented: 

I would even say that , as it is the faith of the day, 
there are only a small number of p e ople living who 
have achieved the right not to be Communist s . My only 
objection to it is the same as my objection t o the 
cult of the Golden Calf . It is better to worship a 
golden calf than to worship nothing ; but that, after-
all, is not, in the circums tance s , an adequate excuse , 1 My only obj ection i s that it jus t happens to be mistaken. 

One of the reasons why Communism and this pseudo-liber-

alism happened to be mistaken for the author was that, if 

materialism wer e the only maj or yards tick by -which progress 

and society wer e measured , then the r e lation of the pnst and 

the present would be lo s t. What -v,as most basic to Eliot's 

thinking at the time , and something which had attracted him 

in his social critici sm , was the i dea of the essential integ­

rity of a Christian community, ' one in which there i s a 

unifi ed religious - s ocial code of behavious ' . 2 

The concentration of people in an area for the s ole purposes 

of amassing weal th, whether they be Jew· or Gentile, was 

anathema to Eliot. In The Rock, Eliot, p erhaps by intention, 

noticably neglects materialistic alternative s to the soc i al 

situation in England. Fascism and Communism had been plaus­

ible alternatives to the unemployment in Great Britain (a 

social situation which had killed all hope and bred despair), 

and the sense of solidarity and social life generated by the 

ideals of the Redshirts, or the sense of order of the Black­

shirts, must have been very real proposals. 

1 "A Commentary" The Criterion, Vol XII, No XLVIII, 
(April, 1933), p . 473. 

2 The Idea of a . Christian Society, (London: Faber and 
Faber Ltd , 1939), pp. 23-24. 



Eliot , howev er , refused to p l edge his po li tical a lleg­

ianc e to e i ther fa ct i on as such . He had dogmati c a lly s a i d 

t hat f or a society to continue ' the only possibility of con­

t ro l and bal c.rnce is a re l i [c;ious control and balanc e • 1 as an 

a l ternat i ve to the totalitaEian ' puritanism of hygienic 

mora l ity in the interests of effi ciency 1
0

2 The rigour of the 

author ' s stance is so ap _,:.> arcnt when hG add.s ' that the on l y 

course for a society which would thrive and continue i ts 

creativ e act i vity in the arts of c ivili zat ion ? is to be come 

Chris t ian 1
0
3 

Kr ist i n Smidt has this to say about Eliot : 

El iot. o~did not give hi s ~llegiance to any pa r ty . He 
envisafses o.. stc1te of things in -,,hich the church, the 
' Rock ' , s hall be our guide in temporal as \Jell as 
spiritual affairs .4 

This may sound a qui te nebu lous statement , and D.W . Hard i ng 

in an earl y review of The Rock takes the poet to task for h i s 

seeminc disregar~ Cor confronting the social situat ion of the 

Eastern suburbs of London in 1934 i 
What is not convinc i ng •• • is h is su3cest ion that 
the Church is the only a lternat ive , for his 
p l eadinc r e l ies upon false ant itheses . It puts 
the p l ight of t he uncu l t ured vividly, but it does 
not show what the Ch ur ch would do for thern .5 

Hardi ng states further : 

The only a l ternative to godless rest l es~ness that 
this book g ives a r e the rough-diamond pi ety of the 
builder ' s .f ore1~1an , and more impres s i ve , the 
sat i sfactions of the h i gh l y cultured who happen 
t o be within the Church •••• 

Eli ot h ad partly ans we r ed t h i s k i nd of crit i c i sm i n 'The 

Spectator ' wh2n h e r ep l ied to Derek Verschoyl e 's early r evi ew 

1 

2,3 
LJ-

5 

6 

ibid o, p . 23 . 
ibid ., p . 2 4 0 

Smidt, Kristian , Poetry and Be l ief i n t he Work of 
T.S. Eliot ( London: Rout l edge a nd Kegan Paul 1961), 
p . 231 0 

Ha rding ,Do Wo "The Hock 11
, Scrutiny , Vol III, No 2, 

(Sept ember, 1934), Po 180. 

ibid. 



of The Roci in that paper of the previous week . Referring 

to the ' despair of the Church's attitude towards such questions 

as Housin~ and Population ' , 1Eliot asked : 

• •• would Mr . Verschoyl e have wished me to tax my 
poetic resources by maki ng my Chorus dec l a i m about 
Birth Control . 2 

It seems that Eliot was not primari l y conc erned with 

contemporary issues in The Rock , but he concentrated instead 

upon the relation of present t o past events and spiritual 

reali t ies. Admittedly , we do have Ethe l bert entertai ning the 

notions of Credit Reform ( p . 12.) and the economic po licies 

of J.M . Keynes , but these are quite atypical of the author , 
and ar e perhaps just int eri r:1 policies advocated at the time . 

What Eliot was concerned with in the work was t h~ need to 

' re-establish a vital connexion between the individual and 
the race•. 3 In order for thi • connection to t ake p lace and for 

a Christian community t o flO'---lri:-.;h , tho author demanded the 

recognition of' the dua l aspects of orthodoxy and tradit ion. 

0000000 

It is in fact in moments of mora l and spiritual 
struggl e depending upon spiritual sancti ons, rather 
than in those "bewildering moments" in which we aro 
a ll very much alike that mon and women come noarest 
to being real . 4 

In After Stran_ge __ 9-_ods pub li shed a few months before 

The Rock, Eliot had associatGd orthodoxy with tradition and 
heresy with i ndividua li sm . Tradition (he admits using these 

terms i n their widest possible sense) , is 'a way of fee ling 
and act i ng which characterizes a group throughout generat ions'~ 

2 

3 

4-

5 

ibido 

After Strange Gods , p. 22. 

ibid • , p • 46 • 

i bid ., p . 2LJ-o 



orthodoxy, ' a consensus between the living and the dead '} 

Bver since "Tradition and t he Individual Talent" Eliot had 

concerned himself with the ordered flux of t r adition in order 

to achi eve a sense of i ntegri ty , order and cohesion, and this 

sonse of community, refl ecting the past i n the present, is 

one of tho central me ssac;es of 'I1he Hock ( 1 Tho re is no lif e 

which is not in community'. p . 21 . ) - this s tat ement in 1934 
now seems both true f or th e poet i n a r tistic endeavour (trad­
ition) and in religious life (orthodoxy) . 

Th e author had p r efaced t h e s e definitions with the state­

ment that ' a right tradi tion •.. must be a l so a Christian trad­

ition, and orthodoxy in gener a l implies Christian orthodoxy ' ; 2 

and ho goes on to emphasi ze the analogy , in agreement with 

Hulme in 8pecul~ations3tho.t heresy anc1 orthodoxy may be at 

time s equatc;d vri th romo.ntic ism and classicism, but he i s 

aware t hat a too thorou;::,h go ing cont r ast cannot always be 

sustained. However, what i s i mportant i n those l ecture s in 

this r osrlect, ( he had stated i n the Fro.face ho was as c ending I 

the plat .form i n the ro l e of moralis e and not os literary criti c) 

is the att ent i on which h e gives t o tho seductive l ure of her­

esy - writers suet a.s I"lilton , Ha rdy o.nd Lawrence, all o.f VJhom 
he a ccus es of that ' heresy ' of giving a fre e rein to their 

personal and individual ec centricitios: 

The po int i s that Lawrence start ed life wholly f r ee 
from any r estricti ons of tradition and ins titution, 
that h o haJ no guidance except the Inner Lis ht, the 
most untrustworthy and deceitful guide that ever 
offe red its el f to wandering humani ty. 4 

1 ibid. 

2 i bid o, p . 23 . 

3 "Romanticism and Classicism". Posthumously published 
in §J2eculations: Essays on Humanism an~ the Phi~oEo~h¥ 
of Art. ( ed . Herbert Read, 1924-;;reprinted in CrJ_t1c1sm:­
The Major Texts,_~Walter Jackson Bate, ( New York: Har­
court, Brace and World Inc., 1952), pp . 564- 573 . 

4 After Strange Gods, p. 28. 
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It was thos e personal religious and indivi dualistic enthus­
i asms , quite divorc ed f r om Engli sh religious and literary 

tradition, from which the author r ecoiled . 

'rl1e notion which Eliot sot a~ai:.18 t such ' heresies' is 

contained within t he injunction of the Hock himself to 'Make 
perfect tho Will'. This i s an i mportant calling i n The Rock 

and, moreover , it was to become an i nte~ral theme of the 

author ' s first really dramatic work of the fo l lowing year , 

Murder i n the Cathedra l . In short , the concept t akes cogniz­

ance of the Chri stian not i on of human fr eedom, whereby , i n 

recognizing 8. divine necessity (th o inevitable and eterna l 

sLru~glo with evil , pnst and present , which ~onfronts the 
Church) , and bearins this as God's will, one may bo ab l e to 

act freely and not from pcrson~l human decire . Thi~ schema­

tizacion , adumbrated in .Che ~~-oct , became o.. crux in Lurder i n 

.!_h~-- Cathedral as e:xemplifiocl in tho follo',.'ing often quoted 
piece. Thomas ' involuted reply to the Fourth Te1,1pter reads as 

follows : 

You know and do not know , what it i s to act and suffor . 
You know and do not kno\1 , that action is suffering , 
And suffering action . Noitter does the pat ient suffer 
Nor the patient a ct . But both are fixed 
In an otornal actj_on , an otcrn8l pationce 
To which a l l must c onsent that it may bo willed 
And which a ll must suffer that they may ~ill it 
That the pattern 1i1ay subr·ist ~ that the wheel may 

turn and stil l 
Be forever still . 

The Complete Poems and Pl ays of T. 8 . Eliot , 
pp . 255-25 0 

Eliot stressed i n both these r e ligious plays that to ' act ' 
is illusory without the nece ~sary s ubjugat i on to God's l aws , 

in which the a ctor (agent or doer) and the patient (b earer or 

sufferer) had to form a complete unionc In The Rock , it is 

the fi gure of the Rock himself who exemplifies thi s situation 0 

This mysteriously mant l ed and symbolic fi gure repres ent s the 
Church as an eternal wi tness , suf ferer and mar tyr , whi l e h is 

chorus, who are the l aity or the Church i n a ction are seen 

as just the ordinary people struggling agai nst the apparent 
disorders of the world , and the pl ausible temptat ions of the 

merel y secular correctives to them . (The exact signific ance 
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of the Rock wi l l be exp licated i n the fina l chapter as will, 

by implication, the notion of perfecting the will) . Suffice 

it to say, however, that t o porfcct the will involved for 

the author a rigorous disc iplinG or the spirit and a conscious 

ascesis and denia l of the s enses, in order that the strife 

between the s ecularism of the world and the Will of God could 

be r econciled . An illustrat ion of this denial i s stated most 

strongly in "Thoughts After Lambeth 11 
( '1 931) wher0in , re:~ret­

ting the emphasis of the Anglican Bishop's rel i ance on indi­

vidual conscience, the author states : 

Certainly , anyoue who is wholly sincere and purG in 
heart may seek for guida1.1ce from the Eoly Gpirit , 
but ~d10 of us i s who lly sincere , e • pecially where the 
most imperat ive of i nsti ncts may b 0 strong enough to 
simulate to perfect ion the voi c e:: of t he Holy Spirit . '1 

By comparison , tho author states e ls ewhere , and not without a 

certain disdain, ho\1 easily one's i nst i ncts may c ,J.us e such B 

simulation : 
I n Culture and Anarchy. u. wc hear somet hinG said about 
the viiYroi' God II; but the ' Vlill of God I se om s to become 
superseded in i mportanc e by ' our best self, or right 
reason, to which we want t o give authority '; and this 
best self looks very much lik e Matthew Arno l d s light l y 
disguised o2 

This concept i on of ri6ht action with its corollary of 

indivi dual liberty was the sumuur;1 bonum of much of Eliot's 
writing in the 1930s0 I n "Catholicism and I ntern::.1 t ional 

Order" (1933) he had taken is sue with this i dea of whi:,t con­
stS.tut e s an ' action ' as it is s een by purely po litical and 

social standards: 

1 

2 

The conception of i ndividual liberty •.• must be 
based upon the unique importance of every single 
soul, the knowledge that every man is ultimate ly 
r esponsible for his own s a lvation or damnation , and 
the consequent obligat ion of society to all ow every 
individual the opportunity to develop his full 
humanityo But unless this humanity is considered 
always in relation to God , we may expect to find 

Selected Essays , p . 3740 

T. S . Eliot, For Lancelot Andrewes: Essa~s on St~le and 
Ord er (London: Faber and Faber Ltdo, 19 8), p. 3. 



an excessive love of created beings, in other 
words humanitarianism , leading to a genuine 
oppre s sion of human beings in what is conceived 
by other human beings to be their interests.1 

22. 

This final sentence of the quotation reminds one of 

Eliot's second epigraph to "Sweeney Agonistes", by St. John 

of the Cross 2 ('Hence the soul cannot be possessed of a divi ne 

union, until it has divested itself of the love of created 

things~, but here this sense of disaffection takes on a more 

social meaning than in the Sweeney fragments of the 1920s . 

What can be said, however , about the last three quota­

tions, in relation to their author and The Rock is that Eliot 

is now accepting, by practising this ascesis and wearing this 

yoke , a wholly other authority outside himself, which seems a 

complete contrast to the a ntonomy and self-enclosure of much 

of his pre-convers i on verse. "Prufrock", the man in "Portrait 

of a Lady" and 11 Geronti0n1
~ all lived in mirages of their own 

devising and their respective self-centred dramas dealt 

entirely with their own inescapable sel~ for if they ceased 

to exist their worlds would be snuffed out like a candle. In 

contradi s tinction to these early persona ,) , there is now a new 

and frankly ex cathedra tone to his choral verse in The Rock, 

which does evidence this new acceptance of authority . It is 

almost as if the poet were making a new poetic pilgrimage by 

himself , but with a humility whic~ in point of fact, harrassed 

his Pegasus to the Thirty- Nine Art i cles - a point which will 

be taken up in the analysis of the choruses. 

This new sense of disaffection and humility in The Rock 

cannot be counted, however, as one of complete apostasy : two 

reasons may be forwarded to establish this. In the first 

instance, the author's earlier and well-known aesthetic mani­

festo "Tradition and the Individual Talent" (1917), was s.lso 

a conscious striving towards an impersonality for art which 

was in the words of the author, to separate the man who 

2 

T.S. Eliot, Essa~s Ancient and Modern (London: Faber 
and Faber Ltd, 1 36), p. 119. 

St. John of the Cross (1542-1591), a Spanish mystical 
as'cetic, wrote in both prose and verse about the 
experiences of the soul in its search for union with God. 
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suffered from the mind which created . 1 Such a doctrine is 

surely emblematic of the kind of martyrdom and self-denial 

advocated in the sentiments of The Roe;-k; but whereas in that 

early work the preoccupation had been an aesthetic one, it is 

now dep loyed in another mode which is more soc i al and theo ­

logical in i ts import. Secondl~ it can be said that Eliot ' s 

earlier sceptica l and solipsistic stance has not now been 

replaced by any facile religious optimism for although there 

are certainly many affi rmations in The Rock, there are, 

characteristically, no loud hosa:ri.nas . The Rock does not offer 

any primrose l ane of reli gious dalliance , but rather a vi~ 

!1ef~_tiva similar to the disaffection spoken of in :f?urnt norton ; 

and , as it \Ji ll be shown throughout the following chapters, 

there is no really substantial discontinuity between Eliot's 

thematic ideas i n his so - called pre-Chris tian poetry and the 

works , both peotic and dramatic , which ~ere to follow . 

Another one of the cruces of Eliot ' s thinking in his 

poetry and plays , is his constant awareness of Anguf; tinian 

Ori~inal Sin , and the way in which man can remedy time , there­

by regaining Paradise . Harry 1'1!onchensey in The Faoi_l;y:__ Reunion 

is one who depicts , with great poignaney, a lurid vision of 

Original Sin and the hell of determinism which attends it : 

I am the old house 
With the noxious smell and the sorrow before morning 
In vJhicl 1. all past is present , all degradation 
Is unredeemable . 

Conplot2 Poems and P l ays ,p. 294 . 

For Eliot, the sin of Adam is perpetual in men ' s l ives, and 

one c an only search in vain throughout t he poet ' s ent i re wor ks 

to find even a glimmering hope that time may be made to advance 

or improve humanity at large. In The Dri Sa}vage~_}]l we hear 

the poet say: 

1 The mind of the p oet i s a shred of plati num . It may 
partly or exclus ively operate upon the experience of the 
man himself; but, the more per fe c t the artist, t he more 
completely separate i n him wil l be the man who suffers 
and t he man which creates; the more perfectly will the 
mind di gest and transmute the passions which are its 
material. 

Selected Essay~ , p. 1 8 . 



And the way up is the way dmvn, t he way forr1arG. 
is the way back . 

24 . 

You c annot face it steadily, but this thing i s sure, 
That time is no healer . 

One has only to look to the fir s t five lines of Fou-:-- Q·J.art::;+:s , 

wherein the c entral theme of the apparent i mpos sibi:Lity of 

the fr eedom of the will is stated to se e that concern with 

redemption from Origina l Sin: 
Time present and time past 
Are both perhaps present in time fu t ure 
And time future contained in time past. 
If all time is eterna lly present 
All time is unredeemabl e . 

Burnt Norton I 

Time had been treated beforehand in 11 Gerontion 11 and Tbe Waste 

Land as me r e ly broken memorie s of the past , but then~ in 

Ash Wednesday IV, the bird had crj.ed "Redeem the time " and 

Eliot took up this very theme to expound in the seventh chor~~ 

of The Rock (p . 50) . It was there he stated hoB t i me could 
be rede emed by the Incarnat ion of Christ, the event which 
the author thought gave the essential meaning to man ' s exis ­

t ence: 

Then came, a t a pr ed etermined moment, a moment in 
time and of time, 

A moment not out of time, but in time, in what we 
call history; transecting , bisecting a world of 
time, a 
moment in time but not like a moment of time 

A moment in time but time was made through that 
moment : for without the meaning there is notime, 
and that moment of time gave the meaning. 

Much of the author's early poetry had , to some extent , 

been concerned with a world without the 'meaning ' and where, 

as a result of this, the opposit es of death and life could 
almost exist in a Macbeth-like fashion . Any concept of 

eternity was ramote, for there was no spiritual centrn of 
gravity and Eliot I s personae were always ~-i,iprisoned wi th~_n 

themselves; always on the periphery and removed fron r.Q8 

divine centre (the Word) . 'Reality' only seemed to be 
contained somewhere in the depths of allusive imageP, and 

it was always unfathomably deep within the various 'obj ec-­
tive correlatives'. The Incarnation had now become j_n 

The Rock the possible source of redemption for this earlier 
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Eliotic deat h - in- life pat t er n . 
It is perhaps worthwhile to ret r a c e this conc er n of t he 

author in order to obs erve i ts exac t position in The Rock . 

Sweeney cou l d say with a c ertain e quanimi ty that ' Death i s 

life and l i fe i s death ' , 1f or he was pas t shunning the thought 

of the di ffe r enc e : 

Birth , and c opu l ation , and death . 
That' s all t he f a ct s when you come t o bras s tac ks: 
Birth , and c opul at i on , and deat h . 
I 've been born , and onc e i s enough . 
You don ' t r emember , but I r emember, 
Onc e i s enough . 

Comp l ete Po ems and P l ays , p . 122 . 

The pat tern , of course wa s t o l i ng er on into the author' s 

drawing ro om dramas , a nd Amy Monchensey in The Fami l y Reuni on 

was to speak of death as being no mo r e s i gnificant than a 
mi l d change from l ife . I t is me r e l y : 

A momentary shudde r i n a va cant room . 

pompJ ete Poems and Plays , p . 287 . 

Howeve r , these opposites of life and death , and birth and 
death were real l y to become just seemingl y s o, fo r they were 

two side s of t h e same c oin . The a gony of Eliot' s Christ i an 
Ariel poems d i d have a sp iritua l c entre whi ch , a l thou gh r e l at ­

i ve l y ungraspab l e , i s n everthe l es s t her e . As an examp l e , 

the concluding line of 11 Animula 11 rever se s the f ina l work of 

the ' Hail Ma r y ' from ' dea th' to ' b irth ': 

Pray f or u s now and a t the hour of our birth . 

and the Magi s eemed quite uncertain of whet her i t was rea lly 

a birth or a death they had witnes s ed. 

So too, throughout the Eliot canon, are the se emi n g 

opposites of time past and time present telescoped, whe t her 

the poet be talking of tradition in the present, or con­

cerned with the timeless aspect of Original Sin . A good 

example of this are the author's later drawing room comedies 

which seem to be bas ed on the proposition that the future 

has long since been settled and the knowl edge of the p ast is 

about to be enacted. Finally , it may also be noticed that 

1 GQI@i>lete Ftrettm and Plays , p . 125. 
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Eliot ' s famous d ic t um tho.t p oet ry, t o be criticism of life , 

shoul d deal with "the boredom , the horror ,0md the g l ory", 

onc e agai n collapses and r e fus es t o s epar8t e th e po l aritie s 

of the b eautif u l and ug ly, birth and death , and t i me p r esent 

and time pas t . 

There was definitely for Eliot a certain footloose 

errancy for most peop l e in thi s worl d of time , a nd i n orde r 

for this to be r edeemed , and Paradise to be momentari ly 

restored , h e i n sists tha t man must cont i nu a lly t r y ·t o beho ld 

the t i me - worl d in the light of eterni ty , and th8 actual world 

in the li~ht of the real. The next s ection of this chapter 

will a tt empt to s how that The Ro ck 1s n c onscious study of 

thi s err ancy , and u p ilgrimaBe out of it to thi s meaning 

given by the Incarnat ion . How~ve r , it remains t o be said 

tho.t whereas 12.ter i n Lit~le Gidd i ng opposit e s a r e finally 

made to co- exis t for t he author i n the cp i ;;hcmy brought about 

by the depri v s.t ion o.nd dnrkne s s s poken of i n Burnt -~1orton III , 

The Rock r ep r esents , ~s Grover Smith right l y su:iests , 1 a 

philosophy of usinc ti~e r a t her than of es c ap i n~ from i t , of 

focussing upon tho life of the whee l as t~e mecns to ~tt uin 

the point , r athe r t h2n of nug l e c t i nt the whee l - nature and 

time and man ' s a c t ive l ife - for the sake of a mo r e immedicte 
. 1 1 communion . 

0000000 

11 I gotta us e words wh en I talk to you ." 
Swe eney Agonistes. 

"But I s ay unto you, That e very idle word that 
Men sha ll speak , they sha ll g ive a ccount 
thereof in the day of judgement . For by thy 
words thou shalt be justified, and by thy 
words thou shaJ_ t b e co,1d emned" 

Matthew 12: 36-37 

One of the c entral concerns of T.S. Eliot in Th e Rock 

1 Grover Smi t h Jr., T . S . Eliot 's Poetry and Plays : A Study 
in Sour c e s a nd Meaning . (Chicago : University of Chicago 
Pre ss, 1956), p. 178 . 
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and e lsewher e , was that of the correlntion between the spoken 

word and the Word (John 1 : 1. I n the b 2ginni ng was the Word , 

and the Word was with God , and the Word was God) , and the 

author once com,.::ented upo n this parc::.llel i n the following way : 

For Poet r y ••• is not the s.sr,ertion that something i s 
true, but the maki ng of that truth more fully real 
to us; it is th0 creation of a sensuous embodiment. 
It is the makinc the- \Jorl d Flesh , if we re:r-,e::1b8r 
that for poetry there ere various quali t i es of Word 
and vnrious qualities of Fl e sh .1 

This analogue between the Word and the spoken word was ~o be 

made in tho fifth mov0r11;.,nt of' the Four Quartets , i n all but 

for Tho Dry So.lvages , but the '."i,GtJ.phor had been e1.r:::'-~ icipc.1ted 

as far back as 11 G0rontion 11 where Bishop Lancelot Andretrns 

(1555-1626) , had been the Quthor 1 s mentor on this occ~sion . 

The Bishop ' s Nat ivity Sermon hnd been prcuched before James I 
e.nd the text l1,:--.d been the cry of ths J?b:.>.risees , 11M'.:}.ster, we 

would sc c, c. sicn from thee;: (i';o.tthGw 12: 38) o.nd .AndrcwE:,s ' s 

sermon h ad read a s f ollows : 

Verbum infans, the Word within a word; the eternal 
Word not able to speak a word: a wonder sure 
and • • • swnddled ; and that a wonder too . He that 
takes tho sea :' and ro l ls it about the swo.dd. l ing 
bands of darkness 11

, to coine thus into clouts , 
Himse l f !2 

Wh c.. t Eliot had anal ysed in 11 Gerontion 11 was a contemporary 
apost~sy from the Word who was the very fount of spiritual 

life and who mGde the univorso rE.;vo l ve . The Word (the Logos ; 

- Christ, the Second Person of the Trinity) was , in th i s poem , 

paradoxically nn untalki ng baby whose exact signi f ico.nce had 

become ~waddl ed , or adul terated , in darkness . The Word had 

represent8d for Eliot , even at thi s s tage , a stillness or 

still point in tim0 which l ater signified a recognition of 
God who c ould be mG.de lrnowi1 to man at any moment in history , 

pos s i bl e moments of I ncarnation . Th i s centripetality had 

1 

2 

The _ Bookman , LXX ( February , 1930), P o 6010 

Quot ed f rom B.C. Southam ' s A Student's Guide to the 
Selected Poems of T. S . Eliot (London: Paber a nd Faoer 
Ltd, 1968 ), p . 44. 
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boen deni ed i n "Geront i on" and henc e the poem ends i ,1 its 

opposite - o. mad c entrifug:1lity . Thes e so.me polariti es a r e 

now pr esent in t he opening mov ement of The Rock : who~e the 

vari ous i mages ar e scon as gyrat i ons out from this c ~ntral 

Wi sdom : 

The Eagl e soars i n the summi t of HeAven , 
The Hunter wi th h i s dogs pushes his circuit. 
0 perpetua l revolut ion of configured stars, 
0 perp ~tual recurr8nce of determi ned s easons , 
0 worl d of spring and aut umn , birth and dyi ng ! 
The endless cycle o f i dea and o.ction , 
Endl ess i nvent i on , e::nd l oss Gxporirnent , 
Bring s kno1.1lodg8 of motion , but not of stillness ; 
Knowledge of speech , but not of sil e nce ; 
Knowl edge of words , and i gno r ance of the Word . 
All our knowl edge brings us nearer to our i gnornnco , 
All our i snoranco bri ngs us nearer to death , 
But near ness to deat h no near er to GOD . 
Where i s the l ife we hnv e lost in living? 
Where i s the wi sdoo we have l ost in knowl edge ? 
Where is tlw knowL::dg c. we llc.1ve l ost in i nformo..tion? 
The cycle of Hoov cn i n twenty centuri es 
Bri ngs us farther from GOD nnd nearer to the Du t . 

The Rock r~ 7n ------ -' 
rrhis fevered mov c.:,,1cnt of the t0mporal is juxt2po::-;cd ·' o ct 

stillness of eternity ; Jnd mndc imp l icit thro~ghout :.s the 

sterile turning of the Buduhist Whee l of c2-rno.lity cnJ. fate . 

I mmediately tho oppos i t i ons may be drawn by inference between 
a n Etern2.l and o. Tompor:11 City , in addition to these v.-,_riou '3 
qualities of the Word . Tho spok ~n word i c seen in t~~7 cho~u : 

a s spiralling out from i t s metaphys ica l c entre of the t~adi­

t i onal and orthodox mainstream of Chri stianity o.nd l anguage 
which world-centred man ho.s deni ed . The who l e po int and 

purpos e of The Ro ck is perhaps stated in the fol lowi~g 
resolve : 

Where bricks ar e fallen 
We will build with new stone 
Where the beams are rotten 
We will build with new timbers 
Where the word is unspoken 
We will build with new speech. 

The Rock p. 11. 

Almost as a direct result of this orbit t ing away fron thi3 

traditiona l centre, the old frameworks of l anguage he.re 
become dilapidated , and need to be rebuilt. On the ~ther 
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hand the i mportance of thi s particular reso l ve had be e n 

par amount for Eliot who , in r otrospect , had said h i s stated 

tas k had be en 'to puri fy tho d i a l e c t of the tribe ' 

(Li tt l e Giddi ng II) , so th ~t i n cleansi ng his age ' s utter­

anc es , he mi ght open th eir ey e s to the tru th . This had 

bas ica lly meant a fulf i lment of l anguage , an artistic 

' I n c arnation ' through a l anguage which beforeh a nd had only 

b een potential . For El iot , thGre was a l ways to be this 

t ension in his poetry b e two an the ' Logos ' and mere words , or , 

i n other words , that i neffab l e meani ng and the mere l y tem­

pora l approach . This constant strusGl e to make val id s ent ­

ences out of a bewit chment of l c nguage and the seaming 

h ol l owness of wo r ds is quit e explici t ly spoken of in The Rock, 

f or the author did se o poutic composi t i on almost a s a method 

and means of spiritual enlight enment : 

Out of tho s ea of sound the life of music , 
Out of the shiny mud of words , out of the s l e e t 

and hai l of v eTb n l i mp r e cis ions , 
Approximate though ts 2nd fee l i ngs , wor d s that 

h ave t a k en the p lac e of thought s and fe e lings , 
The r e sprinc the perfect order of sp eech , and tbc 

beauty of i ,1c antat i o11 o 

The Rock, p . 75-

I t is this actual cl eans i ng through the puri ty of words 

tha t is enacted through out Tho Rock i n the effort to enter 

into a bet ter re l a tionship with God . Words i n the i r c orrect 

syntax c ould i n f a ct repres ont 3. vic t ory over d isorde r ; a nd 

t h is p oet do e s strive , throush the music and l iturgy of the 

Church , to find some regen e rate linguistic and r elig ious 

f orms f or a just society and true; community in what was one 

of his e v er present concerns fo r pattern and order o Con­

v er s e l y , tho Red s h i rt , Blackshirt and Pl utocr at episode was , 

in par t , i n cluded t o enforc e this mor a l, for the i r s peech 

r ep r esents a parod ic adulter at i on o f l anguage in the unmusica l 

d oggere l v e rs e of t h o f irst two i ns t anc es and t he pretended 

dif fidenc e and weighing of opi n ion in the l a sto 

Such wer e the i n t erc onne c t i ns pattern s , both relig i ous 

a nd linguist i c , which h ad i n t erest ed T . S o Eliot around the 

time i n whi ch he wr ote The Ra c k o I t now r emai ns to trac e i n 

the fo rthc omi ng chap ter e x a c t l y how h e ' made t he Word f l e sh ' 
in order to give his chorus e s t h e s ensuous emb odiment ' which 

c oul d c ommunicate t he mos s aags of his pageant-p l ay o 



CHAPi'ER III 

Requi rements of the Med ium - ~aking the Word flesho 

We are living at p res ent in a kind of do l drums 
between opoosing winds of doctrine, in a period 
in which one po litical phi losophy has los t its 
cogency for behaviour, though it is still the 
on~y one in which public speech c an be framedo 
This is very bad for the English l angu age ; It 
is this disorder (for which we are all to blame) 
and not individual i ns i n cer i ty , which is respon­
sible for the ho llowness of many political and 
e cclesiast ica l utterances.1 

30. 

The chorus which Eliot was to use in The Ro c k had its 

roots i n ancient Greek drama, where an 'orchestra ' of voices 

would narrate or comment upon the act ion of a p l ay . However, 

as it will be shown in the next chapter, the author u sed this 

ancient 'realistic' function of the Greek chorus i n conjunc­

tion with that ritual form of conmunal exprcrnsion used in 

some l ater me<lieval liturc: ic c, l dramas ; and it was to be this 

juxtaposition for tension between 'liturc;y ' and ' r ealism' 

which p layed a very major part i n the earlier choruses of 

The Ro c k , where sentiments from a biblical and ' liturgical' 

past and a sordid and 'realistic' present are telescoped for 

the poet 's various purposes of comrnunicatin5 through this 

music-hall medium. 

The seven men and t en women who coQprised the c horus 

were disguised for the occasion as stone-like figures in 

half-masks , the purpose of which was to emphasize their 

essential impersonality throughout the ages. Dressed in stiff 

stylized robes of hessian draped in statuesque folds, they 

spoke as forboding fi gures on the stage , for their stone-like 

appearances gave them a visually timeless quality . These 

formidable masked appearances remained motionless throughout; 

and this point , coupled with this essential anonymity , must 

have also had the effect of focussi :1g the audience ' s attention 

on the various utterances they made, as these constituted the 

only dramatic quality of this elemental and static chorus . 

Being present to symbolize this durability and eternal 

1 The Idea of a Christian Society , PP o 19-200 



asp ect throughout , t ho speakers fulfilled tho func t ion of 

blondi ng the vari ous pros e portions of history i n r.rhe_ i:-lock, 

into a pois e between the past and t he pres"'nt . This whole 

concept of pa s t and pres ent and their poss i ble reconciliat ion, 

redounds onc G again on 11 'I' r adi tion and the I ndividual Talent " 

where the author had said tha t such tradition must i nvolve 

'the historical sens e ' and ' a perception, not on l y of the 

pastness of t he pa st , but of i ts presenc e ' •1 What t his had 

call ed i nto p l ay as early as 1917 , was an essent ial deper­

sonalization of the poet throu5h t he use of, and augmenting 

to, the li terary tradi tions of th e dead poets before him n 

The Rock, howeve r , although gener ally l a ckins the a llusive 

density and this dep endenc e on other poets , st il l displays 

this conc ern by the us e , on the one hand , of an impersonal 

Greek chorus and , on the other, ths use of theolo3i~21_ :..._d 

biblical tradition s which r anged from Hebrai c writing,.; 

through to established Angl o- Catholic orthodoxy . Thi n 

all-inclusivenes s , so essential to the author , will b ~ 

illustrated in the fi nal chapter o 

Although this was the first time Eliot had used the 

traditional chorus as s uch, there had been in Engl and f rom 

the turn of t he century a dr~mat ic revival in choral speaking . 

The Central Sciioo l of Speech and Dr ama had been found ed at 

the Royal Al bGrt Hal l i n 1906 , and the Oxford Vers e- Speaki ng 

Fe s tivals had become a prominent and popular venue for 

aspiring students in this parti cular art . This • a rked return 

to the ancient Springs of drama h ad b een fost ered to some 

extent by the translation s of Gre ek plays by Gilbert Murray 

(his Trojan Women and Electra was pub l ished in 1905, Medea 

and J.phigenia in Tauris i n 1910); and also , the exot ic 

ritualistic Noh plays of Ye'-,ts with his Calvary (1921) and 

Resurrection (1 931 ) bear some r e semblance to Eliot's own use 

of abstract forms in The Rock's chorus eso 

This actual requirement of a chorus for a pageant-play 

was a r elatively new venture for the poet , although t he 

earlier dramatic fragm ents Swe eney Agonistes had been an 

1 Selected Essays, p. 14. 
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attempt i n this direction, but for this occasion it had to be 

designed pri@arily for a large, popular aud i enc e~ and to conv ey 

a special message and emotion . In addition to a tight schedule 

of May , 1934, to stage the production , the poet immediately 

found certain limitations inherent in choral speaking required 

for thin v crs_ d 'occasj_o g_. Eliot's earlier singl e v oice as a 

poet could manage more difficult syntactical or mus ical passages 

of extreme subt l ety and conc entration , but an ' orchestra ' of 

voices had to meticulously keep time for the lines now had to 

b e delivered. Secondly , th0 author must have a l so f ound that 

a chorus had to be emphatic les t the s en s e of the utterance be 

lost, and this demanded a relative ly precis e and measured line. 

Thirdly, there definitely could not be much variation in tone 

or sp eed yet, c onv0rsely , a ragul ar metre had to be avoided 

for the voices could descend into a jingl e . Final ly , and most 

important, the d ict ion now had to bG clear anc.1. sup ) l o and 

eminently audibl e . 

These limitations obviously would have had to be confronted 

by any writer of choral verse but ther e was also , in addition 

to this , the occasion and sentiments t o be dealt with too . It 

was , after a l l , a propagandist work , and the intention would 

have had to be l arge l y one of t rigge ring off certain resp onses 

which could readily come to th0 surface . Then again , the 

chorus e s could not have th2 i ntegri ty of poei:-is and the words 

could not interact in the way in which a poem , spoken by a 

singe voice, was capab l e of doing. Such an interaction of 

words would demand a close r eading , a s any accomp lished poet 

would be consciously guiding his r eader and demanding much more 

int ellectual activity. However, The Rock was to be written 

primarily for a cross-section of the community to witness as 

performance, and as a propaganda form of entertainment it would 

easily lend itself to vicarious mewing and unctuousness -

points which also had to be· ~con sidered carefully b y the poet . 

It was these limitations which Eliot retrosp e ctively 

commented on in The Three Voices of Poetry (1953), and, in 

almost apologetic tones, he did reflect on what must have 

certainly been a generous giving of his time and effort to 

this largely experimental work : 

The invitation to write the words for this spectacle 



33 . 

ooocame at a moment wnen I seemed to myself to have 
exhausted my meagr e poetic g ifts, and to hav e nothing 
more t o say . To be , at such a moment , commissioned 
to wr ite som ething which, good or bad , must be delivered 
by a certain d ate, may have the effec t that vigorous 
cranking som etimes has up on a moto r c a r when the 
battery i s run down o The task was clearly l aid out : 
I had only to write the words of prose d ialogues for 
s c enes of the usual historical pageant pat tern , for 
which I had been g iven a scenarioo I had also to 
p rovide a number of choral passages i n verse , the 
cont ent of which wa s left to my own devices; except 
for the reasonable st i pul ation that a ll the choruses 
were expected. to hav e some r e l evance to the purpos e 
of the pageant , and that each chorus was to occupy 
a precise number of minutes of stage time . But in 
car ryi ng out this second part of my task , there was 
nothing to c a ll my attent ion to the third , or d ra­
matic voice : it was the sec ond vo ic e , that of myself 
addressing - indeed haranguing - an aud i ence, that 
was most d i st inctly audible. Apart from th e obvious 
f a ct that writing to order is not the same thing as 
writ i ng to p l ease oneself ., I l earnt onl y that verse 
to be spoken by a choir should be different from 
vers e to be spoken by one person ; and that the more 
voices you h ave i n a choir , the simp l er and more 
direct t he vocabulary , the syntax, and t he contents 
of your lin es mus t be . The chorus of The Rock was 
not a dramatic voice; though many lines were distri­
buted, t he persona~e s were unindivi duated o Its 
members were sp eaking for me , not uttering word s 
that r eally supposed any character of their own o1 

Elsewhere, Eliot had emphasized about The Rock that the 

' only seriously dramat ic aim was to show that there was a 

possible ro l e fo r the c h orus 12- a c omment from which one may 

infer that it was r eal l y just these ten experimental 'profusions ' 

which were of i nterest for the author . As for the actual pageant 

itsel f , it was perhaps too i nherent l y f ac ile in it s execution 

to demand Eliot ' s third d r amat ic voice of an individuated iden­

tity integrated into a definite dramatic structur e , as Thomas 

Becket was in Murder in the Cathedral. It was , instead, the 

second voice of th e poet hims elf which was us ed t o express a 

much more e l ementary task of c a lling forth, at different 

junctures, certain moods of dramatic intensity and comment upon 

1 

2 

Eliot, T. S . The Three Voices of Poetry (London: Cambridge 
University Press, 1953), pp. 6-7. 

The Spectator, June 8th, 193~. 



the various and episodic conflicts . Al though it mu st be said 

that this was a defi n it e limi tation i n relation to the third 

voic e , i t was hardly damning per se . 

However , what The Rock had called for was an immediate 

rethinking for t he poet in order to achieve a new spec~h r~ythm 

of communication; and Mart i n Browne comments upon the genesis 

of this new versification designed for this wo r k : 

First the iamb ic line of Shakespearean tradition is 
g iven up: the st r ess s hi fts to the bes inn ing of the 
f oot, i n accor danc e with the change that has c om 2 QVer 
Eng li sh speech . Thi s trochaic- cum-dactyllic foot is 
no more rigid l y adhered to than wac the i amb ic in 
Shakespeare ' s later p l ays . The v erse is infinitel y 
varied wi th many i nvorted fe et : but the rhythm is 
strongl y maintained . 

The other change is a fi ,~al freci ng of the 
verse from the counting of syllab l es . The ten- syllabl e 
line of ' bl a.nk- verse ' which was a l most uniform in 
Shakespeare ' s early p l ays , cam2 to va ry from eight 
to fourteen syllab l es i n his l ater ones : but still the 
ten syllable basis was at the back of the mind of both 
writer and hearer . El iot hacl broken this ' blank verse : 
tradition of syl l ables by s oing at once back and ft.>rw<..',r\.1 . 

Ee has gone back to the basis established by the ~0ti i ­
eval poets , of a fixed number of strcqs e~ ~n the line 
without any fixed number of syllables. He has ;one 
forward to meet the dGvelo_pnent of p ros e- rhythms by 
the inc l us i on of avory long , s weepingly rhythmi c line 
having six or eight stresses , but stil l a part of the 
v erse structure . T~us a form of verse much more varied 1 than a ny before is placed at th e s erv ice of the th0atre . • •• 

By s lanc i ng bac k at El iot ' s very different Sweeney_Agonistes 

and s ee i ng how much of i t s force was sustained by a contra­

punt a l v ers e , one c an no w se e how this innovatory verse-scheme 

promised something much more adv anced to come i n Th e Ro c k . 

This vers e of the choruses had the above quoted var iant s within 

i t s g round rhythm (' the ghost behind the a r ras ' to u se Eliot's 

own term), but choruses V, VII and X were perhaps characteriz ed 

by a form of patterned poetic p ros e whi ch may hav e beGn modelled 

on biblical p at t e rns, especially the long f lowing lines of the 

Martin Browne E. ,"The Dramatic Verse of T. S . Eliot" in 
T.S. Eliot : A Syrpposium (Londo n : Fr ank Cass and Co.Ltd, 
1948;compiled by Richard March and Tambimuttu,pp .1 97-8 . 



Psalms. Hore probable perhaps , is the influence on intonation 

in these choruses of Anabas_:e by St o John Perse which the 

author himself had trans l ated in 1930. Although the imagery 

of that poem i s quite prodicious, whereas Eliot's choruses 

move with a puritan sobriety, it i s the great sweep of those 

rhythms which bear some resemb lance to t he se patterned choruses. 

What these i Lnovations do demonstrate i s that ~liot is 
freeing himself from the dra,,1atic monologue of the first voice; 

and what will be shown in t he treat ment o.f the choruses is a 

sense of liberation of rh7thrn and a dilution of syntax, density 

and speech which will prepare him , on the one h nnd, for the 

more prosaic and philosophic lines of FourQ~lartets arid , on 
the other, for that four and five beat line which will be dis­

cussed in the next chapter . It will be shown a lso that the 

choruses of The Rock were a r e ligious s tatement of personal 

atone by the poe t and a conscious search for poetic ho~esty 

by the paring of the verse away to a l ansu0-ge and rhythm of 

ordinary speech. This was to be a new achievewent for Eliot 

becau::..e his own voice is often r.1os;; clearly heard , unmufi led by 
those echoes c.1.nd pastic~·ws of other poets w110 had influen ced 

him considerab ly in some of htc earlier works - poets such as 

Laforgue, Gautier , and the English Jacobean poets , among 
numerous others . 

The choruses of The Ro ck were to have little in common 

with the author ' s earlier verse , and this mur-t be partly 
owing to a new anti -poetic distrust of the objective correla­

tive which had been characterized by a generally solipsistic 

and visual approach. We have now instead a partial dropping 
of that mask , and an effort, with sincerity and humility, to 

confront the hollowness in ecclesiastical utterances . But 
before moving onto these choruses, it is worthwhile to pause 

over that one verse-sketch Eliot was responsible for in 

The Rock, if only just to illustrate some of these considera­

tions by default. 

0000000 
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That's right! What we wants is action , I says a.ctio.n. 

The Rock, p. 400 

The short verse-episode o f the Redshirts, Blackshirts 

and the Plutocrat was entirely Eliot's own undertaking, and it 

functions, in part, as an exploitation of that linguistic 

(and ideological) errancy with which the author was deeply 

concerned. Before this scene, parallels had been made to 

illustrate the perennial difficulties of church building from 

Nehemiah and the Israelites through to the political agitator's 

attempt to break up the bricks of the half-built sanctuary. 

It is then that we have these squads of Redshirts and Black­

shirts marshalled onto the stage in 'military formation ' (p.42~ 

to offer their respective solutions to the plight of the 

unemployed. These 'new evangels' (p.44~ say their pieces and 

are then summarily d i smissed , but the perennial cult of 

materialism symbo lized in the P luto crat a nd his golden idol 

prove a strong·er sway over the humar1 chorus . Eth e lbe r t and 

his men become despondant , but in response to his cry 1 0 Lord 

he l p us!' (p.47J, the Rock is r evea led ' brooding on the pin­

nacle' (ibid.), and it is he who will now bolster their slender 

hop es. 

The whole travesty ancl ~~-~~~!'.J-9 ad __ ?1-P§.~F9,UID of the Com­

munists and Fascists is summed up by Grover Smith in the 

following words: 

In this scene, the one s c lely of his own invention , 
he diversified his style to sharpen contrasts . 
Lines for the Redshirts parody a clumsy unmusical 
free verse which he dete s ted ; those for the Black­
shirts have a heavy, regular, foot-stamping beat . 
In both places the verbal ironies are crude , even 
more so than in the speeches of the Plutocrat. It 
is clear that Eliot was tryin6 to denigrate these 
villains of the scene by making them as silly and 
vulgar in their talk as they are unchristian in 
their views . If in each case he relied too much 
on the effects of emotional prejudice among his 
audience , in a pageant such as this it would not 
d o to give either the Redshirts or the Blackshirts 
the disruptive benefits of intellectual debate . 
Being present only as symbols of what has already 
been repudiated , they are hollow men.1 

1 Grover _ _§_lili th , p . 173 . 
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The Plutocrat, who comes in next to give his op inions , p ortrays 

a similar fecklessness and Grover Smith has this to s ay about 

him: 

He , though hollow l ikewise , has a chance to argue 
his side o He is suave i nstead of mi litant, but 
he i s for this reason a ll the more vile, and he 
will not be taken seriously when he grumbles about 
the salaries of the clergy, tithes, the Ecclesiastica l 
Corn;,1i ssion , and the difficulties of divorce . When 
at l ength he offers the Go l den Calf , whose "real 
name if POWER" , and makes the most coy pun in the 
l angua ge by saying "you 'l l find i t very neat , 11 1 
his role is converted into a burl esque of anti ­
ecclesiastical criticism ••• • To the purpose of the 
episode the Plutocrat ' s verse is exact l y adapted; 
i t sustains just the amount of stately pomp , 
enhanced by n mechanical b lank-verse measure , 
necoc;sary to mo.ke the bland triteness of his remarks 
sound foo lish.2 

In order to c apture the zeitgeist of the 1930s which Eliot 

was conc erned with i n this ~pisode , i t is apposite to b r i e fly 

comrnent upon the various political a ll egi ances and polarities 

of opinion a mong poets and intellectuals in these Depression 

years; and also to say why t he o.uthor liquidated so vehemently 

these materialist ideologies . It can be s a id that along with 

other poets of these years, Eliot oust have felt ' thrown upon 

this filthy modern tide' (-i;o use; the Yeatsian line) for there 

was a marked contrademocTatic temper which filtered th~ough 

the works of Wyndham Lewis, Ezra Pound and T.E . Hulme , to name 

but a few; and the poet himself had made a somewhat notori ous 

avowal in his Preface to Lanc0 l ot Andrewes ('1928) a havi ng a 

general point of view of 'classicist in literature , royalist 

in politics , and anglo-catholic i n religion •? One may c er­

tainly boggl e at the second declaration , espec i a lly when the 

great political issue s of the thirties were those of fascism, 

communism and liberal demo cracy, pacifism and mil i tarism -

a ll of whi ch wer e wide ly debated with passionate conviction . 

But at the opposite point of the political ~;en lulum were 

the up and coming p oets such as Auden, Spender and Day Lewis 

who were giving their a llegi anc e to a more libera l and 

1 neat, n . (sing . & collect. as pl.). Any anima l of 
ox kind.oo • The Concis e Oxford Dictionary. 

2 

3 

Grover Smith pp.173-4 

For Lancelot Andr·0tves·_ p. 7. 
-~ 



democratic spirit . In a magazine significantly entitled 
1 New Country (1933) these three poets were first published 

together: therein, poems such as Auden ' s 'A Communist to 

Others'; Day Lewis's'Letter to a Young Revolutionary'; and 
Spender's ' Poetry and Revolution', all capture the issues 
which were mooted among left-wing poets and intellectuals in 

England at the time. As for these actual poems, they perhaps 
have a faintly ludicrous aura to them today. 2 

T.S. Eliot was not entirely absent from the scene in 
these years, for his two Coriolan poems ' Triumphal March' 

(1931) and ' Difficulties of a Stateman ' (1932) are remarkable 
forecasts of the political regimes to come for their depic tion 

of the helplessness of the statesman and mob alike are quite 

relevant to the sentiments of this verse episode. The former 
poem is a brilliant weaving monologue where the cadenc e of 
syllable and r hythm enact the horror and futili ty of a world , 
both ancient and modern , on the march : the latter poem speaks 
of a similar incapacity and , like Coriolanus, the speaker has 
a sheer weariness of spirit whi ch shows his inability to impose 

peace and order on his people . The author' s dissat isfact ion 
with the cult of the leader, (11 Duce Mussolini was in power 

in Italy and the Filehrer Hit l er was in fact consolidating 

power in Germany at the time) and the suggestion of a dense 
pattern of reality reflected in the free colloquialisms , 

language and rhythms of these poems , actually do look forward 

to the emergence of the Eliotic hero on the one hand, and 
the unpoetical material the author was to use in The Rock, on 
the other. 

However , the following may be briefly said about these 

three ideologies in The Rock. First, Eliot has said in After 

Strange Gods that English society had become 'worm- eaten with 

1 Poetry of the Thirties ed..Allan Rod way (London: Longmans, 
---n:-reen and Co. Ltd, 1967) p. 2. 

2 Many of the poets of the 1930s were active members (or 
just fellow travellers) of the Communist party in 
England, and Stephen Spender's book The God that 
Failed is a sad study of the eventual disillusionment 
of poets like Day Lewis, Auden and Spender himself 
who, in r etrospect, had supported a tyranny worse 
than the one they opposed. · With the benefit of hind­
sight, therefore, Eliot's voice did prove cau-cionary 
and prophetic. 



liberali sm ' , 1 a.nd. he l ntsr obE, crvcd i 1i connection with thi s 

vogue of Co mm unism among the i nte ll ectual s of t he 1930s , that 

' communism f louri shed because i t ~rew so easily on the liberal 
root •. 2 Secondl y , the author was ·to reject Fascism as bunkum 

i n 1S39 1.vlrnn he stated t hot the ' fundamenta l ob jec tion to 

f ascist doctrine 1 lanJ.7th1::1 one wh i cl1 11 c conceal from ours elves 

because it mi c:_ht c mdemn 0 1-1.r s c l v es r:u:: we ll , is thc.t i t i s 

pngun •. 3 Thirdly , t h e Plutocrat , t hat repr es entative of Mammon~ 
i s rej ect ed b;y tht:: author on the c;rounds that the aL1ass i ng of 

wealth as an end i n i t s0 l f can m i ly smot he:!:' t he s p i r it of man 

in waat i s c o npletc l :.r trm~s itory O 
5 

1I1hc fo llo1••
1ins c:;uotat i on , wLich does r 0d.ouni upon the 

i de<.1 s i n t ll e 1> r eviour:; c·:1~TJ:J ter , b 2:..1.rs in it F) sci.1timcnts som e 

r olsv:H1c e to thi s v0r1::-o ep i :;oJ.o., Of '.mr :J.nd hl.1m2.n i t 0.:r i ani sm 

in po.rticular , tho ,.i.uthcr w8s to [~n-,,- : 

I lw.v e:: no i-:or,3 s:y1:.1pa!;hJ ,,i tl:. the :iJure l ;y li.ul.Y!t,ni­
tar i o.n c1.ttitude to1,1nrds war t hc.n 1.-1 i tl: tLG l"iu:nc.rni­
tari 2n attitude towards anythi~~ e lse : I should 
110-'- er...:o~· t '1, ~· nroc·.-..~ cT ---1,-,. ---~'<> ll0 

r •/'\ i"·•l , . -:·u 1.·"'f-""'ri" ·t-cr 
" t.; ,.1J J , _,._, (_ .::,!,''- u <.., ~--.. ,CC •< .. , '· . 1.\._; "Cl 6 
without a.·': the sa!:18 tiic'G -~")e,fcc-c i r:t_, "!.11..tID3.!l no.turG . 

One of th0 reasons •;!'.-:..y tll i s is .:i 1:;_,.ci ~: ns:=:.umpt:;_on bd1iEd t h is 

v er se sketch t l, 
.• -~ I;._, 3.1.c:~ho r , l oter in fi1c llo ck 

has tlio ito ck upbraiu t.i.18 ' .L.li,1t - :~cartcd ' and ' c::.:r:i l;y uns ettl ed' 

chorus ( p . 52 . ) , wh o u.:1.d despaired of ,:m_y h el p .for tho unem­

ployed . I·he Ro ck so..;:7s qi, i te emphat ica l ly 

1 

2 

3 

4 

I hav e s a id , t ake no thouGhl of tho hnrvest , 
but on l y of proper sowi n6 . 

,n11"' . ' c'· ~..':'..... a O h. , 

Af ~er Strange Gods, p . 13 . 

p . 52 0 

Criterion, Vol XVIII, t o 1XX ,(October , 1938 ), p . 27. 

Th E: Idea of a Chr istian Society , p . 20 . 

Eliot ' s poetry i s besotted with quotat ions about a 
soc i ety with a materialist ic bGsis . Th e first e l even 
line s of East Coker III (0 dar k dark dar k ••• ) may 
s erve as a good example of this concern , for there the 
poet, with prophetic criticism, depicts the de cadenc e 
of men of rank and s t atus only , who ar c a ll marcliing 
' deathwards 'o 

5 Thi s d ismissa l may seem as has ty a s the author ' s i n 
this verse scen e , but Eliot ' s concerns here are 
adequate l y covered in the previous chEpter. 

6 Eliot , T . S . Essays Anci c-nt and Moder n (London: .D'aber and 
Faber Ltd), p . 133 . 



to which the chorus l eader then replies : 

Your words are hard, 0 Rock , and of b i t t er 
con s olat ion o 

ibid. 

But the Ro c k c an only r hetoric a lly ask : 

Did HE promis e the peac e of this world to the 
c h ild r en of light ? 

ibid . 

It may be said, therefore , that the author questions 

i n t h is sketch the vanities of the totalitarian cults and the 

inadequacies of both the right and the l eft i n their attempts 

to cure the ill s of human suffering . Signifi cantly , the templ e 

and churches are used as symbo ls of fortitude and stoicism 

against which the fecklessn~ss of the s e Pclagian creeds can be 

measured . Ho1,r ever , what remains to be said about this section 

is the mode in which the author t re 2ted these riva ls to the 

Church which will b e i n add itio n to what Grover Smith has 

a lready said in the quotation s before . 

0000000 

The purifi cation of the ' word ' was definite l y part of the 

author ' s i ntention in t his s k etch of the Redshi r t s , Bl ackshirts 

and the Plutocrat, for there is here a noticable renunciation 

of theatri cal stage rhetoric i n its then current form of 

' expressionism '. Eliot ' s i ntes rity to t a c k le this contem­

porary and alien mode may be se e n to be in part , a personal 

apolo gy for the plainness of dict ion in the accompanying 

choruses of The Rock and his own later plays. However, this 

expressionistic mode did have i t s purpose ·within the work and, 

as the fo llowing pages will i ndicat e , it was not too dist~utl:­

removErl from the revue theatrical form on which much of '.I.'he Roe _ 

is based. 

Expressionism was an anti-naturalistic movement chiefly 

associated with Germany just aft e r World War I. Its non­

realistic qualities aimed at emotional distortion and these 

ingredients easily l ent themselves t o propaganda purposes : 



it aimed not to present reality dispassionately imitated 1 but 

reality p 2ssionate l y felt. An earl y example of this fo~~ o~ 

the cont inent was ~rnst Te l l er ' s Man and Masses (1 921) whi~h 

depicted , among other thing , , c l asses of people, as Z~io~ did 

with his trio , with their typical Masque- -l ike l e.bcllii. _; ~ 
This a ctual form of drama was 5iven so . ,e of its ~ ·:pc tus 

in England under the o.egis of Rupert Do one 1:Jho, a long \·ii th 

W. H. Auden and others , had foundered the Group Theatre in 

1932 . J ulian Symons comment s th~t the Group and Uni ty theatre s 
' embodied the only new ideas of dramatic production L-1 Bri ta:i_:1 

during th e decade 11 a nd that their involvement with social 

vers e-drama was biased towards a more t heatrica l prop ~ganda 

than t heatre and i t was ' not so much artistic cs Rrt y 1
0

2 

w~H. Auden , who was in the forefront of this movement, m~y 

well hnvc infl uenced Eliot , for i t was he who , as earl y as 

1926, had said ~hat ' the onl y remainins trac es of th~~·ri~a~. 

art we r e t o be found on the i:iusic-113.ll stage : the who~ . .; o· .. 

r.iodern realist ic drama since .,\:.•:1ekhov ho..d got to c;c 1 
"· j,;~ '"'''; 

where , Auden had proc l aioed that the ' mus ic-hall, the ~1~i • tfu d. 

pantomi me , anc:. the country bous 0: charade are the most 7 .i ving 
4 drama of today ' . In point of f act , El iot really anticipa ted 

Auden whose ~7_g_s;_J2.?Ci "3uiench the -~_kin (written in collab0ration 
with Christopher Ishcrvood) did not appear until ~935: but mPny 

of these t echni ques \-Jere per vas ive in Auden 1 s earl ier ·}he Da.1·: 

o{_J)eath (1 933 ), which war; a :cough expressionistic ske·cch of 

better things to f ollow . This early work pursued an allegory 

of political types ( e . g . Chorus = Bourgeois i e ; Manager= Cap-­
ital i sm ; Angry= Pro l etariat) anl it was, in many ways , just 

as much a propagand i st work as :;.I;liot I s 1rh:3 Ro ck , but t he l attei 

work does have the art is t ic meri t of differ ent l eve l s of s i g -• 

nifi canc e , a po i nt of compar ison which wi l l be taken ll_? agai n 

i n the l a s t chapter . 

1 Symons , Jul i an . The Thirties: A Dre a£,1 Revolved JT.,-,-n~ ,-.,n ~ 
Cress et Press , 19601-, ·p . s5·:--·-

2 

3 

i b i d .. 

Quot2d by Ashley 
Arts, XIX ( Dec.) 

4 Symons, p . 80 0 

Dukes i n 'The English Sc ene ' Th1.., _1.tre 
'1 935, pp . 907- 8. 
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Although one could confine the expressionistic qualities 

to this one verse-sketch i n The Rock , and whole work is 

vaguely reminiscent of that mode in its music- hall and revue­

like flavour. The genre inherently leads itself to propa­

ganda and one does feel ' got at ' in so far as their authors 

make us feel that we are a ll supposed t o be in this together. 

Convictions are pushed to the fore, and so the p l aywright has 

to couch them in a suitable medium of ' expression'. It was, 

in f a ct, this mili e u of the revue , music-hall and _§-yant garde 

theatre which had attracted men like Auden a nd Mac~iece to 

ev en write songs for performers in music-hall revues, in an 

effort to get across to as many people in society as po s s ible, 

even t h ough this was for theatrical as well a s propagandist 

purposes . All this , of course , was somewhat innovatory and 

experimental in the 1930s, but it does evidence that growing 

concern from the Romantic poets onwards (Wordsworth had seen 

the rol e of the poet as a ' man speaking to men') fo r a more 

participatory ~nd socially committed theatre as seen in its 

extreme in the theatre of the street today . 

Nev e1~the l ess , it needs to be said again th:tt Eliot only 

used this express ionistic form in this section of The Hock, to 

debunk and dismiss th0se ad.versc.l. i es , and so this rhetorica l 

mode remains something of a cul de sac in his writings. In 

fact , ev en despite sorJe of the rhetorica l openings and passages 

of th e early choruses, much of the verse in The Rock moves with 

such a puritan dignity that Eliot seems to be taking rhetoric 

and wringing its neck; and even although there se ems to be an 

apparent compromising ( and ideo log ical bondage) of his earlier 

aesthetic pursuits, it will presently be shown that this new 

poetry was a n attempt to purify, and not to adulterate, the 

' d i a l e ct of the tribe'. From his highly a llusive and often 

polygot The Waste Land through to his most poetical Ash 

Wednesday, there was a g reat change in his v erse , but now he 

s eems to be moving into another and d ifferent intensity of a 

starker and less consummate artistry. The author is perhaps, 

actually making his art now subserve reality and he himself 



is committing an act of iconocl a s m agai nst hi s earlier idols. 1 

This icono c l Gstic stance brings us t o an important 

change in Eliot ' s po etry , f or it s eems t o represent t he 

auth or a s b eing s addled wj ~h his religious preo ccupations . 
More oft en t han not , a pois e b ctwe c; n his r-1. r t istic s.no. r eligiovs 

concerns is ade quat e l y s truck but ther e i s , on oc e,o.s :~ons whicl 1 

will be noted in th e f orthcomi ng chapt er, t ho old Ar nold i a n 

deba te b et ween H0ll e nism and Hebraism where Eliot i s def errinG 

to the l a t ~er considera tion . Th e author had covered the 

debate a l most t wenty year s befor e i n 11 A Dialogue on Dramatic 

Po etry 11 (1 928) wher e , to begi n with , onG of hi s int erlocutors 

h ad averred an o.~sthet ic pr ef erenc e f or t he Mass and u sus­
c eptibility t oward s r eligious li t urgy: 

Wh en drama has r anged as f ,cc r as it has i n our own day , 
is no t the only s olut i on to r eturn t o r elig ious 
liturgy? And the onl y dramat ic sat i s f action t h a t 
I fi nd now i s i n a Hi gh Mas s well performed . Have 
yo u not t h ere ev erything necessar y ? hnd i ndeed , 
i f you cons i der tho ritua l of t h e Church during 
the cycl e of t h e year, you have t he c omp l e t e dram ~ 
r opr esented . The Mas s i s a smal l d r nma , hnvi n~ 
all the unities ; but in the Church year _ you j~,:vc 
rep r esented t lw full dram o. of crcation .c: 

But a no ther sp oke s man r et orts wi t h t he ot h er s i de of the 
argument: 

You h ave no bus i ne s s to car e a.bout the Mass unl ess 
you o.r e a b eli evero And even if you Gr e a bel i ever 
you wil l have d ramat ic d esires which cr ave fulfil­
ment otherwis e o •.• Li t era t ure c a n b e no substit ute 
for r eligion, not me r e ly because we need r eligion, 3 but beca us e we n eed literature a s Nell as religion . 

1 There are various iconoclastic acts throughout history 
which are included in the prose passages of The Rock . 
It is true that the various aesthetic quali tles ·· of t he 
completed church finally triumph over the rival ic0n0-
c~asts , but these image-breaking obsessions of the 
author , as sometimes in dreams , mask themsel ~res in 
their opposites and, for all his distaste for these 
destroyers, El i ot is writing his most puritanical 
poetry t o date . 

2 Selec~ed Essays, p . 35 . 

3 ibid o , pp. 35-36. 



Religion wa~, not, perhaps , the sine qua non of Bliot ' s 

poetry , 1but his post-conversion verse and drama are certainly 

concerned with i ts vital place i n men ' s lives . It i s , of 

course , merely a matter of degree to which the poet allowed 

his reli~ious b ~li efs to hold back his poetic 'inspiration ', 

a l though Th~. :r:ock i s c ertainly not just propagc.ndist and 

'factual' realism - such an attempt would not only have been 
insufferable, but a l most certai.nly s elf-defeat ing . In fact , 

these choruses of The Roci;: , and tho method of Murder in the 

Cathedral of the fol l ov1ing y8ar , are of a very formal or ri tuo.l 

type which exist at the opposit e extreme to realism. The 

cho ruse s often r 8ly for t heir effect on the ordered spee ch 
of verse , and a l so on a formal st age movement and decor which 
is almost balletic in its discipline antl execution . cCertainly 

the author vms ' haranguing ' an audience i n order to achiev e 

some success for the project in hand, but this did not deny 

Eliot the conscious intention of attempting n work of art a s 

well. 
Such are the i ntent ions and limita tions of the medium 

which T. S . El iot was to usa , and so it r emains to t r a ce 

within the following ten choruse s just whut th e poet , without 

his collaborators , did within the confines of a pageant-cum­

music-hal l revue . 

1 Krist i an Smi dt had personally que st ioned Eliot on this 
very po int twenty years after "A Dialogue on Dramatic 
Po etry" was written : 

I asked him in 1948 if he thought poetry had any 
significance as a means of approach to mysti cal 
knowledge , and he r ep l ied that he di d not think 
it had any direct significance , but that poetry 
could h el p us to :-:wroa ch ,,,n understandi ng of an 
ultimate reality, and it could give a sensitive 
read er the assurance tha t there i s this kind of 
reality o 

Poetry and Beli ef in the Work of To S . Eliot, p.57o 

2 One of the speakers had s a i d in 11 A Dialogue on Dramatic 
Poetry 11

: 

If thereis a future for drama , and particularly 
for poetic drama , will it not be the direction 
indicated by the ballet? Is it not a quest ion 
of form rather than ethics? And is not the 
question of vers e drama v ersus prose drama a 
question of degre e of form? 

§_~ 1-~-q~ e_d E_s says . p • 46 -



CHAPTER IV 

Substance and Texture in tho Choruses - sensuous embodi me nt 

I 
The scene is se t when the opening chorus r eveal s the 

'voice of the Church of God ', and it confronts the audience 

with sustained admonition, and speaks in a formal rhetorical 

manner. The endless r es tles snes s of man is hal ted at the end 

of the first movement with the remi nder of worldly transience 

( r Brings us farther from GOD and nearer to the DUST ' ·which 

echoes Genes is III 14:19);and t hi s i s immediat e l y followed by 
a particularized eye - witness account of t he bus iness area of 

London, 'the time kep t city ' (recalling that ' Unrea l City ' 

of The Was t e Land I) . 1he Thames move s with ' foreign flota ­

tions ' (a pun on f oreign merchant ships and stock exchange 

speculators) and it is only restlessness or commerGe which 
this speaker witnesses i n this great financj.al centre of the 

world . The chorus l eader interrupts the 1:1ono lo 2;l1.e 1.7i th a 

hushed wonder at the i • mi nenc e of another Witness , t~o Rock , 

who is l ed in by a boy . One can dr aw the incidental analogy 

between Tires i as and the Rock at this point, 1a nd Grover Smith 

observes the c ompari son that t hey , inter al i a , are ' re-enact i ng 

t he eternal msrtyrdom of history i n the theatre of their own 

c onsciousness ~. 2 I t con immedi a t e l y be observed that t h i s Rock 

( ' He who bas seen what has happened/And who sees what is to 

happen r. ) vvill join the author's previous ass emblage of p er­

sonae: Gerontion could expound upon t he battle at Thermopylae 

('I was neither at t he bot gates .•.• 1 1.3.) and , at the same 
time, evaluate contemporary history ('History has many cunning 

1 Cf. The Rock (p. 47) 
I have known t wo worlds, I have knoian t ·,-,~ ,,orld s 

of deat h. 
All that you suffer, I have suffereG before , 
And suffer a l ways, even to the end of the vvorld. 

and The Waste Land III 
I Tiresias, though blind , throbbing between t wo 

lives ( 1. 46.) 
I Tiresias, oJ.d man with wrinl::led dugs 
Perceived the scene, and for c~old the rest.(11.56-7) 

In The Rock (p.47) he appe qrs again broodiDg on a pin· 
nacie as Tiresias bad brooded and re:lected undor the 
walls of Thebes (as in the above quotation)s 

2 Grover Smith, p. 176. 



passages •••• ' 1.33.) ; and Tiresias and Gerontion are physical l y 

b lind and , a l though the Rock is not, he is signific antly a 

mantled fi gure which would definitely d isguise his eye s 2 (thus 

to symbolize a similar inner mind ' s eye) . 

The Ro c k, h owever , unlike his counterparts , is a type of 

perfe c ted master who exhorts this chorus to ' Make Perfect 

your Will', and this particul ar injunction for right act ion 

was antic i pated i n tho closing commitment of Ash _\Jednesday in 

that final re so lve: 

Teach us to c a re and not to care 
Teac h us to sit still 
Even among these rocks , 
Our peace i s His will. 

In both these inst ances the author seems to h a ve been influ­

enced by the words of Piccarda to Dante i n Paradiso iii, 85-87 , 
( ' Our peace is His will , Eis will is our peace . It is that 

sea towards which moves a ll thnt it creates and all that nature 

makes '. ) ; word s which profoundly aff tJ ct cd Eliot thon . 

If this instruction looks back to Ash Wednesda_y and Dante , 

it also looks forward to th e opening of The Dr_y S2 lvagc s III, 

to those words of Krishna advising Ar juna t o b e disinterested 

and act as if there were no tomor row . Si g ilarly , the corres­

p onding mov ement of Little Gidding opens with a di s cussion of 

the ways of ' attachment' ,'de tachment' and 'indifference ' and 

these sentiments certainly redound upon this preoccupations 

in The Rock and ~urde r in the Cathedral; but, it must be said 

that , ~ereas these exampl es from Four 1~uartets drew their 

inspiration from Bhagavad Gita and other quasi-mystical 

1 He is 'led by a boy' like the b lind Samson and Sophocles' 
Tiresias, but his eventual identification as St . Peter 
does not really help much with his a llegorical ro leo 
Martin Browne comments that " Eliot wanted to keep his 
identity undefined for a s long a s possib l e , and it was 
in keeping with the conception of the chorus ~nat he 
should also be regarded rather as a symbol ic than a 
historica l fi gure ". Martin Browne, p. 26. 

2 There are a lso many Biblical injunctions to become 
perfect in one's resolution to serve God. Matthew 7:210 
'Not every one that saith unto me, Lord, Lord, shall 
enter into the Kingdom of heaven; but he tha t doeth 
the will of my Fa ther which is i n heaven; and Hebrews 
13:21. ' Make y ou perfect in every work to do his will 
•• • • ' These, inter alia, are but two instances. 



writings, The Ro c k general l y d i d not attempt to transcend its 

orthodox confines with this instruction. 

The Ro ck ' s introduction speech is tho first instance of 

a common device which the author will use throughout the 

work . The i mplicit opposition between a Temporal and Eternal 

City, and the Logos and the common ,.,,ord, is now given a 

further dimension by a parodying of the high biblical senti­

ments of the prophets and their reduction, t hrough a change 

of idiom, to a common cadence: 

The lot of man is ceaseless l abour , 
Or ceas eless idleness, which is still harder, 
Or irregular l abour, which is not plea sant . 
I have trodden the winepress a lone , &nd I know 
That it i s hard to be really useful •..• 1 

The Hock. p . 8 . 

Likewis e , t hrough the voices of the Unemp loyed (p. 10), 

God's promis e to Jerer:1iah of a pla ce where the f c1. ithful shall 

prosper2 is off-set by its blat cntly contemporary admixture : 

In this land 
No m~n has hired us. 
Our life is unwelcom 8 , our death 
Unmentioned in ' 1rhe Times' • 

This debunking , and distancing fro m t he prophecies of f ulfil­

ment of the past , are sho,n most succintly at the beginning 

of chorus III. There, the author 2ffectively uses an ante­

cedent, ' Word of the Lord ', which had come to the prophets in 

dreams and visions (Eings 12:23; Isaiah 9 :8.), and he then 

consciously perverts it by a grossly secular , twentieth cen­

tury complement: 

I have given you speech, for endl ess palaver , 
I have given you my l aw , and you set up commissions, 
I have given you lips, to express friendly sentiments, 
I have given you hearts, for reciprocal distrusto 
I have g iven you power of choice, and you only a lternate 
Between futile speculation and unconsidered action o 

The Rack o P o 290 

1 Isaiah 63:3: 'I have trodden the winepress alone; and 
of the people there was none with me : for I will tread 
them in mine anger , and trample them in my fury; and 
their blood shall be sprinkled upon my garments , and I 
wi ll stain all my raiments'. 

2 Jermiah 32 : 41 and 43. 



Eliot's device of this deriding of the pr esent through 

echoes of the past is, among othe r instances , reminiscent of 

his quatra in p oems of the 1920s, but there is an important 

tonal c ontrast between them . Th e often wry and smirking 

pomposity of these meretricious quatrains definite l y show a 

similar wit i n their unpredictable rejoinders , but their tone 

re sult ed from t he author v ent ing his spleen agai nst the short­

comings of the Church. As an examp l e , t h e lukewarm Church had 

at that stage been contrasted wi t h a not so e l egant water-horse : 

The hippo's f eeb l e s tep s may err 
In comp a s s ing mnteri a l end so 
While the True Church need never stir 
To g~thcr in i ts divi dcnds o 

Coll e c ted Po ems 1 906-1 962 p . 51 

It was an objec t ive co rrelat ive of the h orse-laugh or a wry 

sneer which the author was trying to e licit , but ho d id repre­

s ent thes e u nrenliz ed hopes and aridi ty of the present i n 

conjunction with an irr0versibl e and nost a l gic pas t~ 1 However , 

these nihilistic poems hav e now been r eplaced in The Rock by a 

more positive and humb l ed commi tment on the po.rt of the poet : 

the barks of wit are still most certainly there , but there i s 

n ow a p lainnes s 2nd purity of l anguage , al most to a po i nt of 

being anti-poeti c . It is this now ' domest icity ' wherein the 

very s ourc e of iotensity ~nd strength of h is new vers e reside s; 

a strength which had charact e rized the poetry of George Herbert 

who had once rhetorically ask ed in "Jordan" (I) what Eliot 

mi ght have asked himself in The Rock : 

Who says that fictions only and fals e hair 
Become a v erse ? Is t here in truth no bea uty? 
Is a ll good structure in a winding stair? 

So when one comes across the following line of chorus I in 

The Rock, conc erning those who 'negl ect and belittle the 

desert', 

The desert is not remote in southern tropics 
The desert is not only around the corner, 
The desert is squeezed in the tube-train next to you, 
The desert is in the heart of your brother. 

one may feel certain misgivings about the poet who wrote 

The Waste Land a decade before and who is now producing such 

a seemingly barren and clumsy schematization. Yet these new 

1 The poems, "Sweeney Among the Ni ghtengales" and 
"Whispers of Immortality" illustrate this point, a 
contrast quite clearly. 
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line s are emb l emat i c of El iot ' s own humility through their 

truthful nnd personal tone , and one may sGnse a purity of 

i nt ention1behind the poet ' s wor ds . It i s a simila r pr edica­
ment whi ch i s found bGhi nd the fo l lowing p2 s f;nge from Th e_ 

Confident i a l Cler k : 

COLBY: I f I were r eligi ous , God woul d wR l k in my ga rden 
And that woul d make the world outside it rea l 
And a ccept abl e , I think . 

LUCASTA : You sound awf ully r eligious 2 I s ther e no other way of mat inc i t r ea l to you? 

I ndeed , Co l by does sound ' awfu l ly religious ' with such a 

appa r ently b l and and exoteric s tat ement but this c an hard l y 

amount to a c ondemnat i on of the a ctua l sentiment s voiced . 
I n f act , t he mar ked barenGss of much of th e first chorus 

i s perhaps aes theti cally justi fi ed by i ts prec edence i n the 

work , for even the el emGntal , whimpering, but oignant li t tle 

chant of the Unemp l oyed , and the Workmen ' s antiphonal reply, 

l ook forward to the last chorus where the langu::.ge , a s will 

be shown presently , i s fi nally purifi ed in its reaching a 

s er ene c almnes s . One could con jec ture t oo , that this part i c ­

ul a r Workme n ' s chant has a rud imentary two line four- beat 

measure ('In the vacant places we wil l bui ld with new bricks ' 
p. 9 .), which l ooks forward in its par a l l e lisms to the more 

advanced , a l though not d issi1,1i lar, l yric of Little Gi ddi ng II .3 
As f or the Unemp l oyed , they ar e not as optimi stic : they 

WoT o Nettlefold i s one who i s s cept ic a l of Eliot ' s 
i nt enti on : ' Ther e a r e such a few/Christi an Poets so 
nobl e ; i ndeed you/ Mus t know i t - You Do ' . This s arc a sm 
i s perhaps Il)arod ic on t he fl att er y in ' Por t r ait of a 
Lady ' (For indeed I do not love i t ••• you knew? You are 
not blind ! / How ke en you are ! ) which make s hi s line s so 
much the more biting . 

2 Co.I'.p).Gt e Poems a nd Pl ays , p . 474. ( my emph a sis) . 

3 Cf. Littl e Gidd ing II : As h on an old man ' s s l eeve 
Is all the a sh the burnt ros e s 

l eave . 
Dus t i n the air susp ended 
Marks t h e plo.ce where a story 

ended. 
Dust inbrea thed was a house -
The wall , the wains cot and the 

mouse . 
The death of hope a nd despair , 

This is the death of air . 
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'shiver in unlit rooms ' and, their standing i n deso l ate 

placos recalls that nadir of spirits in the intonation of 

"The Hollow Mcm . 111 

However, as for the chorus as a whole, it sets the scene 

through the introd uction of the Ro ck , who sets the will of 

the s peakers (and the poot) to pos i tive commitments ('We 
build the meaning ' p . 11.). What one can now expect is n 

more aff irmative and conscious striving by the author towards 

a stillness of the word (Word) which will, i n a ctual fact, 

r epr esent in the closing stages of the pageant , a dim abum­

bration of that ' epiphany' experienced in another connection 

in Little Giddi _gg . 

0000000 

II 

Of a ll that was done i n th e past , you oat the 
fruit, either rotton or r i pe . 

The Rock , p . 20 . 

This s econd chorus is loos (.; ly r e l...-..ted to the a.ctual 

conversion of the 3axon Sabert by Mellitus , the first Bishop 

of London. Not only is this chorus c oncerned with tho advent 

of Christ i anity i n Saxon England , but there·isthe connection 

made that Ethe lb ert's church building is not to be seen as an 

isolated instance as there hav e been many such trials and 

tribulations, in this constructing , before him . Here the 

chorus , for tho first time , is much l ess r estrai ned and they 

expatiate , i n long biblica l-like verse, on the denial of ' the 

1 Cf. The desolate imagos of spiritual fl accidity of the 
Unemployed and the Hollow Men : 

We stand about i n open plac es 
And shiver in unlit rooms . 
Only the wind moves 
Over empty fields, untilled •••• 

The Rock , p. 10. 
Le t me also wear 
Such deliberate disguis e s 
Rat's coat , crowskin, crossed sta ves 
In a field 
Behaving as th8 wind behaves •••• 

The Hollow Men II 



chief cornerstone '( p . 19.) Christ (echoing Psalm 11 8 : 22), 

upon whom this present Christian community must also be 

buil t as it was i n the past . One cnn observe t hat El iot ' s 

constant concern with this ' presentness of the pas t ' is h er e 

translated into a theo l ogica l belief , for i t is the Community 

of Saints in Heaven (th e Church I nvisibl e) which is h~re , by 

direct i mp licat io n , placed a s the model and measure t o which 

these pres ent builders (the Church Visibl e ) must aspire . 

There is a right emphasis given i n the four dist i nct 

s ections of thi s chorus i n which the firs t o.nd l c: st movements 

disp l ay a s i gnificant r ulaxat i on of prosody and a marked 

variation in r hythm ; t he second and l ast rno vemerrts , on the 

other hand , l1avc:; o. much ti ;.:ihtor a nd l eaner prosody . Perhaps 

the princ i p l e i nvo lved here i s that the mo r e relnxod lin es 

a r e mo.de indicative of di sorder (the ' frittered lives' a nd 

' honoylcss hives ' ) , but they arc strategica lly juxtaposed t o 
the aborter lines which are oxpressi v o of stnbil ~ t:' ( 1

- --,, , -, n,.:, -.., 

l imited) and V3.lucs fr om the past . As for t he l ast four 

lines which conclude t ho chorus ( ' Much to c :::.st dm·m , mnch to 

r ebuild , much to restore . .• • ' p . 21 . ), they a r c upt l y p l ~c ed 

to assert and affirm thu c ons0qucnt reso l ution of bui l d ing 

out of these p arunni ~ - difficul ties and limited hop es from 
the p .~1_st . 

What can be s a i d about thcs G l es s restrnin~d op cntng 

verses , which f l ow together like refl ections and distr~ctions 

in the speak ers ' mi nds , is that they are perhaps essont i 3l 

prolus i ons f or t hose ev en loos er conversational refl ections 

on the past in Four Quartets , 1but there i s the vital di f fe r­

enc e that the author i n The Rock was not attempting to 

manipulate these s ent im ents of past disint egr a tion into any 

1 Cof. The Dry Salva ges III: 

I sometimes wonder if t hat is what Krishna meant -
Among other things - or one way of putting the 

same thing: 
That the futur e is a f o.d. ed song , a Royal Rose 

or a l av ender spray 
Of wistful regr et for those who are not yet here 

to r egr et, 
Pressed betwe en y ellow l eaves of a book thPt has 

never been opened. 



particulGrly ordered who l e . Instead, they servo to ev~ke a 

r e l nxed a nd meditativ e mood . The l a s t s e c tion , on the other 
hand, which r e flects on t h e th er;-1C of cornrc1uni ty, i r:: much mor e 

precise and meticulous as choral verse : it i s the voice of 

trad i tional authority speaki ng of this orthodox be lief of 

th 8 Co rnruunity of the Church on earth , but only in ironica l 

relation to the br eakdown and restl essness of man i n the 

cont emporary sett i ng . 
III 

(And Enstcr DGy , we didn ' t ge t to the count ry, 
So we took young Cyril to church . And they r a ng a be ll 
And he sGid right out l oud , crumpets .) 

11 Triumpl1al finrch '' ('1 93 '1) 

This chorus begi n s i n a sty l ~ which echoes that of the 

Old ·C'estanent prophets ' accounts of the \ford of God ( 1 1rl1e 

Word of the LORD cooe unto ne ••• • ' p . 29 , \vhi ch c::.'."'.18 t'J them 
i n visions and dr e.-::.m s; thus comicctinc the vision whi--::b 

Rah er e had of St . B~rtho l oRow nnd his c onsequen~ ~ n~-
- ., ....... + 

of that church ~t S~ i thf i cl d . The irony i s onc e nsai il 

porvas i ve , for the aut~10r here s nt iri zes the deb::i.sed present 
by his use of these scntim1::nts 3.nd echoe s f r o1n t:ic pr:,.st o 

1.rh () 

forma l ropetitio~s ( ' I h~vc gi ven you • •. ' ) aro rpt i n the ir 

a l • ost litursic2l l i rrcs , but the antiphonal balance used i n 

the compleLlont ('I h~vc given you hearts , for r ec ipro~~l 

dist r ust') a l most verse s on t h8 b l asph emous in it s d r ; c on­

tewpt . 
This openi ng s ection is ideally suit ed to t he occasion 

a nd i ntention of t he work of o..clmonishing i n order t o r Gin­

stat e the heri tage of t he past to n cont Gmporary city of 
'designing ' men . For here, a n incongruous r e l ation of 
disparate e l ements gives rise to a fresh nnd unhackney od wit 

wherein an effec t ive arresting quality to t he verse r e l axes 

to captur e t his modern unregener a cy : 

Much is your reading , but not the Word of GOD , 
Much is your building , but not the House of GOD . 
Will you build me u hous e of plaster , with corrugated 

roofing, 
To b e filled with a litter of Sunday newspapers? 

The Rock, p . 290 
The rhetorical and ringing lines ha ve a sternness and 

_Hebraic quality, but they so on d evolve into the s ensat i onal 
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or habituQl which demand so litt l e f rom man o Similarl y , i n 

the more respectab l e and poetic four- beat l ine , as u sed to 
s i gni fy the morG prosp erous middl e- c l o.ss suburbs of London ; 

there is a f ulling off into the absur d i ties of materi al i st ic 

monuments : 
I n the land of l obelias and t e nni s f l anne ls 
The r abbit shal l bur row and the thorn r evisit , 
The nett l e shall f l ourish on the grnve l court , 
And the wi nd shall say : ' Her o were de c ent godless 

people : 
Their only mo-rmment tho asphal t road 
And a thousand l ost go l f balls '. 

The Rock , P o 30 . 

Here i s the author ' s device of n syntactic par allel i s• of 
bal a nc e as may be seen i n t he Psal m' s prosody from the past 

but Hhich here ironica lly off sets t he contents of the verse 

to cap ture the pres ent . Thes~ li lies , therefor e , arc r.10st 

effective , especial l y in tho wo.y i n which th8 firraness of 
the line s i s susta i ned throughout. They depict well the 

pettiness and the secularirn:1 of the twent ieth century which 

the author fGlt so strongl y about and , alonb with the two 

precc cJing choruses , they cou ld hardl y bo improved upon in 

voicing n jo~e• iad against • an ' s tircl 2s s prop ensity ftir 

evading the spiritual and grasping at the ephemer a l . These 

chorus es o.ro ,qui to fi n8 c2.ta l ogucs of tho vanity of human 

wishes , but a l ways beneath this po int ed so.tire there is a 

serious and positive hop~ as may be observed in the fi nal 
l i nes of this chorus: 

Life you may evade , but Death you shall not o 
You shall not deny the Strangero 

The Ro ck , p . 31. 

What probabl y f acilitated t he wit i n t he s e firs t thr ee 

cho r u s es was t he poet' s us e of p lungi ng r hythms , r emi n i s c ent 

of those us ed i n t h e J a cob ean and h istrionic s et t ing of 
11 Gerontion 11

• The aut hor had a c t ually f ear ed a ' dull and 

l etha r gic aud i ence 11 to witness t he pe rformances, but 

1 "A Personal Reminiscence ", p. 83. 
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Bonnmy Dobr~e t e stifi es, a s does Martin Browne ,1 t hat the 

audiences se0raed 'far froo l ethar gic 1
•
2 Th is wit must h ave 

been part l y the result of the poet ' s use of an i ntor nal 
half or slant rhyr.rn in h is frequent pr efer enc e fo r three or 

four syllabl e words . ( The opening r.1o ver:1Gnt of ch~ I I I 

abounds with such words : ' i nventions ', ' palaver ', 'commis­

sions' , ' r eciprocal distrust ', ' futile speculati on and 
unc onsidered action '. The closing mov ement also: ' perfect 

refriger ator ', ' rational morality ', ' plotting of happiness ', 

' f~ve r ed cnthusias~ ' and ' hu@anity ' ). These satirical rhyme s 

a r e inesc:1pab l y vnc;ue l y comic , 3and one can observe this 

illustration at:50.iE in another cata l or:;ue at the beginni ng of 

The Dry Salvag~ s V. The s o.ti r e , th i s time , is directed 

aga i nst the wo r thl ess supra- tempo r a l deliver ances from time : 

To co• ~unicate with Mars, c onverse with spirits, 
To r eport th8 behaviour of tho sea mons ter, 
Describe the horoscope , hnrusp icate or scry, 
Ob serve disease in signatures , evoke 
Biogr~phy fr om the wrinkl es of the palm 
And t r Jgedy fr oo f i ngers ; r c l cGse omens 
By sortilcge , or tea l eaves , riddle the i nevitable 
With p l aying c nrds , fidd l e with pentngro.ms 
Or bo.rb i turic ccid s, or disse ct 
Th e recurrent i m .. 1.::ige i nto pre- conscious te r rors -
To explore the womb , or tomb , or drt]o.mB ; a ll these 

are usual 
Po.stir:10s and drugs , e.nd f eat ur es of the prE:s s o 

1 Martin Browne s ays the wit ' proved barb ed enough to rais e 
g ener a l laughter fro• a n aud i ence of 1500 each night' . 
(p . 1 8) . He observed furth er: ' Wha t gav e us all much 
pleasuro was tho.t the s everity of the dressing did not 
at all inhibit the aud i enc e from enjoying the sallies 
of wit which issued from thes e impassive f a c es o Indeed , 
I think the costur::i ing had the effect of concentrating 
attention to the words , and so a llowed them to provoke 
l aughter as hoarty a s I c an r emember at the des cription 
of the departed c ommuters: 
"And the wind shall say: ' Here were ••• lost golf balls 1 " 

Martin Browne , pp . 29-30. 

2 Bonamy Dobrie, ibid. 

3 Old Possum's Book of Practical Cats is an exampl e 
~ excellance of this , as in 11 01d Deuteronomy" and 

Macavity: the Mystery Cat''. One may also recall a 
poem like "High Talk" by W. B. Yeat s where the triple 
rhyme throughout ( ' All metaphor , Malachi , stilts and 
all') definitely lends itself to this ludicrous and 
humorous mocking. 
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In add i tio1.1 to this similarity of sati rical rhyme , one 

c an al so make the comparison among the openings of chorus I 

(p . 7 o), chorus II ( p . 29 0) and its closing mo v emE:-nt ( p .. 31), 
and the above: quotation , for all these catalogues t end to 

have unpred ict ~bl e endings of a syntactic form approximating 

that of a periodic sentenc e , '\md it is through this state 

of abeyanc e that the desired emotional ef1oct is fina lly 

e licited . However , the differenc e l ies i n the fact that , in 

the above quotation , it is o. prim a nd subt l G modulo.ti on of 

the voic e which oxcites a witty and dry humour , whereas the 

p a ssages from these t wo choruses of The Rock so far seem • ore 

r emorse l ess in their schematization and denunciation. Of 
course i t oust b e con c eded that , within the fra• owork nnd 

restricti ons of tho occnsion , they certainly have their own 

merits , but the fol l owing c ont r ast will serve to illustra te 
thi s difference between v1h.J..t coul d b e 2. chieved by a choir of 

voic es in cont r o.d istinction to a single voice . Both exc.raples 

arc concerned with thG vaniti e s of man : 

0 weari ness of ~on who turn from GOD 
To the grandeur of your mi nd and the glory 

of your action , 
To arts and inventions and dJ ring enterprises , 
To schemes of hum~n gr eatness thoroughly discredited , 
Bi nding the earth ~nd the water to your s ervice , 
Exploit ing tho seas 2nd deve l opint, the raountains , 
Divi ding the stars i nto C01'.L. 10 L and pr s forred , 
Enguged in devis ing the perfect refri ~ero.tor , 
EngG.ged i n working out :J.. ro.ti one.l rnoro.lity , 

1 This ' psychological ' pr edilbc tion for a periodic 
construct i s perhaps an obs essiona l pers onal pattern 
for Eliot ' s spiritual deve l opmcnt o One c oul d ci te 
another author , Henry J ames, for the purpose of c om­
pari son , a s his synt a c t ic s t yle i s a l so rev e l atory of 
his own problE:ms in a very personal way o But for 
T. S o Eliot the periodic sentenc e examines those various 
beginnings and ends with which most of h is poetry was so 
very much concerned . The following quotation enacts 
this concern of a fina l coming into c onsciousness: 

We sha ll not ceas e from exploration 
And the end of a ll our exploring 
Will b e to arrive where we start ed 
And know the pla c e for the first tirae . 

Littl e Gidding V 



Engaged in pri n t ing as m2ny bo oks as po s s i b l e , 
Plotting of happi ne ss and fli nging empt y bottl es 
Turning fro• your vacancy to f ever ed euthusi a s Ll 
For nation or r a c e or w~at you call humani ty •••• 
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The Ro ck , p. 31. 

Lat ne d iscl os e t he gif t s r e s erved f or age 
To s et c1 cro,-m upo n your lifetime I s c:: ff ort . 
First , th e cold fr icti on of expiring s ens e 

Without enchantment , offeri ng no pr omise 
But bitter ~ast e l ess no ss bf s hado w fruit 
As body ;:,nd s oul begi n to fall a s unde r . 

Sec ond, t h e c onscious i mpo t enc e of r nge 
Of hu.212.n f a l ly , o.nd the l o.. c e r at i on 
Of l o.ughte r at wh.'.lt ceas es t o aEJ.US E- . 

And l ~s t , t h e r endi ng pai n of r e- eno.c t • ent 
Of :J.11 tho.t you h.~_ve done , a nd been : the shame 
Of mot ive s l a t e reveal ed , 2nd the awo.r2ness 

Of th i ngs ill d one and d one to others ' haro 
Whi ch onc e you t ook fo r exercise of virt u e . 

Litt l e Gidd i n__g II 

This s ec ond examp l e , by c ont r ast , r epre s ents a v ery pe~sonal 

ul t i mate i n c onfess i onal poe t ry , a lingui st ic ' i ncarnat i on ' 

which Eliot probab l y a chi eves on a l esser sea l ~ in the f i nal 

cho r us of The Ro ck o 

000 0 000 

IV V VI 

Th e t h ing tha t hath been , i t is that whi ch shall be ; 
and that wh ich i s done is that which shal l b e done : 
and there i s no new t hing under t he sun . 

Ec clesiastes l:9a 

Thes e three choruses will be grouped to gether a s they 

are only short inter spcrsinGSof comment and narra tion and , 

as they do not noticably advanc e the theol ogy nnd religious 
@es sage of the work, their central concern is v ury r.rnch the 

same as those chorus es preceedi ng them. I t i s still this 

po ise between the past and the present which is t e lescop ed 

not only to show the per enniality of the work a t hand , but 

also to display that artistic approach which Eliot had 
retro spectively cal l ed in Little Gidding V, 'An easy 

commerce of t he old and the new. 
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One can s e e an im• ediate illustration of this in chorus 

IV w:1.ere the cue is taken fro• the juxL",pos i t ion of Ethel­

bert 's wo.tchfulnoss over t he church ( ' Ive got this trowel i n one 

' i t~ ~nd I ' ve got me fist in tho other? p . 34 .), witL a 

paralle l to tho Book of hohemiah for th~ purposes of portray­

ing this theme throughout of the eternal struggl e of good 

and evil . Neheoi ah and his • en , like the cont emporary builders, 

h ad be on l aughud to scorn that t h~y should for t ify the• s e lves 

against their • ore numerous aJ versari os , but , against unsur­

mountable odds t hey rebuilt the walls of Jerusalem , ' everyone 

with one of hi s ho.nd s wrou:::,ht i n the work , .:md with the oth er 

h and held a weapon '. (Neh . 4:17) 
Eliot eff ec tively manaGes this modiatat i on b ~twcon the 

pas t and tho pr esent in t he s e descript i ons borrcwud fr on tho 

no.rracive of the Book of IiLhec1 iah. l1ho second line of the 

quoto.t i on has n cont e~por ary ring to a ti~cless situation: 

In the dnys of Pehe~iah t h e Prophet 
There was no ~xc uption to the g~n0r ~l r u le. 
I n 81.mshan t he p'.ll c.c o , i n ths r:10nth Nisan •.•• 

'i1h0 Ro ck, p . 35. 

Again , i n chorus V, wo boar: 

Rcr,1cE1berinc:. th e; words of l.cher.i i ah the Prophet : 

'"::he trm,cl i n lici.,1.d , o..nd the gu n 
ro.t her l oose i n tiie ho lst cr 11

• 1 

JhG Rock , p . 39. 

Whereas th e short f ourth chorus is plainly nnrrat ive 

cmd simplified by its succinctness , the succeeding chorus 

is a plea f or deliverance from the perennial serpent whose 

head must be bruised by the undeterred church builders . 

1 These lines are v aguely prophetic of Israe l today and 
perhaps Eliot hod truly feared that such a situation 
might even occur in England in 1934. Stephen Spender 
relates that , at a luncheon with Eliot in 1930 , Eliot 
had answered the question of what he foresaw for 
Western Civi l ization in the following words : 
"Internecine fighting • •• • P\jople killing one another 
in the streets .... . " 

11 Rer:1emberinc; Eliot" , by Stephen Spender in Allen Tate 
op .cit . p . 49 . 

Cf . a similar for eboding i n the last l i ne of the 
first episraph to chorus VII . 
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The tenor of these v orses from chorus Vis reminiscent of 

those from the King Ja• es version of the Bible, but some times 

the verses reflect a distinctly perenni a l quality : 

And they write innumerab l e boo~s : being too vain 
and distracted for silence : s oekin6 every one 
after his own e l 8vat ion, and dodging his 
er:iptiness . 

If humility and purity be not i n tho h~art , they 
a r e not in the hooe : and if they arc not in the 
horae , thoy arc not in the City . 

The Rock, p . 39. 

It is this crucial co2plex of past and present throughout 

Eliot ' s poetry, p l ays , social c riticis• nnd even his literary 

criticism, whic:1 sui.1s up the ctrtistic and theolq;ical beliefs 

in The Roe~ as shown i n that rh e t orical lin~ fro• chorus VI: 

Do you need to be tol d th8t whatever has been , 
can still be ? 

The Rock, p . 41. 

Here in this telling li ne (c vnriction or Ecclesia• tos 1: 9) , 
the o.utho r c oul d ,.,ell bo r eferri ng to the sin of Aclo.:;1, 

unredeemed tine, or the use or nus~ento.tion of tr2di·tion , 

and it i s nppropri2tely pl2c ed in chorus VI before the author 

qualifies and oots forth his answer to tllis biblico.l line at 

the beginning of Prrrt II . 

Before movi nB on to chcrus VII , one cnn obs2rv e in 
chorus VI a certcin falling off of i ~tensity th r ough the 

unbendine; o.uthority in the vers e . Here c::.n be s een o. cert ain 

stiffness nnd hollowness of ecclcsi8sticnl utt e r ance, and 

one coul d even agre~ with R. P . Blackmur when he saj~ of Eliot , 

apr opos The Ro ck , thQt ' a • i nd furnished only with convictions 

would b e like a room f urnished onl y with l ight ; the bright er 

t he mor e bar ren •} Here is an exampl e of this : 

Why shoul d men love the Church? Why should they 
l ov e her l aws? 

She te l ls them of Life and Death , and of a l l that 
they woul d forget . 

1 Bla ckmur , R. P ."T.S. Eliot : From Ash Wednesday to 
Murder i n the Cathedral". Repr inted in Language as 
Gesture ( London , 1 948 ), p . 178 .. 



She is tender v,rhe r e they would b<:: hard , and hard 
wh ore they like to be soft . 
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She tells th0r.1 of Evi l .::md Sin , and other unpl cclsnnt 
fccts. 

They constant l y try t o escape 
Frora th o darkness outside;; nnd within 
By drecoing of systc• s so perfect th2t no one will 

ne0d to b e good . 
The Rock , p . 42. 

Although th0se convictions do not p ersist without some 

poetic • erit s to c o~~und them , it is an exa• pl e of the 

predicament Elict was.forced i nto as~ poet by the prop2gan­

d ist nature of the occas i un . Wi thout wishing t o deny the 

s 0ns e of dis ,. f .f 2c :- ion evidenc ed throu6hout r.mch of T0_e Rock 

on the pnrt 0r the pobt , there i c t his occasional fnlling 

off of intensity c or.me;nsurate to the didactic natur.:; of the 

i d~ ns entertained . This poetic harnessing had boen expr essed 

i n a poem by W. B. Yeats whose i ~vo lvoD0nt in pub lic ~ffairs 

(in thc t e ns ~ , the Abbey f h c~ tre in Dubl i n ), ha~ a l ~c3t by 

ne cess i ty , ~ade h i s P~sasus hobb l e l ik8 Eliot ' s . Yeats beg~nc : 

The f ascinnt i ~n of whnt ' s difficul t 
Has dri e:d the s3.p out of ny V8ins , and ront 
Spont une ous j ,y and natural c ontent 
Out of uy heart . ':i:'ll.:;rc ' s sor.:o thinc a ils our co l t 
That nust , cs i f i t hun not ho l y blood 
Hor on Cl y;-,1pu s l eaped fr or.1 cloud to cloud 
Shiver unde r the l a sh, s t r a. i n , s we;.J.t a11d jolt 
As though i t drnggad road-oe t ul.1 

Both Eliot a nd Yonts woul d have wished their P~cns u s could 

lenp frow cloud to cloud, but the pai n of di s cipline involved 

in t heir r e l atively foreign undertakings held back any flight 

of i Jaginct i on . However , it is with the next chorus where 

Eliot's vers o soars , in another intensity , to describe some­

thing essentially ineffable and, therefor e , above these present 
considerations. 

0000000 

The Collected Poems of W. B. Yeats , (London : MacMillan , 
196 7 ) ' p o 1 04 D 



VII, VIII 

The World is try i ng the exp eriment of o.t t ernpting 
to form a civilizGd but non- Christian raentnlity o 
The cxperi• ent wil l f a il; but we ~u ot be very 
p 2-ticnt in c1.vai ting its c ollaps e ; meanwhile 
r edeaQing the time : so t~nt the f o.ith • ay be 
pres0rved a live through the dark age s bcf ora us; 
to r enew o.nd r ebui l d civilization , c,nd save t he 
World fro• suicide . 1 

"Thoughts After Lo.wbeth" ( 1931) 

The New Year's walk , r estoring 
Through c hnight cloud of to~rs , the years, 

re s toring 
With a n2w vers e the cmcieut rhyne o Hedeen 
The time . Redec• 
lh& u nread v i sion i ~ tho hishor dreao •..• 

Ash Heclnesdo.y IV 

Chorus VII , which opens t~c second section of The Rock , 

b egins with tho.t do.rknos~ through which man gr oped fo r 

r ev e lat ion nnd spiri tu~l l odge@cnt , until that • ornent i n 

time wh en the Word bac a• e I nc arnate . This fine opening 

choral survey of pro-Christ i.an uc1.n , b,~sins wi th Genesis 1 : "l-2 

('In the b egi nninc GOD creat ed the world.a .. ') throu5h to 

the paradox cr0ctod in the t r eatment of the birth of Christ, 

(' Th en came , at a pr edest i ned • o• ent , a ~oaont in ti2e o.nd 

of t i me o. o.') unt il it fi nishc-s with those effective clat-­

taring lines whi ch quc s ti0n Dan ' s va i n efrorts to deny the 
spiritual ( ' Whc1t Lo..v e we t o do but stnnd with eDpty hand s 
o.nd palos turEed upwards / In an age: which advo.nc e s pro :!._ r .::: :::­

sively backwards? ' ) . 

This cont0r:1porary o.postasy from the Word , however, i s 
not seen as final , for the presenc e of the Church here 
serves to r emind men of the Incarnation; ~n~ th0 c0nsequent 

introduction of Bishop Bl oomfield , who is to initiate the 

action of Part II, shows thut this work of endowing Chur ches 
in the past will fortify tho hopes of these builders iu the 
present . 

The whol e crux of this chorus is that passage whi ch 

concerns the Incarnation where the poet is striving towards 

1 Selected Essays , P o 387 . 



an inscrutable concept , as is signified by the frequent 

pauses he uses throuGhout: 
Then co.ue , at a predestinGd r::iouent , a mooent 

in t i ne and of tioe , 
A momont not out of time , but in tioe , in what 

we call history ; t rans ecting , bisecting t he 
world of tim e , a moLlent in time but not like 
a • oment of t i me , 

A L1orncnt in t i!:"l c but t i r.10 was LL.de through that 
moment : for without the meuning there is no 
time, and that • o• ent of time gave the ma nning . 

Thu Rock, p . 50. 

The author saw this one moment as the one ~hrous h wlLich ~an 

could osca1 -:- o ct succ ess i v enoc_:s and servitude to th8 tu,1poral, 

and so all previous a.i r:1 s o.t tho supro.- tonporo.l , o. s stetted 
i n this c horus , a r e W'..de regrcsc-; i ve:: and superfluous by this 

one • o• ent of r ev e l ation . For Eliot , the I ncarnation now 
mnde possib l e a spi~itual unity b etween God and • an which 

could occur within n wo• ent of ti~o , a no• 8nt not just of 

sir.1p l e linear historicB.l tine , but as t r e.nslatcd i nto this 
spirituo.l concGpt of timE; . At such o.n ep i pho..ny or :;ystic nl 

union , man is nee one; 1Ii tl1 God who is fre0 fror,1 ti::,2 i n Hi s 

oterni t;y . 

Afce r this liisto r icnl panoram::_i_ , the: UnGwployGd and the 

Work• e n are heard onc e ngain . Tho chorus then d0spcirs of 
the Church ' s ef.f o:ct c t o all2.y the har dships of thus ,j s roups 
who se pres~,nc0 co.nnot be deni0d. , for their haun :: i n:_:, voic e s 

demand attention . The Ho ck enters and r ev eals his identity 

(the stage direction reads ' with h is cowl flung back '. p .51 ). 
He upbraids the chorus and , in doing so, e lucidat es Eliot ' s 

central concept of how time may be rod eemed. His words are : 

Remember, all you who are numbered for GOD, 
In every moment of time you live where two 

worlds cross, 
In every moment you live at a point of int ers ection, 
Remember , living in time, you raust live a ls o now in 

Eternity. 

It is no wonder that the faint hearted chorus finally 

responds, 'Your words are hard, 0 Rock, o.nd of bitter 

consolat i on ' (p. 52), for the Rock seems to be demanding 

nothing l ess than the contemplation of sainthood. The 

only way in which one can 'redeem the time', and thereby 



achieve this sanctity and s ainthood , is 

oooto apprehend 
The po i nt of inters uction of the timeless 
With time oo•o 

as Eliot phrased i t in 'rhc D_?:,y Salvage s V. 

62 .. 

This was the one thing ne c essary , in Eliot ' s r el i gious 

thinking at this time , and it comes as no surprise when one 

considers his uncompromising and stringent views on the 

fallibility of human nature . The determi n i st ic ~nd time 

locked world of p a st and present must be rede emed by this 

pursuit of sanctity and penit0nce o As for the needs of the 

chorus , UnemployGd and Ethe l bert and his rnen , the Rock only 

encourages this need for right action (the soc i a l problems 

of 1934 were , practically speaking , is sues for politicians 

and e conomists , and El iot can hardly be blamGd for his 

refusa l to com~ent on or corr ect them) . 

000000 0 

Martin Jarrett - Kurr pri nts an excerpt from this 

particular chorus in prose , (h ~ admits doing this unfairly) , 

to show how the ' religious denunciations read sometimes 

like those s ermons a bout non- c hurch- going , preached fervent l y 

to the handful of goers•: His t r anscription reads : 

11 Men have l eft GOD not for other gods , they say , 
but fo r no god ; anu this has n ~ver happened before 
that mG n both deny gods and worship gods, profe s sing 
first Reason, and then Money, and Power, and what 
they call Life , or Race , or Dialectico •. The Ch urch 
is no longer regarded, not even opposed, and men h a ve 
forgott en all g ods except Usury, Lust and Power. 11 2 

Jarrett-Kerr thinks that this choral vers e is superficial, 

and he also quotes the passage from chorus II ('And now you 

live dispers ed on ribbon roads ••• and daughters ride away 

on casual pillions.') to show how close it come s to a 

paragraph from the 'Vicar's l etter in the Parish Magazine . 13 

1 Jarrett-Kerr, Martin. 11 Not Much About Gods 11
• Reprinted 

in March's Symposium, p . 117. 

2 ibid. 

3 ibid. 



63. 

This critic's prose rendering (and judicious ellipsis) 

in the quotation above , taken from chorus VII, i s a lit t l e 
unf air h owever. Eliot may have be~n i nfluenced hore by hi s 

translation of A~abnse which he did in 1931 for in thL Pr ef a c e 

to that poem by St. John Pers c he s ays : 

••. the de cl~mat i on , the system of stresses and pauses , 
which is partially oxhibit ed by the punctuat i on 
and E:pacinc , is of poetry and not of pro s e . '1 

Eliot went on to say that ' much bad prose is poet ic pro s e ; 

and onl y a very small amount of bad v ers o is bad becau se it 
is prosaic 1

,
2but he was not prepared on this occas i on to 

stipulate any c:act difference between vers,, and prose other 

than this . However, Jarrett-Kerr singl ed out this pasf;age 

fro rn chorus VI I as in0ffectual through its propagand i st 

nature , and he ;-:12.y we ll have been ri :_;ht L.:. doin;:--, so , but it 

does hav e an important • Gri t which he overl ockod . The 
rel evance of this choric prosody is that i t exists as a 

' prototype ' fo r the essent i a lly prosaic and di scursive mode 

us od in lt'o~_!'- Quartets; 3, nd i n add ition to the alraost ballet ic 
quali ty to its movem~nt , i t r epresGnts an i ntugrity of tech­

nique o.nd diction ::nd r hythm on the 0~10 hand , and a r 0nunci­

ation of rhutoric on the other (as it is used i n the tledsh irt, 
BlacJ:shirt 2-nd.. Plu_tocro.t sket ch) . I t i s this ballotic 

repre s~ntation in t hi s chorus \Jhich is attemptod again in 

those of Ml!-Td~r in the Cathedral but nG:::; l ectcd thcrl_jC:fter in 

the 'realism ' of th u drawing room drama beginni ng wit~ 
The Cocktai l Party. 

1 Anab asis, a poem by St. 0 j8RB0 ~ers e . Translated by 
T.So Eliot (London: Faber and Faber Ltd, 1931), p. 10. 

Eliot keeps the Greek original, Anabasis, but the 
French poet used Anabase. 

2 ibid., p . 11. 

3 The philosophic movements in Four Quartets are often 
syntactically expansive in order to enact the author's 
own treatment of ess ent ially inscrutable ideas. The 
passage on the Incarnation in The Rock (p. 50.) is an 
early such striving within this mode. 



Chorus VIII was included to c ~mment upon Bishop Bloom­

fie l d ' s efforts , and to be preparatory to the anointing of 

the Crusaders . There is a baldnoss in its pr0scntation of 

didacticism ancl a certain blandness in its r c):,arks ( ' Our age 

is an age of moderutG virtue/ Ancl of Moiorate vic0 / Whon 

mon will not l ay down the Cross / B0cause they will never 

assume i t ' p . 57 , but these clipped .3nd succinct pas r·t:1.gos 

did represent the univer sality and persist encG of the 

presentness of the past . Med i ating b~tweon the success of 

Bl ooCTfield and the ' broken stand2rds ' of the Crus~des , thi s 

chorus is able to eval uate th0 liLlited but zealous faith a nd 

convictions of the Crusc.d0rs , but senerally i n vursc \Jhich 

reflect0d tho poet ' s who l o- he2rted giving , costing him not 

l ess than everythlng . 

0000000 

IX, X 

A coLdition of comp l ct~ simplicity 
(Costine not 1 ~s~ than everything). 

Li t.!_lo 1..-;.idj_ing V 

For it i s ultimatel y the function of urt , in 
imposing a credible order upon ordinary reality, 
and thereby 8li c iting some perc eption of an order 
in reality , to bri ng us to a conditi on of serenity , 
stillness , and r e conciliatio~; end then l eave us , 
as Virgil l eft Dante , to proceed towards a region 
where tha guide can avail us no further . 

11Poetry and Drama 11 
( 1951) . 1 

Chorus I X f ollows thL various iconoclastic episodes 

express ed in pa st and present times through the precoeding 

prose passages . It is now that the chorus wait with humility 

and in penitenc e to 'learn the joyful communion of s a ints' 

for the f ina l dedication of thi s new church. But this 

solemni ty of the first movement is broken by a sudden 

cel ebration of cultura l and natural forms of life in these 

following words of the poet : 

The soul of Man must quicken to creat iono 
Out of the forml ess s t one o When the artist 

unit e s himself with ·stone , 

1 Reprinted .in On Po etry and Poets p. 82 . 



Spring always new forms of life , from the soul 
of man that is joined to tho soul of stone ; 

Out of t he meanin~les s practical shapes of a ll 
tha t is living or lifeless 

Joined with the artist' s eye , new lifG, new 
form , nm, colour o 

65. 

The Rock, Po 750 

This small, but not s reat pie c e of writing , celebrates tho 

evolutionary capabi lities of life and the rhythms aptly 

enact the quickness of crea tio~ which the poet describes. 

These fr '-'sh and li6ht dancin0 rhythms Gxprcss a form com­

pletely alien to the eo.rly Eliot who was then conc erned with 

usually debased cultura l and cosmopolitan i ~ages and one 

could conj actur o that thGre was perhaps a psychological 

symptoT!l in thc f'.'" new rhythms of 2. certain spiritual de-·1el.op­

ment for tho ~uthor . 1 lhe following quotation implicitly 

makes this anal oguo between an artistic and a spiritual fo rm 

of ' enlightenment ': 

Out of th e: sea of sound the li fe of !:msic 
Cut of the slimy mud of words , out of the sl eet 

and hail of v erbal imprecisions, 
Approximato tho 7.lGhts o.nd fe1:..,l i ngs , words that 

havG takun th~ pl~ce of thou2hts and feelings, 
There spring the porfcct order oi speech, nnd 

the beL_uty of incantatior, o 
The.:: Rock , i bid o 

This perfect order of speech and beauty of i nc antation 

is seen in chorus X. The Church becomes ' now visible und 

lighted ' (p. 83 . ) and this sanctuary is as n city s et on a 

hill to sh i ne out aGainst the darkness where ' The great 

n1c~k e lies ever half-awake , at the bottom of the pit of the 

1 The only other passage with such a s ense of fulfilment 
before this in Eliot ' s poetry i s perhaps contained in 
Ash Wednesda_;y III, in that Pagan and Ed.enic movement 
be5inning 'At the first turning of the third stair. ' 
He l en Gardner says this of th0 poetry : 

The movement of the verse as the lines l engthen 
out makes us f ee l how powerful is this revival 
of the natural man and of the capacity for joy: 
how swe e t and f r esh the world appears. 

Gardner, Helen o The Art of TuS. Eliot (London: Faber 
and Faber Ltd ., 1969), p. 1180 



world , curled / In folds of hir:1Self •••• ' All thos e:: whc, ; prize 

the s erpent ' s golden eyes ' are to be r educed by the gr a c e of 

this revelo..tor;y occasion. Th 0 thec1e of li6ht which follows 

is t o.ken from "The Ki i.'1gdom o.r God 11 by the devotional po C' t 

Franc is Thomns, 1 ond Eliot enumerat~s a descending h i erarchy 

from the light of God ' s presence t o the ' Glow- worm glowlight 

on a gras~b lad e 'o The chorus then turns in the next mov ement 

to the lights of man ' s worship - light pi ercing thr ough the 

coloured panes of windows; the light ref l ec ting from ' the 

polished stone '; and t he light refracting through ' unquiet 
waters '. 

Dante s eem s to h8ve been the author ' s m~ntor in these 

brilliant mov e• ~nt of chorus X, and that po et ' s realization 

of the Di vine vision i n the pi v_:i..~~2 C~L1cc1y hml bc<:.:n to Eliot 

on8 of the grcut as t experi enc es in li terature, as ha CJQresLes 

i ~ on his essc1.y on tL:;t poet : 

Nowhere in poet r y . as -2xp,::ri<.::ttCC so rer:1oto froi',l 
ordinary experi ence bocn. 0~cl)re.'J:_'.8d so cc" crctd __ - , 
by a r:-,as t crly use iQf that i i,,~,;c ry oi.' li~:,h t wt1ic:1 2 is th o form of cert a i 1: typ0s of r.iyst ical cxpori enco . 

The p8 llucidit31 \•Jith \/l1icl1 Eliot wrote this chorus sh'J \.'S hi s 

ctdmirc1.t i o,-, for D.~1nl;c ' s povJCr to ' ..rcnliz ,_: the i no.pprch .asible 
7. 

i n visual i111n2c: s '. :;i Ac, such i t is a d i r:i echo of Dal1te ; and , 

in add i tion , the npiri tu3. l cxp8ri 0t LC v ac tually do us l ook 

forward to that Pontacosta l visitation of Li tt l e Giddi nr . - · - _______ .Q. 

1 The firs t and l a st stanzas of thi s poei:1 from "In No 

2 

3 

Strange Land 11 a:.:- <.:: appropriate here : 
0 world invisible , we view theG , 
0 world i ntangible , we touch thee , 
0 world unkno\•mbl c , we lmm·1 thee , 
Inapp r chensible , we clutch thee! 

Yea , in the night , my Soul, r;1y daughter , 
Cry , - clinging Heaven by the hems ; 
And l o , Christ walking on the wa ter , 
Not of Gennesarcth , but Thames ! 

Se l ec ted Essays , p . 227 0 

ibid o, p. 228. 

( my emphas i s) . 



However, one can now sense a poet r y notab l y free from that 

torment att est ed in The _yvc3:ste Land for t here tho se fires of 

carnality and purgation are here a glowing li~htod fire of 

fulfilment : 
11 0 Lif:'iht Invisible, we prai se Thee! 
Too briGtt for mortal visio~ . 
0 Great2r Iisht , we praiGe Th e e for the less ; 
The eastern light our spires touch at morni ng , 
The l ight th~t slant s upon our we~tern doors at evening , 
The twilight over stagnant poo ls at batfli3ht , 
Moon liBht anl star li1 ht , owl and moth litht , 
Glow- worm g l owlight on a Bras sblade. 
0 Lisht Invisible, we worsh i p The e ! 

We thank The~ f or the lights th&t we h ve kindl ed, 
'rhe light of al t;::.:.r and of sanctuary; 
Small lights of those who meditate ~t midnisht 
And li 8 hts directed throu;h t~e coloured panes of windows 
And liGhts reflected from the po lished stone, 
fhe si lded carven wood , the coloureJ fresco . 
Our ga ze is submarine , our eyes look upwnrd 
And see th~ l i ~ht but see not whence it comes . 
0 Lisht Invir,ib l e ~ we s lorify Thee ! 11 

p . 85 0 

T'his li tursical doxolosy of praise , and the closinr:; movement 

of thanks for the ' little li t ht, that is dappled with shadow ', 

is a fittinc co i1c lusion . Thai: st r usgle of good anJ evil , 

which was one of the cent r al mes,;o..ges of ~h<: .,{ock , i s st ill 

present in the f i na l movement , for this experience i s only a 

momentary one but , neverthe l ess, one that should fruc t ify 

in the l ives of others o The chorus finally speak i:Jith the 
voic es of small ch ildren whose cycle of life i s as a c andle 

continually c)Xtincuished and rekind led , but by their setting 
their candl es upon the a ltar their small t hough sisnificant 
and temporal lights are joined to the Invisible Li ght of God . 
1rhe hieratic and prophetic voic e of the poet whose admonish­

ment of the world with i ts vanities is now ocquiescent and 

totally submis s ive to the cycle of ordinary lif e . 

0000000 



68 . 

The simplicity and fr eshness with which the author 

dedicates this church in the final chorus of The Ho ck , does 

show , through its a l most Quacker and puritan way, a cons cious 

poetic and spiritual discipl i ning on ·his part . As Eliot 

manages to reach a majo r i ntensity of theme the writ ing 

becomes here eminent ly plain and direct , and all is thrown 

away to express th i s highe s t mome nt in poetry1 in which a 

certai n immanenc e of grace filters through the rarefied 

l yric sp l endour to gi ve n fitting co nclusion to his p l ay . 2 

One c oul d fruitfully compare with ihe Ro ck those 
Romantic lines of ' Our lingring Parants 1 , at the end 
of hil ton I s Paradise Lost , wl.10 l eave through the 
Ea stern gate with a ne~ warfarinc fortitude. Elio t , 
simi l.arly cvokins a E",enEo of humi l i ty c:,nd s ir:ip l ici·cy , 
brings his pagE.:ant to a clo s e with a quiet and fulfi ll ed 
ending . 

2 Eliot had set fort h an i dea l j ust a yEar before whi ch may 
h~~-ve i nfhlencdi h i s poetic e ncleuvour within this cnorus : 

• • • to write poetr y ,Jhi ch ~houlcl be es s entially 
poetry , wi~h no t hing poet ic about i t , poetry 
standi ng bare i n it s bones , or poetry s o traTus­
parent that in r ead i nc it we a r e i ntent on wnat 
the poem ~-:h~1ts at , and not on t he poetry, this 
s eems to me the thing to t ry for . To got beyond 
po etry, as Beethoven in his l ater works strove to 
get beyond music. 

Unpubli shed l ec ture on "Engli sh Let ce r \!ri t ors 11 

de livered i n New Haven , Conn ., during the winter 
of '1 933 . 

Quot ed by F . O. Mat th i eseen The Ach i evement of T. S . Eliot 
3r d ed . ( Oxford , 1958), p . O. 



CHAP T:2R V 

An Evaluation 

The only wisdom w0 c an hope to a c quire 
Is t he wisdom o f h umil i ty : humility i s 

end l e ss. 
East Coker II 

By i ndirect ions f i nd di r e ~tions auto 

Polonius (HA~LET , II , i , 66J 

As h as be e n s~own throus hout , r .s . Eliot confronted 

t his propagandist and o ccasional work , not with th8 view of 

leaving i t primarily a tour de forc e , but rather , there ~,,-:. s 

th e co n scious intent i on of making it a work of art . This 

h,; attempted , on the one hand , through his own principle 

of pes t 2-nd p re s ent ( and the actual presentness of the pa.st ), 

in order t hat he could embalm his materi a l with a ci~c l css­

ness wh i ch cou l d the~ be transfisurcd into a c o ll e c t ive 

' ep i phany ' and serenity at the end . On the other hand , 

th is musi c-ha l l revue , by i ts e ssent i a l i n cor.1pletene ss j us t 

so happened to 3.l lov, the author an enormous varia ':. ion of 

l evel s i n the p r ose pas3aees und c h oruses , and i ~w~s t hi s 

very quality wh i c h had attra c ted Elio t at t he time . In 

The Us e of Po 8try a nd t he Usa of Crit i cism (1 0 33) the a uth or 

had se t out th e following i deal : 

1 

The ideal medium for poetry , to r.:1y mind , and the 
most d irect means of soc i a l ' us efulness ' fo r poet ry , 
is the theatre. In a p l a y of Shak8:~p eare you get 
sev eral l eve l s of significa n c e . For t he simples t 
auditors the re i s t h e lo t , for the more t h oughtful 
the charact e r and conflict of charact er, for t h e 
more literary th e words and phrasing , for the more 
musically s ensitiv e the r h y thm , and for auditors of 
greater sensitiveness and underst and ing a meaning 
which r eveals itself g r adually o And I do not belie ve 
tha t th e classification of audienc e is so clear-cut 
as this ; but rather tha t th e s ensitiveness of every 
auditor is a ct ed upon by a ll thes e elements at once, 
though in different degr ee s of con sciousne ss.1 

The Use of Poetrt and the Use of Criticism (London: 
Faber and mer td, 1933), p . 153. 



70 . 

To apply this schematiza tion to The Rock is partially 

fruitful . On the naturalistic l ev e l thor0 i s the plot, and 

on a deeper l eve l there is the Rock himself re-enacting the 

eternal martyrdom of the Church . The l anguage ranses from 

music-hall b a llads through the doggerel ideolog ical military 

scene to the immense variations wi thin the choruseso As 

for the 'conflict of character ', there i s this important 

struggl e throuGhout bctwean th0 forces of good and those of 

evil. Finally , there is a meaning which ' r Gveal s itself 

gradually ', for tho final d edicat i on of the Church after its 

various tri als and tribulations is an obvious and v ery fitting 

climax to th e themo of bui lding th 0 Church Visib l e . In 

addi t ion to thGse points , Eliot ' s chorus fr equ ently changes 

its status from Greek commentators to Jewish citizons1 and , 

of course, to contemporary ' :L'veryman ' figur8s from those nuw 

suburbs of Londono 

All this refl ects the autho r ' s nttumpt at a universality 

or gcn8rality of a rt, and Eliot ' s following st 3temant, which 

was particularly app licable to The Was te Land, i ~ a ls o quite 

pertinent to h i s i ntent ion for The Racko In 1923 he had 

s a id this of Joyce a nd YGats's a rtistic style : 

In using iliyth , in manipulat inG a continuous par allel 
between contemporanei ~y a nd antiquity , Mr Joyce i8 
pursuing a method which others must pursue after him o 
Th~y will not be imitators, any more than the sci0ntist 
who us0s the di s coveries of an Einste in in pursuing his 
own indepGndent , further investigo..t ions . It is simply 
a way of cont rolling , of ordering, of giving a shape 
and a significance to tho immens e panorama of futility 
and anarchy wllich is cont emporary history.,., . Instead of 
narrative method , we may now use the mytllical mcthod . 2 

1 The Fascists ( p . 44 .) scorn the chorus with anti- Semitic 
hate, and the Church is frequently referred to as a 
'Temple ' or ' House of God ' (p. 29 .). The Unemployed too 
in chorus I e cho Matthew 20 : 7 and the l abourer in the 
vineyard . The metaphor Eliot seems to be using through­
out The Rock , is that of ' restoring the biblic al to 
Israel ' (London) . 

2 "Ulysses , Order and Myth 11
, The Dial , LXXV , 5 , November 

1923, p . 483 . 
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It is t his manipulation of a 'continuous parallel 

b etwoen contemporaneity a nd ant i quity ' whi ch Eliot uses in 

The Rock ; and the f ollowing comparison between a chorus from 

The Rock and one fror,i W . H. Aude n and Christ opher Ish,; rwood I s 

The Dog Beneath the Ski n (1 935 ), displays how the l atter 

is impris oned i n tho present in its encompassing a thoroughly 

modern outlook , while Eliot could choose to write sub specie 

aeternitat a s : 

Son of Man , beho l d with th i ne eyes , and hear with 
thine ears 

And set thine heart upon a ll th2t I show theo . 
Who is this that has s a i d : th8 House of GOD i s n 

House of Sorrow 
We must wal k i n b l ack and go sadly , with long­

drawn f a c es , 
Wo must go betweon empty wells quavering lowly , 

whispering f a int l y , 
Among n few f lickering scattered lights ? 
They woul d put upon GOD th0ir own sorrow , the 

gri ef they should feel 
For their sins a nd faults a s they go about their 

dai l y occa sions . 
Yet they wa l k i n the street proudnecked , like 

thoroughbreds r eady for r a ces , 
Adorning themsulves, ~nd busy in th~ market , 

the forum , 
And all other socul nr meetings . 
1l1hinkin6 good of thumse l V8S, re,:i.dy for any 

fes tivity , 
Doing themse lves very we ll. 

The Rock , PP o 74-750 

Man divided a lways and rest l ess always: af r a id 
and unable t o forgive : 

Unabl e to forgive his parents , or his first 
voluptuous rectal sins . 

Afra id of the clock, afraid of catching his 
neighbour ' s cold , afrai d of his own body , 

Desperat e l y anxious about his heal th and his 
position: c alling upon the Univers e to 
justify his existence, 

Slovenly in posture and thinking : the greater 
part of the will devoted 

To warding off pai n from the water-logged 
areas, 



An isolated bundle of nerv e and desire, 
suffering a lone , 

Se oing others only in r ef er enc e to hims elf: 
as a long-lost mother or as his i deal self 
a t sixteen . 

The Dog Beneath the Skin, P o 1560 

Even despite t hi s universali ty thr ough the Eliot~,.,_ 

eri teria of Orig i nal Sin and Christ i an orthodoxy , thG::.:e is 

still a direct preachment of orthodox belief and the c onco­

mitant worn i magery of that tradi tion o ]3~t ~-,~~hu Rock is a 

d istinct stage , to use Blake ' s proverb , o?:~:be road of exc ess 

l eadi ng t o the pnl a co of wisdom ; o.nd this wisdom was eventu­

ally found i n a shrinking from orthodoxy i nto thos e vin 
negati vo. aspects c f Christianity cultivated i n Four Q_u·~~ters. 1 

However, one c o.n se c the sens e of di s affec t i on in The Ro ck in 

its call to r enounc e one ' s life in or der to fi nd i t , ~nd 

Eliot ' s profound i mperso nality with i n this mus ic-hall revue 

s eems a. compl ete cont r ast to Aud en ' s asser t ive soc i a l Qewing . 

The then potent i ali t i es of t he music- hall , o.s Auden m .._d 

Isherwo od envisaged them , never rea lly h2d the roots or nppeal 

to r emo.in 8. theo..tri ca l form of depth for their Dog B2•1e_~th 

the Skin wns too much i mpoverisl1ed by their openl y contempor­

ary Marxist - FreudiRn approach . Al though Eliot ' s versu , on 

F . R. Leavis says this of El i ot : 
Eliot' s genius i s that of the great poet who has a 

profound and a cute ~pprehension of the difficult i es 
of his age . One doesn't need to b e ab le to share 
Mr Eliot's personal Anglo-Catholicism, or oven t o bo 
able to sympathize with it, or anything akin to it, 
in order to fe el indebt ed to Four Quart ets, and to 
se e that this poetry has the most i mportant r e lev­
ance to the interests of anyone fully 2live in our 
time. 

New Bearings in English Poetry (London : Cox and Wymen 
Ltd, 1967) ,p.181. 
One could even add that The Rock, Murder in the Cathedral 
and the fourth movements of East Coker ( 1 Tl:iewou11ded sur­
geon plies t he steeloo••') and The Dry Salvages ('Lady, 
whose shrine stands on a promontory •• 00

1 ) are per haps 
inferior to the rest of Four Quartets in that th ~ 
religious or oracular vocabulary is too didactic. But 
most of Four Quart ets transcend any indictment of 
didacticism as we understand the word, for the author 
is there considering a way common to both the Eas t and 
the ·est and, therefore, above any sectarian or racial 
mnsiderations. 
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the other hand, is her e preponde rantly t hinner t han b ef or e , 

t h er e i s s t ill the att empt to t r ansf or m his own propngandist 

preoccupations into imp erishabl e arta 

In or der t o s eo T:q_ o Ro ck i n an over all per s pective , it 

is imp ort ant t o stress th2t Eliot 's att empt t o 'purify the 

di a l e c t of t he trib e ' wa s a theo logica l nnd social, ns W8ll 

a s lit er ary , conc ern in 1934. Ash Wadnesda~ had mar ked a 
ma jor r e l axation i n t he p 6rsona l s oliloquie s of thos e poems, 

but Th o Rock had risen t o challenge this ' hollowness of 

eccl esiast i cal ut t eranc es' by partly spcuki ng the 'language 

of or d i nar y men '. Dedica t ed cra f tsmanship was c ertainly 

divorc ed fr om the r eality of t h e occas i on , but , nev er the l ess, 
the r e wa s s till a det e r mi nat i on i n the po et to keep the 

nobl e s t wor d s f or h is poetr y , like a Dante , and , to u s e 'the 

or d inary l anguage , esp ecially of r ustic men ', like a Words­

wor th . I t wa s thi s bel i ef , tha t t h e v er na cular gave st r eng t h 

to hi s vers e wh i l~ t ho careful discipline of trndi tion~l 

conf or mi ty g2.ve o. c curacy , th:-lt Eli ot c oul d s p0al: of i n Li!: tle 

Gidding V o.s 

An easy c orn,il erc e of t h e:; o l d c-.:.nd new , 
The c ommon word ex c t without vul gar ity , 
Tho forma l 1.rnrd prcjcis c but no pedant ic, 
The compl et ~ c onsort dancing together -

whi ch i s , i ndeed, t wo way of insur ing t h e heal th of poetic 

diction . 

Thus, we have in Th_e_ Rock o. mo r e d emo cro.t ic o.nd l e ss 
l apidary art which, i n doing away with tha t mask which had 

served t o impersono.lize and discipline his earlier vers e , we 
now h ave a more authentic, sinc ere o. nd huma nized document of 

a more humbled discipline. 

Helen Gardner speaks this and Eliot ' s post Waste 

Land po etry in the following way : 

Instead of looking out upon the world and se2ing 
sharply defined and various manifestations of tho 
same desolation a nd emptiness , the poet turns away 
from the outer world of man to ponder over certain 
intimate personal experiences. He na rrows the 
range of his vision, withdraws into his own mind , 
and ' thus devoted, concentrated in purpos e ' his 
verse moves 'into another intensity' . 
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The int ensity of apprehens ion i n the earli er 1 poetry is replaced by an intensity of meditat ion . 

Miss Go.rdnor w2..s r eferring here mainly to AshWGdne sday 

and Four Que.rtets , but thu genor::.lizat i ons arc nlso r ol evant 

to the l atter choruses of The Hock, where one c an obsurve a 

QO r € medi tative and l a s s de solat e frame of mind. Thero , 

W'<J do not SO (; any distrustful I s i r:1p l e soul I who is I uno.b l e 

to far e forward or r etreat ' , :::.nd who f e ~J.rs ' the wo.r u1 r eality ' 

and the ' offered good ' , 2but r ather, thoro i s a humility 

beneath the now cmergont rhythm of a natural world . It is 

as if Eliot wer e now constructing sone thing on whi ch t o 

r e joice , quite dif f er ent from his derivat ive and t r ndi~ional 

boat building3beforo ; o.nd it is of a more sangui ne humour 

rathar than spleen-venting nature o.s i t w~s before . 

Throughout The Rock we hnv o f or th8 first time an 

iconoclo.stic distrus t of rhetoric which gives El i ot ' s vers e 

a Horbert-like touch! The quotation at the und of the 

previ ous chapter in which Eliot had s aid h~ had the i doal 

of writing po't r y ' standi ng naked in its bare bonos ', wns 

an actu::i.l rcfercL1c c to G possc.;e in on2 o i' D. E. L.'.lHr cnct.: ' s 

l 2tter s which runs : 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

The essence of po0try wi ·th us in this age of stark 
and unl ove l y actualities is a st~rk directness, 
without a shci.dow of a li e , or o. shadow of dc .fJ.ect i on 
2.nywhere . 2vc:rything C O.L1 go but this stark , bare , 
rocky diractncss of statcr;-12nt , this a. l onE 11akes poet r y , 
todo.y .. 5 

The Art ot T.S. Eliot, p . 100 . 

11 Animula 11 
( 1929) 

"Marina 11 
( 1930) 

George Herbert , of course, was a mast er r hetorician 
and casuist in his poetry like his fellow seventeenth­
c entury poets , but this was i n no way antithetical to 
his creation of a highly pers on o.l and se emingly stark 
poetry. The point at issue is that Eliot is moving 
away from his highly e l egant and chisell ed rhetorical 
l anguage of his Parnassian period . 

Lett er to Catherine c a/swell,· 11 J anuary 1916. The 
Collected Letters of E:H. Lawrence , edited with an 
Introduction by Harry T. Moore , 1'9°62 , vol . i , p. 413. 
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Eliot ' s adrairat i an for this s tnteoent in 1933 nay h ~v e 

b0en at the b a ck of his • i nd i n his formulat i on of The Ro ck, 

f or the s tone-like chorus were to speak with such a ' stark , 

bare ,L~n~7rocky d i rectnes s ' t o c om• unic ~tc that concern of 

r eality with God , church and aud i enc e . Despite the highly 

ornat e Latin sequenc e ( pp . 61-64), the patterned prose of 

the l atter chorus es , a nd the con scious ~odelling a f the 

finnl chorus on the Gl ori a of the Mass , 1Eliot is 5Gnerally 

transcending the manipul at ive s kill o f c.. subt l e rhe torician 

for the sak0 of r ~ligiou s a ctualit i e s . There is n masterl y 

persuasion i n the earl y c horuses t o c omnuni c 2te man ' s 

fa~ilinl r e spons ibilitios to orthodoxy und tr~dition , but 

the nutho r is no w raovi ~g i nto an i ~tonsi ty of u nco• promi s ing 

honesty , awny from the posturi Gg of his Garlia r vers~ and 

int o n c ondit i on of r e l at ive s i • p lici cy . 

Desp it e the baldly - statGd utterances of t he early 

chorus es t he r e is a nani pulativc ski l l thr ough metaphor, 

ant i thesis, par adox Qnd rhy t hmica l tens i on ; and th~ emphasis 

and pois e i s u s ual ly we ll man~g8d 2nd sustain~d . The 

sh ort er linos whi ch s hm,, ' m2.n bct r :iyed i n h is own i DgC;nuit;l' 

have a mer.wrab l o arrt..:sting ::rnd horatory quali ty on which 

D. \J . Ho.rd i ng rnakos the followi ,g c om1'1cnt s on The Rock : 

Its i nter~st l i~s rather in its oxnerimentntion with 
a t onu cf address. Innovat i ons of ~ ' tone ' (in Richards ' 
sense) are at l eas t as s i gnificant as innovations of 
' technique ' in the r estrict ed sen s e , and i n the 
oddresses of the ch orus and The Rock to the d e cent 
h eathen and the i ne f fe ctua l devout , who are taken 
as f or fil ing th e audience , Mr Eliot a c h i ev es a tone of 
addres s t hat i s new to cont emporary v e rs e .2 

One c a n agree with Harding and add tha t writing for a 

misc el l aneous audienc e demanded such an innovation which 

was somet i mes fl at , prosaic e.nd i nexpressive for the purposes 

of c ommunication and variat i on . Swe eney Agonistes, with its 

1 

2 

E. Martin Browne says the finnl chorus of The Rock was 
based on the Gl oria of the MQSS as a g rouna-ba ss of 
choral order . 
"The Dramatic Verse of T.So Eliot" , T . S . El i ot : A 
Symposium , ed . March p . 200 

Sc~~tiny op . ci t ., pp. 181-82 
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primitive d rum-beat rhythms , had been a start , but Eliot 

was groping to find a new kind of prosody in the s e ten 

musical exercis es , whatever their d r amat ic flawso The broad 

r an6e of t one encompasses tempos of reproach, ref l e c t i on , 

penit enc e and joy and, a lthough Hardins admires the dec lama­

tory chorus es with their dry contempt, the Swinburnean ring 

to the longe r mo r e j ubi l ant or r ef l e ctive movement s are 

de f init e ly as important to Eliot a s prolusionsfor Four 

Quartetso The subterfuge of v a rious masks with the habit 

of allusion to avoid direc t st atement is now d isappearing, 

and a l thou gh this must be partly owing to the recognition 

of an a ud i ence, 1 it i s also emb l ematic of the author ' s com­

mitment and humility o He is himse lf smash i ng his o l d icons 

of the objec t ive corre lat ive and traditional melodies and is 

now maki ng his art serve reali ty in this compl 8te and new 

accep tance of an authority outside hirnselfo The choruses , 

a l most as a direct resul t of t h i s , c an soar in this ~£fort 

to rebuild, and not adulterate , the dial ect of the tribe . 

It was these considera~ions which George Herbert had 

spoken of in p oer.1 "Jordan"(II)o I1hat poem r ead s as i'ollo\-:s : 

Wh en first my lines of heav ' nly joys msde mention , 
Such 1:1as their l ustre , they did m exce l 1 , 
That I sought out quaint word s, and trim inventjon ; 
My thoughts began to burnish , sprout , and swe ll, 
Curling with metaphors a p lain intention , 
Decking the sens e , as if it were to sello 

Thousands of notions in my b rain d id run, 
Off ' ring their servic e , if I were not sped : 
I often blott ed what I had begun; 

1 Eliot had actually said the year before that he 
believed that : 

. o . the poet naturally prefers to wri te for as 
large and miscellaneous an audi ence as possible , 
and that i t is the h a lf- educ ated and ill- educated , 
rather than the uneducated, who stand in his way : 
I myself should like an audience which could 
neither r ead nor write. 

The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism, p o 152 . 



This was not quick enough , and that was dead o 
Nothing could seem too rich to clothe the sun, 
Much l e ss thos e joys which trampl e on his head . 

As flames do work and wind , when they ascencl , 
So did I weave my s e lf into the sense. 
But whilu I bustled, I might hear a friend 
Whisper , How wide is __ a ll_ this __ _ long pretence! 
Th0re is in love a sweetn8SS rca~ .12(;nned: 
Copy out only that, and_ save_expense . 2 

0000000 

It r emains to include the significance of the Hock 

himself , and to trace briefly his forbears and mention his 

various antecedents in Eliot ' s poetry and plays. It has 

already beGn said that the author had been interested in the 

cult of t he leader in his Coriolan poems , but it seems that 

the Rock was Eliot ' s first persona to represent this wholly 

other aspect to which he was temperamentally drawn . Ash 

Wednesday_, on the other hand , had deal t with temptations in 

the wilderness and a Qersona divestinG hims8lf of all desire, 

thus being a saint in the making . This concept of martyrdom 

and sainthood is , how0ver , clearly de lineated by Thomas~ 

Becket in his sermon preached in the Cathedral on Christmas 

morning, 1170. lle r e is an important extract: 

A Christian martyrdom is never an acc ident , for 
Saints are not made by a ccident. s ·t ill l ess is a 
Christian martyrdom the effect of a man ' s will to 
become a Saint •••• A martyrdom is always the design of 
God, for His love of men , to warn them and t o lead 
them, to bring them back to His ways . It is never 
the design of man ; for the true martyr is he who has 
become the instrument of God, who has lost his will 
in the will of God , and who no longer d esires any­
thing for himself, not even the g lory of being a 
martyro 

Complet e Poems and Plays, p. 261. 

The Rock, Mellitus and Rahere have already received 

this vocation as will Thomas in Murder i n the Cathedr a l, 

Harry Monchensey in The Family Reunion and Celia Copl e stone 

1 Joseph H. Summers. p. 1530 



in The Cocktail Party. As for the Rock hims elf, he is a 

pre-cursor of both Thomas and Sir HGnry Harcourt-Reilly in 

The Cocktail Party who all have the common fea t ures of being 

intruders and saviours in the lives of others. Their char­

ismatic naturas make them aristocratic and s omewhat a loof 

in relation to the people around them, but they do symbolize 

masters who hava escaped (or are escaping) that ever r 0volv­

ing whee l of personal and worldly desire . For Eliot , in 

sainthood, and nothing l ess , li es true a ct ion , and the rest 

is merely blind movement and errancy. 

In The Waste Land Va c ompos it e anQ mantled fi cure 

appeared in a single vision (11 . 359- 365) . Unwittingl y 

beginning with this fi gure, and pointing towards that ' brown 

baked ' and ' compound gho s t ' of Littl e Gidding II we have an 

array of fi ~ures who b e come Chri st-like in t he ir attempting 

r ec onciliation of time and eternity. Th2r~ are definit~ly 

forc 0s which move many of these fi ~ures and, by lo ;_, ical 

explication of t his, t h ey are pre- cursors of the fire it se lf 

which ' de:s c 21ds ' and ' b r eaks tho air ' in Lit t le Giddir::.5. IV. 

The Rock is called the ' Yatcher ', ' Stranger', 'Critic' 

and ' Witness ' a nd a lso ' £he God- shaken , i n whom is the truth 

inborn' (p. 8.), so one ca n fool a certain vocationa l qual ity 

to the conclusion of chorus III wherein the emphatic ' shall' 

offers the 2.udi enc o a charismatic and unctuous hope : 

Life you may evade, but Death you shall not. 
You shall not deny the tranger. 

The Rock , p . 310 

All these figures in Eliot 's poetry and plays are either 

life affirmers and redeemers of the time, or their martyrdoms 

are supposed to fortify the lives of others. Tiresias and 

Gerontion before them had seen and foresuffered all but , 
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unlike the Rock, thcy acted as a shabby apparat,us to serve 

the poet 's artistic neods . Tho Rock (lik0 his chorus), 

although always present or near a t hand as an a ll-see ing 

dramatic device , performs a different and more respectab l e 

function for he is plainly a St . Peter f i gure,as is revealed 

at the end . 1 

To end , one must note a becinning , for The Rock r epre­

s ent ed for its author a retur n to the world; and in thi s 

sincerity, and social and li te r a ry obligntions,he constructed,on 

the one hand , an af firmat ive and unhes itant prosody so differ­

ent from the cunning and rhetorical mode before , and , on the 

other hand, he found a secur~ yet self- denying way prepara­

tory to his l ess overt l y Anglo- Catholic concerns in his 

l ater p l ays and Fo~r Cuartet s . His unstintinc t:S '-' n ~rosi ty to 

undertake what was a patently commerci:11 and popular pageant­
revu~ ( and writing to a set sc0nario as well), 0vidences a 

growing unselfish, personal co nce r n f or hum~nity at l argo ; 

and a lthough this concern may h8ve been quite authoritarian 

in its nature, there: i s no sleight but only op~nness in the 

way in which Eliot tried to communicate what he thousht were 

essunt i a l religious and sociGtal n0eds . ' lhus devoted , 
concentrated in purpose 1f T. S. Eliot and his l ater characters 

could now take th0 course that le ad t owards s e lf-less love 

in the sense of love for something f ul l y outside themselves. 

'1 

2 

0000000 

Whether this was fortuitous or not (as mentioned before) , 
the point remains that Eliot was evolving a fi gure to 
communicate something which , in his later works, was 
essentially ineffable . 

Ash Wednesday II 
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