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Introduction

At the time of publication of the present collection of essays, T. S.
Eliot’s The Waste Land (1922) is a decade shy of its centennial. Yet
the poem is still the source of critical debate. How are we to read this
work and its attendant features? Should we view Eliot’s poem as the
product of a poet with mystical intent, attached to the idea of
producing a spiritual autobiography, as Lyndall Gordon suggests in
her biography of the poet? As the product of a misogynist, as Gordon
also contends? As the work of an anti-semite who nevertheless used
his shortcomings to some productive ends, as Anthony Julius argues?

Critical appraisal has been divided on The Waste Land from
the beginning. The early criticism of the poem, reflective of literary
concerns at the time, often concentrated on the structure of the work.
In an early review, for instance, Gorham B. Munson wrote, “I am
compelled to reject the poem as a sustained harmoniously functioning
structural unit” (205). Scholarly attention to the internal coherence of
the poem continued some sixty years later when Calvin Bedient
argued, “all the voices in the poem are the performances of a single
protagonist—not Tiresias but a nameless stand-in for Eliot himself”
(ix). Clearly, the search for an inner coherence for The Waste Land
could be arrived at from several different angles, and Bedient’s
suggestion helps to make sense of a large number of the poem’s
challenges, its multiple voices preeminently.

In fact, many of the questions readers continue to ponder
about Eliot’s poem were present from the beginning of its critical
reception. When Louis Untermeyer wrote in 1923 that The Waste
Land “is a pompous parade of erudition,” he spoke to the potential
elitism of many key modernists texts, which seem to require
specialized reading skills to be appreciated (151). Another reviewer
that same year remarked, “The Waste Land is, it seems to me, the
agonized outcry of a sensitive romanticist drowning in a sea of jazz”
(J. M. 170). Of course, part of the interest in this comment is that it
ties Eliot to romantic impulses, which the poet would not have
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appreciated. But the reviewer’s comments also evoke popular music—
Jazz—and Eliot’s connection with popular culture would not be fully
considered until David Chinitz’s early 2000s study which itself
benefited from the hindsight provided by postmodernist texts by
figures such as Thomas Pynchon or John Ashbery who showed how
productive the integration of high and low cultures might be. In 1923,
F. L. Lucas questioned Eliot’s skills as a poet, an enduring question
for some readers; he concluded, “in brief, in The Waste Land Mr. Eliot
has shown that he can at moments write real blank verse; but that is
all” (199). Anyone who has lead a classroom discussion with
undergraduates untutored in the ways of modernism will likely have
heard far worse an estimation of the value of Eliot’s verse style than
Lucas’ terse summary.

The poem’s evocation of then current theories in anthropology
and metaphysics has always been a topic of discussion. To quote
Munson once more, “the esotericism of The Waste Land is different:
it is deliberate mystification” (205). True to the nature of the book
series in which the present volume appears, a variety of critical
perspectives are here presented from scholars of different ranks and
geographical locations. Among the senior scholars represented, Leon
Surette revisits his earlier work on the occult nature of Eliot’s poem.
Surette amends his earlier theory at the same time he points out
common misreadings of what are often taken as foundational texts for
The Waste Land: James Frazer’s The Golden Bough and Jessie
Weston’s From Ritual to Romance—texts that are evoked by several
of the scholars represented here.

Despite Eliot’s dismal of the poem and its notes which bring
considerable attention to Frazer’s and Weston’s books, his sources
continue to the subject of debate. In this volume, Adrianna E. Frick
considers the issue of Eliot’s purported misogyny, calling for a more
nuanced view of Eliot’s treatment of women. Frick looks specifically
at the ambiguous figure of Tiresias, whom she shows was also
interestingly used in Guillaume Apollinaire’s Les mamelles de
Tirésias. Matthew J. Bolton examines the Dickens novel that gives the
poem its early title so important to Bedient’s argument. Bolton helps
remind us of the profound influence reading James Joyce’s Ulysses
had on Eliot. Cameron MacKenzie brings us back to the role of
another contemporary of Eliot’s: Ezra Pound. Pound’s editing of
Eliot’s poem has long been a matter of critical debate, allowing us to
question fundamental assumptions we make about matters such as
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how we assign authorship to any text. The complex nature of Pound’s
editing of Eliot’s text is clearly illustrated in the Facsimile and
Transcript version of the poem published in 1971, which MacKenzie
draws on heavily. Moving further back into Eliot’s past, Aaron Bibb
reconsiders whether or not the figure Eliot wrote about in his
dissertation, F. H. Bradley, should be read according to the paradigm
advocated by one of Eliot’s most prolific current critics, Jewel Spears
Brooker. Bibb calls for an overturning of our previous assessments of
Eliot’s reading of Bradley.

Liliana Pop returns to the long contested issue of religion and
spirituality in Eliot’s long poem. Is The Waste Land an expression of
despair or instead marked by transcendence at its end? Pop reads the
poem in the latter terms, but Ben Bakhtiarynia considers an often
maligned concept in modern times—nihilism—and questions
longstanding assumptions about the productivity of the negative. Petar
Penda reinforces this perspective and questions Eliot’s poem’s success
in living up to that criterion so important to New Critics: unity. Penda
also addresses the question of Eliot’s possible cultural elitism, which
recent critics such as Chinitz have attempted to defuse. In his essay,
Justin Evans argues for seeing Eliot’s poem as a means of critique,
thus returning to earlier views of Eliot as a commentator on society.

Yasmine Shamma and Carol L. Yang provide insights into the
nature of Eliot’s poem and its spatial orientations. They draw on
contemporary understandings of the way space impacts our daily
lives. Eliot’s work is situated within present concerns by Joyce
Wexler who reads The Waste Land in the context of 9/11 and the way
Eliot’s poem is brought to bear on the tragedy by Galway Kinnell’s
elegy on the terrorist attacks. Will Gray offers a new spin on the issue
of how we read Eliot’s poetics. He suggests we use the current
manipulation of text known as hypertext, and the popular notion of
mashup, as ways of understanding how the poem operates. Gray thus
presents a fitting way of ending this volume insofar as he amply
demonstrates how the poem, in protean fashion, continues to adapt to
the different reading strategies ensuing generations have projected
onto it in the ninety years since its initial publication. If the present
essays are any indication, there is still plenty left to say and plenty left
to debate on this poem, which has already been the subject of no small
amount of study.
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Textual Note: in-text citations marked “CP” throughout this volume
refer to Eliot’s The Complete Poems and Plays, 1909-1950. New
York: Harcourt Brace, 1980.
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The Waste Land: A Personal Grouse

Leon Surette
University of Western Ontario

Eliot’s Waste Land must be the most discussed and analyzed poem of
its length in the language, yet, for all that, it is perhaps still the most
contested of all poems firmly ensconced in the canon. Initially
received—at least by its boosters—as an articulation of the alienation,
disillusion and scepticism of the young twentieth century, it has since
been attacked from many angles—as reactionary, mystical,
homosexual, anti-Semitic, elitist, phallocentric and—yperhaps most
damagingly—as a con. The last criticism comes from the rather acid
pen of Lawrence Rainey, who denounces the whole of Modernist art
as little more than “a strategy whereby the work of art invites and
solicits its commodification” (3).! The Waste Land, Rainey says, was
“an effort to affirm the output of a specific marketing-publicity
apparatus through the enactment of a triumphal and triumphant
occasion” (100). There is no doubt that the publication of The Waste
Land was orchestrated by Eliot, Pound, and Eliot’s Harvard friend,
Schofield Thayer, co-editor of The Dial, but if we are to condemn all
artworks whose creators indulged in self promotion, the canon would
shrink radically.

Of course, the poem has its defenders—indeed, they are
legion; however, few any longer defend the poem’s “mythical
method,” a feature emphasized by early boosters and by Eliot himself.
Ronald Bush, for example, dismisses the “Frazer and Weston
imagery” as “superimposed . . . piecemeal onto sections that had been
written earlier”—an assessment with which it is difficult to disagree.
However, he goes on to surmise “that Eliot had some kind of short-
lived religious illumination during the process of re-envisioning the
fragments of his poem” (72), thereby prospectively defending it from
Rainey’s accusations of manipulative career building—which it
certainly was. But even if the package was factitious, the components
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could still be heartfelt.

An outriding view of The Waste Land is the “occult theory” of
the poem that I first articulated in an article published in Twentieth
Century Literature in 1988, “The Waste Land and Jessie Weston: A
Reassessment,” and to which I returned at greater length in The Birth
of Modernism: Ezra Pound, T. S. Eliot and The Occult in 1989. So far
as I am aware, the article has never been cited in published
commentary on The Waste Land. Tellingly, Lyndall Gordon does not
even mention Weston in either Eliot’s Early Years or the later T. S.
Eliot: An Imperfect Life. Although The Birth of Modernism has been
cited, the “occult theory” articulated there has been addressed only by
Timothy Materer, who largely accepts it (Modernist Alchemy 75-76).
Others who have explored Eliot’s “occult” or “alternative religious”
interests such as Donald Childs (1997, 2001) take no notice of my
discussion of the occult provenance of Jessie Weston’s From Ritual to
Romance. Laurie MacDiarmud’s occult friendly 2003 study, Eliot’s
Civilized Savage, cites The Birth of Modernism as an epigraph to her
Chapter 4 but makes no further reference to my study. Alan Clinton’s
2004 study Mechanical Occult dismisses my “occult theory” of the
poem with an exclamation mark: “in The Birth of Modernism Leon
Surette made the controversial claim that Eliot sought Pound’s help in
editing The Waste Land due to Pound’s expertise in occult literature!”
(2). Once again, no further mention is made of my argument.

The “Occult Theory”

I was not the first to offer an “occult” reading of The Waste Land. The
first was by the Cambridge classicist F. L. Lucas, who reviewed The
Waste Land in The New Statesman (Nov. 23, 1923). It was a negative
review, observing that “Miss Weston is clearly a theosophist, and Mr
Eliot’s poem might be a theosophical tract” (Grant 196). John Senior
also highlighted the theosophical provenance of Weston’s study in his
1959 study, The Way Down and Out: The Occult in Symbolist
Literature (176-177), although he backed off from drawing the
inference that The Waste Land might be a “theosophical tract.”
Lucas’s review was printed in full in Grant’s 1982 collection, 7. S.
Eliot: The Critical Heritage, but the sentence I have cited is elided
from the version appearing in Spears Brooker’s 2004 collection, 7. S.
Eliot: The Contemporary Reviews!

No doubt all of this sounds like sour grapes—and to some
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extent it is. Nonetheless the silence, suppression, or casual dismissal
of the “occult theory” requires some comment. Other troublesome
interpretations—the homosexual, the anti-Semitic, the phallocentric,
and the disingenuous—have been vigorously contested rather than
ignored or suppressed. Two questions come to mind: 1) what exactly
is the occult theory and what does it tell us about the poem and about
Eliot? and 2) why has the “occult theory” been ignored or suppressed?
I have space to address only the first.

After outlining Blavatsky’s eccentric notion that there were
seven independent human “evolutions,” in The Birth of Modernism 1
articulated my “occult theory”:

I do not suppose for a moment that Eliot shared such an eccentric belief.
What I do suppose is that he wanted and expected readers of The Waste
Land to discover the poem’s relation to Theosophical fantasies. Weston’s
Theosophy was to be read as a symptom of the spiritual decay that Eliot’s

poem—on any reading—evokes and bemoans. . . . The very implausibility
of Weston’s thesis is, I think, much the point of the allusion. (Birth 461-
462)

My Revised “Occult Theory”

I did not endorse Lucas’ suggestion that “Eliot’s poem might be a
theosophical tract,” but assumed an ironic detachment from Weston’s
theory of the grail legend on Eliot’s part. However, I no longer hold
that view. I now believe that it was Weston’s claim for the persistence
of religious experience throughout the whole course of human
existence that Eliot meant his readers to take from her—without
granting any particular importance to quests, waste lands, Hyacinth
girls, perilous chapels, and the like. The message of Weston’s book is
that these exoteric or external elements were inessential and particular
to times and places. The Greeks had no questing knights, and the
Middle Ages had no divine rapes. The esoferic content of the stories is
what interested her. So when Eliot recommended From Ritual to
Romance to his readers, he expected them to take the message that
contact with the divine has been memorialized in a variety of ways
over all of human history:

Not only the title, but the plan and a good deal of the incidental symbolism
of the poem were suggested by Miss Jessie L. Weston’s book on the Grail
legend: From Ritual to Romance (Cambridge). Indeed, so deeply am I
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indebted, Miss Weston’s book will elucidate the difficulties of the poem
much better than my notes can do; and I recommend it (apart from the great
interest of the book itself) to any who think such elucidation of the poem
worth the trouble. (CP 50. My emphasis)

There is little sense of ironic detachment from Weston in these
remarks.

What Weston Said

As we have seen, despite the early flurry of earnest elucidation based
on Weston, scholars have come to the conclusion that no illumination
is to be found there. Indeed, Anne Bolgan concluded that the notes
were “intended by its author as a deliberate piece of obfuscation” (32).
Her view is extreme, but not so far from the current consensus. And
Eliot himself in “The Frontiers of Criticism” (1956) lamented sending
“so many enquirers off on a wild goose chase after Tarot cards and the
Holy Grail.” In that same essay, Eliot explained that the notes were
added to flesh out the volume. (There were no notes for the Criterion
printing.) But a need to flesh out the volume does not explain why he
gave such prominence to Weston, since he could have written more
about Frazer, or filled out the Biblical references. Moreover he still
felt, in 1956, that “it was just, no doubt, that I should pay my tribute to
the work of Miss Jessie Weston” (On Poetry and Poets 121). That
Eliot still felt some obligation to Weston despite disclaiming the
relevance of the Tarot cards and the Holy Grail lends credence to my
contention that it was her account of the persistence of a single
religious illumination throughout the ages that is relevant to the poem.
Eliot went on in the headnote to invoke Frazer’s Golden
Bough as “another work of anthropology,” as if Weston and Frazer
were equivalent academic scholars. Indeed, even Lucas describes
Weston as “a disciple of Frazer,” which she manifestly was not.
Frazer is thoroughly positivistic—in the Comtean sense. The Golden
Bough locates the origin of Christian religious beliefs and practices in
the barbaric rites of mankind’s archaic past. No unbiased reader could
mistake Frazer’s posture toward archaic magical beliefs and practices
on the one hand, and contemporary religious practices, on the other:

we may illustrate the course which thought has hitherto run by likening it to
a web woven of three different threads—the black thread of magic, the red
thread of religion, and the white thread of science. . . . while the black and
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white chequer still runs through it, there rests on the middle portion of the
web, where religion has entered most deeply into its texture, a dark crimson
stain, which shades off insensibly into a lighter tint as the white thread of
science is woven more and more into the tissue. . . . Will the great
movement which for centuries has been slowly altering the complexion of
thought be continued in the near future? or will a reaction set in which may
arrest progress and even undo much that has been done? (The Golden
Bough 33-34. My emphasis)

Frazer had good reason to fear a resurgence of religious superstition,
as the preface to the abridgment reveals. Eliot was not the only reader
who saw Frazer’s work as, in Eliot’s words, “throwing its light on the
obscurities of the soul” (Eliot, “A Prediction in Regard to Three
English Authors, Writers Who, though Masters of Thought, Are
likewise Masters of Art”):

I am so far from regarding the reverence for trees as of supreme importance
for the evolution of religion that I consider it to have been altogether
subordinate to other factors, and in particular to the fear of the human dead,
which, on the whole, I believe to have been probably the most powerful
force in the making of primitive religion. I hope after this explicit
disclaimer [ shall no longer be taxed with embracing a system of mythology
which I look upon not merely as false but as preposterous and absurd. (The
Golden Bough vii)

Alas, Frazer’s hope was not to be realized. Eliot scholars have by and
large accepted Eliot’s mis-characterization of Frazer’s work as one
celebrating the unity of religious belief from remote antiquity until the
present. Jewel Spears Brooker, for example, declares that “Frazer
constructed his mono-myth by tracing myths and mythic fragments
back through time to a reconstructed hypothetical abstract parent
myth” (Mastery and Escape 159). But Frazer did nothing of the sort.
Brooker is confusing Frazer with Joseph Campbell, who, like Weston,
does propose a monomyth underlying all human myths. Frazer, in
contrast, exposed contemporary Christian beliefs as somewhat
sanitized versions of ancient barbaric practices of human sacrifice and
cannibalism. In fact, in his closing remarks, Frazer explicitly rejects
theosophical speculations like Campbell’s, as well as the nostalgia for
a simpler time that characterizes Eliot’s “East Coker”:

It is in this final stage of decay that most of the old magical rites of our
European forefathers linger on at the present day, and even from this their
last retreat they are fast being swept away by the rising tide of those



6 Leon Surette

multitudinous forces, moral, intellectual, and social, which are bearing
mankind onward to a new and unknown goal. We may feel some natural
regret at the disappearance of quaint customs and picturesque ceremonies,
which have preserved to an age often deemed dull and prosaic something of
the flavour and freshness of the olden time, some breath of the springtime of
the world; yet our regret will be lessened when we remember that these
pretty pageants, these now innocent diversions, had their origin in
ignorance and superstition; that if they are a record of human endeavour,
they are also a monument of fruitless ingenuity, of wasted labour, and of
blighted hopes, and for all their gay trappings—their flowers, their ribbons,
and their music—they partake far more of tragedy than of farce. (The
Golden Bough 424-425. My emphasis)

Weston’s view is diametrically opposed to Frazer’s, and much closer
to Campbell’s:

The more closely one studies pre-Christian Theology, the more strongly one
is impressed with the deeply, and daringly, spiritual character of its
speculations, and the more doubtful it appears that such teaching can
depend upon the unaided processes of human thought, or can have been
evolved from such germs as we find among the supposedly "primitive"
people, such as e.g., the Australian tribes. Are they really primitive? Or are
we dealing, not with the primary elements of religion, but with the disjecta
membra of a vanished civilization? Certain it is that so far as historical
evidence goes our earliest records point to the recognition of a spiritual, not
of a material, origin of the human race; the Sumerian and Babylonian
Psalms were not composed by men who believed themselves the
descendants of “witchetty grubs.” (7)

In short, Weston rejects Darwin in favour of some fantasy of human
descent from extra-terrestrial and immaterial beings.

Although Eliot himself is largely responsible for the
persistence of the error that Weston’s theosophical tract and Frazer’s
positivistic study are equivalent, it is astonishing that scholars
continue to repeat the error—most recently in Craig Raine’s
biography of Eliot: “The argument of Jessie L. Weston’s From Ritual
to Romance—implicit in its title,” Craig writes, “is that the Grail story
is a transformation of, an outgrowth from, older vegetation rituals. Her
strategy, then, follows Frazer’s The Golden Bough, which is also
acknowledged in Eliot’s notes” (7. S. Eliot 81). Clearly Raine did not
read any more than the title of Weston’s book, divining the contents
from that hint as only a poet can do.
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Eliot came to Weston already armed with a long-standing familiarity
with The Golden Bough. He had read at least some volumes of it for
“The Interpretation of Primitive Ritual,” a paper he delivered in
Royce’s seminar in December 1913. He there considered the theories
of Miiller, Durkheim, Lévy-Bruhl, and Frazer. He was not
sympathetic to Frazer’s positivistic bent: “I have not the smallest
competence to criticize Dr. Frazer’s erudition. . . . But I cannot
subscribe for instance to the inferpretation with which he ends his
volume on the Dying God” (qtd. in Gray 130). The interpretation in
question is a positivistic one:

He [the god] was killed, not originally to take away sin, but to save the
divine life from the degeneracy of old age; but, since he had to be killed at
any rate, people may have thought that they might as well seize the
opportunity to lay upon him the burden of their sufferings and sins, in order
that he might bear it away with him to the unknown world beyond the
grave. (Frazer 755)

In short, Frazer asserts that the barbaric practice of killing and eating
the king when he became ill or impotent foreshadows the practice of
the Christian Mass which commemorates or re-enacts (as the
Catholics insist) Christ’s death and involves the drinking of His blood
and eating of His flesh—an interpretation to which Eliot “cannot
subscribe.”

Some indication of what Eliot took from Weston is to be
found in his September 1921 “London Letter” for The Dial, written
during the early stages of his assembly of The Waste Land. [Eliot left
the TSS of the poem with Pound sometime between December 19 and
December 24, 1921 (Letters 497-499)]. In that letter, he remarks that
he found Stravinsky’s Sacre du Printemps, to be an “interesting . . .
but hardly more than interesting” juxtaposition of a primitive
vegetation rite with modern music. He also remarked that The Golden
Bough could be read either “as a collection of entertaining myths, or
as a revelation of that vanished mind of which our mind is a
continuation” (252. My emphasis). As we have seen, if one respects
Frazer’s explicit intentions, it cannot be read in either of those ways.
The Golden Bough is an exposé of the barbaric origins of Christian
religious beliefs and practices. As for the “vanished mind,” Frazer’s
point is that it has not yet vanished, but persists in Christian belief and
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practice. A year later (after completing The Waste Land) Eliot
commented on The Golden Bough more carefully, but in a similar
vein:

It is a work of no less importance for our time than the complementary work
of Freud—throwing its light on the obscurities of the soul from a different
angle; and it is a work of perhaps greater permanence, because it is a
statement of fact which is not involved in the maintenance or fall of any
theory of the author’s. (“A Prediction” 131. My emphasis)

Once again, Eliot ignores—indeed, denies—the clearly positivistic
cast of Frazer’s study, even though he does describe it here as a
“stupendous compendium of human superstition and folly.”

There is no mention of Weston in Eliot’s published letters, so
we do not know when he read her, but it may have been between the
September 1921 “London Letter,” and the undated “Ulysses, Order
and Myth,” which appeared in The Dial for November 1923 in which
Eliot famously praised Joyce’s Ulysses for “manipulating a continuous
parallel between contemporaneity and antiquity” (483). If Eliot had
first encountered Weston’s theosophical thesis between these two
reviews, we could be confident that the debt he owed her was for a
scheme that permitted an assemblage of fragments under the rubric of
an encompassing expository frame. The fact that he disparaged the
mythical method in his comments on Stravinsky supports such an
hypothesis. But my claim—in contradiction of the various critical
assessments—is that the frame he took from Weston was not a quest,
nor a fertility rite, nor the Tarot cards, but the notion of an esoteric
revelation recorded exoterically in a variety of stories throughout the
ages. The anecdotes in The Waste Land cohere in the same manner as
the legends and myths discussed by Weston—that is, they all have the
same esoteric meaning. It remains to be determined just what esoteric
meaning the anecdotes in The Waste Land possess.

What the Thunder Said

In a 1916 review, Eliot complained of Frazer’s positivism, contrasting
him to Lévy-Bruhl, who, Eliot said, gives due attention to “a side of
the primitive mind which has been neglected by older anthropologists,
such as Frazer, and produces a theory which has much in common
with the analyses of mythology recently made by disciples of Freud”
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(Review of Webb 116). The “side” in question is the “mystical
mentality.” This juxtaposition of Frazer and Freud as compatible
accounts of the human psyche did not last with Eliot. By 1925, he was
backing away from it: “The influence of Frazer on our generation
cannot yet be accurately estimated; but it is comparable to that of
Renan, and perhaps more enduring than that of Sigmund Freud” (“A
Commentary” 342). (Ernest Renan, author of La Vie de Jésu, was a
prominent positivistic scholar of religion.)

Before he had read Weston, heard Le Sacre du Printemps, or
read Ulysses, but after he had read Frazer, Eliot believed that “the poet
should . . . be aware of all the metamorphoses of poetry that illustrate
the stratifications of history that cover savagery. For the artist is, in an
impersonal sense, the most conscious of men; he is therefore the most
and the least civilised and civilisable; he is the most competent to
understand both civilised and primitive” (“War Paint and
Feathers,”1919. qtd. in Bush and Barkin 35. My emphasis). Eliot,
then, was primed for the Weston thesis that there was a continuity of
revelation between the archaic past and the present, and that the artist
was “the most competent” to reveal that continuity.

The Golden Bough cannot be read “as a revelation of that
vanished mind of which our mind is a continuation,” but From Ritual
to Romance certainly can. Moreover, Weston believes that privileged
contemporary men and women have direct access to that “vanished
mind.” She explains that the “esoteric ‘Mystery’ form” of the Grail
legend reveals a “high spiritual teaching concerning the relation of
Man to the Divine Source of his being, and the possibility of a
sensible [that is, intimately felt] union between Man, and God”
(Weston 203). She goes on to argue that Christianity “did not hesitate
to utilize the already existing medium of instruction”—that is, the
myth of a magical sympathy between the king’s potency and animal
and vegetable fruitfulness (204). Her essential point is that the grail
legend “is no mere literary invention . . . but a deeply rooted popular
belief, of practically immemorial antiquity and inexhaustible vitality;
we can trace it back thousands of years before the Christian era, we
find it fraught with decisions of life and death today” (65).

The Grail legend itself, then, is of no particular interest for
Weston except as a disguised account of a religious truth of great
antiquity. She adumbrates that religious truth as follows:

the Otherworld is not a myth, but a reality, and in all ages there have been
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souls who have been willing to brave the great adventure, and to risk all for
the chance of bringing back with them some assurance of the future life.
(186. My emphasis)

For Weston, then, stories of death and rebirth, of descent and return,
of sleep and awakening, of sexual transport and post coital depression
are all seen as exoteric accounts of an encounter with an ineffable
truth. As Weston explains in the introduction: “part of the information
at my disposal depended upon personal testimony, the testimony of
those who knew of the continued existence of such a ritual, and had
actually been initiated into its mysteries” (4-5). The grail legend, then,
is merely one vehicle for the great truth that we are not mere mortals,
but immortals who can look forward to a continued existence in the
astral realm. “At its root,” she says, “lies the record, more or less
distorted, of an ancient Ritual, having for its ultimate object the
initiation into the secret of the sources of Life, physical and spiritual”
(203). Fertility rites, quests, wastelands and fertile gardens are merely
exoteric expressions of an esoteric truth—a truth that remains
unspoken and unspeakable.

One might ask: why then is the poem full of images of death
and disease? The answer is that normal access to the astral realm is by
death. For such believers as Weston—and indeed for Christians as
well—death is really a second birth, a birth to a spiritual realm
traditionally called “Heaven.” (I have not found any occultists who
believe in Hell, and only the more traditional Christian faiths retain
belief in that place of punishment.) Ancient rites of
illumination—most famously the rites of Eleusis—involved a mock
death and rebirth. Christianity has retained that palingenetic practice
in the rite of baptism, a ritual death by water and rebirth to a new life.

My claim, then, is that Eliot expected his readers to find in
Weston an account of the persistence of stories recounting contact
with the “Otherworld.” On that view Eliot’s reference to Frazer is
misleading since if one were to consult Frazer one would find—in
Eliot’s own words—a “stupendous compendium of human
superstition and folly.” If we turn to The Waste Land itself, we find
that it begins—appropriately on my supposition—with “The Burial of
the Dead,” a pastiche of fragments from European literature evoking
images of death as a transitional stage—just as Weston had drawn on
Grail literature. If we remember that in Weston’s scheme death is the
gateway to the Otherworld, Eliot’s focus on death and erotic failure in
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the opening section is perfectly appropriate. Of course, we should not
forget that death remains a terrifying gateway to a new life.

Part II, “Game of Chess,” is more problematic until we
remember that in the Christian tradition mortification of the flesh is
the high road to the Otherworld, and that for Weston the sexual
character of the legends is purely symbolic. Hence corporeal
temptations will block access to the Otherworld. And it is worth
noting that, while the colloquy of the distressed married couple might
fit the pattern of a failure of fertility, Lil’s excessive fertility does not.
The allusion to Philomela’s metamorphosis is also appropriate on my
reading because tales of metamorphosis are read by occultists as
allegories of enlightenment—a view Ezra Pound endorsed in Guide fo
Kulchur: “I assert that a great treasure of verity exists for mankind in
Ovid and in the subject matter of Ovid’s long poem, and that only in
this form could it be registered” (299).

Part III, “The Fire Sermon,” surveys varieties of genital
activity—the homosexual advance of Mr. Eugenides, the typist home
at tea time, the Virgin Queen’s alleged affair, and the uncomplaining
Thames maidens. It closes with an evocation of St. Augustine, who
rose above concupiscence to become a Christian saint. On my reading,
as on the standard one, these are to be taken as instances of
concupiscence devoid of revelation.

Part 1V, “Death by Water,” hardly needs any comment.
Baptism is death by water—death to this life and birth to a better.
Alas, Phlebas’ death seems not to have led to rebirth. So we come to
the final section, “What the Thunder Said.” In this section we move
out of Weston’s world of pagan notions of enlightenment and turn to
the Judeo-Christian tradition. Eliot first invokes Christ’s passion and
death, but then returns to Weston’s symbolism of drought and
vegetable death. Once again, Eliot invokes the Gospels, alluding to the
appearance of the as yet unrisen—and unrecognized—Christ to the
apostles on the road to Emmaus. Next we get the Chapel Perilous
from Weston. Its relevance, of course, is that the Chapel is the
penultimate stage of the questing knight’s journey toward
enlightenment. However, the poem does not progress beyond this
stage. There is no enlightenment, only ambiguous rumblings from on
high. Although the thunder’s voice is rendered in Sanskrit, the turn to
a Sky God can be read as consistent with the return to the Judeo-
Christian tradition that I see as the burden of Part V.
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That the poem does not continue to some sort of
enlightenment is perfectly in accord with my reading of it. Eliot was
not a believer in any faith in 1921 when he completed The Waste
Land—though he was very definitely in search of some faith. What
The Waste Land represents is a faint hope that the “vanished mind of
which our mind is a continuation,” might, after all, contain some
wisdom. My reading of it, as a somewhat sceptical meditation on
death as the gateway to enlightenment, explains Eliot’s original
selection of epigraph: “Mistah Kurtz, he dead,” from Conrad’s Heart
of Darkness. Eliot resisted Pound’s advice to remove it: “Do you
mean not use the Conrad quote or simply not put Conrad’s name to it?
1t is much the most appropriate I can find, and somewhat elucidative”
(Letters 236. My emphasis). The elucidative nature is somewhat
obscure unless we turn to The Heart of Darkness and Marlowe’s
meditation on Kurtz’s dying cry: “The Horror! The Horror!” In that
meditation Marlowe recounts his own near death from a fever: “I was
within a hair’s breadth of the last opportunity for pronouncement, and
I found with humiliation that probably I would have nothing to say.”
Marlowe admires Kurtz for his pronouncement, conceding that
perhaps he, Marlowe, would have had something to say if he had
actually died: “And perhaps in this is the whole difference; perhaps all
the wisdom, and all truth, and all sincerity, are just compressed into
that inappreciable moment of time in which we step over the threshold
of the invisible. Perhaps!” (Heart of Darkness 119-120).

What the Conrad epigraph captures is the fact that the poem is
a meditation on revelation or its lack—and not on those themes that
nearly a century of commentary has supposed: impotence or
infertility, still less on concupiscence or celibacy, and not at all on the
state of Western civilization at the time of the catastrophe of the First
World War. Eliot scholiasts have scrupulously ignored or discredited
Eliot’s protestations against the standard reading—that the poem is a
cry of despair at the decline of Western civilisation. Even Eliot
debunkers—with the exception of F. L. Lucas and John Senior—have
not understood it—as I do—as a cri de coeur expressing the author’s
inability to believe, and equal inability to disbelieve.

Endnotes

! Kenneth Asher, 1995; Donald Childs, 1997; Anthony Julius, 1995; Lawrence
Rainey, 2005; Gabrielle Mclntyre, 2008.
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The Dugs of Tiresias: Female Sexuality and Modernist
Nationalism in The Waste Land and Les mamelles de
Tirésias

Adrianna E. Frick
Independent Scholar

In the wake of second wave feminist criticism, the misogyny of
modernist writers such as T. S. Eliot often goes unquestioned. In the
last decade, however, the tide began to turn and as scholars
investigated further older assumptions about the way we look at
canonical figures, these scholars often encountered resistance. In a
2007 review of a book on Eliot, Terry Eagleton asked, “Why do critics
feel the need to defend [T. S. Eliot] against all charges of misogyny
and antisemitism?” He further stated, “The poetry is shot through
from end to end with a fear and loathing of women.” Yet this
uncritical acceptance of critical dogma should itself raise eyebrows.
While Eagleton’s primary purpose is to make a distinction between
the personal habits of an author and the critique of his or her literary
production, the blanket statement of Eliot’s misogyny, particularly in
light of such a dynamic time period for gender construction, ought to
be cause for re-examination. Indeed, recent scholarship on Eliot
explores the contradictions and nuances in Eliot’s portrayal of
modernist sexuality and representations of the feminine, revealing a
far more complicated situation than previously acknowledged.

It is with this approach in mind that I suggest a careful re-
examination of modernist female sexuality as represented in The
Waste Land. When viewed within the political context of the
modernist era, female sexuality is no longer only a social issue, but an
economic and political issue as well, and a woman’s body becomes a
possession of the state. Eliot’s use of Ovid’s Tiresias reveals a
previously unexamined allusion' to Guillaume Apollinaire’s Les
mamelles de Tirésias and adds layers of complexity to interpreting this
figure’s narrative frame. Representations of modernist female
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sexuality, such as Lil in the “Game of Chess” passage, and the typist
of “The Fire Sermon,” as described by Ovid’s Tiresias and set in
parallel to Apollinaire’s Tirésias / Therése figure, reveal a sympathetic
depiction of women, demoralized and dehumanized by their economic
and political roles in society.

Critical Foundations: Questioning Eliot’s Misogyny and the
Politics of Female Sexuality in the Modernist Era

Eliot’s depiction of women is not, as it is often presented,
uncomplicated nor is his misogyny without doubt. Eliot’s misogyny is
not even worth questioning according to Eagleton: “Eliot’s well-
earned reputation is established beyond all doubt.” Sandra M. Gilbert
and Susan Gubar’s extensive work on the twentieth century woman
writer found misogyny to be a fundamental characteristic of the
modernist male author. Cassandra Laity refers to Eliot’s “role as a
stock figure for misogyny in feminist overviews” (4). However,
regardless of whether Eliot is or is not a misogynist, I believe that
viewing Eliot’s treatment of women as uncomplicated results in
ignoring key details in his work: “[CJontemporary feminist readers of
the male modernists must address misogyny directly, if only to move
beyond it to more complicated readings of gender-inflicted aspects of
their work” (McDonald 191).

In fact, recent scholarship suggests that what is often
interpreted as violence or indifference to women in general can be
viewed as class based and that Eliot is selectively sympathetic towards
women. Gail McDonald attempts to account for Eliot’s extreme
popularity and the lack of feminist criticism among educated women
during his own time in her essay “Through the Schoolhouse Windows:
Women, the Academy, and T. S. Eliot” and suggests, among other
things, that Eliot’s portrayal of bourgeois “ladies” in his early poetry
would have been equally contemptuous had it come from a female
modernist: “Independent-minded women of the 1920s, however, also
refer to ‘ladies’ derisively, deflating the pretensions of the guardians
of gentility” (185-186). In addition to the class issues of the anti-
bourgeois sentiment suggested in The Waste Land, discursive analysis
suggests a close sympathy with the afflicted and the working class.
Richard Badenhausen, in his essay “T. S. Eliot Speaks the Body: The
Privileging of Female Discourse in Murder and the Cathedral and The
Cocktail Party,” has suggested a more complex reading of Eliot’s



The Dugs of Tiresias 17

relation to the feminine by examining the power of female voice in
these texts. Similarly, Jennifer Sorensen Emery-Peck examines the use
of popular culture or “lower” class discursive elements to challenge
the labels of both elitist and misogynist for Eliot, noting the
significance of lower-class female narrative in the poem and studying
the influence of both Eliot’s wife Vivien and the Eliots’ housemaid on
The Waste Land.

Many others note that much of what appears to be anti-
feminine was approved by women of the time, including Vivien Eliot
and Virginia Woolf. In “Mimetic Desire and the Return to Origins in
The Waste Land,” Jewel Spears Brooker notes that Eliot’s portrayal of
the hysterical woman in The Waste Land is sympathetic, that Eliot’s
nervous first wife obviously approved of the portrayal according to
her notes in the facsimile edition, and that Eliot’s use of Ovid’s
Philomel throughout “A Game of Chess” and “The Fire Sermon”
sections of the poem suggest a sympathy with the feminine. Julie
Elaine Goodspeed-Chadwick also notes the influence that Vivien had
on the authorship of The Waste Land and suggests Eliot has a unique
ability to sympathize and identify with women: “The change of Eliot’s
citizenship and the subsequent acculturation allowed him a unique
perspective [ . . . | As a result, Eliot could relate to the marginalized
position of women and may very well have identified with women in
The Waste Land ” (118). The sum conclusion of all of this criticism,
mostly from the last decade, is three-fold. Firstly, while second wave
feminism and some modernist women found Eliot’s view of women
misogynistic, often to the detriment of Vivien, Vivien herself did not
disagree with the portrayal, and in fact encouraged it, as did other
women in the time period. Secondly, Eliot’s view of women is
complicated and far more nuanced than the label of elitist misogynist
allows, and his use of different narrative and lyrical techniques is
often sympathetic to the feminine, and particularly the working class.
Lastly, this complexity is accounted for by seeing Eliot’s violence and
even indifference as representations of the commodification of female
sexuality. As Goodspeed-Chadwick states, “How can [The Waste
Land] be anti-feminist when Eliot, like Marx, can be read as an
advocate for change in the material conditions of women?” (125).
Rather, one of his key portrayals of women is contained within a
narrative frame aligned with the feminine, one that grants power to a
feminine voice, and one that suggests a far deeper interpretation
grounded in hysterization.
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Michel Foucault’s analysis of modern sexuality reveals a
number of key underlying power structures, but two are especially
relevant to analyzing Eliot and Apollinaire: the hysterization of
women’s bodies, causing female sexuality to become an analyzed,
dissected object in medical and psychological discourse, and the
socialization of procreative behaviors, by which the reproduction of a
couple became a part of economic and political discourse (104-105).
While these two factors began with the bourgeoisie towards the end of
the nineteenth century, it is during the beginning of the twentieth that
they cross class levels: “For their part, the working classes managed
for a long time to escape the deployment of ‘sexuality’” (121). These
two factors are especially present in the modernist era due to the
emerging issues of birth control and the contrasting nationalistic
demand for repopulation. The Malthusian couple,” who scheduled and
limited their reproduction through the advent of birth control, became
a social stigma after World War I and later the Spanish Flu Pandemic
depleted the populations of nations. Medical discourse also began to
compare the nervousness experienced by shell-shock victims to the
symptoms of hysteria, complicating the gendered identity of the
soldier as well as that of the hysterical woman (Gish 111). The
emergence of modernist feminism combined with the advent of
wartime women entering both academia and the workforce created
new political ramifications as to the ownership and purpose of a
woman’s body.

Eliot’s Tiresias: A Narrative Frame of Comparison

Within this complicated social and political context, modernists like
Eliot and Apollinaire examine the sexualized female body as an object
of economic and political significance. Characteristics of Eliot’s
women, frequently taken as misogynistic, can also be perceived as
examinations of this shifting role of women in the workforce,
particularly when compared to Apollinaire’s characterization of
feminism. While Eliot’s bourgeoisie women are portrayed as anxious
and helpless in The Waste Land, working class women are especially
mechanical and dehumanized. However, the narrative voice of Ovid’s
Tiresias serves to make the reader empathize with and relate to the
feminine rather than perceive it as a political object. Tiresias’s
presence also creates a contrast between a classical portrayal of
passion and sexual pleasure and the soullessness of one woman
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reproducing at the risk of her life for God and country and another
mechanically and apathetically going through the motions. The
comparison with Apollinaire, also achieved by way of the narrative
frame of Tiresias, further complicates the issue of the nationalistic
female body by expressing the anxieties felt by men and referencing a
surrealistic world where men can overcome the inconvenience of
female sexuality. The complex signification of the female body and
the allusion to Apollinaire are impossible without the use of Tiresias
as a narrative frame, and indeed, without the invocation of Ovid’s
Tiresias specifically.

While Tiresias has a long classical history in literature and
many symbolic representations associated with him, Eliot is very
specific about the characteristics he is emphasizing. He makes a
passing reference to Sophocles’ blind prophet of the Oedipus Trilogy
in one line and a half-line allusion to the wise man of the Underworld
in Homer’s Odyssey, but Eliot clearly states in his verbose footnote for
line 218 that he is referring to Ovid’s portrayal in the Metamorphoses.
While this is not the first allusion to the Metamorphoses, the footnote
is considerably longer than any other. The earlier reference to
Philomel, for instance, merely warrants a line number. Eliot’s
reference to Tiresias, however, warrants a lengthy expository
paragraph and the poetic passage quoted almost in entirety. While
certainly, Eliot’s footnotes are not always to be trusted or taken at face
value, the sheer number of lines devoted to this one section indicates
an attempt to draw attention to key factors only present in the Ovidian
representation and as Eliot himself said, “No poet . . . has his complete
meaning alone” (“Tradition” 38).

Eliot’s invocation of Ovid is itself a commentary on
seduction. Ovid’s persona in his didactic poetry on sexual conquest
was the praeceptor amoris, a teacher of seduction. His texts Amores
(The Loves), Ars Amatoria (Art of Love) and Remedia Amoris (Cure
for Love) were all concerned with winning over a sexual partner or
keeping interest in the affair. Ovid also wrote The Heroides, a work
that retells epics of antiquity from the female point of view, giving
voice to Aeneas’ Dido, Jason’s Medea, and Odysseus’s Penelope,
suggesting that women previously considered plot points and
accessories to their respective stories not only had their own
perspectives but were frequently wronged by the supposed heroes.
The Metamorphoses, Ovid’s best-known work, is centered on the
theme of transformation and is filled with stories of gods changing
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forms to seduce or rape young maidens, begetting demigods along the
way. In fact, the passage Eliot refers to follows one such story, that of
Jove’s ravishing of Semele, and the passionate, violent, and ultimately
fatal jealousy of Juno. For Ovid, Tiresias and Semele are connected by
the fiery passion and sexuality of Juno.

In contrast to the idea of classical fires, Eliot sets his own
couple, the typist and the clerk and their tepid, mechanical affair. The
“young man carbuncular,” like Jove, plans his “assault” carefully (CP
44). However, where Jove may have watched the habits or actions of a
maiden and altered his form to suit her, the young man waits until his
prey is full from dinner after a long day at work and “she is bored and
tired” (CP 44). Where Jove might engage in a courtship ritual, the
clerk “Endeavours to engage her in caresses / Which still are
unreproved, if undesired” (CP 44). Eliot has put this scene in stark
contrast to the strategic courtship rituals or even “ravishing” scenes of
the classical era. While Gilbert and Gubar refer to the passage as a
“figurative rape” (2:340), some, such as Goodspeed-Chadwick, have
viewed the scene between the typist and the clerk as a more literal
rape scene, particularly in light of Philomel’s role within the poem
(120-121). Philomel, as famously told by Ovid, was kidnapped and
raped by her brother in-law and had her tongue cut out to prevent her
from telling anyone. Philomel and her sister Procne vengefully feed
Tereus his own children, and after their deaths they transform into
birds, usually a nightingale and / or sparrow, depending on the version
of the tale. Spears Brooker notes a “moral pollution” in the “vignette”
between the typist and the clerk: “The central event in this poem of
crisis is rape, and as both violence and desire are contagious, the
effects of Philomel’s violation have spread from the center to the
periphery in all directions. . . . In Ovid’s version of Philomel, the
emphasis is primarily on the link between violence and desire” (144-
145). Perceived in this light, the clear apathy of the typist and the
callousness of the clerk are a stark contrast to the violence and desire
of the Ovidian predecessors. Gilbert and Gubar suggest this
contributes to the “upside-down world” of gender change and that the
scene is a “parody of the male dominance-female submission that
should be associated with fertility and order” because of the young
man’s social position and the fact the woman is “not really submissive
but simply indifferent” (339). However, the classical scene this is
connected to by allusion is one of godly passion and sexual pleasure,
rather than a dominant / submissive paradigm. This is all the more
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explicit when viewed through the eyes of Tiresias.

The vignette of the typist and the clerk is relayed by Tiresias,
an “old man with wrinkled female breasts” who is “throbbing between
two lives” (CP 43). While Tiresias is exterior to the scene, he is
capable of relating to both genders in the encounter and empathizing
with both individuals. However, despite the two genders, Tiresias is
grounded in the feminine from the beginning by immediately focusing
on the typist’s perspective. As his narrative zooms in from the outside
world, the frame is centered on the typist: her exhaustion, her
undergarments, her lifestyle. Like her, he “too awaited the expected
guest” and has “foresuffered all / enacted on this same divan or bed”
(CP 44).

Despite his ability to empathize with the clerk as well,
Tiresias is harshly critical of the pimply, vain young man. While
Tiresias relates the internal, unspoken thoughts in the brain of the
typist, he remains disconnected from the emotions and thoughts of the
clerk, only describing and analyzing his actions from the external
perspective. The clerk’s “vanity requires no response” and he “makes
a welcome of indifference” and receives it in abundance (44). As his
“unreproved, if undesired” caresses progress towards “assault,” he
encounters “no defence” (44). The typist is not welcoming the
“passionate” encounter, but she does not act to end it. Assurance is not
a comfortable quality of the young man, rather it is like an expensive
accessory on the nouveau riche, which implies his flimsy assurance
and confidence in assault could be deterred; yet she does nothing to
put him off. When finished, after he has “grope[d] his way” to the
stairs, she isn’t traumatized or relieved, but she has hardly noticed his
absence (44). Her role in the sexual conquest is one of
unconsciousness and passivity: “Her brain allows one half-formed
thought to pass: / “Well now that’s done and I’'m glad it’s over’” (44).
Lastly, Eliot’s Tiresias repeatedly emphasizes his female
characteristics: the “old man with wrinkled dugs,” with his “wrinkled
female breasts” ties his masculine-gendered body to the feminine
genitalia and sexual experience (44, 43).

Even when inside the mind of the typist, his description of her
encounter is distant and filled with wearied cynicism. In this way Eliot
indicates the veneer of intimacy and suggests that the distant cold
mechanics of the act is related to vocation, class, and the industrial
revolution. The young man is “one of the low on whom assurance sits
/ As a silk hat on a Bradford millionaire” (44). Not only is Tiresias
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associating each sexual participant in terms of their occupation, he
associates the typist with a “taxi throbbing waiting” and the young
man with an industrialist. She is a machine acting out what she has
been programmed to do. Tiresias foregrounds the idea of a “human
engine,” even before introducing himself, making the industrial,
robotic sexual encounter all the more blatant (43). Eliot would later
critique the “tendency of unlimited industrialism . . . to create bodies
of men and women . . . detached from tradition, alienated from
religion, and susceptible to mass suggestion: in other words a mob”
(Christianity and Culture 17). Given this context, it is more likely that
Eliot’s poem is criticizing the demoralizing effects of industrialism
rather than expressing misogynistic undercurrents.

The passage is even more soulless and mechanized when
viewed in light of the footnote. Eliot has the reader look to the story of
how the seer was blinded and how he can relate to the male and
female perspectives, a tale within a tale founded in sexual pleasure:
“Cum Iunone iocos et ‘maior vestra profecto est / Quam, quae
contingit maribus’, dixisse, ‘voluptas.”” ‘[Jove] jests with Juno and
said “Actually, it is your sex that attains more pleasure than males’
(Ovid 318-319). “Voluptas” as defined by the Oxford Latin Dictionary
means pleasure, especially sensory delight but also the act of sexual
intercourse itself, and it is the core of the argument that causes the
divine couple to seek Tiresias’s guidance. It is because of voluptas
that Tiresias’s tale of dual sexuality is told. It is because of female
sexual pleasure that he judges in favor of Jove and that the goddess
Juno blinds him and, more obscurely, it is because of voluptas he is
granted prophecy as a consolation prize. One could even suggest he is
punished for revealing the depths of female sexual pleasure to the
masculine other. At the center of the Ovid is pleasure; at the center of
the Eliot is indifference. Tiresias, particularly in light of the footnote,
serves as signification and privileging of female sexual pleasure, and
his presence as the frame of the scene shows just how decayed sex has
become.

It is through Tiresias’s empathy with the typist that the lack of
female voluptas is so clear. By means of Tiresias, Eliot portrays a by-
gone golden age where sex is used for the purpose of pleasure and is
particularly pleasurable for women. And yet his portrayal of the typist
and clerk suggests that sex is no longer for recreation, or even for
procreation, but the recurring action of machinery preprogrammed
and degraded. The two individuals are described not by names, as Lil
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and Albert are, but solely by occupation, suggesting a link between
the industrialization of society and mechanization of the sexual act.
What is especially absent from this picture is that while there are
production line workers, there is no production: this is not presented
as sex for the purpose of producing children. The clerk is the initiator
and presumably experiences something akin to pleasure, but the typist
is operating as a matter of form—a voluntary sexual objectification.
This supremacy of male sexual pleasure combined with
sympathy for the feminine is also seen in Lil in “A Game of Chess” of
The Waste Land. While her story is narrated by her “friend,” who is
far from sympathetic to Lil’s fate, the details presented complicate the
issue. The unnamed female exhibits a catty competitive quality, and
remonstrates that Lil must “think of poor Albert, / He’s been in the
army four years, he wants a good time, / And if you don’t give it him,
there’s others will” (CP 41). Lil “ought to be ashamed” about her
appearance, her friend says, because it is a wife’s place to please her
husband and a husband’s place to be polygamous if necessary (42). Lil
is toothless and looks ‘“antique,” and her premature aging is
dehumanizing and reminiscent of Eliot’s opening allusion to the Sibyl,
whose control of her own sexuality against the will of Apollo resulted
in her aging away to dust. Lil’s appearance, however, is a direct result
of the sexual identity allowed to the nationalistic, industrialized
woman—motherhood. “She’s had five already, and nearly died of
young George,” her friend tells us matter-of-factly after Lil has
explained her appearance is the fault of the drugs she took to abort her
sixth child. Her friend, representing another societal norm for female
sexuality, reminds Lil of her place: “Well, if Albert won’t leave you
alone, there it is, I said, / What you get married for if you don’t want
children?” (42). In terms of T. S. Eliot’s misogyny, it is worth noting
that, according to the Facsimile edition edited by Valerie Eliot, Vivien
Eliot is the one who added this line (21). The post-war political idea of
repopulation, particularly after the extreme death tolls of WWI and the
flu pandemic, became a foundational motivation for some sexual
beliefs—women were to be baby factories and men were allowed to
be polygamous due to woman’s inherent time limitations for
completion. Like other capitalized ideas, sexuality became about mass
production, and, if men just so happened to enjoy their work while
serving their country’s population needs, so be it. This aspect of
sexuality, that of polygamous male pleasure superseding female
wellness and of female sexuality’s sole purpose being that of
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repopulation, is presented in “A Game of Chess,” but is suggested by
Tiresias’s presence in section III, “A Fire Sermon,” as well.

In addition to his role as a symbol of female sexual pleasure,
and an allusion to classical grandeur to contrast the emptiness and
alienation of industrialized gender roles, Tiresias stands as a
representation of hermaphroditism. The significance of Tiresias
possessing characteristics of both genders has been examined at
length, even being suggested as a kind of anxious transvestism
(Gilbert and Gubar 2:338-339). Often this simultaneous
hermaphroditism is the foundation or central core of any gendered
argument surrounding The Waste Land. However, Eliot’s footnote is
as explicit as it is lengthy, and quotes the following from Ovid:
“Deque viro factus, mirabile, femina septem / Egerat autumnos; . ../ .
. . percussis anguibus isdem / Forma prior rediit genetivaque venit
imago.” ‘. . . extraordinary! He was made a woman from a man and
spent seven autumns . . . After beating the same snakes again, the
earlier form returned and his born image appeared’ (Ovid 321-329).
Just as Eliot roots his Tiresias in a metaphor for female pleasure, he
also points out the deviation he took in the construction of the original
character. Eliot’s addition to Tiresias is significant in its allusion, just
as it is significant in its representation of gender.

As previously noted, it is Tiresias’s wrinkled female breasts
that enable him / her to unite the sexes and expose this degradation of
the female sexual experience from its classical origin. And yet, as
Eliot’s footnote referencing Ovid clearly states, Tiresias is not a man
with wrinkled breasts— “forma prior rediit genetivaque venit imago”
‘the earlier form returned and his born image appeared’ (329). Tiresias
was not a simultaneous hermaphrodite, but a sequentialone, first being
born into one form in entirety, then changing to the other, in entirety,
and then returning to his original form in entirety. Ignoring that there
are other examples of simultaneous hermaphrodites in classical
literature, most notably the condition’s namesake, there is no reason
for Tiresias to retain characteristics of both genders, particularly when
Eliot has gone to such great lengths to include the sequence in his
notes, unless it is to draw focus toward the breasts of Tiresias, Les
mamelles de Tirésias in French.
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Eliot and Apollinaire: Contemporary Analysis of Female
Sexuality in Contrast

Eliot was particularly concerned with French thought in the years
preceding The Waste Land, often lecturing at Oxford on French
intellectual movements and holidaying in France with friends (V. Eliot
X, xvii, Xix). In 1903, Remy de Gourmant wrote Physique de I’amour,
later translated into English by Eliot’s close friend Ezra Pound as The
Natural History of Love. French scholar Scott Bates characterizes the
work as having two arguments about the sexual relations of the
couple. Firstly, the notion of “couple” is a societal device designed to
protect the important reproductive functions of the female, for if there
were entirely free love “the more feeble woman would be crushed by
superior males and forced into slavery” (36). Secondly, human males
are innately polygamous, and human females are innately
monogamous, so women should allow a temporary polygamy for the
good of the marriage and thus the good of society (37). In the years
following World War I, theories such as Gourmant’s regarding the
role of sexuality and gender in relation to nationalism became popular,
most notably in France. While Apollinaire claims in his Preface to the
play that he had written Les mamelles de Tirésias many years prior to
its 1917 performance, Maya Slater notes in her edition that “many
critics agree that this is unlikely” due to its topical wartime theme
(210). Bates believes that many aspects of Apollinaire’s play, Les
mamelles de Tirésias, are heavily influenced by Gourmant’s theories.
Eliot would have been aware of both Gourmant’s text, via Pound, and
Apollinaire’s play; Apollinaire’s “text achieved immediate notoriety
and the first and only performance during Apollinaire’s lifetime
enjoyed a succes de scandale” (Slater xxxiv).

The significance of male polygamy and nationalistic
reproduction are necessary components of Apollinaire’s Les Mamelles
de Tirésias. Apollinaire writes in his preface that the work addresses
“le probleme de la repopulation” ‘the problem of repopulation’ and
suggests that France needs a ‘“changer les mceurs. . . C’est aux
gouvernants a agir, a faciliter les mariages, & encourager avant tout
I’amour fécond” ‘radical change in lifestyle. . . It’s up to the people
who govern us to take action, to make marriage an easier option,
above all to encourage fertile love’ (Apollinaire 94, 97; Slater 154,
156-157). One critic, Victor Basch, who had described the play as an
anti-feminist satire (Slater 210), is directly addressed in the Preface,
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but Apollinaire attacks Basch’s description of the work as symbolic
and does not refute being anti-feminist (Apollinaire 93). Apollinaire’s
goal in presenting a world in which men can produce babies more
efficiently and effectively than women, and where everyone has three
mistresses, is entirely prescriptive. Apollinaire’s theories regarding the
purpose and function of the dramatist are clearly outlined in his
preface, and he believes the playwright is “a leader, helping mankind
to a better world” (Slater xiii).

The play features Therése, a woman who rebels against being
a mother and a homemaker and who desires a political or military
career. The stage notes instruct that there be a hissing sound as she
introduces herself as a woman who will not do what her husband
wants and a féministe who does not “reconnais . . . [’autorité¢ de
I’homme™ ‘accept man’s authority’ (Apollinaire 1.1). She chastises
her husband for only thinking about sex, but her monologue in which
she outlines all of her masculine career goals ends with her ‘keeping a
chorus girl in style’: “Et je veux s’il me plait entretenir a I’an / Cette
vieille danseuse qui a tant de talent” (1.1). The feminist is not
portrayed as a woman who desires more occupational opportunities
but as a sex-hungry man in the wrong body. As she makes her speech
about becoming a soldier, artist, doctor, barrister, mathematician,
philosopher chemist, she sneezes over six times, per the stage
directions. Over twenty years earlier in the co-authored Studies on
Hysteria by Josef Breuer and Sigmund Freud, Breuer used sneezing as
a metaphor for “the cerebral excitation” which contributes to female
hysteria (206). From the very beginning, the roles of women are
clearly specified as domestic, and a woman who would want
otherwise is ridiculed by hissing and portrayed as wanting to
exemplify the extremes of masculinity and in the throes of an
hysterical episode. Apollinaire thus connects the will for feminism to
a mental illness and medical issue.

Soon after this introduction, Thérése experiences her
transformation. She opens her shirt and allows her breasts, made of
balloons on strings, to float upwards, referring to them as “oiseaux de
ma faiblesse” ‘birds of my frailty’ and “les appas féminins” ‘feminine
charms’ (1.1). She decides to destroy them by exploding them with a
cigarette to complete her metamorphosis into a man, renaming herself
Tirésias. Apollinaire’s allusion to Ovid’s Tiresias, as opposed to
Tiresias from some other classical source, is expressed in a repeated
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refrain, placed as a notecard on the stage for the end of Act 1 and sung
as a chorus throughout Act 2:

Et cependant la Boulangére

Tous les sept ans changeait de peau
Tous les sept ans elle exagere

[Yet in seven years the Baker’s wife
will shed her skin for one that’s new
every seven years; what a life.]

This repeated reference to every seven years recalls the story of
Tiresias’s sex change, and the reference to shedding / changing skin
further emphasizes the connection to his coming upon the
transformative snakes, and also foreshadows Thérése’s eventual return
to a female form.

Theérése / Tirésias becomes a successful general with many
mistresses, and his / her example leads the women of the town to
protest child-bearing and go on strike. The men, led by Therése’s
husband, rise up and take on the challenge of producing offspring
themselves, with great success. In Act 2, The Husband has produced
“40 049 enfants en un seul jour” ‘40,049 infants in a single day’ and
feels his “bonheur est complet” ‘happiness is complete’ with “Le
bonheur le famille / Pas de femme sur les bras” ‘a happy family life /
no wife to support’ (2.1). He tells a journalist he accomplished this
feat through /a volonté (will-power) and he expects that as soon as the
infants are off the bottle they will “me nourriront” ‘cater to his needs’
and that his paternal instinct is “tout a fait intéressé” ‘self-interest’
(2.2). The Husband introduces a few of the newborns on the basis of
their economic accomplishments, as the male infants have already
become novelists and captains of industry while the females collect
alimony as divorcees of industrialists. This asexual production does
not halt male sexual desire however, but merely disconnects the
clinical aspects of the sex act associated with the state’s political
discourse of repopulation from the pleasurable aspects connected to
male polygamy. The Husband decides his 40,050" child should be a
tailor so he can be well-dressed when he goes out on the town: “Et
n’étant pas trop mal de ma personne / Plaire a mainte jolie personne”
‘And as I'm quite a decent looking chap / Plenty pretty girls will fancy
me’ (2.2).
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For both The Husband, who exploits his children to further his
sex-life, and for Therése, who refuses sex with her husband and the
obligation of baby making but immediately takes three mistresses,
sexual pleasure is distinct from procreation, and solely the dominion
of males. Female sexuality, when present, is depicted as a sexual
object of the male or for the purposes of childbearing. Apollinaire’s
ideal scenario is a world where the male’s superior calculating
abilities are put to the task of repopulation, and, by man’s control and
will alone, child-bearing has become a far more rapid and efficient
process than when it was a female domain. The output is not only
superior from a political and quantitative perspective, but the children
prove economically viable immediately. Apollinaire connects
sexuality with masculinity and mechanical, industrial reproduction
while establishing male superiority and ridiculing feminism.

Ultimately, the wife-general tires of a career and returns
disguised as a fortune-teller. In this form, Tirésias, recalling the
classical seer aspect of the character, connects child-bearing to
economy once again to counter the suggestion that raising many
children is too expensive, and instead states that only those who are
fertile will have a right to fame and fortune. After this pronouncement,
she reverts to the form of Therése, gives her mistresses to the local
policeman, and asks her husband to “cueillir la fraise / Avec la fleur
de bananier” ‘pick strawberries / and flowers from the banana tree’
and “régner / Sur le grand cceur de ta Thérese” ‘reign o’er the heart of
your Therése’ (2.7). The sensuous proposition of the fruit and the
submissive attitude are sexually suggestive, but her husband is
concerned about her lack of breasts and tries to return assorted
balloons and rubber balls to her. She refuses to regain her breasts,
saying that she and her husband “managed OK without them,” while
her husband agrees not to “complicate” their lives. She concludes by
throwing the symbolic representation of female sexuality, the rubber
balls and balloons, out into the audience exhorting the “oiseaux de ma
faiblesse” ‘birds of my weakness’ to feed the babies of the
repopulation, which suggests that she does not intend to return to
producing children sexually but rather through her husband’s
surrealistic means (2.7).

Scott Bates, in his study of eroticism in Apollinaire suggested
that there are two layers of meaning, an overt patriotic one and a
subtle, less moralistic message (36-38). Therése, in her quest to gain
the economic and political power of a man, ultimately becomes a
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manufacturer of population and voluntarily abandons all symbols of
sexual pleasure. On the surface, Bates writes, Apollinaire is
advocating the patriotic notion of population: “The married couple is
the basis of society, leading to female fecundity, perhaps to be
transcended by male parthenogenesis” (36). And yet, while Therése
abandons her feminism and everyone happily returns to the business
of producing children without sex, the male figures maintain multiple
mistresses for the purpose of gratification, not reproduction (Bates
37). As Bates says, “the breasts of Therése were to have two basic
functions: first to attract and nourish libidinous and polygamous
males; and second to nourish a numerous family” (39). By throwing
them out into the audience, she has disconnected the nourishing act
from her body, while she has also released her mistresses, symbols of
masculine polygamy, to the policeman. Therése’s final acts are to
recant her feminism, to recant her statements regarding the begetting
and rearing of babies, and to give away her sexual emblems to the
general public to serve her city-state. The ultimate goal of female
sexuality per Apollinaire is thus characterized by two factors, both of
which require this kind of female selflessness: pleasure, benefiting
only the male, and repopulation, benefiting the state.

The Waste Land similarly addresses these two representations
of feminine sexuality. Eliot’s pub-culture scene with Lil deals with the
polygamous and reproductive aspects of female sexuality, and Eliot’s
typist appears to be playing the recreational doll to the carbuncular
clerk, the pinnacle achievement of Gourmant’s vision of the future
couple. However, this image is framed and mediated by Tiresias as
narrator and colored by the conflicting signification of voluptas
inherent to the allusion. These layers and complications, when set
beside the contemporancous French representations of sexuality,
reveal that Eliot represents the same dual-nature of female sexuality as
owned by the nation and the male partner, but the lens of Tiresias
exposes the dehumanization of the scene. Tiresias not only limits the
extent of the reader’s perspective of the scene to the typist, but also
serves as a symbolic contrast to the events he describes.

While Apollinaire is creating a near-future utopia, Eliot’s
purpose in The Waste Land is to reflect his world in the way he
perceived it, as a decaying pseudo-historical dystopia. Eliot’s
characters in the scene, the clerk and the typist, have very little
commentary on their actions in light of the society around them.
Apollinaire’s characters do little else than comment on reproductive
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duty to society, on working for society, and how a woman’s desire for
a career undermines society. While Eliot uses a classical figure to
narrate a realist scene, Apollinaire must invent surrealism as a method
of storytelling to paint the world he desires and have his feminist
character repent of her political and working aspirations while being
supplanted in her nationalistic reproductive function by her husband.
Where Eliot is depicting a scene viewed every day, Apollinaire is
attempting to create a surreal vision of how his world should be. As
such, Apollinaire is advocating his representation, rather than simply
stating what is currently happening, while Eliot critiques the
demoralizing effects of industrialism. Eliot’s commentary comes not
from his female characters advocating an anti-feminist perspective,
but from his Ovidian classical figure narrating the events in a tone
sympathetic to his female character.

Conclusion

There is a danger in reading The Waste Land as an example of Eliot’s
misogyny or sexual anxiety. This interpretation, grounded in
assumptions about an author’s internal psychology based upon a
reader’s construal, creates a narrow space for reading that overlooks
perhaps more pressing explanations. The women of The Waste Land
are portrayed as demoralized or mechanical, not necessarily because
of some deep seated anxiety present in Eliot from youth, but rather
because women are becoming demoralized by their society. As
industrialism and nationalism began to take responsibility for
reproduction, and as women’s sexuality became fodder for clinical
and political discussion, the act of sexuality became more political and
industrialized. Eliot’s representation should be perceived as a warning.

Tiresias’s presence does not serve as an endorsement of the
mechanical and detached sexuality of the typist and her guest. Rather,
per the footnote, the character’s very essence is rooted in female
sexual pleasure, and, more precisely, that women are capable of
greater sexual pleasure than men. In an era when sexual pleasure was
the sole dominion of the male and accompanied by a scene in which
the woman feels no pleasure at all and the man not much more,
Tiresias’s empathy with the typist and representational contrasts serve
as a critique of modernist notions regarding sexuality. Traditionally,
Tiresias the seer is a harbinger from whom kings and heroes seek
guidance, but unfortunately, they nearly always ignore his advice and
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consequently face death, destruction, and / or misery. Eliot uses him
as a harbinger here to challenge self-assurance in industrial progress.
The classical prophet of bad tidings mediates and focuses the reader’s
interpretation of the typist’s experience. The prophecy seems to be
that if sexuality continues in this industrialized, nationalistic fashion,
sexuality will become nothing more than soulless indifference. The
invocation of Ovid, through Tiresias, is itself a sign of both sensuality
and seduction and unheard female perspectives. Eliot creates a
Tiresias with vestigial female genitalia who narrates more closely in
sympathy with the typist, putting the reader’s emphasis and empathy
with the feminine. Lastly, Eliot deviates from his source by creating a
Tiresias with wrinkled breasts, despite the fact they mythologically
disappeared after seven years, suggesting an allusion to Apollinaire’s
utopia. These contrasts and nuances are less apparent if a reader
perceives a simplistic, absolute misogyny on the part of Eliot.

While the passage of the typist is, on the surface, portraying a
disturbing aspect of female sexuality by emphasizing her lack of
involvement, of pleasure, and of self-defense, the presence of the
contrasting narrator and his alliance with the feminine suggest a
societal and moral critique rather than advocating her treatment.
Eliot’s working class women in The Waste Land serve to create a
moralistic message against industrialism and nationalistic interests
rather than illustrating Eliot’s depictions of violence against women.

Endnotes

' This essay is based on a presentation given at the T. S. Eliot Society 28th Annual
Meeting on September 28, 2007 in St. Louis, Missouri, entitled “Ovid’s Tiresias in
The Waste Land.” At that time, the connection between The Waste Land and Les
mamelles de Tirésias was, to my knowledge, unstudied and to date I am unaware of
any scholarship connecting the two texts.

2 While the unwritten The Malthusian Couple was intended to be a volume in
Foucault’s historical study of modern sexuality, it should be noted that Apollinaire, in
his preface to Les mamelles de Tirésias rebukes a M. Deffoux who suggests the
rubber balloons of Thérése may be related to “certains vétements recommandés par le
néo-malthusianisme.” ‘certain items recommended by Neo-Malthusians’ (Apollinaire
96; Slater 155-156).

3 All Latin translations are my own. All translations of Apollinaire are Maya Slater’s
unless otherwise noted.
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Manchild in The Waste Land: The Narrator of Eliot’s
1921 Manuscript

Matthew J. Bolton
Loyola School

Eliot’s Search for a Master Narrator

T. S. Eliot made several attempts to locate a master narrator or
governing consciousness for The Waste Land. A few months before
publishing the poem, he asked Ezra Pound if he ought to preface it
with “Gerontion,” so that its disparate voices would become “Tenants
of the house / Thoughts of a dry brain in a dry season” (Letters 504;
CP 23). When he wrote his footnotes for the Faber & Gwyer edition
of the poem, Eliot offered up yet another master narrator, proposing
that Tiresias is “the most important personage” in The Waste Land
because “what Tiresias sees, in fact, is the substance of the poem” (CP
52. Eliot’s emphasis). Most critics have recognized this note as an ex
post facto imposition of form. Koestenbaum argues that Pound
“convinced Eliot, by addressing him as Tiresias, that this androgynous
seer was the poem’s center” (128), while Hugh Kenner describes the
footnote as “an afterthought . . . rather than as elucidative of the
assumption under which the writing was originally done” (150). Yet
in May of 1921, with The Waste Land still in its early draft stages,
Eliot gave his poem a new title that identified a very different master
narrator. In calling his work in progress “He Do the Police in
Different Voices,” Eliot elects Sloppy, the manchild who gives
dramatic readings of the newspaper in Dickens’ 1865 novel Our
Mutual Friend, to the role he would later ascribe to Tiresias. Whereas
the Tiresias footnote is an afterthought, the allusion to Sloppy is just
the opposite: a forethought that elucidates one of Eliot’s earliest
efforts to comprehend his own narrative method in composing the
poem. The “substance of the poem” might never have been “what
Tiresias sees,” but it may once have been what—or how—Sloppy
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performs. Understanding the circumstances under which Eliot adopted
his working title and the role he envisioned for this Dickensian
narrator in his manuscript might provide a model for reading the poem
in its published form.

Eliot’s working title for his manuscript, “He Do the Police in
Different Voices,” has received a fair amount of critical attention in
the decades since the 1971 publication of The Waste Land: A
Facsimile and Transcript of the Original Drafts including the
Annotations of Ezra Pound. Both Gregory Jay and Allyson Booth, for
example, have drawn thematic connections between The Waste Land
and Our Mutual Friend as a whole, noting that novel and poem alike
are stories of men supposedly drowned in the Thames who walk
London in disguise. Like Little Dorrit and the other novels of
Dickens’s final decade, Our Mutual Friend is a dark, brooding, and
savagely-satirical portrayal of Victorian London. In presenting a
cross-section of the city’s high and low society and in using the river
as a symbol of the divisions and connections between these different
London milieus, Dickens anticipates some of the themes and
juxtapositions of The Waste Land. Y et while this mode of generalized
comparison may be a profitable line of inquiry, Eliot’s Dickensian
title can only be fully understood in the context of the particular scene
to which it alludes and of the particular period of time during which
Eliot invented this title. For Eliot’s allusion to Sloppy, Dickens’s
manchild performer, may be a response to the events that bookended
an eventful month in the poet’s life: the arrival of three unpublished
chapters of James Joyce’s Ulysses in early May of 1921, and the
impending arrival of Eliot’s mother in early June.

A Month Alone with Joyce’s Manuscript

In the winter and spring of 1921, Eliot was struggling to find the time
and energy to work on the “long poem” that would become The Waste
Land (Letters 444). He complains in an April 22" letter to John
Middleton Murry, “It is true that I have started a poem. But Vivien has
been very ill. Eight weeks in bed so far, and I shall be occupied this
summer with my mother who will be here” (447). Writing to John
Quinn, Eliot laments his “lack of continuous time, not getting more
than a few hours together for myself, which breaks the concentration
required for turning out a poem of any length” (451). In early May,
Vivien, still suffering from what Eliot terms “neuritis in every nerve”
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(441), a condition brought on, at least in part, by her father’s recent
illness, retires to a rented seaside cottage. During the month between
his wife’s departure and the arrival of his mother, brother, and sister
on June 10, Eliot would have the flat at Clarence Gate Gardens to
himself (Ackroyd 109; Letters 450)." He made good use of the time,
typing a fair copy of the first two parts of what would become The
Waste Land, adding to it an opening narrative of a night of
debauchery, and giving the work its new title, “He Do the Police in
Different Voices.” One could argue that Eliot would not have made
this progress—or at least, that what progress he made would not have
moved in this particular direction—had it not been for the fortuitous
arrival of a manuscript at the start of his month alone.

Sometime before May 9" Eliot received, either from Ezra
Pound or from James Joyce directly, the manuscript for three
unpublished chapters of Ulysses: “Oxen of the Sun,” “Circe,” and
“Eumaeus” (Letters 452). The fourteenth, fifteenth, and sixteenth of
the novel’s eighteen chapters, these can be read as the climax of
Joyce’s story. In the first of these episodes, Leopold Bloom and
Stephen Dedalus, the novel’s protagonists, finally meet. In “Circe,”
Bloom follows Stephen to Dublin’s redlight district, where he
intervenes to save the drunken young man from being arrested.
Finally, with the night drawing to a close, Bloom helps Stephen to
sober up at a cabman’s shelter. Of course, it is not Joyce’s plot, but his
language that makes Ulysses such a groundbreaking work. The
chapters that Eliot read in May are a tour-de-force, a series of bold
experiments in which Joyce demolishes the very conventions of the
novel. “Oxen of the Sun” is set in a maternity ward, and the
narrative’s language evolves over the course of the chapter to reflect
the birth and evolution of the English language itself. “Circe,” the
longest chapter in Ulysses, is a phantasmagoric play in which
elements from earlier in the book and from Bloom’s and Stephen’s
subconscious minds redeploy themselves in surreal fashion.
“Eumaeus,” on the other hand, is narrated in a deliberately
overstuffed, clichéd voice that is reminiscent of Bloom’s own patterns
of speech. Bloom and Stephen are tired, and “Eumacus” reflects their
exhaustion through its worn-out language. Taken as a whole, the
manuscript that Eliot received in May represented one of the most
important and influential literary works of the century.

Eliot was tremendously impressed by what he read. Writing to
John Quinn on May 9, he describes these chapters as “truly
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magnificent” (452). In a letter to Joyce dated May 21, Eliot singled
out “Circe” for particular praise: “I think they [the chapters] are
superb—especially the Descent into Hell, which is stupendous” (455).
After suggesting a few minor changes in phrasing, he writes “I have
nothing but admiration; in fact, I wish, for my own sake, that I had not
read it” (Letters 455). Two years later, in his laudatory essay “Ulysses,
Order and Myth,” Eliot would assert that Joyce’s novel was “a step
toward making the modern world possible in art” (Selected Prose
177). While other artists would follow in Joyce’s wake, “they will not
be imitators, any more than the scientist who uses the discoveries of
Einstein in pursuing his own, independent, further investigations”
(177). This may be a fair description of Eliot’s relationship to Joyce
by 1922 and 1923, but in May of 1921 Eliot was indeed a Joyce
imitator. Ulysses seems to have impressed itself upon Eliot’s
sensibilities in much the same way that The Waste Land would
eventually impress itself upon those of a future generation of poets.

The Waste Land in a Joycean Mode

Eliot is clearly under Joyce’s sway when he writes the “Circe”-derived
episode beginning “First we had a couple of feelers down at Tom’s
place / There was old Tom, boiled to the eyes, blind” (The Waste Land
Facsimile 5). Although the action has been moved from Dublin to
Boston and the patios is American rather than Irish, Eliot’s narrative
of drunken carousers who stay out all night, visit a brothel, and
narrowly escape arrest derives its tone and plot from the chapter of
Ulysses that he had so particularly liked. Eliot had for several years
been writing about dramatic form in essays such as “The Possibility of
a Poetic Drama,” and he would try, throughout the 1920’s, to write a
play himself. He must therefore have been particularly fascinated by
“Circe,” which as a play-within-a-novel radically reinvents the
conventions of the stage play. “Circe” spurred Eliot not only to
resume work on his poem, but to rethink the way in which its various
episodes would unfold. The poem would now begin with a 54-line
homage to Joyce, a monologue that strikes a bawdy, colloquial tone
rather than a literary one. It was Ezra Pound, during his revision of the
poem in January 1922, who woul