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caused more controversy and left a more lasting effect on poetry

‘a rather emotive and affective theory of poetry has upset many

CHAPTER ONE

"IN MY BEGINNING IS MY END"
No other critic and poet in the twentieth century has

gnd criticism than Thomas Stearnes Eliot. In studying the work
of such a systematic and thorough writer, this student found
himself adrift in deep water when limitations were not acknow-
ledged aﬁd when an ail~out confrontation was not made on one
conerete starting ?oint. So, "Ash Wednesday" is the point of
concern in this study.

Surely the content and form of "Ash Wednesday" are valu-
able enough to make any clerical. contender for serendipity juﬁp
for joy. The scriptural, liturgical, and classical references
provide hours of fun in references that have become unfashion-
able from disuse; The form of the poem is somewhat revolution-
ary in terms of the traditional rules for the poetry game.
Eliot, whose early days with the imagists developed his talent
for working with the basic structures of words themselves,
worked flawlessly with the fusion of rhythm and imagery to ex-

press an experience in this poem. The fact that Eliot modelled

of the settled minds of the established rhyme-snd-time poets,
as this study will show. But for the further purposes of this
study such a combination of form and content are invaluable.

The further purposes of this study mean to dwell on the
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religiouns development of T.S. Eliot as.un&erstood from encount-
some of his poems. Because his theory of artistic expressioﬁ
worked primarily through the experience of féeling and emotion,
the turnings of his personality can be séen readily enough in

his poems. In his early essay, Tradition and the Individual

Talent, Eliot talked about the balance that must be maintained
within the artist; between the man who suffers and the mind
that creates.1 The necessary and honest detachment here is
what Eliot called depérsonalization in the artistic experience.
The dynamic that existed for Bliot between his expsrience and
the poem was an intensive one, Hé worked to'create an impres-
sion and to impress .a pattern in order to reveal one which had
already been invisibly present. He maintained that suthentic
art could only be the expression of the artist's true person-
ality and, more specifically, #Zliot states that:

see & dramatic poet cannot create characters of the great-

est intensity of life unless his personages, in their re-

ciprocal actions and behavior in their story, are somehow
dramatiziag, but_in no obvious form, an iction or strug-
gle for harmony in the soul of the poet. :

‘This study hopes to gain some inspiration from the soul
of the poet of "Ash Wednesday" and his experience and progress
in a time of reiigious conversion. In 1928 Eliot was received
into the Anglicaen Church. The long struggle that had brought
him to this point can be seen in his poetry., Eliot's own suf-
fé?ing at this time was indicated by his admission of a "pre-
judice that poetry not only must be found through suffering_but

can find its material only in suffering.”3 Are not the pat-
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‘a turning from the world in pentitence and humility, a denial

terns, then, of his poetry and personal growth to be studied
all the more since they reinforce each other so? The Ariel

Poems and "Ash Wednesday" demonstrated that he undefstood the
importance of awakening and commitment to the spiritual life.

"Ash Wednesday" is concerned with a spiritual discipline,

of ambition in order to find something "other" in whiech to

hope. But the questions arise: is the religious verse wvalid
poetry? Does Eliot's religious poetry do what he claimed it
must do? Does "Ash Wednesday" roll in an emoﬁipnal opuddle or
was Eliot so intellectually muscle~bound that his poetry can
mean little to the student of poetry today? More specifically
does the poem trﬁly show a movement from irony to humility in

his work? Does the poem convince the reader that this is his

single emotion of turning? Did Eliot succeed in communicating

his one emotion while abandoning common verse forms, meters,
and rhyme schemes?

The method of this theéis hdpés to tackle these questions
en route of a consideration of the text and some background
information. Chapter Three was written first with liﬁtle crity
ical help, and it attempts to give an adequate explication of
the poem through an approach to content. The approach to con-
tent follows the.mainst?eam of meaning in the poem while dwel-
ling on the themes and the mood arrived at through multiple
allusions and images, Chapter Four is an approach to forﬁ

and considers Eliot's success in structure by apvlying his own

5.



o,

N
e

S

S—

eriticisms. The method by which Eliot secured the effect of

his single emotion is =nalyzed. Before this chapter was writ-

ten, the author of this papter read a2 considerable amount of
Bliot's poetry, his criticism, and others' criticism of his
work. F.0. Mattiessen, F.R. Leavis, and Allen Tate proved to
be more than enlightening in bringing Eliot into focus; Wa-
turally, nothing helps more than reading morz of the man him-
self, particularly "The Waste Land". More reading was also
done from book reviews and selected critiques before the se-
cond chapter came to its present form. Its intent is to sup-
ply a focus from a critical point of view and a perspective
from a chronological overview, all the while supplying per-
tinent background information. Many conclusions were drawn,
none of considerable imvort, but many of subjective value,
particularly in Chapter Four. " The lesson of "Ash Wednesday"

is a valuable one, literally and personally.
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CHAPTER TWO
BACKGROUND

Like any good, single poem, Eliot's work "is a whole;
and ... you must in the end come to understand every part in

1

order to understand any part. Although it is the intent of

this study to consider Bliot's probable spiritual development

in an analysis of "Ash Wednesday,"

a thorough consideration

of all Eliot's works lies beyond the scope of this papter and
the Ken of its author. It should prove sufficient for this
purpose to acknowledge a lack of scope and, still working with
our inadequacies, provide a minimal review of Bliot's major
works prior to "Ash Wednesday". "Ash Wednesday" was surely
part ot a "whole" in terms of Eliot'!s spiritual development,
and the sum total of his poetic works and plays do form an
amazingly clear and cohérent whole., One cannot study a par-
ticular poem in Eliot without finding an integral relatedness
and organic wholeness with the rest of his work. There are
common themes and images throughout that show the growth of a
soul: the personal and the general, man's place in nature and
history, time and eternity, the human condition.and the story
of salvation, sterility-fecundity, and death and birth. Due
to the nature of Eliot'!s artistic theory, his experience and
his poetic pattern form an intimately unified whole, His

life's opus or "oeuvre" has been commented on by one critiec,

B, Rajan,

7.
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Eliot's poetry as an oeuvre is thus given a unique end,
as 1t were, double honesty, bu its sense of pattern won
won out of experience and by the manner in which. the na-
ture of the pattern entails a further cormitment to ex-
periencg through which the pattern is once again val-
idated. -

But, as was stated, the total scope involved in a study
of his life's work is beyond the intent of this paper. This
chapter shall pursue the background and conditons from which

"Ash Wednesday" arose and the general effects his conversion -
as seen in his poetry - had on the world of criticism. To at-
tain some understanding of the climate from which "Ash Wednes~-
day" sprung, it is best to enter the world-experience of
"Prufrock", "The Waste Land”, and the turnings of Eliot's

poetry in the Twenties.

From a Puritan and midwestern background, Eliot moved
into Harvard's College and graduate school with many scholar-
ships and honors. His philosophy doctoral dissertation was
done on F.H. Bradley's concept of cyclic. time, or kyklos.,
Laforgue and the early syﬁbolists influenced him a great deal,
and the roots of his very clear and precise images he owes to
?,E. Hulme.> After studying on the continent until the war,
Eliot remained at Oxford for some time, searching for a'purely
humanistic solution to the existential problem. At age 29, in
1917, he finally gave this up as hopeless and, still very in-
spired by Laforgue; he wrote "The Love Song of J. Alfred Pru-
frock", followed by "Gerontion" in 1920 and in'l922 "The Waste
Land," his most famous worke -

"Prufrock” showed modern man paralyzed and imprisoned
in his own subjective space where people are merely other ob-
jects. "Gerontion" and "The Waste Land" continued with domin-
ant themes of fragmentation, isolation, and an inability to
reach others or God. The realism and symbolism of "The Waste
Land" reflect the irony Eliot saw in the vain idealism and
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stérile futility of modern 1life. The theme of "The Waste Land"
follows the death-and-resurrection pattern, but with the asser-

tion that the sterile emptiness of the age was willing to set-

tle for death instead of accepting a challenge to renewed life.
- The poem states that the way to salvation is open if man will

but heed- ity yet, the concluding lines imply that ﬁadern socie-
ty is still marooned in the waste land.

Unfortunately Eliot's work was frequently misunderstood.
Popular critics read into it their own romantic despair. T.S.
Eliot had added irony to irony when he applied modern scientif-
ic values to the ideals of the past. Young intellectuals mis-
took the contrasting symbols of irony for the basis of a phil-
osophical dilemma and for a time hailed Eliot as a great.'"mod-
ernist" sopokesman, much to Eliot's dismayﬁ

Similarly, in 1925, "The Hollow Men" depicted the world

- Tilled with stuffed, empty men with paralyzed wills, and ending

"Wot with a bang but a whimper".” Escaping into dreams, delu-
sions, distractions, fugitives from reélity, the hollow men
were an eloquent analysis of the vacuousness of subjective
idealism, Zliot's irony again glimpsed a way out:

For thine is

Lifte ig ‘ 6

: For thine is the
"The Hollow Men" was a cry to awaken and a call to commitment,
to experience living in the world as it is, Bliot's rejection
of idealism culminated in "Ash Wednesday" where an act of true
humility and self-sacrifice was necessitated in order to real-
istically accept and confront the conditons of the world. One
by one Eliot gave up his hopes of collective idealism, and in
"Ash Wednesday" the speaker turns to prayer in utter humility
and deprivation for a different hove, in God alone. This turn-
ing in resignation to God's will is the major turning of
Eliot's life, with which this inguiry is concerned.
It had taken nearly a decade for Eliot to bring his

whole person to the realization that he must "sit still". In




an

"Ash Wednesday", the Prufrockian prison is broken and the self |

comes together in self forgetfulness. There is a dying to seli
which gets beyond the prison walls of egolsm. The answer %o

The Waste Land is coming forth from:

* gation and gelf-abregation in turning only to God. This was’

Wednesday" was published. In the symbolic death of the "old

He who was living is now dead
We who were living are now dying
With a little patience,

In "Agh Wednesday" Eliot has yielded to the necessity of pur-

surely the most severe discipiining of his sensibility he had
ever attem@ted, and the painful effort it cost him can only be-
surmized from his poetic works.

In 1927 the second of the six poems that compose "Ash

man', Eliot has chosen the way of suffering. Eliot's year of
convergion can reasonably be placed here - especially in light
of another poem written at this same time, "Journey of the
Magi®

sos Were we led all that way for

Birth or Death? ...

eso this Birth was '

Hard and bitter agony for us, like Death, our death,

We returned to our places,,K these kingdoms,

But no longer at ease here, in the old dispensation,

With as alien people clutching the%r godse.

I should be glad of another death,
In this same year Eliot became =a naturaiized British subject
and an Anglo-Catholic. The following year he was confirmed in
the Anglo-Catholic Church. The following year he was confirmed
in the Anglo-Catholic Church and in his introduction to his

latest book, For Launcelot Andrewes, he addressed himself as

10.
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- "Ash Wednesday", and finally in 1930 he published the whole of

" the experience of rebirth, of the discovery of a new focus. In

a "classiecist in literature, royalist in politics, and an Anglo
Catholic.in religion,”9 He published two poems that year, "A
Song for Siméon" and the first poem of "Ash Wednesday", which
turned from any further worldly hope and prayed for divine as-

sistance. In 1929, he published "Animula" and Part III of

"Ash Wednesday", a "slim volume" of sic poems.
At this time he wrote "Marina" and complied it with the
other three poems written during this period of transition to

be published later as the Ariel Poems. The Ariel Poems con-

centrated the notion of rebirth in variations on the theme of

Christ's birth, All four of them embody different aspects of

"Ash Wednesday" this new focus is concretely experienced as a
single emotion of turning from the world to God, passing
through a purifying death of self to a rebirth and life in

Christ. In this way the Ariel Poems are intimately related

with "Ash Wednesday" as the awakening transition between the
call to the spiritual life in "The Hollow Men" and the active
purgation in the turning. "Marina" is a tender poem of a lost
young woman who is found by her father, The hushed wonder in
the recovery of her and of love create a mood of regeneration
whiech bring the poet to a moment of grace, dedication and

new hope.

This form, this face, this life
Living to live in a world of time beyond me;_let me




Resign my life for this life, my speech for that unspok-
eeiéakened, lips parted, the hope, tne new"ships.j
"This beautiful dream of mysticism soon matured ihto genuine
asééﬁicism witih the speakef in "Ash Wednesday",

W”Inr"ASH Wednesday" T.S. Eliot found a discipline in
meditaﬁion, and in this searching of experiehce he found a
 technique for giving "sincerity" a meaning. His sélfvrenunciu
ation aﬁd stilling of desires led him into the dark cloud of-
the purifying presence of his God, The sacred moment of re-
ligious experience recoﬁnted in "Ash Wednesday" were given over
to an age and a society“that believed religion to be a kind of
defeatism and that placed all iﬁs hope for man in finding the
right secular order.

The reception of "Ash Wednesday" was not very pleasing,

but any doubt about the depths of his religious conversion

were dispelled in 193l by his prose work, After Strange Gods:

A Primer of Modern Heresy. He attacked the "modern spirit"

directly from the standpoint of ancient Christian doctrine and
tradition. The result was that Bliot became an apostate even
to his best admirers. Although it backed him, the Church re-
mained distant because he was such a controversial figure and .
because some of'ﬂis Prufrockian poetry still rubbed sore. He
was nick-named "the lost leader" as even his earlier supporters
left him and resented his conversion. The popﬁlar news-media
had called him a "vulgar, cheap, snob” for his earlier work and

now, frequently mis-reading his poetry, the public seems to

11
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have maintained a bad ovinion of him, After 1939 the majority
of the public could not care enough to quarrel with his work -

it regquired too much effort. Bliot's somewhat revolutionary

lyrical style and his background or "mind of 1iterature" 2

were simply too much for most of his readers. Always thorough,
serious, and systematic, in "Analysis and Comparison" he wrote:

Analysis and comparison, mebthodically, with sensitive-
ness, intelligence, curiosity, intensity of passion and
infinite knowledge: all these are necssary to the great
~critiec. Comparison the periodic public does not want
much ofi it does not like to be made to feel that it
ought to have read much more than it has read before it
canqgollow the critic's thought; analysis it is afraid
of.

So Eliot was not the poet for the casual hour at home, but re-
guired study and a weli~read background which was always threaf
ening to some. Meanwhile, critics in the larger literary cir-
cles continued in hot debate over Eliot.

One'major issue that drew sides on the debate was the
whole question of religious poetry. Concerning the particular
poem in question F.0. Mattiessen refers to Allen Tate as having
had "... the only intelligent review of 'Ash Wednesday' that I
found in any of the well known periodicals."14 Allen Tate's
reasoning was as follows:

The reasoﬁing that is being brought to bear upon .

Mr, Eliot's recent verse is as follows: Anglo-Catholi=-

cism would not at all satisfy me; therefore, his poetry

declines under its influence. Moreover, the poetry is

not 'contemporary's it doesn't solve any labor problems;
it-is special, personal; and it can do us no ‘good. Now
the poetry is special and personal in quality, which is
one of its merits, but what the c¢ritics are really say-

ing is this - that-Eliot's case-~hisbtory is not special
at all, that it is a general . scheme of possible con-

]

duct that will not do for them,5

13.
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Tate goes on to say that poetry demands a certain -
"moral sense", the ability to detach personal needs from the
experience set forth in the poem. If this is lacking, the
reader will go about deducing little more than the poet's
"case" while ignoring the quality of the poem. Similarly,
poetry is often examined "eritically" for practical results,
When the desifed "useful" or functional knowledge is not
forthcoming, is the project then to be abandoned? Obviously,
the common character;stics of introspection, irony, humility,
and reverence in "Ash Wednesday" are not listed "results..'
Thus, it has been in the qualifative sense of his poetry that

Eliot's "Ash Wednesday" was grossly riisunderstood.

16

Another basic flaw among some critics in their re-
ception of Eliot'spoetry was a fallure to take in the inter-
related whole of its mganing and to understand the nature of
his irony. The sterile emptiness of "The Waste Land" shows
not what Eliot was thinking man is but what for a moment. he
had thought mah to be., The importance of this as a key to the
intention of "Ash Wednesday" lies in the idenbtity of man from
irony in "The Hollow Men" to humility iﬁ the penitential poem.
Humility can only be inferred generally from one's invisible .
moral character. Irony can be seen visibly in a particular
objective instancelof humility. Irony has the quaiity of being
an objective stimulus that enables one to see the folly of

human endeavor for its own sake. The true self-vespect that

this insight brings is humility. The last important turning

14,
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from irony to humility can be seen in the opening stanza of
"Agh Wednesday". For a spilt second the reader sees Eliot as
he objectively thought he was. The tone that is established -
that of Eliot's humility toward his own merit - determines
how the reader can relate to the remainder of the poem, IMany
critics, however, overlooked Eliot's initial irony in the poem
and saw little more than another “case history'.

Francis Birrell reviewed "Ash Wednesday" in Wation
magizine in 1930,

In 'Ash Wednesday' - the ironic intent has completely

vanished from the poems of Mr. BEliot, and with it per-

haps the superficial qualities that made him appeal

to the younger generation ... . The six short noems that

make up 'Ash Wednesday' are.an elaborate study in pure

form, and to my mind contain many passages of great

loveliness, The main difficulty I have in facing this

remarkable poem is that I do not understand what it is

all about.17

Edmund Wilson commented that although he disliked Eliot
speaking as an "aged eagle” and although "Ash Wednesday" was
"less brilliant and intense than Eliot at his very best", he
did like it., It had "that peculiar honesty in exhibiting the
essential sickness or strength of the human soul" gnd it "stilll
gives him a place'among those upon whose words we reflect with
most interest and whose tones we remamberilongest.“18

In the New Republic, E.L. Walton reviewed the poem:

It is not the poem of a religious teacher, but of an in-
tellectal man who would wish to renounce any intellectu-
al co$§eption of life and finds the task very diffi-
cult, .

P, R, Leavis, who was Eliot's pioneer supporter in the

15,

British academic world, stated that "Ash Wednesday" was a
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magnificent acting out in verse movement and word play of "both

the agonized effort to seize the unseizable, and the elusive

"20 4 the other hand, Max

w2l

equivocations of the thing grasped.
BEastman described it as "an oily puddle of emotional noises.
30 what appeared to some critics as simply bad poetry in Bliot,
from another viewpoint became all the more virtuous and fell-
into placé.
| Donald ﬁaviez2 asked the reader of Eliot's poem if he

should not "waive the claim of beautiful"'for such when 1%s
"engagingness" could not be seen as functional. Dr., B. Rajan
would not and "is not prépared“géo do so, and neither would
Robert Graves, a ponular poetazur Hambert Wolfe was perfect-
iy blunt about it:

Bliot is a poet who.cannot write poetry. He has a.

great mind, but spiritually and intellectually, he is

muscle-bound.25 ‘ :
the literary establishment's dislike for Bliot even as late as
1935 could be summed up in this.i |

However, since 194U negative ovinions of Eliot's work
have been staunchly disputed By éuch voices as Richard_Aldiﬁg—
ton, F.R. Cummings, and F.0. Matthiessen. These-writers
demonstrated thé unity and wholeness of ﬁliot‘; Work.26 They
showed how key terms from his criticism - traditioﬁ, objective
correlative, auditory imagination, levels of meaning, fusion §i
thought and feeling - could be applied to woetry and how his

favorite texts of criticism were directly reflected by his

poetry.
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For gome time Eliot's name was the cue for a critic %o
take a stand. BEven though most of the literary issues with
which he was connected were controversial, Eliot remained sur-
prisingly undefensive and in his unassuming, quiet manner he
continued his work., He had appeared rather suddenly on the
literary scene as one of the last truly "universal” men of let-
ters., ‘Still, by 1959 a generalization was suggested in that

essODinion concerning the most influential man of let-

ters of the twentieth century has not freed itself

from a cloud of unknowing. He i1s the Invisible Poet in

an age of systematized literary scrutiny, much of it

directed at him.27

From "Ash Wednesday" onwards, Eliot's basic problem had

‘1" to do with writing to a socity which was in fact no longer

Christian., By the time Four Quartets were published in 1943,

he had a wide public relating in a modern idiom the basics of
the Christian faith and its experience. But because a pagan

society had labeled this "defiantly Christian", his late plays

were more 'subtle. In The Coclitail Party (1950), The Confiden-

tial Clerk (195L), and The Elder Statesman (1959) he was more

"unponsciously Christian", and his Christian ideas were ex-
pressed only casually and indirectlﬁ, if at all.

FPor the later critics, "Ash Wednesday" held no.partic—
ular importance, for it was hardly és outstanding as "The
Waste Land" or even "The Hollow Men". But to the student of
T.5. Eliot development, "Ash Wednesday" is of eritical impor-
tance. As was said before, one must come to understand every

part in the whole to understand any particular vart. In the

17.
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same light the converse of that statement is true; one must un-+
derstand a particular part to come to understand the whole.

"Ash Wednesday'" was a threshold and a turning point for a greaf

man.

18.
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" Because I do not hope to turn again

Because I do not hope

Because I do not hope to turn

Desiring this man's gift and that man's scope

I no longer strive to strive towards such things
(Why should the agéd eagle stretch its wings?)
Why should I mourn

The vanished power of the usual reign?

Because I do not hope to know again

The infirm glory of the positive hour

Becauge I do not think

Because I know I shall not know

The one veritable transitory vower

Because I cammot drink

There, where trees flower, and springs flow, for there is
nothing again

Because I know that time is always time

And place is always and only place

And what is actual is actual only for one time

And only for one place

I rejoice that things are as they are and

I renounce the blessed face

And renounce the voice

Secauss I cannot hope to turn again

Consequently I r9301ce, having to construct something
Upon which to rejoice

And pray to God to have mercy upon us

And 1 pray that I may forget

These matvters that with myself I too much discuss
Too much explain

Because I do not hope to turn again

Let these words answer

For what is done, not to be done again

May the judgement not be too heavy upon us

‘Because these wings are no longer wings to fly

But merely -vans to besat the air .

The air which is now thoroughly small and dry
Smaller and dryer then the will

Teach us to care and not to care

Teach us to sit still

Pray for us sinners now and at the hour of our death
Pray for us now and at the hour of our death.

19.
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Lady, three white leopards sat undér a juniper-tree
In the cool of the day, having fed to satiety

' On my legs my heart my liver and bhat which had been

contained
In the hollow round of my skull, And God said
Shall these benes live? shall these .
Bones live? And. that which had been contained
In the bones  (which were already dry) said chirping:

- Because of the goodness of this Lady

And because of her lovellness, and because

She honours the Virgin in meditation,

We shine with brightness. And I who am here dissembled
Proffer my deeds to oblivion, and my love

To the posterity of the desert and .the frult of the fourd.
It-is this which recovers

My guts the strings of my eyes and the 1nd1gest1ble portions
Which the leopards reject. The Lady is withdrawn

In a white gown, to contemplation, in a whie grown.

Let .the whiteness of bones atone to forgetfulness.

There is no life in them. As I am forgotten

And would be forgotten, so I would forget

Thus devoted, concentrated in purpose. And God said
Prophesy to the wind, to the wind only for only

The wind will llsten. And the bones sang chirping

With the burden of the grasshoopper, saying

Lady of silences

Calm and distressed
Torn-and most whole
Rose of memory

Rose of 1orgetfulness
Exhausted and life-giving
Worried reposeful

The single Rose

Is now the Garden
Where all loves end
Terminate torment

O0f love unsatisfied
End of the endless
Journey to no end
CGonclusion of all that
Is inconclusible
Speech without word and
Word of no speech
Grace to the Mother
For the Garden

Where all love ends.

20,
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Under a  juniper-tree the bones sang, scattered and shining
We are glad to be scattered, we did little good to each othexn
Under a tree in the cool of the day, with the blessing of

sand, ’
Forgetting themselves and each other, united
In the quiet of the desert. This is the land which ye
Shall divide by lot. And neither division nor unity
Matters. This is the land. We have our inheritance.

I11

At the first turning of the second stair

I turned and saw below

The same shave twisted on the banister

Under the vapour in the fetid air ‘

Struggling with the devil of -the stairs who wears
The decitful face of hopes and of despair.

At the second turning of the second stair

1 left them twisting, turning below;

There were no more faces and the stalir was dark,

Damp, Jjagged, like -an o0ld man's mouth drivelling, beyond
repalr,

Or the toothed gullet of an aged shark.

At the first turning of third stair

Was a slotted window bellied like the fig's fruit

And beyond the hawthorn blossom and a pasture scene

The broadbacked figure drest in blue and green

Enchanted the maytime with an antique flute.

Blown hair is sweet, brown hair over the mouth blown,

Lilac and brown hair;

Distraction, music of the flute, stops and steps of the mind
over the third stair.

Fading, fading; strength beyond hope and despair

Climbing the third stair.

Lord, I am not worthy
Lord, I am not worthy

but sveak the word only

21,
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Who walked between the violet and the violet

Who walked between

The various ranks of varied green

Going in white and blue, in Mary's colour,

Talking of trivial things

In ignorance and in knowledge of eternal dolour

Who moved among the others as they walked,

Who then made strong the fountalins and made fresh the
springs

lMade cool the dry rock and made firm the sand
In blue of larkspur, blue of Mary's colour,
Sovegna vos

Here are the years that walk between, bearing

Away the fiddles and the ilutes, restoring

One who moves in the time between sleep and walking,
wearling

White light folded, sheathed about her, foldede

The new years walk, restoring

Through a bright cloud of tears, the years, restorlng
With a new verse the ancient rhyme. Redeem

The time, Redeem

The unread vision in the higher dream

Whlle jewelled unicorns draw by the gllded heafse.

The silent sister veiled in white and blue
Between the Jews, behind the garden god,

Whose flute is breathless, bent her head and s1gned but

spoke no word .

But the fountain sprang up and the blrd sang down
Redeem the time, redeem the dream

The token of the word unheard, unspoken

Till the wind shake a thousand whispers from the yew .

And after this our exile
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If the lost word is lost, if the spent word is spent
If the unheard, unspoken

Word is unspoken, unheard;

Still is the unspoken word, the Word unheard,

The Word without a word, the Word within

The world and for the worlds;

And the light shone in darkness and

Against the Word the unstilled world still whirled

© About the centre of the silent Word.

0 my people, what have I done unto thee,

Where shall the word be found, where will the word

Resound? ©Not here, there i1s not enough silence

Not on the sea or on the islands, not.

On the mainland, in the desert or the rain land,

For those who walk in darkness

Both in the day time and in the night time

The right time and the right place are not here

No place of grace for those who avoid the face

No time to rejoice for those who walk among noise and
deny the wvoice

Will the veiled sister pray for

Those who walk in darkness, who chose thee and oppose thee,

Those who are torn on the horn between season and season,
time and time, between

Hour and hour, word and word, power and power, those

who walt
In darkness? Will the veiled sister pray
For children at the gate S

Who will not go away and cannot pray:
Pray for those who chose and opvpose

0 my people, what have I done unto thee,

Will the veiled sister betwesen the slender
Yew trees pray for those who offend her

- And are terrified and cannot surrender

And affirm before the world and deny between the rocks

In the last desert between the last blue rocks

The desert in the garden the garden in the desert

Of drouth, spitting from the mouth bthe withered apple-seed.

0 my people.
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Although I do not hope to turn again

. Although I do not hope
- Although I do not hope  to turn

Wavering between the profit and the loss

In this brief transit where the dreams cross

The dreamcrossed twilight between birth and dying

(Bless me father) though I do not wish to wish these things
From the wide window towards the granite shore

The white sails still fly seaward, seaward flying

Unbroken wings:-

And the lost heart stiffens and rejoices

In the lost lilac and the lost sea voices

And the weak spirit quickens to rebel

For the bent golden-~rod and the lost sea smell
Quickens to recover

The cry of qualil and the whirling plover

And the blind eye creates

The empty forms between the ivory gates

And smell renews the salt savour of the sandy earth

This is the time of tension between dying and birth

The place of solitude where three dreams cross

Between blue rocks

But when the voices shaken from the yew-tree drift away

Let the other yew be shaken and reply.

Blessed sister, holy mother, spirit of the fountain, spirit of
the garden,

Suffer us not to mock ourselves with falsehood

Teach us to care and not to care

Teach us to.sit still

Even among these rocks,

Our peace in His will

And even among these rocks

Sister, mother

And spirit of the river, spirit of the sea,

Suffer me not to be separated

And let my cry come unto Thee.
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CHAPTER THREE

EXPLICATION OF THE TEXT,
AN APPROACH TO CONTENT

As the title suggests, the central theme of turning a-
way from the world to God is associated with the Lenten 1lit-

urgical cycle. This "inward" theme draws its greatest inspir-

ation from the c¢losing cantos of the Purgatoria which deal witlf
the earthly paradise and Dante's spiral ascent. The poen e+
chdes to the mysticism of the "dark night of the soul" from
St. John of the Cross and draws heéviiy on Dante's textAand hig
scriptural sources, namely the Psalms, Izekiel, and the Book
of Revelation. The many scriptural references and those re-
ferring;to liturgical texts suggest the atmosphere of various
riﬁuals within the Catholic tradition. In the ritual for Ash-
Wednesday, t@e priést dips his thumb into ashes, marks the sign
of the crossfon the forehead of those who draw near him, and
says: "Remember, man, that you are dust, and into dust you

shall return,”’

This is réminiscent of the exile from the
Garden of Eden2 and shows the basic turning theme of the poem.
The complementary themes of turning and of exile are
both associated with the patient endurance of the opening lines]
Because I do not hove to turn again
Because I do not hope 3
Because I do not hove to turn

This example is indicative of how Eliot couples the two themes

throughout the poem, starting in despair of the world and God,
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Eliot's development of them in the desert and the garden finds
its source again in Darltewl"L
"In developing the turning theme, Eliot first states why
he does not hope ﬁo turn again to God or to the world; losing |
8ll ambition, he abandons the struggle. He renounces the per-

5

sonal glory” of wordly endeavors, and consoles himself with a

guestion: why should he regret the usual loss of power? This

Taged eagle”6

knows too well the egocentric agony of his past..
He despairs of the certainty "of the positive hour”, the one
real though fTransitory power, because he can ho longer come %o
its source. Unable to help himself, his failure to touch the
well-springs*of Iife develops into the spiritual meaning of
the Garden.

The vpoet's lack of hove will remain as long as he is

within the human limitations of time and place. He accepts thel

transitoriness of his kind as the only certainty and he is re-

signed to renounce any hope. The irony of his regression to

bitter cynicism in "rejoicing" in this is that he will make or
invent an illusory construction which will only lead him astray
again. But, at the same time, he vprays for mercy and that he
might forget these matters which he has been discussing,7 for
even simple sincerity is deceptive when oﬁer-rationalized.

This admission will have to suffice for him, Ffor he would give

up the struggle - "May the judgement not be too heavy."

The situabion has now gone far beyond the protagonist!s

ability to deal with it. The wings or mental powers of the
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eagle, aged from many experiences, are now merely fans to béat
the aire. Although he is unable to fly, the problem 1s more in,
his powers and the pbesent atmosphere than in his will. So he
prays, "Teach as_to care and not to care", the basic formula '
of rehﬁﬁéiétién, that is, caring for a more mystical detachment
and not caring for the desires of this world, "Teach us to sit
sfill" asks for patience in simply waiting for death. This is
confirmed by the following prayer, taken from the Egil E§21§
thus death, the reminder of Ash-Wednesday, 1s the transition
to Part II. Because his life-energy sources have dried up, he
is without hope and can turn ﬁeither to God nor the world. In
the midst of this dark night,9 he follows up the liturgical in-

troduction he has just begun by addressing the "Lady" about his

present dissolution in faint hope of constructing out of death

something in which to rejoice.

The first lines of Part II define the mode of religious
contemplation which characterizes much of this poem. Three
types of alluded imagery spell out the death theme here: the
lady or venerable saint who intercedes for the poet, the three
10

white leopards or images of destruction winich represent the

peace of dissolution and purgation and the ground "under a jun-

iper-tree”H

or the poet's place of hopeless surrender which
yields to self-abnégation by means of scriptural imagerjre
The whiteness of the leopards implies a ourifying re-

lease, the beasts having fed on the organs to which the desires

of the flesh are related, Through.the purging of spiritual'

27 .




o’

28,

death to sin, death's emptiness"In the hollow round of my skull
hears the "voice of Part I. This vision resembles that of the
prophet Ezekiel, "shall these bones 1ive?"12 Butvﬁhe answer
to this question comes from the bones themselves, cleansed énd
newly inspired by the Lady who "honours the Virgin in medita-
tion", In this cleansing by white agents for a white cause,
the self "here dissembled" surrenders his pride and offers his
love to the posterity of the lord that he knows, the deserte13
This act "recovgrs" his uvnconsumed parts, those rejected by the
agents of death. The bones, now white liké the Lady, imitate
her devotion and "alone to forgetfulhess." The whiteness of
the bones is free from any stain of human desire or self-con-
scilousness about themselves; "There is no 1life in them.” The
senses are cleansed through a process of deev concentration,
that is; joined by moments of utter oblivion{ for which the
poet merely orayed in Part I. This self-abnegation marks an
advance over his previous state, invwhioh he suffered irustra=
tion.

Only in the receptive void of tﬁis pure nothingness
can the poet hear the voice of God answering the fate of his:
bones. The words of 3‘3zech:i_el“L suggest an ironie twist with
the answer that "there is no life" in the bones: ”préphesy
to the wind" for only it will lisﬁen. This is another turn-
ing point in the poet's surrender and self-abnegation, for thd

wind is the very breath within him. The bones prophesy, singt
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ing a litany which expresses the bur'dé:nlID of their unfuifilled
longings.

What results from this is a soft chant of paradoxes,
progressing as a celebration song, reaching a new milestone
on the way to periection. 'The Virgin Mother, the Lady of par-
adoxes, is addressed now as the Garden which reconciles all the|
paradoxes. of human love. dJust as Dante found out,16 "The Sin=-
gle Rose," dedicated to the Virgin, personifyihg devotion, "Is
now the garden where all loves end," and so is invoked to give
thanks to the Virgin "For the Garden Where all love .endss’ . The
significant progression here begins with the Lady who,-.as "the
single Rose" and ultimate flower of earthly goods, interprets
the earthly paradise to man as the fifst incarnation of love -
in the poem. By hér love she incarnates the love of the Virgin
and so purifies the speaker's love and leads him to the foun-
tain of life in the Garden where, still dying to insatiable
human loves, he could not drink.

The bones now "are glad to be scattered” and divided,
whereas in Part I the speaker{s division and weakness had
tormented him. A sacred moment has been reached in which the
first tones of ‘an irrevocable peace are echoed. In death

"neither division nor uniﬁy matters," even though the desert
will be divided by the bones. Broken from the living whole,
the dry, scattered_bones have stopped all self-contention, and
there is a sacred wholeness in being broken: "This is the

nT17

land. We have our inheritance.
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The land is whole, uniting all the broken, and it shall

remain so. If this portion of land is the Garden, the poet's

bones certainly do not understand it as the long awaited home.

Ye%, he has'beguh to pass beyond despair, for a potentiality

beyond his own peace has emerged in the death of his members.

'So death is no longer seen as a threat to the self and its pas-

sions but as a release from them.
Part III departs from the vision of the desert and the

garden to qﬁite another specter, comparable to Dante in the

18

Purgatorio. As Bliot works his way through his owm purgatory,

Dante entered with Virgil into the Mount of Purgatory through
"a gate, and three steps beneath to go to it, of divers col-
ours. " 17 .In tﬁe concept of ascending the ladder, the purgato-
rial progress of the soul is seen as the mode of realizing
higher love,‘learhing how to lead a true spiritual life, and
thus climbing ﬁhe spiritual ladder,

| "At the first turning of the second stair,” the protago=-
nist has already surmounted one stage in his ascent, the first
stair of Part IL. The sinistér shapes below him he knows 00
well as the false hopes and fears of his own as well as his
fellows' past. These conquered doubts have been left behind in
order to face the darkness shead. He plunges through the trials
of despair, "dark, damp, jageged," a mystical darkness which
cleanses him of any sinfulness. He is guided by a faint shimmer
of light and hope from "a slotted window" on the third stair.

However, it is "bellied” with his sensual sins of the past
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"like the fig's fruit,” appealing to his senses with images of

youth and springtime. The "brown hair" is reminiscent of his

20

Prufrockian days with its sexual implication and the deceptive

| "pasture scene® like the Garden. The "distractions" on the

third step are enticing, not repulsive as in the image of des-
pair. But he leaves the figure of Pan and the alluring Earthly
Garden scene behind, for these appeals are remote, not as inme-
diate as they once were, and he must have "strength beyond hope
and desvair” in order to climb the third stair.

As all these "stops and steps of the mind" fade away, he
realizes how'necessary it is to have spiritual strength, and he

21 he humbled

can now confess that he is unworthy to proceed.
prayer of'supplicéﬁion re~echoes a2 hope in a healing yet to
comér From a possible hope in death th¢ poet has come to some
conquest of human hopé and despair, to a strength beyond both.
Now "to care and not to care’" means something more, for the Lord

of his salvation has been addressed in an emerging humble faith.

Part IV begins with a purposeful ambiguity, an address

| to the Lady in white gradually melting into the Mother of the

Garden. ' The petition which follows the salutation asks her to

"be mindful,"” "Sovegna vos."

The poet has associated her with
the liturgical color of the church, as she walks "between the

violef and the violet,” the fwilight birth and death of painful
days in the garden of the living, "the various ranks of varied

green.”" Clothed "in white and blue, in Marj‘s colour," she is

also linked with Mary in her purity and heaven-colored dress.




{
N

32,

Thus she partakes both of human suffering, "Talking of trivial
things In ignorance" as a sister of man and of "Knowledge of
eternal dolour" as the Holy Mother. She 'made strong the foun-
tain and made fresh the. springs”" of which the speaker could not
drink in Part I. She seems to have alleviated the desert condi-
tion with the kind of rest in the hope she inspires.

This is a time of living and a time of waiting. "Here
are the.years that walk between” the speaker's violet hours of
suffering, "bearing away the fiddles and the flutes" of early
gsensuality seen in Part III. The passage of the years restores
the dream of the Garden of the Virgin seen in Part II, the white
rose of devotion. Clothed in illuminating white light, she
brings the poet to the '"new years" of spiritual rejuvenation
which he reached "through a bright cloud of tears." His dark
cloud®® is now brightened by the restored light of the "veiled
sister" to whom he appealed to "redeem The time." The signifi-
cance of "restoring With a new verse the ancient rhyme" is that
his yearg of suffering can be seen with fresh meaning and long-
awaited understanding. The ancient rhyme of love has & new
verse rhyming "redeem" with "dream." The new theme is to redeen

"the unread vision in the higher dream,” while its constant

parade of death passes by. His éXplanation for the paradoxical
funeral of the word has been suggested by George Williamson.

The Lady has been associated with white leopards and

the 'Word of no speech'; now !jewelled unicorns!,
belonging to the legend of the Virgin, add mystery to
the funeral of the Word. This vision is an image like
the pageantry that Eliot calls the 'high dream' in Dante;
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for redemption, his "silent sister" has become very aware of his

here the hearse containiBthe supreme token of love,
of the word now unread. :

The idea of the word unread and unrealized is a direct foreshad-
owing of the next section, as shall be seen. |

‘in the same manner that Dante saw Beatrice and drew
ingpiration from her as his "Lady", so Eliot identifies the
"silent sister" by her silence and colors. She 1s standing
"between the yews" of the human condition and grief, '"behind the
garden god' who was glimsped in Part III and whose flute is now

"in knowledge

breathless. She quietly bows and crosses hersell
of eternal dolour" and thus witnesses to the meaning and pres-
ence of the Word. Although she spoke no words in this, the
sources of eternal life are again made strong by her influence;
and the bird, instead of the flute, sings "redeem .the- dream,"
which is the sign of the word unheard -- "unspoken Till the wind
shake a thousand whispers from the yew" of human suffering.
More than the clacking of the bones in Ezekiel, these whispers
mean human response and, in further allusion to the scriptural
’cext,aL the wind now suggests the restoring breath of life.

25

But first the silence must be broken by the yew thich 1s now
breathless like the flute.,

Because the protagonist has humbled himself and begged

suffering. The yew seems to have particular association with
the Body ~- the Church -- of Christ and it would seem that as a

symbol of eternal sorrow it includes both the human and the

divine, man and Christ, the Son of God. The groanings of
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" The world's experience of the word of God depends on man but

religious awareness and supplication for redemption of the
world are re-echoed in the poet's plea to the Virgin for her
intercession. His words stop shor®%, an unusually unfinished
fragment, almost fearful, hesitating to be completed. The

impending revelation should have followed from the Salve Regina:
n2b

"show unto us the blessed fruit of thy womb, Jesus. The
préyer ;s a passionate appeal to mercy for those who are exiled
in the wilderness of the world, "weeping and wailing in this
valley of tears.”27 Thué thé poet passeé from the conguest of
hope and despair througﬁ groaning faith to é vision of regenera-
tion, which islwaiting, yearning anxiouély for thg fruit of
Mary.

- The first lines of Part V continue to describe "the un-
heard, unspoken Word . . . within the world." Now the frulit of
the Virgin isﬁstill unreélized, but the conclusibn arrived at

in this section affirms the presence both of the Word as the

manifestation of God and of the word as the revelation of God.

not so with his manifestation as the Word, since the Word Made
Flesh is without a word both are still "within The world and -
for the world." The Word is for the world, but "the unstilled
world" is still fighting against "the silent Word" which sym-
bolically occupies its center. "Unstilled" is both a contrast
to "silent" and a parallel to "whirled." The Word was mani-
Tested when "the light shone in the darkness" and the world

still whirled both against and about the Word as the center of

3’4‘9
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a suggested wheel image.

The whirling world of rational sense is unable to grasp
the mystery of the "still poigt.“aa Here the contrasting Pro-
logue of John's Gospel develops the idea of someoné."to bear
witness to the 1ight"2” in order that it might be received, but
in the poem the words of the prophet MicahBO only continue to

express the for and against theme: "O my people, what have I

| done unto thee.“31 Even'though a light has shone in the dark-

ness, the Word goes unheard, unseen, unheeded, ''For those who
walk in darkness . . . avoid the face" and "those who walk
among noise deny the voice."? The speaker’s.position in Part
I is easily recalled here.

The anguish of the speaker builds up as he petitions

"the veiled sister” three times to pray for those in darkness,

"Bor children at the gate," "for those who offend her." Their

condition comes more sharply into focus. At first, they wefe
torn "on the horn" Qf agony and resatlessness; "they are
attracted by two opposing directions, and so are torn between
the seasons, times, hours, words, and powers of the worldly and

the div%ne."33 They are helpless and "cannot pray.” They "are

_terrified and cannot surrender.” And so, they affirm in public

what they deny amid the pains of their private lives and feel

| resigned to their fate until the end of their days, when the

rocks are still of Mary's color. The human conflict of "the
desert in the garden the garden in the desert" comes to a cli-

max in "spitting from the mouth the withered apple~seed."3u

§
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ness in themselves..

| ingly echoes the words of Micah: "O my people." The heart of

'is against it, and man is both for and against it. Man's will

Tﬁis is‘an ultimate effort to renounce the last remmnant of thein

knowlédge of good and evil, in the face of their total helpless+
For the third time the poet slowly, powerfully, agoniz-

man, split as it is, cannot utter a cry; it is near the "still
point”35 and far beyond bitterness. Again Eliot artfully
leaves the allusion unfinished and withoﬁt the end of the silent
petition, "Answer me 1136 By confessing his sinfulness, by
admittiqg the dire need for grace, the speaker has.confirmed

the presence of the Word. The Word is here, though the world

has proved too weak to realize faith. In Part V the extreme
difficulty of turning to God hés continued the theme of renun-
clation and hopes only in some pure gift of the Word through
the intercession of Our Lady.

Part VI‘is another, more experienced integration of the
encompassing situation thus far. Worldly desireg‘and the flesh
grow anew on every man and so the poet faces the'samé struggles_
again. However, this time there is a different reiation in his
turning as the poet turns to his initial theme. The signifi-
cénoe of passing now from "becaﬁse” to?"although" in ﬁhe first
few lines of the first and last poems is to'show that the poeﬁ's
will is now more conducive %o grace. &Ithoﬁgh his many surren-
derings do not purge away his lack of hope;Athe relation of his

will to the world has changed. Even though he does not hope,

36.
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does not wish, to turn to the .world, the appeal of<the werld
rebturns to him; thus he confesses his turhing in the world,
"(Bless me father)."S'

"Wavering between the profit and the loss In this brief
transit where the dreams cross,”38 dreéms of the paét cross the
poet's mind and the "twilight" of‘the spiritual world~eonfroht
him in the struggle ofvspirit with flesh. The ﬂsiotted window"
of the third part of the poem is wide open now as the conflict
broadens to entail the ﬁhole of humanity and to reveal the
beauty of the world: "Unbroken wings" contrast with the "vans"
of Part I, the "lost heart" rejoices again in lost delights,
the "week spirit quickens to rebel" for the lust in all the

senses, and the "blind eye" again envisions its illusions. He

seemed to find nothing of wvalue before in Part I, and now all

‘the tem@tatiqns of the flesh are renewed.

Now is the time between death to the world and birth to

God:

the time of tension between dying and birth

The place of solitu%a where three dreams cross

Between blue rocks.
While struggling égainst the "blue rocks" that symbolize the
guieting of physieal cravings, the three dreams (the silent
sisfer,'the Virgin,'the Word) remind the poet that he is still
in the purgatory of suffering where "the voices shaken from the

yew~tree drift away." Through his experiences, symbolized in

the sorrow~bearihg tree, in Parts IV and V, he has learned that

death and its afterperiod mean a certain process of purification
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for worldly things, he does so. Yet, his will is not to be

Presentiy reconsidering his fate, he can hopefully “Let the
other yew be shaken and reply" on behalf of his deiivérance and
rebirth. The resulting prayer reviews the themes of the poem.
The repeated progression of images again point out the
way he has been travelling to God. He invokes both the sancti-
fied sister and the holy mother to "suffer us not to mock our-
selves with falsehood," and to teach us the lessons of renun-
ciation requested in Part I. He petitions "not to be separated”
from the source'of true rebirth and life, "the spirit of the
fountain, spirit of the garden, . . . And spirit of the river,
spirit of the sea," for he admits that in whate%er‘sorrow he
lives, "Our peace in His will" shall remain; this was the great
lesson of Dante’ in learning "to sit still." After asking not
to be separated from the river and the sea, the sources of true
life, he addresses his petition directly to God: "And let my

n s cry of anguish and self-torture

cry come unto Thee.
brings to mind the setting of the whole poem within the Passion
of Christ and his Crucifixion. |

This stage of Eliot's spiritual journey is néw complete:
before he could tﬁrn ﬁeither to the wofld nor'tq God, now
although he can turn to the wﬁrld he desires to turn to God.

But the tension, the critical conflict, remains ever the same

in his human condition, for, although he does_”not wish to wish"

separated from God. The repeated experience of turning his will),

strengthens his choice and faith in God's will. The change of
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will in Parts I and VI is 4 strong contrast and is the signifi-

cant development of the poeﬁ. Indeed, the poem tells of aes~
paration, self-forgetfulness, moral recovery and conversion,
regurrected faith, the ﬁeed of grace, and renewal of3the-will
toward both God and the world. Part VI should not be a paradox,
rather a manifestation of the fundamental weakness of the des-
pair of Part I. Although prolonged and painful, even seemingly
retarding, the basic desert experience, drought or dark night
experience, is an essential stage in the process of the

believing Christian. The experience of despair and disillusion-

ment in the exile btheme and the complementary turning expérience

through renunciation now yield a new vision and faith, based on

greater moral insight and a renewed sense of direction.-
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CHAPTER FOUR

EXPLICATION OF THE TEXT,
AN APPROACH TO FORM AND EMOTIONAL UNITY

On the way toconfession Stephén walked
on and on though 1l1lit streets, fearing
to stand still for a moment lest it might
seem that he held back from what
awaited him, fearing to arrive at that
towards Which he still turned with
longing. -

James dJoyce

In trying to approach Eliot's poetry from an objective

viewpoint, the whole question of true religious poetry must

| first be considered. In a few sentences from After Strange Gods

Eliot put-his finger on the usual weakness of religious poetry.’
Why, I would ask, is most religious verse so bad; and.
why does so little religious verse reach the highest
level of poetry? Largely, I think, because of a pious
insincerity. . The capacity for writing poetry is rare;
the capacity for religious emotion of the first intensity
is rare; and it is to be expected that the existence of
both capacities in the same individual should be rarer
still. People who write devotional verse are usually
writigg as they want to feel, rather than as they do
feel. o .

It . is the opinion of this study too that Eliot in fact wrote as

he felt 'and not as he would have liked to feel. Leonard Unger

suggests that "We may assuﬁe that a devotional poem written by

Bliot will conétitute a record of the poet's religious experi-

ence. "> However, reéding a poet's religious verse to search out

the biography of the man is to deny the value of the poem and
the intent of the poet. As was mentioned in Chapter II, only

if the reader can leave behind his solitary hopes in a personal

110,
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confession from the poet can the six parts of "Ash Wednesday"-

be seen together as the focus of a single religious emotion.
Eliot's skill in maintaining the detachment of the man

who creates from the man who suffers is the crucial question:

does he do 1t? Allen Tate says that he does and would go sé

far as to answer that the highly effective technical perfor-

|mance developing the religious emotion of "Ash Wednesday" is

possibly the only way valid for any religious poetrj today.&

In his anélysis Tate's conclusion is that only by thekmarriage
of flexible rhythm aﬁd fitted imagery can the poet create the
necessary effects of the emotion in all its significant levels
of meaning. This statement isvat the core of this consideration
of the poem from %he viewpoint of precise form and its impli-
cations.

BEliot employs a purposeful ambiguity. in his poetry. It
is seen in the regular jet halting rhythm of the poem and its
constant uncertainty of movement which could either lead to
more regularity or fall into abrupt improvisation. The imagery
itself is surp?isingly commonplace, "secular" imagerj; it gives
a particular situation, yvet the emotion,coming forth is not
identified with ény particular experience. This follows Eliot'sg
own poetic pfincipie in his critical works,5 that is his concept
of imagery. Images that are "consciously concrete' correspond
ciosely to éomething actually seen and remembered; and yet,
these same images can also sband for something larger and are

not dependent on one's private experience to be understood,
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thus, ”unconsciousiy géneral." Eliot always suggests more than
he states directly. The use of imagery fits the broken rhythm
in ”Aéh Wednesday" as he calmly takes the reader from a known,
general emotion and'ifs smooth rhyfhm in a direction which is
unknown to the reader without noticeable surpfise,

As the.poem begins, the reader hears a voice gpeaking as
a spokésman for ali Christians at the'beginning of Lent. This
volce is more than just one man's voice and the reader feels
drawn to enter into it. Thé effects of the dramatic monologue
are not simply bound up in the charactef'of the speaker; but the
unifying effect of the speaker's voice and manner keeps them

working in unison, yet they are detached when they do merge with

|the speaker. The early sequence about the poet's ironic depre-

ciation of his worldly powers presents the poet objectively as

he momentarily thinks he is. This self-parody (the agéd eagle) |-

is contrésted sharply by his prayer for mercy. In the midst

of his overuintrospection,.the poet humbly asks for simple sin-
cerity and help. This transiﬁion‘is crucial in an understanding
of Eliot; he has gone from tﬁe bitter irony of "The waste Land"
and "The Hollow Men" to the threshold of humility, thé'confessioz
of the need for a help entirely dutside himself. The conﬁrastin
thoughts of Part I, the ambiguity of willing two different
things simultaneously, clearly shows whére the poet is, and not
where he should be. This is Eliot's "first turning" on the
first stair and it completes the first part’svstatement of the

turning theme.
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‘| poetry. This movement from abstract Symb01s>to cencrete

is very much in agreement with Eliot on this point:A

.leopards., The leopards' deed is terrifying; yet they are seen

Proceeding as a meditation, thevemotion is sﬁill general,
the diction’almcsﬁ prosaic, the imagery ndt very poeticale-
even dull. The irregular and'labored'rhythm‘changés in the
seéond part with tﬁe néw‘imagery, There are two kinds of
imagery alternating in.carreépondance,with the.suddeh andieon;
stant changes in rhythmi: the traditional religious symbols,

and the visval and tactile imagery which is common to gost'

images and sensations always implies something more and drives

at the very heart of the meaning of symbol. -F. O, Matthiessen

The suvccessful symbol possesses its peculiar concentrated
vitality through communicating the sense of standing for
something larger than itself. Only.by. its embodiment .
of the indefinite in the definite, the impalpable in the
concrete, can the symbol create the illusion that it is
giving expression to the very mystery of life,

An example of this is the strange feelingdabput thé'threé

with a fascinetion for their beauty, Matthiessen suggests that |

this sets the tone for the conclusion of .Part II with the idea
that "Terror has been transcended in a vision of death itself

as the promised land,"’

‘The agents of death and dissolution no lornger seem ﬁerfifym

ing but merge into a holy turning through death to life.
Again, thifough the nature of his imagery and the movement
of his verse he succeeds in setting the tone he requires to

refine the émotienoi By establishing the érea of meaning that

is to be devélobed; the poet permits even a reader on whom most
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of thé_liferary and'scriptural references (.such as the Garden
tradition ). would be lost to get the ifeel" of the poem. The
feeling of the rhythmn goes far beiow the levels of conscious
thoﬁght.and can.communicéte much béfore it is understood. Such
is the musical effect of the grasshopper's éhanting pairs.of

paradoxes, the same tune over and over. This simple musical

‘device"has heavy comnotations for Eliot that reach back to

Ithe Waste Land"® and speak of the inexorable and insatiable

desires of the human condition. Eliot's sharp feeling for

| the music of the words and for their rich and different con-.

notations allow. for many levels of meaning but always an
emotional unity.

The third part of the péem presents tﬁe poetfs struggle

in another vision., The "consciously concrete" images used

adhere to the very structure of the three major sequences and
are simultaneously exact and suggestive in thé‘portrayal of

these three spiritusl stages. Eliot puts his own theory to

: practice in that. he expresses his emdtion by means of "complete

‘conerete objectification®? and attains a definiteness of

statement and an indefiniteness of suggestion by working his

imagery so.intoAtheVvisible‘strUGture, . "The same shape

_twisted® below is a frightful image of this sort which permits

the reader to invade the poet 's awareness, and, when coupled

. with the irregular rhythmns, the reader experiences a féeling.

of the difficult ¢limbing movement--the effect Eliot intends,

. At the turning of the third stair, the muéicalmimage of the

bl ,



flute. presents an emotional and intellectual complex at the
same time--a distraction of the flesh. This too fades away

in the light of the single emotion, now turning to the

vision of the Lady in the Garden in Part IV with the absénce of

music-~"the fiddles and the flutes" are borne away.
Eliot's repeated use of 1itﬁrgica1 references indicate
a great deal about his preoccupations., The particular usé of

iiturgical cadences within and at ‘the conclusion of each

section unifies the whole poem and allows the reader the option

of recognizing and entereing into thé conscicusness of a
developed meditation or pfayer, The Church's liturgical colors
indicate a great deal about the predisposition of Ehe one who
prays., The "violet and the violet! réflect the twilight bor-
ders of l1ife, birth and death, Advent, and.Lent, when suffering
man muSt make his turning to death to be born again.. The
fullness of life is seen in "varied green' when the Virgin
walks in the Garden, “going in white and blue," granting man
the inspiration of heavenly bliss and purity. The “Lady"

theme dominates most of the poem, drawing the faint hope of
God's mercy and the hope of salvation iﬁ.the spiritual life
close to the earthly pairs of marie She bringé‘”the higher
dream” down to "trivial things" and as the Lady»»images
mesh»wfrom the beautiful friend to the Vlrgln to the Garden
and the Eternal Rose itself-~the 51gn of God's love becomes
more and more enfleshed, The "Lady" of "Ash Wednesday®, as

the idealized beautiful woman awakens the poet to a new life,
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|The "silent sister" purifies his earthly desires for a deeper

spiritual love. Thus, it is she who can 'redeem the time", for
the female contains both the distraction of the "bnoadbacked

figure dressed in blue .and. green® and the inter08851on of the

veiled sister." At this intersectim of Spirltual and cor-

| pcral planes,‘when dreams cross in the violet hours of the
|1living, .the WOrd is made flesh, For the pcet it is through ‘
:'thls kind of liturgical imagery, parti cularly through the

V131on and. example of the Virgin Mother of God, that ‘his pur-

gation and turning make sense andqaccept.the dream of the Word

| Incarnate as his hope. . The light cadences and.easy imagery

Which conclude Part IV are the calm before the storm of Part

V where the turning will of the poef is confronted4most
intensely by the Word, _

Sound and diction deserve particulaf attention in this
part of the poem as it buildé.to“the climax; Using the
powerful.impliéatians'of “the WOfd”, st;11 bn1y a Christian

abstraction, the poet creates the effect of immediate experi-

| ence by means of broken. and distra¢ted rhythm carrying strong

auditory images., The swhirling and turbid for-and-against
theme is felt by the reader as the words roll off,his tongue:
"Against the Word the unstilled world still whirled About

.the center of the silent wOfd@? The tension of helpless

waiting in darkness continues the formand=against theme of
turning as the rhythmn suggests the movement of the poet's

mind back and forth from doubt to acceptance. The quiet

b6,


http:for""and=again.st
http:image.ry

. o

- |clearness felt.in his former moments of vision contrast strongly

with the poet's labored cadences which retein him to the agony

|of his debate with himself. Eliot is using every possible

technique to encircle the meaning of the emotiong.coming.into
§harpermf;éus ﬁith every orbit. -His method of encirecling,
gexpandihg8 contracting around and gbout his point'of,emotian
unconsciously draws the reader into his developing wheel
imége; closer and closer to the'center, so‘that.iﬁ.the process
the reader comes closer to the réa; meaning‘of turning to the
Word., |

Alliteratiog and internal rhyme continue in the second
sequence, soften at'first9 glowed by the prdpheb's.echoing
fefrainw tinged with pathos. Consonance and assonance. develop
the turning for and agﬁnst;in staccato-like parasllels, |
building andAbuildiﬁg in the tﬁird sequenqé with a crescéndom
guestioning effect. The final volley Of»questiéns'end és before

hesitating on the edge of an image, thg;words-of the Word .

,éhadowing a torturéd background: "0 my people." Again Eliot

shapes the reader's experiehce'of the poém'by céusing him

to read it with-a freedom that is not*brecisely aware of the .
pérticular subject being talked about;‘the refraih‘s tormented.
voice could be the prophet,,‘_thé'poet9 Christ, and the "people"

could be the Jews, the suffering members of Chfist's,Body,

_the'Church, or Christ Himself in agony. This juxtaposition of
an image from the Passion of Christ and of the agonizing spec-

|ter of man yearning to be purged of his own yearnings brings

L7,
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~|now summed up in the last part of the poem with a flawless

newal of desire for a life of the senses., This contrasts

the poet's emotion to a peak, broken, surrendered, and waiting.

The effects and feelings of Eliot'!s religious emotion are

deﬁelopment in structure, Throughout the poem the poet. has

deliberately eliminated all the merely connective or tramsition-|.

al passages and employéd minimum punctuation to secure the pro- .
per tone-effects of his purposeful ambiguity.  Except for the
final prayer, the last part of the poem is formed in a single

flow, whereas. the more hesitant, evocative scenes used punctua-

tion. Caésura'ﬁ.calied for some haltings and these fitted well |

with his irregular rhythm, The oral rhythms and tempos were
established through rhyme and near-rhyme, particularly. in this
last section, Part VI, where the rhyme-scheme has a very.
wnifying effect. The images too in fhe second and third

sequences are simple sensual images and show the speaker!s. re-

sharply with the~unrelievéd blackness of hopelessness in Part T.

where : »» cthese wings are no longer wings to fly
But merely vans to beat the air.

and now they are The white sails...seaward flying
" unbroken wings '

This contrast of imagery points to the speaker's renewed under-
standing of life’s possibilities, and in 1ight'of his partial
ascent of the purgatorial mount the inner fibre of his being
has been strengthened. The continued flow of single images,
often in’immediate and unexplained juxtaposition, builds up the

ﬁotal pattern of the meaning of the speaker's one emotion, the
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turning in the tension between birth and death, death and birth.|.

The ambiguity of turning on the same images from lust to love
is necessary to utilize and refine the mémory and ‘is part of
this stage of spiritual growth, the active ﬁurgation aﬁd tem=
pering of the senses, The resulting tension is the necessary
tone of the speaker's emotion.

That the speaker is caught in "“the time of tension between
dying and birth" does not mean that. the poem's effect is
weakened because it is inconclusive, The whelé point of the .
one emotion is its inconclusiveness, its faithfulness to spir-
itual grow%ho No one passes through a purgative state simply
to have it end at a given moment and never appear again. The .
tension must always be there to find meaning 'in suffering and,
thus, to live fully within the human condition, accepting the
seemingly perpetual plane of human suffereing because one
accepts the depths and the more of it in the light of faith. .
Eliot's idea of some constant level of active purgation is evi-
dent in most of his poetry. It is seen in his notion of time, .
the cyclical pattern of man com{ng again and again to the same
place., This is evident in the six sections of "Ash Wednesday'
as the speaker begins anew each time to move forward. Eliot
does not simply go from an admission of sin in aﬁgradual move-
ment of terrible struggle to.achieve complete humility and self-
abnégationa The idea of this curious cyclical pattern again
bringing him to the beginning was expressed very clearly in The

Elder Statesman:

kg,
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You've only- just begun.
I mean, this only brings gou to the point
At which you MUST begin,l

For "most of us"1l life is a recurring cycle of spiritual

awakening and active purgatioﬁs which allows men to redeem the

personal past and, for Eliot at.ieast, to rediscover the Incar- f

nation which redeems all of history,12 The symbolic_death of .
the senses and rebirth in the spirit has its center point of
tension in the Ingarnatién, The last prayer of the poem brings 
together many of the earlier symbols in a focus on the meaning
of this self-abnegation and renunciation; Audrey Cahil assents
to-Eliot's implication:

‘o o s DEind the power of human love, behind the
loving intercession of the Virgin and all the
saints, and behind the beauty and vitality of
natural things is God himself, and that 1t is
He who can keep His followers true in spite of -
their faithlessness, and He who.can teach the
detachment and submission that can make ‘the
time of tension' tolerable, and 'the place of
solitude’ ;'even amon% the rocks'!, a place of
blessing and growth,i3

The wholeness of a man who has suffered is greéter than the sum |

of the individual experiences together. In the same way the
last prayer has brought the sPeakef closer to the center of his
own being and closer to thé still point on which all reality
turns and where the will of God is one.

When the poem has been finally completed, the reader has.

the full feeling of an individual spirit wavering in its desire |

to lose itself in the will of God, yet continually distracted .

by the world of desire and loss, The desire for. union voiced

in the final pfayef is the haunting fusion of the very near and
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human reality of doubt with redeeming f‘aith° Because of Eliot's

uncompromising sensitivity and persistence in finding the exact |

patterns for his expression, he has successfully communicated
to the reader the various shades and nuances which make up tﬁe
living character of the experience of one particular emotion.
How much of "Ash Wednesdayﬁ was written from personal  eX-
perience and how much was addressed particularly to Eliot's
contemporary world-scene is a purely speculative question,
However&_if Eliot is to be consistent with his principles of
poetry and his own criticisms, which he has followed so éell
within this poem,‘it is easily concluded that the man had. an

extremely intense and deep spiritual life, Eliot's development

has continually been paralleled by some writers with the Via.

Negativa or apophatic tradition of Christian mysticism as found
in The Cloud of Unknowing and Saint John of the Cross,. The

stéges of his spiritual growth as indicated by the whole of his

“|works do correspond, interestingly enough, to Saint John's

14

method in the Ascent of Mount Carmel. Obviously9 the man

himself had grown somewhere beyond his‘landmarks on the first
lap of his spiritual journey. He had grown out of his ironic
hopelessness in"The Waste Lénd" and. his Y"Ash Wednesday" spoke
to a society who had lost not only the humility to admit sin

but even the belief .in sin. Surely much of Eliot's intent was
to affirm the necessity of the spiritual life in breaking out.
of the sterility of the contemporary scgne's endless cycle of

nausea and meaninglessness, The remainder of his works
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developed on the cyclical nature of the Spiritual life, of man,

and of history as themes around his concept of the still pointe;

His Four Quartets neatly encapsuled the whole of Eliot's

Christian. experience, and the plays which came afterward put

into prééti¢e“the.conclusions of his previous works. . T.S.. Elioﬁ

must have been a sad and holy man, for he called himself a man
"with a special determination of purpose9"15 a passion and .
burning desire for the Word, but in a world where the Word has

too often been lost.
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CONCLUSION
* IN MY END IS MY BEGINNING *

.o sAnd what you thought you came for
Is only a shell, a husk of meaning

53'

From which the purpose breaks only when it is fulfilled

If at all. Either you had nopurpose :
Or the purpose is beyond the end you figured
And is altered in fulfillment...
‘ " = T.S.Eliot, "Little Gidding"®
The writer of this paper has‘very'iittle to conclude about
T.5.Eliot, for T.S.E. has only begun to influence the develop-
ment of this student. The rare opportunity of a real poetic

experience. was presented in reading Four Quartets. With such.

stimulation, a personal. theory of education -= floats'read,,and :

dig in to what you like -- redeemed the time, and much personal

curiosity was satisfied with Dante, Christian mysticism, and St‘

John of the Cross. The riches of many traditions were enjoyed .
as one enjoys finding the "old" ever new and revealing. By
investigating a few of these, such as the "Rose", "Garden", or

"stairs' images, special inéights into the poem and into meny

life eXperienees were gained. The quotation above refers to the

shallow motivations with whicech this work.waé begun and to the .

many lessons that have been learned along the way, both spir-

itually and academically. Being selective and leaving certain 4

many - doors closed was perhaps the hardest lesson, but-it

blended well with the lesson of the poermn,
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end of stanzas -in a song. The grasshoppers and crickets chirp

the same little tune out repeatedly, The burden of man's insa-|
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Messiah's coming follows, iIsaiah 9:1-7,

. 33, Leonard Unger, “"Ash Wednesday," T.S. Eliot: A
Selected Crithue {(New York: 1966), p. 369.

34, Considering the religious nature of the poem it
would seem that the apple-seed, an allusion to the forbidden
fruit of Eden, symbolizes the roots of human knowing and mun-
dane desires which are being purged and cast off.

35. Eliot is closer to actuwally giving up his own
desires; he is learning to "sit still" and let the existence
of the Word make his nothingness whole, :

36, Mieah 6:3,

"0 my people, what have I done to you?
In what- have I wearied you?

Answer meil"

37. '"Bless me father, for 1 have sinned' is the
beginming of the customary form used in the confession of sins
to the priest.

38. Eliot, p. 94, "The profit and the loss" of
life's dealings is a frequent 1mage for Eliot. Worldly con-
cerns are referred to similarly in Part I and repeatedly” in
other poems; e.g. line 314 of "The Waste Land", p. 65.

39. The violet twilight between death and birth is
a common image in Eliot: it is a time in the tomb (Holy Satur-
day) where at best Ellot now sees himself.

4
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40, As cited from Ishak, pp. 93 and 194; in the
Paradiso, Pieccada Donati answered Dante's question, "do you
desire a more lofty place?"

Brother, the quality of love stilleth our will,

and maketh us long only for what we have ,

and giveth us no other thirst, Did we desire.

to be more aloft, our longings were discordant

-~ from his will and here assorteth us. ...
his will is our peace; it is that sea. to whlch
all moves that it createth and that nature maketh,

41, The quote is from the 01d Testament-and is also
used in several liturgucal texts, e.g. "Devotion of the Forty
Hours." This prayer of one afflicted and weak, calling on Yah-
weh to save him, is from the Book of Psalms 102: 1-2,

Hear my prayer, O Lord; _

let my cry come to thee!l
Do not hide thy face from me
in the day of my distress!
Incline thy ear to me;
answer me speedily in the day when I calll

Chapter Four

i, James Joyce, Portralt of an Artist as a Young
Man (New York: 1970), »n. 140,

2. Eliot, After Strange Gods (New York: 1934),
Cited from: F.0, Mathiessen, pp, 120-121.

3, Unger, T.S. Eliot: A Selected Critique, p. 349.

L, Allen Tate, "On Ash=Wednesday," T.S. Eliot:
A Selected Critique, ed. Unger, p. 294,

5. Eliot, On Poetry and Poets (New York: 1957).

6., Matthiessen, p. 117,
7. Ibid.p. 118,

8. The grasshopper is referred as the "¢icada" with

the same connotation in "The Waste Land", line 354,

9, Matthiessen, p., 65.

10. Eliot, Complete Poems and Plays, "The Elder
Statesman," ActlII.
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11, Eliot, Collected Poems, "The Dry Salvages,"p.198.

12. BRefer to "The Dry Salvages," Part V.

13, Audrey F, Cahil, T.S. Eliot and the Human Predica
ament (Mystic, Comm.: 1967), p@ 12& .

14, Robert J Andreach Studles in Structure (New York:

1964), p.81.
15, Sir Herbert Read, "T.S.E. - A Memoir," T, S, Ellot

the Man and His Work, ed. Allen Tate, p. 36.
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