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ABSTRACT

Eliot wrote some diversely anti-Semitic poems. They are offensive. In his work, Jews tend to be
contemptible rather than frightening. Its anti-Semitism is neither marginal nor especially typical of

its time. It is not analogous to misogyny (chapter 1).

For certain reasons, Jewish critics have been reluctant to acknowledge Eliot’'s anti-Semitism.
"Gerontion"’s anti-Semitism, and its relation to the form of the dramatic monologue, may be
explored by reference to Genesis 22 and Browning. "A Song for Simeon™ consummates Eliot’s anti-
Semitism by placing Jews entirely within the Christian story {chapter 2).

The belief that poetry, or good poetry, does not make statements supports the view that Eliot’s
poetry is not anti-Semitic. "Sweeney Among the Nightingales" proves that this view is false.
Anyway, anti-Semitism itself is not wholly propositional. It is compatible with a Symbolist
imagination. In Eliot’s case, as "Burbank" demonstrates, it is evidence of such an imagination in
crisis {chapter 3).

Eliot’s anti-Semitic poems are ugly, the principal fruits of his "contemplation of the horrid or sordid
or disgusting” (The Sacred Wood). "Gerontion” and "Dirge" exemplify this anti-aesthetic of
ugliness. Eliot’s poetry exploits anti-Semitism to literary effect; his prose does not. For example,

anti-Semitism blinded Eliot to Jewish suffering in Nazi Germany (chapter 4).

Eliot’s anti-Semitic prose makes the "free-thinking Jew" the target. (This contrasts with the
myopic, insensate philistinism of the Jews in the poems). Neither Freud nor Benda nor even Spinoza
escape Eliot's scorn. In After Strange Gods the "free-thinking Jew" is the figure of that text’s
instability (chapter 5).

Both the literary and the extra-literary evidence that Eliot regretted his work’s anti-Semitism is

ambiguous. There are reasons why it may have been difficult for Eliot to repudiate it (chapter 6).
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REFERENCES, FOOTNOTES, AND ABBREVIATIONS

Other than in the case of works by Eliot, bibliographic references in the body of the thesis will be
given in abbreviated form, identifying only the author and the year of publication; title, publisher,
and place of publication, appear in the bibliography. Where more than one work of an author
published in one year is cited, the given year will be followed by a capital letter indicating the work
by reference to its place in the bibliography. For example, "X 1975 A" will refer to the first work
listed in the bibliography written by X published in 1975.

Where a work’s original date of publication is relevant to my argument, | give that date in square
brackets if it differs from the date of the edition | have used (e.g., "Riding and Graves [1928]
1969").

A number of separate references sometimes will be collected in a single footnote at the end of a
paragraph, or at the end of the last quotation in that paragraph, in order to avoid unnecessary
interruptions in the text.

In certain cases, where quotations are given as instances of a particular anti-Semitic theme, and
the sources for those quotations are not the works of which they are part, then those sources, and
not the works themselves, will be identified. For example, Leon Poliakov's History of Anti-Semitism
/-1V contains numerous quotations on which | draw from time to time in the thesis. In such cases,

each reference will be limited to the relevant volume and page of Poliakov’'s work.

All quotations from Eliot’s poetry are taken from The Collected Poems and Plays of T.S. Eliot unless

otherwise stated. Works by Eliot, and certain periodicals, have been abbreviated in the thesis as

foilows:

ASG T.S. Eliot After Strange Gods

C "The Criterion", "The Monthly Criterion” and "The New Criterion"
CR "The Cambridge Review"

CNL "Christian News-Letter"

D "The Dial"

E "The Egoist”

FLA T.S. Eliot For Lancelot Andrewes: Essays on Style and Order

ICS T.S. Eliot The /dea of a Christian Society and Other Writings

K T.S. Eliot, ed., A Choice of Kipling’s Verse



KE T.S. Eliot Knowledge and Experience in the Philosophy of F.H. Bradley

L "The Listener"”

LR "The Little Review"

LTSE Valerie Eliot, ed., The Letters of T.S. Eliot |

NEW "The New English Weekly"

NTDC T.S. Eliot Notes towards the Definition of Culture
OPP T.S. Eliot On Poetry and Poets

PR "Partisan Review"

S T.S. Eliot A Sermon preached in Magdalene College Chapel
SE T.S. Eliot Selected Essays

SR "The Sewanee Review”

SwW T.S. Eliot The Sacred Wood

T&T "Time and Tide”

TCC T.S. Eliot To Criticise the Critic

TLS "The Times Literary Supplement”

UPUC T.S. Eliot The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism

WLFT Valerie Eliot, ed., The Waste Land: A Facsimile and Transcript
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... it needs literary criticism to do justice to Eliot.

F.R. Leavis "Eliot's Classical Standing”, Lectures in America 52.

In Cape Town [Eliot] was entertained by Mr. Justice Millin and his wife,
Sarah Gertrude Millin, the novelist and biographer, whose books were
published by Eliot’s firm. [...] That night before going to bed Mrs. Millin was
brushing up her acquaintance with Eliot’s verse ... when her eye fell on
"Burbank with a Baedeker: Bleistein with a Cigar", and particularly these

lines:

The rats are underneath the piles.

The jew is underneath the lot.
Mrs. Millin was a Jew. She went and rapped on Eliot’s door, asked whether
he acknowledged these lines (he did) and then asked him to leave her

house next morning.

T.S. Matthews Great Tom: Notes Towards the Definition of T.S. Eliot 163.



CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

Preliminary

Not all anti-Semites are the same. Some break Jewish bones, others insult Jewish sensibilities. Eliot
falls into the second category. He was civil to Jews he knew, offensive to those who merely knew
him through his work. He wounded his Jewish reéders, if not the Jews of his acquaintance, to
whom, indeed, he was "not disagreeable™'. Though worth noting, this is not a distinction that can
yield a defence to the charge of anti-Semitism. If the work, or some notable part of it, is anti-

Semitic, it is the work of an anti-Semite.
No Jew reading the following is likely to doubt its anti-Semitism:

And the jew squats on the window sill, the owner,
Spawned in some estaminet of Antwerp,

Blistered in Brussels, patched and peeled in London.

"You called me a name", protests a Jewish poet to Eliot?. These lines from Eliot's "Gerontion"
sting like an insult. They are an affront. Purportedly referring to one Jew alone, they implicate all
Jews in their scorn. They are therefore lines to make a Jewish reader’s face flush. Such a reader’s

indignation and pain, one both surmises and affirms, would become acute if he then read:

[We must discover] ... what conditions, within our power to bring about, would
foster the society that we desire. ... reasons of race and religion combine to make
any large number of free-thinking Jews undesirable.

This is from Eliot’s After Strange Gods, a course of lectures published in 1934, When George Boas,
a friend of Eliot’s, read this passage he wrote to him, "l can rid you of the company of one”". He
never received a reply?, the first snub aggravated by this second one. These two extracts - part of
a poem and a passage from a lecture - comprise verbal gestures of exclusion. Eliot’s Jewish readers
are insulted by the first passage, while they approach the second only to be turned away. When

Eliot begins that second passage with a "we", he has left Jews behind. Like a propagandist, he

1, Wilson 1977, 549.
2, Plutzick 1974, 338.

2, Gombrich 1984, 177; Matthews 1974, 114.



he discriminates between his audiences. Jews comprise the targets, not the readers, of these
passages. After Strange Gods is not for them (in either sense), it is against them. "We" can mean
"you and I", or it can mean "l and they but not you". Slipping from the one possibility to the other
violates the relation of trust and equality between writer and reader. In place of trust, there is
hostility; in place of equality, there is the writer's contempt and the reader’s dismay. "Gerontion”
similarly violates the writer’s implicit bond with the reader. The poem, so to speak, does not want
Jewish readers. Instead of a single audience for the poem or lecture there are at least two: the
audience embraced by the author, and the other, Jewish, audience rejected by him. How is that
second audience to respond?

Probably with a reciprocal gesture of rejection. Eliot's Jewish readers would do this not because
their convictions were at variance with beliefs adopted by his poems or lectures. We are all familiar
with the need to practice a certain "ideological” restraint when reading. Wolfgang Iser has pointed
out that "if [the reader] /s induced to participate in the events of the text, only to find that he is
then supposed to adopt a negative attitude towards values he does not wish to question, the result
will often be open rejection of the book and its author"*. This is to be deprecated. There is a
distinction to be drawn, however, between reading a text that challenges the worth of one’'s ideas,
and reading a text that challenges the worth of one’s person. Eliot’s anti-Semitic work constitutes
this more radical chailenge to Jewish readers. Reading it in anything other than a hostile,
inquisitorial manner threatens a Jew’s self-respect. How else could he meet these lines from

"Burbank with a Baedeker: Bleistein with a Cigar” (hereafter "Burbank"}?

The rats are underneath the piles.
The jew is underneath the lot.

Money in furs.

This so resonates with anti-Semitic scorn that if my hypothetical Jewish reader persisted with such
a poem he would, | suggest, feel compelled to answer back in a spirit of remonstrative exegesis.
He would read the poem adversarially. Spending time with a work that abused him wouid otherwise
appear odd, unless it answered to some masochistic impulse, a possibility that has its own tortured

history, and which one therefore cannot dismiss (|l refer to the phenomenon of Jewish seif-hatred).

Unwilling to abandon that work, yet refusing to endorse it, writing out of perplexity, affront and
fascination, | intend to argue a case for the impressive ugliness of Eliot’s poetry of anti-Semitism.

| hope thus to keep faith with both quotations prefacing this thesis. Eliot’s anti-Semitic poems

*. Quoted: Holub 1984, 98.



demand literary analysis; that analysis must be informed by something of Sarah Millin’s outrage.
Indifference to the offence given by these poems is a failure of interpretation. They insult Jews:

to ignore these insults is to misread the poems.

Eliot’s literary career

Eliot’s major poetry begins with "The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” (hereafter "Prufrock”™) and
ends with "Little Gidding”, the last of the Four Oz;artets. Though the former was published just
before the end of the First World War and the latter just before the end of the Second World War,
neither most usefully may be read as "war poems"®. In each, Eliot explores the limits of the
dramatic monologue as a poetic form. In each he thereby resists self-revelation. Most of his other
poetry emerges likewise from this tension between the dramatic and the confessional: "Gerontion",
"The Waste Land", "Ash Wednesday", the first three of the Four Quartets. There are exceptions.
"His poems are all dramatic monologues”, said Edmund Wilson®, overiooking the bulk of Eliot’s
anti-Semitic poetry, written between 1917 and 1922. These poems dominate Ara Vos Prec (1920),
Eliot's second collection. "Gerontion" transgresses the formal boundaries of the dramatic
monologue; the poems composed in quatrains, oppose to the earlier monologues "the studied
reticence of impersonal ironies™’. Ara Vos Prec contains all but one of the poems published three
years earlier in Prufrock and other observations, together with 13 new poems. When | discuss the

poetry of Ara Vos Prec it is to these new poems alone that | intend to refer.

As a playwright, Eliot wrote nothing so interesting as Sweeney Agonistes (1926-7) or so dull as
The Rock (1934), again. In The Family Reunion {(1939) and his three post-war plays, he crossed
the comedy of manners with Greek tragedy in a number of unhappy combinations. Sweeney
Agonistes is elliptical, experimental in idiom, and resists stage performance. The Rock is prolix,
employs Biblical cadences, and was written as a pageant. Sweeney Agonistes defies audiences,
challenging their understanding; The Rock is ever inviting its audience to become a congregation.
Sweeney Agonistes was itself never completed, while Eliot described another experiment, Murder
in the Cathedral, as a "dead end"®. It is a dead end in another sense - it ends in a death. Death,
or more precisely murder, is a theme that runs through a number of the plays. In Sweeney
Agonistes and The Family Reunion, it is the fantasy of "doing a woman in". In The Cocktail Party

it is the martyrdom of a woman, dying in protracted and ugly pain. In the milder The Confidential

. For a contrary view, see Alldritt 1989, chap. 2 ("Eliot in the Blitz").
8, Wilson 1977, 548.
7. Levenson 1986, 163.

8 "Poetry and Drama", OPP 79.



Clerk it is a pregnant woman dying before term. Atonement is a related theme in this drama,
though The Rock is too pious, and Sweeney Agonistes too impious, to find room for it. It is a
Christian drama. The Rock and Murder in the Cathedral directly engage their audiences as
Christians, and the final four plays meditate upon sin and expiation, common themes that make of
each of the last three a "family reunion™ with the first of the group.

At the outset of his career, Eliot’s criticism comprised short notices, longer review articles, and
reports back to America on English literary life. Essays, and lectures subsequently published in book
form, followed later. He wrote "Commentaries” in "The Criterion™ (1922-1939). The bulk of his
literary criticism is to be found in The Sacred Wood (1920; 1928), Selected Essays (1932; 1951},
The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism (1933) (hereafter " The Use of Poetry"), On Poetry and
Poets (1957), and To Criticise the Critic {(1965). Eliot’s cultural criticism was given book form in
The Idea of a Christian Society (1939) and Notes towards the Definition of Culture (1948)
{hereafter "Notes"), though topics of cultural concern are also addressed extensively elsewhere in
his published work. Indeed, For Lancelot Andrewes (1928) and After Strange Gods (1934) each
make questionable the distinction between the "cultural” and the "literary" in this classification of
Eliot’s criticism. Eliot’s literary criticism was at first of decisive importance, and later was nothing
less than authoritative. It was always influential; indeed, far more influential, in the sense of
establishing a "school”, than his poetry®. "The literary and academic worlds are apparently full of
people who want nothing better that to follow his directives”, commented Edmund Wilson'®. Eliot
had the instincts of the controversialist. His cultural criticism, at its best, enlarged a particular
tradition. In the context of his poetic achievement, however, Denis Donoghue’s remark that its
"flaws ... or even its merits - are hardly worth talking about”"! is just, and in accord with the bias

of my thesis.

Eliot was held in a measure of public and critical esteem unrivalled by any other poet and man of
letters in modern times. His work was often read, or misread, for its "therapeutic, cathartic appeal”,
when it was not simply appropriated to an Anglo-Catholic orthodoxy. In 1948 he received both the
Order of Merit and the Nobel Prize. In subsequent years he was awarded the Hanseatic Goethe
Award, the Dante Gold Medal, and the American Medal of Freedom. Eliot was a celebrity. On
arriving in South Africa in 1950, a crowd was waiting at the dock to greet him; later that year in
America, police had to control the crowds who came to hear him lecture; when in Rome to receive

an honorary degree, students lined the route to the university and shouted "Viva Eliot!". The

° Shapiro 1960, 37.
1, Wilson 1977, 548.

. Donaghue 1989, 234.



authority of his literary judgments amounted, in Delmore Schwartz’s word, to a "dictatorship”. By
1934, Wyndham Lewis could assert that "[t]lhere is no person today who has had more influence
upon the art of literature in England and America than Mr. T.S. Eliot". Reverence for his
achievement became reverence for his person; Harold Nicolson said Eliot was "selfless and saintly".
Almost from the first, dissenting voices were rarely heard, and lacked influence. Arthur Waugh’s
description of Eliot as a "drunken helot” helped to mark the poet’'s arrival on the literary scene;
Richard Aldington’s 1931 "Stepping Heavenward" confirmed his early eminence in the person of
the "recently beatified" Father Cibber O.S.B; in Thé Anatomy of Nonsense (1943), Yvor Winters
condemned Eliot’s critical inconsistencies, censuring both master and "disciples”; R.H. Robbins
attempted in The T.S. Eliot Myth (1951) to unmask the poet as a fraud; Kathleen Nott's The
Emperor’s New Clothes (1958) sought to expose the sham in the religious revival in modern letters
led by Eliot and others; William Carlos Williams attacked Eliot for his "subtle conformisim]”; there
were other attacks, and there was some sniping. Yet early hostilities made his reputation and later
hostilities failed to dent it'2.

And his anti-Semitism? Herbert Read insisted, "l never heard such sentiments from his own lips”,
and Stephen Spender concurs, "in the thirty-five years of my acquaintance with him | never heard
him utter an antisemitic remark”'3. This is consistent with Eliot’s public demeanour. He couched
his provocations in conventional courtesies. At times, the courtesies so muffled the provocations
that Ezra Pound, reflecting on his own tendency to magnify his provocations by discourtesies, was
led to ask: "Has Eliot or have | wasted the greater number of hours, he by attending to fools and/or
humouring them, and | by alienating imbeciles suddenly?"'4. Pound thought Eliot soft on the Jews
and insensitive to the malignancy of their influence. He "grumblled] that while his friend Henry
Swabey had transiated Lancelot Andrewes’s Latin tracts against usury, Eliot had been interested
only in Andrewes’s sermons"'®. He objected to Eliot’s "The Cultivation of Christmas Trees": "Let
us lament the psychosis/Of all those who abandon the Muses for Moses"'®. The poem is written
in the idiom of his later poetry, a Four Quartets for the simple-minded: "the beginning shall remind

us of the end/And the first coming of the second coming". It contains its own explanatory notes:

12, Kenner 1985 B, 22 (from a different perspective, Leavis also protested the "therapeutic" reading of Eliot: Leavis
1976, 278-92); Ackroyd 1985, 299, 323; Schwartz 1970, 312-331 (cf.: "People went out and read or refused to read what
Eliot wrote about. They also took their Eliot neat, undiluted with other reading ... No modern critic has had anything like the
effect of Eliot on the literary people”: Blackmur 1955, 167-8; "[Eliot was] the bishop of modern poetry, the lawgiver who
had dominated classrooms for a generation”: Kazin 1979, 212); Lewis 1987, 55; Nicolson 19568, 35; Grant 1982, 69;
Aldington 1967, 167; Winters 1987, 490; Breslin 1985, 37-8.

3. Read 1971, 35; Spender 1975, 60.
* Pound 1978 B, 177.
', Reck 1968, 80.

'* Quoted: Langbaum 1987, 196.



"the eightieth Christmas/(By "eightieth” meaning whichever is the last)". But, Moses and Christmas
trees? Though the banality of the poem - its bland, plodding veneration of Christmas - makes it fair
game for mockery, Pound’s "lament” has a different thrust. Counterpointing the Jewish and the
creative, it is an anti-Semitic version of the familiar argument that Eliot’s Anglicanism harmed his

poetry, and follows Pound’s habitual identification of Christianity by its Jewish origins.

1 regard the following poems of Eliot’s as anti-Semitig: "Burbank", "A Cooking Egg"”, and "Sweeney
Among the Nightingales” and "Gerontion", all of which appeared in Ara Vos Prec. To this number
should be added a deleted poem ("Dirge"), and some other lines, from the pre-Pound version of
"The Waste Land", unpublished in Eliot’s lifetime. "A Song for Simeon", published in 1928, is
related to this poetry, but is not itself anti-Semitic. These poems are analysed at length in chapters
2, 3 and 4. | also consider Sweeney Agonistes to be anti-Semitic. It sets some vulgar Jews against
the visionary Sweeney. Krumpacker and Klipstein are oblivious to the play’s darker themes; their
glib bonhomie is rooted in banality. They are among the "material, literal-minded and visionless”
figures of which Eliot wrote in his account of the play'’. Eliot’s anti-Semitic prose, and related
prose, comprise principally: a passage in After Strange Gods; a footnote in the first edition of
Notes, which was then revised in the second edition, the revision in turn being discussed in the
Preface to that edition; a review of Freud’s The Future of an lllusion and certain remarks concerning
psychoanalysis; a review of, and passing references to, Julien Benda; certain remarks concerning
Spinoza; the review of a book on Nazi persecution of Jews; a reference to Isaac Rosenberg; an
article on Vichy persecution of the Jews. These, and other, miscellaneous scraps can be organised
around three themes: antagonism to the figure of the Jewish sceptic, or free-thinker; indifference
to Jewish pain, and relatedly, indifference to the anti-Semitism of others; Eliot’s inability to
confront his own anti-Semitism. This "prose” anti-Semitism is the subject of chapter 5 and parts
of chapters 4 and 6.

There is no consensus on the number of references to Jews in Eliot’s work. Eliot did not always
use the word "Jew" when a reference to Jews was plainly intended. Sometimes it is the absence
of any reference to Jews in an essay, or the refusal to acknowledge the anti-Semitism of a
favoured writer, which may be anti-Semitic. There is even disagreement about how many anti-
Semitic poems Eliot wrote. The inclusion of "A Cooking Egg" has been doubted; the exclusion both
of "Mr. Eliot’s Sunday Morning Service” and also "The Waste Land" has been questioned'®. The
case for the anti-Semitism of "A Cooking Egg" will be made at various places in the thesis. The

case agaimnst the alleged anti-Semitism of the latter two poems will be made here. Delimitation of

7, UPUC 153.

8 Wilk 1986, 11; Maccoby 1983/84; Trotter 1984, 46-7.
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my field of study requires this.

"Mr. Eliot’'s Sunday Morning Service" is an Ara Vos Prec poem, a companion to "Burbank” and
"Sweeney Among the Nightingales”. According to Hyam Maccoby, it is anti-Semitic. In his
summary of the poem, it opens with three accounts of God. The first two are disfigured by
complementary errors - the Jewish account is too materialistic, the Pagan, too spiritual. The third,
Christian, account is the correct one. At this point in the poem - the third and fourth stanzas -
simplicity replaces obscurity, theology is exchange& for art, and "doctrine” becomes "vision". The
line of dots, separating the fourth from the fifth stanzas, mark a true break in the poem. God is
above the line, man below it. The stanzas that follow concern the Church’s constituent parts,
clergy and laiety. The poem returns in the last stanza to the Jews. Sweeney’s indifference to the
Church is linked to that of "the masters of the subtle schools”, whom Maccoby identifies as
modern scientists. They are the Jews of the present, "because of their materialism, their over-
subtlety and pride of intellect, and their adherence to the Many rather than the One"'®.

Maccoby’s case depends on whether he is right to gloss "sapient sutlers” in the first stanza as
referring to Jews. Jews are sapient, he proposes, "because of their pride in the wisdom of the
Law". They are like sutlers because they are "petty traders in food and drink™. Maccoby argues that
for Eliot, Jews were traders, and their religion is one of food and drink because of their dietary
rules, and their sacrifices. This gloss is misconceived. "Sutlers” are camp followers selling
provisions. They are petty traders in food and drink, true, but of a certain kind; the wider meaning
Maccoby advances is obsolete. Sutlers keep an army on the road. If the soldiers of that army are
taken to be the members of the Christian communion, then their sutlers are the clergy. "Sapient”
can mean either wise or would-be wise, aping sagacity. It is therefore suitable for a poem that
places an ironic distance between itself and its subject. The poem is not about Jews. Maccoby
seeks offence where none is given.

In his elucidation of "The Burial of the Dead"?°, the first part of "The Waste Land", David Trotter
identifies the voice in the second stanza as belonging to Ecclesiastes: "What are the roots that
clutch, what branches grow out of this stony rubbish?”. The answer is: nothing grows. The
prophet’s dismal revelation is of "fear in a handful of dust”. The Judean landscape is evoked, "the
prevailing impression (of which] ... is of stone ... the heaps and heaps of stones gathered from the
fields, the fields as stony still ...". What could a people formed in such a place create? Nothing. The

Jews, a nomadic people, and therefore rootless, "originate nothing”". Hence "the extreme

9, Maccoby 1983/84, 7.

2, Trotter 1984, 44-47,



scepticism towards all religious speculation ... recomended” by Ecclesiastes. (Trotter quotes from
a late 19th century historical geographer, a 1916 survey of theories about the psychological effects
of the environment, and from Robertson Smith’s The Religion of the Semites [1889]). The hopeless
barrenness of the prophet’s vision is to be related to the "images of aridity” in "Gerontion". These
images are associated with the "jew"” who "squats on the window sill". Trotter thus makes a
connection between "The Waste Land" and the anti-Semitism of "Gerontion". Though he does not
state expressly that the former is anti-Semitic, this conclusion is a necessary implication of his
argument. »

It is open to a number of objections. Eliot does not associate Jews with the sterile. On the
contrary, they possess a reptilian fecundity ("spawn"), and the "protozoic slime" is their element.
Robertson Smith does not attribute Ecclesiastes’ scepticism to the aridity of imagination of a
nomadic, desert people. This scepticism toward religious speculation rather displays "the proper
attitude of piety, for no amount of discussion can carry a man beyond the plain rule to *fear God
and keep His commandments’"?'. In any event, Ecclesiastes is not the only source of the stanza:
Eliot draws from Isaiah and Ezekiel as well, and also from St. Matthew. The voice in this part of
the poem is "prophetic” only in the most generalised sense; it is not a Jew who speaks in the
second stanza of "The Burial of the Dead”. Though the stanza is "full of the Bible" (as Calvin

Bedient puts it??), it is not about Jews.

The anti-Semitic poems reappeared, and continue to appear, in the collected editions of Eliot’s
poetry, as well as in Selected Poems (1954, and subsequent editions). They have therefore been
in continuous, or practically continuous, print, since the dates of their first publication. There has
been no protest at this, and little protest at the poems themselves. In New Bearings in English
Poetry (1932), F.R. Leavis showed himself to be oblivious to the anti-Semitism of "Gerontion": "the
Jew who squats on the window-sill could not hear the old man even if he spoke his thoughts
aloud”. Stephen Spender, expressly critical of the anti-Semitism of After Strange Gods, passed
silently over the anti-Semitism of the poems in The Destructive Element (1935). Louis MacNeice’s
Modern Poetry (1938) quotes some anti-Semitic lines from "Burbank” blandly describing them as
"shots of the contemporary world". On reviewing Collected Poems 1909-1962, Donald Davie
enthused: "The extraordinary fact is ... that Mr. Eliot has published between hard covers not a

single poem which he now needs to blush about reprinting"23. Published near the outset of his

21, Robertson Smith 1972, 23.
22 Bedient 1986, 43.

3 |eavie 1967, 72; Spender 1938 [1935], 167; MacNeice 1938, 166; Davie 1977, 117. "The only lesson [Eliot] might
teach us - of inhuman accuracy and self-control in publishing only those poems we need never be sorry for - this we shall
never learn because the lesson is too hard” {op. cit. 120).



literary career, Eliot’s anti-Semitic poems remained an acknowledged part of it. Those who
esteemed him did so in the full knowledge of their existence. By contrast with the war-time anti-
Semitic journalism of Paul de Man or the anti-Semitism of H.L. Mencken’s diaries, in each case
discovered after the death of the author?*, Eliot’s anti-Semitic poetry did not take his admirers by
surprise. Though they must have given private pain to many, they were, on the whole, either well
received, or overlooked, by their targets. For example, one scans in vain "The Jewish Review" (a
short-lived, early 1930s periodical) for any critical reference to Eliot?®, though most issues have
at least one article on literary anti-Semitism. Of thbse few who objected in public to the poems,
there were some who regarded them as lapses from greatness, and others who considered them
to be consistent with Eliot’'s mediocrity. For example, while Emanuel Litvinoff honoured and
condemned him with his poem "To T.S. Eliot", A.M. Klein, on the occasion of Eliot’s Nobel Prize,
dismissed the poet’s "limited talent" as of a piece with his "limited views"?%. There were a few
snubs, or attempted snubs: there was opposition to an invitation to Eliot to read at New York's
YMHAZ?7; certain literary-political figures boycotted the Westminster Abbey memorial service for
him, in part because of "Burbank"?®. A failure to snub occasionally attracts criticism: quite
recently, Jewish sponsors of a London Library fund in Eliot’s honour got into trouble because their

support was considered to be discreditable, given his anti-Semitism?®.

There is dissension on whether Eliot abandoned his anti-Semitism in later life. Hostile critics insist
that he did not. One such critic has proposed that Eliot simply took precautions in later years "to
avoid any ... direct expression of his feelings". Those who take a different view point to the
absence of anti-Semitism in his post-Ara Vos Prec poetry. For example, Muriel Bradbrook insists
of "A Cooking Egg", that Eliot "did not later continue in a view so unjust. He knew well that all
sorts of people made money out of the war”. Chistopher Ricks believes that Eliot should be given
credit for the suppression of the hating and hateful "Dirge". By contrast, however, Spender praises
Eliot precisely for not suppressing his anti-Semitic poetry: "l respect Eliot for not having tried to edit
out of his earlier poems views which he himself later came to regard as reprehensible”. To which

%, De Man 1988; Mencken 1989.

%, Honorific references, however, certainly: "The Pentateuch and the Midrashic legends of Moses, the Psalms ... are
as much the heritage of the purely English cultural descendant of Milton, Blake, or Browning, as of the Jewish poets,
Rosenberg, Aaronson, and Abrahams. Such objective cultural values are accessible to any studious poet, as becomes
apparent in the poetry of T.S. Eliot” (Roditi 1932, 43).

2, Klein 1987, 268.
7, Brinnin 1982, 269-271.

2, Spender 1978, 239. The poem does not offend all of Eliot’s detractors. In a philistine tirade against Eliot, Hopkins
has only this to say: "Maybe Burbank did cross a little bridge, but who cares?” (Hopkins 1971, 9).

»_ Gross 1988; Levin 1988.



one responds: he did, only selectively. There is a distinction to be drawn between "editing" and
"editing out” (it is the difference between revision and deletion), and there is some evidence of
both. Of the first, there is the typographical alteration of "jew" to "Jew" in "Gerontion” and
"Burbank” and the revision to the 1948 footnote in Notes; of the second, there are the absent
texts, After Strange Gods and "Dirge". Ricks goes on to claim that Eliot suffered remorse over his
anti-Semitism, citing lines from "Little Gidding": "the awareness/Of things ill done and done to

others’ harm/Which once you took for exercise of virtue"3°. | will return to these lines in chapter
6.

It would be wrong to attempt an assessment of Eliot’s anti-Semitism by reference to the frequency
of its appearance in his work. Robert Casillo quite rightly has dismissed a similar approach to the
incidence of anti-Semitism in Pound’s Cantos: "One might estimate a scale of relative anti-Semitism
among leading literary and political figures by determining a percentage of their anti-Semitic
references in relation to the total quantity of their literary output”. This would be to confuse
quantity with centrality. Eliot’s anti-Semitism has been dismissed as a matter of "one or two
phrases"®'. This is a familiar argument: it has been advanced recently on behalf of Paul de Man
by Geoffrey Hartman®2. Kojecky contends "It is difficult to construct a convincing case for Eliot’s
having been an anti-Semite. To hold a racial philosophy of this sort, and to permit a few ambiguities
are, after all, different things". Against these "few ambiguities” Kojecky weighs Eliot’s friendship
with Karl Mannheim, whose Jewishness Kojecky believes important enough to mention twice®.
These arguments stem from an understandable sentiment to protect Eliot’s work from adverse
criticism. Who would wish to see such an oeuvre compromised by association with anti-Semitism?
This protectiveness will only be stronger if it is accompanied by reverence for its author, as the de
Man case demonstrates*. |f the anti-Semitism is marginal, is it not making an unnecessary fuss
to dwell on the few instances of its appearance? The small number of critics forlwhom the problem
has not been entirely invisible have tended to think so. Linking the anti-Semitism to an
objectionable but equivocal politics and then detaching it from the poetic achievement constitutes

the standard treatment of the question. Chace correctly attributes this to "the benumbing power

%, Robbins 1951, 19; Bradbrook 1988; Ricks 1988, 39; Spender 1975, 60 (this is a glancing reproach to Auden: see
below, chapter 6).

3!, Read 1971, 35.

32 " have found only one other prejudicial reference to Jews by de Man" (quoted: Prendergast 1930, 322). A later
version drops the "only™: "l have found one other prejudicial reference to Jews" (Hartman 1989, 24).

B, Kojeck%l 971, 12 and 197.

34, "] had hoped that the concessions to the [Nazil occupier or the ideological contagion (which | had already expected:
one did not accept to publish in that context without paying the price, that is, without accepting what we know today to
be unacceptable) would take minimal and some sort negative forms: more those of omission or of abstention” (Derrida 1989,
170). The work of exculpation - "what we know today” - has already started. It goes on for another 90 pages.
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of the title “poet’™ and the fear that close examination of the matter might disclose something
"distasteful"5.

It is only by resisting this motion of severance that one can begin to study Eliot’s posture towards
Jews. Unless it matters to the work, the investigation becomes nothing more than the examination
of the prejudices of a director of Faber and Faber. The question has been posed: "do we bother
much now whether Agrippa d’Aubigné, the baroqu_e religious poet, was on the Protestant or the
Catholic side, except for points of exegesis? [ ... ] Does it matter to us today that Dryden was
twice a turncoat? That Blake was tried for high treason or that Dante pleaded with the German
Emperor, Henry VI, to destroy his native city of Florence"®®. The weasel words are "except for
points of exegesis". | am not concerned very much with anti-Semitism as an allegiance of the poet.
However, | am concerned greatly with the anti-Semitism that comprises the substance of certain
of his poems. It is my case that we shAou/d "bother” about Eliot’s anti-Semitism; | believe that we
should also be "bothered™ by it. | endorse the following remarks of de Man, which are not

compromised merely because, in the context of his own life, they now seem self-serving:

... it is just as absurd to blame Rousseau for the French Revolution as to blame
Nietzsche for Hitler. This does not mean that philosophers and poets have no moral
or political responsibility even when their work is apolitical. But it means this
responsibility should be evaluated within the full philosophical or literary context of

their work, not their lives.?”

| agree, subject to one qualification: the distinction between "work" and "life" in particular cases
will always be a blurred one. It is, however, the premiss of my thesis that anti-Semitism is
inseparable from Eliot's work. Studying the anti-Semitism in the work is a way of studying the
work. The failure to acknowledge, and study, that anti-Semitism leads to misjudgments about the
work. One underestimates the virtuosity of its range. | take the failure of others to grasp this
proposition to be a subject worthy of comment in itself. For example, John T. Mayer’s recent study
of Eliot’s unpublished poetry, Eliot’s Silent Voices, is itself silent about "Dirge”. Similarly, Craig
Raine’s essay "To Purify the Dialect of the Tribe™®, which celebrates Eliot’s ability to compose

35, Chace 1973, 111. Sartre correctly challenges the notion that "anti-Semitic opinion ... [is] a molecule that can enter
into combination with other molecules of any origin whatsoever without undergoing any alteration”. It is not possible, he
maintains, to be "a good father and a good husband, a conscientious citizen, highly cultivated, philanthropic, and in addition
an anti-Semite” (Sartre 1965, 8). Anti-Semitism, however "moderate”, taints the whole man.

38 Brooke-Rose 1971, 252 (my italics).
37, De Man 1989, 164.

8 Raine 1990.
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poetry out of clichés, overlooks Eliot’s indebtedness to the anti-Semitic clichés of the tribe. Even
when silence yields to an acknowledgment of the existence of anti-Semitism in Eliot’s work, such
acknowledgments are often summary, and concessionary in nature. Robert Crawford’s The Savage
and the City in the work of T.S. Eliot purports to rebut the charge of anti-Semitism by quoting Eliot
("All men are equal before God") and by observing that he "selected for notice in the 1934
*Criterion’ a book highlighting persecution of European Jews"?®. A more careful assessment
would have referred both to a 1936 "Criterion” review which disparaged a different book on the
same subject, and other passages in the periodical hostile to Jews*°. In A.D. Moody’s T.S. Eliot:
Poet, Eliot’s anti-Semitism is relegated to an endnote; the treatment of the subject is awkward and
uninformed. My object is to resist the approach of studies such as these without relegating the

poetry to an endnote in the study of Eliot’s anti-Semitism.
Portrait of an anti-Semite

Christopher Ricks’s 7.S. Eliot and Prejudice represents an honourable attempt to engage with Eliot’s
anti-Semitism. It fails. One reason for this failure is that it does not ask how Eliot is an anti-Semite;
it takes the nature of anti-Semitism for granted, by implication holding it to be an undifferentiated
hostility to Jews, without history or discursive complexity. This hostility is characterised as a
"prejudice”, which makes it amenable to scrutiny as part of a larger, more affirmative inquiry into
prejudice in general in Eliot’s work. Examining Eliot’s anti-Semitism in this way is doubly disabling.
It tends both to neutralise, and trivialise, the subject. Neutralise it, because in the context of the
book’s theme, even a "prejudice” like anti-Semitism can appear to have its benign aspects; trivialise
it, because representing anti-Semitism as a prejudice reduces it to a contingency of personality,

when it is in reality a component of our culture.

Anti-Semitism is a compound of lies and distortions that derive from an historical amalgam of
antagonisms directed towards Jews, or certain types of Jews, classifications themselves often an
aspect of anti-Semitic practice. Those hostile to Jews draw on this composite to create themselves
as anti-Semites. In what follows, | analyse that specific combination which was Eliot’s anti-

Semitism. | do not ask: what made Eliot an anti-Semite? | ask instead: of what was Eliot’s anti-

3% Crawford 1987, 207.

40, For example: "Many centuries later, when Christians received the birthright which Jewry had thrown away by
resorting to usury and hence denying the Fatherhood of God"; "It is distinguished from certain other "exiled’ German
reviews by a freedom from communist or Jewish propaganda”; "however much there may be of degenerate Judaism in the
corresponding “bourgeois’ pseudo-Calvinistic attribution of a peculiar sanctity to Business ..." (Wilson 1935, 343; Randall
1938, 398; Prior 1939, 313). Eliot's anti-Semitism is not thus to be assessed. There are aleo passages in "The Criterion”
sympathetic to Jews: "[a review of a book by a Jewish theologian:] very valuable as a corrective to those who find in the
Jews a perfect subject for crude generalisation™; "Hundreds of intellectuals have been deprived of the possibility of
expressing their views. No writer who is not a member of Reichsschrifttumskammer can hope for publication. Only Arians
[sicl, i.e., those who are not Jews, can belong" (MacNeice 1934, 163; Rychner 1936, 489).
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Semitism made? | will assume that Eliot trained himself to be an anti-Semite*'. Sartre argued that
"no external factor can induce anti-Semitism in the anti-Semite". This is because anti-Semitism
precedes the facts from which it is supposed to derive. it is "a free and total choice of oneself"42.

This is the premiss from which my characterisation of Eliot’s anti-Semitism is derived.

In the following four sections of this chapter, | will argue that Eliot’s anti-Semitism had certain
specific qualities. It was literary. Eliot did not pro_pagandise for anti-Semitism. It tended to be
contemptuous, rather than fearful, of Jews. As a result, it did not swamp his work as it did
Pound’s. It is to be distinguished from his misogyny. Jews and women were the targets of quite
different barbs. It was an anti-Semitism indebted to certain specific traditions, or contexts. | open
my account of Eliot’s anti-Semitism by isolating three such traditions for discussion: English,
American and French anti-Semitism, that is, the anti-Semitism of his adopted nation, the anti-
Semitism of the country of his origin, and the anti-Semitism of the country of his intellectual

formation, and for a time, of his early adulthood.
a. National contexts

English anti-Semitism was, and remains, an affair of social exclusion. Jews have not been harried,
but kept at a distance. The dominant note since their readmission in the 17th century has been one
of fraught accommodation. The return of the Jews did not provoke substantial opposition. English
trade, already developed, could face Jewish competition with relative equanimity. English
Protestantism embraced the Jews as the descendants of the heroic Jews of the Old Testament.
The diversity of sects, and the principles of religious freedom which they fostered, gave space to
the Jews as an additional religious group. The early Sephardi Jews "troubled the imagination much
less than their German and Polish brethren"*® who arrived two centuries later; a precedent for the
latter’s admission, however, had been created. In the 19th century, British Jews secured their
interests without allying with the political "left”, and were therefore not identified as a revolutionary
threat. The hostility with which Jews have been regarded in England has tended to fall short of the
desire actively to persecute. Even the anti-Jewish agitation of 1753, which forced the government
to repeal a naturalisation Act easing Jewish settlement, resisted the extension of, but did not seek

further to circumscribe, Jewish privileges. Once acquired, the political rights of Jews in England

41, On reading "Prufrock™ Pound exclaimed of Eliot: "He has actually trained himself and modernised himseif on his own”
(Ackroyd 1985, 56).

42 _Sartre 1965, 17. Sartre’s phenomenology of anti-Semitism fails, however, to account for the anti-Semite "who, far
from being mediocre, has a touch of genius" (Hook 1949, 470). Relatedly, it fails to account for a poetry of anti-Semitism;
this is because Sartre adheres to a Symbolist account of poetry (as set out in What is Literature?) which makes him blind
to the possibility of its existence (Sartre 1983, 4-5, 10: | return to this point in chapter 3).

3, Poliakov 1974-6 lli, 34-35.
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were never again challenged**.

English anti-Semitism is unreflective. It has lacked theorists and publicists, and has been deprived
of any event around which it could crystallise. England’s expulsion of its Jews was too remote to
be exploited by modern anti-Semitism. It was also so complete a victory that it refuted the anti-
Semites’ admonitions against Jewish power. The English contributions to European anti-Semitism
were the precedents of expulsion and blood-libel; the first accusation of ritual murder was made
in Norwich in 1144%%. Having defined the pre-Holocaust parameters of anti-Semitism’s slanders
and menaces, England then withdrew to the sidelines, while maintaining an anti-Semitic tradition
strong enough to produce two remarkable anti-Semitic works, The Merchant of Venice and The
Jew of Malta, at a time when Jewish residence had been illegal for 300 years?®. It was a tradition
in which the Jews tended to be despised rather than feared*’; in its novels and plays, Jews
regularly are outwitted by superior Christian cunning. (Among the less well-known works, one could
cite Sheridan’s The Duenna, and Trollope’s Mr. Scarborough’s Family). It thus allowed for a relative
indifference to Jews that exasperated vigorous, and thus exceptional, English anti-Semites such
as Hilaire Belloc. "It is not very long since a mere discussion of the Jewish question in England was
impossible”, he complained. Of course, the depth of his own anatgonism led him to overstate the
mildness of the anti-Semitism around him. For example, "Gerontion"’s degenerate Jew derives in
part from a turn of the century preoccupation with the threat posed by Jewish refugees to the

nation’s health*®. Toleration of Jews invariably fell short of acceptance.

As in England, American anti-Semitism failed to develop into a movement. Here, however, the
failure was not due to any aversion to ideological positions, but to the aversion of American
ideological positions to anti-Semitism. It could be characterised as "un-American”". Such an aversion
was one of a number of inhibiting factors. There was the constitutional separation of Church and
State. Jews did not comprise the only hostile target, the black population drawing much of the fire.
The wealth and expansiveness of the United States limited social resentment. The diverse anti-

Semitic interests failed to group around a single issue, or a single leader. Lastly, anti-Semitism was

4 ibid. 323.
45, Poliakov 1974-5 |, 58,
¢, Langmuir 1990, 40.

47 H.S. Ashton’s The Jew at Bay (1933) is typical. While commenting that "the average person ... is filled with a tolerant
disgust at many Jewish habits", and objecting to "the unpleasing Jews of Eastern Europe with their greasy, verminous
ringlets”, Ashton is also able to dismiss the alleged Jewish peril: "the old lion of Judah is a toothless, mangy, inoffensive
old beast". There is no such entity, he says, as "International Jewry", and he writes quite well about the various absurdities
of (other) anti-Semites (Ashton 1933, 38, 56, 34, 120). This is the timbre of an authentic English anti-Semitism.

48 Holmes 1979, 37-48.
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contrary to the received notion of the Founding Fathers’ political ideals. Anti-Semitism brushed
against the grain of American history. The resistance to anti-Semitism was typical of what has been
described as "the liberal belief in American exceptionalism”. To the extent that it existed, it was
imported by other immigrant communities, and with the exception of Populist anti-Semitism, took
its lead from Europe. It also developed out of a hostility to certain tendencies in American

history*®.

The following remark of Santayana’s illustrates the alienation from which patrician anti-Semitism
derived: "America in those days made an exile and a foreigner of every native who had a
temperament at all like mine™®°. Henry Adams insisted, "in a society of Jews and brokers, | have
no place"®. Two aspects of this kind of anti-Semitism can be found in Adams: its extremism of
expression, and the self-disgust which often accompanied it. The inability to conceive of oneself
as anything other than American was complicated by a parallel inability to live with oneself as an
American, because of what America had become: "l [am] different from all my contemporaries ...
| detest them and everything connected with them, and | live only and solely with the hope of
seeing their demise, with all their accursed Judaism”; and again: "The Jew has penetrated my soul.
| see him - or her - everywhere"2. This hatred could turn back on itself; both Adams and his
fellow Brahmin James Russell Lowell would sometimes liken themselves to Jews®?. American anti-
Semitism was a European reflex: the American fear of what he is, or is becoming, and the snob
variant that was part of being "European”. (Indeed, the anti-Semite’s view of modern Jewry
became a way of describing modern America, as in Sombart’s observation that "Americanism is
nothing else ... than the Jewish spirit distilled"®*). So anti-Semitism came to be regarded as a
feature of Europe. The difference between the nativist, and the élite, anti-Semitic traditions in
America, is that while the first railed against Europe as the home of the Jews, the latter admired

it as the home of anti-Semitism.

4 Sarna 1986, 125; Borden 1984, chaps. 3 and 5; Poliakov 1974-5 Ili, 43; Gartner 1988, 319; Gerber 1987, 10;
Dobkowski 1979, 115.

50 Quoted: McCormick 1988, 27.
51, Quoted: Higham 1975, 130.
52, Quoted: Gartner 1988, 315.

83 Dobkowski 1979, 117. "Since the taint of finance afflicted even an Adams (living on inherited income), he complained
wittily that he himself was getting more Jewish every day ... a displaced person in industrialised America, Adams felt himself
a curiosity as much as any Jew"; "When he felt out of place in New England, Lowell likened himself to the Hebrew Joseph
who had also lived among a younger generation who knew him not. Moreover, when he felt less noble, in a mood self-
ridicule, he would describe himself as the Jew who hated pork or pulled a sharp trade. Oddly, Lowell, who had grown up
in homogeneous New England, established a personal identity which invoived both an attraction toward and a revulsion from
Jews" (Solomon 1989, 38, 41, 18).

%4, Sombart 1962, 62. This was an anti-Semitic commonplace: "The crude cult of money is a North American, and at
the same time, Jewish trait” (quoted: Pulzer 1964, 240).
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French anti-Semitism differed both from the attenuated anti-Semitism of England, and the
problematical, derivative anti-Semitism of America. It was ideological, it had a paper, it had a
National Anti-Semitic League and local anti-Semitic clubs, and it had a series of "causes”, of which
the Dreyfus Affair was simply the best known®®. French anti-Semitism had its theorists and its
crystallising event. As Marrus and Paxton have pointed out in their study of Vichy anti-Semitism,
France had a history of particularly brilliant expositors of anti-Semitism, in contrast to Britain and
the United States where anti-Semitic agitators tended to be intellectually marginal®®. Many French
anti-Semites were also intellectuals, and some, like Maurice Barrés, had Jewish friends and
admirers. Indeed, several prominent Jews were received at the literary salon of Alphonse Daudet,
an anti-Semite of rare verbal violence®’. Once again, in contrast with England, there were several
scandals exploited by French anti-Semites. English anti-Semites tried to exploit the Marconi affair
to similar effect, but failed: its one literary monument was Kipling’s poem "Gehazi", admired by
Eliot as "passionate invective rising to real eloquence”®®. Though both France and England had
once expelled their Jews, only France developed a modern anti-Semitism that was innovative and
highly dangerous; if asked in the 1890s to name the country most dangerous for Jews, one might
easily have said France®. French anti-Semitism was an intensely literary affair. The collapse of
a bank believed to be owned by Jews prompted works by Zola, Maupassant, and Bourget;
Drumont’s La France juive went through 114 separate editions in one year; French anti-Semitic
literature of the period "numberled] hundreds, perhaps thousands, of titles"®. In France, anti-
Semitism was a game played for high stakes. As in America, it ran counter to Revolutionary
ideology, yet while 1776 founded a nation, 1789 merely established a political form which
remained controversial. Repudiating Jews did not entail repudiating the nation. Anti-Semitism was
not "un-French”. French Jews benefitted more obviously from 1789 than did American Jews from
1776. With characteristic overstatement, Drumont insisted that only the Jews profited from the

Revolution®'. Though Jews did not figure prominently in either the Enlightenment or the

8. Byrnes 1950, 261, 274. "As French antisemites were well aware, they were participating in a phenomenon which
had European dimensions, but French antisemitism has also its own particular internal history. Ite mutation into an organized
movement and ideology can be dated fairly precisely from the early 1880s" (Wilson 1982, 170).

58_Marrus and Paxton 1981, 33; on the anti-Semitism of French intellectuals, see Mehlman 1983. Robert Wistrich asks
"which other European nation (with the exception of Germany) can vaunt so illustrious a literary legacy of antisemitism as
thet which extends from Voltaire and the Encyclopaedists through Drumont, Barrés, Maurras to Bernanos, Drieu de la
Rochelle and Giraudoux?" (Preface: Weinberg 1987, ix).

%, Lindemann 1991, 85.

5% K 186.

%, Marrus 1989, 9.

%, Poliakov 1977 IV, 38-42,
*' ibid. 40.
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Revolution®?, the cause of Jewish emancipation became identified with the tendencies that both

represented.

While such a formulation risks understating the international nature of anti-Semitism’s discourse
(an esperanto of hate), and the relevance of other contexts, | propose to regard Eliot’s anti-
Semitism as a novel derivative of the traditions outlined above. One notes the politically
undeveloped nature of English anti-Semitism, the acquired nature of American anti-Semitism, and
the ideological, vanguard nature of French anti-Semitism. American anti-Semitism fed Eliot’s desire
fo identify himself with Europe, and therefore with European prejudices. France showed Eliot that
a vigorous anti-Semitism could yet be thoroughly literary, and that a literary anti-Semitism was
compatible with cordial, salon relations with Jews®. English anti-Semitism both put social limits
on Eliot’s own and encouraged an hostility toward Jews that was largely free of fear of them. In
addition, it made available to Eliot a literary tradition in which the adverse characterisation of Jews

was consistent with creative work of the highest quality.
b. A literary anti-Semitism

Anti-Semitism had certain obvious uses for Eliot. First, it permitted a certain defensive self-
definition. In After Strange Gods, the disparaging of "free-thinking Jews" has tactical value,
establishing Eliot’s credentials as an anti-intellectual intellectual with an audience that otherwise
might be suspicious of him. Dismissing Jewish intellectuals allows the adjective to attract the
opprobrium more usually directed at the noun®:. Second, anti-Semitic discourse is rich with poetic
possibilities; it is "semantically thick™®®. "Sweeney Among the Nightingales" toys with fantasies
of the Jewish Menace. "Burbank™ and "Gerontion" wittily compress multiple anti-Semitic libels in
a few phrases. They embrace anti-Semitism’s contradictory imaginings of Jews as both powerful
and feeble, plutocratic and indigent, international and ghettoised. These poems are charged with

malevolent meaning and thereby conform to Eliot’s description of Symbolism as "the tendency of

2 Byrnes 1950, 111.

&3, "[Eliot) proved to be very cordial ... he even suggested publishing in ‘The Criterion’ one of my most overtly Jewish
poems ... he expressed to me on several occasions after 1933 his horror of the antisemitic outrages ... in Nazi Germany™
(Roditi, 1991, 72). The moral distinction postulated between the anti-Semitic invective of poetry and its author’s personal
civility does not stand up. It has been advanced in the most implausible of contexts: "[Pound’s} behaviour had always been
exemplary and never had he wronged any Jews ..." {de Rachewiltz 1971, 297-8).

%  This is a common enough anti-Semitic practice (a related example is the contrasting of "good", with "Jewish",
Capital). Anti-Dreyfusards in "intellectual” occupations protested their anti-intellectual credentials. These protests lapsed
into the oxymoronic: "Doctor L.F., disgusted by these eunuchs called Intellectuals™; "A non-intellectual teacher™; "an
archivist who is not an intellsctual”; "The pupils of the Philosophy and Rhetoric class of a Catholic college in Nantes, with
the exception of one Intellectual poser" {quoted: Wilson 1982, 151).

%, Olsen 1985, 12.
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the word to mean as much as possible ... to mean as many things as possible"®. Third, anti-
Semitism allowed a gratifying violence. In "Dirge" the poet enacts an anti-Semitic assault upon a
Jew, and celebrates his mutilation. "Gerontion" lists with relish the disfigurements of a squatting
and leprous "jew". "Burbank” drives Bleistein into the "protozoic slime". Eliot’s Jews, in their ugly
immutability, are an anti-Semite’s. For these reasons, and for the reasons that follow, it is thus not
adequate to argue, as does Leonard Unger, that the "distasteful portrayal of Jews" in Eliot’s poetry
"may be considered as literary grotesques comparable to the portraits of Sweeney and

Grishkin"®. There is more to them than this.

Anti-Semitism also allowed Eliot to exploit further a characteristic tension in his work between the
speculative, or elaborative, and the summarising, or apodictic. Eliot’s prose typically is discursive,
punctuated by epigrammatic judgments. There are occasions, however, when speculations that do
not lead to any conclusion are interrupted by statements that admit of no challenge. In After
Strange Gods, for example, Eliot posits an orthodoxy which he then labours, but fails, to define;
he is able, however, to despatch Jews in an aside. It is a moment of relief in the lectures and a sign
of their flawed nature. The speculative lapses into the digressive, and the apodictic becomes the
dogmatic. This tension between the elaborative and the summary also characterises much of Eliot’s
poetry up to "The Waste Land”. "Portrait of a Lady", for example, is an instance of a Jamesian art
of reflexive characterisation. The slighter "Mr. Apollinax” and "Cousin Nancy” are instances of a
Theophrastan art of verbal caricature®. Consciousness is simplified into automatism (Sweeney
of the Quatrains) or divided into competing, incompatible perspectives ("The Waste Land").
"Prufrock” combines the Jamesian with the Theophrastan. Its summary way with the "women
{who] come and go" is to be contrasted with its open-ended elaboration of an elusive and subtle
mind, the poem’s narrative voice. "Prufrock” also protests against precisely such dismissive,
bracketing judgments: "{tlhe eyes that fix you in a formulated phrase”. It is a divided poem which

is also divided against itself.

Anti-Semitism helped Eliot push this tension to its limits; "Gerontion" is an extreme version of
"Prufrock”. A single mind divides; a representative Jew is captured in a few malign phrases. In this
poem, the "speculative" is detached from a single, directing consciousness, while the

"summarising”" fixes not one person or even a group, but an entire people. Jews can be summarised

%, Quoted: Sigg 1989, 73. The passage is from Eliot’s Preface to Harry Crosby Transit of Venus: Poems (1931). 1 return
to the question of Symbolism and anti-Semitism in chapter 3.

®7_ Unger 1990, 65.
®8_ On the Jamesian, see, e.g., Mayer 1989, 105-7; on the Theophrastan: "His natural instinct was to write poetry which
was as close to fiction as possible - to depict externals, to anatomise social life by a process of selection and concentration

... His main interest was in people and the creation of caricature ... He was ... interested in externals™ (Ackroyd 1985, 51,
104).
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in a sentence, expelled with a verbal gesture. They represent the allure of certain knowledge and
can be encompassed by hostile caricature. They may be pictured "sprawling on a pin". "Burbank”
is about both the elusiveness of Venice and the ready accessibility of Bleistein. While the city
defeats representation, the "jew" submits to the poet’s libel. "A Cooking Egg" both resists narrative
logic and submits to the logic of anti-Semitism. While the poem cannot be reduced to a resolvable
riddle, its hostility to Jews is instantly recognisable. Sir Alfred Mond is "fixled] in a formulated
phrase”. Likewise, the anti-Semitism of "Sweeney Among the Nightingales”, though some have
missed this: "we will never know what is happening in * Sweeney Among the Nightingales’, where
*Branches of wisteria/Circumscribe a golden grin"®. This is not entirely right. We do know that
the man with a golden grin is a Jew, one who conforms to that anti-Semitic caricature which
pictures Jews’' mouths as stuffed with gold fillings. There is a risk of losing the poem’s anti-

Semitism in its larger equivocations. To do so would be a failure in literary criticism.

"Burbank” and "Gerontion", "A Cooking Egg" and "Sweeney Among the Nightingales" are to be
read as assertions by Eliot of the literary fitness of anti-Semitism. | take these poems to be among
the most vigorous such assertions in the language since The Merchant of Venice. There have been
others, mostly undistinguished save for The Jew of Malta and a handful of 19th century novels,
some of which equivocate in their anti-Semitism. The principal themes of these works are echoed
in Eliot's anti-Semitic poetry. For example, the theme of Jewish wealth (The Jew of Malta, The
Way We Live Nowl) is alluded to in "Burbank" (Sir Ferdinand Klein) and "A Cooking Egg" (Sir Alfred
Mond). The rivalry between a Jewish, and a non-Jewish, woman (Rebecca and Rowena for
lvanhoe) is mockingly inverted in "Burbank" {Burbank and Sir Ferdinand Klein for Princess Volupine).
The daughter’s repudiation of her father’s faith (The Jew of Malta, The Merchant of Venice, and,
a variation on this theme, Harrington) is echoed by "Rachel née Rabinovitch™. The sinister,
predatory Jew (Roxana, Oliver Twist; indeed a staple character of 18th and 19th century
novels’®) reappears in "Gerontion". "Burbank" and "Gerontion” both honour The Merchant of
Venice, the one by its Venetian location ("On the Rialto once"), the other by the line "the jew
squitj on the window sill” which alludes to Pope’s "ev’'ry child hates Shylock, tho’ his soul/Still
sits/\squat, and peeps not from its hole"”'. These are instances of the engagement of Eliot’s

"talent” with "tradition”.

It was an engagement resisted by young poets most indebted to his work: "Job squats awkwardly

upon his ashpit,/Scraping himself with blunted occam razors/He sharpened once to shave the

% Kenner 1975, 136.
7 Modder 1960, 51-64, and chaps. VII-XIll passim.
7. "Epistle to Cobham™: Pope 1966, 285.
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scorned, rather than feared, by anti-Semites. Eliot draws from the vocabulary of anti-Semites who
are confident in their distaste of Jews: "to shrug one’s shoulders and turn up the palms of one’s
hands in a typically Jewish gesture”’®. In the poem’s fourth stanza, Bleistein is a comic figure,
comparable to the Jewish pedlars mimicked by music hall artists in the last century’®. Eliot’s early
prose piece, "Eeldrop and Appleplex” pokes fun: "Scheherezade grown old! | see her grown very
plump, full-bosomed, with blond hair, living in a small flat with a maid, walking in the Park with a
Pekinese, motoring with a Jewish stock broker"”?. The Jew has his place in this scoffing account

of seedy respectability.

By placing the Jew underwater in "Burbank" and "Dirge", Eliot makes literal the commercial cliché
of bankruptcy: Bleistein has "gone under"’®. The name itself represents a financial diminishing;
"Bleistein” means "Leadstone” and is Eliot’s substitute for "the common Goldstein"’®. These anti-
Semitic poems imagine Jews as business failures and thus depart from those fantasies of Jewish
commercial power which excite more conventional anti-Semites. The closest Eliot gets to such
fantasies, which is not close at all, is in "Sweeney Agonistes”: Klipstein is nicknamed "Klip~,
evoking the anti-Semitic charge that Jews were responsible for the debasement of the currency?.
Eliot’s underwater anti-Semitism inverts the commoner sort: "sensitive men are repelled by the low
Jew - the “sheeney’. His utter materialism seems and is terrifying; he appears like one of those
monsters of the deep in whose form Shakespeare saw humanity preying on itself"®'. Sheva, the
superogatorily good Jew of Richard Cumberland’s The Jew defends himself by declaring "l am no
shark to prey upon mankind"®2. Eliot’s Jew, however, is prey not predator. He is also a victim of
the sea, not its master. He is not "Lord of the Last - /The Fifth, most wonderful Flood", Kipling’s
"Secret River of Gold"®3. While this belongs to "Israel”, Bleistein belongs to the sea. Though Jews
are degraded in Eliot’s work, they are rarely the agents of others’ degradation. In "Burbank",
Bleistein does not corrupt Burbank, nor does Sir Ferdinand corrupt Princess Volupine. Even After

Strange Gods, which worries about the social effects of Jewish doubt, does not propose that Jews

]

. Quoted: Valentin 1971, 118,

8, Modder 1960, 120-21.

77 "Eeldrop and Appleplex” I, LR September 1917, 17,

*, Sigg 1989, 197.

™ Riding and Graves 1969, 239,

% ~{Jews) resorted to clipping the coin”: Pound 1978, 219; and see Glassman 1975, 106, 114,
' Murray 1948, 234.

82 Cumberland 1795, 11

®_ Kipling 1987, 194,
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conspire to achieve their hostile ends. Jews may be subversive, but they are not the wreckers
imagined by other anti-Semites: "There's a wrecking class of Jews - international - and it is at work
in India, and there in Paris, in London, a little everywhere"®*. Even in "Burbank", the menace of
the Jews, undercut by their contemptibleness, is not quite the Jewish Menace. For Sir Thomas
Browne, modern Jews were "that contemptible and degenerate issue of Jacob"®5, and Eliot, at

least in his poetry, may be taken to agree.

d. An anti-Semitism distinct from misogyny

In late 19th century Europe, the alliance of misogyny and anti-Semitism was "not random™. It was
due, in part, to a certain coincidence in demands for emancipation®®. In Germany and Austria
"[tlhere was indeed a strong link between anti-Semitism and anti-feminism; most anti-Semites were
anti-feminists and most anti-feminists were, if not actively anti-Semitic, at least strongly Nationalist
at a time when this was coming to mean almost the same thing”®’. In France, it was proposed
that "the Semitic race™ had the weakness of women, who were emotional, superstitious, rapacious,
and catlike®®. One may trace this overlaying of hatred of women on to hatred of Jews in certain
leading personalities of the period. For example, of Proudhon, Poliakov comments: "Obsession with
women, obsession with Jews: everything suggests that the subjection of one and the expulsion
of the other took on a related significance for [him]"®. Taking stock of the relation between
misogyny and anti-Semitism, Wyndham Lewis noted that the same arguments could be deployed
against anti-feminists and anti-Semites®. This historical linkage was part of the context out of

which Eliot wrote®'.

#_ Quoted: Dobkowski 1979, 194.
%, Quoted: Modder 1960, 45,

88, Gilman 1986, 244; "In the history of nineteenth-century German philosophy there is a distinct relationship between
anti-semitism and anti-feminism" (Figes 1978, 121).

%7 Pulzer 1964, 221. Hitler declared: "The message of women's emancipation is a message discovered solely by the
Jewish intellect and its content is stamped with the same spirit™ {quoted: Millett 1979, 163).

*_ Mosse 1985, 109.

®_Poliakov 1974-5 IIt, 379.

%, Lewis 1939, 58-68.

°! Lyndall Gordon’s opportunistic, exculpatory use of "context” is evident in this passage from her biography of Eliot:
"Eliot’s views of women had much more to do with traditional and literary prejudices than with the reality of his marriage,
however unsuitable” (Gordon 1978, 76-77). In a later essay, however, she argues "the emotions in Eliot’s letters to Pound,
with their undisguised anti-Semitism and misogyny, would help us to understand that the quatrains were rooted in the

peculiar circumstances of Eliot’s life: the misogyny connected with his hellish marriage, the anti-Semitism with anxieties
over money" (Gordon 1985, 175).
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"Misogyny" is a hatred, fear or contempt of women deriving from an adverse and false conception
of them as a sex, and anti-Semitism likewise is a hatred, fear or contempt of Jews deriving from
an adverse and false conception of them as a people. Hatred, fear, and contempt, are versions of
an hostility that derive from perceived positions of equality, subordination and mastery,
respectively. Eliot's misogyny accented the fear, while his anti-Semitism accented the contempt.
In consequence, women lose some of their power in Eliot’s poetry when represented in an anti-
Semitic context. While Eliot’s women are not to be found exclusively within a misogynistic context
(think of "Marina" and "La Figlia Che Piange"), Eliot’s Jews are entirely those of an anti-Semite’s.
His accounts of women are predicated on the inescapability of involvement with them; not so with
Jews. For this reason, the violence of Eliot's poetry towards women is different to its violence

towards Jews.

Anti-Semitism and misogyny were “inextricably linked"” in Otto Weininger, the fin-de-siécle
Viennese critic. He was for a time something of a culture hero. In his doctrine, woman represents
sensuality, and is thus ethically inferior to man. The Jew, representing scepticism and the spirit of
imitation, is equally inferior to the Aryan. The Jew, indeed, is the lowest form of womanhood. The
Jewish male possesses female characteristics. He partakes of the "feminine idea”, a wanton urge
to sexual gratification. He is the source of all irrationality and chaos. The feminine-chaotic principle
of nonbeing is embodied in the Jewish race and, above all, in Jewish culture. The Jew is a
degenerate woman. Weininger "treated Jews and women", remarked Freud, "with equal hostility

and overwhelmed them with the same insults™®2. Does Eliot do likewise?

Women may be found near Jews in Eliot’s work. These proximities are not wholly without
significance. In certain cases, Jews achieve a relation with women denied to others. Princess
Volupine entertains Klein with a deference withheld from Burbank, and in "Eeldrop and Appleplex”,
Scheherezade is imagined in the company of a Jewish stockbroker. In each instance, the relation
diminishes the female, the Jewish figure domesticating her. Elsewhere, they are companions in the
same sleazy setting: the "jew” squats near the "old woman" in "Gerontion", and the assembly in
"Sweeney Among the Nightingales” is gathered in the one low dive. Here, though they repel, they
appear incapable of doing real harm. Just as Sweeney is not Agamemnon, so Rachel cannot match
Clytemnestra’s murderous violence: she threatens mere grapes, not a husband. In certain other
cases again, it is a matter of proximity of appearance in the text. In early drafts of "The Waste

Land", Fresca defecates, and then goes to bed to write to a friend about Lady Kleinwurm®?. These

82 Wistrich 1990, 517; Gay 1978, 196; Janik and Toulmin 1973, 71-3; Gilman 1986, 245; Freud 1977, 198.
®3 WLFT 39. | take her to be a Jewish society hostess. Lyndall Gordon, whose grasp of Eliot’s anti-Semitism is weak,

misses this connection: "Pound undoubtedly improved particular passages: his excisions of the anti-Semitic portrait of
Bleistein and the misogynistic portrait of Fresca curtailed Eliot’s excessive animus ..." (Gordon 1978, 105).
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seem to be similarly ignoble activities, the text hinting an association between Jews and sewers
that "Burbank” elaborates on. Jews and women are often rendered as non-reflective, indeed barely
sentient, creatures. They are animal-like in their rank corporeality, in Pound’s phrases "an element
... A Dbiological process" (Canto XXIX). The Jewish and the female combine in Rachel née
Rabinovich, and Lady Kleinwurm and Lady Katzegg, whose names are ugly and betray their owners.
These women, however, do not intimidate as Prufrock’s women intimidate. By making women

Jewish, Eliot overcame them; by subordinating them to Jews, he diminished them.

There is a strange, revealing poem in Ara Vos Frec, entitled "Ode”, which was thereafter
suppressed, neither appearing in the American edition of the same year, Poems, nor in any of the
subsequent Selected or Collected editions. Its theme is a disastrous honeymoon, one of two such
poems in Eliot’s work (the other being "Lune de Miel"). It conforms with de Beauvoir’s description
of a literary cliché: "Odour, moisture, fatigue, ennui - a library of books has described this gloomy
passion of a consciousness made flesh. Desire, which frequently shrouds disgust, reveals disgust
again when it is satisfied ... Throughout literature it is common to show a young man upset to the
point of nausea after his first coition"®*. "Ode" combines the clichéd with the confessional, allying
the most personal with the least original. Its inability to unite the intimate with the allusive is the
sign of its failure. It is alternately exaggeratedly recondite and nakedly direct. Its intrusive use of
the third person singular ("... h/s taking off./Now lies he there ...") is a defensive, self-concealing
gesture. Following a stanza of considerable opacity, there are the following lines, full of dismay and

pained recoil at the sexual act:

When the bridegroom smoothed his hair

There was blood upon the bed.

The smoothing of the hair is an attempt to recover a poise lost by participation in an act which the
poem’s protagonist is at pains to forget. Intensifying, and complicating, this expression of a very
primitive male horror of female blood is the awareness that the man was the certain cause of its
appearance (| exclude the possibility that it is to be understood as menstrual blood). This is only
half-acknowledged. One wants to read the first line as "when the bridegroom smoothed his hair
he noticed that there was blood etc.” because the literal alternatives, either that the combing of
the hair caused the blood on the bed, or that the bridegroom had nothing to do with the blood on
the bed, are each implausible. But such a reading would be a mistake. The poem is trapped
between a refusal to admit responsibility for the blood, and an inability to deny it. Hence the

"When", which inaugurates lines that seek to substitute for a causal relation, an innocent contiguity

% De Beauvoir 1975, 196-200,
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- as if the combing of the hair had nothing to do with the blood on the bed.

Now contrast "Ode" with two of Eliot’s anti-Semitic poems, "Gerontion™ and "Burbank”. Though
both "Ode" and "Gerontion" potently evoke fears of pollution by exposure to disease or human
waste, these fears are to be distinguished. It is only in "Ode" that the person at risk is author of
that risk; it is only in "Gerontion” that the polluting agent can be quarantined. "Ode" is a poem
about the complicities of men and women; "Gerontion”, in passing, glances at what separates
Christians from Jews. If it is protested that the "jew” is Gerontion’s landlord, and that that is a
relationship of sorts, consider the following: though landlord, the "jew" is forced to squat on a
window sill, separate from, and in conditions presumably inferior to, his "tenant”. While Jews can
be driven away, women cannot. Indeed, they may exercise a sordid fascination. Hence the
prostitutes that appear in his poetry - the "nightingales™ of "Sweeney Among the Nightingales”,
the "woman/Who hesitates towards you in the light of the door”, and "The ladies of the
corridor™®®. In "Burbank", a poem from the same collection as "Ode", there is the same shrouding
of slogan-simple lines by adjacent lines thick with allusions and obscurities of expression. The

revulsion leaps off the page:

The rats are underneath the piles.

The jew is underneath the lot.

These two lines pivot "Burbank”, just as the lines earlier quoted above pivot "Ode”, each at the
centre of the poem, startling in the clarity of their accusation. Further, the "protozoic slime”, which
is Bleistein’s element, and the blood, which is the woman’'s element, similarly impugn that
composed integrity of the body®® which in "Ode" the bridegroom ineffectually seeks to restore
by the smoothing of his hair. (It is a project that Eliot’s prose poem "Hysteria" pursues to the point
of madness: the deliberateness of the narrator’s account, his sensitivity to what is patently
"background” - white noise intrusively loud - and the menacing nature of the woman'’s body, all
indicate an attempt at composure which is evidence of an over-straining towards self-control). But
again, note the differences. While "Burbank™ embraces all Jews in its epigrammatic, summary
injustice, "Ode" dramatises an incident involving one man and one woman. The lines in "Burbank”
("The rat is underneath ...") represent a departure from narrative. The lines in "Ode", by contrast,

are an emergence into narrative from allusive obscurities of mood. At the point that "Burbank”

%. "Rhapsody on a Windy Night"; "Sweeney Erect". Ackroyd relates this theme to Eliot's experience of Paris: "although
... he was invaded by sexual longings in Paris his own inhibitions were such that he could not, or would not, act upon them.
... one book which exercised a profound fascination for him, and which he described as a * symbol’ of Paris for him at that
time, was Charles-Louis Phillipe’s Bubu de Montparnasse, the story of the pimps and prostitutes of that quarter of the city"
(Ackroyd 1985, 43).

% Kristeva 1982, 53.
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breaks off from its tale of tourists in Venice to make a statement about Jews in general, "Ode"

breaks into its tale of virginal disaster.

So, if certain of Eliot’s women, and his Jews, may be located on the same axis in his work, they
are to be found at different places on it. While he may imagine a relation with women, he cannot
with Jews, and while the outcome of his contest with women may not be predicted, and is full of
hazards, his contest with Jews, though fraught with revulsion, is predictably triumphant. The
poetry is engaged in a struggle with women. It wins a series of victories over Jews. The difference
between misogyny and anti-Semitism in Eliot’s poetry is thus the difference between a war
glimpsed in the course of hostilities, and a landscape in the wake of a pogrom. The contempt for
women and Jews have distinct resonances. The scornful "In the room the women come and
go/Talking of Michelangelo” is a defensive gesture in a poem about male panic about women. "The
images of women", comments Ackroyd, "are of those who destroy his self-possession and elicit
from him feelings of disgust™®’. In the case of Jews, however, it is only the latter. Jews do not
induce panic in Eliot. The poet’s contemplation of a Jew would not lead to a poem such as
"Hysteria". Jews don’t rattle the poet; women do. Women's eyes can "fix you in a formulated
phrase” ("Prufrock”); Jews' eyes cannot. They are sightless or dull ("Dirge”, "Burbank"), "red-eyed"

or "heavy" ("A Cooking Egg”", "Sweeney Among the Nightingales™). Compare:

[Rosedale] was a plump rosy man of the blond Jewish type, with smart London
clothes fitting him like upholstery, and small sidelong eyes which gave him the air
of appraising people as if they were bric-a-brac ... He met this with a steady gaze
of his small stock-taking eyes, which made {Lily] feel herself no more than some

superfine human merchandise.®®

This Jew has a gaze of which Eliot’s Jews are bereft. They cannot shame with their gaze: "shame
is [the] feeling ... of being an object; that is, of recognising myself in this degraded, fixed, and
dependent being which 1 am for the Other™®. This Sartrian formulation relies on Bergson. Eliot
addressed Bergson’s epigram "percevoir signifie immobilisier” in an early Harvard essay, and "drew
the logical conclusion from this belief in change as the criterion of life that to pin things down is
to render them lifeless™'®, It is Jews who are lifeless in Eliot’s poetry, not the objects of their

gaze. While Eliot’'s poetry delightedly conceives of Jews as dead, it broods on the killing of women.

97, Ackroyd 1985, 44,
% Wharton 1985, 14, 256.
% Sartre 1969, 288.
% Douglass 1986, 59, 66.
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In "Dirge", Bleistein is already dead, as is Mond in "A Cooking Egg”, but in "Portrait of a Lady” and
"Hysteria”, the death or dismemberment of a woman becomes an imaginative project to be

pursued. The difference marks, among other things, a choice made by Eliot within anti-Semitism.

"Murders", according to Ackroyd, "always seem to have fascinated” Eliot; one adds, particularly
the murders of women. Eliot once went to a fancy dress party dressed as Dr. Crippen. On another
occasion he praised the "Daily Mail"’s callous reporting of the Edith Thompson case'®'. "Eeldrop
and Appleplex™ makes an existential hero of a "man [who] murders his mistress”: "for the man the
act is eternal, and ... for the brief space he has to live, he is already dead. He is already in a
different world from ours. He has crossed the frontier”'°2. "Elegy”, one of the deleted sections
of "The Waste Land", is about an "injur’'d bride" restored to life by a dream "as in a tale by
Poe"'%3, "The Family Reunion" examines the conscience of a man who wished his wife dead and
whose wife has drowned'®, though whether the one is the cause of the other is left unclear (the
discontinuity between his horror at the death, and his responsibility for it, parallels that in "Qde").
In "Sweeney Agonistes”, Sweeney talks about a man he knew who had done "a girl in"; he hadn’t
been caught, and visited Sweeney from time to time (but Sweeney himself might be the murderer).
"The Death of the Duchess", part of the pre-Pound "Waste Land", pairs "husband" and "victim"
with "wife" and "sacrificial knife"'°%. The contemplation of murder is often a defensive strategy.
In "Portrait of a Lady™, as Carol Christ has shown'®®, the speaker diminishes his fears by
fantasising the death of the Lady ("what if she should die some afternoon”). The poem’s instability
of mood is established at once by the contrast between the epigraph, which quotes lines of brutal
humour from "The Jew of Malta", and its opening lines, which evoke the cloistered pathos of
" Juliet’s tomb". Eliot’s work also betrays a sado-masochistic fascination with the erotics of murder
and rape. In the unpublished "The Love Song of St. Sebastian”, a woman is strangled by her lover:

"1 would come with a towel in my hand/And bend your head betweer below my knees./ ... /You

01 Ackroyd 1985, 143. Eliot wrote: "On the liford murder your attitude has been in striking contrast with the flaccid
sentimentality of other papers | have seen”. In the same letter (8 January 1923), he praised the newspaper’s "remarkable
series of articles ... on Fascismo™ (quoted: Weis 1990, 292). Thompson was hanged, along with her lover, for the murder
of her husband.

%2 rEeldrop and Appleplex” |, LR May 1917, 9.

18 OWLFT 117,

1% Indifferent to Eliot's misogyny, Kenner trivialises the drowning theme: "{the drowned woman] is part of the public
mythology of an era when one of the police-court shamans of the British people was the man who drowned a succession
of wives, by a method which left no marks of a struggle, in order to realize their insurance money” (Kenner 1985 A, 197).
In fact, Eliot’s drownings must be put in the context of a whole series of such literary murders, and failed murders (Gilbert
and Gubar 1987, chaps. 1-2, passim; on the persistence of this theme, from the medieval test for witches of immersion
by water to the undrownable Alex in the film "Fatal Attraction”, see Smith 1989, 27).

S WLFT 111,

1% Christ 1991, 28.
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would love me because | should have strangled you/And because of my infammy./And | should love
you the more because | had mangled you/And because you were no longer beautiful/To anyone but
me"'?’. In "The Death of St. Narcissus", the saint imagines himself to be "a young girl/Caught
in the woods by a drunken old man"”. Eliot invokes another rape in "The Waste Land": "Philomel,
by the barbarous king/So rudely forced” ("A Game of Chess"). The poem then returns to the
phrase, as if brooding on it, in "The Fire Sermon": "So rudely forc’d/Tereu”. It is only in the case
of the martyrdom of Celia in "The Cocktail Party”, which is comparable to the death of Thomas
Becket in "Murder in the Cathedral”, that Eliot is able wholly to disengage his visions of female
death from his misogyny. Celia’s death does not derive from Sweeney’s imperative that "Any man

has to, needs to, wants to/Once in a lifetime, do a girl in"'%,

Eliot’s "ferocious fantasies about female defeat"'®, which parallel other such fantasies in the
literature of Modernism, should be related to his accounts of female vigour and his admissions that
just as men may kill women, women kill men, and both may be drowned. "Aunt Helen", "Cousin
Nancy", and "The Waste Land" are poems that bear witness to feminine strength. "Sweeney
Among the Nightingales"” conjures powerfully with the death of Agammemnon. In "The Waste
Land", as Gregory Jay points out, "dead men turn up everywhere in this unreal city, or their words
float to its allusive city"''°. Eliot’s poetry may be conceived of as a river, thick with the cargo
of dead men and women: "worried bodies of drowned men drift down in the green silence”;
"Phlébas le Phénicien, pendant quinze jours noyé"'"'. "Fear death by water”, warns "The Waste
Land". Eliot inaugurated his literary career with lines about undrownable women: "I have heard the
mermaids sing ... We have lingered in the chambers of the sea/By sea-girls wreathed with seaweed
red and brown/Till human voices wake us, and we drown"''2, Towards the end of that career,
Eliot wrote a play about a woman who drowns in response to a mere wish that she would do so:
"[Harry:] You would never imagine anyone could sink so quickly./l had always supposed, wherever

1 went/That she would be with me; whatever | did/That she would be unkillable. It was not like

197, LTSE 47.

1% ~Sweeny Agonistes”. Neville Coghill was shocked when he saw the play: "it seemed to justify the ways of Crippen
to woman ... there appeared to be no alternative for Sweeney than to murder Doris”. Eliot later told Coghill that, while he
did not question the legitimacy of the interpretation, it was not what he had intended (Coghill 1948, 85-6).

% Gibert and Gubar 1987, 4.
"o Jay 1983, 138.
"M "Mr. Apollinax”, "Dans le Restaurant”.

12 Rebecca West’'s "Indissoluble Matrimony” (1914) provides another example of the "undrownable woman™ who
defeats her husband’s best efforts to drown her: "Bodies like his do not kill bodies like hers. ... He was beaten™ (West 1981,
117).
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that"''3. The poetry | have been examining in these pages is written out of the space defined by
these two quotations. By contrast, Eliot’'s poetry does not drown Jews, it merely returns them to
the primeval mire, as if they were the oldest and most degraded members of creation, the first, but
least honoured, of the species (but not, in Belloc’s fear-laden phrase, "monsters of the deep™''*;
they aren‘t that intimidating). Thus the "jew" in "Gerontion” is "spawned", and Bleistein, whose
"lustreless protrusive eye/Stares from the protozoic slime” in "Burbank”, is picked over by crabs

in "Dirge”. | will return to this in chapter 4.
Eliot’s anti-Semitism, and the anti-Semitism of his times {and our own)

Recognising that Eliot’s anti-Semitism, in its separate elements, was unoriginal, can lead to the
exculpatory judgment that it was typical of its time. Furthermore, given that anti-Semitism was "in
the air""'®, and the literature of the period unavoidably contaminated by it, is not a study of
"Burbank" by reference to its anti-Semitism the least illuminating way of proceeding - examining
only what it shares with other works of the period, instead of what distinguishes it from them?
William Empson, discussing the "rejected passages of Jew-baiting™ in the pre-Pound draft of "The
Waste Land” commented: "I am not inclined to puli a long face about this. A writer had better rise
above the ideas of his time, but one should not take offence if he doesn’t"''®. Empson, not the
object of the baiting, was altogether too brisk. His breezy shrug is inadequate to "Dirge™’s
provocation. He aiso assumes, without demonstration, that Eliot’s anti-Semitism was no more than
that of his time. Eliot simply failed to avoid the quotidian prejudices of the 1920s. This is a more
critical lapse in judgment. Eliot’s anti-Semitism was creative. It cannot be dismissed as mere
repetition. Eliot did "rise above" the anti-Semitism of his time, though not in the way Empson
proposes. Eliot did so by putting that anti-Semitism to imaginative use. Indeed, his poetry is one

of anti-Semitism’s few literary triumphs.

T.S. Matthews, who knew Eliot quite well, had this to say on the subject:

'3, The Family Reunion, Pt. |, sc. |.
" Quoted: Wilson 1986, 344,

185, Muggeridge 1989, 243. Hartman, in blithe disregard of his larger critical principles, makes de Man the beneficiary
of this argument: "It remains important ... to place oneself in that era and ask basic questions about motives and attitudes”
(Hartman 1989, 15). | endorse the following criticism: "This is an odd injunction, given deconstruction’s criticism of that
branch of empathetic hermeneutics that believes you can recover the intentions and meanings ... of historical actors, grasp
the past from the point of view of the past™ (Prendergast 1990, 335; these comments relate to an earlier version of
Hartman's essay, but the point remains valid in relation to both versions).

18, Empson 1984, 196. Who is this "one™ who should not take offence? The best one can say for this argument is that
Herbert Read’s is worse: "[Eliot] has been accused of anti-Semitism ... all of us, if we are honest with ourselves, must
confess to a certain spontaneous xenophobia. It is an instinct that the educated man controls or eradicates, and in this
respect Eliot was as controlled as the best of us™ (Read 1971, 35).
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Like most Americans of his background, he was not consciously or openly
antisemitic. He merely reflected the pejorative feeling of his class and region about
Jews; that they are partly comic, partly sinister - an attitude imported from

England, where it was voiced by Shakespeare and Dickens, to name but two''’.

Matthews argues that because Eliot’s times were anti-Semitic, his anti-Semitism should be
forgiven. It was unavoidable. The culpable anti-Semites are those who choose to be hostile to
Jews; those others, who merely "reflect” the anti-Semitism of their milieu, should not be judged
harshly. Yet anti-Semitism is a social prejudice. As a group phenomenon it is not an appropriate
case in which to plead moral safety in numbers. Writing an anti-Semitic poem does not reflect the
times’s anti-Semitism; it enlarges it, adding to the sum of its instances. Eliot’s work contributed
to the anti-Semitism of his times. To claim, given "Burbank"”, "Gerontion", and After Strange Gods,
that Eliot was neither "openly” nor "consciously™ anti-Semitic is absurd. Matthews’s defence is a

labour of trivialisation.

These remarks of Matthews’s and Empson’s would find their proper place in an essay entitled
"What is permanent in the work of T.S. Eliot™. They imply a distinction between "timeless™ and
"timebound” elements in Eliot's work. The appeal to the anti-Semitism of the times becomes one
means by which this distinction is drawn, thereby detaching the permanent from the ephemeral,
and the valuable from the trivial, and ultimately the poetry from the anti-Semitism. This distinction,
in any event inherently implausible, goes wrong when applied to Eliot’s anti-Semitic poetry, which
is made out of anti-Semitic materials. Ignore the anti-Semitism and the poetry itself disappears.
Furthermore, anti-Semitism is no more to be restricted to the inter-war period than is Christianity.
Indeed anti-Semitism has the longer history. To assert that Eliot’s poetry merely reflected the anti-
Semitism of the times is as fatuous as asserting that his poetry merely reflected the Christianity

of those times. Eliot’s poetry engages with both.

(There is a variant of this case. In its weak form, it distinguishes between two ways of reading
texts. The first reads a literary work as exemplifying discursive practices or ideologies; the second
reads it as engaged in processes that render them problematical. The former is "symptomatic”, the

latter "critical”, reading. The one considers a text in its "documentary”, the other in its "work-like”,

", Matthews 1974, 113, It is 8 common view: "Eliot was not so much anti-Semitic as he was the unwitting victim of
the myths of his class and kind™ (Brinnin 1982, 269); "there can be no doubt that {Eliot] adopted the automatic anti-Jewish
attitude of hie class and generation" (McCormick 1988, 361). A stronger variant of this argument proposes that the poet
or playwright was compelled to submit to the prejudices of his times. This leads to the proposition that the writer’s anti-
Semitism was not genuinely held. Thus: "Shakespeare bowed his great genius to the prejudices of an ignorant age" (quoted:
Blau end Baron 1963, 675). Such a case could not, of course, be made for Eliot.
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aspect''®. This version of the case may be said to tend toward the essay "What is /iterary in the
work of T.S. Eliot". The assumption, common to deconstructionist endeavours, but not limited to
them, that literary works undo the arguments that they appear to articulate, is at the root of this
line of reasoning''®. Reading "symptomatically" is, in the strong version of this case, a
misreading. It mistakes subversion for endorsement. | reject this case. Eliot’s anti-Semitic poetry
eludes the categories of both the "symptomatic” and the "critical”. It neither simply reproduces,
nor cunningly undermines, anti-Semitism. What it does is to exploit anti-Semitism for its effects,
and it thus comprises a virtuoso display of what anti-Semitism can bring to the making of poems.
This poetry is too inventive to be dismissed as merely reproductive of quotidian anti-Semitism. It
is too faithful to that anti-Semitism to be praised as craftily - or even inadvertently - éubversive of
it. It composes creative variations on what one historian of anti-Semitism has described as "the

anti-Jewish polemic"'%).

Empson and Matthews with greater effort could have made a fuller case. Such a case would, by
more detailed contextual study, contend that there is nothing in Eliot’s work not found elsewhere
in the anti-Semitism of the times. But by demonstrating the close complicity of Eliot’s work with
the regularities of anti-Semitic discourse it would defeat its own larger purpose. Instead of proving
that Eliot merely reflected anti-Semitic times, it would reveal him to be an anti-Semite. Eliot’s work
would become exemplary of anti-Semitism. The anti-Semitic context would then do rhore than just
shed light on a poem such as "Burbank"; it would explain it. Text would become conﬁnuous with
context. The exposition of anti-Semitism would aid the elucidation of the poem; the exposition of

the poem would aid the elucidation of anti-Semitism.

Those who would envelop Eliot’s anti-Semitic poetry in the blanket of the time of its first
publication, miss two points. The first relates to anti-Semitism: it is neither universal nor irresistible.
The second relates to Eliot: the anti-Semitism of his work is allied to a literary project. | elaborate

the first point below. My thesis as a whole seeks to demonstrate the truth of the second point.

Anti-Semitism is not a sickness that infects everyone. Hostility to Jews often has been countered

"% LaCapra 1983, 23-71.

"%, "The critic may certainly consider the relation between the literary work and truth and values, but only in order to
discover - or rather to decide, because he or she knows the answer in advance since this is critical dogma - that the work
is irretrievably incoherent, that it can affirm nothing and that it subverts its own values. This is what's called deconstructing
a text" (Todorov 1988, 97). There is a more tentative version: "if [the poems under discussion) carry messages about
history they do so in a medium which diffuses or ironizes the messages”. Poems that do not do so will usually be those "we
judge not to be good™. This slides from ontology to value; no longer constitutive of all poetry, reading for a diffusing/ironizing
of the message becomes the means by good poetry is found. If one is to avoid misreading poetry as non-poetry, or good
poetry as bad poetry, one needs to be careful when investigating "the interaction between [poems] and their historical
contexts™ (Kermode 1990 B, 66-7). | reject the formula: (good) poetry ironizes, bad/non-poetry affirms.

12 Katz 1980, 53.
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by vigorous, sometimes heroic, interventions by others on their behalf. Of the many examples that
could be cited, those relating to the Holocaust are amongst the most striking. Thus one cannot
assert unqualifiedly of any period that it was anti-Semitic. When Jews have been attacked, there
have been others willing to defend them; when they have been calumniated, others have
challenged their slanderers'?'; when, by a pervasive sentiment of exclusion, they have been kept
at a distance, there have been those who have not flinched from welcoming them; when they have
been demonised in novels and plays, there have been others who have striven to represent them
fairly, or striven to keep them out when convention demanded a Jewish villain. In addition, there
always have been many indifferent both to Jews and their antagonists. Anti-Semitism has rarely
had an entirely free run: Jews have fought back, numerous non-Jews by their side. They have
often won. Even discounting the massive counter-example of Joyce'??, within the inter-war
literary culture of England there were many who were untouched by anti-Semitism, either neutral,
or in degrees philo-Semitic. E.M. Forster, for example, refused social contact with anti-Semites; for
him, anti-Semitism was "now [1939] the worst and most shocking of all things". John Middleton
Murray condemned "the subtle degradation of anti-Semitism". In 1939, Aldous Huxley arranged
to get two Jewish children out of Germany whose mother had been a pupil of his mother’s, and
he then contributed to their education. W.H. Auden’s hostility to anti-Semitism was self-conscious
and fortified by his love for Chester Kalman: "It is in you, a Jew,” he wrote to Kalman, "that ), a
Gentile, inheriting an O-so-genteel anti-semitism, have found my happiness”. Even if one conceded
that the dominant literary spirit was hostile to Jews - think of Belloc and Chesterton, Pound and
Wyndham Lewis, and Woolf, Brooke, and Campbell, as well as minor writers like Mary Butts'?® -

it does not follow that anti-Semitism was of a strength to compel adherence.

Excusing the anti-Semitism because it was typical of the times is accompanied often by the
assertion that that anti-Semitism was itself not especially injurious. Of Eliot specifically, it is argued
that his anti-Semitism should not be judged in the light of the Nazi variant. Eliot’'s anti-Semitism

was representative, and representatively mild:

It is nonsense what Fyvel said about Eliot being antisemitic. Of course you can find

what would now be antisemitic remarks in his early work, but who didn’t say such

121, Often, from within the same group. For example, while Adrienne Monnier and Sylvia Beach were aiding Jewish
refugees in war-time France, Natalie Barney, another "woman of the Left Bank”, regarded Jewish greed as the cause of
World War |l (Benstock 1987, 412-14).

122 Nadel 1989.

'B_ Forster 1965, 25-6 (in 1940, when Forster heard of a friend’s anti-Semitism, he wrote to him pointing out its evil
effects: Furbank 1979 Il, 236); Murray 1948, 234, Bedford 1987 Il, 371, 2; Carpenter 1982, 260; on Woolf; "Years later
she would remember “How | hated marrying a Jew’” Edel 1981, 186; on Brooke: "anti-Semitic slurs were freely sprinkied
in Rupert’s letters, usually harping on the Jews as rootless, intellectually destructive outsiders™ Delaney 1988, 23-4; on
Campbell: "the loudly expressed anti-Semitism of [his] later years™ Alexander 1982, 125; on Butts: Wright 1985, 122-25.
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things at the time? One has to draw a distinction between what was said before
and what after 1934. Of course all these nationalistic prejudices are ridiculous, but
disliking Jews isn‘t intrinsically worse than disliking Negroes or Americans or any
other block of people. In the early twenties, Eliot’s antisemitic remarks were about
on a par with the automatic sneer one casts at Anglo-Indian colonels in boarding
houses. On the other hand if they had been written after the persecutions began

they would have meant something quite different'?*.

As Emmanuel Levinas observes: "Hitler has paled the memory of the Jewish blood spilled before
1933-45. People have ended up believing that anti-Semitism was born with National Socialism, and
that the fall of the Third Reich essentially rid humanity of it"'?%, Orwell disputes that Eliot was
anti-Semitic. What would now "be called” anti-Semitic was not so styled at the time. The
Holocaust provokes the condemnation of work that does not deserve such censure if examined in
the context of its first publication. It is therefore illegitimate, and pressed only by those whose
judgment is distorted by ethnic bile. Yet: many didn’t "say™ what Eliot said; anti-Semitism is not
a "nationalistic prejudice” like other such prejudices, nor were Eliot’s "remarks” the equivalent to
the ridicule of faded colonial blimps; Eliot did say disobliging things about Jews after 1934;
concurrent with those later comments was a "flirtation with Fascism™ conducted in the pages of
"The Criterion"'?%; the persecution of Jews did not begin in 1934, even in Germany; a person
has a continuing responsibility toward what he writes, which he may exercise by subsequently
repudiating what once, but no longer, represented his views. Eliot’s anti-Semitism survived the
Holocaust; he both affirmed it by the reprinting of his poems, and enlarged its scope by his remarks

in Notes on "culture contact” between Jews and Christians.

The contention that the anti-Semitism of novels and poems are continuous with the anti-Semitism
of legislative discrimination and social exclusion invites the further connection that both in turn are
continuous with the anti-Semitism of the death camps, a deeply unpalatable conclusion. Joseph
Chiari defended Eliot thus: "one must not judge a few verbal irresponsibilities of sixty years ago by
the scorching light of Auschwitz, Dachau or Belsen". Bernard Levin has argued that Eliot’s anti-

Semitism was “safe” because it was expressed in what he supposes to be the historical moment

‘24 Orwell 19701V, 509. Again: "1 can think of passages in Villon, Shakespeare, Smollet, Thackeray, H.G. Wells, Aldous
Huxdey, T.S. Eliot and many another which would be called anti-semitic if they had been written since Hitler came to power”;
"I can think of passages which if written now [1945] would be stigmatized as antisemitic, in the works of Shakespeare,
fetc. etc]” (Orwell 1970 I11, 113, 385). However, Orwell also identified Eliot as a "neo-Tory" in thie context: "Neo-Tories
and political Catholics are always liable to succumb to antisemitism, at least intermittently” (Orwell 1370 Ill, 422, 426).

1% Levinas 1990, 128-9.

£

128 The phrase i/rYChace’s, and he analyses the rather coy nature of that flirtation in Chace 1973, 137-46.

33



between pogrom and Holocaust: "we must not judge the ignorant past by the knowing
present”'?’, What, then, was being done to Jews when "Burbank” and "Gerontion™ were first
published? The record was a bloody one, full of recent disasters. Pogroms during the October
Revolution and the ensuing civil war left 75,000 Jews dead'?®. In the months before Germany’s
defeat, anti-Semitic organisations terrorised the Jewish communities of Berlin and Munich. Anti-
Jewish riots swept Bavaria and a major pogrom occurred in Lemberg in 1919. When the Munich
Soviet was crushed, all foreign-born Jews were expelled'?®. These were rehearsals for that part
of the Holocaust transacted outside the death camps. Any informed person of good will would have
known enough then about Jewish ordeals to be aware of the capabilities of anti-Semitism. One
surmises that by 1934, readers of After Strange Gods would have had to struggle to distinguish

its anti-Semitic proposals from those which were already being implemented in Germany'*°.

It is tempting to characterise Eliot's anti-Semitic poetry in terms of modern calamities. With
hindsight, one can make that poetry more horrible, or more prophetic, thanitis. In "To T.S. Eliot",
Emanuel Litvinoff adopts Eliot's language to place himself with those other Jews trapped and then

murdered in Europe:

| am not one accepted in your parish.
Bleistein is my relative and | share

the protozoic slime of Shylock, a page
in Sturmer, and, underneath the cities,
a billet somewhat lower than the rats.
Blood in the sewers. Pieces of our flesh

float with the ordure on the Vistula.'®

The poet identifies himself with the persecuted; by implication, he identifies Eliot with the
persecutors. Bleistein and Shylock consort with the horror-Jews of Goebbels’s Nazi rag. Litvinoff
gives Eliot's insults an historical gloss. Many Jews indeed had a rat’s fate. in June 1938, a British

official reported from Berlin that "Jews have been hunted like rats in their homes, and for fear of

77 Chiari 1982, 42; Levin 1990, 76-7.
3 Ettinger 1976, 954,
'® Grosser and Halper 1979, 248-9.

%1t was brave, and tactless, for J.M. Cameron to include this footnote in his contribution to a celebratory volume
marking Eliot’s 70th birthday: "Hindsight is, of course, easy. But the general intentions of the Nazis were known before
1933; the furnaces of Auschwitz were already on the drawing-board™ (Cameron 1958, 145).

W Litvinoff 1980, 715-6.
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arrest many of them sleep at a different address overnight"'*2. During the slaughters of 1942,
Rumanian soldiers would shout "rats! rats!" as they fired at Jewish men, women and children
hiding in haystacks or bushes'®. In Lvov, a few Jews survived the war by hiding in the city’s
sewers. Around their legs unseen rats would scuttle, and had to be beaten off with clubs and
stones; elsewhere, an army of rats fed on the corpses of Jews tracked down and shot; the sewers
were cold and wet, and reeked of excrement; like "Gerontion™'s "jew", these men and women
developed sores and rashes; on one occasion, they almost drowned as rain water threatened to
flood their cell, thereby exposing them to Bleistein’s fate'*. What is one to make of "Burbank”,
holding such images in one’s mind? It cannot be claimed of the poem that it forecast a certain
Jewish predicament in Occupied Europe; nor did it call for Jews to be driven to such desperate
extremes. it was neither prescient not programmatic. Its offence is not that it contributed to the
terror that drove real Jews into real sewers but that it enacts a parallel terror, one of scorn and
contempt, against its own, fictional Jews. The poem itself is persecutory; if it also contributed to

Nazi persecutions, then that contribution was oblique and difficult to calculate.

To describe the anti-Semitism of "Gerontion™ as "fascistic™'*® is simply to disclose a lack of
curiosity about the pre-Nazi history of anti-Semitism. Yet if one writes now of anti-Semitism one
does so, inevitably, in the shadow of the death camps. Does this distort what one thinks about
anti-Semitism in particular cases? Ricks argues correctly that it is wrong to "makl[e] the murderous
extremity of anti-Semitism synonymous with or coterminous with prejudice™**®. The fear of doing
just this might explain the failure of students of Modernism and anti-Semitism to examine the
connections between the two, even though in Eliot and in Pound, as in Wyndham Lewis and D.H.
Lawrence, there is considerable material for such a study. What can the history of an infamy have
to do with the examination of a major 20th century literary movement? The one study entails a
condemnation, the other an endorsement. Approaching anti-Semitism from the perspective of
Modernism risks trivialising the horror in contemporary Jewish history. Interpreting Modernism from
the perspective of anti-Semitism seems both perverse and reductive. Examining either one by
reference to the other would seem to guarantee that justice is done to neither. There are thus
books on Eliot that pretend that he had nothing to say about Jews. Conversely, there are histories
of anti-Semitism in which they will be cited without any acknowledgment that he was a poet or

that the quoted passage is itself poetry of a high and challenging order. If the former refine anti-

32 Quoted: Gitbert 1987, 64.
33 Steinberg 1990, 72.

134, Marshall 1990.

1%, Ellmann 1987, 81.

138 Ricks 1988, 75.
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Semitism out of existence, the latter distill the poetry that they study into an anti-Semitic essence.
Both thereby miss numerous points, among which is the trite one that while poems do not cease
to be so merely because they articulate anti-Semitic themes, equally there is nothing about poetic

language which is especially resistant to anti-Semitism.
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CHAPTER TWO: "GERONTION", CRITICISM, AND THE LIMITS OF THE DRAMATIC MONOLOGUE

“Gerontion™ (1)

"Gerontion” abstracts places from homes, voices from persons, words from meaning. Its Jew is
without a home; although he has addresses, he cannot enter the one property that he owns. He
is without identity. He lacks a name and is barely a noun on the page: in the pre-1963 editions of
Eliot’s poetry, the initial letter of "jew"” was printed in the lower case. Gerontion also lacks a certain
name. The poem’s title means "little old man". One assumes it is the narrator’s name, but it need
not be. The poem is not the "Song of Gerontion". Like the "jew", he does not get beyond the
generic. His lament lacks pain, his regret lacks pathos, his reminiscences are detached from any
history that could give them coherence, and sense. He has "no ghosts". He also has no home. The
"jew" owns a property in which he cannot live; Gerontion lives in a property which he does not
own. The poem meditates on a radical dispossession of self. It begins by reflecting upon an
absence of tenure and ends by exposing an absence of identity. Though "Gerontion” purports to
be a dramatic monologue, this is a deception. It is not at home in the form. Thus even the poem’s
form is in a kind of exile. It provides context for neither Gerontion’s verbosity nor the landlord’s
silence. There is no revelation, there is no development. The poem withholds such possibilities. Its
continuities are buffeted by random interventions and unanswered questions. Consecutive but

unrelated sentences press it toward its conclusion in chaos and storm.

Though the poem has seven stanzas of uneven length, it is best divided into five sections’.
"Gerontion", mid-way between the earlier unitary poems and the later serial works, hovers on the
brink of formal divisions, like the poems that comprise the Four Quartets or the separately titled
sections of "The Waste Land". The first section locates a speaker. It is about places and
sensations, the elemental and the tactile. It identifies the geography of a house, and its inhabitants.
While this is the poem’s mise en scéne, positioning actor and furniture, the second section does
not begin the action. Instead it mixes theology with random, personal recollections, matching the
momentous intervention of God in history, misunderstood or unwitnessed, with sinister,
insignificant memories of acquaintances in familiar postures. The two are linked by the recalling of
a ritual of consumption, ambiguously both devotional and trivialising. The third section is a
reflection on the second: perplexity following upon a revelation that did not happen. Apophthegmic
counters, the furniture of a mind, are arranged, rearranged and disordered. This mental furniture

is in similar disarray to the furniture of the house that the first section lays out. It is a poem that

1. Ransom 1971, 136-60,
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begins with a man with both mind and body in disarray. The residence doesn’t quite amount to a
home, the sententiousness doesn’t quite amount to wisdom. The fourth section addresses an
unidentified auditor in a spirit of uneasy explanation, offering equivocal self-justification. This half-
dialogue - neither self-examination nor direct address - is obscure and anguished. It is as urgent as
the previous section is ponderous, as personal as the previous section is discursive. It marks a
return to the tactile only to negate it. Robbed of a secure place in which either to live or to think,
deprived even of the capacity for animal existence, Gerontion disintegrates, dividing into his
thoughts. The fifth section defies prose reduction, "delirium" being the key. The last lines announce
the dissolution of the poem’s form as dramatic monologue. The poem that opens "Here /am" ends,
indifferently singular and plural, thus: "Tenants of the house,/Thoughts of a dry brain in a dry

season”.

While the poem’s title promises the dramatising of a consciousness in the idiom of "Prufrock”, the
poem itself denies that promise, beginning with the epigraph. The quotation from Measure for
Measure denies that life is separable into two periods, "youth" and "age". Neither is actually
experienced. They indivisibly comprise a single dream, although this is an "as it were." The
epigraph puts into question the meaning to be given to the title - if there is no distinction to be
drawn between youth and age, then why does it matter that "Gerontion” means little o/d man? The
privileges that are claimed for age are not to be granted. Just as the "little” diminishes Gerontion,
so the epigraph undermines any claim to sagacity. The contrast that one might expect therefore
between the experienced and the callow is not made. "Little old man": the name divided against
itself ("little™ mocking "old"), the epigraph subverting the adjective ("old"), the poem dissolving the

noun ("man").

The opening stanza, confirming the refusal to contrast past with present, gives it another twist.
The old man is being read to by a boy: Gerontion lacks the wisdom to teach. He confesses to his
inglorious past. Though his present condition is squalid, it is without the pathos of decline. Lacking
the means of dignity, he also lacks consolatory memories. There is no bitterness, because there
is no loss. The Jewish landlord has his place in this pseudo-lapsarian scenario, one of Symbolism’s
imaginary landscapes?. Barely human, he is at home in Gerontion’s half-life. The poem is not a
complaint, and the Jew is not its villain. This is not a poetry of melodrama: it lacks the energy, and
the optimism, of that genre. Gerontion does not bemoan the fate of heroes exploited, fleeced by
moneylenders or robbed by landlords. The poem does not mourn the decline of greatness, but its
impossibility. While Gerontion - who has not seen action - has sufficient poetic gift to render the

weary obstinacy of armed combat, he does not thereby live it. It is the passivity of conflict that he

2, Honnighausen 1988, chap. 4.
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represents, in an extraordinary imagining:

| was neither at the hot gates

Nor fought in the warm rain

Nor knee deep in the salt marsh, heaving a cutlass,
Bitten by flies, fought.

The elements, fire ("hot"), water ("rain"), and earth ("marsh"), would have stolidly immobilised him.
He would have been fought at, and to a standstill. But, of course, he was not there. Cutlasses were
not wielded at Thermopylae - the "hot gates” made strange to English readers by Eliot rendering
it in our language. This is part of Gerontion’s unreliability. He is not a true witness. We cannot be
sure of what he says. The poem is constantly misunderstanding what it does not see, and noticing

the misperceptions of others:
Signs are taken for wonders. "We would see a sign!”

The poem’s achievement is to articulate chaos without thereby giving it order. (Eliot's plan to
publish it as a preface to "The Waste Land"” made sense). It is a poem that keeps faith with the
negative. Gerontion insistently questions - the poem is punctuated by interrogatives - but never
answers. And while he argues, he never reasons. It is a querulous poem. It also a poem written by

someone who has deliberately done considerable violence to his narrative gifts:

The woman keeps the kitchen, makes tea,
Sneezes at evening, poking the peevish gutter.
| am an old man,

A dull head among windy spaces.

The vexing domesticity of this scene has its humorous side. As Gerontion frets, he creates a
precisely realised image of the irascibility and incapacities of old age. This a recurring theme in
Eliot. "Do not let me hear/Of the wisdom of old men, but rather of their folly" says the poet in
"East Coker"; the "familiar compound ghost" sardonically lists "the gifts reserved for age™ in "Little

Gidding". But this novelistic moment is ended by language with an entirely different purpose:

Signs are taken for wonders. "We would see a sign!”
The word within a word, unable to speak a word,
Swaddled with darkness. In the juvescence of the year

Came Christ the tiger
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Portents are mistaken for spectacles; that is, events which have significance because they refer
to other events are mistakenly taken to be significant in themselves. The desire for signs is
unsatisfied because those who seek them are blind to their appearance. The "Word" is demoted
to "word", the second such demotion effected by the substitution of the lower-case initial letter
for the upper-case. ("jew" is less than "Jew"; "word" is less than "Word"). There is no revelation
here, only a muting and a concealment. The poem is restless. It does not alight anywhere for long,
and wherever it does rest, it does not find peace. There are no children in this poem, except the
boy who reads to Gerontion, and he is not the little old man’s son. "A boy", “the woman", "the
jew" - they are as much kin to Gerontion as "the goat™ coughing at night "in the field overhead".
In place of the reproductive ties of family there is isolation, and dependency. In a state of alienation
without independence, Gerontion needs the boy to read to him, the woman to cook for him, the
Jew to house him. But Gerontion himself is "dry", he cannot reciprocate. The repetition of words
makes its own point about sterility. There will be no celebration in this poem of the fecundity of
language: "rain”, "fought”, "house" are all repeated within the first seven lines. Synonyms are
word-partners, and this is a poem about the impossibility of partnerships - between men and other
men, men and women, men and children, man and God, the present and the past. It is a poem
which details severances. Gerontion’s relation, or non-relation, with the Jew is merely one instance

among many such instances.

The poem diminishes hope to mere expectation, knowledge to mere experience. It is, indeed, a

poem in a continuous motion of retreat. It flinches, in protest, from what it represents:

And the jew squats ...

The goat coughs at night in the field overhead;

Rocks, moss, stonecrop, iron, merds.

Pearson has argued that Eliot’s use of "merds” "render[s] faeces as innocuous as tea-leaves”*. Not
so. "Merds" is not quite the same as "faeces". The latter is indistinguishably plural, and massy,
while the former has the sense of separate droppings, such as might fall from a person squatting
on a window sill, the waste falling to the ground. The merds are, ambiguously, both the Jew’s and
the goat’s, either the waste of the animal, or the waste of the person squatting on the window sill,
the poem thereby rehearsing through this ambiguity that anti-Semitic figure which associates Jews

with goats; Pound described the Jew as the "usurer’s goat™*, proving thereby the persistence of

3 Pearson 1970, 85.

4, Trachtenberg 1983, 47, 208; Pound 1973, 270.
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anti-Semitism’s most primitive phantasms. "Merds" are turds, the close rhyme bringing the latter
irresistibly to mind when reading former. The poem shies away from the English and takes refuge
in the French equivalent. Though the words are given the same definition by the Shorter OED, it

is only "turd"” which is prefaced by "Not now in polite use”.

"Gerontion" degrades human creativity. Just as the Jew is "spawned” in an estaminet, so
"Unnatural vices/Are fathered by our heroism"”, and "the refusal propagates a fear". "Fathering”
becomes a sinister, destructive force, "propagating” the means by which a denial leads to a recoil.
But these words are used only in their metaphoric sense. The literal use is withheld - it is not
“fathered in some estaminet”. The Jew is not conceived by parents and delivered in a hospital or
a home, but "spawned" in a low, public place, a cafe. Of course, it is hard to imagine anyone being
delivered in a cafe - this is part of the general sense of geographical dislocation that the poem
practices on the reader (it is its surrealism - just imagine that! it challenges). In the order of Biblical
creation, "spawning” points away from the pinnacle to the base, moving back, so to speak, from
the evening of the sixth, to the morning of the fifth, day. The passage breathes hate, the sibilants

hissing scorn:

... the jew squats on the window sill, the owner,
Spawned in some estaminet of Antwerp,

Blistered in Brussels, patched and peeled in London.

There is both revulsion and contempt here. Squatting has a subordinate defecatory sense, linking
with "merds” four lines lower. The word these other words intimate is "spit”. It is Shylock’s bitter
complaint: "You call me misbeliever, cut-throat dog,/And spet upon my Jewish gaberdine/.../You
... did void your rheum on my beard". It is also Antonio’s triumphant, mocking response: "l am as
like to call thee so again,/To spet on thee again, to spurn thee too" (I, iii, 125-6). Gerontion,
Antonio’s brother in his dependency on a Jew, rehearses that abuse. Spitting at the Jew in this
opening stanza is one of the few moments of passion in a poem which is animated by despair and

exasperation®.

Some Jewish critics

Certain Jews have been reluctant to acknowledge that this represents one instance of vilification

. Pound, whosse anti-Semitism has an exhortatory edge that Eliot’s lacks, put it more excitedly, spitting not on the Jews
themselves but on their fawners: "Let us be done with Jews and Jobbery,/Let us SPIT on those who fawn on the JEWS
for their money”™ (Pound 1981, 45). These lines have been changed in Pound’s Colflected Shorter Poems to "Let us be done
with pandars and jobbery,/Let us spit upon those who pat the big-bellies for profit" (Pound 1984, 145). The change is
unacknowledged: | address the ethice of revision in chapter 6.
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in a body of work insulting to Jews. For example, in his 1947 essay on "Gerontion", Wolf
Mankowitz ignores the poem’s anti-Semitism almost completely. He notices it only to the extent
of discreditably sanctioning it: "{Gerontion’s] condition ... is passive, unresistant to decay and
dominated by a rootless, cosmopolitan culture™®. "Rootless cosmopolitans” is one of modern anti-
Semitism’s favourite ways of characterising Jews. Mankowitz substitutes Eliot’s highly charged,
economical lines with the corresponding cliché of anti-Semitic discourse. He will not put any
distance between himself and the poem, reading it immanently. His essay is a study of what the
poem sees, not what it says; he is the poem’s spokesman, rather than its interpreter. Given the
date of its publication, his passivity would be unremarkable were it not that his self-advertised
Jewishness elsewhere, ingratiating to a different audience, makes it embarrassing ("I am a forty-
two-year-old Russian-Jewish-English-Scorpio professional free-lance writer. Need | say more?"”).
He refuses to notice the insult, thereby condoning it and displaying a demeaning absence of
resentment toward its author. There is a small history to be written of Jewish critics’ insensibility
to the anti-Semitism of anti-Semitic works of literature. Léon Blum advised his fellow Jews that
"since, after all, their lives are secure and their existence is on the whole tolerable, [they should]
cheerfully ignore these little [anti-Semitic] affronts to their pride or their interests. They are of such
small importance in the life of an individual ... Above all, no complaints!"® Mankowitz tacitly

adopts Blum’s slogan: no complaints!

Gabriel Pearson does notice "Gerontion"’s anti-Semitism, but insists that it is part of a larger

strategy aimed at all its readers. Of the line "Rocks, moss, stonecrop, iron, merds”, he writes:

As audience, we share, momentarily, in the values that permit the disdainful tact
of its handling. Yet we are excluded, too: and before its audacious decorum we
crouch as apenecked as Sweeney. The poet’s skill and deftness are counters for
a lightly carried superiority. There is insult, too, in the term: Eliot murmurs "merds”,

and we are insulted and exult in the dexterity of the insult®.

When Pearson comes to consider the opening passage in the poem, he writes on behalf of an

undivided readership:

¢. Mankowitz 1949, 130. Even Karl Shapiro, in the hostile "T.S. Eliot: The Death of Literary Judgment”, backs off from
the subject: *Eliot's anti-Semitism, which | am not going to discuss ..." (Shapiro 1960, 51).

7. The page before the title page, Mankowitz 1967. In a 1963 interview with "The Jewish Quarterly", Mankowitz
described himself as "a Jewish writer, writing in the English language™ (Sonntag 1980, 81).

¢, Quoted: Wilson 1982, 710.
° Pearson 1970, 86.
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One can scarcely avoid an impression of inflicted retaliations. Here is "the jew"
placarded, as owner, on an appositional sill, being spattered, degraded and
mutilated. Like a veritable Elder of Zion he is made to exemplify the squalor he is
accused of causing. Yet the attack is at the same time deftly distanced. The
indefiniteness of "some" is furthered by the allusive knowingness of "estaminet”.
The reader finds himself divided between levels of aggression and disdain which

may turn out to be an attack on him.

| question in this passage "The reader” and "may"; | would substitute "The Jewish reader” and
"does". The poem does not offend against all. Its offence is selective, and thus greater because
discriminatory. In a strong judgment, Pearson describes "Burbank” as a "hate poem"'!, but he
refuses to acknowledge that the poem’s hatred is directed against Jews. Eliot’s anti-Semitic poetry

participates in a long and ignoble tradition of insulting Jews.

| would suggest that this unwillingness to take offence, indeed the studious overlooking of the
insult, had a number of distinct causes. First, there was Eliot’s authority: his work was constitutive
of the critical discipline, indeed, of the critic’s vocation as a modern intellectual. Second, some
Jews identified themseives with Eliot’s career. Third, many sought to rebut, by practical
demonstration, the then prevalent view that Jewish literary critics were incapable of interpreting
literary works indebted to a Christian culture. Fourth, to the extent that the anti-Semitism was
recognised, one might also posit a proud, if only implicit, claim of superiority to the insult. Ignoring
its presence was a way of overcoming it. Fifth, literary criticism was inhibited by the doctrine that

the reading of poetry required the suspension of one’s beliefs.

| can take the first two of these causes together. | noted in chapter 1 Eliot’s dominance of the post-
War literary scene. Karl Shapiro observed that the "Literary Situation” was "largely Eliot’s
invention™ and that Eliot himself was "untouchable”. Eliot was "Modern Literature incarnate”. To
reject Eliot was to reject modern literature. "The Jewish intellectual of my generation”, wrote Leslie
Fiedler, "cannot disown [Eliot] without disowning an integral part of himself. He has been a
profounder influence on a good many of us than the Baal Shem Tov or the author of Job. We are
not willing to resign from Western culture”. {This oblique allusion to Heine marks the distance that

some Jews believed they had travelled in a century: no longer required to convert, they merely had

1°, ibid. 87.

" ibid. 90. Another critic reaches a similar, if milder, conclusion: "The poem is funny, but at everyone’s expense”
(Crawford 1987, 116). Ricks responds: "It should be retorted that the groups, races, and classes in the poem cannot equally
afford the expense” (Ricks 1988, 36). This is well said, though inadequate as a retort. There is a distinction between
denying that the poem’s target is "everyone” and denying that "everyone” can afford the attack equally. Ricks takes the
latter position, 1 adopt the former.
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to submit to insults). In another essay, Fiedler found "a special affinity ... between this expatriate
High Church anti-Semite, for whom the entry of Jews into gentile culture was a nightmare ... and
certain free-thinking Jews who for a little while threatened to replace WASPs like him as
spokesmen for their country and its culture”. Irving Howe has recalled that he "fell crazily in love”
with Eliot, and though "1 knew he was a reactionary [l] didn’t really care”. Howe has also tried to
explain the poet’s particular appeal to the young Jewish intellectuals of New York: "Reading Eliot’s
poetry a half-century ago | felt so strongly {if not always lucidly) attuned to its inner vibrations that
I had little desire to be critical, especially of what might be passed over as a few incidental lines
of bigotry. With a supreme hauteur, Eliot had made the journey from provincial St. Louis to
cosmopolitan London. The New York writers could not match his hauteur, but perhaps they could
negotiate a somewhat similar journey from Brooklyn or the Bronx to Manhattan. | doubt that this
comparison occurred to many of the New York writers, but | am convinced that it figured in our
feelings". Not only did these writers seek to parallel Eliot’s trajectory, many adopted Eliot as a way
of negotiating their own passage from their origins: "Jewish intellectuals like the Trillings”, argued
Alfred Kazin, "saw with the eyes of great twentieth century masters, Eliot, Yeats, Mann, who were
conservative and even aristocratic”. Conceding Eliot’s anti-Semitism often meant embracing it: "I
realized that there was this anti-Semitism, but | was willing to accept it. | thought, *He isn’t saying
too much | haven’t already observed among the Jews and disliked ...’ ... [l] thought it referred to
the side of Judaism [I] had come to dislike in the first generation Jews who had to subordinate
everything in order to make some kind of economic base for themselves ... Eliot was the major

influence on my life"'2.

As for the third cause, it is well-known that English faculties in America were once hostile to
Jewish applicants. The best known instance of such anti-Semitism is Lionel Trilling’s experience
at Columbia. An earlier instance, in which the Jewish Ludwig Lewisohn was barred from Columbia,
and every other English faculty to which he applied, had a more typical conclusion. Karl Shapiro
referred to "the lofty anti-Semitism of English professors™. Take Yale, for example: "The most
popular rationalization for the attitude that Jews had no place in the Yale English department was
the conviction that Jews lacked the cultural and religious backround necessary for teaching English
literature, much of which derived its meaning from the New Testament”. It was doubted whether
a Jew could give a proper account of Browning's "Easter-Day”, which begins "How very hard it
is to be/A Christian”. | suggest that this anti-Semitism complemented the reverence for Eliot which
was another characteristic of many English departments. Asked "What was the atmosphere at Yale
in the late 1950s?", Harold Bloom replied, "An Anglo-Catholic nightmare. Everyone was on their

knees to Mr T.S. Eliot and, no matter what you read or how you taught it or how you wrote, you

"2, Shapiro 1960, 35; quoted: Alexander Bloom 1986, 147; Fiedler 1991, 63; Howe 1982, 57; Howe 1991, 31; Kazin
1979, €7; Henry Roth, quoted: Fiedler 1991, 64.
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were always supposed to gravely incline the head and genuflect to the spirit of Mr Thomas Stearns
Eliot, God’s vicar upon earth, the true custodian of Western tradition”. "If | am interested in
Judaism"”, remarked Geoffrey Hartman, "it is both because it is part of myself, as | have realized,
and because | felt that the academy had excluded it to a surprising degree”. Wayne C. Booth has
recalled "the widespread claims of only a few decades ago that Jews should not be professors of
English because they could not grasp the spirit of a predominantly Christian literature”. Eliot, a
Christian poet, was considered to be beyond the reach of non-Christian readers. Jews who study
English literature find that they are often studying enemy texts. One English woman has recalled
of her schooldays, "We had to read and study these [anti-Semitic] poems and we had a teacher
... who would say ... “Well, of course, only a committed Christian could really understand Eliot’s
poetry’. Tough luck on the rest of us, | suppose ... | had been taught to love all this stuff that
actually had a place for me in it as a villain". She is not overstating her case. In the "Symposium”
published to mark Eliot’s 70th birthday, a contributor enthused: "from reading Eliot, a boy can have
a dawning sense of the tradition of Christian culture in Europe ... the Christian faith alone can make
something positive out of the suffering of life". Alfred Kazin exclaimed: "How we squirm and strain

to get into Eliot’s City of God ... though he has barred us from it in advance!"'3.

Browning’s "Filippo Baldinucci on the Privilege of Burial” helps me to identify the fourth of my
postulated causes. A community of Jews, looking for land for a cemetery, find a corner of a field.
The owner sells it to them, but places a portrait of the Virgin overlooking the site. The Jews ask
for the portrait to be moved to face the road, not the graves. They offer to pay a further sum, and
the owner takes 100 ducats. But he cheats them, hiring an artist to paint a Crucifixion scene in its
place. The Jews accuse the owner of fraud. He defends himself: he promised to remove the Virgin,
he didn’t undertake to leave the place empty. The next day the Rabbi’s son visits the artist’s shop
to buy the picture. It is to have its "place among my rank and file/Of Ledas and what not - To be
judged/Just as a picture!™'4, Thus an affront to Jewish sensibilities is neutralised, demoted from
an anti-Semitic provocation to mere art, and hung among examples of greater art. In such
company, it can no longer do any harm. No longer defiling a graveyard, it simply decorates a living
room. It has ceased to be a vexation to Jews and has become instead an object of contemplation
for a connoisseur. ! read this poem as a parable for Jewish readers of Eliot. The Jew can
demonstrate his superiority to the insult by refusing to be offended, treating the provocation as an
instance of the aesthetic. He does not shift it physically from field to room, he moves it

conceptually from insult to art. Indeed, he insists upon it as art. The poem revises an incident in

", Trilling 1982, 411-29; Klingenstein 1991, 95-98; Graff 1987, 61; Schwartz 1984, xii; Oren 1985, 121; Salusinszky
1987, 61; Alexander Bloom 1986, 31; Salusinszky 1987, 86; Hook 1987, 210, 212; Booth 1988, 395; Asphodel 1989,
229; Dinwiddy 1958, 94, 96; quoted: Alexander Bloom 1986, 149,

4, Browning 1981 I, 481.
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Maria Edgeworth'’s Harrington. The exemplary Mr. Montenero buys a picture of a Jew being
tortured. What is his reason? " " To destroy it’, said Mr. Montenero. And deliberately he took the
picture out of the frame and cut it to pieces, repeating "to destroy it, my dear, and every record
of cruelty and intolerance. So perish all that can keep alive feelings of hatred and vengeance
between Jews and Christians!’"'®. The difference in treatment of the two pictures is to be
explained by the intervening emergence of an ideology of the aesthetic which both privileges art
and renders it harmless in appropriate institutional contexts. However, ignoring art’'s power to
offend can amount to a failure to take it seriously. One does not describe either a howitzer or a
work of modern literature, remarked Trilling, without estimating how much damage it can do'e.
The failure to estimate a work's damage is here to be related to that defensive reflex by which a

person assumes (or pretends to asume) that an insult directed at him was not intended to offend:

In reading this curious brochure of Eliot’s [After Strange Gods)] one must possess
a sense of humour. The work cannot be taken too seriously. It starts off wrong by
introducing the Hitler racial theory of the advantages of an homogeneous
population such as Virginia has ... It is here that the famous passage occurs about
the preference of unity of religious background where reasons of race and religion
make any large number of free-thinking Jews undesirable. It has been commented
on frequently adversely like Eliot's other famous statement about his being a

royalist, a classicist and an anglo-catholic, and | pass it by."’

What begins as a joke ends in embarrassed silence - "l pass it by". Perhaps paraphrasing the
"famous passage” robbed the author of his ability to laugh. As if Eliot's work itself was not bad
enough, some of Eliot’s admirers were themselves guilty of the crudest anti-Semitism: "[On
*Gerontion’:] the modern world is now ‘owned’ and enslaved by the only proliferating element in
it, the international money power. The inhuman and sub-human quality of that power is suggested
in the words ‘squats’ and “spawned’"; "In * The Waste Land’ as in " Ulysses’ {Jesus Christ did not
die for Bloom the Jew either)"; "[Eliot, Pound, Lewis and Joyce] abominated the bastard forms of
internationalism, but became good Europeans”. Or they were blandly neutral, when neutrality is
wrong: "the jew’, Eliot’s symbol (in lower case) for those in Western culture who are not
integrated in place (a particular national tradition) or time (a particular historical tradition”; "the aura
of social criticism which invests [*Burbank’] owed something to the general mood of 1918-19".

Or they were just ignorant, as in Kathleen Nott’s critique of Eliot’s doctrines: "there has been a

'®, Edgeworth 1817, 263.
'8, Trilling 1967, 26-7.

7, Mordell 1951, 13.
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continual forward movement, from Judaism to Christianity and through the different Christian
reforms, away from graven images"'®. One could compile a sottisier of such statements.

Presumably, Jewish critics were expected to take them in their stride.

Now for the fifth cause. That the reading of poetry requires the suspension of one’s beliefs was,
for a time, literary criticism’s common sense. |.A. Richards formulated the principle dogmatically,
thus: "the question of belief or disbelief, in the intellectual sense, never arises when we are reading
well. If unfortunately it does arise, either through the poet’s fault or our own, we have for the
moment ceased to be reading poetry and have become astronomers, or theologians, or moralists”.
Or "Jews", Richards might have added'. In its application to the anti-Semitic "Gerontion", this
principle is aporetic. One can’t overlook that poem’s anti-Semitism without missing part of the
poem. But to acknowledge its anti-Semitism is, according to Richards, to cease to read it as poetry.
{I am taking for granted that as soon as one acknowledges the poem’s anti-Semitism one is forced
to adopt a position in relation to it, that is, that the "question of belief" then arises}. Thus
engagement with the poem’s anti-Semitism would be, for Richards, both necessary and disastrous:
ignore it, and one is blind to the poem; see it, and what one sees is not a poem but something else.
The key that unlocks the door of the room in which the treasure is kept also works the lever that
drops the treasure out of the room. Hence the irresolvable alternation. One is compelled to
acknowledge the poem’s anti-Semitism in order to read it whole, yet equally compelied to suppress
one’s consciousness of that anti-Semitism in order to read it as a poem. Mankowitz's essay makes
"Gerontion" a casualty of just this inhibiting principle. Eliot was more independent. Taking
Richards’s hint that "the question of belief" might arise through the fault of the poet, he
condemned Shelley’s ideas as childish, feeble, untenable. Poetry does not have to accord with the
reader’s beliefs; it does, however, have to espouse beliefs that have some merit. They must be
worthy of respect?®. The way was open for critics offended by Eliot's anti-Semitism to have

followed his precedent-establishing rejection of Shelley. They did not take it.

'*_ Drew 1949, 50; Magny 1948, 214; Porteus 1948, 222; Mayer 1989, 228; Howarth 1964, 50; Nott 1958, 125.

°, Richards 1930, 277. Freund comments justly: "Notable is the distinct Eliotic bias, despite disclaimers, expressed in
the expectation that the reader dissociate himself from the bias of the "“personal’ yet retain the °genuine’ content of
experience which constitutes personality ... masterly reading is the normative pursuit of an adjustment of interests and an
abatement of differences” (Freund 1987, 34, 37). Though itis to Leavis's credit that he insisted upon a specifically literary
criticism of Eliot’s poetry, distinct from Anglo-Catholic edifications (Leavis 1976, 278-292; Leavis 1969, 52), Jewish -
Leavisites may have as a result believed that consistency required them likewise to disengage themselves from that poetry’s
anti-Semitism.

2 UPUC 87-102; "the suspicion remains, even when he wrote the opposite, that he connected intensity of expression
with right belief, and considered Dante, for example, a better poet than Shakespeare™ {Cowling 1980, 110). Eliot later
restated his view: "[the] philosophical system must be tenable: a poem arising out of a religion which struck us as wholly
vile, or out of a philosophy which seemed to ue pure nonsense, simply would not appear to be a poem at all™ {("Goethe as
Sage”, OPP 225). In his second Milton paper, he insisted that any "entry" made by "our theological and political
dispositions” into a consideration of Milton’s poetry "as poetry” would be "unlawful™ (*Milton lI", OPP 148).
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was declaring: a Jew may not be able to read Browning, but only a Jew can read "Burbank”. Yet,
of the four essays he published on Eliot, only one raised the subject of Eliot’s anti-Semitism, and
then perversely: "What we get when we look through the seventeen bound volumes is a kind of
charity of the intellect, and this issues, one must remember, from one who maintained that
excessive tolerance is to be deprecated"?®. Better to have said nothing at all, than to have
referred obliquely to the anti-Semitic passage in After Strange Gods in the context of
complimenting Eliot! When Pound published Guide to Kulchur, Schwartz wrote promptly to him,
resigning as an admirer®®; but when earlier on Eliot had published After Strange Gods, all
Schwartz was capable of was the private and essentially childish gesture of copying out the anti-

Semitic passage in his note-book, substituting "Anglo-Catholics™ for "Jews"?'.

If Schwartz was exemplary of what once was, then Harold Bloom is exemplary of what now
obtains. The first major critic in the English tradition wilfully to assert, rather than sublimate, his
Judaism, Harold Bloom has challenged the Christian direction of English literary studies®?. He
declares himself, in conscious opposition to Eliot’'s own earlier declaration of allegiances, as "a
Jewish Gnostic, an academic, but a party or sect of one", and has reminisced, "if one’s cultural
position was Jewish, Liberal and Romantic, one was likely to start out with a certain lack of
affection for Eliot’s predominance”. His "war" against "the abominable Eliot", is one consequence
of this stance. Another consequence is his refusal to concede the uniformly Christian nature of
Western literature. He does not read Shakespeare as a Christian poet, and regards Marlowe as a
"mad hermeticist who hates Christianity”. He regrets that "the malign influence of T.S. Eliot still
lingers on in most contemporary accounts of literary tradition”. His books on Yeats and Stevens
maintain a running polemic against "Eliot and his school”, "the age of Eliot, Auden and the new
criticism”, "Eliot and his followers". His criticism makes inventive use of Kabbalistic categories, and
draws on Freud, Scholem, Buber, and Luria. Eliot and Bloom are at one only in their willingness to
house the literary with the spiritual. Bloom’s Agon, with its chapters on Blake, Emerson, Whitman,

Hart Crane and the cultural prospects of American Jewry, has a unity comparable to Eliot’s For

2 Schwartz 1939, 437. Eliot wrote to thank Schwartz for his article; Schwartz "endowed [the etter] with a sort of
talismanic value™ {Atlas 1977, 164). The other three essays are "T.S. Eliot as the International Hero", "T.S. Eliot's Voice
and His Voices”, and "The Literary Dictatorship of T.S. Eliot" (Schwartz 1970, 120-128, 129-43, 312-31). Irving Howe has
recalied that while neither Schwartz nor Philip Rahv (of "Partisan Review") commented on Eliot’s anti-Semitism in print, both
deplored it in conversation {Howe 1991, 30). My point, exactly.

% Schwartz 1984, 68.

' Atlas 1977, 163.

3 Salusinszky 1987, 34, 46-7. He has aleo been criticised, from the perspective of normative Judaism, for erecting "an
artigtic anti-Judaism”; he is an "idol-maker” (Ozick 1984, 178-199). In our post-Eliot age, Ozick can frankly acknowledge

Eliot’s anti-Semitism: "[Bloom’s anti-Judaism] does not place him with Pound and Eliot, who are simply anti-Semitic in the
commonplace sense” (op. cit. 187).
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Lancelot Andrewes, with its essays on Baudelaire, Middleton, and Bramhall®3,

As the example of Bloom indicates, Eliot’s authority is diminished. Though others have taken his
place, no single individual dominates. Certainly, his career is no longer exemplary; | do not think
that Jewish intellectuals, even American Jewish intellectuals, model their careers on Eliot’s. They
now have other models. Modern literary studies has grown sensitive to anti-Semitism, and to
certain aspects of Jewish culture, most generally conceived. One notes, for example: the new
interest in techniques of Midrashic interpretation, and in the Hebrew Scriptures; the interest of
Derrida, himself of Jewish origin, in the work of Jews such as Levinas and Jabés; the willingness
of critics such as Geoffrey Hartman to make Jewish traditions both an object of reflection, and a
source of their own criticism; the high literary standing of Walter Benjamin, especially that aspect
of his work disclosed by Gershom Scholem; the early essays of George Steiner, and the
examination of literary responses to the Holocaust; the innumerable studies of the "image” of the
Jew in literature. What is left, and what still protects Eliot, is the New Critical reluctance to engage
with what poems actually assert, and the deconstructionist refusal to accept that, sometimes at
least, poems mean what they say: | discuss this in chapter 3. For the rest, one may conclude that
most of the constraints that formerly inhibited Jews from reading Eliot’s anti-Semitic poetry have
fallen away. Though it is hard to understand the force of the inhibitions, | do not think that the

Jews who were silenced by them behaved dishonourably.

They do behave dishonourably, however, when they mobilise their Jewishness to defend Eliot’s
anti-Semitism. Jeffrey Perl has done just this. Perl contends that "[tlhe Anglo-Catholic czar of
letters [i.e., Eliot] was a skeptic, whose politics and baptism might be viewed ... as the gestures
of a dadaist against an avant-garde establishment”?®. Perl is silent on Eliot's anti-Semitic poetry,
regards After Strange Gods as taking "refuge in parodistic extremes"”, and disreputably
misdescribes a pre-war passage about Chamberlain’s Munich settlement as a post-war passage
about the Holocaust. Perl’s work is apologetic, endorsing what it perceives to be Eliot’s general
stance. Could this endorsement, Perl asks, lead some to think that he is thereby "apologizling] for

tyranny"? Such people "will perhaps want to know”, he says, that he is "Jewish in religion, of the

=, Bloom 1982, 3: Bloom 1985, 1; Salusinszky 1987, 62, 50, 64; Bloom 1982, 17; Bloom 1970, 37, 179.
3 sidney Hook remarks, "In retrospect, and in the present climate of opinion, it may be difficult to explain the absence
of moral indignation on the part of Jewish students when they were passed over for others who ‘belonged’. This

discrimination was something we took for granted” (Hook 1987, 211).

¥, Perl 1989, xii. This attempt to claim Eliot for postmodernism is unpersuasive. Louis Menand has argued, correctly,
that Eliot’s irony did not disable him from making positive judgments {Menand 1987, 7).
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American mainstream in politics, and ... no longer understand[s] what "classicism’ means">®. |
doubt whether anyone does want to know. This avowal of Jewishness amounts to the claim that
Perl is an expert on anti-Semitism. If the Jewish Perl can acquit Eliot of anti-Semitism, when he
might be expected to be fierce in censure, then Eliot must be innocent of the prejudice. Perl’s
conclusions must also thereby be free of any special pleading: as a Jew he can hold no brief for
the ostensible anti-Semitism of part of Eliot’s work. Being Jewish, he can afford to admire Eliot.
We are invited to suppose by his declaration that he is as keen as the next Jew to condemn an
anti-Semite. This is a posture that has become commonplace in a certain kind of apologetics. | offer
two examples. First, Helmut Newton, who "freely admits to an admiration for fascistic iconography.
But then, being a Jew who had to emigrate to Australia during the War, he can, in his own words,
* afford to’". Second, Derrida, who imagines himself saying in defence of Paul de Man: " " as for me,
you know, no one can suspect me of anything: | am Jewish, | was persecuted as a child during the
war....". No, such declarations are insufficient. There can still be, and in spite of them, residual
adherences to the discourse one is claiming to combat™®’. These declarations are objectionable

for other, and better, reasons.

"Gerontion” {2)

There is a distinction to be drawn between the anti-Semitism of "Gerontion” and the anti-Semitism
of "Burbank". It can be approached by contrasting the trio "Antwerp-Brussels-London® with
"Chicago Semite Viennese". The latter is a weightier line which encloses the racial Jew between
two cities that may be taken to represent the most disagreeable aspects of modern life. In Chicago
and Vienna there was the same degradation both of work and cultural inquiry, the same
heterogeneity of urban populations, the same combination of agitational politics and large-scale
industrial activity. The vulgar ascendancy of the one imperial centre matched the decline of the
other. By contrast the European trade centres "Antwerp-Brussels-London" are just places. They are
not pregnant with meaning, lapsing into the adjectival in an effort to embrace multiple
connotations. They are empty: simply words to spit out, the lines spoken as if in a curse - the
landlord is rootless, it is as if he was spawned in one place, patched and peeled in another, and so
on. He might have originated thus - but three other places would do just as well. This difference
between the two poems points to a larger difference. While both poems exploit the literary
potential of anti-Semitism, only "Gerontion" resists its solaces (as it resists the solace of

Christianity). The anti-Semitism is there, but in a stunted, undeveloped form - as stunted and

% _Perl 1989, 102 (my italics), 135, 78-9, xiii. Compare: "the most obvious limitation of my study is its lack of attention
to the Christian aspect of Eliot’s critical thought. Two points are offered to extenuate this omission. First, as "a free-
thinking’, secular Jew (the sort Eliot once viciously condemned as a corruptive danger that western society could not
tolerate), | consider my capacity for understanding Eliot as a Christian to be limited. Secondly ...." (Shusterman 1988, 3).

¥ Palmer 1991, 16; Derrida 1989, 234-6.
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undeveloped as the poem’s Jew.

At first glance, this is surprising because the drive toward closure in the middle passages of the
poem is at home with anti-Semitism. Why does it therefore not find fuller expression? The visceral
hostility to the Jew demonstrated in the poem’s opening lines should have produced something
more than the opening lines on the Jewish landlord. One might reasonably anticipate, and a prior
reading of "Burbank” would encourage one to expect, that these lines would open out onto a wider
statement about Jewish financial oppression. Such an account would be consistent with the
poem’s relentless generalising, its epigrammatic impulse, which issues in puzzling certainties like
"Unnatural vices are fathered by our heroism" or "Virtues are forced upon us by our impudent
crimes". The poem could as easily have produced something of the order of "the jew is underneath
the lot". After all, anti-Semitic statements could find a place in any digest of pseudo-wisdom. Why
did it not?

| propose two reasons. The first derives from the nature of Eliot’s anti-Semitism; the second, from
the nature of Eliot’s poem. Eliot’s anti-Semitism denies Jewish power. Though "Gerontion™’s "jew"
is an "owner”, he is a degraded, impotent owner, powerless even to enter his own house. He is
a disappointing Jew to a certain kind of anti-Semite, because while he repels, he does not threaten.
Complementarily, "Gerontion” resists all consoling visions, including the consolations of anti-

Semitism, which is a casualty of its relentless negativity.

These arguments require some elaboration. Eliot was unimpressed by Jews, and his poetry is more
than equal to the challenges that they pose. It is indeed a poetry of successful retaliation. (This is
even true, though only just, of "Burbank™). For example, the ironic deference paid to Alfred Mond
in "A Cooking Egg” is a demonstration of Eliot’s poise before the anti-Semites’ exemplar of Jewish

plutocratic power:

| shall not want Capital in Heaven
For | shall meet Sir Alfred Mond
We two shall lie together, lapt

In a five per cent Exchequer Bond.

Compare Pound’s splenetic raging against the Rothschilds in Canto Lll, passages blacked out as
if in a frenzy of destructive execration®®. Mond is the subject of a joke, not the object of defensive

abuse. Eliot was aware of the realities of international finance, and he respected commercial

%, Casillo 1988, 260.
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enterprise. He was a banker, and then a businessman. The jibe at Mond, politician, newspaper
proprietor and industrialist is not, then, a jibe at the phantom of Jewish domination. It has a
different target. By contrasting Mond with another knight, Sir Philip Sidney, Eliot removes from the
Jew the capacity for heroic conduct. While others fight, he trades. During World War |, there was
a campaign to strip Sir Ernest Cassel, the Jewish financier and adviser to Edward VI, of his titles
and citizenship®. Eliot draws on an anti-Semitic tradition which characterised Jews as
dishonourable and money-grubbing, and as foreign and unpatriotic. Such characterisations had
become clichés of Jew-hating propaganda. "A Cooking Egg" succinctly revived them at a time
when they had once again become topical. But Mond does not represent "Capital”, he merely
possesses it. If the poem identifies Jews with Capital, it does not thereby identify Capital with
Jews. While Mond himself is subtly diminished by "A Cooking Egg", the class to which he belongs
is diminished further in the figure of "Burbank"‘s Sir Ferdinand Klein. Like Sir Reuben Lichtenstein
in H.G. Wells’'s Tono-Bungay, Jews such as Klein "were not so much a new British gentry as
*pseudomorphous’ after the gentry"*°. Klein's name is his badge, his title an instance of a
common anti-Semitic jeer {as in "Samuello-von-lsaac-von-Meyer de Stuart de Plantagenet de
William the Conqueror”; Karl Kraus juxtaposed satirically "feudal and Jewish-sounding titles”,
pointing out that many "ennobled nouveaux riches [were} from Jewish families"*'). For a Jew,
unfit for combat, and lacking a true relation with land, to receive the chivalric honour of a
knighthood was absurd. Pound mocked "Lord Goldsmid, the flower of Chivalry"*%. The globally
impressive "Mond" is cut down to size in his fictional counterpart, the little "Klein". Gerontion’s
landlord, a person who might be thought to be of consequence, is even more brutally cut down to

size. He is misshapen and cowering, and thus an object of contempt.

As for the second reason - the resistance of "Gerontion" to explanations - consider Eliot’s essay
on Blake*®. Blake's poetry, Eliot says, has the unpleasantness of great poetry. By an extraordinary
labour of simplification, it exhibits the essential sickness or strength of the human soul. Blake was
neither distracted nor frightened from making anything but exact statements. He was naked, and
saw man naked. He is terrifying. He was, however, too self-reliant. His philosophy was his own,

like his visions, and his technique. It was made up of odds and ends just like an ingenious piece

%, Quoted: Poliakov 1977 IV, 191.
4, Wells 1973, 25.

4!, Quoted: Holmes 1979, 59; Timms 1989, 350. The ennoblement of some Edwardian Jews greatly distressed anti-
Semites. Belloc wrote a series of novels about a Jewish financier, |.Z. Barnett, "the Peabody Yid", who ie elevated to the
peerage with the title of Lord Lambeth and later becomes the Duke of Battersea. "He is one of Belloc’'s most amusing
creations” (Wilson 1986, 127).

4, Pound 1978, 212.
4, "William Blake", SE 305-16.
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of home-made furniture. His gift of hallucinated vision should have been, but was not, controlled
by a respect for impersonal reason. His genius should have been, but was not, framed by accepted
and traditional ideas. Such a framework would have rescued his work from the confusion of

thought, emotion and vision into which it falls.

As with Blake, so with "Gerontion”. The poem consists of exact statements upon the theme of
self-reliance, except here it is rendered as isolation and despair. That despair is articulated with
force and conviction. "After such knowledge, what forgiveness?” is as much challenge as lament.
Cut off from Christian revelation {"We would see a sign”), Gerontion is lost in a maze of reflections
on history, fear, and human folly. The poem refuses an organising principle. Along with a sustaining
"|", it also lacks a framework of accepted and traditional ideas. It embraces neither religion nor any
of its secular alternatives. Gerontion has faith neither in the divine nor in history. He is equally
without piety and optimism; he believes neither in God nor progress. History, a woman, tricks,
bemuses, offers false consolations: "Gives too late/What's not believed in". History cannot be
trusted; God cannot be found. The poem refuses the explanations of both Liberalism and the
Church. There is neither human progress nor spiritual salvation, neither utopia nor heaven, only
corridors and passages that are like mazes without end, and meaningless rituals that imitate
without enacting the drama of communion ("To be eaten, to be divided, to be drunk”). History's

gifts impoverish; God's presence is withheld.

The poem does not posit any third means of revelation. Instead, it lays out the inteilectual bric-a-
brac of a disordered mind of genius. It mixes categories, leaping from the specificities of the
domestic to the symbolism of the "wrath-bearing tree® and the "tiger”, and from the description
of persons (Silvero, Hakagawa) to the personification of concepts (History). Reminiscence and
moralising are mingled, the one sinister, the other perverse. It dislocates space, imagining a house
with a field overhead which is also a house that is "under a windy knob". It conjures the final
vertiginous vision of an elemental whirling, shuddering, fracturing, running tempest, blanking out
all sense of place, of fixity. It dislocates time, referring indifferently to "a dry month®, "the
juvescence of the year”, "depraved May", "the new year". It is a poem where the timing is always
wrong, too late, or too early, opportunities lost or premature. It jumbles time with space to the
greater confusion of each, giving History "cunning passages"” and "contrived corridors™. It subverts
causality, making actions unpredictable, as in "Virtues/Are forced upon us by ourimpudent crimes”.
Hence the impossibility of a more amplified anti-Semitism. Even though its consolations are false,
anti-Semitism does reduce chaos to order, offering a framework of ideas that purport to render the
opaque transparent, giving meaning to experiences of deprivation, misery, impotence. It is the

object of the poem to deny meaning to those experiences.
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In heathen, turk, or jew;
Where Mercy, Love and Pity dwell

There God is dwelling too.*’

Here the lower case marks the poet’'s Pauline indifference to the differences between Heathen,
Turk, Jew and Gentile. It is Mercy, Love and Pity that merit the upper case and confer grace on
all possessors of the human form. Eliot’s use of the lower case is contrary to this, discriminating

against the Jew rather than including him within a larger circle.

These, and other, connections between Blake and "Gerontion”, poet and poem, as well as
suggesting why the poem’s anti-Semitism is so impoverished, broach a different, but related issue:
that of the poem’s relation to the form of the dramatic monologue. This is, certainly, a strange sort
of dramatic monologue: not a dramatised voice speaking to a silent auditor, but the poem itself
addressing Blake, and its own form. Though the voice in the poem is of uncertain provenance, the
voice of the poem is strong. Though the addressees in the poem are elusive, the poem’s own
poetic forebears are clearly flagged. It is the form that speaks, giving the poem unity, a single

series of stanzas written below a one word title.
If this seems fanciful, ask the question: whom does the poem address in these lines?

/ would meet you upon this honestly.

/ that was near your heart was removed therefrom
To lose beauty in terror, terror in inquisition.

/ have lost my passion: why should / need to keep it
Since what is kept must be adulterated?

/ have lost my sight, smell, hearing, taste and touch:

How should / use them for your closer contact?

The insistent questioning anticipates no response, and in a poem replete with names, one knows
only that none is the auditor. This passionate interrogation is not directed to Mr. Silvero, nor to
Fresca, nor any of the others repudiated by name and gesture. By contrast with the emphatic
presence of Blake in the preceding lines, these lines are directed into a void. They compose a rich
speech impoverished by lack of context: a voice haranguing a spectre. The "I" and the "you", so
protrusively emphasised, are mere effects of language. They are hooks on which the poet hangs

his poem, an exercise in rendering the negative. It is an anti-poem, ashen and sterile, registering

47, Blake 1967, 58.
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loss in a number of keys. There is simple loss of proximity. There is defeat. There is, finally, the
extinction of faculty - the loss of the senses. The poem retreats into self, and then retreats further,
abandoning all personal pronouns. Gerontion disintegrates, the "I" disappears, and the final lines

of the poem are written in a tense and obscure third person:

White feathers in the snow, the Guif claims,
And an old man driven by the Trades

To a sleepy corner.

This registers terror at what cannot be seen: white on white, the wind, shapes obscured by the
ferocity of a storm at sea, the invisibility of the whole world when one is asleep. As predicted by

the ghost of "Little Gidding”, this old man’s "body and soul” have "falilen] asunder”.
The binding of Isaac, and the dramatic monologue

The poem sets its face against the tradition of the dramatic monologue, achieving a break not only
with Eliot’s own earlier work, but also with the form’s principal Victorian exponents, Tennyson and
Browning. "Prufrock” and "The Portrait of a Lady” were innovative instances of dramatic
monologue*®; "Gerontion” is an assault on the form, a "counterstatement” of it*°. These three
poems also help define the difference between Eliot’s misogyny and his anti-Sémitism, the first two
being instances of the former, the third, an instance of the latter. The poet is engaged with women;
he has no relation with Jews. Hence while his misogyny bears upon his exploration of the limits
of the dramatic monologue, his anti-Semitism takes him beyond them. My point of departure for

an examination of these propositions is the poem’s own: "Here | am".

"Gerontion” begins by echoing an assertion of personality far greater than may be found in either
Tennyson or Browning. "Here | am" has a precise Scriptural resonance. These words punctuate the
story of the binding of Isaac, the Akedah:

And it came to pass ... that God did tempt Abraham, and said unto him, Abraham:

and he said, Behold, here / am.*°

42 Pound has these two poems in view in his review of Eliot's first collection: "Since Browning there have been very
few good poems of this sort. Mr. Eliot has made two notable additions to this list” (Pound 1960, 419-20). If these two
poems are additions to the list, "Gerontion™ puts a line under it. It ie 8 poem about the impossibility of writing like Browning
in the 20th century. Bloom describes Eliot as Browning’s "secret student”, by which he means antagonist, too (Bloom 1988,
186). | agree.

4 Fowler 1985, 174.

%0, Genesis 22.
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"Here | am™ may be glossed in three possible ways. The first is abject self-denial: | am ready to do
what you wish {"a most touching gesture expressive of obedience and readiness to serve™®'). The
second has taken the measure of that self-denial, and recognised it to be special: Here / am, you
may command me, but do not take for granted the obedience of anyone else. The third, observant
of the nature of God's relation with Abraham, is ready to interpret the phrase thus: / am a man,
with a man’s affections and loyalties, and therefore unlike You. The second and third hint at self-
assertion, and therefore open a space for dialogue. Though only a space, to be filled later, and by
others, they question God's justice, while acknowledging his authority. "Gerontion", blind to God's
presence and despairing of His mercy ("what forgiveness?”), begins with the same words, but with

very different effect, the "Here | am" spoken into a void.

As between reader and text these same words demand a still further gloss. The story discloses an
aspect of Abraham that sets him apart from everyone else, for he is willing to kill his son. Here |
am, an exemplary {or, hitherto exemplary) man, and founder of a faith, willing to murder what is
dearest to me, at the direction of a supernatural voice. | cannot be certain that the voice is
God’s®2. Indeed that which | am ready to undertake will render my covenant with Him a nullity.
I am to be denied the promise made to me; | will not found a people ("In the same day the Lord
made a covenant with Abram, saying, Unto thy seed have | given this land ..."%%). "Here | am™:
the simplicity of this statement prefaces an action of incomprehensible, and potentially destructive,
obedience. Abraham becomes an object of awe. Of our possible responses, "only horror is

appropriate, humanly and morally™®4. It is not something that we could do:

We read in {the] Holy Scriptures: * And God did tempt Abraham, and said unto him,
Abraham: Abraham, where are you? but Abraham answered: Here | am.’ You, to
whom my speech is addressed, was that the case with you? When you saw, far
off, the heavy fate approaching, did you not say to the mountains, "hide me’, to
the hills "“fall on me’? Or if you were stronger, did your feet nevertheless not drag

along the way? Did they not hanker, as it were, to go back into the old tracks?

5, Auerbach 1968, 9.

52, Kant suggested that it wasn't: "Abraham should have replied to this putative divine voice: " That | may not kill my
good son is absolutely certain. But that you who appear to me are God is not certain and cannot become certain, even
though the voice were to sound from the very heavens’ ... [For] that a voice which one seems to hear cannot be divine one
can be certain of ... in case when it is commanded is contrary to moral faw. However majestic or supernatural it may appear
to be, one must regard it as a deception” {quoted: Fackenheim 1980, 34).

%3, Genesis 15:18.
% Fackenheim 1980, 54. But there is also the religious response which complicates matters: "If religion is taken

seriously in its own right, can one fail to entertain the idea of sacrifice? If it is taken radically, can one simply exclude the
notion of total sacrifice?" Fackenheim concludes that one cannot, though it is a "scandal” (op. cit. 55).
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These are the three critical moments: when God orders him to kill his son, when his son asks about
the sacrificial lamb, and when the angel releases him from God's command. God addresses
Abraham many times elsewhere, but it is only in this story, these three times, that Abraham
responds thus. Given this, and given, too, the unnatural and extreme command, the phrase is
highly charged. Of course, as a greeting it is redundant. Abraham does not need to announce

himself. God can find Abraham; Isaac knows his own father.

The phrase is used only seven further times in the Hebrew Scriptures, in each case with the
primary meaning of readiness to serve®’. Isaac addresses Esau thus, then later Jacob addresses
the blind Isaac, responding to his father's "Here | am" with a lie. God addresses Jacob, and Moses,
and Isaiah, who each respond: "Here am |". These are at critical moments of contact between
father and son, and between man and God. Between generations, it presages deceit: Isaac is twice
deceived, once by his father, once by Jacob, his son. From man to God, it can promise submission.
But in every case, the phrase assumes strong links, and high stakes. It anticipates a demand from
a being entitled to make the greatest demand. Travel some way, and you have the form of the
dramatic monologue: the acknowledgment of self, the drama of self-disclosure (submission) and
pretence (deceit). "Here | am" is the unacknowledged epigraph to that form. But one must travel
the greatest possible distance from this sense of the phrase to arrive at "Gerontion"’s use®®. In
this poem there is neither God nor family, neither revelation nor fiction. It is, so to speak, a
repudiatory instance of the form, and therefore a fitting preface to that greater repudiatory
instance, "The Waste Land". By contrast, in "East Coker”, which has a less adversarial relation to
the dramatic monologue, indeed which connects it in subtle and elusive ways to a poetry of

confession, "Here | am" becomes "l am here/Or there, or elsewhere”.

Consider "Gerontion" in relation to "Prufrock” and another early poem, "Hysteria®. One may say
of these two misogynistic poems that they represent the extremes of the form of the dramatic
monologue. "Hysteria" is self-diagnosis without cure. it is the paradox of the man who
acknowledges that his fears are illusory, and who yet is in terror of them. As self-consciousness
without self-knowledge, it is suitable for someone else’s lecture on hysteria. The narrator is
concentrated into one, intense centre while the woman, the object of his attention, disintegrates
into teeth, throat, breasts. The poem is about the constricting of a single consciousness to bursting
point and, in the dismemberment of a woman, the breaking up of the integrity of the external

world. It marks an implosion and a scattering, and derives its tension from its ability to render the

%7 Genesis 27:1 and 18; Genesis 31:11; Genesis 37:13; Genesis 46:2; Exodus 3, 4; leaiah 6:8.

5% As text-book analyses of the poem note, the first line of the poem borrows from A.C. Benson's Edward Fitzgerald:
"Here he sits, in a dry month, old and blind, being read to by a country boy, longing for rain” (Southeam 1981, 51; Smith
1956, 63; Williameon 1967, 107). By substituting "Here | am" for "Here he site”, Eliot diminishes pity into self-pity, and
begins the poem’s work of destruction upon its form.
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verbal equivalent of a centrifugal movement simultaneously with a centripetal movement. It also
marks the narrator’s double contest: with himself, and with the woman who has caused his
discomposure. Hence the ambiguity of the title’s referent: is it the narrator’s hysteria or the
woman'’s? Is it the condition of both of them, hysteria induced in the one by exposure to the
hysteria of the other®®? It is a different kind of dramatic monologue to "Prufrock”, in which it is
the speaker who lacks integrity, and where it is the external world that is present in its plenitude.
In this poem, the speaker presents the paradox of self-knowledge without consciousness of a
whole self. He is caught up in a motion of self-censure, chastising a subject without a centre,
identifying himself by what he is not, or as parts of other objects. Prufrock lacks a thread to tie
together his multiple characteristics; for the anonymous narrator of "Hysteria", by contrast, that
thread is a rope that chokes. The former has a name, and a voice, but these are the deceptions of
form, not the badges of identity; the latter does not need a name, because so inward is his crisis
that he has lost connection with the external world. In the crisis that each poem dramatises, which
stems from a bewildering engagement with a woman or women, the "I" of "Hysteria" is a

nightmare, while the "I" of "Prufrock" is a chimera.

There is no such engagement in "Gerontion", a poem of withdrawal. If "Prufrock” and "Hysteria"
may be said to dramatise the moments before a defeat (the one concludes "we drown", the other
vainly hopes to retrieve "some of the fragments of the afternoon”), then "Gerontion" marks the
progress of a retreat following defeat: "I that was near your heart was removed therefrom ... | have
lost my passion ... | have lost my sight ...". It is a poem that has, so to speak, turned its back on
its shadowy interlocutors, among them the Jew. It is articulated around a series of negatives: loss
of faith, intellectual inertia, and anti-Semitism, another negative. Gerontion is not a whole man, and
caricatures, mere names, are scattered through the poem, with nothing other than a shadow life.
They do not exist in a dramatic relation to Gerontion. One cannot imagine "Gerontion"™ as a speech
from a play: it is not a poem that could be spoken on a stage with the speaker playing the part of
Gerontion - it fails that test of the dramatic monologue. Eliot disengages the dramatic from the
theatric in "Gerontion": the monologue is not to be spoken by a character. By contrast, "Burbank”
is theatric without being dramatic. Such is its formal poise, though it is not a monologue it seems
to call for an actor’s delivery. With "this or such was Bleistein’s way" one imagines a pose being
struck. "Money in furs” is another histrionic moment: one imagines the sentence lispingly spoken,
with satirical relish. It evokes a raconteur’s mimicry. The lines "She entertains Sir Ferdinand/Klein"

offers another opportunity for comedy, the enjambment allowing for a comedian’s sense of timing,

%9, Stephen Heath overlooks this in his symptomatic account of the poem. He regards it merely as a literary statement
of the threat posed to a man by a woman's aberrant behaviour (Heath 1982, 27). By contrast, Elaine Showalter situates
"Hysteria" in the context of the World War | "discovery” of male hysteria: "Men's quarrels with the feminine element in their
own psyches became externalised as quarrels with women, and hysteria expressed itself in part as fear or anger towards
the neurotic woman” (Showalter 1991, 173). This "hysteria” is represented in another of Eliot’s poetic engagements with
a neurotic woman, "The Portrait of a Lady”™: "Inside my brain a dull tom-tom begins ...".
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the drop to Klein deferred by a pause which promises something significant but delivers something
small (something klein). Add Burbank’s musings and it becomes clear that this is a poem to read

aloud, in different voices.

With an inventive perversity, Eliot breaks up the form of the dramatic monologue in the poems of
Ara Vos Prec. As if to signal from the outset the provocativeness of its project, "Gerontion" and
"Burbank” are the first, and second, poems to appear in the book. These, and the other, poems in
the collection, subvert that sense of a unitary "printed voice" characteristic, according to Eric
Griffiths, of 19th century poetry®. They do so in a number of different ways. "Burbank™ invites
a range of impersonations. "Sweeney Erect” limits the first-person to an opening invocation; unlike
"Hysteria" in Prufrock and other observations, it does not render the experience of hysteria, it
observes hysteria being observed and thus doubly distances itself from the emotion ("The ladies
of the corridor ... Observing that hysteria ..."). The "1" of "A Cooking Egg” swerves from describing
an interior scene to reflecting on the civilities of life in the hereafter, and then swerves again to
conclude with fantasies of urban menace and despair punctuated by lines that lament the loss of
Roman legionaries. Likewise the "I” of "Whispers of Immortality" swerves from the discursive
"Webster was much possessed by death” to the surreal "couched Brazilian jaguar™. The subjects
of "Le Directeur” and "Lune de Miel" are mute, while the subject of "Mélange Aduitére de Tout"
splinters into distinct personae ("professeur ... journaliste ... conférencier ..."). Both "Dans le
Restaurant™ and "Gerontion" lapse from dramatic monologue to third person impersonality in their
final stanzas. The single "I" of "The Hippopotamus” intrudes to deny the poem any simple
allegorical sense, and to create a mystery: who is the witness who can claim to have seen "the
'potamus take wing"? The title of "Mr. Eliot’s Sunday Morning Service™ promises self-revelation
while the poem delivers a puzzle; its opening line eschews that short, autobiographical "I” for the

impersonal neologism "Polyphiloprogenitive”.

But it is "Gerontion” that represents the greatest challenge to the form. It is a negative imprint of
Tennyson’s "Ulysses™®'. It is not simply that while Gerontion is a "little old man", Ulysses is a
"king". Nor is it merely that Ulysses has family, while Gerontion has none: wife and son for one,
unrelated boy and woman merely adjacent to the other. Nor, still less, is it that while Ulysses has
a kingdom to bequeath, Gerontion is not even master of his house. There are, indeed, differences
at practically every point. Ulysses "cannot rest from travel”; Gerontion’s restlessness is of a
different order. It springs from alienation, not activity. He travels only in the sense that a dog

circles a patch of ground without finding a place for itself. Ulysses dispenses justice; Gerontion is

®, Griffiths 1989.

81, Tennyson 1971, 89-90.
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a peeved defendant - "After such knowledge, what forgiveness?". Gerontion is not a soldier: he
meets Ulysses’ experience of "the ringing plains of windy Troy"™ with "A dull head among windy
spaces”. Ulysses regrets his inertia; Gerontion finds virtue in it. But none of this, alone, makes the
essential point, which is that the ambition of Tennyson’s poem is to create character, while Eliot’s
is to dissolve it. The former dramatises a mind, the latter, its disintegration. And the key is in
Ulysses’ boast: "l am become a name". Gerontion, who can boast of nothing, can name others but
not himself. The title of the poem, promising another "Prufrock”, delivers a preamble to "The Waste
Land" in which the extinct form of the dramatic monologue survives as an ironic endnote: "Tiresias,

although a mere spectator ...". Eliot commented adversely on "Ulysses":

... for narrative Tennyson had no gift at all. For a static poem, and a moving poem,
on the same subject, you have only to compare his "Ulysses” with the condensed
and intensely exciting narrative of that hero in the XXVith Canto of Dante’s

"Inferno”. Dante is telling a story. Tennyson is only stating an elegiac mood®2.

The criticism is unfair. Eliot is not comparing like with like. They are not two treatments of the
"same subject”. Tennyson’s Ulysses, having returned home, contemplates another journey. Dante’s
Ulysses does not reach Ithaca, and instead embarks on a journey into the Atlantic, where he
perishes. The first is old; the second is still young. Tennyson’s poem asserts the claims of imperial
adventure over age; Dante’s Canto identifies the limits of the aspiring human spirit unaided by the
Church. The unfairness is instructive. In his essay, as in "Gerontion” itself, Eliot thrusts away an
unwelcome, but oppressive, model. And he does so with a recklessness that has no regard for his
own poetic practice: "The very greatest poets set before you real men talking, carry you on in real
events moving"®. This is a judgment which, if right, would disqualify not only Tennyson but Eliot

as well.

"Gerontion" is also a response to Browning’s "Rabbi Ben Ezra"®4, a poem which is neither sermon
nor dialogue, but something in between the two. The Rabbi begins: "Grow old along with mel".
As a Rabbi’s opening words, not being an invitation to anyone in particular, the poem cannot be
conversational. But even if addressed to many, it is still too intimate, too personal, to come from
a pulpit. It is an invitation, not a lesson, and it is from a friend not a stoic. This first line does not

direct: "learn how to grow old”, nor even counsel: "grow old with me". It offers a companionable

82 "ln Memoriam", SE 331,

3 ibid. 331. But compare Eliot's later remark, made perhaps with "Gerontion™ in mind, that "dramatic monologue cannot
create a character” ("The Three Voices of Poetry", OPP 95). This says much about his own view of the form as a poet,
though simply perverse as a critical judgement.

%, Browning 1981 |, 781.
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"grow old along with me". It reaches out acros the chilly divide between preacher and
congregation, establishing a distinctive "Rabbinic” idiom. Ulysses-like, it welcomes old age: "The
best is yet to be”. The poem celebrates wisdom, and therefore endorses age, scepticism, adversity,
and dissent. It rejects the ascetic’s distrust of the senses. It is an anti-"Gerontion”, spoken by a
Jew, praising what that poem fears or scorns, repudiating what it embraces. Compare, for

example:

... | prize the doubt
Low kind exists without,

Finished and finite clods, untroubled by a spark.

With these lines:

After such knowledge what forgiveness? ...

Think now
She gives when our attention is distracted
And what she gives, gives with such supple confusions

That the giving famishes the craving.

The first triumphs in the human exercise of rational inquiry; the second is ravaged by thought’s
destructive power. Thought is dangerous, sinister, unpredictable. It lays siege to Gerontion, the
insistent "Think ... Think ... Think™ abstracting the process of thought from any graspable subject-
matter, a demand that cannot be fulfilled. The Rabbi scorns the clod, Gerontion takes refuge in

sleep and in the insensate:

| have lost my passion: why should | need to keep it
Since what is kept must be adulterated?

| have lost my sight, smell, hearing, taste and touch:

Gerontion rejects the material, but is rejected by the spiritual. He has enough faith to repudiate, but
insufficient faith to affirm. One world is abhorrent to him, the other is inaccessible. While Gerontion

shrinks from both flesh and the spirit, the Rabbi honours each:
For pleasant is this flesh;

see

Let us cry "All good things
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Are ours, nor soul helps flesh more, now, than flesh helps soull”

This quarrel between Eliot and Browning can be pressed further. "Gerontion" silences those Jews
given voices by Browning, giving instead a voice to an anti-Semite. Eliot’s Jewish mouths are
dumb, framing golden grins; the Jewish landiord is silent witness to Gerontion’s eloquence; and
Jewish dissenters are to be suppressed ("a spirit of excessive tolerance is to be deprecated”).
Against this is to be set the garrulity of Browning’s "Jochanan Hakkodosh™ and the philo-Semitic

protest of his "Holy-Cross Day

The epigraph to "Holy-Cross Day" purports to be an entry in the diary of the Bishop’s secretary
celebrating the success of his master’s sermon to the Jews: "What awakening, what striving with
tears, what working of a yeasty conscience!”. Controverting this epigraph, the poem’s preface
states: "What the Jews really said ... was rather to this effect ...". The note at the end of the
poem laconically comments: "Pope Gregory XV!I abolished this bad business of the Sermon - R.B."
Of the poem’s three voices, the first is that of the Bishop’s secretary, the second is that of the
Jews, and the third is that of the poet. The second exposes the first; the third condemns it. Each
articulates certainties. In a hierarchy of truth there is the delusion of the Secretary, the steadfast
opposition of the Jews, and the dismissive censure of Browning himself. It is wrong for Jews to
be persecuted; Christians who force their religion on others do it a disservice; the capacity for self-
delusion in support of faith is great. The irony is unambiguous. The first person narration does not
sacrifice truth to partial observation because it has the full endorsement of the poet. The Jews are
expected to sit in silence while the Holy-Cross Day sermon does its work of conversion on them.
Instead, they fidget, mock, and then recite under the breath a rival text - Ben Ezra’s Song of Death.
in this collective dramatic monologue, Jewish voices are heard, and the Bishop’s words go
unreported. His hypocrisy is an object of derision. The enforced attendance is a tiresome diversion.
It is not even an affront, just a bore. Christianity does not challenge these Jews; Christians
persecute them. It is not a rival faith, it is a stronger enemy. From complaining, the Jews move to
relating the history of their torments. And then - the Song of Death. It addresses Christ: if truly the
Messiah he should join with the Jews against tormentors who have repudiated his teachings. If the
Jews withstood Christ then, they withstand Barabbas now. They will "wrest Christ’s name from

the Devil’s crew".

Browning’s poem shuts the Bishop up, and gives the Jews their platform. Eliot silences them again.
It is the anti-Semite Gerontion, without the disguise of faith, who has the exclusive right of

address. By contrast, when anti-Semites speak in Browning they condemn themselves. | refer again

®_ Browning 1981 Il, 680; Browning 1981 1, 705,
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to "Filippo Baldinucci on the Privilege of Burial™®®. The story is narrated by an anti-Semite. The
narrator repeats what he had been told as a child by his uncle, recalling how when younger he had
won the older man’s approval: "His chuckle at my piece of news,/How cleverly | aimed my stone”
at the Jews. But the old man warned the boy off: "l fear we must not pelt the Jews!". And the
story explains why: greater Jewish cunning will defeat the best efforts of the Gentiles. The uncle
was a "good old man" (not a "little old man" like that other anti-Semite, Gerontion). Remembering
him fondly, the narrator condemns him out of his own mouth. Gerontion is not similarly

condemned. While Browning’s poem exposes anti-Semitism, Eliot’s poem gives it a home.

In "Gerontion” the attack on "the jew" and the attack on the form of the dramatic monologue are
each a feature of the other. Anti-Semitism conspires with Modernism in the undermining of a poetic

form; Modernism conspires with anti-Semitism in the libelling of the Jews.

Later, Eliot would compose a poem which, in revisiting "Gerontion”, gives a voice to a Jew. "A
Song for Simeon" is a dramatic monologue in retreat from the formal challenges of its predecessor
poem, "Gerontion"; it is also exceptional in a poetry in which elsewhere Jews are dumb. The voice,
however, is a disciplined one, and speaks lines prepared for it. The preposition in the title tells all.
The song is for, not of, Simeon (contrast "Prufrock”). Eliot gives the Jew lines that locate him, and
by implication all Jews, wholly within the Christian drama. Incapable of denying its truth, but
equally incapable of living that truth, Simeon welcomes death, because his life is death. Published
in 1928, shortly after Eliot’s reception into the Anglican Church, the poem’s source is a short
passage in Luke. Simeon is told that "he should not see death, before he had seen the Lord’'s
Christ”, so he is brought to the Temple where Joseph and Mary are having Jesus circumcised. He
blesses them, and asks God for death, "for mine eyes have seen thy salvation"®. He is a Jew for
Christians. Alasdair Maclintyre’s observation is relevant: "Christians badly need to listen to Jews.
The attempt to speak for them, even on behalf of that unfortunate fiction, the so-called Judeo-

Christian tradition, is always deplorable”®®.
Though the poem speaks in Simeon’s voice, it is not limited by his vision. Simeon is an old man,
awaiting death. He reviews his life, one of charity and observance, and anticipates the sufferings

of his descendants, who will be persecuted for their Christian faith:

Who shall remember my house, where shall live my children’s children

%_Browning 1981 I, 481.
¢ Luke 2:25-35.
€ Macintyre 1988, 11 {my italics).
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When the time of sorrow is come?
They will take to the goat’s path, and the fox’s home,

Fleeing from the foreign faces and the foreign swords.

"The time of sorrow" is not the moment of the dispersion of the Jews but that of the trials of
Christ, and of the early Christians. Jewish pain, save in this context, is not the poem’s theme, and
it therefore contemplates Simeon’s dispossession with calm. His house will become the house
occupied by Gerontion. His children’s children may find a ledge there to squat on. The Jews will
be scattered, but it is the Christians who will suffer, and their suffering will re-enact the suffering
of Christ. Simeon neither wants nor has any part of this. He belongs, in Helen Gardner’s
complacent phrase, "to the world of the Old Covenant™®. He seeks the liberation of death, not
new faith. He prays that the "Infant" grant "Israel’s consolation”, that is, herald the Messianic

days. However, his own "consolation™ is to die, even though unredeemed:

They shall praise Thee and suffer in every generation
With glory and derision,

Light upon light, mounting the saints’ stair.

Addressing God in the lower case, Simeon acknowledges that others will address Him otherwise.
Moody comments "This is the only time *Thee’ is capitalised in the poem, as if to mark the
difference between the saints’ and Simeon’s sense of Christ"’. This is true, though it matters
more than Moody’s conscientious explication of the poem allows. In a poetry which withholds the
upper case from "the Jew", here is a poem in which a Jew withholds the upper case from God.
This is the newly Christian nature of Eliot’s verse, one which suffers wounds rather than inflicting
them. Simeon does not know how to worship. Eliot allows him to condemn himself. His song is
also his confession. Blind to the poet’s anti-Semitism, Moody only glimpses the significance of the

poem’s typography.

Simeon stands apart from Eliot’s other Jews because he admits his handicap. Awareness of his

inadequacy gives him a voice to articulate it:

Not for me the martyrdom, the ecstasy of thought and prayer,

Not for me the ultimate vision.

% Gardner 1985, 124. She is right, however, to insist upon Simeon’s Jewishness. Lyndall Gordon, by contrast,
overlooks this in a lather of biographical fancy: "in * A Song for Simeon’ [Eliot] hoped that [the choice souls of the future]
would acknowledge and re-enact, with greater success, his lonely watch” (Gordon 1978, 140}. This misconceived reading
is consistent with - indeed, made possible by - Gordon's complete failure to address the anti-Semitism in Eliot’s poetry.

7%, Moody 1980, 135.
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Simeon is in this respect a New Testament type of Moses, fated to see the Promised Land but not
to enter it. Witness to its truth, but denied its redemptive power, the Jew stands solemnly, humbly,
outside Christianity’s gates. This posture of pious subordination makes anti-Semitism redundant.
The poem is therefore another one of Eliot's triumphs over Jews: "Let thy servant depart,/Having
seen thy salvation”. At this moment, Jews leave Eliot’s poetry, humility and the full consciousness
of subservience marking the occasion of their departure. Simeon, the witness to Christianity’s
superior truth, is a "self-judging””* Jew who, by dying, does all that an anti-Semite could wish

for. The triumph over the Jews is so complete that anti-Semitism is left behind.

"Gerontion” (3)

" A Song for Simeon" returns to Browning; "Gerontion” breaks with him. At each point, "Gerontion”
addresses, and attacks, the form of the dramatic monologue. The poem develops the form beyond
the point at which it remains sustainable. Pushing it that far is pushing it to destruction. Itis as if
the poem was written to test the limits of the form. The lines do not conform to positive principles
of construction, nor to any expressed poetic. They are written against such principles, and in the
face of that poetic. The poem exists by breaking the rules, not by following them or establishing
others. If, as has been argued, "Prufrock" is an interpretation of the form, then "Gerontion" is a
dismantling of it’2. Eliot employs in it a technique of disruption. For example, consider Ricks’s
identification of "the true tension of the dramatic monologue, the presence and the pressure of the
silent interlocutor”. Ricks says that "the art of the dramatic monologue begins in an acute sense
of the circumstances in which strong speech meets strong silence"’®. Yet where is this in
‘Gerontion”, a joke at the expense of the form that it purports to represent? The poem begins
meditatively: crowded with possible interlocutors, it ignores them. They are not addressed, they
do not even constitute an audience. Gerontion does not meet their "strong silence". He disregards
their banal chatter. His vocal brooding cuts through the interference of a boy reciting, a woman
sneezing, a goat coughing. {Note the satiric reductio of the form: a goat as interlocutor). The "jew"
is snubbed utterly. He is not spoken to, he is silenced. In the section that follows, Mr. Silvero and
the others fare even worse. There is no sense of their presence. While the third section is a self-

interrogation, the fourth conjures up an interlocutor only to confess the impossibility of connection:

| would meet you upon this honestly.

"', The phrase is Konig‘s (1986, 17), who applies it to Ahasuerus, the Wandering Jew.

2 Jay 1983, 99. For a contrasting view, which stresses the continuities between Eliot's poetry and the dramatic
monologues of Tennyson and Browning, see Christ 1984, 46-50.

™, Ricks 1987, 154.
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cannot find an end and yet cannot die"’4. The poem’s elusive allusiveness makes metaphoric
exiles of its readers. The inevitable failure in identifying the origin of quotations, recognised or
remembered, but not attributed, makes of these quotations echoes of unrecapturable voices. But
one cannot thus argue that the anti-Semitism, the thrusting away of the Jew, becomes
paradoxically an identification of the Jew as the type of the modern predicament. That would be
too easy. The only claim that the Jew might make for sympathetic attention is his exilic condition:
Eliot robs him of this tatter. "Gerontion" strips the Jew bare of all residual human qualities. These

paltry few are taken, and given to Gerontion.

Why does Gerontion not cry out "The Jews are our misfortune”? It is because he refuses the banal
clarity of anti-Semitism. Scorning the Jew, he dismisses him. He does not dwell on him, dwelling
in his property. His is an anti-Semitism of exclusion, not of explanation. Gerontion does not need
Jews to explain his present condition, it is enough that they are a part of it. Hence "We would see
a sign”, the cry of the Pharisees against Jesus, does not become the occasion of anti-Semitism in

the poem:

Then certain of the scribes and of the Pharisees answered, saying, Master, we
would see a sign from thee. But he answered and said unto them, An evil and

adulterous generation seeketh after a sign ...”®

This is the difference between "Gerontion” and "Burbank". The latter exploits anti-Semitic
opportunities, the former disdains them. It marks the distance between the despair of one and the
desperate wit of the other. In "Gerontion", the essential movement of the poem is centrifugal. In
"Burbank”, by contrast, that movement is centripetal. Its narratives point a moral, its characters
stand for types, the poem’s thrusts are directed at a single target. Its language tightens to that hard

knot at the poem’s centre: "The jew is underneath the lot".

"Gerontion" refuses all explanations. It hesitates between premature conclusions and no conclusion

at all:

Think at last
We have not reached conclusion, when |

Stiffen in a rented house.

¢, Bush 1984, 33.

75, St. Matthew 11:38-9; cf. Luke 11:29.
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The prospects for a coherent anti-Semitism are frustrated by the essentially vacuous nature of the
poem, passionate with nonsense, a parody of the sagacious, parading maxims useless as guides
for conduct or belief. These maxims, indeed, advance the poem’s dissociative work; as
"propositions severed from discourse®’®, that is to say, statements that are detached from the
perspective of any one speaker, they help "Gerontion" break with the dramatic monologue form,
interrupting the continuity of what might otherwise just be read as Gerontion’s speech. They
prevent the poem from being read as the utterance of a man, however little and old. The
unremitting negativity of the poem aborts the anti-Semitism, leaving it undeveloped and lifeless.
It is not repudiated by the poem; it is one of its victims. "Gerontion" lacks the coherence of either
personal statement or impersonal argument. While its themes are larger than any one man’s
experience could encompass, they are dispersed through the poem without regard to any other
organising principle. They do not make sense other than as the random thoughts of a disordered
mind, yet this is an interpretation denied to the reader by the absence of a consistent first-person
narrative in the poem. "Gerontion" is what Eliot said of Webster's Duchess of Malfi: "an interesting
example of a very great literary and dramatic genius directed toward chaos"”’. It is a misanthropic
poem and anti-Semitism is not misanthropic. Founded upon a distinction between Jews and non-
Jews, it denigrates the former and elevates the latter; anti-Semitism is thus selectively affirmative.
Peter Ackroyd is right, therefore, but does not go far enough, when he comments that "the
language [of the poem] is borrowed, drained of meaning, a form of rhetoric which disqualifies itself
because it does not provoke action. There is no despair or agony in the movement of the poem -

only a calm and considered vision of its own emptiness"’®.

There is, in truth, no vision in "Gerontion”, not even the bogus vision of anti-Semitism. The Jew
squats on the margins of the poem. His presence explains nothing. Gerontion is able to keep the
nameless Jew at bay; he therefore does not dominate the poem in the way in which Bleistein and
Sir Ferdinand Klein dominate "Burbank”. Unlike "Burbank"’s "jew", "Gerontion"'s is not underneath
the lot. Not a true villain, his presence no more accounts for Gerontion’s misery than dustbins

explain a tramp’s. He is simply part of the poem’s squalid scenery.

7 Barthes 1990, 5.
7 Four Elizabethan Dramatists™, SE 117.
™, Ackroyd 1985, 93,
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CHAPTER THREE: "SWEENEY AMONG THE NIGHTINGALES", "BURBANK", AND THE POETICS OF
ANTI-SEMITISM

Preliminary

Notwithstanding my efforts to avoid reductive analyses, and my resolve to pay proper respect to
the literary nature of the texts examined in the preceding two chapters, there may be resistance
to what | have so far argued. This resistance, which can be more than just a defensive reflex, and
certainly can be much more than just the pain of wounded admiration, must now be considered.
It is likely to derive from a tendency to elevate literature to an instance of "Art", and a parallel
tendency to diminish "anti-Semitism" to mere rant. These tendencies have the effect 6f severing
any relation between the two, because "the artist never rants™'. My present purpose is to
demonstrate that this severance is bogus, and that there is no necessary incompatibility between
the language and forms of poetry, and the verbal thrusts of anti-Semitism. | will try to show up
some of literature’s pretensions. My object is to prove that the study of the anti-Semitism of
"Sweeney Among the Nightingales" is the proper concern of literary criticism. | expect thereby to

discredit literature’s claims to immunity from anti-Semitism.

In discussions of the supposed anti-Semitism of certain of his poems, Eliot has been the beneficiary
of a complex bundle of ideas about "poetic truth”. These ideas have placed a "cordon sanitaire"?
around it. They derive from the belief that while poetry has a different and less direct relation with
the world to prose, it is also superior to prose. This is so, because while poetry does not make
statements about the world, it discloses essential truths about it (or, in the deconstructionist
version, about language®). Poetic discourse is thus both non-propositional and benevolent. It
informs without asserting, and what it discloses is enlightening. These ideas underlie the tenets of
both Symbolism, which provided the context for the composition of Eliot’s poetry, and the New
Criticism, which provided (and to an extent, continues to provide) the context for its reception and

study. Indeed, Eliot was an exemplary figure for the New Critics, as de Man observed:

The perfect embodiment of the New Criticism remains, in many respects, the
personality and the ideology of T.S. Eliot, a combination of original talent,

traditional learning, verbal wit and moral earnestness, an Anglo-American blend of

1. Collingwood 1965, 122,
2, Norris 1991, 208.
3. Rorty 1991, 129-32,
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intellectual gentility not so repressed as not to afford tantalizing glimpses of darker
psychic and political depths, but without breaking the surface of an ambivalent

decorum that has its own complacencies and seductions.*

Eliot wrote out of Symbolism for New Criticism, which "popularizied] ... the modernist idea of
literature” and was itself "anchored in non-purposive Kantian-symbolist aesthetics"®. Purportedly
a theory of all poetry, it aided brilliantly the explication of certain kinds of poetry, while ignoring
or undervaluing other kinds. The aesthetics of these schools of poetry and criticism did not emerge
fresh from a theoretical void. They were related to older views about the constitutive properties
of poetry, and of literature in general. They persist as influences on many of those critics of Eliot

who would neither regard themselves as New Critics nor regard his poetry as Symbolist.

In the following two chapters, | define and then reject two defences of Eliot’s work against the
charge that it is anti-Semitic. Both insist that anti-Semitism negates poetry, postulating that where
the poetic prevails, the anti-Semitic is altogether absent. The first contends that since poetry
cannot be propositional, it lapses into prose when it descends to anti-Semitism. The second
contends that since poetry discloses truths, it cannot articulate the wicked and false doctrine of
anti-Semitism. To the extent, then, that there is anti-Semitism in Eliot’s poetry, it damages it. It
exists in the form of a number of blemishes, or incidental "ugly touches”. The ugliness of anti-
Semitism disfigures what would otherwise be the poetry’s unblemished beauty. The obscurity of
Eliot’s earlier poetry and the candidly Christian nature of his later poetry together encourage these
defences. The poetry up to and including "The Waste Land" resists prose paraphrase, while the

poetry thereafter is too pious to be capable of fostering anything other than virtue.

Against the first defence | advance the following. Poetry can be propositional; in Pound's phrase,
it can present a "CASE for the prosecution” {Canto XLVI). Literary works may be "specifically
[written] to dramatize and empower a set of beliefs"®. In any event, anti-Semitism is not wholly
propositional. So if poetry refuses the propositional, it does not thereby shut out anti-Semitism.
Against the second defence | contend that poetry may, but need not, disclose truths. Anti-
Semitism, which is mired in ugliness, loathing and fear, does not make poetry impossible. Indeed,
not only can it provide the material for a poem, it can be a poet’s inspiration. It can be a muse.

Indeed, it is my case that, on occasion, it was Eliot's muse.

4. De Man 1986 B, 6.
®. Graff 1979, 5; Russo 1989, 541,

8. Abrams 1991, 104.
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This, and the following, chapter develops these defences and the challenges to them. In this
chapter, | examine the New Critical thesis that poetry is non-propositional, testing it against Ricks’'s
analysis of "Gerontion” and "Sweeney Among the Nightingales”. | then demonstrate the possibility
of anti-Semitism within a Symbolist aesthetic. Anti-Semitism can find a home in this least
"propositional” of all schools. In the next chapter, my point of departure is George Steiner’s dismay
at finding anti-Semitism at the heart of Eliot's poetry. | attribute this dismay to convictions
regarding the role of the poet and the nature of poetry that Eliot’s poetry upsets. What then follows
is an analysis of the precise manner in which this reversal is achieved. | conclude that, in some of
his early poetry, Eliot was experimenting with an anti-poetics of defacement in which anti-Semitism

played a part.

My aim is to show that the notion of art cannot be so manipulated as to exclude the possibility of
anti-Semitism. The discourse of anti-Semitism comprises both fiction and non-fiction, poetry and
prose. There is no privileged zone called "literature” where anti-Semitism is impossible. Anti-Semitic
discourse sometimes sits uneasily with certain literary texts, and sometimes it does not. For
instance, Chaucer’s "Prioress’ Tale” and Marlowe’s Jew of Malta are exemplary of the facility with
which anti-Semitism finds a place within literature. Good anti-Semitic art is possible: technically
competent, verbally complex, formally innovative. It is false to posit "art" as "A and B" and "anti-
Semitism™ as "X and Y" and thus to conclude that art cannot be anti-Semitic. It ignores, it deforms,
it excuses, it misrepresents. It derives from a wrongly generalised aesthetics which subscribes to
the constitutive benevolence and/or autonomy of art. Anti-Semitism need not obstruct or impede
art, and sometimes, as with Eliot, it is positively empowering. In E.R. Curtius’s sense of the word,
it provides topics, or "topoi", for a poet’'s imagination. Anti-Semitism is a "stockroom"’ of
commonplaces and clichés about Jews. "The beauty of nature”, "the Golden Age”, and "the worid
upside down", are among the topoi of the Latin Middle Ages studied by Curtius. | have already
examined certain topoi of anti-Semitism - "Jewish hands” {chapter 1) and "the Jew conscious of
his obsolescence” (chapter 2). In this chapter, and those to come, | examine others, including "the
Jewish femme fatale" (chapter 3), "the leprosy of the Jews" {chapter 4), "Jewish scepticism"

{chapter 5) and "the anti-Semite’s denial of his anti-Semitism" (chapter 6).

Poetry and the propositional

| begin with Cleanth Brooks’s essay "lrony as a Principle of Structure™®. He argues that metaphor,

’. Curtius 1973, 79.

®. Brooks 1962, 729-41. The privileging of irony by the New Criticse became a reflex, and was thus liable to be
overstated: "irony may be regarded”, remarked John Crowe Ransom, "as the ultimate mode of the great minds” (quoted:
Gelpi 1990, 9). lrony continues to enjoy a good press: see chap. 4, Rorty 1989.
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which dominates modern poetic technique, interferes with the direct statement of propositions by
loading them with particulars. These particulars weigh down the general meaning; therabstract is
freighted by concrete detail. But what exposes prose to the hazards of partialness and obscurity,
defines poetry. Abstraction takes us out of poetry; metaphor keeps us within its borders. Poetry’s
metaphors are not mere illustrations of abstract statements, they are constitutive of the poem and
are related to one another as an organic whole. Their connection is not one of mere contiguity, like
the blossoms of a bouquet, but of interrelatedness, like the parts of a plant. They compose, they
do not merely decorate. They do not ornament the poem’s argument, they are its argument. It
follows that particular images must be be examined in relation to the sum of the poem’s other
images. As with the plant’s stalk, leaf or hidden roots, they derive their meaning from the whole
poem, which is their context. This entails a re-evaluation of the meaning of ostensibly general
statements in poetry. Take the apparently abstract "Ripeness is all", and the apostrophic "Never,
never, never, never, never", from King Lear. The reflective first, just as much as the protesting
second, has to be understood as a dramatic utterance, spoken by a particular character at a
particular moment in the play. The former is no more philosophical than the latter. Each is a
component part of a complex, dramatic unity. This warping of statement by context is the province
of irony, hence the essay’s title. Brooks admits to an overuse of the term "“irony"?: it is the best
available to point to the effects achieved by drama in consequence of its organic nature. As with
drama, so with poetry. Metaphor is to poetry as character is to drama: guarantor of the situation-
specific nature of the language. Statements made in poems are to be read as if they were speeches
in a drama: "their relevance, their propriety, their rhetorical force, even their meaning, cannot be

divorced from the context in which they are embedded"'°.

Brooks fails to relate the claim about the nature of poetic metaphor to the claim about the dramatic
nature of poetry’s ostensible propositions. | am more interested, however, in two other objections
to his poetics. First, if every poem is to be read dramatically, poems that are dramatic monologues
lose their generic distinctness. Second, while lyric poetry may be said to invite Brooks's special
reading, to read philosophical poetry thus is to read it against its grain. Taken together, these
objections suggest that Brooks has overshot his target, mistaking one kind of poetry for poetry in
general. Brooks neglects the differences between poems in pursuit of a unifying principle. He

neglects the similarities in language uses in pursuit of a distinguishing principle. Against Brooks,

* As has been observed: "Brooks rescues the term irony from its classical rhetorical status (a determinate trope of
inversion, saying one thing and meaning another) by stretching its denotation far beyond the bounds of the traditional sense
to include paradoxical ... effects of indeterminacy and suspension of judgment arising from the act of reading” (Freund
1987, 54).

0 ibid. 731. The essay was an advance upon the belief that a poem's statements did not matter: "Fifty years will
remove the politice and leave the poetry lin the Cantos]” (Eberhart 1972, 375). Brooks’s merit is in his assigning a non-
contingent role to poetic statements.
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I adopt the following propositions. Poetry and prose cannot always be distinguished by reference
to their use of metaphor. One way in which some poems differ from others is the manner in which
the abstract is rendered. Poems can achieve a many-sided articulation of a philosophical problem
that discursive prose cannot match. Poems that resist abstraction may yet thereby declare a
general position in relation to the abstractions they resist. Poems that do not assert propositions
may be otherwise referential. Poems can be propagandistic, that is, they can incite readers to
action''. Poems demand to be read in different ways and the demands that they make may be
part of their challenge. Finally, one cannot escape the problem of poetry and politics, poetry and
anti-Semitism, by arguing a super-strong case for the non-referential nature of poetry. The furthest
that one can go is to insist upon the special difficulties of reading poetry in the same way as, say,
flysheet prose. 1 rely in part on some of Eliot's own critical observations as authority for certain of
these propositions. | also rely, more importantly, on his poetry, large parts of which would be
diminished to banality if read as "dramatic” in Brooks’'s sense. | want to rescue that poetry from

banality even at the price of asserting its anti-Semitism.

What is the effect of Brooks's theory on any argument about the anti-Semitism of part of Eliot’s
work? It makes it more difficult to assert of a poem: "This is anti-Semitic”. It makes it very difficult
to assert of its author: "He is an anti-Semite". It effects a severance both between poet and poem
and between the voice of the poem and the voice in the poem. Reading a text dramatically creates
a space in which to argue one of two alternative cases: either that an opinion expressed within it
is rejected by the text itself, or that the text makes no assertions more general than those that are
relevant to the specific situation it addresses. The first case acknowledges that the text itself has
an opinion, endorsing or rejecting other opinions expressed within it. The second denies precisely
this: the text is merely the showcase for those opinions. The two cases are often confused. For
example, it is often claimed of The Merchant of Venice that neither the anti-Semitism of the
Venetians in the play, nor the play’s own hostility to Shylock, is sufficient to indict the play of anti-
Semitism. The play itself does not assert anything about ati)qm Jews in general, only about the
Jews on the stage during its performance; the statements about Jews in general are made by
others on the stage who speak under the pressure of their own defined circumstances. While these
characters may purport to make hostile claims about Jews as a whole, the play robs these
animadversions of their generality, enclosing them in a context, ensuring that they are trapped in
the specifics of their utterers’ dramatic situation. So, on this account, the play hovers on the brink

of, but does not collapse into, anti-Semitism. That is the second case. However, in its refusal to

', Contrary to Auden’s statement in "In Memory of W.B. Yeats", poems can make things happen. Objecting to Auden’s
"apophthegm"”, Richard Ellmann observes that "events cannot be separated from the emotions to which they give birth, nor
roused human feelings from subsequent events” (Ellmann 1989, 85). It is for this reason that Keats’s account of "the
postical Character” is unsatisfactory: "It has as much delight in conceiving an lago as an Imagen. What shocks the virtuous
philosopher, delights the cameleon Poet. It does no harm from its relish of the dark side of things any more than from its
taste for the bright one; because they both end in speculation” (Keats 1987, 167).
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First, "Gerontion”. The argument about the dramatic nature of the lyric poem, whatever its specific
weaknesses, appears irrebuttable when applied to the dramatic monologue. Hence the familiar

argument, the anti-Semitism is Gerontion’s, not "Gerontion"’s:

... is this ... to be held against Gerontion or "Gerontion"? Is it an earnest that the
Jew is socially and spiritually rotten or that the the dry brain which savours such

gusto has rotted?**

Ricks leaves open the answer to this question. Allow that the poem is about Gerontion’s anti-
Semitism. Does that in itself prevent it from being anti-Semitic? This poem, which articulates a
loathing of Jews, has as its subject a man who loathes Jews. It an anti-Semitic dramatisation of
an anti-Semite. It is an example of what it represents'®. After quoting Gabriel Pearson’s "vivid
exploration of the animus within the poem", which Ricks is careful to point out is "not necessarily

the same as the animus of the poem”, he concludes:

... the reader and the Jew do not exhaust the imaginable objects of attack:
Gerontion, embittered and wily, is not immune from attack, ours or his. What his

history gives may be "What's not believed in"'®.

He is right to unsettle the meaning of the poem. But to suggest that the anti-Semitism is thereby
rendered less certain is an unwarranted further step. Unless he wishes to propose the general
semantic instability of the poem (a deconstructive approach alien to his critical position), he must
accept that a plurality of targets for the poem’s animus does not make equivocal its hostility
towards the Jews. It cannot plausibly be argued that Gerontion’s self-scepticism undermines "his"”
account of the Jewish landlord. Those lines in the poem depend for their effect on a received
notion of Jews. It is an effect which takes for granted a certain version of Jewish history. That
notion, and that version, are real in the poem. It would be as absurd to suggest that the Jew is
anything other than repellent as to suggest that the house is anything other than a tenement.
Gerontion does not occupy a mansion, nor is his Jewish landlord a cultivated and handsome

/
|
{ philanthropist. Both property and owner are elements within the same squalid scene. "Burbank”
l
|

'4, Ricks 1988, 29.

'® Danto 1986, 117-133. Danto makes certain remarks about obscenity in art which bear, by analogy, on my discussion
of anti-Semitism: "one could not mention an obscenity without through that act using the obscenity: obscenity was a kind
of solvent that ate through the device even of quotation or display, so that the effort at mere imitation of the obscene
utterance was doomed: there was no allowed distance of the sort that had long since insinuated itself in dramatic represent-
ation, separating the words the actor spoke from those the character spoke, even when phonically identical” {op. cit. 122).
| consider anti-Semitism to be a similarly strong "solvent”, and one therefore that puts art at risk.

'8, Ricks 1988, 30.
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makes out a summary case against the Jews whereas in "Gerontion" the case is assumed, and the
Jews are relegated to a supporting part. They are dismissed, not attacked, "placed”, rather than
challenged. The exclusion that After Strange Gods preaches, but that "Burbank™ cannot practice,

is equivocally achieved by "Gerontion”.

Ricks's questions are intended to make questionable an anti-Semitism in the poem that is certain.
He is similarly equivocating about "Sweeney Among the Nightingales”, distinguishing between
narrator and author, and has this to say about the sinister effect achieved by the withholding of

Rachel’s married {or otherwise new) name:

The effect is dramatic, in both senses of dramatic, and the line ... is beaded with
the sweat of two equally horrible fears: the fear that the terrors, here in this sleazy

dive, may be paranoid, and the fear that they may not be'’.

"Dramatic”, that is, in the sense of being arresting, and also in Brooks’s sense. Ricks leaves the
issue of the author’s presence far behind. The equivocation is not between an anti-Semitism in the
poem and one of the poem. Ricks takes for granted that it is entirely in the poem. It is not Eliot's
anti-Semitism. His interest is in whether the fear of Jews, not promoted by the poem but merely
disclosed confessionally by the poem’s narrator, may (or may not) be a response to a real threat.
Rachel may be gentle and nondescript, or she might be bestially menacing. Ricks endorses this

"robustly demotic account of the dramatization of the narrator” in the poem:

He does not know what the hell is going on: it is merely his prejudices (as in the
case of "Rachel née Rabinovitch"), cultural associations, and the occasional prideful
reaching after the illusion of omnipotence which allow him to bluff himself into

thinking that he has everything taped'®.

If there is a narrator, his anti-Semitism is the poem’s. But there is no reason to suppose the
existence of a narrator. This is an unnecessary interpretive step, explaining nothing. It is a feint,

the value of which is to enable the pleading of a special case about Eliot’s anti-Semitism.

"Sweeney Among the Nightingales” is enclosed by Agamemnon’s agony. The epigraph quotes his
cry when felled by his wife: "Alas, | am struck deep by a mortal blow". The concluding stanza
returns to the scene of his murder, but this time the cry is silent, obscured by the sound of birds,

v ibid. 31.
'*, Quoted: ibid. 32.
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his body dirtied by their waste. Within this frame, the poem presents a sequence of low actions.
Sweeney is slumped on a chair in a dive. Probably drunk, his arms hang by his sides, his legs gape.
A caped woman slides off his lap onto the floor, tugging the table-cloth and knocking a cup over.
This interior is at odds with the atmosphere outside. It is night. The air is thick with the portentous.
Clouds obscure the moon, the stars are veiled, the sea stirs distantly. Sweeney has company. A
waiter brings in exotic fruit. Another man, first met sprawling at the window-sill, leaves the room
and leans back into it through a window. Grinning, mouth framing gold fillings, he is a picture of
sinister crassness. He is Jewish, as is the second, predatory woman in the scene. Her name is
"Rachel née Rabinovitch". All we are told about her is that she "Tears at the grapes with
murderous paws". That is enough. In this powerfully condensed sentence, which does much more
than merely give a name and describe an action, Eliot concentrates three horrors - of Jews, of
women, and of animals. A sense of danger is insinuated, associating the scene inside with the
nocturnal disturbances outside. The two women and the man are, perhaps, plotting together. It is
also possible that the man might be conspiring with just one of them, or even intriguing against
both of them. They are all customers. Their host talks with another person ("someone indistinct")
elsewhere, at the door. Nightingales sing near a Convent, just as they did when Agamemnon was
hacked to death by his wife Clytemnestra. Indifferent to time and culture, they celebrate their song,
and defecate, thereby diminishing by their presence, and degrading by their evacuations, the dead
king’s tragedy. "Birds of the air will tell of murders past?/l am ashamed to hear such fooleries”,

remarks Marlowe’s Machevill in The Jew of Malta'?, a favourite play of Eliot’s.

The poem’s principal effect, of which the Agamemnon/Sweeney pairing is the chief cause, is of
an extraordinary literary dissonance, yoking Greek tragedy with a fractured and experimental poetic
melodrama, farcical and vicious in equal measure. The later, tamer Eliot - of "The Confidential
Clerk” and "The Elder Statesman™ - trod on safer ground, among more consonant harmonies
designed to make classical and modern drama complementary. The Eliot of Ara Vos Prec is quite
different. These poems shock and disorient the reader, challenging: just imagine that, if you can!
And one cannot. The poems ask to be read as verbal tableaux, and then defeat one’s best efforts
to read them thus. They invite a reading which they then make impossible. It is as if they were
written out of a mischievous intent to subvert the neo-classical tag, "ut pictura poesis”. "Sweeney
Among the Nightingales”, which is typical in this way, opens and closes with stanzas that could
be rendered as portraits: Sweeney in a chair, Agamemnon in a shroud. These and other stanzas
have a cartoon-strip vividness. But read more closely, the pictures blur and the configurations
become confused. Is the "silent man in mocha brown" of the fifth stanza the same as the "silent

vertebrate in brown" of the sixth, and the "man with heavy eyes" of the seventh? How does one

'®_ Prologue: Marlowe 1979, 9.
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picture a "vertebrate” contracting, concentrating and withdrawing? Similarly problematical is the
shift of idiom between the first and second stanzas in the rendering of Sweeney: bearing animal
markings in the one, discharging a duty out of classical mythology in the other (he "guards the
hornéd gate"). How can one keep both pictures in one’s mind at once? The one mental image
makes the other impossible. Accept the literalness of one, and the other, by necessity, has to be
regarded as figurative. The poem regularly swerves away from the analogously pictorial to the

irreducibly verbal®°,

It is as if the spaciousness of Aeschylean drama, the terrible significance of Agamemnon’s death,
has been emptied and replaced with something altogether meaner and more trivial. That space is
filled with sordid, indecipherable detail. Tragedy has not put the quotidian in its place; the quotidian
has instead intruded to rob tragedy of its pretensions. This is worse than Agamemnon dying as
Icarus, in the corner of the picture. The birds do not just sing by him, as they would in Breughel.
They defecate on him. It is a spoiling, anticipatory variation on a theme that Auden later made his
own. It is also an inverting of the Oresteian pattern. In Aeschylus’s trilogy, the murder of
Agamemnon was the second in a series of three deaths. In Eliot’s poem, it inaugurates, and ends,
an unrelated and less predetermined sequence, one of ambiguous acts, menacing silences and lewd
gestures. Agamemnon was first perpetrator and later victim, clearly one, and then clearly the other,
in a mirroring play of guilty deed punished by guilty deed, the avenger assuming the burden of the
crime avenged. Sweeney and the others are in the toils of no such logic. They are among neither
the violators nor the violated, lacking both the knowledge of the former, and the innocence of the
latter. In place of the "Oresteia”’s narrative simplicity, the poem substitutes murky uncertainties.
It offers ambiguous but close detail (the fruit, the foliage) in order to avoid offering explanations,
showing, so to speak, the trees because it cannot divine the wood, then returning to Agamemnon'’s
story to disclose, by contrast and literally, the wood ("the bloody wood"). It dwells on contiguities
because it cannot identify causalities. Why is Sweeney there? Are the two women in league? If so,
against whom? What is their occupation? Whose "gambit” does the man "decline™, and why? (The
"Therefore" of the seventh stanza establishes no obvious connection). What is the host discussing,
and with whom? Aeschylus tells you everything you need to know. Eliot doesn’t, by contrast
withholding the information that would make the poem’s narrative intelligible. He shows Sweeney
in a room with (amongst others) Jews - predatory women, sinister men. The presence of these
Jews is disquieting, because while their intentions cannot be guessed, their ill-will can be assumed.
They are drawn from an anti-Semite’s imagination. But he does not give any reason for their

presence, nor does he identify the nature of the threat that they pose. It is therefore also a

2, Compare Eliot on the point, more generally considered: "It ie a mistake to suppose that a simile or a metaphor is
always meant to be visib/e to the imagination ... Examine a sonnet by ... Mallarmé; * M‘introduire dans ton histoire’, and
you will find in the fourteen lines four or five images which itis quite impossible to imagine or conceive simultaneously, and
at least one which canot be visualised at all” {(quoted: Bush 1984, 175).
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perplexed imagination.

Just as the "Oresteia” assumes Homeric mythology so is anti-Semitism taken for granted by
"Sweeney Among the Nightingales”. Yet while the former truly provides an explanatory context
for the plays, the latter only purports to do so for the poem. Both Homeric mythology and anti-
Semitism offer explanations intended to make sense of puzzling misfortunes in human life, the one
by the intervention of the gods, the other by the intervention of the Jews. But while the former
give meaning to the plays, the latter deny it to the poem, which hesitates before the larger claims
of anti-Semitism. Jews are not malign Olympians, disposing of mankind by manipulative wizardry.
The poem alludes to a world of squabbling gods and goddesses while refusing to endorse a darker
world of conspiring Jews. Though coarsely offensive in its jibing at Rachel, the poem creates
suspicion without delivering certainty. It will not reveal the Jew underneath the lot. It circumscribes
anti-Semitism, while adopting it. Jews are unpleasant. But though the women may be base and
rapacious, and the men grubby and unappealing, they are not soldiers in a disciplined army at war
with Christian civilisation. They are not rats. They are not even mysterious - the poem knows
Rachel’s real name. Fears are greater than realities. Olympian jealousies and rivalries may have
dominated Greek life, thereby accounting for its direction, but positing an international Jewish
conspiracy does not help to explain modern times. Eliot's anti-Semitism is at its closest, in this
poem, to an aspect of Weininger’s: "[the Jew] is non-moral, neither very good nor very bad, with

nothing in him of either the angel or the devil"?'.

When the anti-Semite feels at ease, and unthreatened by Jews, he regards Jewish assimilation with
contempt, mocking the efforts of those who try to conceal, or abandon, their Jewishness. In the
more frequent periods of social dislocation and anxiety, the anti-Semite regards the same
phenomenon as evidence of a malign conspiracy. In these ways, anti-Semitism passes, back and
forth, between disdain and consternation, contempt and fear, snobbery and paranoia. In "Sweeney
Among the Nightingales”, the most poised of Eliot’s anti-Semitic poems, the account of Rachel and
the grinning man are derived from the disdain, the contempt and the snobbery. Rachel does not fool

Eliot; he knows, so to speak, what she is. Eliot can "“fix [her] in a formulated phrase”.

The anti-Semitism of the poem is akin to the anti-Semitism of de Man’s war-time article "The Jews
in Contemporary Literature™?2. The authors are similarly secure in their superiority to Jews. In
summary, de Man argues as follows. Vulgar anti-Semitism, which regards post-war culture as

degenerate because Judaised, condemns an entire literature. In the context of such an argument,

2, Weininger 1906, 309.
22 De Man 1988, 45.
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a person who values modern literature could be taken to believe that it is indebted to the Jews, a
myth to which Jews themselves have contributed. Though they have been important in the
disordered and phony life of Europe since 1920 (so that novels written in that time are to a certain
extent "enjuivé"), literature obeys its own laws. The modern novel, for example, still follows
Stendhal’s definition of it as a mirror carried down an open road. Gide, Kafka, Hemingway,
Lawrence and others simply hold up this mirror to the interior life of their characters, thus
continuing, rather than breaking with, past traditions. The same is true of the latest poetry. Modern
literature is not just a product of its times and therefore the Jews, though important in these times,
cannot take credit for it. Indeed, their insignificance in literature is surprising given that their
detached intelligence is especially relevant to novel writing. Jewish writers have always been
second rank, which is comforting. If even novelists have been able to protect themselves from
Jewish influence, it is a sign that our civilization is healthy. Segregating the Jews in a colony
isolated from Europe, a solution to the Jewish problem, would thus have no damaging cultural
consequences. We would lose some mediocrities, and literature would continue to develop

according to its own laws.

De Man and the Eliot of "Sweeney Among the Nightingales”™ may be taken to agree: repellent and
untrustworthy though they may be, Jews do not matter as much as vulgar anti-Semites think.
There is an arrogance at play in both texts which in part derives from this sentiment. Putting the
poem in the context of the article helps make this point. | should add that putting the article in the
context of the poem helps make a second point. It demonstrates the folly of those like Derrida®®
who argue that de Man’s opening repudiation of "vulgar anti-Semitism™ makes problematical (even
if it doesn’t altogether deny) the anti-Semitism of the rest of his article. Scoffing at vulgar anti-
Semitism is not the same thing as scoffing at the vulgarity of anti-Semitism. Anti-Semitism has
always had rival versions - de Man picked the one that accented scorn for Jews over the one that
accented fear of them. It was an arrogance made easy by the miserable conditions in which Jews
were then being forced to live. it is this, indeed, that makes the article especially squalid. It is
triumphalist, celebrating the powerlessness of the Jews, at an historical moment of persecution and
humiliation for them. De Man adds his own celebration to the sum of those other Fascist crow_ings

over Jewish defeat.

So "Sweeney Among the Nightingales" represents yet another use of anti-Semitism in Eliot’s work.

It is neither dominant (as in "Burbank") nor subordinate (as in "Gerontion”)}. It is diminished. The

3, Derrida 1989, 205-10. Derrida considers the article to be "nonconformist™. He is wrong. The disdain for "vulgar anti-
Semitism" stems, at least in part, | suggest, from an instinct of self-defence. De Man had written in praise of modern
literature in earlier columns. | read him as implying that only vulgar anti-Semites could take that to mean that he was
endorsing the Jewish contribution to that literature. Flesch, making a related point, interprets the article as striking a bargain
with the Nazis: "the Nazis can have the Jews if they leave literature, especially French literature, alone™ (Flesch 1989, 179).
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poem flirts with, but refuses, the notion of a Jewish conspiracy and is thus to be compared to "The
Holiow Men", another poem that scorns conspiracies, and the vanity of conspirators: "Our dried
voices, when/We whisper together/Are quiet and meaningless/ ... /Those who have crossed/With
direct eyes, to death’s other Kingdom/Remember us - if at all - not as lost/Violent souls, but only/As
the hollow men/The stuffed men". The poem is as dismissive of successful cpnspiracies as of
unsuccessful ones. "Hollow men™ conspired with Brutus to assassinate Julius Caesar; they
conspired with Guy Fawkes to blow up the Houses of Parliament. It is the vanity of the
unregenerate to assume that they have the power to intervene in history and redeem it. it is the
folly of anti-Semites to credit Jews with the power to intervene in history and possess it. Eliot’s
poetry is scornful of the claims of both. By a coincidence, that anti-Semitic fantasy of Jewish
conspiracy, "The Protocols of the Elders of Zion™, was published in England in February 1920, the
same month and year as Ara Vos Prec®*. Eliot's sinister Jews would have been instantly
recognisable to readers of "The Times" and those other journals which given credence to the
genuineness of the "Protocols"?®. "Burbank" comes closest to their outlook. The pretension of
Sir Ferdinand Klein matches Bleistein’s grossness. He is the corruption at the top, Bleistein is the
rottenness below. How does one explain Jewish power? How can one account for Sir Ferdinand’s
authority over Princess Volupine? "The Jews vanquish”, says Hegel, condensing to an epigram one
of anti-Semitism’s paradoxes, "but they have not battled”2°. It is out of this paradox - Jewish
weakness, Jewish power - that conspiracy theories are born. Yet in Eliot’s poetry, one might say,

they are still-born.

Attributing the anti-Semitism to a voice in the poem, and thereby neutralising it, ironically becomes
the means by which the poem’s own critique of a certain form of anti-Semitism is itself blanked
out. Analysis of the poem’s effects is falsely resolved into amateur psychology, and one considers:
does the narrator witness the scene, or imagine it? Is this an exterior, or an interior, landscape?
Reality or fantasy? Ricks, reading for clues, discovers the answer in the poem’s failure, when using

"née", to give the married name. It is fantasy; the poem is exonerated?’. Yet the poem’s title does

24, Cohn 1967; Holmes 1979, chap. 9.

%, Though "The Times" later changed its mind: Cohn 1979, 155. During his detention at St. Elizabeth’s, Pound urged
visitors to read the "Protocols” (Tytell 1987, 304). In a war-time radio broadcast, he alleged that the Protocols deliberately
had been "garbled” so that it could later be claimed that they were "a forgery, and the kike is slandered”. In a later
broadcast he put the point more succinctly: "Certainly they are a forgery, and that is the one proof we have of their
authenticity”™ (Pound 1978, 198, 283).

*, Hegel 1971, 190.

7_ Ricks suggests implausibly that withholding the new surname is more sinister than Rachel herself: "But in Eliot's line
the surname which is now Rachel’s is remarkably - just because unremarkedly - withheld in a way that is sinisterly
inconceivable in any world of social remark; what is sinister is such a dark way of speaking, much more than any darkness
possessed by Rachel” (Ricks 1988, 31). This is fanciful. Rachel’s "tearling] at grapes with murderous paws" cannot be
regarded as less sinister than the failure to follow convention when naming her.
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not suggest the existence of a narrator nor does the poem itself use the first person. "Sweeney
Among the Nightingales” is not a dramatic monologue. Title, form, and content are against the
introduction of a narrator, and the poem may be read without one (as | have sought to do}, without
impairment of meaning. By application of the principle of economy, it is plain that postulating a
narrator in addition to an author is otiose. Entities are not to be multiplied beyond necessity: the
interpretation of this poem does not require the postulate of a narrator, that redundant, extra
entity?®. Furthermore, the poem’s Modernist edge disappears with his introduction. The complex
spinning out of relations between the "Oresteia” and its own invented narrative vanishes. instead,
it is read as the outpourings of a deranged mind. Confession takes the place of literary experiment,
and verisimilitude becomes the measure of its success. The narrator is mad, the poem is his
discourse?®. The trouble is that the poem is not thereby so much explained as explained away.
The best case that one can make for such a reading is that it makes it seem a little less unpleasant,
locking up the wickedness inside the poem. But "Sweeney Among the Nightingales” is less
mediated, more demanding, than this, and protecting it from the charge of anti-Semitism thereby
converts it from something extraordinary into something much duller. Insofar as this reading works

at all, it does so at the price of making the poem banal.

Yet it is not a banal poem. It is an anti-Semitic, Modernist, work of considerable complexity and
interest. The anti-Semitism and the Modernism go together. Introducing the notion of a narrator
entails the misreading of the poem as a puzzle concealing an answer signalled by clues. With
ingenuity the answer will be discovered. This misses the point of the poem, which is precisely that
there is no answer. The Jews comprise the clues to the question: what is the danger that the poem
is attempting to understand? But the clues do not provide the answer, which the poem leaves
hanging in the air. Exegetical ingenuity is not a relevant talent to bring to this poem. It obstructs
one’s reading, distracting one from the text toward, amongst other things, world Jewish
conspiracy. (Anti-Semitism is to "Sweeney Among the Nightingales® what "The Waste Land"’s
Notes are to the poem itself: bogus answers to the naive question, "what is going on?"). This is
where the anti-Semitism fits in. The poem suggests: though anti-Semites claim that the existence

of Jews explains misery, identifying the Jew in the narrative of your suffering may not lead to a

#_ | apply Occam’s Razor to Ricks's reading of the poem: "if everything in some science can be interpreted without
assuming this or that hypothetical entity, there is no ground for assuming it" (Russell 1961, 462-3). Russell says that he
has found it most useful in logical analysis. [t also has its uses in literary criticism.

®_ This is a critical reflex: "the strange or deviant is brought within a discursive order and thus made to seem natural
... If all else failed, we could read a sequence of words with no apparent order as signifying absurdity or chaos and then,
by giving it an allegorical relation to the world, take it 8s a statement about the incoherence and absurdity of our own
language ... Much of Robbe-Grillet can be recuperated if we read it as the musings or speech of a pathological narrator”
(Culler 1975, 136-7). This is a misreading of Robbe-Grillet (Heath 1972, 67-8, 119-20) just as it misreads "Sweeney Among
the Nightingales”. The poem perplexes. By attributing that perplexity to a phantom narrator, one escapes perplexity oneself.
It becomes his perplexity ("He does not know what the hell is going on ...") rather than one’s own. But the result is that
at this moment of attribution, which is also the moment of escape, one has ceased to read the poem.
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discovery of its cause. Sceptical of anti-Semitism's larger claims, the poem adopts a more limited
version. It is the anti-Semitism of the club, not the platform. It accents the snobbery, not the fear.
It meets Jews with scorn rather than hatred. The Jews do not conspire like Homeric gods against
humankind. "Sweeney Among the Nightingales™ is thus the most poised of Eliot's anti-Semitic
poems. Like "Gerontion", it places Jews, but unlike "Gerontion”, it also places anti-Semites. It
draws on their overdrawn, poisonous anxieties to effect a connection with the universe of Greek
tragedy (where the poem speaks, as Yeats incompletely appreciated, "in the great manner"*).
It achieves this without needing to interpose a narrator between text and reader. Indeed, such an
interposition ensures that the poem’s achievement remains hidden. It is, finally, a work indebted

to an essentially English form of anti-Semitism.

Both "Burbank" and "Sweeney Among the Nightingale™ take up a position in relation to anti-
Semitism, thereby acquiring a "propositional” character. Each is both dramatic and discursive, but
probfematically and differentially so. "Sweeney Among the Nightingales" struggles against the
propositional, its drama dislocated from any adequately propositional (or, one might say,
philosophical) framework. By contrast, "Burbank” is pathologically propositional, its sixth stanza
containing a statement justified neither by dramatic context nor process of reasoning. While most
of the poem is manifestly non-propositional in the sense of not making statements independent of
context, "The jew is underneath the lot" breaks with the poem’s enclosed, self-sufficient drama
and asserts something about Jews in general. It is bowed by a different and heavier burden of
signification than any other line in the poem. Burbank, Volupine, Bleistein and Klein are all
contained within the poem. The "jew underneath the lot", by contrast, is a figure of much larger
and less mutable dimensions. (The singular Jew is an anti-Semitic commonplace: "in the
constellation of enemies evoked by ‘Le Croix’ [an anti-Semitic newspaper], foreign nationals and
Protestants had some concrete being, while the Jew was purely abstract, referred to in the abstract
singular as a disembodied spirit of evil"®'). "The lot" is not a place in the poem’s Venetian
geography, unlike Burbank’s bridge, the Princess’s barge, or even Bleistein’s Rialto. The tension
between that ostensibly propositional line ("The jew is ...") and the rest of the poem is part of the
poem’s puzzle. But the puzzle is not solved by any argument which has as its premiss a conviction
regarding the non-propositional nature of poetry, for it is exactly that premiss which the poem most
unsettles. This poem dislocates the dramatic, just as "Sweeney Among the Nightingales” dislocates

the propositional.

"Sweeney Among the Nightingales” does not itself make a case, it draws on the fears of others

% Yeats 1936, xxi.

' Wilson 1982, 421.
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who hold that case to be true. It is an unsettling poem, though more in the sense of stirring things
up than in the sense of shaking certainties. It invokes anti-Semitic anxieties in order to stoke its
atmosphere of threat. Thus Chesterton: "many Jews toiled at that obscure conspiracy against
Christendom, which some of them can never abandon"32. It is not a serious stab at arguing
Jewish conspiracy; it does not adopt the "deadliest kind of anti-Semitism"33. It knows that this
is a fiction, but exults in its artistic possibilities. In this sense, Eliot and Pound point in exactly
different directions. Pound’s anti-Semitism is always just a hair's breadth from being an
abandonment of literature; Eliot’s is thoroughly literary. Eliot looks inward, taking anti-Semitism into
literature, exploring its literary potential. Pound takes anti-Semitism out of literature, exploiting his
reputation as a man of letters to give dignity to an ostensibly quite non-literary endeavour,
persuasion. One can put it like this: while for Eliot, anti-Semitism is the occasion for a poem, for
Pound, it is the occasion for a broadcast. The essential form of Eliot’s anti-Semitism was the
quatrain; for Pound it was the pamphlet. That is why the anti-Semitism of After Strange God’s reads
as if it is out of place and should be in a poem, while the anti-Semitism of the Cantos reads as if

it should be transplanted into a broadcast.

Yet this does not place constraints upon the anti-Semitism of Eliot’s poetry. In certain respects, the
poetry provides opportunities for anti-Semitism that pamphlet prose denies. Compare, for example,
Pound and Eliot on "Rabinovitch”. In war-time broadcasts from ltaly, Ezra Pound would name the
Jews and "“servantls] of Jewry", America’s true enemies. In one such broadcast, he listed: the
banker Henry Morgenthau, Supreme Court Justice Felix Frankfurter, President Roosevelt, and one
Frances Perkins, to whose surname Pound appended the further name, with a pseudo-revelatory
flourish, "née Rabinovitch or something equally Oriental™3¢. Frances Perkins was a Roosevelt
adviser, a New Deal administrator, and, for a period, Secretary of Labor. She was not Jewish,
though she is said to have shared Roosevelt's openness to advice from Jews®®, and Perkins was
her maiden, not her married, name. This phrase represents a small debt owed by Pound to Eliot,
who was, in the matter of literary anti-Semitism, the better craftsman. (Pound wrote to Eliot in
December 1921 praising "The Waste Land", and offering a poem in his honour: "Bleichstein’s dank
rotting clothes/Affect the dainty nose"2%). Even in his poetry, Pound could not match the charged

32 Chesterton 1940, 95 (my italics).
B, Holmes 1979, 63.
34 Pound 1978, 257.

%, Dinnerstein 1987, 62. In 1933 she tried, but failed, to relax immigration rules that kept out from America German
Jewish refugees (Kraut and Breitman 1987, 177). Anti-Semites were convinced that Jews exarcised excessive influence
in the Roosevelt administration (Shapiro 1987, 134).

% LTSE 498.
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economy of Eliot’s anti-Semitism; neither the weak "Brennenbaum” quatrains of "Hugh Selwyn
Mauberley”, nor the diffuse vilifications of Jews in the Cantos, can rival the condensed animus at
work in "Burbank” and "Gerontion”. Indeed, Eliot’s Rachel alone is a succinct reworking of five

distinct anti-Semitic themes.

First, she is a product of those fantasies of feminine evil in fin-de-siécle culture described by Bram
Dijkstra in /do/s of Perversity. Rachel is a predatory, Jewish woman {or "Jewess"”, which evokes
"tigress"?’), like those other murderous Jewish women, Salome, the cause of John the Baptist’s
death, and Judith, who decapitated Holofernes, the Assyrian general. These two women figured
prominently in the literary and artistic imagination of the late 19th century. They are farcically
diminished in the character of Rachel, who can do no more than murder grapes. Nonetheless, she
is half-beast, possessing paws that tear rather than hands that caress, pray or supplicate. To quote
an admirer of one of the many pictures of Salome painted during the period, she is an "essentially
Semitic type ... with the sensuous and soulless beauty of the tigress rather than the woman".
Dijkstra has noted that in the art of that time, the "bestial Jew" commonly was represented to be
woman’s closest degenerate companion in an otherwise civilised world. "Salome and Judith were
both Jewish women, as the intellectuals of the turn of the century did not tire of pointing out. As
such, Dijkstra observes, they "combined the crimes of women with those of a “degenerate
race’ . In Maurras’s L'Etang de Marthe et les hauteurs d’Aristarché, the Semitic witch, Marthe,
*did harm by evil magic, withdrew her spells and cast them again ... the thick smoke of her lair,
the pernicious fever present in the heavy air added to the effect of the incantations which she
chanted from the depth of her throat. She agitated men’s hearts"%. Something of this atmosphere

is intimated in Eliot’s poem.

Second, and relatedly, she is a seductress; "nightingale™ is Jacobean slang for "prostitute”*.
Pound associated Jews with prostitution and sexual excess. In his study of late 19th century

French anti-Semitism, Stephen Wilson devotes a chapter to "sexual anti-Semitism". He

3, Drumont described the actress Rachel as "a little Bohemian tigress, a lascivious Jewess" (quoted: Wilson 1982, 593),

%, Dijkstra 1986, 387, 277. Heine returned the anti-Semite’s compliment: "you stained your loving, pious paws with
my blood™ (quoted: Poliakov 1974-5 Ill, 270).

®_ Quoted: Wilson 1982, 548. That Marthe lives in marshes has its own significance: | address the anti-Semitic
association of Jews with swamps in chapter 4.

4 _Svarny 1988, 141. The location of "Sweeney Among the Nightingales™ by the River Plate is attributable to the then
topical anti-Semitic charge that Jews ran the White slave trade. South America was one of its centres. The anti-Semites
ignored the relatively low level of Jewish involvement, the unusualness of the phenomenon in Jewish history, the fact that
Jewish traffickers dealt mainly in Jewish women, and the widespread and effective opposition to it within Jewish
communities. Anti-Semites regarded the trade as another instance of immutable Jewish vice. Their account owed much to
the "blood libel”, that is, the canard that Jews abduct and murder Christian children at Pasover; it bore little relation to the
reality of commercial vice {see Bristow 1982, which reproduces a warning notice to "young women travelling alone”™ on the
"Brazil and River Plate” steamer service).
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demonstrates how pervasive was the association of Jewish women with prostitution. For
Maupassant, the "Beautiful Jewess" was an obligatory brothel "type” who had to be played, if
necessary, by a stand-in. "It is the Jewesses", asserted Drumont, "who provide the largest
contingent of prostitutes in all the great capitals". Another example: "[The Aryan] is passionately
clean in his habits. He would not knowingly touch a Jewish girl - except in a brothel”. The superior
sensuality of Jewish women was a familiar theme: "He thought of what Gallagher had said about
rich Jewesses. Those dark Oriental eyes, he thought, how full they are of passion, of voluptuous
longing!"; "the mere term " Jewess’ ... brings to my mind some vague, mysterious, exotically poetic
image of all | love best in a woman. | find myself dreaming of Rebecca of York ..."; "What
voluptuous yet touching purity, love, sweetness, goodness, shone in that wondrous face that might
have been gazing down from the minarets of Jerusalem ...". The Jewish prostitute is a degraded
version of that theme. Eliot degrades it still further. In his version, Rachel lacks all allure. She is not
the Swinburnian "Lady of Pain” whose "ravenous teeth ... have smitten”, but the Jewess whose

"paws” "tear™*!,

Third, Rachel’s paws identify her as an animal. This has a considerable history. According to St.
Jerome, Jewish prayers and psalms are like the inarticulate cries of animals: "the grunting of a pig
and the braying of an ass”. The Jews, preached St. John Chrysostum, "behave no better that pigs
or goats in their gross lasciviousness and excessive gluttony”. They are wilder than any beasts.
There were more recent precedents for Eliot. In 19th century France, "Jews were identified ... with
an enormous variety of animals, birds, insects and other creatures: vultures, crows, apes, monkeys,
hyenas, jackals, foxes, wolves, dogs, goats, pigs, rats, snakes, crocodiles, reptiles, toads, sharks,
worms, locusts, fleas, spiders, slugs, wasps ...". A German anti-Semite of the same period
expressed the view that Jews had "the tenacity of a snake, the cunning of a fox, the look of a
falcon, the memory of a dog, the diligence of an ant, and the sociability of a beaver”. This bestiary
exploited three anti-Semitic themes: the classificatory problem posed by Jews, being not quite
human; their dirtiness; and their "otherness”. Browning drew from it with ironic effect in "Holy-
Cross Day". The Jews of the poem complain about being crammed into Church for an Easter
sermon: "Higledy piggledy, packed we lie,/Rats in a hamper, swine in a sty,/Wasps in a bottle,
frogs in a sieve,/Worms in a carcass, fleas in a sleeve”*2. Eliot’s Jews vindicate the Pythagorean
doctrine expounded by Gratiano in The Merchant of Venice "[tlhat souls of animals infuse
themselves/Into the trunks of men" {1V i, 132-3). Representing Rachel as an animal in another way
in which Eliot relates the anti-Semitism of the poetry of Ara Vos Prec to its larger themes. With the
rat-like Bleistein, the lupine Rachel belongs in the company of "[a]peneck Sweeney", the "red-eyed

4 Casillo 1988, 222; Wilson 1982, 591, 594; quoted: Gilman 1985, 32; Joyce 1972, 80 (on "Joyce and the mystique
of the Jewish woman", see Nadel 1989, 154-180); Du Maurier 1947, 541; Glossop 1923, 34; Swinburne 1992, 81.

2 Simon 1986, 216-8; Wilson 1982, 485; Mosse 1985, 117; Browning 1981 |, 706.
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scavengers”, the reptilian "silent vertebrate in brown", and the rankly feline Grishkin. As for
"Gerontion": the Jew squats, the goat coughs, companions in an animal realm. While Shylock at
least is "a creature that did bear the shape of man” (lll ii, 274), Rachél's paws ensure that no one
can doubt her animal nature. Her "desires”, like Shylock’s, "l[alre wolvish, bloody, starv’'d and

ravenous” (IV i, 137-38), except that, of course, it is not flesh she craves, but grapes.

Fourth, Rachel is the Jewish daughter of a Jewish father. Her name is the clichéd sign of that
relationship: "what Moses does not obtain by subservience and flattery ..., his pretty daughter
Rachel, prattling in French, conversant with romances and herself not averse to a little romancing,
does™*. In Eliot’s fictional social register, Rachel could have been "née Klein" {or "née Nathan",
as she is named in the poem’s French version, the translator accurately perceiving that any
recognisably Jewish name would do*!). She is the type of the convert: in the 13th century
collection of religious tales, The Dialogue on Miracles, the Jewish daughter who converts to
Christianity against the wishes of her father is named Rachel*s. She is also related, as the
daughter of Rabinovitch, to all those other, often faithless, daughters of Jewish fathers who throng
English literature from the 17th century to the present. She is sister to Shakespeare’s Jessica and
Marlowe’s Abigail. She appears in Smollett (Peregrine Pick/e) and is a staple character of numerous
novels of the 19th century; in Rebecca and Rowena, Thackeray’s comic continuation of /vanhoe,
Rebecca repudiates her faith and marries the hero. Although she still turns up (for example, in Iris
Murdoch’s The Book and the Brotherhood), she represents a literary theme that was all but played
out by the time Eliot came to write his "Sweeney" poem. The theme lingered on, on the margins
of James's The Tragic Muse, and in an enfeebled state in Waugh's Decfine and Fall. It was a
literary cliché, material for trivial "romances” like Reginald Glossop’s The Jewess of Hull. Lessing
challenged this theme, by writing a play about the adopted daughter of a Jew who grieves when
she learns that he is not her natural father and that she was born a Christian (Nathan the Wise);
George Eliot challenged it by writing a novel about a son who returns to the faith of his Jewish
mother (Daniel Deronda). Eliot evoked the theme in a phrase, but he challenged it by making his

Jewish daughter odious*®.

Fifth, "Rachel née Rabinovitch” means: Rachel has a Jewish name which she conceals and which

| will restore. (The surname, the poem encourages one to surmise, sounds strange to English ears

43, Quoted: Katz 1978, 86.
. Hooker 1983, 225.
45, Marcus 1974, 142-44.

4%, One critic reads "Sweeney Among the Nightingales™ as asserting that "a Jewess ought not to marry a Gentile”
(Harrison 1967, 151). | disagree: the poem asserts the pointlessness of such marriages because Rachel remains identifiably
Jewish.
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in just the same way that "Rothschild" sounds strange to French ears, according to Drumont).
Rachel attempts to deny her Jewishness by lopping off her surname. Eliot restores it. This enacts
the specifically anti-Semitic device of revealing the Jewish name, and thus the Jewish origins, of
men and women who, for the worst of attributed reasons, are thought to deny those origins.
{("Jews", remarked Santayana, "are ashamed of their race"). Jews were supposed to have
concealed their names the better to deceive and subvert. Céline is typical: "The Jews, you know,
they're all camouflaged, disguised, chameleon-like, they change names like they cross frontiers,
now they pass themselves off for Bretons, Auvergnats, Corsicans, now for Turandots, Durandards,
Cassoulets ... anything at all ... that throws people off, that sounds deceptive”. Part of the poise
of "Sweeney Among the Nightingales™ derives from the poem’s assurance that it has not been
"thrown off"” by the Jewish Rachel. "Isn’t it ridiculous”, Heine remarked, "that | am no sooner
baptised than | am upbraided as a Jew?". Once a Jew, always a Jew. Jews would not be allowed
to escape from their degraded conditions: they would be returned to their ghettoes, forced to
readopt their names. (The distaste for Jewish names has a long history: Vespasian and Titus
refused to accept the honorific title of "Judaicus” after suppressing the revolt in Judea). In a letter
to Pound, Eliot praised Louis Zukofsky for not concealing his origins: "his verse is highly intelligent
and honourably jewish”; by "honourably”, Eliot means "openly”. Rooting out the Jew behind the
Anglicised name was a party-game for the Jew-conscious; thus Eliot to Pound, "Burnham is a Jew
merchant, named Lawson (sc. Levisohn?)". Others have played a similar game: "Viscount
Beaconsfield - an lIsraelite by birth (né Disraeli)”. Likewise, Christopher Hitchens can’t resist
mocking Ralph Lauren’s phony "Edwardianism of dress” by unmasking his phony surname: "Ralph
Lauren, né Lipschitz ...". Lauren, a purveyor of Anglophilic snobbery, is put in his place by a

superior snobbery*’.

There is, in addition, a specifically post-World War | resonance to "Rachel née Rabinovitch".
Rachel’s surname would fit one of those lists of revolutionaries published by the press in the
aftermath of the First World War: "The real name of Chernov ... is Feldman. The real name of
Steklov ... is Nahinkes, German Jew ... As for Lenin, everyone knows that his name is
Zedeblum”*®, In 1922, Hilaire Belloc suggested that one of the causes of friction between Jews
and Gentiles was the former’s "assumption of false names and the pretence of non-Jewish origin
in individuals”. As for the Bolsheviks, they "attempt ... to hide the Jewish origins of its creators

and directors, and made a childish effort to pretend that the Russian names so innocently put

47, Poliakov 1977 IV, 263; quoted: McCormick 1988, 360; quoted: Kristeva 1982, 181; quoted: Endelman 1987, 76;
Herr 1988, 27; quoted: Carpenter 1988, 482; LTSE 206; Dostoievsky 1985, 430; Hitchens 1991, 49.

“_Quoted: Poliskov 1977 IV, 275. This has been described as a “rhetoric of specious nomenclature™ (Kaplan 1988, xi).
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