Thesis submitted for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy
University College, University of London
September 1992

T.S. ELIOT AND THE JEWS
A STUDY IN ANTI-SEMITISM AND LITERARY FORM

ANTHONY JULIUS

ProQuest Number: 10046071

All rights reserved
INFORMATION TO ALL USERS
The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the copy submitted.
In the unlikely event that the author did not send a complete manuscript
and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if material had to be removed,
a note will indicate the deletion.

uest.
ProQuest 10046071
Published by ProQuest LLC(2016). Copyright of the Dissertation is held by the Author.
All rights reserved.
This work is protected against unauthorized copying under Title 17, United States Code.
Microform Edition © ProQuest LLC.
ProQuest LLC
789 East Eisenhower Parkway
P.O. Box 1346
Ann Arbor, Ml 48106-1346

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 antiSemitism 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 A fter 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, I give that date in square
brackets if it differs from the date of the edition I 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 o f Anti-Semitism
l-iV contains numerous quotations on which I 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 o f T.S. EHot unless
otherwise stated. Works by Eliot, and certain periodicals, have been abbreviated in the thesis as
follows:

ASG

T.S. Eliot A fter Strange Gods
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OR
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D
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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 o f T.S. EHot 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 readers, 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 antiSemitic, 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 A fter Strange Gods, a course of lectures published in 1934. When George Boas,
a friend of Eliot's, read this passage he wrote to him, "I can rid you of the company of one". He
never received a reply^, the first snub aggravated by this second one. These tw o 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

\ Wilson 1977, 549.
\ Plutzick 1974, 338.
Gombrich 1984, 177; Matthews 1974, 114.

1

he discriminates between his audiences. Jews comprise the targets, not the readers, of these
passages. A fter Strange Gods is not for them (in either sense), it is against them. "We" can mean
"you and I", or it can mean "I 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] is 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 challenge 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, I 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 would otherwise
appear odd, unless it answered to some masochistic impulse, a possibility that has its own tortured
history, and which one therefore cannot dismiss (I refer to the phenomenon of Jewish self-hatred).

Unwilling to abandon that work, yet refusing to endorse it, writing out of perplexity, affront and
fascination, I intend to argue a case for the impressive ugliness of Eliot's poetry of anti-Semitism.
I 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 Quartets. 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®, overlooking the bulk of Eliot's
anti-Semitic poetry, written between 1917 and 1922. These poems dominate Ara Vos Free (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 Free contains all but one of the poems published three
years earlier in Frufrock and other observations, together with 13 new poems. When I discuss the
poetry of Ara Vos Free it is to these new poems alone that I 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 Farty
it is the martyrdom of a woman, dying in protracted and ugly pain. In the milder The Confidential

For a contrary view, see Aildritt 1989, chap. 2 ("Eliot in the Blitz").
®. Wilson 1977, 548.
Levenson 1986, 163.
®. "Poetry and Drama", OPP 79.
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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 Cathedra! 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.

A t 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 o f Poetry and the Use o f Criticism (1933) (hereafter " The Use o f Poetry” ), On Poetry and
Poets (1957), and To Criticise the Critic (1965). Eliot's cultural criticism was given book form in
The Idea o f a Christian Society (1939) and Notes towards the Definition o f Culture (1948)
(hereafter ”Notes” ), though topics of cultural concern are also addressed extensively elsewhere in
his published work. Indeed, For Lancelot Andrewes (1928) and A fter 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 Eliotl". The

*. Shapiro 1960, 37.
Wilson 1977, 548.
Donoghue 1989, 23 4.

authority of his literary judgments amounted, in Delmore Schwartz's word, to a "dictatorship". By
1934, Wyndham Lewis could assert that "[tjhere 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 The Anatomy o f Nonsense (1943), Yvor Winters
condemned Eliot's critical inconsistencies, censuring both master and "disciples"; R.H. Robbins
attempted in The T.S. EHot 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 conformislml"; there
were other attacks, and there was some sniping. Yet early hostilities made his reputation and later
hostilities failed to dent it'^.

And his anti-Semitism? Herbert Read insisted, "I never heard such sentiments from his own lips",
and Stephen Spender concurs, "in the thirty-five years of my acquaintance with him I never heard
him utter an antisemitic r e m a r k " T h i s is consistent with Eliot's public demeanour. He couched
his provocations in conventional courtesies. A t 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 I wasted the greater number of hours, he by attending to fools and/or
humouring them, and I by alienating imbeciles suddenly?"'*. Pound thought Eliot soft on the Jews
and insensitive to the malignancy of their influence. He "grumblfedl that while his friend Henry
Swabey had translated 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:

Kenner 1985 B, 22 (from a different perspective, Leavis also protested the "therapeutic" reading of Eliot: Leavis
1976, 278-92); Ackroyd 1 9 8 5 ,2 9 9 ,3 2 3 ; 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 1958, 35; Grant 1982, 69;
Aldington 1967, 167; Winters 1987, 490; Breslin 1985, 37-8.
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.

I regard the following poems of Eliot's as anti-Semitic: "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 . 1also 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 A fter 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 o f an Illusion 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 antiSemitic 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 against the alleged anti-Semitism of the latter two poems will be made here. Delimitation of

UPUC 153.
Wilk 1986, 11; Maccoby 1983/84; Trotter 1984, 46-7.
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my field of study requires this.

"M r. 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 tw o are disfigured by
complementary errors - the Jewish account is too materialistic, the Pagan, too spiritual. The third,
Christian, account is the correct one. A t this point in the poem - the third and fourth stanzas simplicity replaces obscurity, theology is exchanged 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 s till...". What could a people formed in such a place create? Nothing. The
Jews, a nomadic people, and therefore rootless, "originate nothing". Hence "the extreme

Maccoby 19 83 /8 4, 7.
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 o f 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 c o m m a n d m e n t s ' I n 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 o i A fter 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 re p rin tin g "P u b lis h e d near the outset of his

Robertson Smith 1972, 23.
Bedient 1986, 43.
Leavis 1967, 72; Spender 1938 [1935], 167; MacNeice 1938, 166; Davie 1 9 7 7 ,1 1 7 . "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).
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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 antiSemitic 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 those 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
YMHA^^; 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: "I 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).
Klein 1987, 26 8.
Brinnin 1982, 2 6 9-2 71.
Spender 1978, 23 9. 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. A fter 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"^®. I 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^^. 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^*. If 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 for whom 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.
"I have found only one other prejudicial reference to Jews by de Man" (quoted: Prendergast 1990, 322). A later
version drops the "only": "I have found one other prejudicial reference to Jews" (Hartman 1989, 24).
KojeckJ1971, 12 and 197.
"I had hoped that the concessions to the [Nazi] occupier or the ideological contagion (which I 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 'p o e t'" and the fear that close examination of the matter might disclose something
"distasteful"^®.

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 baroque religious poet, was on the Protestant or the
Catholic side, except for points o f exegesis! [ ... I 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 VII, to destroy his native city of Florence"^®. The weasel words are "except for
points of exegesis". I am not concerned very much with anti-Semitism as an allegiance of the poet.
However, I am concerned greatly w ith the anti-Semitism that comprises the substance of certain
of his poems. It is my case that we should "bother" about Eliot's anti-Semitism; I believe that we
should also be "bothered" by it. I 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.®^

I 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. I 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

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'm addition
an anti-Semite" (Sartre 1965, 8). Anti-Semitism, however "moderate", taints the whole man.
®*. Brooke-Rose 1971, 252 (my italics).
De Man 1989, 164.
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 o f 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. EHot:
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 T.S. EHot 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, I analyse that specific combination which was Eliot's antiSemitism. I do not ask: what made Eliot an anti-Semite? I ask instead: of what was Eliot's anti-

Crawford 1987, 207.
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 also 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 Arlans
[sic], i.e., those who are not Jews, can belong" (MacNeice 1934, 163; Rychner 1936, 489).
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Semitism made? I 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""*^.
This is the premiss from which my characterisation of Eliot's anti-Semitism is derived.

In the following four sections of this chapter, I will argue that Eliot's anti-Semitism had certain
specific qualities. It was literary. Eliot did not propagandise 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. I 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 antiSemitism 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 tw o centuries later; a precedent for the
letter'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

On reading "Prufrock" Pound exclaimed of Eliot: "He has actually trained himself enrfmodernised himself on/»/5 own"
(Ackroyd 1985, 56).
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 Uteratura?) which makes him blind
to the possibility of its existence (Sartre 1983, 4-5, 10: I return to this point in chapter 3).
« . Poliakov 1974-5 III, 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 antiSemites' 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 tw o remarkable anti-Semitic works. The Merchant o f Venice and The
Jew o f 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 anitgonism 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 antiSemitic interests failed to group around a single issue, or a single leader. Lastly, anti-Semitism was

ibid. 323.
Poliakov 1974-5 I, 58.
Langmuir 1990, 40.
H.S. Ashton's The Jev\f at Bay {^BZ3) 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.
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, I 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: "I [ami different from all my contemporaries ...
I detest them and everything connected with them, and I live only and solely with the hope of
seeing their demise, with all their accursed Judaism"; and again: "The Jew has penetrated my soul.
I see him - or her - everywhere"®^. This hatred could turn back on itself; both Adams and his
fellow Brahmin James Russell Lowell would sometimes liken themselves to Jews®®. American antiSemitism 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.

Sarna 1986, 125; Borden 1984, chaps. 3 and 5; Poliakov 1974-5 III, 43; Gartner 1988, 319; Gerber 1987, 10;
DobkowskI 1979, 115.
Quoted: McCormick 1988, 27.
Quoted: Higham 1975, 130.
Quoted: Gartner 1988, 315.
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 d a y ... 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 involved both an attraction toward and a revulsion from
Jews" (Solomon 1989, 38, 41, 18).
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 "number[edl hundreds, perhaps thousands, of titles"®®. In France, antiSemitism 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

Byrnes 1950, 261, 274. "As French antisémites were well aware, they were participating in a phenomenon which
had European dimensions, but French antisemitism has also its own particular internal history. Its mutation into an organized
movement and ideology can be dated fairly precisely from the early 1880s” (Wilson 1982, 170).
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
that 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.
K 16.
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, I propose to regard Eliot's antiSemitism 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
to 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" w ittily 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

Byrnes 1950, 111.
"[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 intellectual"; "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, antiSemitism 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 o f Venus: Poems (1931). I return
to the question of Symbolism and anti-Semitism in chapter 3.
Unger 1990, 65.
" . On the Jamesian, see, e.g., Mayer 19 8 9 ,1 0 5 -7 ; on the Theophrastan: "His naturaJ 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 "fixledj 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 antiSemitism 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. I take these poems to be among
the most vigorous such assertions in the language since The Merchant o f Venice. There have been
others, mostly undistinguished save for The Jew o f 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 o f Malta, The
Way We Live Now) 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
Ivanhoe) is mockingly inverted in "Burbank" (Burbank and Sir Ferdinand Klein for Princess Volupine).
The daughter's repudiation of her father's faith [The Jew o f Malta, The Merchant o f 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 o f
Venice, the one by its Venetian location ("On the Rialto once"), the other by the line "the jew
squat^ on the window sill" which alludes to Pope's "ev'ry child hates Shylock, tho' his soul/Still
sits^squat,
jits^squat, and peeps not
nc 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.
Modder 1960, 51-64, and chaps. VII-XIII passim.
"Epistle to Cobham": Pope 1966, 285.

19

Absolute"; "(The filthy Jew of Malta is spilling w ater from the hall-bucket)". The first passage is
from a poem of Auden's, the second is from an effort of Tom Driberg's. Auden's Biblical Jew , and
Driberg's Marlovian Jew , represent each poet's attem pt to remain loyal to the Eliotic precedent
while also keeping faith with their repugnance at a poetry of Jew -baiting. When others sought to
imitate that baiting they failed, as in these lines of Osbert Sitwell's; "M rs. Freudenthal, in
furs,/From Brioche dreams to mild surprise/Awakes", and these lines of Edith Sitwell's: "Lady
Bamburgher airs/That foul plague-spot/Her romantic heart". Neither of these efforts have the
venomous energy of "Rachel née Rabinovitch tears at the grapes w ith murderous paws" or "The
je w is underneath the lot./M oney in furs". Osbert's poem is as bland as Edith's is hysterical; he
tempers Eliot's anti-Semitism with a mild "society" humour, she crosses it with a borrowing from
Yeats. A fter Eliot, references to Jew s reverted to the clichéd or the honorific. Keith Douglas's "he
must navigate along the wild/cosmos, as the Jew wanders the world" is an instance of the former;
Auden's "In Mem ory of Sigmund Freud", "An important J e w w ho died in exile", is the best instance
I know of the latter^^. Eliot drew on, and exhausted (temporarily, at least), the poetic reserves of
anti-Semitism.

0. An anti-Semitism of contempt

Eliot's anti-Semitism was one of distaste and contempt for Jew s. Consider Rachel's hands. They
are quite unlike anti-Semitism's common account of Jewish hands: "the dirty Jewish talon";
"instead of fingers, [the Jew 's hands] were furnished with long, brown, bony talons"; "He had the
thin, eager catlike lips of the covetous; eyes that had grow n keen as those of a lynx from long
searching amid muck and debris; and clawlike prehensile fingers - the fingers of a man who
accumulates, but never disburses"; "the great grapple-hook of Shylock" gathering in "the profits
of labor"^®. Where one expects claws, one gets the less menacing paw s. N ow consider Bleistein's
"saggy bending of the knees/And elbows with the palms turned out". Imagine the figure - thick
legs, stretched suit too big, the gestures placatory and ingratiating. By avoiding a physiognomic
caricature, the poem gives new life to an old gibe. It is Eliot's version of AI Jolson. M ost antiSemites imagine Jewish hands as clasped: "Whenever he talked with anybody, he was always
rubbing his hands together, as if he was washing them in invisible soap and vvater"?*. This selfabasing gesture conceals a manoeuvre which is calculating and sinister. Bleistein, by contrast,
makes himself vulnerable and ridiculous by his gesture. He is defenceless. He is a Jew of the kind

Quoted; Carpenter 1982, 58; quoted: Wheen 1990, 64; quoted: Untermeyer 1990, 55; Sitwell 1957, 241; quoted:
Graham 1988, 132; Auden 1979, 92.
Trachtenberg 1983, 193; quoted: Blakeney 1985, 12; quoted: Dobkowski 1979, 51, 91, 183.
’ *. Quoted: Dobkowski 1979, 48.
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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 I I 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 antiSemitic 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 "I am no
shark to prey upon mankind"®^. 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"®®. 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.
Modder 1960, 120-21.
"Eeldrop and Appleplex" II, LR September 1917, 17.
Sigg 1989, 197.
Riding and Graves 1969, 239.
"IJews] resorted to clipping the coin": Pound 1978, 219; and see Classman 1975, 106, 114.
Murray 1948, 234.
"

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"®®, 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
"Itlhere 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.
•*. 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).
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 III, 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 antiSemitic 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-siècle
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"®^. 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

” . Wistrich 1990, 517; Gay 1978, 196; Janik and Toulmin 1973, 71-3; Gilman 1986, 245; Freud 1977, 198.
WLFT 3 9 . 1 take her to be a Jewiah 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 biological 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 Prec, 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 ("... his 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 (I 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. A t 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 Phillips's Bubu do 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 I 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.

Ackroyd 1985, 44.
Wharton 1985, 14, 256.
Sartre 1969, 288.
Douglass 1986, 59, 66,

26

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"’ ®^. "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"’ ®®. "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 "Ode").
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:
"I would come with a towel in my hand/And bend your head between below my knees./ ... /You

Ackroyd 1985, 143. Eliot wrote: "On the Ilford murder your attitude has been in striking contrast with the flaccid
sentimentality of other papers I have seen". In the same letter (8 January 1923), he praised the newspaper's "remarkable
series of articles ... on Fascisme" (quoted: Weis 1990, 292). Thompson was hanged, along with her lover, for the murder
of her husband.
"Eeldrop and Appleplex" I, LR May 1917, 9.
WLFT 117.
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).
WLFT 111.
’<*. Christ 1991, 28.
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would love me because I should have strangled you/And because of my infammy./And I should love
you the more because I 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"” ^. 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./I had always supposed, wherever
I went/That she would be with me; whatever I did/That she would be unkillable. It was not like

LTSE 47.
"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.
Jay 1983, 138.
"Mr. Apollinax", "Dans le Restaurant".
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"” ^. The poetry I 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". I 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 pull 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 also 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:

The Family Reunion, Pt. I, sc. I.
Quoted: Wilson 1986, 344.
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). I 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).
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 tw o” ’ .

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", end A fter 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 antiSemitism 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 tw o 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 a 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 his 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 antiSemitism 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 literary 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. I 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 - subversive 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 more than just
shed light on a poem such as "Burbank"; it would explain it. Text would become continuous 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. I 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 r>eeds to be careful when investigating "the interaction between [poems] and their historical
contexts" (Kermode 1990 B, 66-7). I reject the formula: (good) poetry ironizes, bad/non-poetry affirms.
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 antl-Semltlc. 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 antl-SemltIsm, either neutral,
or In degrees phllo-Semltlc. E.M. Forster, for example, refused social contact with anti-Semites; for
him, antl-SemltIsm was "now {1939] the worst and most shocking of all things". John Middleton
Murray condemned "the subtle degradation of antl-SemltIsm". 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 antl-SemltIsm was self-conscious
and fortified by his love for Chester Kalman: "It Is In you, a Jew," he wrote to Kalman, "that I, a
Gentile, Inheriting an 0-so-genteel antl-semltism, 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 antl-SemltIsm was of a strength to compel adherence.

Excusing the antl-SemltIsm because it was typical of the times is accompanied often by the
assertion that that antl-SemltIsm was Itself not especially Injurious. Of Eliot specifically. It is argued
that his antl-SemltIsm 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

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 II (Benstock 1987, 412-14).
Nadel 1989.
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 II, 236); Murray 1948, 234; Bedford 1987 II, 3 7 1 ,2 ; Carpenter 1982, 260; on Woolf: "Years later
she would remember ' How I hated marrying a Jew'" Edel 1981, 186; on Brooke: "anti-Semitic slurs were freely sprinkled
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 antiSemitism was "safe" because it was expressed in what he supposes to be the historical moment

Orwell 1970 IV, 509. Again: "I can think of passages in Villon, Shakespeare, Smollet, Thackeray, H.G. Wells, Aldous
Huxley, 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,
[etc. etc]" (Orwell 1970 III, 113, 385). However, Orwell also identified Eliot as a "neo-Tory" in this context: "Neo-Tories
arxf political Catholics are always liable to succumb to antisemitism, at least intermittently” (Orwell 1970 III, 422, 426).
Levinas 1990, 128-9.
The phrase ipOhace's, and he analyses the rather coy nature of that flirtation in Chace 1973, 137-46.
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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. AntiJewish 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 oi 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, than it is. In "To T.S. Eliot",
Emanuel Litvinoff adopts Eliot's language to place himself, with those other Jews trapped and then
murdered in Europe:

I am not one accepted in your parish.
Bleistein is my relative and I share
the protozoic slime of Shylock, a page
in Stürmer, 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

Chiari 1982, 42; Levin 1990, 76-7.
Ettinger 1976, 954.
Grosser and Haiper 1979, 248-9.
It 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).
Litvinoff 1980, 715-6.
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arrest many of them sleep at a different address overnight"^^^. 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 "mak[el 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-

Quoted: Gilbert 1987, 64.
Steinberg 1990, 72.
Marshall 1990.
Ellmann 1987, 81.
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 scène, 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

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,Uhoughts 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 fife 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

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

I 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.
I 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" "renderlsl 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

*. Pearson 1970, 85.
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: "I 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, whose 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 Collected Shorter Poems to "Let us be done
with panders and jobbery,/Let us spit upon those who pat the big-bellies for profit" (Pourtd 1984, 145). The change is
unacknowledged: I address the ethics 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'sl condition ... is passive, unresistant to decay and
dominated by a rootless, cosmopolitan culture"®. "Rootless cosmopolitans" is one of modern antiSemitism'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 fortytwo-year-old Russian-Jewish-English-Scorpio professional free-lance writer. Need I 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 complaintsl"® Mankowitz tacitly
adopts Blum's slogan: no complaintsl

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 I am not going to discuss ..." (Shapiro 1960, 51).
L 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.’ °

I question in this passage "The reader" and "may"; I 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.

I 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 themselves 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.

I can take the first two of these causes together. I noted in chapter 1 Eliot's dominance of the post
w ar 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 [Eliotl 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

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, I 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 ” 1knew he was a reactionary [I] 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 I 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. I doubt that this
comparison occurred to many of the New York writers, but I 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 I was willing to accept it. I thought, ' He isn't saying
too much I haven't already observed among the Jews and disliked ...' ... II] 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 "".

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". I 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

Shapiro 1960, 35; quoted; Alexander Bloom 1986, 147; Fiedler 1991, 63; Howe 1982, 57; Howe 1991, 31; Kazin
1979, 67; 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 I am interested in
Judaism", remarked Geoffrey Hartman, "it is both because it is part of myself, as I have realized,
and because I 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, I suppose ... I 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 advancel"^^.

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 pwcturel"'*. 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. I 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; Oran 1985, 121; Salusinszky
1987, 61; Alexarxler 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.
Browning 1981 II, 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’ ®.
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 I pass it by.’ ^

What begins as a joke ends in embarrassed silence - "I 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.
Trilling 1967, 26-7.
” . 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. I.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 compelled 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 commente 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 it is to Leavis's credit that he insisted upon a specifically Z/fsra/y
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.
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 us 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 11", OPP 148).
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It must have been difficult to write about Eliot's poetry of anti-Semitism. One risked distorting the
work, even defaming the man. If Jewish, one risked even more. One put in jeopardy one's
credentials as a critic. One would look a philistine^^. The partisan of one's people, one would
cease to represent the unprejudiced reader; guilty of misreading poetry as if It were propaganda,
one would have failed to grasp the literariness of the texts. Less a critic than a vigilante, intruding
oneself into one's criticism, one would fail "to discipline [one's] personal prejudices and cranks ...
in the common pursuit of true judgment"^^. One would have failed to "surrender [one's] own
%
contexts" to the poetry^*. As Eliot put it, "The end of the enjoyment of poetry is a pure
contemplation from which all the accidents of personal emotion are removed"|®. All critics aspire
to this condition, "perfect critics" achieve it. Reject the doctrine from which it derives and one
condemns oneself to "imperfection". Doubtless, sensitivity to anti-Semitism can appear to be a
disabling preoccupation, as the assessments of Eliot's work by certain Jewish critics demonstrates.
These assessments often have an embattled, even querulous, tone^®. Jews are familiar with this
hazard, and have made a joke of it. Write an essay on the giraffe, a class is^instructed; Cohen
submits "The giraffe and the Jewish question". Everything refers back to^Jews, in neurotic
imitation of an obsessional anti-Semitism^^.

&
Delmore Schwartz, who could have written such essays and was haunted by Eliot's anti-Semitism,
didn't write them. Instead he confined to conversations and unpublished lectures his discourses on,
so to speak, giraffes and Jews. He would speculate with frienjs about the origins of Eliot's antiSemitism, proposing fantastic causes. The subject was pron inent in his lectures at Princeton in
1949. When challenged, he would reply, as if parodying the charge against Jews by professors of
English, "You couldn't know what I'm talking about because you're not a Jew"^®. It is as if he

Compare; "The charge [against Pound] of anti-Semitism is familiar, and there were once Arab attacks on the ' Divine
Commedia' ... as anti-Mohammedan" (Kenner 1985 B, 255). Kenner intends us to consider Jewish critics of Pound and
'Arab" critics of Dante as similarly absurd.
” . "The Function of Criticism", SE 25.
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Klein 1987, 268-71; Maccoby: 1973, 68-79; 1974, 7-10; 1983/84, 3-7.
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Jews tell jokes about (other) Jews who attribute all their misfortunes to anti-Semitism. L.B. Berger, a deservedly
obscure Jewish poet, finds anti-Semitism contributing to the rejection of his poetry: "T.S. Eliot, of Faber and Faber, his antiSemitism a matter of record, thanked him for submitting a copy of The Collected Poems', but ... Infuriatingly, the letter
was signed by a secretary in Mr. Eliot's absence" (Richler 1991, 122). The secretary signing the letter is a further mark of
Berger's unimportance. There is comic poignancy in Berger's dismay. Such is his reverence for Eliot, even a letter of rejection
from him would be precious.
Atlas 1977, 126, 163, 288-9. Robert Fitzgerald's chronicle of the 1949-1951 Princeton Seminars has Schwartz
showing an "obsessive" interest in Eliot, but does not record what he said about the poet. Fitzgerald speculates that the
cool response Schwartz received may have led him to postpone publication of his projected book on Eliot, which never
appeared (Fitzgerald 1985, 67-8).
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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 A fter Strange Gods in the context of
complimenting Eliotl When Pound published Guide to Kuichur, Schwartz wrote promptly to him,
resigning as an admirer^®; but when earlier on Eliot had published A fter Strange Gods, all
Schwartz was capable of was the private and essentially childish gesture of copying out the antiSemitic 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 Apon, with its chapters on Blake, Emerson, Whitman,
Hart Crane and the cultural prospects of American Jewry, has a unity comparable to Eliot's For

Schwartz 1939, 437. Eliot wrote to thank Schwartz for hia article; Schwartz "endowed {the letter] with a sort of
taliemanic value" (Atlas 1977, 154). 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
recalled 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.
Salusinszky 1987, 34, 46-7. He has also been criticised, from the perspective of normative Judaism, for erecting "an
artistic 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 BramhalP.

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; I 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 Jabès; 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: I 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, I 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 "Itjhe 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 A fter 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 "apologiz[ing] 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.
” , 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 understandls] what 'classicism' means"^". I
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. I offer
tw o 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: I am Jewish, I was persecuted as a child during the
w ar....'. No, such declarations are insufficient. There can still be, and in spite of them, residual
adhérences 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 freethinking', secular Jew (the sort Eliot once viciously condemned as a corruptive danger that western society could not
tolerate), I consider my capacity for understanding Eliot as a Christian to be limited. Secondly ...." (Shusterman 1988, 3).
Palmer 1991, 16; Derrida 1989, 234-5.
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undeveloped as the poem's Jew.

A t 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?

I 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 antiSemitism, 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:

I shall not want Capital in Heaven
For I 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 I, there was
a campaign to strip Sir Ernest Cassel, the Jewish financier and adviser to Edward VII, 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.
« Wells 1973, 25.
Quoted: Holmes 1979, 59; Timms 1989, 35 0. The ennoblement of some Edwardian Jews greatly distressed antiSemites. Belloc wrote a series of novels about a Jewish financier, I.Z. Barnett, "the Peabody Yid", who is 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).
Pound 1978, 212.
"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
"I", 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 intellectual bric-abrac 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 our impudent 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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Eliot's essay on Blake offers a clue to Gerontion's philosophising. Eliot regarded Blake's elaborate
symbolic constructs as incoherent, displaying eccentricity and formlessness. His "supernatural
territories ... illustrate" his "crankiness". "Gerontion", similarly eccentric in its amalgamating of the
symbolic and the anecdotal, in its displacements and its perversities, is like one of Blake's "didactic
and symbolic" works, but much shorter and without the scaffolding of preambular argument and
multiple, speaking personifications. Blake, Gerontion and Burbank, similarly susceptible to bogus
esoterie, are, however, distinct in the manner of their pondering. Blake's visions are windy, turgid
dramas, and Burbank's pompous "méditations]" ("Who clipped the lion's wings ...?") is calmer
than Gerontion's fretful questioning, which is just short of panic. Here, for example, is that
questioning, of a kind identified by Eliot as "confusion of thought, emotion and vision"^, worked
up to a pitch of measured hysteria:

These with a thousand small deliberations
Protract the profit of their chilled delirium.
Excite the membrane, when the sense has cooled.
With pungent sauces ...

"Gerontion", written out of a very strong impression of Blake's presence, both adopts and rejects
his idiom and vision. It is the poet's version of the critic's essay "William Blake". The poem's
paradoxes mock Blake's. Against his emancipating proverbs the poem sets epigrams that speak of
fear, anxiety, and dread. Compare, for example, "Unnatural vices/Are fathered by our heroism"
with Blake's "Sooner murder an infant in its cradle than nurse unacted desires" or "The wrath of
the lion is the wisdom of God"^®. The first paralyses courage with the threat of evil
consequences, the second releases it from unnatural constraints. The portentous "tears are shaken
from the wrath-bearing tree" reads like a parody of Blake*®. The account that the poem gives of
History - capricious, unreliable, and deceitful - is contrary to the inspirational optimism of (say)
Blake's "The French Revolution". "Gerontion"'s tiger, directly identified as Christ in contrast to
Blake's, does not liberate, but annihilates, in lines that turn the communion rite on its head: "The
tiger springs in the new year. Us he devours". Energy destroys, it does not free. "Gerontion"
controverts Blake with its misshapen Jew, who mocks the divinity of the human form, squatting
on the window sill:

And all must love the human form,

ibid. 322.
Blake 1967, 183-5.
"Wrath" and "tree" are important words in Blake's poetic vocabulary: Damon 1973, 410-1, and 452-3.
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In heathen, turk, or jew;
Where Mercy, Love and Pity dwell
There God is dwelling to o/^

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

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 T disappears, and the final lines
of the poem are written in a tense and obscure third person:

White feathers in the snow, the Gulf 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 "falllenl 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-Semitism, 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 I am".

"Gerontion" begins by echoing an assertion of personality far greater than may be found in either
Tennyson or Browning. "Here I 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 /

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 is a 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). I agree.
*•. Fowler 1985, 174.
Genesis 22.
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"Here I am" may be glossed in three possible ways. The first is abject self-denial: I am ready to do
what you wish ("a most touching gesture expressive of obedience and readiness to serve"®M- 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 selfassertion, 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 I 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 I
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. I cannot be certain that the voice is
G od's". Indeed that which I am ready to undertake will render my covenant with Him a nullity.
I am

to be denied the promise made to me; I will not found a people ("In the same day theLord

made a covenant

with Abram, saying, Unto thy seed have I given this land ...""). "Here Iam":

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"®^. 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 I 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 'fa ll 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?

Auerbach 1968, 9,
Kant suggested that it wasn't: "Abraham should have replied to this putative divine voice: 'That I 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 o f ... in case when it is commanded is contrary to moral law. However majestic or supernatural it may appear
to be, one must regard it as a deception" (quoted: Fackenheim 1980, 34).
“ . 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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When you were called, did you answer, or did you not? Perhaps softly, and in a
whisper? Not so Abraham, gladly, boldly, trustingly he answered out loud 'here I
am''6 6

Abraham's response to God is not something that we understand. Abraham becomes an object of
perplexity. We thought we knew him, but we know now that we do not. He baffles us. It is in this
way that Abraham meets Gerontion. Gerontion also announces himself with the simple certainty
of "Here I am". The words fix a stable identity ("I") in time ("am") and place ("Here"), only to
preface the unravelling of that identity, lost in time, unmoored in space. Abraham and Gerontion,
though similarly old men, are otherwise opposites, save perhaps that, like the Abraham of Hegel's
imagination, Gerontion is "a stranger on earth, a stranger to the soil and to men alike"®®. The
Akedah and "Gerontion", though antithetical texts, each mystify, their "Here I am" representing
in each case the moment of the text's escape from ready intelligibility.

The words are repeated twice in the Akedah. Abraham announces himself to God, and to his son,
in the same way. He does not flinch from addressing Isaac thus, though he will kill him. I will not
shrink from acknowledging that it is me, your father, who is about to do this thing to you. But it
is to myself that I make this acknowledgment, not to you, whom I deceive, for your sake, so that
you should not suffer the knowledge of what is in store for you. Though I deceive you for your
sake, I am ready to kill you for God's sake, or for the sake of my faith:

And Isaac spake unto Abraham his father, and said. My father: and he said. Here
am I, my son.

The "my father" poignantly affirms Isaac's innocence and dependence. On the third occasion,
Abraham, once more addressed, with arm outstretched, knife poised over Isaac, responds to a
voice, "Here am I". Abraham thus, to the angel: even now, I am ready to do your further bidding.
I volunteered myself when I did not know what God intended of me; I do so again, even though
I am now aware how he tests me. Or: here I am, ready to be told that God no longer requires this
sacrifice:

And the angel of the Lord called unto him out of heaven, and said Abraham,
Abraham: and he said. Here am I.

Kierkegaard 1 9 8 7 , 5 4 -5 5 .
Hegel 1971, 187.
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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 I am” with a lie. God addresses Jacob, and Moses,
and Isaiah, who each respond: "Here am I". 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 I 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 I am" becomes "I 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

Genesis 27:1 and 18; Genesis 31:11; Genesis 37:13; Genesis 46:2; Exodus 3, 4; Isaiah 6:8.
*•. As text-book analyses of the poem note, the first line of the poem borrows from A.C. Benson's Edward Ftzgerald:
"Here he sits, in a dry month, old and blind, being read to by a country boy, longing for rain" (Southam 1981, 51; Smith
1956, 63; Williamson 1967, 107). By substituting "Here I am" for "Here he sits", 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 ... I have
lost my passion ... I have lost my s ig h t...". 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.

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 I "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 l/bs 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 "I" 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 Adultère 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.
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 amongwindy

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: "I 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®^.

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"®®, 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

” , "In Memoriam", SE 331.
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 I, 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:

... I 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 subjectmatter, a demand that cannot be fulfilled. The Rabbi scorns the clod, Gerontion takes refuge in
sleep and in the insensate:

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

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

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 landlord 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 XVI 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 selfdelusion 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. I refer again

*. Browning 1981 II, 680; Browning 1981 I, 70 5.
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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 I aimed my stone"
at the Jews. But the old man warned the boy off: "I 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. Aiasdair MacIntyre'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 JudeoChristian 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 II, 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.
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". A t 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. A t 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. It is 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^*. 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:

I would meet you upon this honestly.

The phrase is Konig's (1986, 17), who applies it to Ahasuerue, the Wandering Jew.
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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I that was near your heart was removed therefrom

I have lost my sight, smell, hearing, taste and touch:
How should I use them for your closer contact?

Empson analysed "honest" in chapters 7-9 of The Structure o f Complex Words. Among the
relevant meanings that cluster around it are: I will tell you thetruth; I will dealwith you as a friend;
I am a man, stripped to the essentials, and therefore honest; I am frank with myself, not selfdeceiving. "Honest" is a key word in the dramatic monologue. The relation between speaker.and
interlocutor is governed by degrees of disclosure and deception which makes the issue of honesty
the poem's trial. The word can be used, as a claim, dishonestly, but in "Gerontion" it is present
under false pretences. There is no friendship with an interlocutor; there is no truth-telling; there is
no essential self-disclosure. This is not because there is enmity, or lying, or disguise. It is because
there is no interlocutor; there is fantasy in place of truth or falsehood; there is contingency in place
of essential man. Hence the final section which leaves behind both auditor and interlocutor, and
%

truth and falsehood, substituting free-floating madness and fantasy, detached from any individual
consciousness:
i-

These with a thousand small deliberations

-

Protract the profit of their chilled delirium

I
So that when a further question is posed:

What will the spider do.
Suspend its operations, will the weevil
Delay?

One knows that the phantom addressee of the earlier question has gone. The poem depends for
its unity on the form that it savages. It is this, and not the content of the poem itself, that gives
it its ostensible coherence.

Eliot's attack on the form of the dramatic monologue is accomplished by the trivialisation of the
Jew and the dissolution of Gerontion. Gerontion and the Jew are each alienated. It is their common
condition. There are no ghosts for Gerontion; no natural parents for the Jew ("spawned"). The
pathos of Jewish history - exile, and deferred expectancy - is displaced onto Gerontion. Gerontion
can articulate his alienation; the Jew cannot. Gerontion's homelessness is emphasised in the
repetition of "house" and the activity of the wind, representing "a ceaseless randomness which
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cannot find an end and yet cannot die” ^^. 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 w it 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 I
Stiffen in a rented house.

Bush 1984, 33.
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 ofM alfi: "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 nonJews, 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.

Barthes 1990, 5.
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 I 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 "A rt", and a parallel
tendency to diminish "anti-Semitism" to mere rant. These tendencies have the effect of severing
any relation between the two, because "the artist never ra nts"\ 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. I 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. I 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 w it and moral earnestness, an Anglo-American blend of

\ Collingwood 1965, 122.
Norris 1991, 208.
». 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 "popularizled] ... 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 tw o chapters, I define and then reject tw o 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 antiSemitism 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 I 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 I contend that poetry may, but need not, disclose truths. AntiSemitism, 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.

De Man 1986 B, 6,
*. Graff 1979, 5; Ruaao 1989, 541.
•. Abrams 1991, 104,
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This, and the following, chapter develops these defences and the challenges to them. In this
chapter, I examine the New Critical thesis that poetry is non-propositional, testing it against Ricks's
analysis of "Gerontion” and "Sweeney Among the Nightingales". I 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. I 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. I 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 o f 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 "antiSemitism" 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 world
upside down", are among the topoi of the Latin Middle Ages studied by Curtius. I 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, I 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

I begin with Cleanth Brooks's essay "Irony as a Principle of Structure"®. He argues that metaphor,

Curtius 1973, 79.
*. Brooks 1962, 729-41. The privileging of irony by the New Critics 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). Irony 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; the abstract 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 situationspecific 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. I am more interested, however, in tw o 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).
ibid. 731. The essay was an advance upon the belief that a poem's statements did not matter: "Fifty years will
remove the politics and leave the poetry (in the CantosY (Eberhart 1972, 375). Brooks's merit is in his assigning a noncontingent 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. I rely in part on some of Eliot's own critical observations as authority for certain of
these propositions. I also rely, more importantly, on his poetry, large parts of which would be
diminished to banality if read as "dramatic" in Brooks's sense. I 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 tw o 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 f/rst 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 tw o cases are often confused. For
example, it is often claimed of The Merchant o f 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 antiSemitism. The play itself does not assert anything about a t^q ^ 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
poetical Character" is unsatisfactory: "It has as much delight in conceiving an lago as an Imogen. What shocks the virtuous
philosopher, delights the caméléon 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, 157).
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admit the abstractions of its characters (that is, their anti-Semitism), it may be said to repudiate
those abstractions. And at this point one reverts to the first case, that is, the proposition that the
play rejects the opinions that its characters voice, either because of the essential difference
between what they say and what it is, or because as an aspect of its mode of existence, it ironises
those opinions.

I reject both these accounts, and against them I contend that the shift from hostility to Shylock to
hostility to Jews in general is achieved by the play, that such a shift is accordingly possible in any
play, and therefore possible in any poem too (I make the same assumption regarding the
equivalence of play and poem as Brooks does). The refusal to admit of this possibility is one of the
difficulties with Brooks' case. Wrongly, he refuses to recognise that a poem can endorse a
speaker's "dramatic utterance", thereby assuming the burden of a general position which would
otherwise be a feature only of a subordinate part within it. This endorsement is the agent that
converts any "statement" from utterance to proposition. Venetian anti-Semitism, endorsed by the
play's own hostility to Shylock (by which I mean his given character and fate), amounts to The
Merchant of Venice's anti-Semitism. There is no saving gap here, nor is there any equivalent such
gap in "Gerontion" or "Sweeney Among the Nightingales". Both Brooks, by application of his
general position, and Ricks, tentatively but expressly, argue otherwise. The New Critics, in their
founding distinction between poetic discourse where metaphor is constitutive, and non-poetic
discourse in which metaphor is ornament or interference, do not address the problem posed by nonpoetic discourses whose propositional impact is dependent upon metaphor. Concede that
propaganda may rely upon metaphor to advance its propositions and the argument about the
essentially metaphorical nature of poetic language, and hence its non-propositional status, begins
to wobble. Eliot himself made exactly this point: "Metaphor is not something applied externally for
the adornment of style, it is the life of ... language ... we are [completely] dependent upon
metaphor for even the abstractest thinking"’ ^. Take, for example, the misrepresentation of a
nation's heterogeneous Jewish population as part of an international army of rats. This is both
metaphor and misrepresentation, or misrepresentation by metaphor. Recommending the expulsion
of these Jews thereby becomes a moderate proposal, given that rats are usually destroyed:
"Cannot we as easily shove the vermin across Turkey?"’ ^. This is propaganda reliant for its
persuasive force upon a poetic effect. Similarly, "Gerontion" and "Sweeney Among the
Nightingales" are poems reliant for their aesthetic force upon an anti-Semitic effect. I want to test
Brooks's case against these two poems.

"Studies in Contemporary Criticism", E October 1918, 114.
Quoted: Mendes-Rohr and Reinarz 1980, 261. The falsely metaphoric becomes falsely literal in Nazi anti-Semitism;
"The discovery of the Jewish virus is one of the greatest revolutions which has been undertaken in the world. The struggle
we are waging is of the same kind as in the past century, that of Pasteur and Koch. How many diseases can be traced back
to the Jewish virus? We shall regain our health only when we exterminate the Jews" (quoted: Lang 1990, 16).
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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 antiSemitism. 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"

Ricks 1988, 29.
Oanto 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).
I consider anti-Semitism to be a similarly strong "solvent", and one therefore that puts art at risk.
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 xhdX 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 o f 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, I 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.

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 tw o 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 o f 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
hornèd 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 tw o 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

Compare Eliot on the point, more generally considered: "It is a mistake to suppose that a simile or a metaphor Is
always meant to be visible 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 it is 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 antiSemitism 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"*^. 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.

Weininger 1906, 309,
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. I 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 antiSemitism 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 crowings
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

Derrida 1989, 205-10. Derrida considers the article to be "nonconformist". He is wrong. The disdain for "vulgar antiSemitism" stems, at least in part, I suggest, from an instinct of self-defence. De Man had written in praise of modern
literature in earlier columns. I read him as implying that only vulgar anti-Semites could take that to mean that he was
endorsing the Jewish contribution to that literature. Reach, 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" (Resch 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
Hollow 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 conspiracies 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"^®. 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

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.
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 "tear(ing) 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 I 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

I 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. It 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 as 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 19 7 5 ,1 3 6 -7 ). This is a misreading of Robbe-Grillet (Heath 1972, 6 7 -8 ,1 1 9 -2 0 ) 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 Ns 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 antiSemitism, thereby acquiring a "prepositional" character. Each is both dramatic and discursive, but
problematically 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 evii"^^). "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 /s ...") 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, xxii,
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"

It is not a serious stab at arguing

Jewish conspiracy; it does not adopt the "deadliest kind of anti-Semitism"” . 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 A fter Strange Gods 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 Italy, Ezra Pound would name the
Jews and "servantlsl 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"” . 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"” ). Even in his poetry. Pound could not match the charged

Chesterton 1940, 95 (my italics).
Holmes 1979, 63.
»♦. 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 exercised 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-siècle culture described by Bram
Dijkstra in Idols o f 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

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 III, 270).
Quoted: Wilson 1982, 548. That Marthe lives in marshes has its own significance: I address the anti-Semitic
association of Jews with swamps in chapter 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 unusual ness 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 'Je w e ss'... brings to my mind some vague, mysterious, exotically poetic
image of all I love best in a woman. I 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 "HolyCross 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"*^. Eliot's Jews vindicate the Pythagorean
doctrine expounded by Gratiano in The Merchant o f Venice "[t]hat souls of animals infuse
themselves/lnto the trunks of men" (IV 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 "[alpeneck Sweeney", the "red-eyed

Caeillo 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.
**. Simon 1986, 216-8; Wilson 1982, 485; Mosse 1985, 117; Browning 1981 I, 706.

89

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” (III ii, 274), Rachel's paws ensure that no one
can doubt her animal nature. Her "desires", like Shylock's, "lalre 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^®. 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 Pickle) and is a staple character of numerous
novels of the 19th century; in Rebecca and Rowena, Thackeray's comic continuation of Ivanhoe,
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 Decline and Fall. It was a
literary cliché, material for trivial "romances" like Reginald Glossop's The Jewess o f 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
I will restore. (The surname, the poem encourages one to surmise, sounds strange to English ears

Quoted; Katz 1978, 86,
" , Hooker 1983, 225.
Marcus 1974, 142-44.
One critic reads "Sweeney Among the Nightingales" as asserting that "a Jewess ought not to marry a Gentile"
(Harrison 1967, 151). I 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 a ll... 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 I am no sooner
baptised than I 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 Israelite 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 I 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

Poliakov 1977 IV, 263; quoted; McCormick 1988, 360; quoted; Krieteva 1982, 181; quoted; Endelman 1987, 76;
Herr 1988, 27; quoted; Carpenter 1988, 482; LTSE 206; Dostoievsky 1985, 430; Hitchens 1991, 49.
**. Quoted; Poliakov 1977 IV, 275. This has been described as a "rhetoric of specious nomenclature" (Kaplan 1986, xii).
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forward were genuine, when the real names were upon every tongue"'*.

Eliot's anti-Semitism was thus compact. "Rachel née Rabinovitch tears at the grapes with
murderous paws" is a line derived from a cluster of literary and anti-Semitic clichés: conventions
exhausted through over-exposure, and slanders stale beyond measure by the impoverished and
repetitive extravagance of their abuse. What unpromising material! With great virtuosity, Eliot turns
that material into art. He compresses it into a single, powerfully charged sentence, and thereby
restores its resonance, and its menace. The conventions acquire new life, the abuse, a sharper
edge. Our sense of this poet's vocation has to be enlarged to take in his aesthetic commitment to
anti-Semitism.

Ricks is blind to these aspects of "Sweeney Among the Nightingales". Further, he fails to
understand its relation to "Burbank" other than in terms of its ability to meet the criterion of the
dramatic. (In contrast with

"Burbank", it has a "dramatized hallucinatory clarity"). He

misunderstands anti-Semitism, which is an unstable and shifting compound. Assuming it to be an
undifferentiated hostility, he writes of "Burbank":

... the effect of the article, "The Jew", is to disparage all Jews ... while
nevertheless leaving open a bolt-hole for the disingenuous reply that a particular
Jew only is meant - some merchant of Venice®®.

The criticism of the poem's anti-Semitism becomes a criticism of the poem; "Burbank" has failed
to dramatise the prejudice and therefore has fallen victim to it. Good poems cannot be anti-Semitic.
Ricks's critical practice can here be summed up in the following slogan: "Dramatise or dismiss!".
He dramatises "Gerontion" and "Sweeney Among the Nightingales", and dismisses "Burbank".
What Brooks was able to do with "Ripeness is all"®’ , Ricks is unwilling to do with "The jew is
underneath the lot". He is right not to do so; indeed, it is this refusal which makes his analysis of
the poem superior to other critics' analyses. For example, Ronald Bush proposes, and James
Longenbach agrees, that it is not Eliot speaking in the poem but "an [Henry] Adams-like
compatriot". Bush adds that we do not "see" Bleistein "through the lens of an objective narrator
but through Burbank's refined yet debilitating sensibility". I imagine that this is Bush's own refined

Belloc 1922, 100, 63.
Ricks 1988, 35.
Brooks regarded this line, and Keats's "Beauty is truth, truth beauty", as challenges to his poetics: " ' Beauty is truth,
truth beauty' has precisely the same status, and the same justification, as Shakespeare's ' Ripeness is all'. It is a speech
'in character' arnJ supported by dramatic context" (Brooks 1968, 135). The critics compete to capture for poetry lines
typically read as contextless prose. Eliot dismissed "Beauty is truth" but defended "Ripeness is all" ("Dante", SE 270).
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and debilitated way of saying that Burbank is an anti-Semite. After all, if this is what Burbank
"sees", he must hate Jews. Bush is too nonchalant about the poem's anti-Semitism to make this
point expressly; it is there by implication of his argument only. Longenbach goes slightly further.
He argues generally of the poems oi Ara Vos Free that their "layer of self-consciousness does not
always save [Eliot] from the implications of the anti-Semitism or antifeminism of the poems'
personae"®^. Not always? Against these evasions and half-readings, it is my case that Eliot
manipulates anti-Semitism in "Burbank". The interesting question to pose is: to what purpose?

It could be argued that "Burbank" economically rehearses, and subverts, the clichés associated
with the innocent abroad and the malign philistinism of Jews. Such an argument would go as
follows. While the poem's anti-Semitism is harsh, hysterical, and concise, it is also uncertain. "The
rats are underneath the piles./ The jew is underneath the lot" can be made to yield to this
argument. These lines refer neither to Bleistein nor Klein within the context of the poem's
ostensible narrative. Dislocated from that narrative, they perplex further by positing the dominance
of Jews while also representing them in a state of degradation and squalor. Their slogan-simplicity
also jars with the rest of the poem, a dissonance which derives from a sharp division in its tone a street shout, against the library murmur of Burbank's musings. To complicate matters further,
the street shout doesn't quite work as a shout. It is alienated in its context and so compressed that
it articulates more than a slogan could convey. What would otherwise come close to an incitement,
instead becomes part of the puzzle. Looked at in this way, "Burbank" is susceptible to a
deconstructionist analysis: "To deconstruct a poem is to indicate the precise location of its
figuration of doubt, its uncertain notice of that limit where persuasion yields to a dance or interplay
of tropes"” . What would otherwise have been read as the central proposition of the poem's antiSemitism instead has been disclosed as "its figuration of doubt", unmoored from reference, divided
within itself. In Krieger's succinct formulation, Eliot has "ke[pt] the arguments open and the poetic
object closed"” . The poem puts anti-Semitic discourse on display, and thereby exposes it. One
learns about anti-Semitism when one reads "Burbank". The poem purports to assent to it, while
in fact undermining it by the play of its language, which cannot be straitjacketed by the rigidities
of anti-Semitic discourse. The poem makes its readers work; it does not work on its readers. It is
not manipulative; it is resistant to manipulation. To describe it in language borrowed from an
account of another poem, also read as univocally political (Auden's "Spain, 1937"), "it confounds
the clarity" of anti-Semitism” .

Bush 1984, 25-6 (my italics); Longenbach 1991, 56, 58 (my italics).
Bloom 1977, 386.
Krieger 1981, 18-19.
Kermode 1990, 66.
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This is an argument one could respect. I reject it for the following reasons. In "Sweeney Among
the Nightingales" anti-Semitism is indeed interrogated. Some of its claims look weaker when one
has finished reading the poem. In The Rock, anti-Semitism of a certain kind is repudiated expressly.
But in "Burbank" it is equally expressly endorsed. This can only be denied if one holds that every
ostensibly anti-Semitic poem must, as a principle of its poetic being, undermine anti-Semitism's
dogmas. To adopt this position is to ignore the differences between poems. Some will query antiSemitism, others may endorse it. They cannot avoid its contradictions, so even those poems that
promote anti-Semitism to that extent "expose" them. But the contradictions that they expose are
contradictions that are evident in every anti-Semitic pamphlet pushed through a door, and every
anti-Semitic speech delivered at a rally. When one witnesses the collapse of a process of reasoning
in an anti-Semitic poem, it is not the operation of literary language at work but the pressures of
anti-Semitism's own irrationality. On balance, therefore, the above interpretation is too generous,
conforming with the worst aspect of deconstruction, "its dreary and repetitious discovery of
tiresomely familiar ' inherent strains and contradictions'"®®. So while "Burbank"'s anti-Semitism
is elusive, it is also capturable. Though the poem subjects anti-Semitism to intense pressure, it
holds up. This exemplarily modern poem, "full of gaps and full of lights, filled with absences and
overnourishing signs, without foresight or stability of intention, and ... so opposed to the social
function of language"®^, yet finds a place for anti-Semitism. Indeed, anti-Semitism is both
embraced as an opportunity for a modern poem and yet also represents a moment of recoil from
that indeterminacy of meaning which is modern poetry's regime. "The task", wrote Eliot of Kipling's
poetry, "is the opposite of that with which we are ordinarily faced when attempting to defend
contemporary verse. We expect to have to defend a poet against the charge of obscurity: we have
to defend Kipling against the charge of excessive lucidity"®®. " Burbank"'s anti-Semitism is
precisely of this excessively lucid kind; it is both the occasion for the poem, and an anomalous
element within it. It is a challenge both to our understanding of the nature of modern poetry, and
of the aesthetics in which that poetry has been cultivated.

Let me now return to the impact of a first reading of "Burbank". The anti-Semitism is unmistakable.
It reaches out like a clear signal to the reader, bemused by everything else in the poem. There is
the music-hall, open-palmed gesture of Bleistein, his fat cigar and sub-human, dead eyes; there is
the manipulative, corrosive sophistication of Klein; there is the destructive philistinism of both of
them, and their parasitic homelessness; and there are the rats that spread plague, noiselessly and
invisibly destroying what they infest: "The jew is underneath the lot". The poem demands a careful

Rorty 1991, 107.
Barthes 1977, 41.
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reading, and it is one which takes the reader some distance from his first impressions. But to forget
those impressions is an error. "Burbank" does not ironise anti-Semitism - it is not a love
masquerading as a hate. When the world becomes too variously complex to grasp, simplifications
seem to become necessary. Anti-Semitism is the great simplifier. It offers coherence, and comfort.
In the words of Eliot's mentor, Charles Maurras: "Everything seems impossible, or frightfully
difficult, without the providential arrival of anti-Semitism, through which all things fall into place
and are simplified"®*.

Anti-Semitism and the non-propositional

If I have been wrong so far, and poetry does by Its "statement-denying dynamic"” refuse the
prepositional, does this make the phrase "anti-Semitic poetry" oxymoronic? Is the tension betwen
the tw o such that either poetry refines anti-Semitism into something pure, or anti-Semitism
degrades poetry to the level at which it is no longer poetry, so that one has only to ask; does antiSemitism cease to be anti-Semitic, or poetry cease to be poetic, when attempts are made to write
anti-Semitic poetry? Given a New Critical bias of this kind, the most resistant material can be made
to submit:

... the poet's overriding loyalty is to his poet's conception of the world. With
Pound, as this poem itself demonstrates and as the earlier Cantos make abundantly
clear, the loyalty is not to dogmas of Fascism but to the poet's vision of a tragic
disorder which lies far deeper in our lives and in our time.

Thus Archibald MacLeish in defence of Pound*\ What would be, in prose, loyalty to Fascism
instead becomes, in poetry, fidelity to a tragic vision. MacLeish contrasts the barbarous dogmas
of prose with the transmuted visions of poetry - "an image of our lives". That which would be
objectionable as dogma is transfigured by poetry into vision, and made innocent. What rightly we
reject from the ideologue we must accept from the poet. The effect of this reasoning is to insist
that those who complain about Fascism in Pound's poetry are wilfully blind. They tramp in
complaining boots over the work instead of harvesting its meaning.

MacLeish has got it wrong. His defence of Pound is derived from four distinct fallacies. First, there

Quoted: Bredin 1987, 28. "{On Céline:) That object, the Jew, gives thought a focus where all contradictions are
explained and satisfied" (Kristeva 1982, 178).
•®. Lentricchia 1983, 324.
Quoted: Graff 1980, 172-179.
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is the belief that poetry cannot be propositional. Second, there is the belief that a poet's "vision"
can be distinguished from his ideas. Third, there is the belief that a poem's aesthetic cannot have
political consequences. Fourth, there is the belief that political ideologies are exclusively
propositional.

I have spent enough time on the first fallacy^^. The second fallacy postulates a distinction that
is unworkable. The plausibility of a vision in the MacLeishean sense depends on the truth of the
ideas from which it derives. The "vision" represents the "ideas" at a higher level of generality, and
they share ^ e same premisses. To dispute this is, amongst other things, to concede exactly that
severance between reason and political allegiance that Fascism itself preached. It is a distinction
designed to get Pound off the hook on which his Fascism had impaled him. Pound's "vision of ...
tragic disorder", insofar as this may be said truly to characterise his work, was of a piece with his
Fascism, which was offered as that disorder's remedy. It differed from Fascism only to the extent
that a question differs from an answer, and if one is meant to infer from MacLeish's argument that
Pound's diagnosis was superior to his prescription then one should remember that anti-Semitism
was a principal originator of that diagnosis. Donald Davie has contested the third fallacy by his
argument that "the development from imagism in poetry to fascism in politics is clear and
unbroken". He argues of Pound that by "hunting his own sort of ' definiteness' (truth only in the
particular) he is led to put his trust not in human institutions but in individuals ... his own esteem
of the definite lands him at last in yawning vagueness, the ' intuitive' welcome to Mussolini (he
' plays the hunch')"” . One does not attach to Pound's poetry the sign "No through road to
action"” but rather the sign "Through road to Fascism". Davie argues similarly of Eliot and
"Royalism and Anglo-Catholicism", and remarks of the Symbolist project to "dislocate syntax in
poetry" that it "threatenfsl the rule of law in the civilized comunity"” . As for the fourth fallacy,
MacLeish is patently wrong to limit Fascism to the dogmatic, given that it is an essentially fantastic
system of belief, and only a travesty of the rational. He thereby neglects altogether its appeal to
the imagination. Fascism, like the anti-Semitism with which it overlaps, is not reducible to a set of
abstract tenets, and it is capable of being rendered in a kind of poetry that eschews the directly
propositional, as Donald Davie (once again) has demonstrated in relation to Yeats's "Blood and the

Norris makes my general point in relation to Rushdie's Satanic Verses. It "asks to be read in much the same way as
works like Voltaire's Candide or Shelley's 'Prometheus Unbound', writings whose sheer argumentative force - and whose
power to provoke extreme forms of hostile response - was scarcely the less for the fact of their adopting a fictive, poetic,
or ' imaginary' form" (Norris 1991, 266).
Davie 1952, 99.
**. Kermode 1971, 57.
Davie 1952, 99.
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Moon"®®. The example of Yeats shows that poetry can endorse and thereby promote Fascism,
which is thus not beyond poetry's reach, even if poetry does not preach.

So far, I have treated anti-Semitism as if it were simply a series of false and wicked propositions
about Jews. I have assumed that to be anti-Semitic, poetry must thereby be propositional. I have
disputed the contention that poetry thereupon ceases to be truly poetic, and becomes something
else, posing as poetry. I have argued that, to the extent that anti-Semitism can be characterised
as propositional, it is not inaccessible to poetry. I now approach the problem from the opposite end,
and consider the degree to which poetry can suit an anti-Semitism that precisely is not
propositional. I will develop my case by reference to Symbolist poetry, partly because I take Eliot's
poetry to be explicable by reference to Symbolism, and partly because poetry of this kind is the
least susceptible to such an argument. I take Symbolism to be more than just one among a number
of 19th century French literary movements; it was the precursor of both Modernist poetry and New
Criticism. Indeed, one might suppose that Symbolism's esoteries, its intangibilities, and its rarefied
and personal visions, would make it invulnerable to the conformist vulgarities of anti-Semitism. In
Mallarmé's words: "Too precise a meaning erases your mysterious literature", which Richard
Ellmann glosses as "What can be said in the open is not worth saying"®^. To be sure, poetic
language in general would seem to sit uneasily with anti-Semitism. Too generative of ambiguity,
designed to be read with too heightened a sense of nuance, and of the plurality of meanings, surely
(someone might insist) poetry demands to be set apart from the flat statements of the bigot?
Doesn't anti-Semitism speak solely in the more limited language of prose, and in particularly
debased forms of prose, at that? Is it not articulated either in the clotted, polysyllabic prose of
"scholarship", or in the aborted sentences of the political agitator, harsh and direct? To which one
answers: yes, it is true that to study anti-Semitism is to immerse oneself in stultifying treatises, and
slogans one step away from assaults. But such texts, and sub-texts, do not represent the limit of
one's research - poems have to be studied too. To think otherwise would be to misunderstand the
elastic scope of anti-Semitism. Anti-Semitism is not limited to a series of opinions. It is derived from
a corrupt imagination which neglects particulars; it is a "passion"®®. It lives in fiction. It comprises
a parcel of descriptions about "Jews" that are adverse, and hostile, but also incoherent and
contradictory. The descriptions of "Jews" in Eliot's Symbolist poetry are pulled out of that parcel.

The following is from an 1898 article written by the Symbolist J.K. Huysmans. It has the force of

Davie 1986, 170. "Blood and the Moon" celebrates the natural élites of Fascist states, self-chosen and united by
a blood tie, while lamenting the exclusion of poets and philosophers from that bond. In a demonstration that has implications
for the whole of this chapter, Davie shows that this poem is, and therefore poetry in general may be, "sick and loathsome".
"La sens trop précis rature/Ta vague littérature" (Mallarmé 1965, 96); Ellmann 1989, 23.
“ . Sartre 1965, 10.
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a disagreeable revelation for Eliot's readers. It discloses his affinity with an aspect of Symbolism
which is unpleasant and not wholly contingent. Here are the Jews of "Gerontion", "Burbank",
"Sweeney Among the Nightingales", and "Dirge":

They were hideous with their skulls covered with astrakhans, their glassy eyes
bulging as if on stalks, their mouths like unbandaged wounds, their beards like dirty
yellow vegetation, their cheeks puffed-out and crimson, like the raw backsides of
monkeys. They stank like animals; all the horror of immiscible tribes was there ...
a detailed map of all the vices; they seemed to me to represent, in their features,
in the lines of their faces, the folds and crevasses of innumerable bankruptcies, a
whole chart of the geography of greed and money-making®®.

Huysmans' novel >4 Rebours is one of the principal texts of Symbolism, both as example, and a
point of reference for other Symbolists. It was to that novel's protagonist, des Esseintes, that
Mallarmé dedicated one of his most opaque texts^°. Huysmans has a place both in Arthur
Symons's The Symbolist Movement in Literature (1899), and in Edmund Wilson's Axel's Castle
(1931). While Symons's book introduced Symbolism to Eliot, Wilson's book introduced Eliot to a
reading public perplexed by Modernism and its relation to Symbolism. Huysmans continues to figure
both in studies of Symbolism and anti-Semitism^’ . He gave public support to organised antiSemitism: "I am an anti-Semite, because I am convinced that it is the Jews who have turned
France into the sad country, agitated by the lowest passions, the sad country without God, which
we now see"^^. His Symbolism and his anti-Semitism make common cause in the passage quoted
above. In the dramatising of an extreme emotion, in the exotic, abundant, and vertiginous use of
metaphor, in the visionary pose that it strikes, and in Its combination of fantasy and revelation, it
is a Symbolist prose poem masquerading as a piece of reportage. When Symons said of Huysmans
that he has "a brain all eye, a brain which sees even ideas as if they had a superficies", that he
"cares only to give you the thing seen, exactly as he sees it, with all his love or hate, and with all
the exaggeration which that feeling brings into it", and that "no one has ever invented such

Wilson 1982, 478.
Mallarmé 1965, 62-65.
Kermode 1971 B; Wilson 1982.
Wilson 1982, 554. Wilson distinguishes between the leading writers who sided with the anti-Semites, and those
others who were the theoreticians of the movement: "those who elaborated antisemitic ideology were writers of lesser
prestige and status, but men with a sense of their status as writers none the less" (606-7). Huysmans, Alphonse Daudet,
Edmond de Concourt, and others, were fellow-travellers of anti-Semitism. Huysmans' anti-Semitism was, nevertheless,
violent and extreme (Griffiths 1966, 76-7, and 30 9-1 0).
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barbarous and exact metaphors for the rendering of visual sensations'^^, he could have had
(though he did not have) this passage in mind.

This illustration of the Symbolist possibilities of anti-Semitism, and the anti-Semitic possibilities of
Symbolism, helps to make my general argument, which is that while Eliot's poetry is Symbolist,
and its anti-Semitism is of this kind, the anti-Semitism also represents a crisis in its Symbolism.
Anti-Semitism marks the site of the poet's struggle against the non-propositional nature of his
poetry. It represents the point at which he engages with the world, and with a kind of human
experience that is social and collective, rather than hieratically personal. The anti-Semitism is
therefore both an effect of the poetry's Symbolism and an effect of its struggle against it.

In "From Poe to Valéry", Eliot assessed the Symbolist tradition thus: "I recognise first that within
this tradition from Poe to Valery are some of those modern poems which I most admire and enjoy;
second, I think that the tradition itself represents the most interesting development of poetic
consciousness anywhere in the same hundred years; and finally I value this exploration of certain
poetic possibilities for its own sake, as we believe that all possibilities should be explored"^*. Eliot
avoids acknowledging his own debt to this tradition at the point where one would most expect it.
His final clause is blandly impersonal in its open-mindedness. Eliot takes his readers to the brink of
self-revelation, and then skids away. His earlier assessments of Symbolism were not so disengaged.
In a "Criterion" piece, he cited Edmund Gosse's remark concerning the lack of influence of late
19th century French poetry on "English metrical writers" and commented that this showed "that
[he] is completely out of touch with modern poetry". In a 1946 broadcast talk he praised "the
tradition which starts with Baudelaire, and culminates in Paul Valery", and added that without it
his own poetry "would hardly be conceivable"’ ®.

Since Axel's Castle, Eliot's indebtedness to French Symbolism has been a critical commonplace.
Donald Davie endorsed, and built upon, this commonplace in "Pound and Eliot: a distinction". From
his early Laforguian exercises to "Little Gidding"'s paraphrase in translation of Mallarmé, Eliot

Symons 1958, 81.
TOG 42.
C, Sept. 1927, 195; "The Unity of European Culture", NTDC 112. In 1944, Eliot contributed to a "La France Libre"
feature, "What France Means to You": "Depuis plusiers années, la France représentait surtout, à mes yeux, \a poésie. Si
je n'avais découvert Baudelaire, et toute la poésie découlé de Baudelaire - en particulier celle de Laforgue, Corbière, Rimbaud
et Mallarmé - je ne crois pas que j'aurais jamais pu écrire" (quoted; Romer 1985, 11). More qualifiediy, in the Foreword to
Joseph Chiari's Symbolisme from Poe to Mallarmé, Eliot observed: "(wlithout [the Symboliste] aesthetic I do not think that
the work of some other modern writers would be quite what it is (I am thinking of Rilke, for example, and some of my own
later work)" (vii: my italics).
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remained, for Davie, the one poet writing in English "centrally in the symboliste tradition"^^.
Edmund Wilson, in typically brisk fashion, lists its characteristics in Axel's Castle. There is the
Symbolist poet's desire to approximate the indefiniteness of music. There is a blurring of the
distinctions between the real world and the imaginary world, and between the perceptions of the
different senses. There is the choosing of arbitrary symbols to stand for special ideas of the poet's
own. These symbols are, Wilson says, a "disguise" for these ideas, rather than corresponding
tokens of them^^. By contrast with Dante, whose symbolism is "conventional, logical and
definite"^®, the Symbolism of Mallarmé is vague and suggestive, obliquely allusive rather than
direct and specific. There is an attempt to communicate unique personal feelings.

Davie, who runs in parallel his exposition of Symbolism with his Symbolist account of Eliot's
poetry, emphasises the musical, anti-propositional, and reflexive, aspects of the tradition. Wilson's
account of Symbolism, which has a fin-de-siècle quality, identifies the appeal of music in its
"indefiniteness", and the appeal of the "symbol" in its "vagueness". Davie, by contrast, recognises
that they appeal to the Symbolist poet because they allow for a poetry which is not merely nonpropositional, but non-referential^®. He thus dismisses, for example, the possibility of any
referential meaning in the lines from "A Cooking Egg": "But where is the penny world I bought/ To
eat with Pipit behind the screen?":

The penny, the world, the eating, and the screen are here brought into an
arrangement which need not correspond to any possible or likely arrangement of
these items in the life which we observe about us®°.

The arrangement exists in language and therefore, says Davie, the arrangement is possible in the
mind of the speaker and reader. The mind's capacity to make connections that cannot be made in
the external world is Symbolism's revelation. It represents a yoking together of disparates, which
exceeds metaphor. In this sense, one could say that Symbolism is the poetry that is produced when
metaphor is rejected as inadequate. It is poetry beyond metaphor, without anchorage in reality,

” Davie 1970, 63.
Wilson 1974, 23.
ibid. 23.
Kermode, in his exposition of the aesthetics of Symons and Pater, explains it thus: "the work, ... must not mean but
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"vehicles" cut loose from their "tenors", in I.A. Richards's ternis*'.

The Symbolist assimilation of poetry to music helped one Jewish critic, Harold Rosenberg, to avoid
taking personally "Gerontion"'s insults, and those of "Sweeney Among the Nightingales":

Why should I resent Eliot's poem for its Jewish landlord repulsive to the aristocrat
who lost his property? Alas, says, Eliot, in the modern world there is no entailed
real estate, no integrated culture, no "roots", no high ritual, nothing but capitalism,
Jews, and progress, tsk, tsk. I take this music as I do that of a Hungarian string trio
in a restaurant with atmosphere (the very restaurant of "Rachel née Rabinovich").
So aristocratic, dancers in genuine ermine. What if the waiter is a White Guardist
and an ex-pogromchick? Another chilled vodka, please!

It is quite a different thing when Eliot puts down his harmonica, mistakes himself
for the dispossessed Prince Romanoff, and proposes communities with NO JEWS
signs on them.®^

This is to degrade the music of poetry to mere background ambience. The flippancy of tone masks
an argument in a state of some desperation. There is no difference between the proposition that
Rosenberg derives from "Gerontion" and the one he derives from A fter Strange Gods. Yet the first
is acceptable to him, while the second is not. The distinction between prose and poetry has rarely
looked so threadbare as here.

Indeed, it would be easy to characterise anti-Semitic discourse in Symbolist terms. The Huysmans
passage quoted above invites such a characterisation. Anti-Semitism blurs the distinction between
the real world and an imaginary one. It too, when covert, may be vague and suggestive. Like
Symbolism, anti-Semitism also posits "arrangements" that do not correspond to any that obtain in
real life. And while none of this should be taken as contending either that anti-Semitism is
inadvertently Symbolist, or that Symbolism is potentially anti-Semitic®*, it is clear that there is
sufficient congruence between the tw o to make for the possibility of anti-Semitic, Symbolist
poetry. This is a possibility which distinctions between the literary and the non-literary, the fictional
and the mythic, cannot frustrate. Frank Kermode has argued that:

Richards 1971, 99-101.
Rosenberg 1973, 246.
Notwithstanding the example of Huysmans, and trivial instances such as Rimbaud's "For sale what the Jews have
not sold, what neither noble birth nor crime have tasted ..." ("A vendre ce que les Juifs n'ont pas vendu, ce que noblesse
ni crime n'ont goûté ...": Rimbaud 1962, 295).
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Fictions can degenerate into myths whenever they are not consciously held to be
fictive. In this sense anti-Semitism is a degenerate fiction, a myth; and "Lear" is a
fiction®^.

This is unhelpful. To begin with, it is too categoric. Anti-Semitism does not consist solely of lies.
It is also bulky with descriptions, which is why it cannot be defeated by counter-proofs and
refutations alone. It is a way of imagining Jews, a pernicious, elaborate fiction, and not just a series
of theorems about the Jewish people. Furthermore, Kermode's distinction depends either on
imputing a reflexive consciousness to the work, which is fanciful, or on making the sincerity of the
author determinative, which is futile. If the first, it imports the pathetic fallacy into literary criticism.
If the second, it imports a variety of the intentional fallacy especially difficult to defend. Lastly,
Kermode is too easy on himself. Since there is nothing in King Lear to relate it to the genocidal antiSemitism of Buchenwald, the myth/fiction distinction seems manifestly just. But what if, instead
of King Lear, "Burbank" had been Kermode's

example? Is it myth as fiction? What doesit meanto

ask of that poem: does it consciously hold anti-Semitism to be fictive? It does not ironise, it
embraces, anti-Semitism. Kermode's argument does not admit of the possibility of anti-Semitism
being anything other than a degenerate fiction, that is, ontologically non-literary. Yet while
"Burbank" is "consciously" a poem, that is, one which owns its formal properties, it does not
consciously hold its anti-Semitism to be fictive. If anti-Semitism is a degenerate fiction, and
"Burbank", as a poem, is a fiction, how does one understand " Burbank"'s anti-Semitism? The
answer is that one cannot. Either Kermode's distinction has to go, or the poem.

But if Kermode's general argument does not work, and it is true that Symbolism may accommodate
anti-Semitism, as Eliot's anti-Semitic Symbolist poetry suggests, it is equally true that there are
tendencies in anti-Semitic discourse that pull away from the Symbolist toward the hysterically and
unequivocally assertive, thus moving not so much from the Mallarméan to the Dantean (to adopt
Wilson's distinction), as from the Mallarméan to the comic-strip caricatural. Eliot's poetry suggests
this, too. It is this tension between accommodation and rejection that I now want to consider. It
can be approached by an examination of the

notion of the "symbolic":

The stanza ["The rats are underneath ..."1 has (together with other

such asidesby

Eliot) aroused great indignation on account of its flash anti-Semitism. I shall not
attempt to put up any defence of Eliot about this. It scarcely helps to say that in
1918 or 1919 such a reference to the Jew as a symbol of capitalist-industrialist
exploitation was hardly more prejudicial than it would be today to refer to the

•*. Kermode 1967, 39.
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"Scot" as cheese-paring. However, I respect Eliot for not having tried to edit out
of his early poems views which he himself later came to regard as reprehensible.
(I might add that in the thirty-five years of my acquaintance with him I never heard
him utter a single anti semitic remark).®®

Spender's paraleptic defence of Eliot is wrong-headed. The comparison between the caricature Jew
and the caricature Scot is misconceived. To identify the Jew with the evil of the modern world
("capitalist-industrialist exploitation") is to focus upon him an animus far greater than anything likely
to be directed at skinflints. (The "Jew joke", remarked Orwell, is "always somewhat more illnatured than the ' Scotch' joke"®®). If Spender means by "scarcely more prejudicial than ...", that
such references to Jews were harmless, because commonplace and trite, i.i 1918 or 1919, then
he is in error. There has never been a period in which it has been "safe" to be anti-Semitic - safe
for Jews, that is. It does not excuse Eliot that these references were typical of the time.
Widespread wickedness does not make individual evil acts any less wicked. Spender offers no
evidence to support his claim that Eliot later repented his "views", an issue which I examine in
detail in chapter 6. To suggest that it is the "uttering" of an anti-Semitic remark, rather than the
writing of an anti-Semitic poem, that reveals the genuine anti-Semite, is to restate the prose/poetry
distinction in such a way as to render it absurd. The passage bears the marks of its author's
uneasiness: "I shall not attempt", "it scarcely helps", "hardly more", and "I might add".

Spender also neglects to place this "symbolic" Jew in the context of the Symbolism of the poem,
which is a shame, because doing so discloses something significant about its anti-Semitism. For
Spender, Bleistein is symbolic in the sense that he is a token for something else. To borrow
Wilson's characterisation of Dante's symbolism, "Bleistein" is a conventional, logical and definite
symbol. This Jew stands for "capitalist-industrialist exploitation" and, by implication, nothing else.
The relative innocence of the poem's anti-Semitism is supposed to lie exactly in this supposedly
thin and unremarkable rendering of a typical Jew. Spender imagines Bleistein to possess the flat
fixity of an anti-Semitic caricature in a broadsheet. In its propagandiste edge of incitement, it is
the polar opposite to the diffuse evocations - the semantic "blur" - finessed by a Symbolist poetry
which is, in this sense, like all other kinds of poetry, only more so. Symbolism has therefore been
treated as paradigmatically poetic, and invoked by those like Cleanth Brooks and Sartre who argue
a strong case for distinguishing prose from poetry®^.

•®. Spender 1975, 60.
Orwell 1970 II. 187.
"Lack of dependence on logical structure distinguishes symbolist poetry from simple expository prose; but this is also
true of poetry in general. In this sense, then, all poetry is symbolist poetry" (Brooks 1948, 67); "The empire of signs is
prose; poetry is on the side of painting, sculpture, and music ... Doubtless, emotion, even passion - and why not anger,
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I have three comments on this. First, this "Jew" is much more than the cipher of Spender's
reading. "Burbank" adopts the anti-Semite's doctrines of the unity and wickedness of the Jewish
people, and the trans-historical struggle between Jews and Gentiles. The title, and the poem's
characters, together amount to an acknowledgment of the truth of those doctrines by the related
pair Bleistein and Klein, and the opposing pair Burbank and Bleistein. The poem itself is an
evocation of the same doctrines, a fantasy on a theme by Joseph Goebbels. It is a sort of digest
of anti-Semitism. "Burbank" rehearses some major themes of anti-Semitism in the space of its eight
stanzas. It is a densely packed poem, both complex and succinct. Oblique, ironical, and allusive,
it is also occasionally direct, and sometimes prosaically flat. A bravura piece, it has to be explicated
with patience. It takes time to do justice to the multiple injustices that this poem does to Jews.
Second, achieving these complicated effects is just what Symbolism is good at. In "Burbank” , Eliot
achieves in eight stanzas what prosy anti-Semites cannot cram into two-volume treatises. The
poem's anti-Semitism is quite exceptionally dense. His Symbolism is both a technique of
compression, and a method of reconciling contradictory meanings®®. Anti-Semitism's confusions
become " Burbank"'s suggestiveness. But the picture is even more complex because, third, the
poem's Symbolism actually encompasses both the Dantean and the Mallarméan, and shuttles back
and forth between the starkly categoric and the allusively suggestive. It is an unstable Symbolist
poem, intermittently resisting its own idiom. There is the anti-Semitism of "The jew is underneath
the lot", which is conventionally symbolic, and the anti-Semitism of the sneer "A saggy bending
of the knee", which echoes other anti-Semitic sneers and caricatures ("the Jew with crooked
heel,/crooked nose and baggy slacks"®®). However, there is also the anti-Semitism of "A lustreless
protrusive eye/Stares from the protozoic slime" which evokes reptilian associations without
explicitly making them, and the anti-Semitism of "Who clipped the lion's wings ...", which
insinuates an answer without expressly articulating it.

The title "Burbank with a Baedeker: Bleistein with a Cigar" is a Baedeker to the poem, presenting
a contrast, and by implication invites a choice. It also invokes an anti-Semitic cliché. The American
carries with him a Baedeker; the Jew has a cigar. Their needs are expressed in these artefacts: for
the one, a textbook of permanent treasures; for the other, an instrument of ephemeral pleasure.

social indignation, and political hatred? - are at the origin of (a poem by Rimbaud]. But they are not expressed there, as in
a pamphlet or confession ... It is true that the prose-writer and the poet both write. But there is nothing in common between
these two acts of writing except the movement of the hand which traces the letters. Otherwise their universes are
incommunicable ..." (Sartre 1983, 4-5, 10). Symbolist poetry becomes the type of all poetry in Sartre's analysis and
represents "the discovery that words may have meanings though they have no referents" (Davie 1970, 78).
**. Defending the range of "Burbank"'s allusions, I.A. Richards wrote: "These things come in ... for the sake of the
emotional aura which they bring and the attitudes they incite. Allusion in Mr. Eliot's hands is a technical device for
compression. 'The Waste Lartd' is the equivalent in content to an epic. Without this device twelve books would have been
needed" (Richards 1926, 232). "Burbank", if not quite an epic, is still a match to any Jew-hating treatise in the pregnant
fullness of its anti-Semitism.
Quoted; Glaser 1978, 224.
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The cigar offers immediate gratification and is the symbol of both plutocrat and father: both
witnesses to, and beneficiaries of, the labour of others. The contrast has the attenuated force of
cliché. It thus immediately suggested itself to the anti-Semitic Rupert Brooke when describing two
kinds of American. There is "the tall, thin type of American, with pale blue eyes of an idealistic,
disappointed expression” and by contrast, there is the "small, bumptious, eager, brown-faced man,
with a cigar raking at an Irritating angle from the corner of his mouth". In his survey of the East End
of London, Walter Basant described a Jewish shop proprietor with "a large cigar ... between his
lips; it is a sign and a symbol". "The smell of the cheap cigar puts the final touch", remarked
Wyndham Lewis, to anti-Semitism's picture of the Jew; even by the end of World War II, it was
still supposed that Jews "wear gold watches, land] smoke cigars"®®.

The first three stanzas of the poem are about Burbank, the second three are about Bleistein, the
seventh stanza introduces Sir Ferdinand Klein, and the last stanza returns to Burbank. The poem
opens with an account, in the idiom of a detective's report, of Burbank and Princess Volupine's
rendezvous in a "small hotel". It then shifts idiom when observing what happens thereafter to each.
The middle stanzas savage Bleistein, concluding with lines that obtrude from the poem like a fist.
The seventh stanza introduces Sir Ferdinand Klein; he is "entertained" by the Princess. Klein and
Bleistein are a complementary pair: the one effortlessly philistine, the other bogusly aristocratic,
and both Jewish. The poem concludes with Burbank in meditative pose, brooding on Venice and
other mysteries. "Burbank" may be read as a Symbolist rendering of a Jamesian theme. It is
constructed out of two kinds of engagement with Venice. There are the meetings of Burbank and
Klein with Princess Volupine. There are also the encounters of Burbank and Bleistein with the
culture and history of Venice.

The undiscriminating nature of the Princess's attentions allows for tw o possible inferences. It is
prostituted Venice either extending hospitality to Jew and Gentile alike, or else submitting to a
specifically Jewish pimping. The poem may be read as a parodie, anticipatory version of "The
Waste Land"'s Pauline indifference to "Gentile or Jew" in the form of a courtesan's degraded
impartiality toward her clients. It may also be read as postulating one part of the two-part, and
typically contradictory, anti-Semitic sexual fantasy of Jewish women as prostitutes (Rachel née
Rabinovitch) and Jewish men either as pimps who exploit non-Jewish women or as "pleasure-loving
... businessmen [who] pursue Gentile girls"®'. Either way, however. Princess Volupine is to be

Brooke 1931, 9-10; Besant 1903, 200; Lewis 1939, 40; quoted: Kushner 1989, 124.
Quoted: Lindemann 1991, 222. In John Peal Bishop's poem "This is the Man" (quoted: Dobkowski 1979, 235), the
poet sits with his girlfriend. An ugly and dishevelled Jew passes them and then doubles back to kiss the woman's hand:
"Semitic snout/Returned and upturned eyes came/back, and while/l stared there speechless bent and/kissed your hand".
As with "Burbank", there is the easy familiarity that the Jew shows toward the woman, and the same incongruity of a
Jewish chivalry (in "Burbank" e\mdenced by Klein's title, in "This is the Man", evidenced by the Jew's gesture).
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contrasted both with Burbank's republican lack of title, and with Sir Ferdinand Klein's newly
acquired handle. The pairings tell their own story of defeat: the republican seduced by the
aristocratic; the aristocratic subordinated to the plutocratic. Burbank submits to the Princess just
as she ministers to Sir Ferdinand. She makes two alliances, each indicative of Venice's condition:
with the republican Burbank, and with the aristocratic parvenu Klein. Venice was once both
republican and aristocratic, and independent, but can only re-establish contact with its past through
its tourists, representing aspects of that past. In that sense, both Burbank and Klein become part
of the texture of the poem's evocation of Venice. They represent ways of imagining both its civic
decline and its waning power as a literary subject. Venice has lost a double independence.
Assimilated into Italy, the city also has been absorbed into the many literary treatments of it. It has
lost its distinctness. Visit Venice and you visit Italy; write about Venice and you write about
Browning, or Gautier, or Shakespeare, or Henry James, writing about Venice. "Burbank" makes
both points. The impossibility of getting to the essential Venice - the absence of an "essential"
Venice - is a frustration relieved only by the poem's ready ability to get to the essential Jew. An
anti-Mosaic mosaic, "Burbank" is also a compressed Baedeker to literary Venice.

The poem does not damn Klein and Bleistein in order to praise Burbank. His brooding is as debased
as his romance. Each is as trivial as the other, while both are conducted in obscurity. His
rendezvous with Princess Volupine takes place in the secrecy of an hotel; his reflections on Venice
are hidden in mysteries. This "meditation" is impossibly complex and obscure. As a subject for
reflection, "Time's ruins" alone would be demanding. Taken together with (all) "seven laws", a
satiric purpose becomes evident. The sterility of Burbank's engagements is rendered by a text of
exceptional literary pregnancy. For example, the first stanza's "They were together and she fell"
alludes to Tennyson's "The Sisters"*^, a violent revenge poem. It is a dramatic monologue,
spoken by one sister of another. The poem is about the shame of seduction, and the extremities
of disgrace and revenge. It is about madness and loyalty, and it has a single voice of commanding
individuality. In each particular, in relation to Burbank, the poem is the reverse. The banalities of
clichéd thought and clichéd sex, not passion, is its theme. The brief, trite exchange between
Burbank and Princess Volupine is matched by the ponderous banality of Burbank's subsequent
musings. Burbank is equally incapable of sin and meditation. Just as he does not truly "fall"
following his encounter with the Princess, so his brooding on Venice's decline does not elevate him.

When Bleistein appears, he assumes the representative form of the anti-Semite's Jew. The poem
stays outside him. We share what Burbank thinks; he is our fellow. Bleistein is merely part of what
we see. Inside Venice, the poem surveys the city, describing its residents, sketching its place in

*, Tennyson 1971, 41.
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literature. It speaks of Venice by gathering texts that take it as their subject. Then: "Chicago
Semite Viennese". "Burbank"'s cities have different lives. While Venice is unnamed and thus
elusive, "Chicago" is a bare noun and "Viennese" a self-explanatory adjective. The first is alien in
its lack of feature, the second has the fatigued presence of a cliché. "Viennese" invokes a
conventional, xenophobic sense of the city: promiscuous, decadent, heretical, Jewish. The poem
blurs the distinction between what Venice is, and how it has been imagined. The city is evoked by
fragments of other evocations of Venice. Bleistein's perspective on it is subaqueous, where the
most primitive forms of life are first quickened:

A lustreless protrusive eye
Stares from the protozoic slime
At a perspective of Canaletto.

In "Gerontion", "Hakagawa" is glimpsed "bowing among the Titians", and to the extent that this
genuflecting is directed at the pictures it is an irrelevant gesture of deference by someone of a
different culture. By contrast, Bleistein "stares" because he does not understand. He does not
possess a different culture; he has no culture. He is incapable of any response to Canaletto. Jews
lack an aesthetic sense. They can neither create, nor appreciate, art. They are either bogus artists,
or traders in the art of others. They are fakes or dealers. This rehearses a familiar anti-Semitic jibe.
Maurras, for example, claimed that no Jew could understand Racine's "Dans I'Orient désert, quel
devint mon ennui"®^. These views have their origins in 18th century aesthetics, as Sander Gilman
has explained: "The sense of the beautiful became one of the major touchstones distinguishing
between the civilized and the barbaric. And the Jews were among the barbarians” . A Jewish critic
of the time complained of the denial to Jews of "any sense of the beautiful, good, lor] noble"®^.
A modified version of this libel allowed Jews an aesthetic sense, and thus a measure of creativity,
but derived only from an available Jewish tradition. Consider the following remarks of Eliot's:

The poetry of Isaac Rosenberg ... does not only owe its distinction to its being
Hebraic: but because it is Hebraic it is a contribution to English literature. For a
Jewish poet to be able to write like a Jew, in western Europe and in a western
European language, is almost a miracle®^.

The two versions of the libel that I have just described are thus represented by Bleistein and

Sartre 1965, 24.
•*. Gilman 1986, 119.
C July 1935, 611.
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Rosenberg respectively. Of course, Eliot's eccentric praise of the Jewish poet is consistent with
his larger deprecations. That a Jew can do this! registers the surprise of the anti-Semite. What is
it to "write like a Jew"? Richard Wagner explains:

The Jew speaks the language of the country in which he has lived from generation
to generation, but he always speaks it as a foreigner ... the fact that the Jew
speaks modern European languages only as learnt and not as a native, makes it
impossible for him to ever to speak colloquially, authoritatively or from the depths
of his being.®®

A Jew cannot compose German music; when he purports to do so, he deceives. The Jewish
composer could only compose music as a Jew by drawing on the "ceremonial music" of the
Synagogue service, a "nonsensical gurgling, yodelling and cackling". These "rhythms ... dominate
his musical imagination"®^; they are irresistible. There was thus no available Jewish tradition.
Hence while the talented Jewish composer is disqualified by his race from composing German
music, he is disqualified by his talent from composing Jewish music. Even Felix Mendelssohn could
not escape this double disqualification. Isaac Rosenberg was luckier. He was able, by "almost a
miracle", to write in English "like a Jew". The difference between Eliot's anti-Semitism and
Wagner's is defined, on this point, by the possibility of this "miracle".

Klein shares his forename with Ferdinand of Aragon, who expelled the Jews from Spain. Giving
Klein that name, like linking Bleistein with anti-Semitic Vienna, is one of the poem's jokes on the
Jews. It associates them with their persecutors. He is not the only "little" Jew in Eliot's poetry.
There is "little Ben Levin the tailor" and Lady Kleinwurm in the pre-Pound version of "The Waste
Land"®®. Anti-Semites refer to Jews as "little" when they have the confidence to mock: "this little
Jew [Hore-Belisha] who was inflated to become Minister of War in time of grave national
emergency"; "There were thousands of little chairs and almost as many little Jews; and there was
music in an open rotunda, over which the little Jews wagged their big noses"; "And when the little
sheenies die/Their souls will go to hell” ; "The Jews ... and even Spinoza, fell into both littleness
and arrogance: into the littleness of being content with anything, with small gains and private
safety; and into arrogance in proclaiming that, in their littleness they possessed the highest good
..."; "[of Disraeli] a little great man". In a characteristic anti-Semitic trope, contempt may also be

*•. Wagner 1973, 27.
ibid. 32-33.
" WLFT 5, 23.

108

reconciled with fear: "the small may bring down the great by using suitable weapons"*®. The
poem clips Klein's wings by the mocking pause between the grandeur of his title and forename and
littleness of his surname:

Sir Ferdinand

Klein. Who clipp'd the lion's wings
And flea'd his rump and pared his claws?
Thought Burbank, meditating on
Time's ruins, and the seven laws.

If there is an available answer in the poem to Burbank's question it is the one proposed at the
opening of the stanza - Klein. Change the punctuation from a full stop to a comma and the culprit
is disclosed: "Klein, who clipp'd the lion's wings ...". Clipping, fleaing and paring: do these
emasculate or simply manicure? Has Klein subdued the lion or is he merely its ignoble personal
servant? Clipping and paring would render Venice, the winged lion, powerless; fleaing it would
perform a necessary but menial service. The first is a threat, while the second is a propitiatory,
servile gesture. The poem is divided between the two. Klein is both domesticator and domestic,
or in a stronger version, both degrader and degraded. In the first role, he is savaged, in the second,
derided. "Burbank", unwilling to choose between the two, adopts both by its own act of
emasculation. This points to the incoherence of anti-Semitism: the dual gesture of defeat and
scorn. Either Jews are omnipotent, or they are contemptible. If the first, their dominance cannot
be combatted. If the second, their existence cannot provide an explanation for the injuries for
which the anti-Semite would hold them responsible. The anti-Semite always seeks to have it both
ways, yoking together in his account of the Jew the most disagreeable, though contradictory,
characteristics. While the poem hovers over this dilemma by its punctuation, it favours scorn over
defeat. Hence the full stop. " Burbank"'s anti-Semitism is defined by that period.

There are differences between Eliot's anti-Semitic poems that an analysis of their Symbolist
character discloses. If "Burbank" stands mid-way between the Dantean and the Mallarméan, then
"Dirge" tends toward the former, and "Sweeney Among the Nightingales" tends toward the latter.
The one fixes Jews as the immutable sum of all that is objectionable, while the other blurs that
anti-Semitism into an ungraspable sense of a Jewish threat that is real but elusive. While "Dirge"
therefore is a hate poem, "Sweeney Among the Nightingales" is a poem of acute and undefined

**. Quoted; Kushner 1989, 4; James 1975, 176; quoted: Dobkowski 1979, 158; Santayana 1987, 257; quoted;
Blakeney 1985, 14; quoted; Holmes 1979, 55. The original pamphlet version of The Protocols o f the Bders o f Zion was
entitled The Great in the Little: Near is the Coming o f Anti-Christ and the Kingdom o f the Devi! on Earth (Valentin 1971,
167).
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anxieties. Its animosity is diffused by uncertainties. Its loathing is besieged by doubt, so that the
effect of the line "Tears at the grapes with murderous paws" is one of a momentarily positive
assertion that punctuates a discourse characterised by equivocation and apprehension. As with
A fte r Strange Gods, this anti-Semitic spasm is a recoil from scepticism. In "Burbank", the "jew"
ceases to be a fixed term in the anti-Semite's vocabulary, and is expanded into something less
clearly delimited. Convention suggests that this Symbolist obliquity, indeed, the poem's whole
apparatus of allusiveness and parody, works against the use of poetry as a vehicle for expressing
political beliefs such as anti-Semitism. Yet here, it is an aid to that expression.

If Eliot's own account of the place of "subject-matter" in a Symbolist poem was acceptable, then
one could say that anti-Semitism in "Burbank" is that poem's "means":

... what has happened in the case of Valéry is a change of attitude toward the
subject matter. We must be careful to avoid saying that the subject matter
becomes "less important". It has a rather different kind of importance: it is
important as means: the end is the poem. The subject exists for the poem, not the
poem for the subject’®®.

Anti-Semitism is the poem's means. It enables a Symbolist poem to be written, with nothing in
view but itself’®’ . But Eliot is wrong, and it therefore would be wrong to leave the problem at
this point. He postulates a mistakenly complete distinction between "poem" and "subject", and a
false antithesis between Symbolist and non-Symbolist poetry. Insofar as the two entities can be
abstracted, it is perhaps better to argue that the relation between "subject" and "poem" is
dialectical, that is to say, reciprocally shaping. Specifically, anti-Semitism is not just one topic
amongst others that the Symbolist may freely choose without it having implications for his poetry,
and without that choice also indicating something about the pressures that are thereby brought to
bear on his work. To choose this "subject matter" is to disclose something about the nature of
one's relation to Symbolism. Eliot's distinction between "means" and "end" cannot be sustained.
In such a case, the "means" corrupt the "end", thereby ensuring that the complicated, corrupting
anti-Semitism of some of Eliot's earlier poetry produces a complicated, corrupt Symbolism. An
account of the Symbolism of Eliot's poetry that is not also an account of its occasional antiSemitism is thus incomplete. The anti-Semitism is evidence of a Symbolism in crisis. Its appearance
represents the moment at which the impressions of a sensitive, self-dramatising poet have become
the prejudices of a vicious group. The intuitive has become the programmatic, and the vague and

"From Poe to Valery", TCC 39.
ibid. 40.
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suggestive, a fantasy of half-glimpsed conspiracies.

I take this to be similar to the argument Gabriel Pearson advances in an essay that appropriately
follows Davie's in the same collection. Pearson maintains that Eliot had a more complex relation
with Symbolism than Davie allows^®^. Eliot's engagement with Symbolism is not be understood
solely as an affair of writing in that tradition but also a series of reflections on it. It was both his
patrimony and his predicament, and that predicament in turn became a central issue of his poetry.
Thus, Eliot's poetry does not celebrate, but struggles against, the "self-substantive verbal universe"
that it creates. It is marked by "the intolerable wrestle/With words and meanings", a contest that
can lead to the extreme conclusion that "The poetry does not m a t t e r " F o r Symbolism, the
referential aspect of language is something to overcome, an obstacle to the realisation of the ideal
poem'°^. Hence the privileging of music as the model art-form. For Eliot, by contrast, this
dimension of language in poetry is both inevitable and necessary. He rejects the goal of "pure
poetry", as he says in "From Poe to Valery", "poetry is only poetry so long as it preserves some
impurity' in this sense: that is to say, so long as the subject matter is valued for its own
sake"’ °®. Pearson asks the question: what poetry can one write if one is a Symbolist who yet
acknowledges that words "are ... social deposits and repositories of social acts"?’ ®®

To which one answers: anti-Semitic poetry, and Christian poetry, are tw o such possibilities. Each
re a ^ fo u tto relate words to forms of existence outside language. Anti-Semitism, in its barbarisms,
degrades "the word"; Christianity is the triumph of "the word" become Word. The language of antiSemitism is abandoned for soundless violence. The language of Christianity is transcended by
voiceless prayer. Anti-Semitism is realised in the infliction of humiliations, Christianity in the rituals
of worship. Acts of persecution, acts of reverence - both anti-Semitism and Christianity are
integrally gestural as well as linguistic. Pearson correctly identifies the Christian resolution to Eliot's
dilemma as the following: "Eliot took the logic of Symbolism to an extreme and then attempted to

Pearson 1970, 83-101.
"East Coker", II.
Kermode, writing about Mallarmé, Hulme and Pound, expresses it thus: "In varying degrees they all obscurely wish
that poetry could be written with something other than words, but since it can't, that words may be made to have the same
sort of physical presence ' as a piece of string'. The resistance to words in their Image is explained by the fact that words
are the means of a very different sort of communication; they are so used to being discursive that it is almost impossible
to stop them discoursing" (Kermode 1971 B, 151).
"From Poe to Valery", TCC 39.
Pearson 1970, 83. Karl Shapiro anticipated Pearson's thesis; "(Eliot] begins as an uneasy Symbolist; he knows
something is wrong with Symbolism and that it hasn't worked" (Shapiro 1960, 96). Chace comments that "Eliot's partisan
activities [may be seen] in part as an awkward emergence from the Symbolist quarantine" (Chace 1973, xviii).
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return it to experience by connecting the word with the W ord"’ °^. But there is also the antiSemitic resolution. Pearson's case for the affinity of Symbolism with anti-Semitism is an external
affair, to be described in political terms as a "resistance against the debasements of bourgeois
democratic mass society". This gives Symbolism an ideological dimension, allowing Pearson to
identify the anti-Semitism in Eliot's work as central to it, because central in "Gerontion", which is
itself "central to Eliot's poetic practice"’ ®®. This is worth saying, though for reasons already
given, I dissent from the alleged "centrality" of anti-Semitism in the poem. More importantly,
however, Pearson's situating of the poem's anti-Semitism is too contingent to Eliot's poetics to be
helpful in the present context. I propose instead the following as Eliot's anti-Semitic resolution.

It is to return Symbolism to experience by connecting "the word" with "the jew ". In opposition to
the upper case "Word", there is the lower-case "jew". The word reaches upwards to one and
downwards to the other. "The jew" is the lowest, to be found in places beneath the reach even
of wharf rats, in the protozoic slime. Christianity and anti-Semitism themselves represent two
possible extremes of experience. The Christian wishes to become that which he worships; the antiSemite wishes to crush that which he fears and despises. The ambition of the first is effacement
of the Self; the ambition of the second is erasure of the Other. Christianity and "the jew" are thus
in polar contrast in Eliot's poetry. In a conversation with one of his admirers, Eliot insisted on the
impossibility of a Christian anti-Semitism’®®. This self-serving, and erroneous, claim becomes
intelligible in the context of what I have just been describing. Such a combination would make his
poetics incoherent, pulling his poetry in opposite directions. What can a poetry of the "Word" have
to do with the "jew"?

ibid. 93.
ibid. 83, 93 and 94.
Levy and Scherle 1969, 81.
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CHAPTER FOUR: "DIRGE", AND THE AESTHETICS OF UGLINESS

Ugly poetry

"Beauty is difficult’ (Canto LXXIV), remarked Pound in a work which explores the limits of the
"beautiful" in order to transgress them. "The poets loved by Ezra Pound are tired of Beauty", wrote
John Butler Yeats to his son, "since they have met it so often ... I am tired of Beauty my wife, says
the poet, but here is that enchanting mistress Ugliness". C.K. Stead has observed: "With the
establishment of Eliot as a major critic and poet, 'T ruth' was out as a simple test of poetic merit;
so was ' Beauty'". Wyndham Lewis derided the fashionable modernity of the ugly: "It did not take
[Picasso] long to see that ' beauty' was the last thing his contemporaries demanded of the artist.
And since then he has never looked back - a long succession of novel brands of idiocy, acromegalic
sluggishness, hysteria and abortion have continually poured from his brush". So much for
Modernism; now for the Jews. At the end of Richard Sheridan's The Duenna, the duped Jew is
abused: "Dare such a thing as you pretend to talk of beauty? A walking rouleau! - a body that
seems to owe all its consequences to the dropsy! * a pair of eyes like two dead beetles in a wad
of brown dough? - a beard like an artichoke, with dry shrivelled jaws that would disgrace the
mummy of a monkeyl". According to Sander Gilman, it was a "commonplace in the anthropological
literature" of the late 19th, and early 20th, century that Jews "could never be truly beautiful".
"Anti-Semitism", Phillips Lacoue-Labarthe suggests, "is primarily, fundamentally, an aestheticism.
(In his essence, the Jew' is a caricature: ugliness itself)". According to Hegel, "With the Jews,
the state of independence was to be a state of total passivity, of total ugliness". Indeed, one
commentator has remarked that for Hegel "Judaism is ... the fulfilment of ugliness as Hellenism
was the fulfilment of beauty". "Let us remember", says Poliakov, "[the] equation between Judaism
and ugliness"\

As for Eliot, note the shift between this:

The contemplation of the horrid or sordid or disgusting, by an artist, is the
necessary and negative aspect of the impulse toward the pursuit of beauty. But not
all succeed as did Dante in expressing the complete scale from negative to positive.
The negative is the more importunate.^

\ Quoted; Ellmann 1989, 49; Stead 1983, 126; Lewie 1987, 185; Sheridan 1970, 202; Gilman 1991, 68 9; LacoueLabarthe 1990, 69; Hegel 1971, 202; quoted: Levinae 1990, 236; Poliakov 1977 IV, 297.
*. "Dante", SW 169 (my italjce).
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and this:

It is an advantage to mankind in general to live in a beautiful world; that no one can
doubt. But for the poet is it so important? We mean all sorts of things, I know, by
Beauty. But the essential advantage for a poet is not to have a beautiful world with
which to deal: it is to be able to see beneath both beauty and ugliness) to see the
boredom, and the horror, and the glory

These tw o passages may be read as variations on this passage of Emerson's:

A rt lives and thrills in new use and combining of contrasts, and mining into the dark
evermore for blacker pits of night. What would a painter do, or what would poet
or saint, but for crucifixions and hells? And evermore in the world is this marvellous
balance of beauty and disgust, magnificence and rats.^

Against Emerson's rapt contemplation of "balance", Eliot substitutes first an imbalance (the greater
importunity of "the negative"), and then an aesthetics that repudiates both beauty and its opposite
in favour of what lies beneath both. The gap in time between the tw o passages of Eliot's is about
13 years. The first is contemporaneous with Ara Vos Free; the second follows by a few years the
publication of "The Hollow Men" and "Ash Wednesday". The "importunate negative" may be taken
as a gloss on the Quatrain poems and parts of "The Waste Land". The vision of "the boredom, the
horror and the glory" may be taken as a gloss on the later poetry, and on other parts of "The Waste
Land", whose deleted epigraph is Conrad's "The horror! The horror!". "The Waste Land" and
Sweeney Agonistes may be read in this context as transitional texts, written by Eliot in his journey
from the aesthetic represented by the first passage to the aesthetic represented by the second.
Hence the suppressed anti-Semitism of the former and the marginal anti-Semitism of the latter.
There is a considerable gap between an art of "the horrid or sordid or disgusting” and an art of "the
boredom, and the horror and the glory". The two passages quoted above point toward tw o distinct
aesthetics; only the first is consistent with anti-Semitic poetry. Passing from one to the other, Eliot
dropped anti-Semitism. An aspect of "the negative", it no longer importuned him. "The Waste
Land" erases just those distinctions upon which anti-Semites most insist: between Gentile and Jew,
and between Athens and Jerusalem. In "East Coker" one may imagine the anti-Semites
accompanying "[tlhe captains, merchant bankers, eminent men of letters" and others "into the
dark,/The vacant interstellar spaces". There is no room for anti-Semitism in the Four Quartets.

UPUC 106 (my italics).
Quoted: Wellek 1983 3, 168 (my italics).
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The poems of Ara Vos Prec thus represent a distinct moment in Eliot's career as a poet. One could
say that they are the fruits of his anti-Semitic period. I do not regard them as merely transitional
texts; they are not simply poems that "have their place in the ongoing development of a modernist
style"®. It was in Are Vos Prec that "Gerontion", Burbank", "Sweeney Among the Nightingales",
and "A Cooking Egg", were published together for the first time. Eliot's newly displayed antiSemitism should have shocked reviewers. They were not shocked. They were not wholly blind,
however, to the differences between this volume and the earlier Prufrock and other observations.
One complained, for example, that Eliot "ha[dl forgotten ... his sense of beauty"®. This question
of "beauty" was raised repeatedly by Eliot's early critics and reviewers, especially in relation to Ara
Vos Prec. They were right to do so. The poems of Prufrock and other observations take ugly
scenes as their subject; the poems of Ara Vos Prec are themselves ugly. The former have thus been
justly praised as "paradoxically rendering] ugly things beautiful or beautifully"; in the latter, by
contrast, critics have found "scorn" and "contempt", and a poetry of "execrable t a s t e " T h e y
make "Beauty" "difficult".

So far, I have considered the question of whether poetry can be anti-Semitic to be one instance
of the larger question of whether poetry can espouse any doctrine. The arguments of the New
Critics (which I have identified as underlying Ricks's own) could be applied just as easily to some
other ostensibly doctrinaire work. In my view, these arguments fail. They overlook, or misdescribe,
a number of poems that patently do contain propositions, yet are no less "poetic" for that. They
fail also to grasp the fact that anti-Semitism, in any event, is not to be confined to the
propositional. I now want to turn to a different, though related, set of arguments which bear more
specifically on the question of anti-Semitism. Given that anti-Semitism is both wicked and false,
can poetry survive it? What poetic ambitions are compatible with it?

Let me start with a disagreement between Christopher Ricks and George Steiner. Ricks begins his
chapter on anti-Semitism in T.S. Eliot and Prejudice by quoting a letter of Steiner's to "The
Listener":

The obstinate puzzle is that Eliot's uglier touches tend to occur at the heart of very

®. Levenson 1986, 162.
®. Grant 1982, 98.
Sigg 1989, 38; Long 1 9 8 8 ,1 0 1 , and Grover Smith 1956, 54. "Beauty" was the reviewers' criterion: "The established
poets receive full-length reviews, in which they are invariably praised for the quality of ' beauty' their poetry displays. In
the same year (1909] Ezra Pound's Personae is dismissed in a few lines for lacking that quality" (Stead 1983, 56). Those
who praised the early Pound did so in the language of his detractors: " In Praise of Ysolt' is ... beautiful ... The beauty of
it is the beauty of passion, sincerity and intensity" (quoted: Sullivan 1970, 37).

115

good poetry (which is not the case with Pound). One thinks of the notorious ...®

... and the letter continues with Steiner listing those lines and phrases that go to make the case
against Eliot. In a sequence of rapid-fire judgments on the letter: Ricks praises Steiner's courage
in making this point; he says that Pound should be thanked because the poetry in the Cantos would
not suffer if the anti-Semitic pasages were deleted; and he picks Steiner up on "puzzle", the wrong
word because it suggests the possibility of a solution. These three assessments are of a piece,
stemming from a view of the nature of art that the two critics share by implication. A poetry of
anti-Semitism violates deeply held convictions about the purpose of art and the mission of the
artist. While Steiner is brave to notice the breach, Ricks considers him mistaken in suggesting that
it can be repaired. Pound deserves gratitude for not causing a similar breach. This last is, of course,
absurd. One's pleasure at the fact that the anti-Semitic passages are erasable without damage to
the Cantos does not provide the occasion for gratitude to Pound. One as much might thank a
criminal for bungling his crime. Ricks treats a happy failure as a moral triumph.

Ricks does not pursue his disagreement with Steiner. It points the wrong way, away from Eliot and
toward the root of his own critical approach. So he drops it, and settles into an elucidation of the
individual texts, an elucidation so detailed that at the end it robs one of the means of reaching any
settled conclusion about the nature of Eliot's anti-Semitism. His approach is to acknowledge the
anti-Semitism in Eliot's work and then to unsettle it by examining individual texts, so that they
cease to be examples and become instead instances that are more "diverse and elusive"". He
rescues one alleged "instance" from a prejudiced reading that assumes anti-Semitism, equivocates
over another such instance, and regretfully concedes a third. As a procedure, this is inadequate.
It does not register the complexity of anti-Semitism and the consequent options within it for the
poet. In this sense, his analysis fails to achieve its ambition of rendering the diversity of the
instances. What Ricks intends by "diversity" is mere distance from anti-Semitism. He does not
grasp the diversity within anti-Semitism. What he intends by "elusiveness" would seem to be
simply a quality that makes it difficult for him to label the poems as anti-Semitic. That is the limit
of their elusiveness. By striving to redeem these texts from the charge of anti-Semitism, he fails
to do them justice.

The question posed by the Steiner letter - the "puzzle" - is simple to express, difficult to answer.
How can the "ugly", as in "uglier touches", be intimate with very good poetry without being

'. Quoted: Ricks 1988, 28. Steiner echoes Fiedler, and no doubt many other similarly perplexed critics: "what was I to
do when I discovered similar slanders at the heart of their [i.e., Eliot's and Pourxf's] greatest poems, preserved still in
present-day anthologies for classroom use, thanks in large part (it is a final irony) to a generation of Jewish critics and
pedagogues - including me" (Fiedler 1991, 10).
*. Ricks 1988, 29.
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transformed by it into something benign? By "ugly", Steiner and Ricks understand "evil". This is
a condensed version of the proposition that the poetry's uglification of Jews - its anti-Semitism is wicked, and I follow them here. The issue they raise opens out onto a venerable problem in
aesthetics, though it goes deeper than merely the challenge to art of the unbeautiful. Steiner is
happy to raise this large question about Eliot's poems without attempting an answer. Ricks shrinks
from it altogether. The one escapes from the texts too soon, the other locks himself into a tight
dance on their punctuation, their individual words, their separate lines. Steiner uses the quotations
as slogans; Ricks pores over them as mysteries. The result is that what Steiner raises too elliptically
in a letter, Ricks fails to answer discursively in a book. The puzzle becomes less intractable when
the aesthetic limiting art to the beautiful and/or the good and/or the true is abandoned. Indeed, if
one could assert: art is not flawed by wickedness but instead can cohabit happily with it, as it can
with common cruelty and other, ordinary vices, the puzzle would disappear altogether. But neither
Steiner nor Ricks are able to make this assertion because for them - the position is implicit in their
argument - art redeems. (In Ricks's case, he makes it expressly, and - significantly - in the
unlikeliest of places, in the chapter on anti-Semitism: "[Eliot's] art is redemptive"'®). It inspires,
rather than incites, and it certainly does not foment hate. The force of Steiner's surprise, the
"puzzle" itself, is a knot made up from diverse, but related, strands of aesthetic speculation, such
as the following four.

First, there is the (once patent, but now more usually implied) association between divine and
artistic creation, which carries with it, without strictly entailing, certain notions of the artist's
benevolence, wisdom and insight, and most critically, his presence in his work. The ancient
derivation of aesthetics in cosmology (for example, the Pythagorean doctrine of the sphere's
beauty"), is one source of this conception of the artist. The artist is God, and the work is his
world. "[Poetry] is not an imitation of nature but an ' imitation of the creating, naming Godhead.'
Abraham Cowley addresses the Muse: "Thou speak'st, great Queen, in the same style as He,/And
a new world leaps forth when thou say'st Let it be'"'^. The poet is a second creator, poietes,
maker'"'®. Some sense of the difficulty that Eliot's work causes these notions, and the
association from which they derive, may be caught both in Frank Kermode's description of "The

’®. ibid. 39.
"The idea of the microcoem, the notion that the structure of the universe can be reflected on a smaller scale in some
particular phenomenon, has always been a favorite in the history of esthetics" (Gibert and Kuhn 1972, 5-6). "[Plotinus's]
theory ... does not start as a theory of beauty, much less as a theory of art or poems. It is a theory of the world ar>d God,
of all being and all knowing, and only as an incident or an analogy does it find a place for art” (Wimsatt and Brooks 1970,
122-3).
Quoted; Ruthven 1979, 1.
Wellek 1981 1, 188 (quoting Herder).
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Waste Land" as a work of "decreation"

and, by contrast, in the way in which some have tried

to read that poem in spiritual terms. The work is taken too far from, or brought too close to,
God^^. In such contexts, the poem is either a text alienated from any positive notion of creativity,
or it is a document of spiritual struggle. It falls therefore on one side or the other of the specifically
aesthetic nature of artistic creation, thereby repudiating the analogy between God's work and the
poet's. It is a work which defies that analogy. Whether nihilistic or confessional, it refuses to create
a world.

Second, there is the conviction that art has an ethical dimension. One aspect of this conviction is
the belief that the poet is a superior human being because, by the fruits of his creativity, he
enhances freely the quality of human life. The writing of poetry, in this sense, is an act of
superogatory goodness. It is therefore "good that men should should honour the artist for his
artistic achievements". The particular sense in which Eliot's early work offends against a belief in
the ethical nature of poetry is in its alienation from its subjects, Jews amongst them. Take, for
example, Shelley's affirmation: "The great instrument of moral good is the imagination; and poetry
administers to the effect by acting upon the cause". Shelley's case is that the ethical faculty is one
of identification, which is a quality of the imagination:

A man, to be greatly good, must imagine intensely and comprehensively; he must
put himself in the place of another and of many others; the pains and pleasures of
his species must become his own.

"Burbank" is written against the grain of what Shelley expects of poetry. The poet does not make
the pain of the persecuted his own. Rather, he makes his own contribution to that pain. "Burbank"
adds to their suffering. It is wounding not healing, an exercise in hostility, not empathy. "Burbank"
is an imaginative study in the withholding of imaginative sympathy. It counters that Romantic
practice of bemoaning the departure of one's imaginative faculties. The converse of Coleridge's
"Dejection: An Ode", the poet of "Burbank" exults in his "viper thoughts". Paul Fussell defends the
poem: "The period between the wars opens with ['Burbank']. It closes with ... an anti-Semitism
grown cruel and murderous in a way unimaginable to the conceiver of Bleistein twenty years
earlier". He intends this as an excuse, meaning by "unimaginable", "unanticipatible". I agree on the

Kermode 1971 A, 241: "Simone Weil explains the difference from destruction: decreation is not a change from the
created to nothingness, but from the created to the uncreated. ' Modern reality', commented [Wallace] Stevens, ' is a reality
of decreation, in which our revelations are not the revelations of belief'". Kermode then describes decreation as "a creative
act like that of God".
This second "school ... takes ['T h e Waste Land'} to be ... an account of 'the trials of a life in the process of
becoming exemplary'" (Menand 1987, 91). Lyndall Gordon's Eliot’s Early Years, for example, is influenced by her
inspirational reading of "The Waste Land".
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word, but dissent from the intended meaning. What "Burbank" demonstrates is that a defeat of the
imagination does not always entail a defeat for art. The poem therefore does not help one to be
"greatly good"; it invites one to be unconcerned about the torments of others. It gives the reader
a "moral holiday", making art out of the suffering of others, not by realising it, but by ignoring its
reality. Shelley's argument has been enlisted by Richard Rorty in the cause of liberalism: "pain is
non-linguistic ... victims of cruelty, people who are suffering, do not have much in the way of a
language. I ... ] So the job of putting their situation into language is going to have to be done for
them by someone else. The liberal novelist, poet, or journalist is good at that"’ ®. Literature helps
us to be better liberals by enlarging the scope of our imaginative range. Eliot's illiberal Quatrains
(antagonistic to a "society ... worm-eaten with Liberalism") contrive to reduce it.

Third, there is that tradition of English cultural criticism which argued for the redemptive qualities
of poetry as a substitute for religion, or as a means of education. It is represented in Arnold's work,
where it is given celebrated form in his "The Study of Poetry"’ ^, and in the work of I.A. Richards.
Of the nostrum "poetry is capable of saving us", Eliot once remarked: "There is of course a locution
in which we say of someone

he is not one of us'; it is possible that the

us' of [this nostrum]

represents an equally limited and select number"’ ®. Eliot fastidiously excluded himself from this
number; pleas for the redemptive capacity of poetry did not impress him. Quoting Richards's
Science and Poetry ("We shall... be thrown back, as Matthew Arnold foresaw, upon poetry. Poetry
is capable of saving us ...") Eliot commented:

I should have felt completely at a loss in this passage, had not Matthew Arnold
turned up ... I am sure ... that salvation by poetry is not quite the same thing for
Mr. Richards as it was for Arnold; but so far as I am concerned these are merely
different shades of blue’ ®.

Richards's Arnoldian perspective led him to discover in Eliot's poetry a redemptive quality it does
not have: "some readers find in his poetry not only a clearer, fuller realization of their plig h t... than
they find elsewhere, but also through the very energies set free in that realization a return of the

Swinburne 1989, 23, 71; Shelley 1971, 233-34; Coleridge 1973, 367; Fueeell 1982, 226; Fowler 1989, 75; Rorty
1989, 94.
Arnold 1888, 1-55.
UPUC 131.
UPUC 124, 131. Wyndham Lewis, whose view was akin to Eliot's on this critical point, was derisive of Eliot's
theoretical posture: ”Mr. Eliot is precluded on account of his role as theologian, from pointing out the common or garden
foolishness of this salvation by poetry of ... Mr. Richards ... For it is theologically a 'deadly error': and so the fact that it
is absurd Sinks into insignificance" (Lewis 1987, 76-77; Russo 1989, 346-351).
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saving passion"^®. It is against this aesthetic of the "saving passion" that Eliot wrote when he
asserted in his 1928 Preface to The Sacred Wbor/that "Poetry is a superior amusement... and no
more is it religion or an equivalent of religion, except by some monstrous abuse of words"^’ . This
was a liberating moment in the history of English literary criticism, freeing poetry from the burden
of Arnoldian expectation and creating a space for the reception of Eliot's own poetry. Eliot took
issue with this aesthetic once again in the final chapter of The Use o f Poetry. His strategy
throughout was two fold. First, he demoted poetry: "a superior amusement". Second, he insisted
upon its diversity: "A perfectly satisfactory theory which applied to all poetry would do so only at
the cost of being voided of all content"” . This opened up the possibility of a poetry of scorn and
deflation. It made room for the Quatrains. It also allowed "The Waste Land" and "Ash Wednesday",
poems respectively of despair and devotion. Of course, objections to Eliot's anti-Semitic poetry can,
but need not, stem from this rejected aesthetic. They may derive equally from a simple dislike at
being defamed. One need not assert the constitutive benevolence of poetry to find hate poems
offensive.

Fourth, there is the doctrine advanced by Krieger in his Theory o f Criticism, although it is not a new
one. Krieger contends that poetry is to be prized because it "breaklsl free of the limiting blinders"
of discursive language, which by contrast dwells among "dead universals"” . Poetry can be "a
microcosm of the particularizations that existence offers"; discursive ("normal") language is forced
to ignore these particularizations in consequence of its "generic" nature. This redemptive
nominalism gives literature a "cognitive function", disclosing a "social role for poetry" that is
"profound". There is an Arnoldian dimension to this, too:

The grand power of poetry is its interpretative power ... the power of so dealing
with things as to awaken in us a wonderfully full, new, and intimate sense of them,
and of our relations with them. ... we feel ourselves to be in contact with the
essential nature of those objects ... The interpretations of science do not give us

Richards 1926, 235.
SW viii-x. Arnold's dictum "poetry is at bottom a criticism of life" was "useful as a protest against the view that
literature is only an amusement" (Wellek 1981 IV, 164; my italics). In The Use o f Poetry Eliot described poetry as a "mug's
game" and defined the poet's proper ambition as seeking a part in society "as worthy as that of a music-hall comedian"
(UPUC 154). This "mordant debunking of the poet's putative status as world legislator, prophet and saviour" derives its
point from its "deflationary contrast to the over-lofty claims made for poetry since romanticism" (Shusterman 1988, 134).
UPUC 141. Eliot did not maintain this position consistently. Elsewhere in The Use o f Poetry, "we find occasional
declarations of essentialism, that there is something special that is common to and permanent in all poetry" (Shusterman
1988, 79).
Krieger 1981, 36. All further quotations in this paragraph are from the same page.
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this intimate sense of objects

Poetry is revelatory, giving us access to essences otherwise hidden. Describing this as poetry's
"fidelity to experience"^® is thus too weak. It is a capacity of poetry to be described, in a more
Symbolist mode, as noumenal. Now, one has only to place "Gerontion"'s "jew" in the context of
such a passage to grasp the nature of that poem's provocation to this doctrine. Here is a poem that
animates the "dead universal" of the anti-Semite's version of the Jew, disclosing a social role for
poetry that so far from freeing humanity to gaze direct upon the "existential" reality of "the
outward world", actually mires it deeper in that pernicious false consciousness which is antiSemitism.

Critics have been reluctant to acknowledge the radical nature of Eliot's achievement. One such
critic has gushed of Eliot's early poetry that "[its] whole world is touched with pity". A poem
celebrating Eliot's achievement declared of Eliot that he "seemed himself at one with the
rejected"^®. These perverse pieties indicate what was expected of poetry, and how blind to Eliot's
work such an expectation could be. Steiner's discomfort, by contrast, derives from a clear-sighted
view of the incompatibility of that work with those expectations, allied to an unwillingness to reject
either the work or the expectations. Re-rehearsing his puzzlement in an exchange with Craig
Raine^^, Steiner affirms his elevated notion of the poet. He is therefore "deeply perplexed by
certain passages in the poetry and prose of a great master of sensibility, language and cultural
argument":

It is poets - and this bears directly on the Eliot issue - who should most
unflinchingly "declare their interests", who should be most alert to the articulation
of inhumanity within human speech.

In the choice that innovative art compels between modifying our sense of art's possibilities and
rejecting that work's aesthetic credentials, Steiner elects for neither, acknowledging the quality of

” , Arnold 1914, 64-5.
” , Buckley 1959, 32.
Reeve* 1948 42; Moore 1948, 50.
Ricke'e book was published in October 1988. The following month, Channel 4 broadcast a discussion between, inter
alios, Ricks and Steiner on Eliot's anti-Semitism. It was on this occasion that Steiner referred to the the two versions of the
footnotes in Notes. In June 1989, Craig Raine, reviewing a book of essays by Chinua Achebe, took issue with Steiner's
account of these footnotes. In a letter to the "London Review of Books" (22 June) responding to the review, Steiner
extended to Eliot's prose his original criticism of the anti-Semitic "ugliness" of some of Eliot's poetry. He commented of the
first version of the footnote in Notes (on "culture-contact" between Jews and Christians) that it "only makes matters much
uglier^ (my italics).
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Eliot's work, while adhehng to criteria that cannot accommodate it. It is a troubling, inconclusive
enlargement of art's capabilities for Steiner to propose that "in Eliot, the Jew-despising passages
come in the midst of very great poetry and are thoroughly integrated with it". The final clause
represents the key concession, given the availability of the easier route of arguing that that poetry
is flawed by anti-Semitism. Steiner's letter suffers from a theoretical cramp. Forced to admit an
exception to his rule, the rule is left discomfited, with no other rule to replace it^®. Robert Lowell
was similarly perplexed:

... in Eliot, the Jew spelled with a small "j" in "Gerontion", is that anti-Semitism or
not? Eliot's not anti-Semitic in any sense, but there's certainly a dislike of Jews in
those early poems. Does he gain in the fierceness of writing his Jew with a small
"j"? He says you write what you have to write and in criticism you can say what
you think you should believe in. Very ugly emotions perhaps make a poem.^®

The problem resists resolution. Steiner is right to recognise that the line "The jew is underneath the
lot" cannot be dismissed as a "serious blemish on a beautiful poem", to borrow Eliot's words in
another context^®. Nor is it mere "dross"^\ It has a more intimate relation with the poem than
such a criticism would allow.

The answer does not lie in any celebration of the evil in art. The thrill at the risks that literature
takes is a resonantly Romantic critical theme that maintains its appeal to the avant-garde. Blake
provides a typically extreme text:

The grandest poetry is immoral, the grandest characters wicked, very Satan:
Capaneus, Othello (a murderer), Prometheus, Jupiter, Jehovah, Jesus (a winebibber). Cunning and morality are not poetry, but philosophy. The poet is
independent and wicked; the philosopher is dependent and good.

He will not drive Eliot's example hard enough against his Shelleyan preconceptions, and hence when he writes
generally of "the poet” and his vices, as in the sentence immediately following that quoted above, the vices are trivial, and
do not meet the case; "It is the poet in whom officious cultivations of political advantage or journalistic repute are least
comely". But neither apply to Eliot, and if intended to apply to Raine (he is very hard on Raine, with some reason), the
sentence does not follow properly upon the one that precedes it. I am concerned with these point-scoring antics only to the
extent that they here show an argument in a state of some desperation.
* . Plimpton 1977, 353.
**. Of "Beauty is truth": "Dante", SE 270.
Hastings 1985, 29.
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Poetry is to excuse vice, and show its reason and necessary purgation^^.

There are endorsements of this creed from the university: "It is of the essence of imaginative
culture that it transcends the limits both of the naturally possible and the morally acceptable” ; and
from the avant-garde: "the story of writing always begins with hell ...Our wickedness is one of
vertiginous themes that opens the space of writing"^^. But " Burbank"'s anti-Semitism does not
represent a liberating eruption of evil. It does not pose the problem of evil in literature, an aesthetic
theodicy. While Eliot's Quatrains are cruel in places, they are not demonic. Rhapsodisers of the
potential for evil in literature identify goodness with restraint, and vice with the unconventional.
But this is not anti-Semitism, which is the panic of conformism, which does not free but imprisons,
and which is indeed the malevolence of the confined unable truly to emancipate themselves. Its
apocalypses are murderous but bogus, its armageddons are staged. It is an amalgam of ordinary
vices, aggravated by history, and compounded by anxieties of religion and nation. "Burbank" and
"Gerontion", though exercises in the refutation of Shelley's poetic prescriptions, cannot be elevated
into examples of Blakean immorality. Nor can they be regarded as instances of the expression of
"transgressive ideas and symbolic a c t i o n s " I f only the pervasive, tacit anti-Semitism of our time
and place did shock: the reception of Eliot's poetry is itself proof that expressions of anti-Semitism
are not "transgressive". In contrast to the transgressive Satanic Verses, or Salman Rushdie's gloss
on it, these poems do not "dissent... from imposed orthodoxies of all types, from the view that
the world is quite clearly This and not That". These poems do not "dissent from the end of debate,
of dispute, of dissent"^®. They endorse a received and disparaging view of Jews, a view that
Jews are quite clearly This and not That.

These poems, which make Jews ugly, partly derive from just those Modernist animadversions
against beauty quoted at the beginning of this chapter. They challenge received theories of the
place of the ugly in art. There are six such theories. The first finds a place for the ugly in art,
though untransformed by it. This has an ancient pedigree^®. Since both imitation and the pleasure
in imitation is innate in human beings, an imitation is often agreeable though the thing imitated is
disagreeable. Indeed, when the principle of imitation is made the end of art, as Hegel pointed out,
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"objective beauty itself disappears", the only question being the "correctness of the imitation"®^.
The second theory proposes that the ugly in nature, when rendered in art, elevates the reader. It
has been argued, with Eliot's poetry as an example, that "the most moving poetry ... in describing
ugliness and horror... thereby lifts from us their burden"^. The third theory proposes that art can
transform the ugly into the beautiful. Baudelaire's "aesthetic of the ugly", for example, amounts
to a "belief in the artist's power of overcoming any and all obstacles, of eliciting 'flow ers' from
evil". "The horrible, artistically expressed, becomes b e a u t y " T h e artist may be able to educate
his audience to recognise the "essential" beauty within the ugly, a claim made for Eliot's work:
"See how deformity/Under attentive eyes/Bears perfection within it" ^ . The fourth theory
acknowledges a place for the ugly in the context of art's inclusiveness. As Victor Hugo put it,
"What we call ugly is part of the great whole which escapes us and which harmonizes, if not with
man, then with the entire c r e a t i o n T h e ugly has to be accepted as an element in the natural
order. The fifth theory makes the representation of the ugly in art genre-specific. Nietzsche, for
example, proposed that it is "the tragic myth that ... convincelsl us that even the ugly and
disharmonious are part of an aesthetic game"^^. Of course, Nietzsche made substantial claims for
tragedy; there are other, tamer versions of the argument that the "ugly" is appropriate to some,
but not all, kinds of art. The sixth theory holds that ugliness in art is the badge of its failure: "the
ugly is unsuccessful expression"^. None of these theories addresses Steiner's objection to Eliot's
poetry. The first is derived from an inadequate psychology, while the fourth is unable to account
for works in which the ugly precisely is excluded from the given natural order. The second, third
and sixth devalue Eliot's anti-Semitic poetry. The fifth fails because it depends on the unsustainable
premiss that anti-Semitism has a given place within a specific genre or genres. Eliot does not make
anti-Semitism beautiful, he exploits its ugliness. With great force and dexterity, he taps its poetic
resources.

Each of these theories assumes the natural ugliness of the represented entity. In Eliot's case,
however, it is the anti-Semitism that makes Jews ugly, and is ugly itself. This is an example of the
art work rendering the neutral or the beautiful in nature as ugly in art. It is unexamined by
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aesthetics save in relation to the genres of the grotesque and of satire. These are not, however,
true exceptions. The Jews of Eliot's anti-Semitic imagination lack that dimension of supernatural
horror which, as Wolfgang Kayser has shown, is an element of the grotesque. Though Rachel is
an instance of that commingling of human and animal traits typical of the sub-genre of the
"realistic" grotesque, the effect in this case is to degrade her and not to remove her into a realm
that is fantastic and unsettling. Eliot's anti-Semitic poems are not (in Kayser's "final interpretation"
of the grotesque) "attemptlsl to invoke and subdue the demonic aspects of the world"^. The
Jews of these poems simply are not that menacing. Satire's object is to unmask the ugliness
beneath the appearance of beauty. Satire (as distinct from mere invective^®) therefore confirms
art's moral purpose: "Satire is ethical art par excellence. The ethical will to admonish, educate, and
change is always aggressive, ... [it] seeks to destroy evil, in order that the good can unfold"**.
Even the notionally "non-ethical satire" of Wyndham Lewis, purportedly savaging stupidity and not
vice, has a significant moral charge, privileging the "free man" over the "machine"-like human
"type" in its "Massacre of the Insignificants"*^. Hugh Kenner, anxious to conceal the ethically
problematical nature of the Quatrains, describes them as "satires"*®. They are not, though they
do stand in a certain relation to satire. They exploit its capacities for licensed belligerence. AntiSemitism is invective that often poses as satire. Santayana, for example, misrepresented his antiSemitism as satirical: "I see that my expressions about the Jews, if taken for exact history or
philosophical criticism, are unfair. But they were meant for free satire, and I don't like to yield to
the pretension that free satire must be excluded from literature"*®. Santayana overrated himself
in this respect: when he wrote about Jews, he was not a satirist, merely a sneerer.

So far in this chapter, Eliot's "ugly touches" have escaped aesthetic embrace. His anti-Semitic
poetry does not transform the ugly; it is not a celebration of the poet's ability to embrace the world
in its multifarious variety; it is not a rhapsodic purgation of evil. Eliot wrote to his brother regarding
the reception of Ara Vos Prec : "even here I am considered by the ordinary newspaper critic as a

**. Kayser 1981, 105, 188, and passim.
Fowler 1985, 143.
Broch 1984, 179-80.
Lewie 1987, 88-93, 115; Lewis 1989, 151. Lewis enlisted Eliot as a satirist, and thereby misrepresented him:
"Sweeney, the enigmatical Mrs. Porter, Prufrcck, Klipstein and Burbank, are authentic figures of Satire and nothing else"
(Lewis 1987, 15).
Kenner 1985 A, chap. II, 63-80; see also Longenbach 1991, 41-66.
Quoted: McCormick 1988, 366.

125

w it or a satirist, and in America I suppose I shall be thought merely disgusting"^^. He rejects in
advance the defence of satire others will make for these poems. He dismisses that primitive
reaction to the poems which finds them "merely disgusting", notwithstanding his own defence in
the same year of a poetry written in "contemplation of the horrid or sordid or disgusting". Making
due allowance for the informality of the occasion of these remarks, they disclose an Eliot uncertain
how to characterise these poems. The best that he can do is to describe two of them ("Burbank"
and "Sweeney Among the Nightingales") as "intensely serious"®’ .

One has to return to the problem in its most basic form. This is an "ugly touch":

And the Jew squats on the window sill, the owner.
Spawned in some estaminet of Antwerp,
Blistered in Brussels, patched and peeled in London.
The goat coughs at night in the field overhead;
Rocks, moss, stonecrop, Iron, merds.

These lines compress, and energise, the following themes from anti-Semitism's repertoire: Jews
are rootless exiles, they are racially degenerate and diseased, they are slum landlords, and they are
therefore malevolent, dangerous intruders. "Gerontion", which adopts an anti-Semitism of violence
and loathing, has a place alongside the following: "the J e w ['s ]... dwarf stature, peculiar mentality,
and ruthless concentration on self-interest are being engrafted on the stock of the nation"; "The
Jews are infamous, abject, oppressed, and in a very vile state. The Jews are an evil smelling and
obscene people. The Jews are odious even to those who do not know Christ. The Jews are like
dogs and wolves"; "[of Polish Jewish refugees] wretched and dirty and bearing traces of smallpox
and habits of the worst kind"®^.

This "jew" is ugly in full measure. Spawned, blistered, patched and peeled, he emerges as if from
the swamp, diseased and disfigured. Jews are swamp-life, breeding in uncontrollable numbers:
"The Russian Jews have multiplied in Germany like frogs". Stock-exchanges are "great leech-ponds
in which the cold, slimy [Jewish] leeches, equipped with bowls for blood sucking and boring-spines
for piercing veins, swim around by the thousand". "The Jew ... is a kind of perpetual discharge,
a flow that it is impossible to stop. The great reservoir of Semiticism, Galicia and the neighbouring

LTSE 363 (my italics). He was right. Even Riding and Graves {A Survey o f Modernist Poetry ([1928] 1969, 235)
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Russian provinces, pour forth incessantly their stinking hordes ... who let fall vermin wherever they
pass and create a constant danger to public health". "The Hebrew always returns less than he
receives. He is a swamp that absorbs a great part of the water that passes through it"; "[the Jew]
sucks, he swells up like the leech. He absorbs without giving anything in compensation". Jewish
immigrants to America are "the spawn of the Phoenician curse". Maurras raged: "we find in
[Rousseau] in almost equal measure the criminal, the savage and the lunatic. Madness, savagery
and crime, the adventurer, fed on Jew-inspired revolt, called ... virtue ... This wild subhuman thing,
this life-form scarce emerged from the principal swamp, seduced the world by the paradox and the
principal challenge of his primitive intellectual equipment". "The swamp", observes Robert Casillo,
"had a profound significance for the fascist mind and is often found inseparably from anti-Semitism
in fascist writings". The swamp is also the place where protozoa, simple organisms, live and breed.
This is Bleistein's element: "A lustreless protrusive eye/Stares from the protozoic slime". Protozoa
have two relevant characteristics: they are mostly microscopic, one-celled organisms, found
wherever there is enough moisture to support active life, and they are agents of disease. They are
simple and they are dangerous. Again, then, the double charge: Bleistein, submersed in the swamp,
is both infected and liable to be contagious; likewise Gerontion's landlord, Jew-spawn. In a
broadcast. Pound talked of "Jew slime". In the Cantos, he abuses at length "the spawn of the gt.
Meyer Anselm" (Canto LXXIV), the Rothschild banking family. By contrast, Seamus Heaney uses
"spawning" to create a more complex, and grieving, effect: "Fishermen at Ballyshannon/Netted an
infant last night/Along with the salmon./An illegitimate spawning,/A small one thrown back/To the
waters"®^. The infant is a "spawning" because it has been washed up with other spawned life;
because its claim to life has been regarded as lightly as if it were spawn; and because life
originated in the waters. Eliot's Jew is spawn because, like spawn, Jews are indistinguishable from
each other; because, like fish (and rats), Jews were said to breed in great numbers; and because
he is not quite human. In Heaney's poem, the word mourns a death. In Eliot's poem, as in Pound's,
it is a jeer.

Only ostensibly human, this "Jew" bears the scars of a body at war with itself. Blistering is a
symptom of smallpox, an easily transmitted virus, associated with overcrowding, such as might
be found in a ghetto. One might "patch" an ulcer, that is, a blister that has burst, to cover areas
of skin that are otherwise denuded and eroded, or "peeled” . The repulsiveness of Jews was a
commonplace to anti-Semites, one of whom declared "his almost physical sense of repulsion
against the Jew and his skin". Jews, it was said, had "loathsome skin and scalp diseases" and
"lupus, trachoma, fa vus, eczema, and scurvy" afflicted them. Eliot's Jew belongs in this number.
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He is a mosaic of pustular eruptions, greying scars, and raw, inflamed skin. According to Sander
Gilman, it was traditional to regard "the skin of the Jew [as] marked by disease as a sign of divine
displeasure” . Ugliness defines Jews; "the contemporary Kike appears to be the confluence of every
form of hideousness in the world". Jews have an "unsightly countenance", a cliché seemingly
irresistible even to those who are not anti-Semitic: "Gerard stared at the large beautiful grotesque
Jewish head of the great scholar". In anti-Semitic lore, Jews were ugly because they bore the mark
of an ancestral crime: "I did not separate the idea of a Jew from that of a man with a swarthy
head, dull eyes, flat nose, large mouth; in fact I saw that God had printed a stamp of reprobation
on their foreheads"; "A curse was laid upon the Jewish people ... all European Jews have eczema
of the seat, all Asiatic Jews mange upon their heads, all African Jews boils on their legs, and
American Jews a disease of the eyes, as a result of which they are disfigured and stupid"; "[Jewish
refugees are] the filthy, ricketty jetsam of humanity, bearing on their evil faces the stigmata of
every physical and moral degeneration"; "the lower-class foreign Jews are ugly, obese and
waddlers"®^.

"Gerontion"'s "jew" is an intruder. He hovers outside the house, making unwelcome proprietory
claims over it. Such a Jew was a familiar type in anti-Semitism's gallery: "[the Jew is a] sucking
vampire ... that knocks ... at the narrow-windowed house of the German farmer and craftsman".
Compare Eliot's other Jew, similarly intruding through a window into a house, the gold-grinning
vulgarian of "Sweeney Among the Nightingales". The intruder brought the risk of disease: "[Eastern
Jews] bring us all kinds of diseases ... We m u s t... prohibit... [them from] spread[ing] their lice and
their blemishes. We must establish solid barriers at the borders". Such fears prompted panic
legislation. In 1854, the Swiss canton of Basel enacted a law prohibiting citizens from admitting
Jews into their houses, on penalty of a fine. In 1882, German regulations were introduced requiring
the delousing of Eastern Jews before entering the country; later, train carriages that had
transported these immigrants were ordered steamed after every trip. Jews are to be feared, but
they are also to be despised. They are dangerous, and yet they are also feeble and degenerate:

Their physical strength, their muscular power, has diminished in each generation;
their blood has become poorer, their stature smaller, their shoulders and chests
narrower. Many Jews ... have an emaciated, pallid look. Many of them show signs
of racial decline and degeneracy ... The Jew is, moreover, often misshapen; few
races have so many men who are deformed, disabled, or hunch backed ...

Quoted: Wilson 1982, 389; quoted: Holmes 1979, 40; Gilman 1 9 9 1 ,1 0 0 ; quoted: Poliakov 1974-5 III, 372; quoted:
Mehlman 1983, 24; Murdoch 1987, 20 (Chaim Breschar {Doctor Faustus] possesses a "fascinating ugliness": Mann 1973,
269); quoted: Poliakov 1974*5 III, 49; quoted: Samuel 1967, 213; quoted: Holmes 1979, 38; Ashton 1933, 23.
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"Gerontion” summarises both tendencies in anti-Semitism in its representation of the squatting
Jew. He is on the window sill both because he has been denied any more secure resting place and
because he himself may thus deny his tenant peacable possession of his house. This squatting
Jew, in his inability to find any permanent place of rest, is also Eliot's gesture toward that most
fatigued of cultural clichés, Ahasuerus the Wandering Jew. He gives the cliché a malignant tw ist
in "Gerontion" and a comic tw ist in "Burbank". "Chicago Semite Viennese" suggests labels on a
travelling salesman's suitcase. "The Jews", said the anti-Semitic Voltaire, "are the biggest tramps
who have ever soiled the face of the earth". The Jews, said the similarly anti-Semitic Bossuet, "are
a monstrous people, having neither hearth nor home, without a country and of all countries ... We
see before our eyes the remains of their shipwreck"^^. Ahasuerus and Simeon are opposing types,
the pair together comprising the Jewish witness to the truth of Christianity. Simeon blesses the
infant Jesus and is released into death; Ahasuerus curses the adult Jesus and is condemned to
endless life. The death of the one, and the continued existence of the other, are similarly
unregenerate. They are Jews for Christians. Eliot matches his Simeon with versions of the
Wandering Jew - Bleistein and "Gerontion"'s landlord.

The "jew" in "Gerontion" crouches because he is weak. Bleistein's posture is similarly, though not
so extremely, stooped: "But this or such was Bleistein's way:/A saggy bending of the knees". The
faulty posture of Jews, and in particular their week feet, is an anti-Semitic theme. Sander Gilman
has explored the resonances of this theme in "The Jewish Foot", a chapter in The Jewish Body (the
quotations that follow are taken from this chapter). In the Anatomy o f Melancholy, Robert Burton
attributed the "pace" of the Jews, as well as "their voice ... gesture, [and] looks" as signs of their
"conditions and infirmities". A 17th century Orientalist regarded the "crooked feet" of the Jews
as indicative of their physical inferiority. Two centuries later, their alleged weak feet made them
ineligible for military service (this, at a time when such eligibility was an important incident of
citizenship). Gilman comments: "this theme of the weakness of Jews' feet (in the form of flat feet
or impaired gait) beclame] part of the ... discourse about Jewish difference in the latter half of the
nineteenth century"®®. Eliot's account of the physical characteristics of Jews Is also continuous
with certain contemporaneous eugenicist anxieties®^.

It gets worse. There is a sinister hint of leprosy in "Gerontion". It is insinuated both by the body's
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surface condition and by its posture. In its tuberculoid form, this wasting disease forms stainlike
lesions with raised, reddish patches that become insensitive to stimulus as they spread. Leprosy
also causes the progressive withering, and ultimate loss, of the sufferer's limbs. Lepers, such as
this "jew", in the extremity of their affliction, are forced to squat because their legs will not support
them. Stigmatising Jews as lepers is an ancient, persistent calumny. It was alleged, for example,
by the anti-Semite Lysimachus, whose libels were controverted by Josephus. Tacitus claimed that
Jews abstained from pork "in memory of their tribulations, as they themselves were once infected
with the disease [leprosy] to which this creature is subject". A medieval version alleged that Jews
and lepers conspired together to poison wells. Though in more modem times, Jews and l^ e rs were
related by analogy as two similarly pariah people, the literal identification of Jews as lepers
persisted. So while Charles Maurras referred to "the Jewish, anarchist, leprosy", Edouard Drumont
claimed that "[the Jew] is subject to all the maladies caused by the corruption of the blood:
scrofula, scurvy, scabies, dysentery,... and hereditary leprosy". Marx associated leprosy, Jews and
syphilis in his description of his rival, Lassalle: "Lazarus the leper is the prototype of the Jews and
of Lazarus-Lassalle. But in our Lazarus, the leprosy lies in the brain. His illness was originally a
badly cured case of syphilis". Again, Gilman comments: "The pathognomic sign of the Jew is
written on the skin". There was a recent precedent for Eliot in Kipling's "Gehazi", an execration of
Rufus Issacs published in 1915. It represents the Jewish politician as a leper. In an unpublished
poem, "The Burden of Jerusalem", Kipling repeated the libel, referring to the Pharaonic Jews as a
"plaguey multitude"” . Lepers are weak but dangerous, and they form separate communities.
They are thus analogous to the Jews of an anti-Semitic imagination. Such an imagination routinely
turns analogy into identity: Jews become lepers. Eliot reworked the calumny, repeated so often
that it became not just an accusation but the way in which Jews were routinely characterised, and
he incorporated it in one of his finest poems.

"Gerontion", a condensed instance of all these anti-Semitic themes, economically renders them in
the image of the squatting Jew, perched on a window sill, in a state of precarious quarantine
("mankind has put the Jewish race in quarantine" said Chateaubriand” ), kept apart because he
is unclean, unwelcome even in the house that he owns, wretched yet monied. These lines are a
horror picture, drawn with loathing. One recoils from them.

Now consider "Burbank"'s sixth stanza, a Baedeker to a landscape drawn by an anti-Semite: "The
rats are underneath the piles./The jew is underneath the lot./Money in furs". "Piles" can be great
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fortunes, or they can be ancient, lofty buildings (as in "ancestral pile”). They can be supporting
timber posts for bridges, or driven into river beds or marshes. A "pile”, furthermore, can be the
reverse side of a coin, or fine, downy, short hair, such as a rat has. "Burbank* draws on all these
meanings. The word "piles" evokes the buildings and the timber posts, the fortunes and more
particularly the coins, and the rats. These rats are related obscurely to the wealth, both at its
source as well as being the cause of its undoing. They are so closely to be identified with what
they destroy that, by the synechdoche "piles", they become it. "The jew is underneath the lot" this is a phrase to be glossed first as meaning: Bleistein's subaqueous perspective, "starting] from
the protozoic slime", is beneath even that of a rat, Jews being lower than vermin, and second: the
world, which is rotten but perplexing, is to be explained by reference to the Jews, their influence
and power. This is a common enough anti-Semitic trope: "[the Jewish people are] indestructible
and humiliated, the enemy of mankind and its eternal slave"*^. The Jews are "underneath" both
in the sense of being the most worthless, and in the sense of being the most significant, as where
one asks, "what's at the bottom of all this?". (Some parallel instances: "The Jews here are at the
bottom of most of our troubles and will someday suffer for it"; "[the] subterranean and invisible
influence [of the Jews]"*^). Jews, asserts Eliot, will make money out of anything, even rats' pelts
("Money in furs"). They become, in the poem's extravagant spasm of disgust, furry rats
themselves.

Identifying Jews with rats is a commonplace of anti-Semitism, and entails a recommendation: expel
them, or exterminate them! This is typical: "Shame and the danger of contact, ha[s] been the
Christian antidote to [the Jews'] pestilence since God wanted to perpetuate this vermin".
Comparing Jews to vermin is one of anti-Semitism's favourite tropes: "I hold a Jew in less esteem
than the lowest of the animals that I have on my farm"; "Jewish vermin"; "If you want to avoid
the bubonic plague, send the yids to Panama"; "this usurious vermin" should be exterminated "like
trichinae and bacilli"; "For us, the Jews are only a passing pest and a cholera". "[Rothschild]
belong[s] to the rodent order; he looks like a rat, a colossal Leviathan of a rat"; "the Jerusalem of
filth, stinking of rats, in which Jews, covered in muck, scramble for pieces of gold"; "[Reinach,]
this poisoned rat behind the woodwork"; "[a fictional Jew:] a dirty, greasy rat [with] a strange
power over women"; "[Jewish refugees to Australia:] weedy East Europeans ... slinking, rat-faced
men"; "[Jewish refugees to England:] the unwashed verminous alien"; "[Jewish immigrants] live
like rats in a hole - I cannot find words bad enough for them". Pound fulminated against "the
Baruchs, the Rothschilds, Lehmans, Seligmans, Sassoons, and other importations ancient and
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modem from the sewers of Parstine*. ”Freud, Bergson”, he wrote, were "crawlin' in through all
the crevices”. American "sovereignty”, he insisted, had been "handed over to VERMIN”; elsewhere
he wrote of "usury vermin”. In a short, typically apodictic piece written in 1939, Pound declared:
"We want an European religion. Christianity is verminous with Semitic infections”*^. AntiSemitism's most poisonous invective hisses in "Burbank”.

Here is "Dirge”, another "ugly touch” which cannot be dismissed as bad poetry:

Full fathom five your Bleistein lies
Under the flatfish and the squids.
Graves' Disease in a dead Jew's eyes I
When the crabs have eat the lids.
Lower than the wharf rats dive
Though he suffer a sea-change
Still expensive rich and strange

That is lace that was his nose
See upon his back he lies
(Bones peep through the ragged toes)
With a stare of dull surprise
Flood tide and ebb tide
Roll him gently side to side
See the lips unfold unfold
from the teeth, gold in gold
Lobsters hourly keep close watch
HarkI now I hear them

scratch scratch scratch**

The poem exists in two versions. Empson liked both: "[They are] exultantly rancorous parodies,
describing the rich London Jews rotting under water; they seem to me better poetry than the few
bits which have been quoted from his youthful sex-fun poems, but they have the same confident
bounce, and they were plainly among the major impulses behind writing The Waste Land'... The
rejected passages of Jew-baiting are ... deeply involved in the final poetry”**. "Dirge” is an
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Emersonian poem of "disgust* and "rats", but without any corresponding Emersonian "balance"
of "beauty" and "magnificence". The line "expensive rich and strange", elaborates the cliché "rich
as a Jew". The line "the teeth, gold in gold" rehearses the supposed fondness of Jews for that
precious metal, as does the gold-grinning man in "Sweeney Among the Nightingales". "The golden
International" was an anti-Semitic slogan of the late 19th century; other anti-Semites execrated the
Jews' "sempiternal gold pusuit" and regarded them as "of all the nations, the most miserly, ...
[their] greed ... consists of loving gold and silver as gold and silver, and not for some purpose";
they were described as the "dismal mediator of nations who speak the language common to them
all, gold". "We Jews", boasts Kipling's Kadmiel, "know how the earth's gold moves"**. Bleistein's
face is a Jewish physiognomy out of an anti-Semite's album - protruding eyes, prominent nose,
gold-filled teeth. As a picture or caricature, this face has appeared on innumerable occasions in
leaflets and newspapers, on posters, and as illustrations in books. Hostile descriptions of such
faces incorporate these features in their inventories of Jewish traits. Eliot's specific contribution
is to incorporate a retaliatory element in the account. Thinking of Rachel, we may say that the
crabs tear at Bleistein with murderous claws. The poem does not just communicate an anti-Semitic
message. It enacts that happiest of anti-Semitic diversions, the tormenting of a Jew. Compare this
fantasy of an anti-Dreyfusard: "A specially trained torturer should first of all cut off their eyelids
with a pair of scissors ... When it is thus quite impossible for them to close their eyes, poisonous
spiders wil be put in the half-shells of walnuts which will be placed on their eyes ..."**. And so
on. The difference between this and "Dirge" is one of degree only.

This is a different Jew, and a different kind of account, to "Gerontion"'s. There is more
dispassionate anatomising in "Dirge", and a greater detachment gained in consequence of its
parodie relation to Ariel's song in The Tempest, It is characterised less by revulsion that by a gleeful
cruelty. Avoiding "Gerontion"'s description of the surface symptoms of a generalised disease,
"Dirge" surveys a body in its differential decomposition, passing from limbs to face, and from face
to eyes. Grave's Disease its mock diagnosis. "Dirge" is a repudiation of art's "business" (as
conceived by Hegel), which is "to expunge the difference between the spiritual and the purely
natural, and to make the external bodily presence into a shape, beautiful, through and through
developed, ensouled and spiritually living"*^. The ugliness of Bleistein in this poem, and his lack
of aesthetic sense in "Burbank", together comprise the two parts of a single anti-Semitic truism,
given most succinct expression by Richard Wagner: "a race whose general appearance we cannot

**. Quotod: Katz 1988, 285; Dostoievsky 1986, 641; quoted: Poliakov 1974*5 III, 2 7 2 , 342; Kipling 1987, 200.
**. Quoted: Wilson 1982, 589.

” , Hegel,

1975 I, 43 4.

133

consider suitable for aesthetic purposes is by the same token incapable of any artistic
presentation"".

Bleistein has become food for the sea-creatures. This is horrible in itself. With the corpse's popping
eyes, the principal symptom of Grave's Disease, we have already entered the realm of the
gratuitous. Sufferers of the disease have a fearsome, startling appearance. They are wild-eyed and
appear demented. The hideousness of their demeanor would be aggravated if their eye lids were
torn away. (In this weirdly ocular poem, where the "lobsters ... keep watch", even the fish have
their part to play. The odd-looking flatfish have both their eyes located on one side of their head,
while squids have eyes almost as complex as humans'). It is the peculiar horror of "Dirge" that it
celebrates the putrification of Bleistein, achieved furthermore not by natural process, but by animal
ravaging. One recoils not just from the unsightliness of this unsighted Jew. One also recoils from
the bestial devouring of the exposed dead. It is loathsome. But, in keeping with Eliot's disdain for
Jews, and his refusal to fear them, Bleistein's unburied corpse does not threaten to pollute. Julia
Kristeva helps me to make my point:

A decaying body, lifeless, completely turned into dejection, blurred between the
inanimate and the inorganic, a transitional swarming ... the corpse represents
fundamental pollution. A body without soul, a non-body, disquieting matter, it is to
be excluded from God's territory ... Without always being impure, the corpse is
' accursed of God' (Deuteronomy 21:23 ): it must not be displayed but Immediately
buried so as not to pollute the divine earth."

Eliot "excludes" Bleistein's body, just as he excludes the "jew" in "Gerontion". He also defiles that
body while ensuring that it may not itself defile by locating it underwater. The rotting body does
not endanger others. Drumont worked, so he claimed, to purify the France from "Jewish
miasmas"^", the noxious or infectious exhalations from putrescent organic matter. True to his
poetry of contempt, Eliot ensures that Bleistein cannot be imagined as a threat.

In its refusal of compassion, or even common respect, for the dead, the poem denies that dread
of an unburied, unconsecrated, corpse, paradigmatically expressed by Antigone. In Sophocles's
play, she protests at Creon's order which condemns her brother Polynices, "not to be buried, not
to be mourned;/To be left unburied, unwept, a feast of flesh/ For keen-eyed carrion birds".

Wagnor 1973, 27.
Kristeva 1982, 109.
Quoted: Wilson 1982, 489.
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Antigone's impassioned advocacy of Polynices's cause is to be contrasted with Eliot's sardonic
repudiation of any relation with the dead Jew. One may think of "Dirge” as a poem written by a
debased Creon, a Theban king become anti-Semitic demagogue. "Dirge” takes a delight in the
rotting of the corpse that is different in nature to Creon's: "He is to have no grave, no burial/... /He
is to be left unburied, left to be eaten/By dogs and vultures, a horror for all to see"^\ While Creon
shares Antigone's horror, "Dirge" merely evokes it in order to achieve the effect of a violation. It
is a poem whose purpose is to shock and repel. The recoil from imagined infection in "Gerontion"
is matched by the recoil from the imagined violation of the dead in "Dirge". Each is multiply ugly,
rendering physical ugliness as the sign of a body's disease and dishonour.

Polynices forfeited the right to a grave when he turned against Thebes: repudiating the city, he lost
its protection when dead. The relation between country and grave, expressed by Publilius as "the
man without a country is a corpse without a g r a v e " b e c o m e s clear in Eliot's anti-Semitic
poetry. The Bleistein of "Dirge" has no terrestrial grave because he has no country. In gloating over
the circumstances of his decomposition, the poem also celebrates the condition of Jews as
stateless transients during extended periods of Europe's history. This Bleistein is a Jew from a
medieval sermon, he has "become the opprobrium of the universe, wandering, fugitive, scorned,
without altar, without land"^’ . Bleistein and the "Gerontion"'s "jew” are fbced by their lack of
rootedness. They are "placed” by the poems' refusal to grant them homes. In the case of
"Gerontion", it is Antwerp-Brussels-London; in the case of "Burbank* it is Chicago-Vienna; in the
case of "Dirge", it is the seabed. These Jews have neither soul nor domicile. They are composed
of gestures, and have to make do with temporary addresses. Though they are alien, they are not
from any other specific place, which makes their strangeness more disturbing. They are nowhere
at home, strangers wherever they live. They refuse the ties of nation: "the very first lesson" learnt
by Jewish converts, Tacitus says, is to "shed all feelings of patriotism". "The fatherland of the
Jews", says Schopenhauer, "is the other Jews"^*.

Bleistein's "lustreless protrusive eye* in "Burbank", and his "dead Jew's eyes” in "Dirge”, and the
"heavy eyes" of the Jew in "Sweeney Among the Nightingales”, parody Shylock's celebrated
protest "Hath not a Jew eyesl”. The protest is itself an anti-Semitic joke because the medieval
caricatures of Jews frequently had oversized heads and bulging eyes, tiie emphasis resting on the

ibid. 131. "Death in Homer ie an unmixed evil; the ultimate evil ia death followed by desecration of the body. The
latter is an evil suffered by the kin and the household of the dead man as well as by the corpse” (MacIntyre 1985).
Publilius Syrus 1982 I, 39. This theme has a classical resonance: "Sophocles has Philoctetes declare that when
deprived cf friends and of a polls, he became *a corpse among the living'" (MacIntyre 1988, 96).
Poliakov 1974-5 I, 185.
Tacitus 1975, 273-4; quoted: Poliakov 1977 IV, 7.
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hideous and the grotesque, rather than the frightening^. Yes, Shakespeare's audience laughs, a
Jew certainly does have eyesl These eyes are ugly, and the ugliness indicates a spiritual incapacity.
The blindness of the Jews was a theological condition: "I feel pity and horror for [the Jews], and
I pray God with the Church that he remove from their eyes the veil which prevents them from
seeing that Jesus Christ has come"; "Yea what art thou, blind unconverted Jew"; "the obstinate,
blind dogs"; "Jews are always bom blind"^*. By contrast, in literary tradition, Jewish eyes
startled, intimidated, were magnetically bright, and were always worthy of comment: "the dark
mongoloid eye ... the Evil Eye"; "[Fagin's] eyes glistened as he raised the lid"; "intent eyes - eyes
gleaming with suspicion, with pride, with clarity, with cupidity, with comprehension ... hawk's
eyes”; "We do not want ever to get rid of the deep, sad Jewish eyes"; "The flash in his dark eye
was of the hereditary wrath bequeathed to him from many generations of persecuted fathers"; "He
was a man of majestic presence: His countenance was strongly marked, and his eyes were large,
black, and sparkling: Yet there was something in his look which ... inspired me with a secret awe,
not to say horror"; "[Svengali was] of Jewish aspect, well-featured but sinister ... [with] bold,
brilliant black eyes"; "a little white-faced Jew with an eye like a rattlesnake"; "he wou'd turn and
give a Look at me, like the Devil; I thought I never saw any thing so frightful in my Life"^. Now
compare Eliot with Joyce:

Then [Stephen] looked up and saw the eyes that said or didn't say the words the
voice he heard said - if you work. - Count me out, he managed to remark, meaning
to work. The eyes were surprised at this observation, because as he, the person
who owned them pro. tem. observed, or rather, his voice speaking did: All must
work, have to, together’*.

This humorous synechdoche. Bloom's eyes as Bloom himself, mocks a convention which by reflex
represents Jews as possessing powerful, dark, magnetic, eyes. Joyce subverts mocks the
convention by overstating it; Eliot denies it by blinding his Jews. He reinstates the theological
blindness of Jews, and denies the literary magnetism of their gaze. Insensate, their eyes are lights
that have been extinguished.

"Dirge" also parodies some famous lines from T7)e Tempest. It mocks Bleistein's corpse, while also

Bonfil 1988, 93.
Quoted: Poliakov 1974-5 III, 70; quoted: Dobkoweki 1979, 9; quoted: Oberman 19 84 , 99; quoted: Trachtenberg
1983, 50.
Lewie 1939, 17, 54; Dickens 1 9 7 6 ,1 0 7 ; Fitzgerald 1973, 232; quoted: Poliakov 19 77 IV, 12; quoted: Dobkoweki
1979, 29; Lewie 1980, 168; Du Mauriar 1895, 12; quoted: Cheyette 1989, 21; Defoe 19 76 , 113..
Joyce 1973, 565.
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mocking Ariers song. "Dirge” indeed is a lyric that is founded upon derision. This is an additional
form of ugliness, an additional violation. It is more than the harmless Dadaist impulse to tease a
masterwork banalised by over-exposure. "Dirge” does not paint a moustache on The Tempest.
Eliot's poetry, remarked Harold Rosenberg, "contained a good dose of Dada"^, too kind a
judgment on "Dirge"'s disfigurement of these lines from The Tempest (I ii, 399-406):

Full fathom five thy father lies
Of his bones are coral made;
Those are pearls that were his eyes:
Nothing of him that doth fade.
But doth suffer a sea-change
Into something rich and strange.
Sea-nymphs hourly ring his knell
HarkI now I hear them, - Ding-dong, bell.

Ariel's song dissipates the horror of decomposition on an unconsecrated sea bed. It consoles
Ferdinand, who believes that his father has drowned. The song offers a vision of the transforming
powers of the sea. Ariel masks the macabre; "Dirge" unmasks it, making it more frightful by
rendering it in similarly lyrical language. Like a threat uttered sympathetically, or a violent gesture
accompanied by a smile, though the title promises something compassionate, it delivers a brutal
anti-requiem.

While Ariel's sea, like his master, is a magician, " Dirge"'s sea is rapacious. Alonso and Bleistein
both cheat the sea, but they do so in different ways. Though the sea fails to change either man,
it is only Alonso who is saved from drowning. Bleistein, though truly the sea's victim, is not
transmuted into something finer. The sea violates him without reforming him. Unlike the Alonso
of Ariel's imagination, Bleistein is not improved by the sea. He is immune to its purificatory powers,
and resists its baptismal cleansing. (This is another joke at the expense of the "hydrophobic" Jew,
in Wilhelm Marr's phrase: "Do not shy away from a few drops of water"*^). Indeed, it is not a
baptism at all, but a death that is celebrated; the poem adopts Luther's sneer "If I find a Jew to
baptize, I shall lead him to the Elbe bridge, hang a stone around his neck, and push him into the
water, baptising him with the name of A b r a h a m A l o n s o ' s "sea-change" turns him into
"something rich and strange". Bleistein, by contrast, is "sf/7/expensive rich and strange". In this

Rosenberg 1970, 210.
Quoted: Zmmermann 1988, 24 9.
PollAov 1974-5 I, 223.
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way, it can be said that "Dirge” changes Ariers song, by reductive parody, into something poor
and familiar - an anti-Semite's song. Bleistein remains the immutable Jew, as irreducibly alien on
the sea bed as in any terrestrial city. Underwater, he simply exchanges one form of display for
another. (Jewish ostentation is another resonating theme of anti-Semitism's - Meinecke, for
example, commented silkily of German Jews in the 1880s that "they were inclined to enjoy
indiscreetly the favourable economic situation now smiling on them"”^ . Hence the grotesque
rendering of the thinned flap of skin "that was his nose" as lace, and the substituting of one form
of vagrancy for another, not toes peeping through ragged shoes, but bones through ragged toes.
The Jew is in death as he is in life: both plutocrat and pauper, flashy (hence the "lace") and
indigent (hence the "ragged"), but always the parasite.

Walking along the beach, Stephen Dedalus sees the body of a drowned man being reclaimed, and
the following passes through his mind:

Five fathoms out there. Full fathom five thy father lies. A t one he said. Found
drowned. High water at Dublin bar. Driving before it a loose drift of rubble,
fanshoals of fans, silly shells. A corpse rising saltwhite from the undertow, bobbing
landward, a pace a pace a porpoise. There he is. Hook it quick. Sunk though he be
beneath the watery floor. We have him. Easy now.

Bag of corpsegas sopping in foul brine. A quiver of minnows, fat of a spongy
titbit, flash through the slits of his buttoned trouserfly. God becomes man becomes
fish becomes barnacle goose becomes featherbed mountain. Dead breaths I living
breathe, tread dead dust, devour a urinous offal from all dead. Hauled stark over
the gunwale he breathes upward the stench of his green grave, his leprous
nosehole snoring to the sun.

A seachange this, brown eyes saltblue. Seadeath, mildest of all deaths known
to man. Old Father Ocean.”

The reference to Ariel's song is Shakespearian embroidery, part of the texture of Stephen's
experience of the scene. The allusion is not to The Tempest itself, but to a contextless, well-known
quotation. It has its proper place in the internal monologue as one of a number of associations,
without priority. Ariel's song is a literary cliché. It does not pretend to make sense of the spectacle,

"

Meinecke 1963, 15.
Joyce 1973, B5-6.
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or to give the dead man dignity. It doesn't diminish the horror; it doesn't make it worse. It doesn't
explain the scene, it is part of it, because it figures momentarily in Stephen's consciousness, which
itself is part of the scene. Of course, if this were not so, if the song stood as an epigraph to the
event, the effect would be kitsch, the false domestication of a work of art in an attempt to give
significance to the banal. Resisting this, Joyce submerges Ariel's song, while Eliot, facing the same
risk, defaces it. Both address this question: given the unavoidability of the song, how to incorporate
it in an account of a drowning man? Joyce mixes it up in a jumble of associations, frankly
acknowledging its enfeebled condition as a sort of verbal "Mona Usa”, familiar beyond its dramatic
context, known to many who do not know The Tempest. It is part of "The Waste Land"'s
"Shakespeherian rag". Joyce accepts that, finding a place for the song in its present state of over
exposure. Eliot does something new with it, deforming the text to make it fit the violence of his
literary rendering of the corpse of a dead Jew .

Returned to the sea, the drowned man takes his place in Joyce's subversive series, the theological
tailing off into the playful, as in the sequence God to man to fish (or, with Christ, God as man as
fish) to feathers to featherbed mountains. Like Bleistein, he is also food for the fish, he too suffers
the leper's fate, he rots, and exhales foul odours. His "leprous nosehole", however, is far from the
language of anti-Semitism. Joyce's phrase is innocent of "Gerontion"'s innuendoes. "Dirge" does
not gaze at the hideous in order to subordinate it to its art. The ugliness of the poem cannot be
defended as a case of the artist exercising his right to render in his art that which others turn away
from. Though the poem pretends surgical detachment in its precise reference to medical disorder,
and careful notation of the detail of decomposition, it cannot truly claim it. Eliot is not like the artist
in the operating theatre, or the novelist during the plague. He is neither Rembrandt nor Defoe. This
poem reverses the great affirmation of the humanist, "I am a man, and reckon nothing human alien
to me", appropriately rejected by the anti-Semitic Santayana: "If the humanist could really live up
to his ancient maxim, Humana nil a me alienum puto, he would sink into moral anarchy and artistic
impotence”^ . The denial of this maxim is one way in which Eliot defeats "artistic impotence".
"Dirge" says: that which is human is alien to me. A t any rate, that which is human, but Jewish,
is alien. Compare Joyce in a Jewish cemetery:

Corpses of Jews lie about me rotting in the mould of their holy field. Here is the
tomb of her people, black stone, silence without hope

Pimply Meissel brought

me here. He is beyond those trees standing with covered head at the grave of his
suicide wife, wondering how the woman who slept in his bed has come to this end
The tomb of her people and hers: black stone, silence without hope: and all is

**. Quoted: McCormick 1988, 308.
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ready. Do not dial**

This is from Giacomo Joyce, a short prose work which relates Joyce's passion for a young Jewish
woman. These are lines of respect for the Jewish dead; their bodies are uncovered to mark the
writer's imaginative intimacy with them. Meissel mourns the death which ended his marriage;
Joyce fears the death which will likewise rob him of the object of his infatuation: "Do not dial”.
"Dirge" reverses that injunction; it is a poem which celebrates the death of a Jew. As Sartre
observes: "A destroyer in function, a sadist with a pure heart, the anti-Semite is, in the very depths
of his heart, a criminal. What he wishes, what he prepares for, is the death of the Jew "**. Two
corpses: Antigone mourns Polynices, while the poet who wrote "Dirge" may be imagined
exclaiming: "Bleistein is not my brother". Indeed, the substitution of Bleistein's name for the
"father" of the original text has the effect of severing the Jew from all family relations, thereby
taking him outside, in a telling cliché, the "family of man”. This poem, and the Quatrain poems
written across the same period, are a sour celebration of the isolation of the artist, and thus
represents the terminal point of a Romantic, and latterly. Symbolist, tradition.

The passage from U/ysses frankly acknowledges the enfeebled condition of the song, finding a
place for it notwithstanding its state of over-exposure. Eliot does something different with it. He
deforms the song to make it fit the violence of his subject, which is the literary rendering of a
Jew's corpse. This parallels the strategy of "Burbank", a poem which savages "poetical” Venice,
Venice as literary cliché, in order to retrieve that cliché for art. In just this way, "Dirge" savages
Ariel's song, and the "poetical" sea, the sea as literary cliché, redeeming them from staleness,
recovering them for its own poetry of contempt and loathing. In disfiguring Bleistein, it disfigures
elements of classical and English literary culture. The violation of Bleistein's body in the poem
enacts the violation by the poem of its sources. Those sources live on as literary clichés. "Dirge"
does not restore their brilliance, it attacks them. So Eliot can say, with Rimbaud: "One evening, I
sat beauty on my knees - And I found her bitter - And I reviled her"*^. To borrow a phrase of
Arthur Danto's, the object of his aesthetics is not the transfiguration of the commonplace** but
the disfiguration of the beautiful.

Anti-Semitism is constituted by its multiple misrepresentations of Jewish history, Judaism, Jews:

Joyce 1983, 6.
Sartre 1965, 49.
"Un soir, j'ai assis la Beauté sur mes genoux. - Et je t'ai trouvée amère. - Et je l'ai injuriée" ("Une Saison En Enfer",
Rimbaud 1962, 299).

“ . Danto 1981.
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collectively, the object of its animus. It preys upon Jewish history, taking its themes to pervert
them. Those themes are homelessness, social solidarity, and aspects of intellectual freedom and
material prosperity. Each is given a tw ist by anti-Semitism. The calamity of exile is substituted by
the stigma of rootlessness, the virtue of communal self-help becomes the monster of international
conspiracy, dissent is treated as subversion, and the wealth of a few is expanded into the parasitic
affluence or indigence of all. ”Dirge”'s destructive dependence on Ariers song is thus imitative of
anti-Semitism, which is parasitic upon that which it travesties. It cannot be grasped without a
separate sense of its target. Eliot gives an anti-Semitic tw ist to texts that are either untouched by
anti-Semitism or, as with UlysseSt actively resist it. He visits Jews upon them like a malignancy.
Passages from The Tempest and Ulysses undergo a sea-change in ”Dirge”, rotting into antiSemitism. They are made ugly. The poem finds a small place for itself between the interstices of
these other works, its repulsion of their complexly benign impulses itself repulsive. But ” Dirge” also
reaches beyond its travesty of The Tempest and its dialogue with U/ysses to offend against

Antigone. It squats in ugly opposition to Sophocles's drama which places reverence for the dead
in the balance against the imperatives of citizenship. The Jew, a threat to the modem polis, is
driven off the earth, his body exposed and degraded. There is no Antigone to lament him. In
rejecting Jews, and thereby setting its face against Antigone, and also against The Tempest and

U/ysses, the poem rejects its own sources of inspiration. In disfiguring Bleistein, it disfigures
elements of classical and English literary culture. It is, in a sense, anti-art, a negative imprint of
what art can be, indeed, has already been. It is this quality which makes it modem.

Thus ”Dirge”, which is both disgusting and offensive, risks losing the honorific title of ”art”:

... [the] disgusting or offensive ... rouses the will of the beholder, and therefore
disturbs purely aesthetic contemplation ... it rouses the will by holding before it
objects that are abhorrent. It has therefore always been recognised as absolutely
inadmissible in a rt."

Excluding ”Dirge” from the category of the aesthetic is appealing, not least because such an
exclusion matches the poem's own exclusion of Bleistein, and the poet's exclusion of the poem
from ”The Waste Land”. But if it isn't art, how is it to be characterised? It is a poem, which is a
literary form, and thus eligible to be considered as an instance of art. What is more, it has a relation
to already existing works of art. It has a relation, that is, to that heterogeneous assembly of texts
termed the literary canon. This relation can be characterised as a stance of belligerence. ”Dirge”
is only one instance of Eliot's posture of aggression, evident in the following extract from Eliot's

Schopenhauer 1966 I, 208.
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essay on Phillip Massinger:

Immature poets imitate; mature poets steal', bad poets deface what they take, and
good poets make it into something better, or at least something different. The good
poet welds his theft into a whole of feeling which is unique, utterly different from
that from which it was tom; the bad poet throws it into something which has no
cohesion. A good poet will usually borrow from authors remote in time, or alien in
language, or diverse in interest.*^

Supporting this series of contrasts, mature poets against immature poets, and good poets against
bad poets, are correspondingly contrasting terms of violent approriation and terms of deference and
passivity. The poets of whom Eliot approves steal and tear; the others imitate. It is a startling,
provocative account of poetic creation, itself "stolen" from Emerson!'^ It is full of disrespect for
the integrity of existing literary works. They are to be quarried, not replicated. Eliot fails to maintain
the momentum of his argument. He slides into pieties about the uniqueness of successful poems.
He also fights shy of "deface", a term which he allocates inappropriately to the bad poet, just as
he misallocates "borrows" to the good poet. Bad poets cannot get close enough to antecedent
works to deface them; good poets cannot both "steal" and "borrow". The terms need to be
switched. Good poets deface, on occasion; bad poets feebly borrow. In "The Waste Land", Eliot
defaces works by Spenser and Marvell, among others:

Sweet Thames, run softly, till I end my song.
The river bears no empty bottles, sandwich papers.
Silk handkerchiefs, cardboard boxes, cigarette ends
Or other testimony of summer nights.

But at my back from time to time I hear
The sound of horns and motors, which shall bring
Sweeney to Mrs. Porter in the Spring. (II. 176-179, 197-99)

In a similarly forensic vein, but writing now instead of in 1920, Eliot might have asserted: mature

"Philip Massinger", SE 2 0 6 (my italics). The essay first appeared in The Sacred Wood, the volume's tide underlining
the violence of Eliot's poetic-critical project. Watson (1962, 187*88) suggests that it comes from Frazer: "In this sacred
grove there grew a certain tree round wNch ... a grim figure might be seen to prow l... He was a priest and a murderer: aiKl
the man for whom he was looking was sooner or later to murder him and hold the priesthood in his stead. Such was the
rule of the sanctuary. A candidate for the priesthood could only succeed to office by slaying the priest, and having slain him,
he retained office till he was himself slain" (Frazer 1987, 1). Eliot is the candidate, "murderer" and "thief".
"It has come to be practically a sort of rule in literature that a man, having once shown himself capable of orginal
writing, is entitled thenceforth to steal from the writing of others at discretion" rShakespeare”; quoted: Poirier 1 9 8 8 ,1 4 0 ).
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poets violate earlier poets' moral rights. These are the rights conferred by the Copyright, Designs

and Patents Act 1988. They consist of the right to be identified as author, and the right to object
to derogatory treatment of one's work. The lines quoted above amount to derogatory treatment
of "Prothalamion" and "To his Coy Mistress”. They "distort" and "mutilate" (s. 80(2i(bi) the two
poems. The "Massinger" essay retreats before the implications of its own radicalism and the point
of retreat is marked by the application of "deface” to bad, and not good, poets. There is a related
denial, similarly unargued, of the radical nature of the modem poet's aesthetic in After Strange

Gods. Eliot writes with loathing of a short story of Hardy's which on its face does not seem to
merit such an extreme response:

In "Barbara and the House of Grebe" we are introduced into a world of pure evil.
The tale would seem to have been written solely to provide a satisfaction for some
morbid emotion.**

W hat is this extraordinary story? Barbara loves Edmond, from whom she has been separated by
her family. When in Italy, he commissions a bust which he sends to her. He is then horribly injured.
On his return, Barbara recoils from him. He dies rejected; she marries someone else. Infatuated with
the bust, she visits it each night until a sculptor employed by her husband disfigures it to match
Edmond's disfigured face. She is exposed to it repeatedly until her love turns to loathing. She
sickens and dies. Following her death, a sermon is preached on the folly of sensuous love. One can
ignore this moralistic gloss. It is a story which celebrates the power of the artist, both to charm and
to terrify. Its heroes are the tw o sculptors, each creative, even though the second preys upon the
work of the first. Eliot is the student of them both, a proposition confirmed by the violence of his
hostility to the second one. The second sculptor disfigures a statue to create a new statue of a
disfigured man. Likewise, Eliot disfigures Shakespeare's poem to create a new poem about a Jew
who is disfigured. "Dirge", and indeed the greater poem of which it was once part, is an example
of the impulse to deface in Eliot's work, a deliberate disfigurement of the work of others,
dislocating their language into his meaning (to adapt his own violent words**). Maud Ellmann has
written well about this aspect of "The Waste Land". She argues that it is a poem which
"desecrates tradition" and "uses nostalgia to conceal its vandalism". "April is the cruellest month”,
for example, "blasphemes against the first lines of The Canterbury Taies, which presents April's
showers as sweet". "0 keep the Dog far hence" is "purloined from Webster". Eliot practices a
"verbal kleptomania", challenging the convention "that literary texts are private property". The

ASG 68; Hardy 1970.
"The Met^hysical Poet#", SE 289.
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poem as a whole displays an anxiety "about originality and theft"**. Rightly, Ellmann runs the
thefts and the defacements together, implying a connection between the tw o practices which Eliot
is at pains to deny. The defacement and the anti-Semitism make common cause on occasion in
Eliot's work. What, after all, is "The jew is underneath the lot" if not a slogan of the kind one might
expect to find chalked on a wall? The line defaces the poem, which in turn defaces Browning's
poetry of Venice, and Shakespeare's, and Byron's, and Shelley's, and Gautier's, that is to say,
poetry that "Burbank" invokes in order to deride.

Eliot does not contrast the splendid past with the sordid present to the detriment of the latter, he
constructs by quotation and allusion an image of the past in order to gibe at its absurdity in present
circumstances. Dada's lesson, which Eliot refused to grant in his criticism, while improving upon
it in his poetry, is that a certain kind of defacing has its own artistic possibilities. This is not a
defence of bad art, art which is merefy derivative of good art, but of a kind of art that wishes a
relation with existing art that precisely is not derivative. If it is not to depend upon the art that
precedes it, it must attack that art. "Dirge" represents a despoiling of art. It is a savage and
parasitic kind of art which parodies an "original", and is thus as dependant in this way on the
labour of others {The Tempest) as is the anti-Semite's Jew upon his Gentile hosts. "Dirge" is the
anti-Semite's Jew, parasitic upon, and yet destructive of, the beauty and riches of other texts. It
violates art's parameters in the name of art. * Dirge"'s anti-Semitism completes this poem's
extraordinary hierarchy of aesthetic and ethical violations. It defaces Ariel's song; it assaults its
Jewish subject; it affronts or excites its readers. Anti-Semitism does not disfigure Eliot's poetry;
Eliot's anti-Semitic poetry disfigures the poetry that it preys upon, the anti-Semitism being the
agent of that disfiguration.

It is a deeply distasteful work, whatever one's enthusiasm for its formal belligerence. Pound's
marginal comment "77 doubtful"** against Eliot's manuscript version gets nowhere near its true
"doubtfulness" (and that is assuming that Pound was not just querying the poem's place In the
larger work). The poem is distasteful principally because it combines sophistication and viciousness,
its effects artful and repulsive, bewildering in the way it gloats in tranquility over the dead Jew,
his body still house to disease, and subject to humiliation.

Ellmann 1987, 95, 101, 102.
WLFT 121. "It Is worth nodng, in view of Pound's subsequent IsicI] anti-Semitic phase, that he opposed tfte
introduction of Bleistein into "The Waste Land", writing doubtful' under two emphatic question marks on the fair copy of
these additional verses in Eliot's hand" (Levin 1981, 43-4). This begs the question: did Pound tNnk A e poem "doubtful"
because of its anti-Semitism? I doubt it. Ricks, unequivocal about Pound's anti-Semitism, merely records the jotting,
reserving the scruples over publication to Eliot alone (Ricks 1988, 38-9).
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In "Disgust and Other Forms of Aversion"", an essay in anti-aesthetics, David Pole lists a number
of things which he says tend to disgust us. For example: the semi-liquid and the viscous; slugs, lice
and the like; excrement and dirt; monsters and freaks, deformities and mutilations; vegetable, and
animal, decay. If one wanted illustrative material across this range of instances, Eliot could help.
"Gerontion"'s landlord is disfigured, possibly mutilated. Bleistein is immersed in slime in "Burbank",
and is associated with rats, carriers of disease who breed out of dirt. In "Dirge", his body is
diseased and violated, its decay accelerated by the crabs' feasting, a culinary inversion that
intensifies the disgusting nature of the account. That which should be eaten instead become the
consumer - crab eats man. The scene would be even more loathsome to a Jew, because the crab
is food forbidden by the rules of kashrut.

Disgust causes one to recoil, says Pole, following Hobbes". We retreat from that which disgusts
us; our impulse is to remove it, to expel it. It is an impulse bom of horror, a particularly potent kind
of fear. (Wyndham Lewis wrote that Jews were "objects of dislike, and even of horror""). It can
leave one helpless; it can, indeed, be paralysing. The feeling of disgust is baffling, unmanageable.
Of the objects of one's disgust, one can only say that one would rather not have known of their
existence. Disgust can induce panic, and will invariably prompt revulsion. One retreats from the
object which causes disgust, and yet one cannot escape one's consciousness of it. "Burbank" and
"Dirge” dramatise this especially disagreeable experience in their account of the noxious Bleistein
who is both remote ("Lower than the wharf rats dive") and yet pervades everything ("The jew is
underneath the lot"). How can one deal with such a figure? A t best, by gestures of burial. Pushed
out of view, the Jew reappears, "outside the window, leaning in". Jews are not so much marginal
in Eliot's work as marginalised by it.

The object of disgust is likely to disturb our scheme of known distinctions. It is liable to be
anomalous. "Dirt" is at the bottom of such anomalies. Mary Douglas defines dirt in Purity and

Danger as:

... matter out of place.... [which] implies tw o conditions: a set of ordered relations
and a contravention of that order. D irt... is never a unique, isolated event. Where

Pole 1983, 219-231,
"Endeavour, when It le towards something which causes It, Is called appetite or desire ... And when endeavour Is
fromward something, It Is generally called aversion. These worde appetite and aversion ... both ... signify motions, one of
them approaching, the other of retiring" (Hobbes, 1 9 7 4 ,1 2 1 ). Contempt, as distinct from hate. Is a form of aversion: "Those
things which we neither desire, nor hate, we are said to contemns: contempt being notNng else but an immobility, or
contumacy of the heart. In resisting the action of certain things" (op. cit. 122). Blot associates two forms of aversion,
disgust and contempt, to produce his poetry of anti-Semitism. He may be contrasted in this respect with Yeats whose
poetics of hate Is examined at Illuminating length In Hassett 1986.
Lewis 1939, 110.
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there is dirt, there is system. Dirt is the by-product of a systematic ordering and
classification of matter, in so far as ordering involves rejecting inappropriate
elements. [ . . . ]

We can recognise in our own notions of dirt that we are using a kind of omnibus
compendium which includes all the rejected elements of ordered systems. It is a
relative id e a .... our pollution behaviour is the reaction which condemns any object
or idea likely to confuse or contradict cherished classifications.

[ . . . I Defined in this way [dirt] appears as a residual category, rejected from our
normal scheme of classifications**.

These remarks help clarify the relation between the lines in "Gerontion" that begin "the jew squats
on the window sill”, and those that immediately follow it:

The goat coughs at night in the field overhead;
Rocks, moss, stonecrop, iron, merds.

The rocks and the moss, the stonecrop, the iron and the merds, comprise the landscape's waste,
everything that civilisation rejects. Rocks unbroken for human use, moss weed-like aiKl drifting,
stonecrop wild and clinging to rock, and iron, lowest in the 0 vidian order, appropriate to either
primitive or degraded societies, each stand in a metaphoric relation with the Jew. Both the Jew,
and this collection of rubble, weed and excrement, comprise precisely those "rejected elements of
ordered systems". Within the logic of the poem, they amount to a single list. The Jew is to be
driven out of houses, and off land onto ocean beds, always outside normal habitations. "Gerontion"
compels the analogy between the merds that are expelled from the human body and the Jews that
are expelled from the social body, or to adopt Eliot's metaphor, from the house, just as domestic
rubbish is binned and pushed outside. The Jew, Drumont declared, was "not made for civilisation".
Kipling sees Jews "slink about the rubbish heaps in [their] quarter". The modern Jew is both
literally and metaphorically unclean: "the verminous uncleanness of the Jewish masses is all of a
piece with the spiritual uncleanness of the mentality of the race"^**. In "Sweeney Among the
Nightingales", another poem which associates the excremental with the Jewish, birds defecate on
Agamemnon while elsewhere Jews consort sinisteiiy w ith each other.

Douglas 1985, 35-6.
Quoted: Wilson 1982, 457; Kipling 1987, 200; quoted: Holmes 1979, 217.
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Anti-Semites did not flinch from such associations. Drumont alleged that "according to the Talmud,
it is a presage of good luck to dream of faecal matter”; he noted that the Due d'Orleans used the
term "I am going to write to the Jews” to announce his visits to the lavatory; elsewhere he wrote:
"Now that they are our masters, they vomit on us all the excrement swallowed by Ezekiel”. In
response to immigration from Eastern Europe, an English newspaper condemned "Foreign Jews ...
[who] either do not know how to use the latrine, water and other sanitary accommodation
provided, or prefer their own semi-barbarous habits and use the floor of their rooms and passages
to deposit their filth”. Wyndham Lewis noted the anti-Semite's propensity to denounce Jews as
"human garbage”. He was right, as the following quotations indicate: "Semitic sewage”, "the East
of London is rapidly becoming the dustbin of Europe, into which all sorts of human refuse is shot”.
It was suggested that a notice be placed at the mouth of the Thames, "no rubbish to be shot here”.
The Jews, according to Cobbett, ”liv[e] in all the filthiness of usury and increase”. The squatting
Jew, crouched in a defecatory posture, becomes what he expels, just as what he expels enacts
what must be done to him, in a characteristic anti-Semitic elision. An anti-Semite proposed that
"all social excrement, especially the Jews” should be expelled from France. The Camelots du Roi
pursued Leon Blum with the slogan "A bas le détritus humain”.

Marx abused Feuerbach for

conceiving of "practice ... only in its dirty-judaical manifestation”. The American Black separatist
Louis Farrakhan echoes Marx in his abuse of Judaism as a "dirty religion”'^ . Stephen Wilson,
in his magisterial survey of French anti-Semitism at the time of the Dreyfus Affair, concludes that
”[t]he polluting, threatening quality of the Jew lies in the fact he is hard to define; he is ambiguous,
marginal, interstitial”'^ .

"Uncleanness or dirt is that which must not be included if a pattern is to be maintained”, says Mary
Douglas'” . The "pattern” here is Eliot's cultural map, the "dirt” is the Jew and "dirty Jew ” is
the figure of speech that haunts Eliot's anti-Semitic poems. It is the figure that is underneath the
lot, at the bottom of all those other anti-Semitic themes that I have already identified. These poems
tap anti-Semitism's stale and debased imagination. They draw on its lexicon. Its clichéd phrases
of abuse are summarised by, and in a sense are derived from, that other, most degraded, and
handy, of insults, "dirty Jew ”. It is a form of address that was commonplace in "late 19th century
France, the adjective going with the noun without deliberate thought”. It was a "cliché that Jews
attempted fruitlessly to counter"'” . The phrase remains in use today, though many readers of

Quoted: Wileon 1982, 486; quoted: Holmee 1979, 17; Lewie 1939, 34; quoted: Holme# 1979, 40, 90-1; quoted:
Salbetein 1982, 68-9; Byrnee 1950, 209; quoted: Utvinoff 1988, 310; Marx 1975, 421-2; quoted Utvinoff 1988, 441.
Wilson 1982, 153.
’®*. Douglas 1985, 40.
Wilson 1982, 486.
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Eliot may come into contact with it only through his poetry. Eliot took the gibe, "dirty Jew", a
vicious, everyday expression, and he made poetry out of it.

Eliot once praised Dostoevsky for possessing the gift of "utilizing his weaknesses"'^. Perhaps
he too had that gift. While I cannot celebrate poetry that flows from that "weakness" which is the
poet's anti-Semitism, these poems do have their virtues. There is, however, a difficulty in
reconciling them with art's aims, which requires both artist and reader not to recoil, the first for
the purpose of composition, the second for the purpose of reception. Eliot solves this aesthetic
problem by a combination of means. Principally, readers are encouraged to stay with "Burbank",
and "Gerontion", and "Dirge", because in each poem the object of disgust, the Jew, is invoked in
order to be expelled, thereby giving a satisfaction analogous to that offered by melodrama.
Exposure to the ugliness of the offender is the price to pay for the pleasure of being present at the
scene of punishment. This punishment is severe: Bleistein is punished for Rachel's offence. Crabs
tear at his eyelids in retribution for Rachel's own tearing with murderous paws, one Jew paying
the penalty for another's crime.

There is an element of kitsch in this, an element of pleasurable horror, converting the disgusting
into the harmlessly scary, modifying recoil into mere frisson - the domestication of the appalling.
Of course, there is also the virtuosity of the exercise: a demonstration of the poet's innovating
range, as, for example, for Leavis, for whom Eliot's poetry eschews the notion of "the intrinsically
poetical"'*". There are two other, ostensibly antithetical elements, that also contribute towards
Eliot's resolution of what I have identified as his aesthetic problem in these poems. The first is the
revelatory, as if to declare, this is what Jews are truly like! where the recoil in disgust is balanced
by fascination at the disclosure. The second, conversely, is to this effect: I will tell you something
amazing from which you will conclude that you knew it all along. The combination of the
sensational and the obvious works on many literary levels: tabloid journalism, for example, exposes
behaviour regarded as typical of the subject's class. It uncovers a very familiar body: the pédérastie
vicar, the drug-taking showbiz personality, the hypocritically affluent trade unionist. The revelations
have the paradoxical effect of confirming, rather than disturbing conventional wisdom. They tell
us what we already know. These stratagems, taken together, ensure that the artist who creates
is liberated from the man who recoils. "Towards Meyerbeer my position is a peculiar one",
remarked Richard Wagner. "I do not hate him, but he disgusts me beyond measure"; "The Jew",
said Henry Adams, "makes me creep"'°^. Eliot may be taken to concur.

Quoted: Ricks 1988, 72.
Leavis 1963, 77.
Quoted: Rose 1992, 77 (my italics); Adams 1988 V, 27 6.
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The imagination of anti-Semitism provides Eliot with part of his raw material. It is an inspiration.
While the transformation of the ugly into the beautiful may be one of art's functions, the
transformation of the beautiful into the ugly has no name. Hence Adorno:

If there is any causal connection at all between the beautiful and the ugly, it is from
the ugly as cause to the beautiful as effect, and not the other way around.

In his anti-Semitic poetry, Eliot inverts this rule, just as he substitutes for Nabokov's related
definition of art as "Beauty plus pity" his own definition of "Ugliness plus c o n t e m p t " R a c h e l ,
for example, is the "ugly effect" of these "beautiful causes": the Jewish daughters of Shyiock,
Barabas, and Isaac of York {ivanhoe). Eliot's anti-Semitic poems are ugly, both in Steiner's moral
sense, and in the simple sense of repellently rendering the neutral as ugly. In answer to the
question, "when is death most poetical?", Poe responded, "When it most closely allies itself to
Beauty. He added that "the death ... of a beautiful woman is, unquestionably, the most poetical
topic in the world""^. It must then follow that the death of an ugly Jew is the ieast poetical topic
in the world. "Dirge" is another response to Poe's question, and reverses the causal relation in
Adorno's dictum. It thus represents a challenge within art to aesthetics. Eliot's anti-Semitic poems
are gestures of contempt, an exercise in writing against the grain. I believe that Eliot emerges from
these considerations as a more radical, iconoclastic figure than his present reputation allows. He
compels us either to accept that art is capable of "Sweeney Among the Nightingales* and
"Burbank", of "Gerontion" and "Dirge", or else surrender our claim to understand its protean
varieties. These poems prepared us for the anti-humanist capacities of art just before a war that
met us unprepared for the capacities of genocidal human beings to enjoy humanist a r t" \ In a
two-part refutation of Shelley, "Burbank" and the Nazis that read Goethe are complementary
exemplars of 20th century art and its audiences. Sartre's challenge - "nobody can suppose for a
moment that it is possible to write a good novel in praise of anti-Semitism" - is thus mocked, and
answered, by Eliot in depressingly full terms^".

Adorno 1988, 75.
Nabokov 1983, 251.
Poe 1981, 184. Barbara Johneon commente: "Nothing could be more traditional than thie conception of Beauty ae
a female body: naked. Immobile, and mute. Indeed, the beauty of female muteness and reification reachee its highest pitch
when the woman in question is dead” (Johnson 1989, 124).
See George Steiner's "Humans Literacy", one of a number of essays in Language andSi/enca that address the other
side of the same "puzzle", that is, how the anti-Semite can enjoy humanist art, rather than how the artist can create antiSemitic art.
Allowing, of course, for the difference of genre: Sartre 1983, 45. Thus Sartre disallows anti-Semitism in both poetry
and fiction. "Political hatred" cannot be "expressed" in a poem; the novel "is an act of confidence In the freedom of man"
(Sartre 1983, 10, 45).
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Ugly prose

In * Dirge”, Bleistein is beyond pain, being dead. Though the crabs savage him and disease plagues
him, he does not suffer. It is a dishonour that the poem visits upon him, not an injury. Indeed, there
is no place in Eliot's poetry for any acknowledgment of Jewish pain. The prose equivalent to this
is to be found in Eliot's 1936 "Criterion” review of a book on the Nazi persecution of the Jews. The
review is unsigned. Stead regards it as Eliot's "because of the style, the manner of argument and
because Eliot did most of the unsigned reviews”. Ricks does not demur: "whether or not the review
was by Eliot [it] had the stamp of his approval and the stamp of his tone”. Bush, who compares
the review with others of the book elsewhere, observes that it displays Eliot's "own fastidious
concern for language and his own conviction that life was a choice between 'pyre or pyre'”' ' ’ .
I believe the review to be Eliot's.

The review objected more to the book than to the wickedness it tried to expose. Eliot's criticisms
were numerous. The book exaggerated the Jews' plight, it didn't explain why one should be more
concerned about Jews than any other group of "unfortunates”, and it claimed a "moral
dictatorship” which could not be exercised, and in any event could not be justified. Against these
sins, the persecution of the Jews seemed fairly insignificant. This review marks the low-point in
Eliot's relations with the Jews. It crawls with impatient distaste. The review wilfully refuses to do
the book justice. The unfairness of the review would have been obvious to anyone not in complete
sympathy with the politics lurking behind it. It is a review to make any admirer of Eliot wince. While
it seeks to display the working of a mind independent of contemporary cant, it succeeds only in
revealing a truculent indifference to human suffering.

The review was prefaced with the book's title:

7/?e Yellow Spot: The Outlawing of Half a million Human Beings: a Collection of
Facts and Documents Relating to Three Years' Persecution of German Jews,
Derived chiefly from Nationalist Socialist Sources, very carefully assembled by a
Group of Investigators. With an Introduction by the Bishop of Durham. (Gollancz,
1936).

These capitalised nouns suggest a billboard announcement of a Victorian melodrama or the over
blown canvassing of a fair-ground barker ("Derived chiefly”, "very carefully assembled”). This is
not, however, the title on the book's jacket, which is The Yellow Spot: The Extermination of the

stead 1986, 206; Rieka 1988, 4, 226; Bush 1985, 22 6 (the phrase Is from "Uttle Gidding” IV).

150

Jews in Germany, or on the spine, which is the simpler Extermination of the Jews. More
importantly, the typography was a contribution by the journal, the book itself using the lower case
throughout (the additional, norvitalicised words appear on the book's tide page only, and as an
explanatory gloss, not as part of the dde itself). This is a striking, and significant, substitution. Eliot
used lower case "j"s to diminish Jews; he used upper case initials to mock their suffering. This is
the review:

There should be someone to point out that this book, although enjoying a
cathedratic blessing, is an attempt to arouse moral indignation by means of
sensationalism. Needless to say, it does not touch on how we might alleviate the
situation of those whose misfortunes it describes, still less on why they, among all
the unfortunates of the world, have a first claim on our compassion and help.
Certainly no English man or woman would wish to be a German Jew in Germany
today; but not only is our title to the moral dictatorship of the world open to
question, there is not the least prospect of our being able to exercise it. More
particularly, it is noticeable that the jacket of the book speaks of the
"extermination” of the Jews in Germany, whereas the title-page refers only to their
"persecution"; and as the title-page is to the jacket, so are the contents to the titlepage, especially in the chapter devoted to the ill-treament of Jews in German
concentration cam ps."*

Even without knowledge of the book beyond that offered by the tide, it is apparent that there are
a number of things wrong with this review. Its tone, to begin with. From the opening note of
impatient protest, to the point at which he gets lost in pedantry and a refusal to make moral
judgements, Eliot wilfully refuses to do the book justice. One doubts that Jews are truly
represented as having a first call upon our sympathy. It is unlikely that the book claims a "moral
dictatorship" over others. Perhaps the real meaning of the gibe is that Jews complain too much and
that the Germans might also have a point of view on the subject. This even-handedness is so
abstract that it makes impartiality discreditable.

(It was not the only occasion on which Eliot preached neutrality. C.K. Stead quotes his July 1937

C, July 1936, 759-6 0. Th« book was reviewed more Intelligently elsewhere. For example. In "The New English
Weekly" (with which Eliot was closely associated). It was praised thus: "[The book] Is a fully-documented account of what
has happened, and is happening. In Germany, based mainly on German official documents, and reports and articles from
the German Press. Some of the extrects are authenticated In the present writer's perosnal knowledge, and documents and
papers In his own possession. The whole vile picture stands out clearly, and ought to be a poignant warning to the ... antiSemite whither his doctrines and prejudices lead Nm" (Elwell-Sutton 1936, 6). This Is especially significant because this
social credit journal also published articles and correspondence hostile to Jews. See also Sharf 1964, 76-77, which
summarises some of the other reviews of the book, without mentioning Eliot's or Elwelt-Sutton's. None of them adopted
Eliot's line.
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"Commentary” describing as "hardly credible" a decision of Oxford University not to send
representatives to a university celebration In Tubingen. Herbert Read responded In the following
issue of the "Criterion" that the decision was in "solidarity" with "academic exiles". Eliot observed
in reply that this solidarity was "not unlikely to have a political bias of its o w n ""'. Another blow
against moral dictatorship, but struck once again on behalf of the Nazi regime. To defend this by
arguing that Eliot was expressing fidelity to an idea of an institution, is itself guilty of the same
abstraction:

Eliot was not approving the Nazis; he was simply not thinking about them, nor yet
of their victims - or, to be exact, he was maintaining that it was not for the
authorities of Oxford University to allow their feelings about the dismissal of Jewish
academics to affect their official relations with the German university in question.
I am not at all sure that the Foreign Office would have disagreed with him, then or
now. To the objection that it is inhuman to be so detached, Eliot might well have
answered that as a philosopher it was not one's business to be human; but th a t
on the contrary, it was to examine human affairs justiy in the light of eternal
values"*.

This is nonsense. Since universities have common aims, any violation by one university of the
means by which those aims are to be realised is of proper concern to the others. They are members
of the same international community. Eliot's contribution was not philosophical but political, and
it concerned the political relations between two public bodies. If Moody is right. Foreign Office
approval should be irrelevant. It can be a guide merely to realpolitik; its views should be of no
interest to a philosopher. "Eternal values" are not so obviously incompatible with respect for human
life, or for intellectual liberty, that the distinction can be made without explanation. It is at least
arguable that they are principal among such values. It is hard to imagine Eliot asserting anything
so portentously silly as the case that Moody makes for his irritable outburst against Oxford. Indeed,
when responding in the following issue of "The Criterion" to Herbert Read's letter of remonstrance,
Eliot specifically did not advance such argum ents'").

The book is a thorough and unsensationalist report on Nazi anti-Semitism. The analysis is expert,
the research meticulous. It reproduces illustrative material in support of its indictment. It is a digest
of self-advertising viciousness. For example, cartoon caricatures taken from "Der Stûrmer" allege

Stead 1986, 205-6.
Moody 1980, 323-4.
C Oct. 1937, 123-24.
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that Jews commit ritual murder; these pictures are pornographic and propagand&stic. The authors
describe the effect on the Jewish population of the Nuremberg decrees and they quote eye-witness
accounts of persecution and painful, humiliating suffering.

Eliot complains that the book "does not touch on how we might alleviate the situation”. In the
Introduction, the Bishop of Durham urges public protest. This surely qualifies as a practical
recommendation. Yet Eliot, presumably addressing this invitation, then complains that we have no
title to "the moral dictatorship of the world." He cannot have it both ways, complaining that the
book fails to make any practical proposals, and then, when it does, insisting that they lack
legitimacy. Although he concedes that "no English man or woman would wish to be a German Jew
in Germany today", this does not do justice to the extent of the persecution reported by the book.
The review understates the seriousness of the book's subject, while overstating its defects. So
though it asserts that while "the ja c k e t... speaks of 'extermination' ... the title-page refers only
to their persecution ", throughout the book itself there are quotations from Nazi sources in which
genocide is threatened. Thus, for example, "if ever a foreign army under Jewish spell should set
foot on German soil, it will have to walk over the corpses of dead Hebrews"; "if ever the peoples
of the world are to live in harmony the Jew must perish""*. The book also cites the abnormally
high suicide rates among Jews. There are examples of organised violence ending in death
("extermination"). Eliot must, for example, have read this:

We were made to stand in a row facing the wall. Behind us were posted S.S. men,
rifle in hand. Quite near me stood the barrister Forster, 3 0 years old. Dr. Zweig the
physician, 60 years old, his w fe, 56 years old, and Charig, a businessman of about
42 ... A t 1.30 a.m. Dr. and Mrs. Zweig, Forster and Charig were bundled into an
open lorry... We others had already been pushed into a c a r ... After covering about
5 kms. the car we were in stopped and we were told there was some engine
trouble. We were ordered to leave the car and line up on the side of the road.

The lorry had stopped about 200 to 300 yards behind us. Suddenly we heard 4
shots in quick succession, and crying and moaning. Then we were again bundled
into the car and brought back ... The bodies of those "shot while trying to escape"
remained in the ditch until Monday afternoon, guarded by a few Storm Troopers.
All four of them had been shot in exactly the same way: a revolver bullet through
the jugular vein."*

YeOowSpot 1936, 20, 52.
ibid. 51.
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This sequence of Isolation, deception, and murder, is the sequence of the Holocaust itself. Eliot
presses his point: "as the title-page is to the jacket, so are the contents to the title-page". But there
is no material to justify the suggestion that either the jacket or the title-page overstates the nature
of the Nazi Government's intentions towards the Jews of Germany. The harshness of the
persecution is fully documented; the sporadic killings proven with eye-witness reliability; the
planned destruction of the entire community revealed by ample quotation from the persecutors, the
exterminators, themselves.

Eliot pursues his objection. He insists that the chapter on the ill-treatment of the Jews in German
concentration camps is exaggerated. Its epigraph consists of the following quotation from a Nazi
Party Deputy: "They w on't have to die, but they must die out ... Only through the radical
extermination of the evil and alien part of our German blood can the future of our people be made
eternally secure"'^. The authors detail, by reference to official sources and eye-witness
statements, the systematic and brutal torture of Jews in the concentration camps. One example
is sufficient:

.. a number [of prisoners] were ordered out on parade, and were told that two of
them would have to die. The guards stood by with loaded rifles. The prisoners were
then then ordered to turn right-about and tw o shots were fired. But no-one was hit,
and the guards laughed at what the prisoners then understood to be a practical joke
... in the German Concentration Camps. This "joke" was repeated several times,
until one day in June this year the two shots went home. The prisoners were
ordered to to carry the two dead bodies away.'^^

Eliot objects to what he considers to be a sensationalism of presentation that the facts do not
warrant. He is wrong, as the above shows. It is difficult to understand how he can scruple to make
such an objection and yet refrain from commenting on the sensationalism that the book temperately
exposes. In the very chapter that Eliot most complains of ("Jews in Concentration Camps"), stories
are printed that take Eliot's own objections beyond pardonable pedantry and into the realm of the
morally blind. This, for example, appeared in "Der Stûrmer"'s correspondence column:

The Jewish business apprentice, Willi Wertheim, living at 57, Crotlenlaiderstrasse,
Meerane, maintains a race-defiling association with the German embroideress.

ibid. 257.
ibid. 269-7 0.
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Charlotte Ahnert. The girl's parents live at 26, Crotlenlaidrestrasse. They agree with
the choice of their daughter. The behaviour of the Jew and his degenerate girt
friend has long caused public indignation."'

The two were friends. Shortly after this letter, the girl was arrested and confined in a concentration
camp. On her release, she was so badly injured that "she was bandaged all over and could hardly
make herself understood." The young man was continually beaten until he died. "He was said to
have been bound by the feet, thrown to the ground and dragged across cobblestones like a log of
wood." He was buried in the local Jevyish cemetery. Eliot has the wrong target in view. It is the
letter to "Der Stûrmer" that comprises the sensationalist report attempting "to rouse moral
indignation". I do not want to labour the point. It is unlikely that anyone, having read both book
and review, would dispute the reviewer's glib indifference to Jewish pain. Drawn elsewhere to
examples of martyrdom - Thomas Becket in "Murder in the Cathedral", Celia in "The Cocktail Party"
- Eliot was blind to the martyrdom of German Jewry.

Eliot's refusal to acknowledge the depth of that disaster, even in its early stages, is one such
refusal in a long line of anti-Semitic denials of the reality of anti-Semitic persecutions. During the
Second World War, the English "Catholic Herald" dismissed stories of Jewish persecution. In July
1941 a Ministry of Information instruction stated that atrocity propaganda "must deal undisputably
innocent people. Not with violent political opponents. And not with Jews". In 1943, an English
pamphlet "The Truth about the Jews" denied that any Jews had been killed by the Nans. In
September 1944, One Foreign Office bureaucrat commented on submissions made on behalf of the
Jews in Hungary and Roumania: "In my opinion a disproportionate amount of the time of this office
is wasted in dealing with these wailing Jews". Another such bureaucrat remarked /n January 1945
that a "notable tendency in Jewish reports ... is to exaggerate the number of deportations and
deaths""'.

While anti-Semitism can be said to have added a particular value to Eliot's poetry, it degraded his
prose. Still, both these statements are anti-Semitic: "the jew is underneath the lot"; "reasons of
race and religion combine to make any large number of free-thinking Jews undesirable". Poems can
enhance anti-Semitism, making it more attractive by showing that it is compatible with artistic
expression; for example, as Marc Saperstein has argued, "The Prioress's Tale" gives "dignity and

ibid. 267-8.
Kushner 1989, 80, 139, 168; W astorttein 1988, 178, 351. Kushner note* that many people were Impatient with
"the quantity of book* depicting the plight of Jewish rsfug***” Kuehnsr 1989, 116). In it* current form, this impatience
lead* to undsrstatement* of the significance of the Holocaust (see Dawidowicz 1981), and in the most aggravatsd version
of that form, it amounts to a denial of the Holocaust's Nstorical rsality (Seidel 1986).
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stature*'^ to the ritual murder charge against Jews. Literary language does not bar anti-Semitism
from poetry. Those who subscribe to the doctrine of the benevolence of a rt and those who assert
its passivity, are, each of them in their absolutism, mistaken. They are wrong, even though it is
true that the anti-Semitic nature of certain literary works is trickier to define than that of simpler
discursive forms. One is more likely to err when analysing the anti-Semitism of either the Cantos
or The Jew of Malta than that of a speech by Goebbels. Sometimes the argument will be put, in
response to the charge that a certain work is anti-Semitic - no, it is ironic. (D.J. Enright has
analysed exchanges of this kind over a poem about the Israelis in Sidon, Peter Reading's "Cub";
there are other examples one could c ite '” ). But that is as far as it goes, and often It does not
go that far, as when poems seek to incite anti-Semitic violence. An 11th century Moslem poet
composed a long poem in which he called for the assassination of leading Jews. A medieval
German poet wrote: "Woe to the cowardly Jews, deaf/and wicked... /It would be well to
forbid/their heretical Talmud,/a false and ignoble book". During the 1968 New York teacher's strike,
which led to Black-Jewish conflict, the following poem was read over the air of a small New York
City radio station: "Hey, Jew boy, with that yarmulke on your head/You pale faced Jew boy - 1
wish you were dead". In the language of American jurisprudence, these are "fighting words" likely
to lead to "imminent lawless action". Clement Greenberg was right to comment that "as a Jew"
he could not "help being offended by [ The Pisan Cantos']". "Since 1943", he added, "things like
that make me physically afraid too". Recognising the strength of poetry to move readers to hate,
Gavin Ewart adds this postscript to "Pogroms": "It is not, and was not, my intention in this poem
to arouse anti-Semitic feeling

To hold that art can only promote the good was once

received wisdom, but now simply looks like sentimentality. Eliot played a part in the discrediting
of this view, which does not survive a reading of his anti-Semitic poetry.

Though they do not, in their integrity, consist of "fighting words", Eliot's anti-Semitic poems have
the capacity to harm, and probably have done harm. They are likely to injure three types of reader.
The first type is the Jew who is rebuffed by them. The second is the anti-Semite, whose moral
imagination is further blunted by the confirmations that they offer to him of his hatred. The third
type is perhaps numerically the most common, the reader whose indifference to the poems' antiSemitism makes him complicit in it. "Burbank" might make the second type of reader think well of
himself, while also weakening the third type's disapproval of anti-Semitism. It is therefore
comparable to those other works that excite hostility or contempt towards others. Many such

Saparatdn 1989, 21.
Enright 1986, 48-60.
Grossman 1 9 8 8 ,1 7 8 ; quoted: Poliakov 1974-5, 71; quoted: Dinnerstein 1987, 237; Chap/insky v. NewHampshira
315 U.S. 568 (1942) and Brandenburg v. ONo 39 5 U.S. 4 4 4 (1969), cited In Schneider 1992, 272; Greenberg 1949, 515;
Ewart 1989, 44.
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works of "group libel" have attracted censure. Some have been burned, others banned; pressure
has been applied on their publishers to withdraw them; their authors have been harried and
threatened. Invariably, they have been defended with the "aesthetic alibi""^, which proposes
that admissible restrictions on freedom of expression are /inadmissible in the context of artistic
expression. As Martin Jay puts it, "What would be libellous or offensive in everyday life", and thus
liable to proscription, "is granted a special dispensation" if it is regarded as a rt'” . Yet partly
because "art speech" can also be "hate speech" the alibi is now under attack. I do not wish to
defend it here. In its categoric version, it is indefensible. However, I endorse the case for the
continued publication of Eliot's anti-Semitic poems. They are integral to his oeuvre, an oeuvre
which is to be valued and preserved. That means the whole oeuvre, a necessary consequence of
the case made in chapter 1 against the tendency to dismiss these poems as marginal. In addition,
the opportunities that they offer for the study of anti-Semitism, and the study of the capacities of
poetry, probably together outweigh the damage that they can do. Eliot's anti-Semitic poetry is
worth reading. One can teach anti-Semitism from such texts; one can also teach poetry.

Jay 1992.
Jay 1992, 15.
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CHAPTER FIVE: FREE-THINKING JEWS AND THE ANTI-SEMITISM OF EUGT'S PROSE

Free-thlnldng Jaws (1)

This is Eliot on Marx: "I never expected that Hegel, having been inverted by a Jewish economist
for his own purposes, should come back again into favour"\ Though born to Jewish parents, Marx
was baptised at six, and was brought up outside Judaism. He did not consider himself to be a Jew
and was indifferent, when he was not hostile, to all things Jew ish'. Describing Marx as a * Jewish
economist", when he was less than a Jew and more than an economist, is thus an insult. Eliot's
remark wraps a sneer at Marx inside a sneer at Jews in general. Marx the Jew was not original;
he merely turned Hegel on his head. As with Marx, so with all Jews: they lack true creativity.
Pound put it less obliquely: "Marx was a Jew ... [he] invented very little "'. Eliot identifies Marx
as a Jew to discredit him, a familiar enough anti-Semitic thrust^. This is Eliot on Disraeli: "Disraeli
also deserves a pass degree [in Christianity], though churchmanship is the one point on which I feel
more sympathy with Mr. Gladstone"*. Edmund Wilson imagined Eliot pausing after the "also":
"One free-thinking Jew is all right if he is working for the interests of the Tories"*. The thought
is a crude one; Wilson may have overstated the objection to this obscure comment. I think that
Eliot intended an allusion to the religion of Disraeli's family and not just to what Robert Blake refers
to as "Disraeli's eccentricity in religious m atters"'. The remark was sly, and faintly mocking. This
is Eliot on Kipling's "The Waster, 1930": "I am not aware that he cherished any particularly antiSemitic feelings". This anti-Semitic poem insinuates the common complaint that Jews are especially
and protectively vigorous in complaining of slights, and that one therefore has to be covert in
mentioning them. When "Jew” is the expected word, Kipling substitutes "etc.”*. Kipling is relying
on a reflex of identification as well as insinuating that that reflex is no longer welcome. This selfpity - I have been silenced by the Jews and their friendsi - is a commonplace of anti-Semitic

"A Commentary", C, April 1935, 4 3 3 .
Cariebach 1978, 322-3.
*. Pound 1940, 76J.
*. "Some Indications of Muslim perceptions of Jews and Judaism may be gathered from the ways in which these appear
in certain common themes of Muslim discourse. One, frequently encountered in classical times. Is the attribution of a Jewish
origin or ancestry in order to discredit an individual, a group, a custom, or an idea" (Lewis 1984, 103).
*. "The Literature of Politics", TOC 138.
•. Wilson 1967, 388.
Blake 1966, 502-3.
*. K 259.
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discourse: a 1937 British Fascist cartoon depicted stereotypical Jews standing outside business
premises marked "shop owned by gentleman whose race must not be mentioned". Anti-Semitism
is the prejudice that dares no longer speak its name*. This is Eliot on a contemporary: "there is the
hard Semitic bitterness of Mr. Bodenheim, who has not all the qualities of a poet but some of them
in an exceptionally high degree"'*. The judgment is adverse, at least in relation to the
"bitterness", though difficult to fathom. It is as if the quality of Jewishness had to be the
explanation for what was disagreeable in the poetry of an empirical Jew . Eliot was highly conscious
of the Jewishness of Jews; Marianne Moore, who by contrast was not, was thus able to write at
much greater length about Bodenhein without once referring to the fact that he was Jew ish".
The Schiffs, for example, were according to Eliot "very nice Jew s"'*. That is probably not how
they would have wished to have been described. Again, in private letters: "I have a small Jewish
messenger boy named Joseph"; "I had some correspondence with a Jewish lady in
Whitechapel"'*. The "precocious youth" told Eliot how he would spend a fortune; the subject of
Eliot's correspondence was "old clothes". So far, so trivial. These observations of Eliot's, offensive
though they are, do not bear on my theme in this chapter. If one seeks a distinct "prose" antiSemitism, it is not to be found in this miscellany of insults, insensitivities and condescensions.

Freud was an object of scorn in both poetry and prose. Psychoanalysis is quackery: "To explore
the womb, or tomb, or dreams; all these are usual/Pastimes and drugs, and features of the
press:/And always will be, some of them especially/When there is distress of nations and
perplexity/Whether on the shores of Asia or in the Edgware Road". It is alien: "some alien or half
formed science, as of psychology". It is fashionable: "we have read books from Vienna ... we have
a curious Freudian-social-mystical-rationalistic-higher-critical interpretation of the Classics and what
used to be called the Scriptures". It is absurd: "Let us imagine (if we can imagine such persons

*. Mo««e 1985, facing page 34. An artiela of mine on Eliot in "The Time#" fJuliua 1988) prompted thia reader'a reaponae:
"nobody aenda for the police or the men in white coata for and-Saxoniam, and-Frenklam ... It la that one group whioh ia
protected (and which unremittingly protecta itaelf) againat any expreaaion of the foiWee of the reet of humanity" (Smith
1988). Yet people <k> complain about other forma of prejudice arxl people other than Jew# do complain about anti-Samltiam.
Jewa • that "group" - have failed pitiably to protect themaelvea againat anti-Semitiam. Jewa are iK>t eapecially protected
by othera. Anti-Semitiam itaelf la more than a "foible". The letter concluded: "Of course, one reaMaea only too well the
appalling Crimea wNch gave riae to tNa aituation; but should the rest of ua at thia late stage go on accepting it?" Bored with
the peat, thia correspondent finds it oppressive. He wants hia right to be anti-Semitic restored.
"Reflections on Contemporary Poetry", E 151. Eliot wrote to Pound about the Bodenheim family: "being Semites I
suppose they will survive somehow". It seems that Eliot tried to help the man. Bodenheim had tried to launch himself in
London; the attempt failed and he returned to the United States. In a letter to hia mother, Eliot described Bodenheim as "an
odd American Jew ... rather pathetic, although foolish". In a letter to Bodenheim following the letter's departure from
England, Eliot's tone is kind throughout, without being condescending (LTSE 384, 39 1, 431-32).
Moore 1987, 103-7.
LTSE 400.
LTSE 184, 190.
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agreeing to that extent) the fatuity of an encyclical letter produced by the joint efforts of ... Dr.
Freud, Dr. Jung and Dr. Adler". It is vulgar: "Dr. Sigmund Freud, with characteristic delicacy of
feeling

It is a "parvenu science". Eliot's hostility to Freud and psychoanalysis skirted anti-

Semitic themes. "Parvenu": Sir Ferdinand Klein would feel this insult's sting. Indeed, Gilman
observes that "[t]he superficiality of the Jewish parvenu in the realm of culture is a set theme in
anti-Semitic discourse within psychoanalysis" itself. The opportunity of a neat contrast with Pound
presents itself. While Eliot patronised Freud, Pound made him the the object of one of his paranoid
fantasies: "The Freudian Jews, paralysing the nucleus of will in his goyim victim". Pound continues,
with his fearful version of Rachel née Rabinovitch: "The unFreudian chewess eating like a boll
weavil into the creative will of her victim". Freud was the type of the sceptical Jew, critical of
religious illusions. His pessimism was unredeemed by faith in original sin, his investigations
destructive of the foundations of both Christianity and Judaism. The "sheer exuberance of his
atheism” has been noted by his biographer; Freud described himself as "wholly estranged from the
religion of [my] fathers - as from every other"

There is missing from Eliot's poetry of anti-Semitism any characterisation of the sceptical and
unattached intellectual of Jewish origin, that is, the "free-thinking Jew ". It is the excluded theme
from what is otherwise an anti-Semitism of considerable range. By contrast, this is precisely the
theme that Eliot's prose exploits. One finds there an hostility toward a type largely of antiSemitism's own invention, the anarchic, intellectually subversive Jew . While the Jew is the
destructive sceptic in Eliot's prose, he/she is most usually the uncomprehending philistine in the
poetry and drama. In Sweeney Agonistes, the vulgarity of Krumpacker and Klipstein protects them
from horrors, in the same way that Bleistein's brutishness exempts him from Burbank's anxieties,
and the squatting Jew's degraded condition saves him from Gerontion's anguish. In the prose the
Jew is all destructive cerebration; in the poetry, he/she is mentally inert. In the prose, the Jew
represents the intellect unfettered by orthodoxy; in the poetry, his/her instinctual drives are
unrestrained by self-awareness. While in the prose, it Is the Jew's subversiveness that is
objectionable, in the poetry it is his/her grossness. In Eliot's work as a whole, the Jew thereby
represents the extremes of intellectual and physical license, a fantasy of liberation that is rendered
in language of disgust and contempt. The Jews of prose and poetry meet, aggravated, in the figure
of Rachel née Rabinovitch, who may be taken to have repudiated the beliefs and practices of her
people in the same way as have "free-thinking Jews". They also meet, mitigated, in "A Song for
Simeon", that Jew between two worlds, no longer of one, incapable of belonging to the other, just
as the free-thinking Jew has abandoned his own faith only to reject the Christian faith. It is only

"The Dry Salvagee” V; "Lancelot Andrewee", FLA 19; "Eurlpedee and Profeeeor Murray", SW 75; "Thought# After
Lambeth", SE 364, 370; review of The Future o f en ttlushn, C Dec. 1 9 2 8 ,3 5 3 ; Gilman 1 9 9 1 ,1 9 7 ; Pound 1978, 297; Gay
1987, 3, 126.
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the story of Christianity that finds a place for the Jew, honorific but subordinate; outside of it,
there is nothing but degradation and death for him.

In March 1915 Eliot wrote a letter to his friend Eleanor Hinkley. He was then a graduate student
at Merton College, Oxford, and the letter was full of stories about "Oxford society”. During the
course of describing his fellow students, Eliot compared ”[t]he more 'brilliant' ones” to "the clever
Jew undergraduate mind at Harvard”. This mind displays "wide but disorderly reading, intense but
confused thinking, and utter absence of background and balance and proportion”" . The antiSemitism of Eliot's published prose represents a series of variations on this anti-Semitic cliché
masquerading as a judgment. Eliot's contemporaries, and many before him, attributed to Jews a
detached, critical intelligence. William Carlos Williams described "unattached intelligence” as "the
Jewish sphere”, and Paul de Man held that the "Jewish spirit” consisted of "the ability to assimilate
doctrines while maintaining a certain chilly detachment”" . Many of Eliot's remarks about Jews
are indebted to this banal ethnography. The sceptical intelligence of Jews is supposed to be
corrosive of Christian faith: "the Jew stands before us in order to represent what every human
being basically is. In the Jew the original rebellion, the unbelief, the disobedience of every man
comes to light”; "modem Jewry is most certainly a power against religion, a power which bitterly
fights Christianity everywhere, uproots Christian faith as well as national feeling ...”" . This
hostility exists in a secular version: "The Semites excel in the politics of dissolution”" . This
antagonism has a modem aspect. For centuries, anti-Semites objected to Jews because of
differences of worship, diet, dress, and language. Following Jewish emancipation, the target
changed. Anti-Semites objected to Jews who abandoned those differences: the assimilated,
detached from their religious community. This led to a redescription of Jews. According to Renan,
for example, religious scepticism had become their defining, paradoxical characteristic: "A peculiar
people, in very truth, and created to present all manners of contrasts. This people have given God
to the world, and hardly believe in Him themselves. They have created religion, and they are the
least religious of peoples. They have founded the hopes of humanity in a kingdom of Heaven, while
all its sages keep repeating that we must only occupy ourselves with the things of this earth. The
most enlightened nations take seriously what this people have preached, while the latter laugh at

LTSE 92.
William# 1969, 32; "Leur cirébraiité, leur capacité d'assimiler les doctrines en gardant vie-è-vis d'elles une certain
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(Wilson 1982, 611).
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the former”. Barabas, the Jew of Malta, is a follower of Machavell, who ”count[s] religion but a
childish toy/And hold there is no sin but ignorance”" . This became another anti-Semitic
commonplace: ”Jewish atheists ... are fighting against the Christian religion, ridiculing its dogmas,
and insulting its clergy”; ”Jewish disbelief” and ”unbelieving circles of Jewry” were common
designations in late 19th century Germany and Austria^. This sceptical intelligence is held
responsible for promoting that infidelity to existing institutions which is supposed to lead to
revolution. It is negative and critical, incapable of creativity or originality. It undermines where it
does not directly destroy. It is in the context of this account of Jews that I intend to àxicuss After

Strange Gods.

In order to advance my case for Eliot's unqualified hostility toward free-thinking Jews, I must first
deal with two apparent exceptions to that antagonism, Baruch Spinoza and Julien Benda. Eliot
described Spinoza as ”unquestionably a hero, a symbolic hero of modem Europe”^'. One other
such Jew he praised was Benda, who made a career out of being an unaffiliated critic. (This was
not novel praise: ”There is virtually no intellectual Opposition in Europe ... Julien Benda ... is a very
marked exception”, remarked Wyndham Lewis^^). Eliot applauded both, recognising the purity of
their disinterestedness, and the distance at which they held contemporary orthodoxies. Writing of
one, he often mentioned the other; they were associated in his mind. I will consider Benda first,
and then Spinoza. I will argue that Eliot withdrew his early praise for Spinoza and that his regard
for Benda was limited to Belphegor, which is anti-Semitic.

When Eliot addressed the modem critic's refusal of engagement, Benda was to hand: ”there are
more serious critics than Mr. Mencken, and of these we must ask in the end what they have to
offer in place of what they denounce. M . Julien Benda, for instance, makes it a part of a deliberate
programme to offer nothing; he has a romantic view of critical detachment which limits his
interest”" . This was a misrepresentation of the Benda who declared: "the Dreyfus Affair turned
me into a publicist. It changed me from a pure intellectual into an intellectual in action”" . Though
Eliot ignored the Dreyfusard in Benda, he endorsed the anti-Semite. Eliot praised Benda's Belphegor
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for exemplifying the "modern tendency... toward ... classicism". It was "an almost final statement
of the attitude of contemporary society to art and the artist"” . Beiphegor is a repetitive and antiSemitic attack on irrationalism in art and culture, and on the regime of the Parisian salons. In it
Benda asks, "Whence arises this frantic effort of present French society to force intellectual work
into the realm of emotion?". He denies first that the pressure comes from "the presence of the
Jews", but then, by a distinction between the "severe, moralistic Jew" and the Jew "who is
always greedy for sensation", reinstates this anti-Semitic formulation” . This second kind of Jew
dominates modern society and is responsible for its present state. Though Benda feebly observes
that such Jews could not corrupt the unwilling, it is easy for the anti-Semite to respond that this
is because Jewish influence has sapped the ability of society to resist. "Burbank" accords with
Benda's analysis: Bleistein is a Jew "greedy for sensation", and Klein's influence on the society
evoked by the poem is malign.

In Eliot's early work, Spinoza represents pure intellect, his philosophy the product of a mind
untouched by the demon "emotion": "Certain works of philosophy can be called works of art: much
of Aristotle and Plato, Spinoza ... clear and beautifully formed thought". In the same essay Eliot
repudiates Bergsonism, through which the Spinoza-Benda tie may be glimpsed (Benda was
Bergson's great French antagonist): "But this is not what the admirers of Bergson ... mean. They
mean precisely what is not clear, but what is an emotional stimulus". Of that clichéd pair, the head
and the heart, Eliot's examples are reading Spinoza and falling in love, yet he defends Spinoza
against the charge of frigidity. It is made by "emotional people - such as stockbrokers, politicians,
men of science - and a few people who pride themselves on being unemotional"” . It was
Spinoza's ostensible freedom from human attachment, and the geometric harmonies of his thought,
that appealed to the Eliot of The Sacred Wood. He also invoked Spinoza in support of the Kantian
aesthetic adumbrated in that book:

The end of the enjoyment of poetry is a pure contemplation from which all the
accidents of personal emotion are removed; thus we aim to see the object as it
really is ... And without a labour which is largely a labour of the intelligence, we are
unable to attain that stage of vision "amor inteilectualis Dei".”

"The Idea of a Literary Review”, C, Jan. 1926.
Benda 1929, 113-114.
"The Possibility of a Poetic Drama", SW 66-7 (in "William Blake" Eliot linked Spinoza with Montaigne in possessing
"a peculiar honesty, which, in a world too frightened to be honest, is peculiarly terrifying": SW 317); "The Metaphysical
Poets", SE 287; "The Perfect Critic", SW 11 and 15.
"The Perfect Critic", SW 14-15.
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Eliot later regarded Spinoza differently. Eliot was susceptible to the romantic notion that Spinoza,
whose work thus offers a refuge from despised "emotion", paid a high personal price for his
detachment. His inability to share the convictions of either the Jewish society into which he was
born, or the Christian society into which he was exiled, looms large in Eliot's sense of the
philosopher. This double alienation is the romance of Spinoza's life: "M . Benda, I suspect, is an
admirer of Spinoza: and I am not altogether sure that Spinoza's isolation was not rather a
misfortune to be pitied, than a quality to be admired"^.

It is by the development of this theme of isolation that the link between Eliot's praise of Spinoza
and his contemptuous dismissal of the generality of free-thinking Jews is disclosed. In his
introduction to Josef Pieper's short work of Catholic social philosophy. Leisure the basts of Culture
(1952), Eliot uses Spinoza as a foil the better to celebrate Pieper's achievement. His account of
Spinoza's philosophy is shallow and hostile. He characterises it in a few dismissive phrases that
could be drawn from After Strange Gods\

... the "one-man" philosophy: that is to say, a world view which was a projection
of the personality of its author, a disguised imposition of his own temperament with
all its emotional bias, upon the reader. I do not wish to diminish the grandeur or the
value of the greatest one-man philosophies. When such a philosophy is done
superbly well, as by Spinoza, it retains a permanent importance for humanity: for
an acquaintance with Spinoza, and a temporary submission to his influence, is an
experience of great value ...

.... [By contrast. Dr. Pieper's] mind is submissive to what he believes to be the
great, the main tradition of European thought; his originality is subdued and
unostentatious. And as he is a philosopher who accepts explicitly a dogmatic
theology, his presuppositions are in full view, instead of being, as with some
philosophers who profess complete detachment, concealed from both author and
reader®®.

Spinoza is doubly at fault where once he was exemplary; his detachment is suspect, and his work
is corrupted by an emotional bias. The work is individualistic and dissenting. By contrast with
Pieper, its originality is overt and ostentatious, and it hides the premisses from which it is derived

"The Idealism of Julien Benda", "The Cambridge Review" 6 June 1928. In a letter to his mother (29 March 1919),
Eliot wrote: "I know a great many people, but there are many more who would like to know me, and I can remain isolated
and detached" (LTSE, 280).
"Introduction", Pieper 1952, 16-17.
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(a more absurd claim Is difficult to imagine, given the geometric method of The Ethics). There are
two objections to this account.

First, blinded by Spinoza's ethnic origin, Eliot failed to discern the philosopher's place within the
history of Western philosophy. Spinoza's work cannot be excluded from what he described as "the
great, the main tradition of European thought” merely because he was indifferent to Christianity.
Eliot mistakes personal detachment for cultural rootlessness; Spinoza was a European philosopher,
even though a Jew by origin, and a non-Christian by choice. A secular Jew, Spinoza's contribution
is within the European intellectual tradition; this is largely, but neither by origin nor wholly, a
Christian tradition. He did not, in Santayana's ugly phrase, "live ... in the crevices of the Christian
edifice"^\ Rather, his philosophical relationship with the work of Descartes, and his wider
intellectual debts, make him a thinker in communion with "the mind of Europe"” . One asks: why
does Eliot controvert the patently evident, as in his statement that Spinoza's work conceals its
presuppositions, or in his statement that Spinoza stands outside the principal intellectual tradition
of Europe?

Second, Eliot imagines "the Christian intellectual tradition" (let me assume so readily isolable a
thing exists) to be the only tradition available to Spinoza, and thus overlooks the Jewish aspect of
his thinking. Spinoza remained philosophically indebted to Jewish sources even following his
excommunication; intellectual influence cannot so easily be shrugged off as can synagogue
membership” . Eliot was dismissive of Jewish philosophy:

Leibniz' reading was wide beyond any point of selection, and he appears to have
derived some entertainment from such philosophers as Giordano Bruno, Maimonides
and the Averrhoists ... A dialogue of 1676 show that he knew, through
Maimonides, the doctrines of the Avverhoists and of a certain Jewish sect, the
Motakallem. In 1687, while travelling in Bavaria, he undertook some study of the
Kabbala, and perhaps noticed the theory of emanation from an infinite being which
consists in an indivisible point - and the microcosm is said to be a familiar idea in

Santayana 1987, 502. The view from which thia remark derive# was a commonplace. Compare Belloc: "the European
tNng ie eeeentially a Catholic thing, and ... European value# would disappear with the disappearance of Catholicism"
(quoted: Wilson 1986, 109). Spinoza was a problem for philosophically-minded anti-Semites. Weiniger insisted that though
the philosopher was "incomparably the greatest Jew of the last nine hundred years", he lacked "genius" (quoted: Gilman
1 9 9 1 ,1 3 4 ).
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Jewish philosophy. These studies ... illustrate Leibniz' insatiable curiosity toward
every sort of theological hocus-pocus^.

Even if, which one would deny, Spinoza stood outside "the main, the great etc.”, this does not
mean that there was no other tradition for his work. The choice need not be: either "the main, the
great etc." or a "projection" of one's own personality. There are other traditions which,
furthermore, do not run in parallel lines to each other, but criss-cross repeatedly so that in the end
one sees not a collection of separate lines but a pattern to which they all contribute. Eliot remained
unable to concede this throughout his life. As late as Notes he was still insisting upon the
determinative importance of Christianity; in E.M. Forster's summary of its main theme, "Where
there is not Christianity there is nothing"^.

After Strange Gods (1)

In After Strange Gods, Eliot attempts to relate the artist's engagement vrith a literary tradition to
his commitment to a social order. The two are meant to unite in the concept of "orthodoxy". They
do not. Eliot fails, as his treatment of Joyce demonstrates. In a blandly proposed provocation, Eliot
says that both Athanasius and Joyce are "orthodox": "as by Athanasius, orthodoxy may be upheld
by one man against the world"; "the most ethically orthodox of the more eminent writers of my
time is Mr. Joyce"’ *. Athanasius, 4th century bishop and saint, opposed the Arian heresy and
suffered exile and persecution for his championship of Christian orthodoxy. Joyce "left the Church
hating it most fervently"’ ^. In the early Joyce, Catholicism is his medium, and also his subject.
It informs his language while also comprising his enemy. Hence the irony of "The Dead" (of which
Eliot proves himself oblivious in his second lecture). The two meet only in a common Catholic
origin, not enough to justify imprisoning them together in the cell of a common orthodoxy. Eliot
wants the force of the Athanasian sanction in his praise of Joyce; the adjective "ethical" betrays
the hopelessness of the marx)euvre. This attempt to squeeze into "orthodoxy" incommensurable
imaginations is a failure. Yet it is as close as Eliot gets in the book to connecting the theological
with the aesthetic. Eliot cannot explain how Athanasius and Joyce are both "orthodox". He has
two ideas and he wants to make them into one. But while he fails to make this connection, he can
arrange for an expulsion.

**. "The Development of Leibniz' Monadism”, KE 178-79.
* . Forster 1965, 266.
“ . ASG 30, 38.
Quoted: Ellmann 1959, 175.
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Lacking a coherent notion of orthodoxy, Eliot is forced to think of it in terms of what it excludes.
Heretics, of course, must go, and free-thinking Jews too, because naturally when one considers
deviations from orthodoxy *a spirit of excessive tolerance is to be deprecated”. As perpetual
dissidents, Jews distract attention from the instabilities in orthodoxy's definition, but the attack
on them contains an undisclosed irony. It is both the rejection by a dogmatist of sceptics, and a
retreat by a sceptic from his own uncertainties. Exclude "free-thinking Jews”, and you exclude
doubters, dissenters and intellectuals. You might also banish poets and novelists. And if you are
properly rigorous, you may thereby exclude Eliot himself - a possibility of which Eliot sometimes
seems almost aware. After Strange Gods is a strangely self-cancelling text.

If anti-Semitism anchors "Burbank”, but is detail in "Gerontion”, what of A fter Strange Gods!
Against "Burbank”, its anti-Semitism is both opportunistic and inhibited. It is ingratiating and
undeveloped. When first delivered as lectures to a Virginian audience, one imagines that their
sniping at New York Jews would have charmed. While Eliot's argument needs the Jews as model
antagonists, it is constrained by circumstance of date and social convention. It goes as far as it
can; "Burbank”, taking advantage of a different form, is more reckless. The poem puts Jews at the
centre, the book places them at its periphery. The poem has only one villain, the book has many.
Jews figure in their company, but do not exclusively comprise it. Against "Gerontion”, by contrast,
its anti-Semitism has hermeneutic power. While the presence of Jews may explain the
disintegration of traditional societies, the presence of the "jew” does not explain Gerontion's
disintegration. Though both unsettle the genres in which they may be located, "Gerontion” does
so as a principle of its construction while After Strange Gods does so simply because it cannot help
it. Genre is the target of the first, but the predicament of the second. The book does not know how
to describe itself. It is neither sermon, nor literary criticism, nor Modernist prose poem. Though
censorious, it lacks both the confidence of its own judgment and the unequivocal voice of a
sermon. Literary criticism it expressly repudiates. As for the third: notwithstanding the traversing
of cultures and texts, it is dull, it lacks an experimental edge, it is caught within the conventions
of expository criticism. So while the garrulity of "Gerontion” mocks the dramatic monologue's
convention of self-disclosure, the garrulity of After Strange Gods - it is a very windy book - is
simply evidence that it has not managed to say quite what it means. The poem is spun out
succinctly, at length. The book is just verbose.

It should therefore be easy to summarise. It is rarely allusive. In place of the Quatrains' motion of
abridgement, it is expansive and risks being skimmed. It is discursive. It is combative - an assault,
with the enemy always in view. It has something of the immediacy of a pamphlet, though it began
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life as a set of lectures, and is thus shorn of many of the "refinements and limitations"" that
would otherwise have complicated its exposition. A Preface outlines intentions, a subtitle
announces a pédagogie purpose, epigraphs define a programme. An appendix contains "elementary
exercises" for those "who may be interested in pursuing the subject by themselves"". Were it
not a polemic, the volume could pose as a text book. Even if it is not rational, the book seems
reasoned. (That is an illusion. What are Eliot's '[rjeasons of race and religion"? He offers none.
According to Jack Wertheimer, when "denying an application for naturalisation", 19th century
German officials merely had to state "he is a Jew "^. Eliot would be such an official). Whenever
the book's cogency is in Jeopardy, its extreme deliberateness of manner, and the provoking
statements that periodically explode on the page, divert attention from the logic. But it is also a
disturbing and perplexing book, as akin to some of Eliot's minor poetry - "Hysteria" comes to mind as to his critical prose. The impression of concentration on a visible and fixed target is an illusion,
a first impression to be corrected, not built upon. So instead of summary, one is reduced to précis putting broken bits of argument in sequence rather than setting out economically a process of
reasoning. The distinctions are false or misplaced, and the target is constantly shifting, evidence
of an unfocussed animus and an over-disciplined effort to come to terms with it.

Careful discriminations teem through the book, in inadvertent parody of rational procedures.
Burdened with daring statements immediately cut back by cautious qualifications, the lectures are
replete with distinctions:

The three lectures which follow were not undertaken as exercises in literary
criticism. ... I ascend the platform of these lectures only in the role of the
moralist.*'

This is neither justified nor sustained. The book's idiom slides away from the ethical into the
pseudo-theological. The moralist shades into the prophet who in turn shades into the cleric: Eliot's
"role” is ambiguous, his position on the platform, insecure. The failure to address the difference
between the literary critic and the moralist is paralleled by a failure to explain why the moralist
must resort to such preacher's phantasms as the "Evil Spirit" to argue his case. This separating of
the critical and the ethical, and the joining of the ethical and the religious - a rupture and an elision is a two-part movement which takes place without acknowledgement. It is supplemented by the

ASG 12.
ibid. 65.
Wertheimer 1987, 73.
ASG 11.
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collapse of the religious into the Christian, and the threatened collapse of the Christian into the
Anglican. It couples analysis with the invocation of entities given a totemic status beyond rational
inquiry. An insistent resort to distinctions is accompanied by the conjuring of spectres that elude
definition. For example, in one place the book discriminates between "tradition" and "orthodoxy",
thereby furthering its argument, while elsewhere it cites the "operations of the Evil Spirit", and
elsewhere again "reasons of race", transporting the argument into the realm of religious and racial
dogmatics. The book contrives to be both pedantic and mystic. This tension between a surface
reasonableness and the disturbing, deeper unreason which lies beneath, is painful to witness. Eliot's
poetry is dense with examples of a similarly tense combination of civility and panic, but there it is
put to more controlled and dramatic effect. In the lectures it is evidence of a radical uncertainty of
purpose, these tensions registering Eliot's imperfect control over both his subject and his language.

The book deploys various defences to this instability, one of which is an ironic admission of
weakness. It conceals doubt behind modesty. Eliot confesses in the Preface that he is "uncertain"
of his "ability to criticise my contemporaries as artists". But the humility is patently disingenuous,
of a kind to make others suspect their right to criticise

in the face ofsuchfastidious reserve^.

Reluctant to criticise, Eliot positively refuses to debate:

I am not arguing or reasoning, or engaging in controversy with those whose views
are radically opposed to such as mine. In our time, controversy seems to me, on
really fundamental matters, to be futile. It can only usefully be practised when there
is common understanding. It requires common assumptions; and perhaps the
assumptions that are only felt are more important
formulated. The acrimony which accompanies

than those that can be

much debate is a symptom of

differences so large that there is nothing to argue about.*'

A can only persuade B of the truth of X if each adopt certain premisses which cannot themselves
be proven. If B does not accept these premisses, his debate with A cannot begin. Since A is
debarred from being able to persuade B of the truth of X, he need not bother to try. At a trite level,
this is right. If the accepting of certain premisses is a condition precedent for debate, then it
follows that debate cannot begin before they have been accepted. There is no miracle in the

**. Eliot's characterisation of Bradley is self-defensive: "Many readers, having in mind Bradley's polemical irony and Ns
obvious zest in using it, his habit of discomfiting an opponent with a sudden profession of ignorance, or inability to
understand, or of incapacity for abstruse thought, have concluded that this is all a mere pose - and even a somewhat
unscrupulous one. But deeper study of Bradley convinces us that the modesty is real, and his irony the weapon of a modest
and sensitive man” ("F.H Bradley", FLA 64). This tone was found exasperating by some readers: "one is always reminded,
in reading Mr. Eliot, of the great Hebrew scholar. Dr. Schechter's remark, of Oxford - 'th e y mistake fastidiousness for
holiness'” (Laski 1944, 107).

**. ASG 13.
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circularity of this reasoning. If the premiss were true, then the rest would follow. But it is not true.
Neither in philosophy nor even theology (and certainly not in politics) is it the case that premisses
are unexaminable. Nor does controversy require such prior examination, though the ability of one
side to engage critically with the other side's premisses may be evidence of its superiority. Eliot
makes no effort to justify these assertions^, though they are eligible for justification, not falling
within his own definition of what cannot be defended. These sentences constitute a "waming-off"
to readers unsympathetic but open to persuasion. Eliot has already given up on them, the Preface
serving as a very selective invitation, welcoming some, barring others. This is only the first of the
book's exclusions.

The tone of the passage is one of fatigue. It is also obliquely autobiographical: "In our time* calls
to be read as "for me, now". The personal justifies the resort to the intuitive, as in "assumptions
that are only felt ...”. The cumulative effect is to prepare the reader for a message of some
consequence:

We experience such profound differences with some of our contemporaries, that
the nearest parallel is the difference between the mentality of one epoch and
another.**

The passage evades confession by the first person plural and by the weasel words "some of". The
isolation is not complete, and the isolated have company. In a gesture of ingratiation, Eliot flatters
his audience with the shared "we". And comforts himself, too: he is not alone. It is an appeal as
well as a compliment. But then the confidence slips, and the passage tails off in truculence and
overstatement:

In a society like ours, worm-eaten with Liberalism, the only possible thing for a
person with strong convictions is to state a point of view and leave it at that.**

Eliot is that person, or would wish to be, if he were able. But the problem is that, on the subject
of heresy, he cannot state a coherent point of view, and therefore cannot leave it at that, or at all.
He worries at it, easier in the attack than in the presentation of a position. And the first target
comes into range, the target of all targets - liberalism. "Liberalism" has to be explicated in just the

Compare hie 1928 Preface to 77>e Sacred Wood'. "The best that we can hope to do Is to agree upon a point from
which to start, and that is, in part, the subject of this book" (x). Eliot denied himself this sensible programme in After
Strange Gods, preferring to despair of ever finding common ground with any but those who occupied the same ground.
ASG 13.
ibid. 13.
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same manner as "Viennese” in "Burbank", that is, as the citing of a reputation, prejudicially
rendered by context (tainted by "Semite" in the poem, metaphorically associated with the rotting
dead in the book). Eliot does not offer a critique; he merely makes a rude verbal gesture. He is as
uninterested in the tradition of Liberalism, its doctrines and history, as he is in the culture of Vienna
or Chicago. Indeed, he does not acknowledge that Liberalism has either doctrines or history. He
does not recognise it as a tradition at all. It is the summary of everything that corrodes the
traditional, that disturbs existing orders, that undermines foundations. It does not protect dissent,
it is itself subversion. It does not promote tolerance, it is itself licence, it is the principle of
negation, lacking independent life. It attaches itself, destructively, to others. Eliot's language is
intemperate, embattled. Liberalism is the parasite (the worm) that feeds off, and then destroys,
the social body. It is the rat underneath the piles.

Historically, Liberalism meant, among other things, the primacy of conscience, which in turn
entailed the separation of church and state, the right of religious freedom, the right of civil
disobedience, the right to resist tyranny, and a scepticism regarding the effects of universal
suffrage. In 1933, it would have been associated with the defence of constitutional forms of
government, the promotion of democracy and the rights of dissent and non-conformity, and the
relief of poverty by state intervention. In America, it was experimenting in the New Deal. In Europe,
it was on the defensive against Fascism*^. Eliot's repudiation of Liberalism is necessarily a
repudiation of all this too. The repudiation swiftly met, in turn, its own repudiation by Quiller-Couch
who protested that:

... this liberalism which Mr. Eliot arraigns as a worm, eating into the traditions of
our society, reveals itself rather as Tradition itself, throughout Literature ... the
organic spirit persisting, aerating, preserving the liberties our ancestors won and we
inherit^.

Quiller-Couch sets up a different Tradition to Eliot's, the tradition of liberalism. They quarrel over
the worm. In Eliot's metaphor, it is the agent of decay (as in wood); for his critic it is the agent of
life (as in soil). The argument between the two is serious, but it is not so great as to prevent an
exchange of views. They concur that a society can be characterised by reference to one tradition,
rather than many; they do not understand that traditions, as Alasdair MacIntyre has pointed out.

Eliot did not accept thia, even at the outbreak of war: "either Germanism will win, or something that is neither
Liberalism or Totalitarianism: Liberalism is not even a starter in this race" ("A Commentary", NEW 5 October 1939, 331).

Quiller-Couch 1934, 61-64.
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"embody continuities of conflict*^. This shared belief discloses a unity of perspective that is
deeper than mere diversity of allegiance. Quiller-Couch's practical liberalism rescues him, however,
from the conclusion that Eliot draws from this premiss. This is that those whose work he attacks
he must identify as heretics. He cannot imagine them as positive upholders of an alternative
tradition. They must be regarded as deviants from the tradition - worse, the orthodoxy - that it is
the purpose of these lectures to defend.

Eliot attempts to define his positive terms in the first lecture. He begins by revisiting his 1919
essay, "Tradition and the Individual Talent", about which he has reservations, noting with enigmatic
meticulousness that it contains "some unsatisfactory phrasing and at least one more than doubtful
analogy". It also suffers from the defect of treating the problem it addresses "as a purely literary
one." While the essay considered the relation between the writer and his literary forebears, the
lectures focus on the relation between the writer and orthodoxy, a more formidable, if less easily
definable, authority. The reference to this early, important essay helps make a point about the
lectures. Although Eliot would later dismiss After Strange Gods as a bad book, and forbid any
reprinting of it, and even though one can read ostensibly complete accounts of his work which omit
any allusion to the book*^, these are not lectures that can be detached from the rest of his critical
writings (nor, indeed, from his poetry). They are unseverably linked to that body of work by the
nature of their preoccupations. The relation between literature and belief is a recurring issue in
Eliot's critical reflections. Equally, the exploration of the nature of communal life was something
to which he returned repeatedly, in the later social criticism as well as in his comedies. The three
lectures address these two questions. First, what shapes a writer's consciousness? Second, within
what kind of society should people live? Suppressing the book because of the answers, Eliot
removed from his available work the only text in which he attempts a synthesis between the
aesthetic and the political. And while the synthesis was of course bound to fail (how could one be
constructed out of such materials?), and defeat marks every page of the lectures, to overlook them
is to miss the clearest statement of Eliot's larger critical undertaking.

Free-thinking Jews (2)

With the lecturer's reflex of complimenting his audience, that statement begins by noting the
appropriateness of the venue. Where better to offer a revision of his views on tradition? The
Virginians, at least, will be able to recollect a tradition. They may be able to re-establish a native
culture, unlike the more shifting, mixed, population of certain other regions of America. Virginia is

*•. MacIntyre 1985, 222.
For example, Kenner 1985 A. It is iK>t Included in the list of his works in TTie Concis» Oxford Compsnion to English
Uteraturs, ed. M. Drabble and J. Stringer. Faber editions of Ns poetry and criticism do not mention K.
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another country. Of his "first, and no doubt superficial impressions of your country - 1speak as a
New Englander", Eliot says:

... no one ... can cross the Potomac for the first time without being struck by
differences so great... to cross into Virginia is as definite an experience as to cross
from England to Wales, almost as definite as to cross the English Channel. And the
differences here, with no difference of language or race to support them, have had
to survive the immense pressure towards monotony exerted by ... industrial
expansion ...*'

With a bland and imperturbable racism, Eliot overlooks the entire black population of the South ("no
differences of ... race"). This racism of disregard is to be distinguished from a Southern racism of
contempt and famiiarity, as evidenced in Allen Tate's "Message from Abroad": "And the man red
faced and tail . . ./ . . . /His shadow gliding, a long nigger/Gliding at his feet"^'. While Eliot may be
said to remove Jews by strategies of exclusion, and contest women by strategies of violence and
accommodation. Blacks are invariably transparent to him. When they are not, they comprise
material for scatalogical verse*^, or are rendered as debris, as in this passage from "The Dry
Salvages":

Time the destroyer is time the preserver.
Like the river with its cargo of dead negroes, cows and chicken coops.
The bitter apple and the bite in the apple.

"Negroes", the word printed in the lower case*^, are part of the flotsam and jetsam of the river.
They lack the gentle, somnolent beauty of movement of the drifting figures of Eliot's subaqeous
seascapes. They are merely there, along with cows and chicken coops, and apples that are unripe
or rejected as rotten. Without censure, these lines invoke a slave culture.

ASG 16.
« . Tate 1947, 19.
**. I refer to the unpubliehed "King Boio" eaga; see, for example, "Columblad: Two Stanzoe": "King Bolo'e Royal Body
Guard/Were called The Jersey Lilies' */A bold and bestial set of blacke/Undaunted by eyphilis./They wore the national
uniform/Of a garland of verbenas/And a pair of big black hairy balls/And a big black krratty penie" (Whitworth 1990, 23).
This conforms with a certain stereotyping of Blacke: "During the rise of Modernism, from the fin de siècle to the collapse
of the Nazi state (and beyond), the black, whether male or female, came to represent the genitalia" (Gilman 1985, 109).
It would seem that in certain American editione, "Negroee" wae printed in the upper case (Robbins 1951, 209, fn.
47; the lines have been quoted in the upper case: Matthews 1 9 7 4 ,1 3 ). However, the recent Centenary Edition of Collected
Poems 1909-1962, published in the United States by Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, prints tha word in the lower case. To add
to the confusion, while this edition also prints "Jew" in the upper case in "Burbank" and "Gerontion", HBJ's Centenary
Edition of Selected Poems prints the word in these two poeme in the lower oaeel
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Eliot confirms his listeners' deepest beliefs about their State, or "country”. He combines praise with
recommendation, sketching the conditions for the good society while also commending the qualities
of the South. The anti-Semitism is thus both counsel and endorsement. Jews were not entirely
welcome, nor were they to be welcomed:

... reasons of race and religion combine to make any large number of free-thinking
Jews undesirable . .."

This resonates with a judgment against Jews made by anti-Semites across centuries: "Relegated
to permanent exile, and scattered throughout the entire universe, the Jews outrage and disturb the
society of the human race”. Eliot's remark hints at the old complaint that "the Jews ... turned our
people away from Christ”" . Anti-Semites argue for the exclusion of Jews. Merely limiting their
number has usually been regarded as unsatisfactory, to be proposed only when more radical
arguments have failed: "A recovery of the health of our popular life, in all its fields, cultural, moral
and economic, and a maintenance of this regained health, are possible only if Jewish influence is
either excluded completely or driven back to an extent that makes it safe and tolerable”*^. AntiSemites contended that Jews comprised a state vrithin a state; that their practices and beliefs were
incompatible with a Christian, and latterly a secular, society; that they had dual allegiances; that
they were an economic burden on the state, or competed unfairly with "Gentile" businesses. There
is a strain of snobbery, allied with a certain cultural pessimism, in Eliot's remarks: Jews are
undesirable, certainly, but is his traditional society be so fragile as to be threatened by their
presence? One can contrast de Man's war-time article, which is more optimistic in this respect than

After Strange Gods ("We could not have much hope for our civilization if it had let itself be invaded
without resistance by an alien force""). To Eliot's: we must exclude Jews to protect our culture,
de Man responds: we can exclude them without risk to our culture. Eliot's view, however, would
have been received by his Virginian audience as a commonplace. The South Carolinan W.J. Cash
wrote in 1941, Just eight years after Eliot gave his lectures at the University of Virginia:

**. ibid. 20. Although Jews had been in the South since colonial times, they were not accepted. Opportunities to
assimilate existed, but those who wanted to practise their religion did so at a price. In Virginia and Maryland, denial of the
Trinity led to imprisonment before the Revolution; Virginia did not permit Jews to enter the colony without express
permission (Dinnerstein 1987, 111-12). In 1916, Jewish students at Virginia University established their own Greek letter
society because they were excluded from the others. About then, Ludwig Lewisohn was denied a job tfwre as an English
instructor because he was a Jew (Synott 1987, 238*9).
Quoted: Poliakov 1974-5 I, 212; quoted: Poliakov 1977 IV, 69.
Quoted: Pulzer 1964, 228.
**. "II ne faudrait pas formuler beaucoup d'espoirs pour l'avenir de notre civilisation si elle était laissé envaNr sans
résistance par une force étrangère” (de Man 1988, 45).
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... the Jew, with his eternal refusal to be assimilated, is everywhere the eternal
Alien; and in the South, where any difference had always stood out with great
vividness, he was especially so. Hence it was perfectly natural that, in the general
withdrawal upon the old heritage, the rising insistence on conformity to it, he
should come in for renewed denunciations; should as he passed in the street, stand
in the eyes of the people as a sort of evil harbinger and incarnation of all the
menaces they feared and hated - external and internal, real and imaginary**.

Cash wants it both ways: the menaces are both real and imaginary. Eliot, however, is not so
equivocal. The menace is wholly real for him.

According to one observer, "Christian anti-Semitism today [1935] is directed less against the
orthodox Jews than against the Jewish free-thinkers”**. Eliot's call for restrictions on numbers
of Jews is not, however, to be read solely in the context of free-thinking Jews; it is a call for
restrictions on Jews as such, as the reference to "reasons of religion and race* makes clear.
"Racial” Jews remain Jewish whatever the nature of their beliefs. In inter-war America,
restrictionism was rife, and governments, as well as governors of private schools and universities,
and boards of management of country clubs, and partners of law firms, limited Jewish access to
their shores, their places of education and leisure, their business and professional enterprises. There
were restrictions on immigration*', residence, and access to institutions of higher education.
Indeed, "numerus clausus" limits on the number of Jewish students allowed at universities, and
"restrictive covenants" in residential developments, became commonplace between the wars.
(Needless to say, the case against permitting Jews in large numbers to settle was often defended
as merely one instance of a more general case*^). In America, and in England too**, such
restrictions were imposed by the institutions themselves**; in continental Europe, by contrast.

Cash 1973, 342.
Coudenhova-Kaleroi 1935, 244.
Sanders 1988, chaps.44-48; Wÿman 1985. Chaca notes the futility of Eliot's recommendation: "The great years of
American immigration were over. The exclusionary Immigration Act of 1924, drafted by Senators Albert Johnson and David
A. Reed, had had its effect. But from 1820 to 1930, no less than thirty-eight million people had immigrated. Two and onehalf million Jews had entered the country between 1880 and 1913 alone. In 1933, one hurxlred and twenty million people,
fourteen million of them foreign-bom, were living in the United States" (Chaca 1973, 160).
For example, from a slightly earlier period: "You would not permit 10 ,000 monks to settle in Bremen. Not for religious
reasons, oh no) But because monasticism endangers the common weal (Zimmermann 1988, 248). Nietzsche coolly
responded: "it would perhaps be a good idea to eject the anti-Semitic ranters from the country" (Nietzsche 1973, 163).
•*. Endelman 1990, 194-6.
**. Synnott 1987, 233-271. Recent research has shown that "social club discrimination is [stilll widely accepted, even
among the least prejudiced third of the [American] population" (Selznick arrd Steinberg 1969, 184).
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they often had the force of public law - for example, in Hungary, where a specific statute of 1920
limited Jewish admission to institutions of higher learning*^.

Eliot's proposal goes beyond the numerus clausus practices of the times, which were specific to
universities, clubs and hotels, and suburbs. It also reaches back to the arguments of earlier anti*
Semites who opposed Jewish emancipation; they "could conceive of neither state nor society
without a Christian foundation ... the Jew had no right to citizenship, to be included in Christian
society, so long as he persisted in his ancestral refusal to recognise" Christianity. In the "new
society" planned by Goethe's Wilhelm Meister, "we do not tolerate any Jew among us; for how
could we grant him a share in the highest culture, the origin and tradition of which he denies?"**.
Eliot's anti-Semitism is also candid: the "first rule of most clubs, colleges, and societies that apply
quotas' to restrict Jews" said "Time" magazine, "is to deny that they would do any such
thing”*^. Eliot proposed to his American audience that they should take pride in their practices,
and regard them as steps on the way to creating a traditional society. This was something of a faux

pas, comparable to Harvard President Lowell's when in 1922 he "openly recommendled] what
others were doing covertly", that is, restricting Jewish access to universities**. Eliot was not
satisfied with the tacit. Compare his outspokenness with the following:

We go on afterwards to the Woolfs. Hugh Dalton is there. I attack the nomination
board at the Foreign Office, not on the grounds that it rejects good men, but on the
grounds that its very existence prevents good men from coming up for fear they
may be ploughed for social reasons. The awkward question of the Jews arises. I
admit that is the snag. Jews are far more interested in international life than are
Englishmen, and if we opened the service it might be flooded by clever Jews. It
was a little difficult to argue this point frankly with Leonard there.**

This is from Harold Nicolson's diary. "Leonard" is Leonard Woolf, Virginia's Jewish husband. The
discussion took place on an evening in July 1930. Nicolson's "clever Jews" are Eliot's "free
thinking Jews", both essentially anti-Semitic formulations, but whereas Nicolson regards the
subject as "awkward", and is embarrassed to discuss it in front of his Jewish host, Eliot shows no
such hesitation before either subject or audience. Eliot's anti-Semitism was more challenging than

Katzberg 1988, 340.
**. Katz 1980, 55; quoted: Strauae 1982, 3.
Quoted: Dinnerstein 1988 I, 317.
Higham 1976, 160.
Nicolson 1971, 50.
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the covert, qualified, prejudice of his peers. It was both more prescriptive and less defensive. In
case it should be thought that Eliot's remarks represented a momentary lapse, later to be regretted,
consider the following from The Idea of a Christian Society:

In any future Christian society that I can conceive, the educational system will be
formed according to Christian presuppositions of what education - as distinct from
mere instruction - is for; but the personnel will inevitably be mixed: one may even
hope that the mixture may be a benefit to its intellectual vitality. The mixture will
include persons of exceptional ability who may be indifferent or disbelieving; there
will be room for a proportion of other persons professing other faiths than
Christianity. The limitations imposed upon such persons would be similar to those
imposed by social necessity upon the politician who, without being able to believe
the Christian faith, yet has abilities to offer in the public service, with which his
country could ill dispense.^°

There are some Jews, that is, whose exceptional talents it would be a pity to waste, and it is for
this reason alone that they are to be allowed to teach in the schools and universities of a Christian
society in limited numbers^V As for those others of merely ordinary ability, they will have to
occupy themselves otherwise, or elsewhere. This passage does not only, however, demonstrate
the continuity of Eliot's thought on the subject it also puts paid to the fallacious, but common,
argument that Eliot intended in After Strange Gods a distinction between free-thinking and believing
Jews. The Idea of a Christian Society proves that the restrictions were to apply equally to both.

Though Eliot's use of "race" was loose it usually lacked hostile intent: "the Christian religion is an
essential part of the history of our race ... It is quite irrelevant to conjecture the possible
development of the European races without Christianity ... [Babbitt] is struggling to make
something that will be valid for the nation, the race, the world"^^. The missing term is "culture";
"race" substitutes. Eliot was dismissive of the political uses of "race": "Mr. Brooks['s] race-survival
[is] depressingly reminiscent of a certain political version of biology"; "we suspect that the more
we know about race the more clearly we shall see that we are all merely mongrels"^'. However,

ICS 63.
Robbins, whose outrage often leads him to overstate the case against Eliot, misreads the passage to include the
proposing of restrictions on the number of pupils as well as staff (Robbins 1951, 19-20). This interpretation is made
impossible by "personnel" in the first sentence.
"The Humanism of Irving Babbit", SE 473, 476. Praising the Elizabethan dramatists, and their audience, Eliot remarked
on a "homogeneity of race, of sense of humour and sense of right and wrong" (UPUC 52).
"A Letter to the Editors", PR March-Aprii 1942, 115; "The Idealism of Julian Benda", OR 6 June 1928.
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in both "Burbank" and After Strange Gods he adopted a racist anti-Semitism. This postulates
"conflicting and mutually exclusive elements"

an Aryan racial community and an opposing

Jewish race, which in one version is similarly pure and in another version is adulterate or
"mongrel". The poem postulates a Jewish race; the lectures postulate the threat to racial purity
posed by Jewish free-thinkers. In "Burbank"'s "Chicago Semite Viennese", "Semite" is the only
stable term, the phrase's pivot. As for After Strange Gods, let me quote the relevant passage
again, but this time in its fuller context:

The population should be ftomogeneous', where tw o or more cultures exist in the
same place they are likely either to be fiercely self-conscious or both to become
adulterate. What is still more important is unity o f religious background] and
reasons of race and religion combine to make any large number of free-thinking

Jews undesirable.

I have italicised the words that show the connections in Eliot's argument: "homogeneous" leads
to "reasons of race" and "unity of religious background" leads to "reasons of religion". These
reasons exclude Jews as such. In such a context, therefore, the disparagement of free-thinking
Jews is an additional piece of anti-Semitic abuse. It does not qualify the offence, it adds to it. The
objectionable nature of the passage is easy to see, though Denis Donoghue and Christopher Ricks
have each tried to obscure it, Donoghue by resorting to a trite aestheticism, and Ricks by
contending both that one doesn't have to be an anti-Semite to subscribe to the notion of a Jewish
race and that rabbis are similarly likely to deprecate free-thinkers.

Donoghue objects to the passage "not for the reasons commonly given: it is objectionable because
it is badly written, and being badly written, the feelings from which it issues are disordered". He
adds: "That [Eliot] is still accused of anti-Semitism seems to me absurd"^. Yet such writing is
in the very nature of anti-Semitism, which is typically disordered in conception and argument. What
Donoghue dismisses as sub standard Eliot is an example of the anti-Semite at work. Ricks asserts
that a distinction made by Jewish law between Jewish converts and Jews by birth is an
acknowledgment by Judaism itself of the existence of a Jewish race, or more weakly, an
acknowledgment of "the difficult intertexture of race and religion"^*. The rule on which Ricks
relies, taken from an encyclopedia of Jewish religion, prohibits female converts from marrying
priests. Ricks is wrong four times over. First, and to the extent that Ricks himself is arguing the

Taylor 1985, 149.
Donoghue 1989, 222.
Rick# 1988, 42.
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existence of a Jewish race, Judaism does not, and cannot, assist. Since racial identity is something
which a religion is incompetent to determine, what Jewish law has to say on the matter is
irrelevant. Second, one can concede readily that there are contexts in which the assertion of the
existence of a Jewish race would not be anti-Semitic, without thereby having to concede that

Eliot's assertion is likewise not anti-Semitic. Contexts matter. Third, a distinction between converts
and Jews by birth is not by necessity predicated on race, as an analogy makes obvious: only those
American citizens born in the United States are eligible to become President {Art. //, s. i, cl. 5), but
that does not mean that the Constitution embraces the notion of an American race. Fourth, the
alleged distinction between converts and Jews by birth is in fact a distinction Jewish law makes
between Jews of two classes. Converts and certain Jews by birth together comprise the
membership of the class whose members may not marry a priest. This class consists of any Jew
who has either been a party to an illicit sexual relationship, or else is the product of such a
relationship. The reason for the inclusion of converts in this class is because neither the
circumstances of a convert's birth nor those of her pre-conversion history can be verified, it is
considered, with the necessary certainty.

Finally, I should identify certain affinities between the anti-Semitism oit After Strange Goc/s and that
of his poetry. There is the leprosy libel insinuated in "Gerontion". If, as Alex Bein has noted, Jews
were taken to be "the descendants of those unclean outcasts who mocked at all that was holy to
the Egyptians"^^, then their leprosy is to be related to their scepticism. Further, "Gerontion"
practises what After Strange Gods preaches regarding the exclusion of Jews, both texts deriving
from what Jacob Katz has identified as the anti-Semite's "aversion to sharing the social space with
Jews"^. Gerontion is in the house, the Jew is on the window sill. There is also Rachel's animal
nature. The 12th century cleric Peter the Venerable, explains Gavin Langmuir, "hated the Jews
because their informed and uncoerced disbelief was the living symbol of the core of rational doubts
that confronted him. For if the Jews were reasonable, then it was reasonable to believe that Jesus
was only a dead man and that Christianity was lifeless". Peter resolved this dilemma by holding
that Jews were incapable of reason: "Truly, why are you not called brute animals? ... The ass hears
but does not understand; the Jew hears but does not understand"^. And there is the sensuality
of Klein. According to St. Ambrose, the Jews "are carnal creatures, insensitive to the life of the
spirit"^^. Sceptic Jews, leprous Jews; undesirable Jews, excluded Jews; Rachel the unbeliever,
Rachel the beast; the debauched Klein, the profane Klein. The anti-Semitisms of prose and poetry

Bein 1990, 42.

^ Katz 1986, 7.
Langmuir 1990, 207.
Quoted: Simon 1986, 216.
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converge.

After Strange Gods (2)

By speaking thus to a Virginia audience in 1933, Eliot was not being provocative, he was being
ingratiating. His inventory of conditions to establish "the best life for us* is at the same time a
picture of an unreconstructed South. It is both blueprint and portrait, both prescriptive and
historical, at once a plan for the future and an evocation of the South before the Civil War ("the
greatest disaster in the whole of American history"*^). Stability is necessary; the population
should be homogeneous; there must be a proper balance between the urban and the rural, the
industrial and the agricultural. It is the local community that is the most permanent, while the
concept of the nation is neither fixed nor unvariable. National patriotism, unlike local forms, is
abstract, and the precedence of the latter over the former is a law of nature. And in commenting
that this final remark "should carry more weight for being uttered by a Yankee"*^, Eliot unites the
programmatic with the elegiac, defending as a form of local patriotism the secessionist loyalties
of the South. Eliot associates himself with the defeated protest of the South, describing himself
as a Yankee to give the association a quality of unctuous surrender.

Harry Levin regrets "those Virginia lectures, ill-timed in 1933 and ill-placed at the university of
Thomas Jefferson"” . This misses three points. First, the prevalence of anti-Semitism is such that
there is never a good time to be unfair to Jews - one is always contributing to existing hostility.
At any point in Eliot's productive lifetime, a case can made for the bad timing of these lectures.
Second, Levin's argument half-suggests that such views are defensible in the abstract, and objec
tionable only by virtue of the occasion of their expression, which is self-evidently false. Third,
poems and essays have lives beyond the moment of their publication and their authors have a
continuing responsibility toward them, and the uses to which they may reasonably be put.

It is an elusive South that Eliot commends, best represented by the "neo-agrarians" whose cause
may be hopeless:

• ’ .A S G 16.
•». ibid. 20.
••. Levin 1981, 170. The reference to Jefferson is somewhat pious. Jefferson was "a Virginian with strong parochial
loyalties" who held "to the values of agrarian society" (Hofstadter 1948, 25). He was also a slave-owner. Still, he
"championed the rights of Jews both in 1776, in a debate over naturalization in Virginia, and in 1785 when they gained
protection under the Virginia Act for Religious Toleration. He consistently appointed Jews to public office. He took pride,
as expressed in a letter to Isaac Harby, that his university ' set the example of ceasing to violate the rights of corwcianca
by any iiÿunctions on the different sects respecting their religions'* (Same 1987, 69).
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I know very well that the aim of the "neo-agrarians" in the South will be qualified
as quixotic, as a hopeless stand for a cause which was lost long before they were
bom. It will be said that the vyhole current of economic determinism is against them
84

Eliot has in mind the 1930 collection of essays by "twelve Southerners", I'll Take My Stand. His
notion of a traditional society is indebted to John Crowe Ransom's contribution, "Reconstructed
but Unregenerate"; Eliot simply adds the ingredient of anti-Semitism. Though the case against these
"neo-agrarians" is well put, he does not meet it:

I believe that these matters may ultimately be determined by what people want;
that when anything is generally accepted as desirable, economic laws can be upset
in order to achieve it; that it does not so much matter at present whether any
measures put forward are practical, as whether the aim is a good aim, and the
alternatives are intolerable.**

This testament carries little conviction. It combines an absurd optimism with a truculent defeatism.
Eliot is attracted by the romance of the impossible. This displays a lack of seriousness, and a
reluctance to espouse any cause other than a lost one**, which connect to weaken thebook's
enthusiasms while giving depth to its antagonisms. The hopelessness of the former invigorates the
latter. As with "Burbank", so it is with After Strange Gods. Against Venice, Eliot sets the Jews.
Against the South, he sets a pair of contraries, the West and New York. If the former cannot be
retrieved, the latter may be repudiated.

In praise of Virginia, Eliot writes:

You have here, I imagine, at least some recollection of a "tradition", such as the
influx of foreign populations has almost effaced in some parts of the North, and
such as never established itself in the West ...*^

•*. ASG 17.
ibid. 17-18.
As in Eliot's remark: "I am all for empires, especially the Austro-Hungarian Empire* (quoted: Kermode 1983, 16). A t
the time of this statement, that empire had ceased to exist. This was an instance of the espousal of a hopeless cause in
order to castigate a modern tendency.
ASG 15. Rfteen years later, Eliot was still deprecating the post-Civil W ar "stream of mixed immigration* into the
United States (NTDC 45).
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The reference to the West is not passing, though it is dismissive. The West had an honorific place
in American thought, most clearly articulated in Frederick Jackson Turner's theory of the frontier.
Indeed, by the time of Eliot's lectures, this theory had become a cliché of American historiography.
According to Turner, the West was responsible for shaping a specifically American - that is, nonEuropean - culture. It robbed immigrants of European attachments, creating new loyalties, indeed,
new characters. It encouraged an initial reversion to primitive modes of existence, but then fostered
new, complex social forms. The East aped the Old World, the frontier converted the European into
the American^. It was not just a destroyer of European traditions, it also created new ones. It
was transforming. Continuously invigorated by immigration, the frontier promoted internal trade and
national land policies, advancing the power of the national government and encouraging patriotism,
stimulated by the menace of the French and the Indians. The West was not what Eliot had in mirxl
when reflecting on how traditions were to be sustained. It was democratic in politics, sectarian in
religion, egalitarian in social tendency; against which, Eliot preached submission. Church and
hierarchy. It was a paradox that Eliot's reasoning prevented him from understanding. To its most
enthusiatic advocates, its tradition was to be anti-traditional, its reflexes were to be innovative, its
custom was to break with the past. It was restless, unsettled, mobile, rather "Jewish”**. It
confronts Eliot most squarely in two of its most representative figures, the fur trader and the
squatter.

In repudiating the West, Eliot dismisses a rival account of the genesis and conservation of a
tradition. Insofar as Eliot offers an explanation of American history, it is a catastrophic one,
articulated through the North-South divide. Each was defeated - the South by the North, the North
by immigration. The frontier theory upsets the North/South distinction, rejecting its claim to be
determinative of American history, its culture and its political institutions. Eliot does not reject the
thesis frontally; he does so by rejecting the West's claim to have established any tradition. "The
West" thus becomes an American species of Liberalism, corrosive and wholly negative, a mutation
Eliot is quick to denounce**. In discussing "tradition", Eliot ignores actual traditions. It is an

**. Turner'* celebration of the frontier we* certain to antagonise Eliot: "The frontier ie the line of moat rapid erxf effective
Americanisation. The wilderness masters the colonist. It finds him a European in dress, industries, tools, modes of travel,
and thought ... It strips Nm of the garments of civilisation ... it puts him in the log cabin ... end runs an Irtdien peRsede
around him ... Little by little he transforms the wilderness, but the outcome is not the old Europe ... The fact is, that here
is a new product that ie American ... Thus the advance of the frontier has meant a steady movement away from the
influence of Europe, a steady growth of independence on American lines” (quoted: Pierson 1968, 17).
**. "m h e mobility and vitality which characterise the Children of Israel end make them objects of envy, scarcely offended
a Christian majority which was evincing exactly the same qualities. In the 19th century, the American myth of the frontier
seemed to be creating a new wandering people" (Poliakov 1974-5 III, 44).
Turner was wrong about frontier life. The pioneers of the West were settlers, not nomads, establishing patterrw of
mutual help, and communal endeavour. He neglected this collective dimension: "There was never a healthier, floppier, more
hospitable or cheerful people. Their interests were one, end their dependence upon each other was indiepensible, end all
things were in common. Thus united, they lived as family" (quoted: Boatright 1988, 46). Eliot erred in dismissing tfie
frontier, even on fiis own terms.

182

example of bad theorisino, excluding the actual, confusing the general and the ideal, mistaking the
preferred for the possible. His theory has no explanatory power; it Is an evasion of reality, not a
conceptualising of it. It has far greater pretensions than Turner's^ purporting to define the
necessary ground rules for every traditional culture. Eliot's remark about the West is a provocation,
a denial of the source of American culture. (Of course, a rejection of the West is a rejection of the
ideology of the West; it does not matter whether Turner was right). In this garrulous book, the
repudiation of the frontier in a sentence is an example of its compact scorn. The Jews comprise
another such example, as does New York.

In further praise of Virginia, Eliot writes of New York:

You are farther away from New York; you have been less industrialised and less
invaded by foreign races; and you have a more opulent soil.*'

When considering the North generally, migration was identified as an "influx of foreign

populations", while in connection with New York-which dominates the sentence - it is the harsher,
more alienating "invaded by foreign races". The shift is not the result of any instinct for synonym;
in Eliot's work the pull tended to be toward repetition rather than synonymic variation. It is the
book getting closer to one of its essential enemies, its language thus becoming less measured,
more directly hostile. New York: it has the same resonance as "Viennese" in "Burbank". Indeed,
as Barnet Utvinoff has observed, "Vienna resembled a European, land-locked version of New
York"** in the way in which it attracted Jews from Eastern Europe. New York was a Jewish city
to anti-Semites: "Dovm in a tall busy street he read a dozen Jewish names on a line of stores ...
New York - he could not dissociate it now from the slow, upward creep of these people”; "The oldtime American ... is being chased from the streets by swarms of Polish Jews ... New York is in the
process of becoming a cloaca gentium"; "New York to me is a scream - a Kike's dream of a Ghetto.
The Lost tribe has taken the island"**. Rupert Brooke in a Broadway car: "One is surrounded with
Yiddish, Italian, and Greek, broken by Polish, or Russian, or German

The people who surround

one are mostly European-born ... short, swarthy, gesticulatory, full of clatter, indeterminately
alien". Henry Adams matched this English sense of the "alienness" of the New York crowd with
an equivalent, American disdain: "God tried drowning out the world once, but it did no kind of

ASG 16.
Utvinoff 1988, 195.
**. Fitzgerald 1973, 232; quoted: Poliakov 1977 IV, 228; quoted: Dobkowski 1979, 137. For eouthern anti-Semitea,
New York "harbored all that was evil in American life. It waa the centre of American Eberaliam and Harlem, as well as the
home of large numbers of supposedly unassimilated immigrants, [and] of the major civil rights organisations ... Southern
and western agrarian spokesmen had for decades described cities in general, and New York in particular, as unnatural,
parasitical, materialistic, pagan, alien and corrupt* (Shapiro 1987, 140-1).
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good, and there are said to be four-hundred-and-fifty thousand Jews now doing Kosher in New
York alone"**. Henry James, wondering whether New York had a heart, referred to it as "the
miscellaneous monster"**, by which he meant that like some fabulous, mythical creature, a
composite of different animals, it lacked uniform character. The Jews had made New York their
own; the Virginians had escaped that threat**.

This flattery of the Virginians leads to the one programmatic moment of the lectures. Eliot poses
the radical's question: What kind of society do we want? and gives the conservative's answer: a
traditional one. It is a paradoxical exchange, to be formulated only in an American context.
Americans are used to the idea that their country was "invented" in 1776; the Southern States are
susceptible to the notion that the Confederacy represented a traditional way of life destroyed by
the Civil War but capable of being resurrected. These are paradoxical beliefs. Traditional societies
are those which "inventors" are dedicated to destroying: they are the societies that are already
there. They cannot be blueprinted, they can only be documented; they are amenable to description
by the sociologist, not prescription by the constitutionalist. At most, traditions can be revived; the
only traditions that can be created are the bogus ones*^. And even the "revived" traditions usually
contain an element of the contrived: staged pageants, pedagogic displays for the benefit of
children, pious or defensive declarations in the face of cultural opposition. Eliot comes close to
acknowledging this in his comments on the Southern neo-agrarians.

Reaching an impasse, Eliot changes direction. The first lecture began by listing the conditions for
a tradition (or traditional society - at this stage, Eliot does not distinguish between the two). It then
explained the term: neither enforced by dogma, nor consisting merely of the repetitions of habit,
it is the sum of a community's social practices. It is neither immutable nor immune to criticism. But
criticism from what perspective? Here is the problem: there is no mechanism within a tradition for
its review. Criticism from outside a tradition is bound to be destructive - the kind practised by freethinking Jews, for example. Enter orthodoxy, Eliot's alternative to scepticism. It is his answer to
the question: what, in your theory, is the place of the reflexive activity of the mind? This is the
dilemma. We become conscious of traditional practices only when they start to decay. They are

**. Brooke 1931, 16; quoted: Howe 1976, 406.
James 1987, 36.
**. New York'e 1777 Constitution was the only one that did not restrict Jews from holding political office. By contrast,
no state was wracked by more bitter religious controversies than Virginia (Borden 1984, 13).
This has to be the case within Eliotic terms of reference. Outside those terms (where Eliot's authority ie not invoked,
and his work apparently not etudied), the sociology and history of "invented traditions" flourishes: see the essays collected
in Hosbawm and Ranger 1984. America is particularly interesting in this context: "The basic political problem of the U.S.A,
once secession had been eliminated, was how to assimilate a heterogeneous mass ... of people who were Americans not
by birth but by immigration. Americans had to be made" (Hobsbawm 1984, 279).
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alive to the extent to which we remain unaware of their existence. But this leaves no room for
critical inquiry. If consciousness of these practices is a result of their desuetude, criticism is mere
obituary writing. It does not shape, it simply memorialises. Eliot, anxious to assert that we must
use our minds to avoid being buried by petrified dogma, searches for a solution. Hence the tension
throughout the lectures between the sense that it is the unacknowledged to which men are most
deeply attached and an opposing conviction that these verities must be exposed to critical scrutiny.
This tension is first felt in the Preface's claim that "the assumptions that are only felt are more
important than those that can be formulated”*^. It is resolved by giving critics the task of
identifying error. This is unappealing. The slogan "ecrasez rhérésiel" Is hardly an attractive one:

Tradition by itself is not enough; it must be perpetually criticised and brought up
to date under the supervision of what I call orthodoxy ..."*

Under the supervision, that is, of a clerisy less generously conceived than Coleridge's "members
of the permanent learned class ... the immediate agents and instruments in the great and
indispensible work of perpetuating, promoting, and increasing the civilisation of the nation"'**.
Eliot substitutes the narrower "orthodoxy" for "civilisation". With hesitation, he elects himself to
their ranks. Hence the inquisitorial impatience which animates the second and third lectures, an
impatience which is augured by Eliot's remark at the beginning of the first: "a spirit of excessive
tolerance is to be deprecated". Method follows tendency: the correcting of heresies is accompanied
by a reflex of defining terms by identifying what they are not. Eliot's general manner of reasoning
in the book consists, indeed, of explanation by counter-example. One cannot have a tradition i f ...;
traditions themselves are not ...; orthodoxy is not merely ...; and so on. If one asks, remarks
Maurice Cowling, "what Eliot alleged by way of principle, the answer must be, not very
much"'*'. Presiding over this process of definition by elimination is Liberalism, against which
Tradition can be glimpsed in relief. The second and third lectures practise the kind of criticism that
the first lecture defines.

Eliot reaches this position in consequence of pushing the terms of the 1919 essay beyond the
boundaries of literary criticism. The relation of artist and critic to tradition was easily described.
New literary work was written out of an engagement with the old. The artist contributed to the
ideal order of literary works; the literary critic assessed its place in that order. While the theory is

ASG 13.
ibid 62. Pound dismissed A ftw Strange Gods as Eliot's "Heresy book" (NEW, 2 4 May 1934, 130).
Coleridge 1972, 39-40.
Cowling 1990, 108.
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open to many objections, it is a balanced one. It places tradition, artist and critic in equilibrium, the
second and third each having a function relative to the first. The theory is limited to the aesthetic,
and tends specifically toward the literary. Eliot is interested in the point at which the rival criteria
of originality and the traditional engage, the essay being concerned with the question of how works
of art are created and may be judged. The lectures, by contrast, have far greater ambitions, and
founder on them. In place of a literary tradition, Eliot substitutes what he calls forbiddingly "the
blood kinship of the same people living in the same p l a c e " T h e move to widen the relevant
tradition is matched by a move to subordinate it. A literary tradition, circumscribed but sovereign,
is exchanged for an entire form of life in which taboo, incidentally, plays a considerable part. This
tradition does not have monuments, it has prejudices. It therefore demands an instructor, and Eliot
provides it in the form of orthodoxy. Where does this leave artist and critic? The artist must have
regard to orthodoxy, not tradition; the critic must judge him by the standards of the former, not
the latter. This formulation lacks the balance of the 1919 essay. "Orthodoxy" has nothing of the
same precision of scope as the earlier, literary use of "tradition". And the relation of artist to critic
is disturbed, artist conceding primacy to critic, who has, as the custodian of orthodoxy, the whole
of tradition under review. Substitute "critic" for "individual talent" in the title "Tradition and the
Individual Talent" and you undo the argument of the essay. It does not hold good any longer. So
a new essay has to be written, "Orthodoxy and the Critic", or (as Eliot actually entitled it) After

Strange Gods. Many times the length of the 1919 piece, it fails to delimit either of its key terms
and so loses itself in repetition, provocation, scorn, and wayward critical judgements on
contemporaries.

The answer to the question: how can one "think" tradition? is in the notion of orthodoxy. The book
does not attempt a definition:

As we use the term tradition to include a good deal more than traditional religious
beliefs, so I am here giving the term orthodoxy a similar inclusiveness'*".

The semantic instability of the word, spanning both Christian doctrine and a general sense of the
seemly, is seriously disabling. Though he insists that he does "not propose to lead the present
series of lectures to a theological conclusion"'***, there is no mapped-out space between the
theological, which he eschews here, and the literary-critical eschewed in the Preface. There is
instead a sort of conceptual limbo, occupied by an unhappy Eliot beset by analytic distinctions that

ASG 18.
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do not work, and by strong feelings inadequately articulated. In the first lecture he fills a whole
page with obscure quotations to show the connection between Liberalism's attack on "the Church”
and the nature of its politics. He introduces three familiar pairs into his discussion, only to reject
two and worry at the third: classicism-romanticism, Conservatism-Uberalism, orthodoxyheterodoxy. They in turn are framed by Eliot's discussion of tradition (at one end) and his
discussion of originality (at the other end). The book reformulates the 1919 essay in the loose
language of psychological determinacy - the "great innovator" is "driven on, step by step, in his
innovations, by an inner necessity"

- only to then repudiate it by the introduction of a term

outside its scope, orthodoxy. He then reduces that term to redundancy by a misplaced generosity
of inclusion, conceding that "most of us are heretical in one way or another". By the close of the
first lecture, which purports to lay out definitions, and to define method, there is only confusion
and uncertainty.

The second lecture attempts a way out of all these equivocations, and introduces a very old and
familiar type of "intellectual" - the inquisitor. If Eliot cannot press further the positive elaboration
of his arguments, he will seek to demonstrate the negative effects, at any rate, of the "denial or
neglect of tradition". He will lose sight of his own difficulties of definition in his pursuit of heresy
in others. (Louis Menand says: "Uncertainty is the modernist's literary capital". No: it is the
modernist's regime, and one from which Eliot seeks, on occasion, to escape'^. This is self
endorsement by the expulsion of others, and in the context of these lectures constitutes a form of
testimony, a form of affirmation, that has a most unhappy history. The believer demonstrates his
faith by the zeal with which he persecutes heretics'*’^ and non-believers. In the pages that follow
the opening paragraphs of the second chapter, the persecution begins.

The root problem is the "whole movement of several centuries towards the aggrandisement and
exploitation of personality"^**. This has reached an acute stage in contemporary fiction. The
trouble began with George Eliot and by reference to her example, Eliot manages to formulate his
point:

ibid. 24.
Menand 1 9 8 7 ,4 9 . Eliot remarlced of his own spiritual development: "One may become a Christian partly by pursuing
scepticism to the utmost limit" (S, 5).
When Eliot gave up hunting heretics, his use of the word was more relaxed: "I question [Graham Greene's] orthodoxy
- but correctness is a better word • in dealing with the issues" (Levy and Scherle 1969, 39). "Heresy" always had a certain
elasticity of meaning for him: "a more satisfactory symbol or sign [of the German miixl] ... would be Protestantism, and
specifically Lutheran Protestantism. If we choose to go back further, we might discern simply a tender*cy to heresy. When
I speak of these terms, I wish to make it clear that I am not directly concerned with religious beliefs ... I am speaking from
a cultural or a sociological point of view" (NEW 8 March 1945, 167).
ASG 53.
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What I have been leading up to is the following assertion: that when morals cease
to be a matter of tradition and orthodoxy • that is, of the habits of the community
formulated, corrected, and elevated by the continuous thought and direction of the
Church - and when each man is to elaborate his own, then personality becomes a
thing of alarming importance/^

It is as if the efforts of the first lecture to distinguish orthodoxy in general from Christian orthodoxy
had not been undertaken. Just as the former collapses into the latter, so too does tradition into
orthodoxy. This is a concerdna-effect that the lectures repeatedly exercise: one moment there are
a number of distinct critical concepts, and the next, there is only one. It is a commonplace, of
course, for Christians of a certain institutional kind to assert that it is only the Church - their Church
- that exists both in history and, because it is divinely underwritten, outside it too. Everything else,
all other forms of belief, are purely human inventions, historical in essence and therefore perishable.
But Eliot, not content to leave it there, presses this further. He implies that there is only one
tradition, supported by only one Church, and that the alternatives are random, arbitrary inventions
of individuals, preoccupied with "personality”. (Later, Eliot would work up this implication into a
play: "Murder in the Cathedral"). This is not a contest between a transcendental tradition and
other, merely historical traditions. There is no contest at all, because there are no other
traditions"". There is no room in this shrunken vision for loyalties of class or party, for cultural
or ethnic attachments, or for religious commitments that are not Christian commitments, many of
which might not, furthermore, mediate "habit" and "thought" In the same way as Eliot's
Christianity. Even more Importantly, and as a necessary consequence of that more fundamental
limitation, Eliot does not admit the possibility of conflict between traditions, either within an
individual or a culture. There is one agent of continuity, and one agent of corrosion, alternatively
regarded as a composite "Liberalism", or "the Evil One". It is Liberalism, in all its destructive forms,
that must be resisted:

... the struggle of our time to concentrate, not to dissipate; to renew our
association with traditional vrisdom; to re-establish a vital connection between the
individual and the race; the struggle, in a word, against Liberalism ..."^

ibid. 54.
In The Use o f Poetry, lecture» given the year before After Strenge Gods, Eliot identified a number of "partial
pereonalitiea", corresponding to "strands of tradition" which together make up the "national mind". The great poet "retwinee" these strands (UPUC 84-6). Eliot mocks Herbert Read for "chargDng] Nmself with the task of casting out devils",
though he classes Shelley and Lawrence among "the great heretics of all times" (UPUC 100). Citing Maritain on the devil's
influence on contemporary literature, he adds defensively: "I can hardly expect most of my readers to take this remark
seriously; those who do will have very different criteria of criticism from those who do rwt" (UPUC 137). These lectures
are in part both a rehearsal for, and a more tentative version of, A ^ e r Strange Gods.
ASG 48.
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These are words untied from any ascertainable meaning, a prose equivalent of "Gerontion*'s
impassioned rhetoric, it is the urgency of the author's conviction, and not the pressure of any
reasoning, that compels assent (if assent is given). The tension between the centripetal and the
centrifugal is critical in Eliot's work, it is just that "struggle" in "Burbank" which results in the
concentrated economy of the anti-Semitism, and the diffuse evocation of Venice, or again in
"Gerontion" where a unifying consciousness is at risk of disintegration, the poem dramatising that
risk. But in what sense can the struggle to concentrate and not dissipate be described as the
"struggle of our time"? What is "traditional wisdom"? To what does "the race" refer? These are
bad abstractions, characteristic of debased political speechifying, suitable only for a closing
peroration or as part of a speech, perhaps, deprecating the influence of free-thinking Jews.

In such a context, Eliot cannot imagine Jews to be anything other than free-thinkers, liberals by
another name. The connection is disclosed in different ways. For example, while our society is
"worm-eaten with Liberalism", "Lady Kleinwurm" is a society hostess in the pre-Pound "The Waste
Land". According to one 19th century anti-Semite, "Liberalism is nothing but secularised
Judaism""'. Eliot echoes Renan, without the letter's approving intent: "Every Jew is a liberal.
He is a liberal by nature". He echoes Meinecke, without the letter's air of regret: "[The Jews]
contributed much to that gradual depreciation and discrediting of the liberal world of ideas that set
in after the end of the nineteenth century""'. To have imagined Jews otherwise would have
been to open up the possibility of a different tradition, modulated by a different orthodoxy.
"Stiffnecked and uncircumcised in heart and ears", the Jews resist orthodoxy. Just as, in St.
Stephen's words, they resist "the Holy Ghost""*. "Intelligence", declares an anti-Semite "is the
mortal sin of the Jews ... the monsters are at home everywhere where intelligence, stupid and
criminal intelligence, arrogates the right to govern alone; born representatives of atheism.
Jacobinism, Enlightenment .... No Jew has yet believed seriously in Godl""*. (It is only in the
second edition of Notes that Eliot allows the possibility of religious Jews, but the concession is
limited to a footnote to preserve the perverse coherence of his argument). Eliot does not advance
any positive conception of evil. At its most active, it is heresy, that is, deviance. At its most
complete, it is absence, the complete repudiation of orthodoxy. Eliot touches upon a Christian
version of the Jew as a heretic, and Judaism as a heresy of Christianity. Joshua Trachtenberg has
argued that "in the [medieval] Christian world the Jew was inevitably looked upon as a heretic indeed, the heretic ... influential leaders of the Church in its earliest period were of the opinion that

Valentin 1971, 62.
Quoted: Nolte 1969; 70. Meinecke 1963, 15.
Acte 7:51.
Quoted: Poliakov 1974-5 III, 297.
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Judaism was not an independent faith but merely a perverse deviation from the one trpe
faith”^'*. Even in the most trivial of contexts, Eliot would posit an unavoidable choice between
"a Christian or a secularist philosophy""^.

In the last lecture, Eliot's inquisitorial manner glows brightly. He hunts "the Evil Spirit""*. It does
not now work through blasphemers because we lack the necessary religious conviction. Blasphemy
no longer violates a living faith, it is "merely a department of bad form" - a solecism, not a sin.
Modern blasphemers offend like parrots, without comprehending. They do not profane, they utter
profanities. We lack the faith to fear curses:

One would expect, therefore, that (whatever it may have been at other times)
blasphemy would be less employed by the Forces of Evil than at any other time in
the last two thousand years."*

These are not prophetic cadences, despite the suggestion that we live in especially degenerate
times. The prose is more tortured, less confident. It represents the weird eruption in his critical
writing of either a benighted New England horror or perhaps something a little crazier, more
personal and unstable. It yokes the matter-of-fact with the pressure of things unsaid, dread made
prosaic (a typical Eliotic effect). The tension of this union is resolved momentarily in a provocation:

It is certainly my opinion that first-rate blasphemy is one of the rarest things in
literature, for it requires both literary genius and profound faith, joined in a mind in
a peculiar and unusual state of spiritual sickness. I repeat that I am not defending
blasphemy; I am reproaching a world in which blasphemy is impossible.'**

Eliot deploys the language of the gentleman's club to commend the ungentlemanly art of
blasphemy. This urbanity of tone is only imperfectly maintained. It is cracked both by clumsy
assertion ("It is certainly my opinion") and equally clumsy disclaimer ("I repeat"). There is no unified
voice speaking here. The lecture risks fragmenting, riven by tensions that cannot be subordinated
to the single "I" of a speaker's discourse. There is a Modernist poem trapped inside this scholarmoralist's sermon. This kind of centrifugal pressure makes it difficult to sustain an argument for

Trachtenberg 1983, 174.
"On Reading Official Reports", NEW 11 May 1939, 62.
ASG 54.
ibid. 52-53.
ibid. 52.
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more than a few pages - other than by repetition and pronouncement. Eliot slides away from the
whole subject, shifting his heresy-hunter's gaze elsewhere:

We should do well, therefore, to look elsewhere than to the blasphemer, in the
traditional sense, for the most fruitful operations of the Evil Spirit today.

So Eliot turns to modem fiction. Hardy and Lawrence are guilty of seeking to impose on their
readers their own views of life. The blasphemer is an occasional rebel, dependent on a stable and
certain order to provide the provocation to his protest. The modern writer is far worse. He is not
a rebel, but a pretender. He ”deviat[es] from the inherited wisdom of the race"'^^, and embraces
the diabolic (Hardy) or is afflicted by a spiritual sickness (Lawrence). "Personality”, without the
Church to subordinate it, "becomes a thing of alarming importance" when:

... morals cease to be a matter of tradition and orthodoxy - that is, the habits of the
community formulated, corrected, and elevated by the continuous thought and
direction of the Church ...’ ”

Although there are pages that follow, this is where Eliot's argument truly concludes. Like his
Puritan ancestors, he searches for, and therefore inevitably finds, witches to burn. If there is no
place for the free-thinking Jew in "the community", there is ample room for his opposite - the
partisan of the true faith. If the intellectual cannot survive as a critic he can thrive as an inquisitor.
He can "correct", as the agent of "the Church", the morals of his literary peers. "Correct” has
proscriptive, penal implications.

This is how the third lecture ends:

The number of people in possession of any criteria for discriminating between good
and evil is very small; the number of the half-alive hungry for any form of spiritual
existence ... is considerable. My own generation has not served them very well.
Never has the printing press been so busy, and never have such varieties of
buncombe and false doctrine come from it'^^.

ibid. 53.
ibid. 33.
ibid. 54.
’**. ibid. 61.
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Eliot passes straight from this passage into Ezekiel, only italics indicating that he is now quoting:

Wbe unto the foafish prophets, that follow their own spirit, and have seen nothingl

0 Israel, thy prophets have been like foxes in the waste places ... And the word of
the LORD came unto me, saying. Son of man, these men have taken their idols into
their hearts, and put the stumbling-block of their iniquity before their face: should
/ be inquired of at all by them?^^

We are meant to take Eliot's words and the Ezekiel quotation as continuous, but Eliot is incapable
of the true prophetic voice. Compare the two passages. Eliot's is thinner, notwithstanding the
palely Biblical cadences (it is all in the repetition: "never has...", "never have ..."). The rendering
of spiritual need as physical appetite is clichéd. There is snobbery in his opening sentence and a
facile assumption of superiority, even though qualified by a conventional acknowledgment of
failure. Ezekiel's was a different kind of voice. Eliot's is a misrepresentation of it to accompany his
misrepresentation of modern Jews. Ezekiel was a Jew, berating fellow Jews, in the name of a
shared faith. Eliot, recoiling from "free-thinking Jews" yet embracing Ezekiel, berates his
contemporaries in the name of - what? A tradition that he fails to specify, an orthodoxy too elusive
to espouse, a Church too abstract to join. His tradition is without members, his orthodoxy without
adherents, his Church without congregants.

The connection between After SWange Gods and "Gerontion”, "Burbank", and "Sweeney Among
the Nightingales", is plain. Venice's culture, Gerontion's property, Sweeney's dive, Eliot's
community - the Jew squats in each. It is true that Venice is no more Burbank's than Bleistein's,
the house is less Gerontion's than his landlord's, the dive is no more Sweeney's than Rachel's, and
Eliot no more belongs in Virginia than does any free-thinking Jew whom he would wish to exclude.
Yet there is an innocence about Burbank's assignation with Princess Volupine which distinguishes
it from Sir Ferdinand Klein's; Burbank's perplexity at the spectacle of Venice is still more reflective
than Bleistein's protozoic incomprehension. Sweeney's stupor is harmless, inert intoxication.
Gerontion's self-dramatising interrogations, though they subside into randomness, at least have the
dignity of speech. If Eliot himself speaks to his Virginian audience as an outsider, he is at least a
"Yankee” of distinguished parentage and education, unlike the Jews of indeterminate origin and
schooling. So while the hostility toward Jews has a strong element of self-disgust, it is also the
means by which that same self-disgust is kept in check. Anti-Semitism did not disfigure Eliot's
work, it animated it. It was, on occasion, both his refuge and his inspiration. It was enabling.

Ezekiel 13:3-4 and 14:2-3. In the King James Version: "thy prophets are like foxes in the deserts".
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CHAPTER SIX: MAKING AMENDS. MAKING AMENDMENTS

Introduction

Near the end of a sermon preached in Magdalene College, Cambridge in 1948, Eliot said:

... we are seldom in a position to pass judgement upon other Christians, in their
peculiar individual temptations: it is hard enough, reviewing our own behaviour, to
be sure when we have done the right or the wrong thing. But we can and should
be severe in our judgement of ourselves. For most of us the occasion of the great
betrayal on the clear issue will never come: what I fear for myself is the constant,
daily, petty pusillanimity. I shall no doubt do and say the wrong thing again and
again; but the important thing is to be conscious of the error or weakness and of
its nature, and then to be sorry for it.'

Eiiot knew the passion of regret: "Remorse unbounded, grief intense/Had striven to expiate my fault
- / . . . /God, in a rolling ball of fire/Pursues by day my errant feet"'. In this final chapter, I examine
the evidence for the proposition that Eliot came to regret, if not repudiate, the anti-Semitism of his
work. For a number of reasons, one is tempted to overrate this evidence. First, proof of regret
would give shape to my thesis: having exposed in five chapters the crime, I could conclude with
the repentance. The conversion narrative is a compelling form. Second, it would answer to a
sentimental wish to find a poet one admires at last distancing himself for that which one
deprecates in his work. Third, it would add the rejection of anti-Semitism to the series of
repudiations and ostensible repudiations which characterised Eliot's post-War career as a literary
critic. Fourth, it would meet one's obligation readily to acknowledge a wrong set right. Failure to
make this acknowledgment would itself be a double wrong, both condemning an offence already
expiated by Eliot and disregarding a critical moment in his work; one's assessment would be
unforgiving and incomplete. Now, that there is relevant evidence cannot be doubted. That it is also
marginal to his work is similarly indisputable. For example, I will examine a reported remark at a
poetry reading, a letter to the organiser of a second poetry reading, and some letters to the press.
Against these essentially trivial items, there is other evidence that points in a different direction.
That these competing texts and interventions resist satisfactory incorporation into a story of the

\ S 8. The need for self-examination was a theme of Eliot's. In a letter writen on the outbreak of war, he wrote: "We
cannot effectively denounce the enemy without understanding him; we cannot understand Nm unless we understand
ourselves, and our own weaknesses and sins" (Letter, NEW 14 September 1939, 291).

\ WLFT117.
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sinner at his repentance represents just one more instance, perhaps, of the way in which Eliot's
work may be said to elude the genres that it invokes.

I begin with some elementary propositions, this chapter's premisses.

One has a moral duty not to cause pain without justification. If one wounds in breach of that
obligation, a fresh obligation arises: to make amends. One becomes conscious of that obligation
when one regrets the harm done; regret is a preliminary response to the injustice one has
committed. It is a necessary but not sufficient condition for the making of amends. Stop at regret,
and one both fails in one's duty to those one has injured and calls into question the sincerity of that
regret. Amends are made by repudiating one's offence and restoring to the injured the loss he has
suffered. Repudiation can take the form of clarifying one's intentions: I did not mean any harm, my
actions or words have been misunderstood. This response will often have an implausible,
threadbare quality. (Jung, for example, who was pro-Nazi and anti-Semitic in the 1930s and
throughout World War II, in 1945 published "After the Catastrophe" which begins: "My statements
have evidently led to all manner of misunderstandings ..."’ ). More commonly, it will entail the
disowning of one's intentions: I acknowledge that I meant harm, and I distance myself now from
that object. Public insults are cured by similarly public apologies, returning to the injured his stolen
self-respect. The compensation has to be adequate to the injury. Making amends confers its own
distinct satisfaction, as Eliot acknowledged: "To anyone who is capable of experiencing the
pleasures of justice, it is gratifying to be able to make amends to a writer whom one has vaguely
depreciated for some years

There are therefore three parts to the making of amends: regret, repudiation, and compensation.
It may prove impossible fully to make amends, either because of the condition of the injured, or the
condition of the injurer, or else because the nature of the offence makes adequate amends
impossible. Some offences are thus unpardonable, though not as many as the frequent use in
ordinary speech of "inexcusable", and "unforgivable" suggests. Others cannot make amends on
behalf of an offender. Geoffrey Hartman, believing that others can, thus gets it wrong: "I regret
[de Man's] silence, which shifts a moral burden to us: are we now obliged to speak for him, to
invent thought he might have provided?". He believes we are, preferring the interrogative mode
because he can then seem less unconditionally on de Man's side, and because it is in keeping with
his critical rhetoric^. It is not easy to make amends, and even an apology often can be difficult.

Quoted: Masson 1988, 148.
*. "The Second-Order Mind", D Dec. 1920, 586.
•. Hartman 1989, 18.
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Expressions of regret are often stifled by a combination of pride and embarassment. Remorse
without atonement has its own equilibrium.

If someone persuades himself that the injurer has repented when he has not, then he is guilty of
self’ deception; if he seeks to persuade others of that false repentance he is guilty of deception.
However, when the injurer does make amends to the injured, thereby divorcing himself from his
injurious act, the injured has a duty to forgive him. This means no longer adverting to the injury.
In the absence of amends, the injured will sometimes retaliate, restoring the balance by the
proportionate infliction of pain on his injurer. In other circumstances, someone else might intervene
to punish the injurer - perhaps by making public his offence, and thereby diminishing his good
name. Even when no amends are made, forgiveness may be appropriate, either because of the
good motives of the injurer, or because he has already suffered enough for his offence, or "for old
time's sake”*. Forgiveness is to be distinguished, however, from acquiescence in the injury. We
are capable of making amends because we are moral agents. Eliot would add: and because we are
Christians. In the course of his Magdalene College sermon, he said: "we show our Christianity in
the way in which we are aware of our faults and shortcomings, and the way in which we are sorry
for them"'. I take this last clause to imply a duty to make amends.

The obligation not to cause pain without justification, that is, not to commit an injustice, is not
suspended in the context of the writing of poetry. This proposition does not depend on the
Shelleyan prescription discussed in chapter 5. One need not argue that it is a perversion of poetry
to do an injustice; it is sufficient to acknowledge the continuity of a poet's moral obligations with
his poetry. Poetry can wound either directly or obliquely. It can hurt by what it says, or it can incite
others to hurt. It is my case that Eliot's poetry wounds in the first way, and has the capacity to
wound in the second way too. He wounded Jews, most especially his Jewish readers. These
wounds are "hurts of intimacy"*. They are injuries that violate the close bonds that tie us to those
authors and texts with whom, in Wayne C. Booth's phrase, we keep company*. This is why the
question of whether Eliot made amends for his anti-Semitism is a pressing one.

Repenting anti-Semitism: some examples

The taking of writers to task for the anti-Semitism of some part of their work, and the response

*. Murphy and Hampton 1990, 26-9.
\ S 6.
•. Murphy and Hampton 1990, 17.
*. Booth 1988.
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of those writers to that criticism, is a minor theme in the history of modern literature. Across the
spread of these instances, certain variants can be identified. Each bears a certain relation to the
cluster of problems I am investigating in Eliot's literary career. In each case one may posit an author
who has published work that is anti-Semitic. In the first case, in response to a complaint about that
work, the author writes something else in the same or a similar genre to the anti-Semitic work.
Even when written without conceding the anti-Semitism of the earlier work, that latter work is to
be taken as a reflection upon the first, either as a repudiation of it, or a clarification of its intent.
This represents a partial making of amends. It can be studied by reference to Dickens. Our Mutual
Ar/e/7c^ answers, or is supposed to answer, Oliver Twist. In the second case, and again in response
to a complaint, a belated acknowledgment that the work is anti-Semitic follows upon a history of
denials and evasions. In this case, however, the acknowledgment falls outside that author's
collected works. In the third case, there is an ambiguous, impossibly unspecific "repudiatory" work
where the alleged repudiation is obscure to the point of bogusness. Ezra Pound is my example in
both these cases. A dubious confession to Allen Ginsberg, and passages in the Pisan Cantos and
elsewhere, supposedly answer the texts of a career anti-Semite. In the fourth case, the writer
expressly rejects anti-Semitism without acknowledging that his own earlier work is anti-Semitic;
his rejection neither engages with that earlier work nor is it written in response to a complaint.
Indeed, his subsequent work may even be anti-Semitic. I examine this variation by reference to
Wyndham Lewis. In the fifth case, the writer repudiates anti-Semitism by implication of argument;
anti-anti-Semitism becomes in the later work one of its intellectual consequences, if not one of its
express themes. No complaint has been made of the writer, and he himself offers no
acknowledgment of fault. The recent controversy regarding Paul de Man's war-time journalism is
the most topical instance here.

After briefly elaborating on these variants, I intend to situate Eliot in relation to them. Each is
relevant to an aspect of Eliot's unhappy engagement with his own anti-Semitism. Parallel to the
Dickens precedent. The Rock has been taken to be a work composed against the anti-Semitic
tendency of After Strange Gods. Parallel to the Pound precedents, I will instance, first, certain
remarks made by Eliot at a poetry recital, and a letter sent by him to New York for circulation, both
of which fall outside the work they are regarded as repudiating, and second, a passage in "Little
Gidding", which says nothing about anti-Semitism though it has been taken to address that vice.
Parallel to the Wyndham Lewis precedent, I will cite certain remarks of Eliot's regarding the antiSemitism of Vichy France. Parallel to the de Man precedent is the argument that the expressly
Christian nature of Eliot's later work renders untenable any charge that it is anti-Semitic. It is said
that the premisses of his work do not permit anti-Semitism: an argument advanced, among others,
by Eliot himself.
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I begin with Dickens. In 1863, Eliza Davis, the wife of a Jewish man with whom Dickens had had
business dealings, wrote to him protesting the "great wrong" he had done to the "Jewish people"
by Fagin'^. Oliver Twist's Fagin is a stage Devil, vigorous, menacing, and ugly; "old" and
"shrivelled", first seen with a "toasting-fork in his hand", he has a "villainous-looking and repulsive
face" that is "obscured by a quantity of matted red hair"". Dickens resented Mrs. Davis's
criticism. If Fagin was a Jew it was because most receivers of stolen goods were Jewish; further,
the novel's other villains were Christians". That was his first reply; his second was Our Mutual

Friend's Riah. The saintly, submissive Riah defies plausibility; the Fagin-like wickedness has been
displaced onto Fledgeby, his non-Jewish landlord. Mrs. Davis wrote again, this time thanking
Dickens, describing Riah as "a great compliment paid to myself and to my people*". He is
generally considered, however, to be an artistic failure; making amends to Jews is perceived to be
difficult, perhaps impossible (the critical reception of Daniel Deronda demonstrates the
pervasiveness of the sentiment). Belloc deplored even the attempt: "How unintelligent are the
efforts of the writers who would ... make amends to the Jews for former persecution by putting
imaginary Jew heroes into their books"".

It is sentimental to regard Our Mutual Friend as making "amende honorable” for Oliver Tw/sr".
Dickens did not, so far as I am aware, ever repudiate his portrayal of Fagin, and Philipson mistakes
art for philosophy when he writes "A later judgment must always be supposed to subvert an earlier
one, and we are justified in concluding that Dickens's opinion underwent a complete change"".
Riah is not to be taken in substitution for Fagin; they are a contrasting pair. The two derive from
that debased Romanticism which conceived of Jews as a people naturally living in the extremities
of saintliness and evil. Further, on an examination of the two novels, one might conclude either that
the creator of the former simply could not be an anti-Semite, given the latter ("I think there cannot

Kaplan 1989, 4 7 2 -3 .2 0 years earlier, Maria Edgeworth published Harrington In response to a latter from an American
Jew complaining about an anti-Semitic portrait in one of her novels. She described Harrington as an act of "atonement" and
"reparation" (Ragussis 1989, 113).
" . Dickens 1976, 105.
Extracted: Wall 1970, 161. It has been misdescribed as a "letter of apology", which it is not, or not simply
(Rosenberg, 1960, 134).
Quoted: Naman 1980, 80. In 1868, at the request of "The Jewish Chronicle", Dickens agreed to drop the story of
the murder in Oliver Twist from his forthcoming public readings (Salbstein 1982, 208).
” Belloc 1922, 135-36.
Modder 1960, 223. "[H]e at last made amends, not only by a personal contribution to a well-known Anglo-Jewish
charity, but also by fashioning a benevolent Jew, Mr. Riah" (Panitz 1981, 111); "when Eliza David Isic] took him to task
for maligning her race, he was genuinely contrite and strove to make amends with the character of Riah, a creature as
impossibly good as Fagin was impossibly bad” (Trilling 1982, 71).
« . PWlipson 1889, 96-7.
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be kinder people in the world”'^), or that he was neither pro-, nor antt-Jewish, but simply a
novelist indifferently creating Fagins and Riahs out of the fecundity of his imagination. Either of
these conclusions is possible in place of the more commonly advanced one that the anti-Semitic
author of Oliver Twist recanted his opinions in the philo-Semitic Our Mutual Friend. The two novels
equivocate before these interpretations, Our Mutual Friend both denying the existence of, and
repudiating, Oliver Twists anti-Semitism. This is a theme to which, in its general application, I will
return. When Mrs. Davis presented Dickens with a Hebrew-English Bible, he again protested that
he would not "willfully" have done an injustice to the Jewish people "for any worldly
consideration"*'.

Ezra Pound's anti-Semitism was overt, deep, and practical. It showed itself in many trivial, petty
ways. For example, he is said to have objected to the prevalence of Jews among contributors to
"The Dial"*'. On his 1939 return visit to America, it is reported that when he went to Harvard to
read his poems he noticed that the audience included many Jews, whereupon he changed his
planned programme to include more anti-Semitic poems. In New York City he refused to enter the
bookshop of Frances Steloff, one of his chief supporters, simply because she was Jewish". He
did not help individual Jews who were victims of persecution, and the factitious distinctions he
drew between good and bad Jews were part of the common currency of anti-Semitism. Of course,
this does not mean that some have not been taken in by them: "Hitler Jailed no Rothschilds, and
Pound thought that the poor Jews whom German resentment drove into concentration camps were
suffering for the sins of their inaccessible coreligionists ... Correctly or not, [Pound's distinction]
attempted a diagnosis, and one tending to decrease rather than encourage anti-Semitism"'*. To
unpack this fatuity: Hitler jailed, and procured the death of, many wealthy Jews; no Jews within
the Third Reich and its satellites were inaccessible to the Nazis; anti-Semitism is incapable of
making a true diagnosis; distinguishing between types of Jews was a device in Nazi Germany for
justifying the persecution of Jews without limitation; inflicting further pain on A, when A and B are
each being injured, brings no relief to B, and thus does not diminish the total damage being done.

There is the massive evidence against Pound of the Cantos, the broadcasts, and his post-War
sponsorship of Fascist and other ultra-right groups. Pound negotiates the passage, if not closes the
gap, between "literature" and "propaganda". One could say that he abandons fiction for the greater

Dickens 1975, 57 9. This is Lizzie's declaration, which the novel endorses.
Quoted; Kaplan 1989, 472 3.
Quoted: Torrey 1984, 106.
Putnam 1987, 158.
Kenner 1975, 465.
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freedom of lies". It Is, for example, a small step from the poetry of "The yidd is a stimulant, and
the Qoyim are cattle” to the broadcast prose of "hang Roosevelt and a few hundred yids”" .
Pound expressed the point very clearly, if generally, in his essay on William Carlos Williams:

Where I see scoundrels and vandals, he sees a spectacle or an ineluctable process
of nature. Where I want to kill at once, he ruminates, and if this rumination leads
to anger it is an almost inarticulate anger, that may but lend colour to style, but
which stays almost wholly in the realm of his art. I mean it is a qualificative,
contemplative, does not drive him to some ultra-artistic or non-artistic activity."

This desire to kill, a typically overstated account by Pound of the source of his verbal violence,
cannot be sated by artistic activity, and propels him beyond art, while also animating his art. His
anti-Semitism is an aspect of that larger desire, and participates in the millennial war against the
Jews waged by their diverse antagonists. The centre of Pound's operations against the Jews is to
be found not in the broadcasts but in the Cantos, They are not the record of a campaign, they
comprise that campaign. They have a place in Modernist literature; they also have a place in the
literature of modern anti-Semitism. So do portions of Blot's work.

There was huge folly in Pound's anti-Semitism, and great irresponsibility. It was part of his
charlatanism, one of his short-cuts to knowledge. "One can't read everything", he insisted to Eliot,
impatiently^*.

Anti-Semitism

saved

Pound,

as

it saves

others,

from

the

efforts

and

disappointments of thought; "with one day's reading a man may have the key in his hands", says
Pound in Canto LXXIV. It is precisely this, however, that made his anti-Semitism so ineffectual. It
lacked system, it lacked elementary coherence. It was sometimes farcical. It often undid itself in
qualifications or exaggerations. The inconsistencies of anti-Semitism are laid bare in Pound's
broadcasting, in his essays and articles, and in his poetry too. While Eliot's poetry compresses antiSemitism, Pound's unpacks it, until it sprawls across his work like the loose, untidy contents of a
wardrobe. Pound was as incontinent as Eliot was economic. As anti-Semites, the one inclined

To state the obvious: "Literary discourse may differ from historical discourse by virtue of its primary referents,
conceived of as * imaginary' rather than ' real' events, but the two kinds of discourse are more similar than different in virtue
of the fact that both operate language in such a way that any clear distinction between their discursive form and their
interpretative content remains impossible" (White 1989, 24). Anti-Semitism deliberately exploits this overlap, darting back
and forth across the boundaries of literary and historical discourse, and Pound is exemplary of this movement.
**. Canto LXXIV; quoted: Carpenter 1982, 617.
Pound 1960, 392.
Pound 1934 B. TNs wes one in a series of exchanges with EKot following publication of Pound's review of After
Strange Gods (Pound 1934 A). Chace comments on Pourxi's "prediliction for single and specific causes" as being consistent
with his anti-Semitism (Chace 1 9 7 3 ,8 1 ). William Carlos Williams called Pound "a lazy animal in many ways" (O'Connor and
Stone 1959, 9).
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toward the extravagance of rant, while the other inclined toward the compressed malevolences of
slogan and snub. Eliot "refrained", as Harold Bloom has noted, "from the rhetorical excesses of his
ally Ezra Pound"**. Take Jewish Vienna: while "The Waste Land" renders it "unreal", and
"Burbank" disarms it by reducing It to an adjective ("Chicago Semite Viennese"), the Cantos brood
obsessively on it: "hell's bog, in the slough of Vienna, in/the midden of Europe in the black hole of
all/mental vileness, in the privy that stank Franz Josef,/in Metternich's merdery in the absolute
rottenness,/among embastardised cross breeds" (Canto L; as Maud Ellmann observes, Vienna is
Pound's "capital of hell"**). Pound struggled with Jews in his poetry; Eliot defeated them every
time. Pound's expansiveness exposed him; Eliot's succinctness protected him. Wyndham Lewis
observed shrewdly: "Temperamentally, T.S. Eliot is as ' close' as Ezra is exuberant. He is as
arrogant as Ezra is modest - as sly as Ezra is open"**. Though he didn't mean to. Pound helped
make anti-Semitism disreputable, while Eliot gave it new life, and even a measure of intellectual
complexity. Though both Pound and Eliot have been criticised for bogus scholarship, it was only
in Pound's work that it made common cause with anti-Semitism. Eliot was not a polemicist for
anti-Semitism. While "A Cooking Egg" tamely jibes at Mond (perhaps fearing a libel action**).
Pound's attacks on Mond were both specific and unambiguous. Mond had bought the "English
Review" in 1910, sacking Ford Madox Ford immediately thereafter. This enraged Pound, who
condemned the "manufacturing, political hebrews” for the offence**. He repeatedly attacked
Mond in his Italian radio broadcasts, and in Canto CIV wrote: "Mond killed the English Review".

Though hatred of the Jews pervades the Cantos, equivocal repudiations of anti-Semitism, made
outside that poetry, punctuated Pound's literary career. Just before the war, he declared: "Race
prejudice is red herring. The tool of the man defeated intellectually and of the cheap politician. No
one will deny that the jews have racial charactersitics, better and worse ones. (...I It is nonsense
for the anglo-saxon to revile the jew for beating him at his own game"*\ Reck recalls Pound
complaining of Karl Shapiro's attack on him as a Fascist and anti-Semite; the charges were unjust,

* . Bloom 1985, 2.
Ellman 1987, 186-7.
• . Lowic 1987, 57.
Mond was a vigorous litigant. In 1910 ha sued his parliamentary opponent over allegations of maltreatment of his
workforce (Searle 1 9 8 7 ,1 3 2 ). Shortly after the outbreak of World W ar I, he sued over a letter addressing him as a "German
sv^ine" (Goodman 1982, 97). Three months before the publication of "A Cooking Egg", Mond sued on the libel that he had
allotted shares to Germans during the war (Labzelter 1978, 50-1; Holmes 1 9 7 9 ,1 4 4 ). Eliot flattered Mond in his April 1929
"Commentary”. Disparaging H.G. Wells's praise of "experts", he remarked; "It Is possible that Lord Meichett rrwght be able
to rule British industry entirely to its advantage". But, says Eliot, this is not because he is an "expert" but because he "is
the independent and intelligent Alfred Mond".
**. Quoted: Carpenter 1988, 297.
Pound 1978 B, 242-3.
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"Someone is needed to defend grandpa"’ ^. On his release from St. Elizabeth's he said: "I've been
making jokes about Jews all my life. Fifty years ago we had jokes about the Scots and the Irish and
the Jews, and the best stories you got were from the Jews*” . Only joking, pleads Pound. The
charge of anti-Semitism is based on rumour, and unsupported by actual evidence: "And if any man,
any individual man, can say he has had a bad deal from me because of race, creed, or color, let him
come out and state it with particulars"” . Of course, the weasel words here are "any individual
man", which excludes protests from Jews in general about insults directed at Jews in particular.
At about the same time: "I am accused of anti-Semitism. Why do I respect Spinoza, esteem
Montaigne as a writer, and endeavour to reestablish the fame of Alexander Del Mar who I think
was a Jew. I have utter contempt for Marx and Freud. Marx lifted two intelligent chapters from
English overseers of factories in that dismal island and buried them in a heap of confusionism. The
work of Freud is a poison invented to counteract another poison concocted by that heretic
scoundrel Calvin (the alias of Cauein, or Cohen, philo-usurer) who opposed a Vatican tied to
Fugger"” . He cannot resist an anti-Semitic jibe even when defending himself from the accusation
that he is anti-Semitic. The typically unreflective blindness of these assertions is economically
demonstrated in this further example: "What I am driving at is that some kike might manage to pin
an antisem label on me IF he neglected the mass of my writing"^*.

He resented the "antisem label" many had pinned on him. Even Louis Zukofsky, while denying
Pound the title, convicted him of the offence: " ' Jewish internationalism' - there ain't no such thing
& exists only in yr. mind tainted by Nazi bigotry - or some other infernal silliness beyond yr.
sensible control". Late in his life. Pound conceded an anti-Semitism of sorts. To Allen Ginsberg:
"the worst mistake I made was that stupid, suburban prejudice of anti-Semitism. All along, that
spoiled everything". Ricks has taken issue, rightly, with "mistake" and "suburban". "Mistake" is
too weak a word for "the political and spiritual monstrosity of Pound's anti-Semitism". It is also too
weak because it implies that anti-Semitism was an error that could have been corrected without

R eckless, 146.
**. Heymann 1967, 256.

**. Plimpton 1977, 54. Thie la a familiar line, advanced, for example, by Befloc: "There it not in the whole maaa of my
written booke and articlea ... a aingle line in which a Jew haa been attacked aa a Jew or in which the vaat majority of their
race, auffering and poor, haa received, I will not aay an insult from my pen, but anything wNch could be conatrued even
aa dislike" (quoted: Wilson 1986, 188).
Quoted: Heymann 1967, 265. Spinoza is supposed by some to save reputatiorw: "[Heidegger] was able to tell his
students arx) listeners in the summer term of 1936 that the work of Spinoza was not 'Jewish philosophy' but a Cartesian
philosophy (which was a courageous act at the time) ..." (Lacoue-Labarthe 1990, 48, and see also 134).
*•. Quoted: Heymann 1967, 223. Pound was criticised for his anti-Semitism in the "The New English Weekly": "In a sixcylinder fury,/Against excessive usury,/Ezra is attacking jewry;/he forgets the few -/Who've never known what penury/is,
or smelt a Jew" (Duncan 1939, 252). Pound replied: "Did I not coin the term 'Aryo-kike’/to designate just those usurious
Aryan bastards/whom, quo ante/Our eminent brother Dante/Had also found need to stigmatise" (Pourxf 1939, 292).
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serious Impact on his work. If one holds the anti-Semitism to have been constitutive of tiiat work,
then the word is impossibly optimistic. ”Suburban” misrepresents anti-Semitism's range, implies
that Pound's animus was of the genteel and not toxic kind, and displays a mind irresistibly drawn
toward prejudicial thought. ”1am not a demigod”, he confesses in Canto CXVI; I shared a suburban
prejudice, he confesses to Ginsberg. The tw o remarks are of a piece, deriving from an arrogance
that broods on his descent from an ideal of greatness rather than on the injury that that descent
did to others. It is an overrated moment in Pound's life: ”lt was like a moment of ritual penance,
one priest confessing to another of broken taboos”. There was another half-acknowledgment of
anti-Semitism, without using the word, in the Foreword to Selected Prose 1909-1965: ”ln
sentences referring to groups or races ' they' should be used with great care, re USURY: I was out
of focus, taking a symptom for a cause. The cause is AVARICE”. Yet note the gap between these
qualified admissions about anti-Semitism and the self-damning judgments of those last years. "How
are you, Mr. Pound?" asked Richard Stern. Pound replied "Senile ... Wrong, wrong, wrong. I've
always been wrong. You don't know what it's like to get off on the wrong path”. To Grazia Levi:
"I have come too late to the consciousness of doubt... Too late came the understanding ... Too
late came the uncertainty of knowing nothing”. "Pound in these dispirited comments was being
much too hard on himself”, remarks Davie, not a judgment that could be applied to Pound's
concessions regarding his anti-Semitism’ ^.

These concessions formed no part of the poetry, though Robert Lowell made poetry out of them:
"He showed us his blotched, bent hands, saying, 'Worms./When I talked that nonsense about
Jews on the Rome/wireless, she knew it was shit, and still loved me"” . (The acknowledgment limited to the war-time broadcasts, made trivial by "nonsense”, and deferring to the romance of
his mistress's devotion to him • hardly suffices). Though some have tried to read passages in the

Pisan Cantos as retractions by Pound of his anti-Semitism, they do not mandate such an
interpretation” . These Cantos endorse, and enlarge upon, the anti-Semitism of the previous
Cantos. Insistently abusive lines such as "David rex the prime s.o.b.” and "the yidd is a stimulant",
the contemptuous, dismissive "in the synagogue in Gibraltar/.../during the preliminary parts of the
whatever", the Marcionite "there is no need for the Xtns to pretend that/they wrote Leviticus" and,
endlessly, the passages about usury with quotations from the Hebrew Scriptures, together offer

Pound 1 9 8 7 ,1 8 4 ; Milot 1990, 403; Rick» 1988, 54; Tytell 1987, 337; Pound 1973, 6; quoted: Ackroyd 1 9 8 0 ,1 0 5 ;
quoted: Davie 1975, 10; Davie 1975, 11-12.
Lowell 1971, 119. In another version, "she" is replaced by "Oiga" (Lowell, 1984).
**. For example: "There is no doubt that he said much which he subsequently regretted: ' How mean thy hates/Fostered
in falsity'" (Cookson 1985, 69). The opposite case has also been made: "(The /fean Canfoal are also remarkable in that they
reflect no regret, no remorse, no self-doubt". When Pound cries "PuH down thy vanity", he is referring not to his own, but
to the vanity of his American captors (Torrey 1984, 11). Simpson proposes that "Pound on Vanity had been, as usual, a
dramatic impersonation, a monologue in the style of a period" (Simpson 1975, 85).
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no respite to the persecuted Jews of the earlier Cantos. Indeed, the ritual of the Gibraltar
synagogue, recounted with some humorous sympathy in Canto XXII, is scornfully alluded to in
Canto LXXVI. Pound's return to the theme marks an exacerbated anti-Semitism impatient with
detail ("the whatever"). Nor does the subsequent set of Cantos, Thrones, make any retraction.
(Delmore Schwartz justly observed of it that "Pound has remembered a great deal, but ... has
learned nothing"^). Nor equally do the final Drafts and Fragments (Cantos CX-CXVII), though
Davie hints, and Casillo expressly affirms, that they d o *\ Casillo argues that Pound "rejects ...
those messianic aspirations which had led him into a protracted and psychologically destructive
agon with the Jews"*^. So even Casillo, whose study of Pound's anti-Semitism is exceptionally
thorough and penetrating, cannot resist the pull of the death bed repentance scene; others have
been similarly tempted^. Consider "As to sin, they invented it - eh?/to implement domination/eh?
largely" (Canto CXIl), that is, the Jews invented sin in order to rule the world. This fantasy of
Jewish conspiracy is glossed correctly by Casillo earlier on in his study; it is later overlooked by him
in the last-minute drive to give his book a happy ending^.

Admirers of Wyndham Lewis's work freely concede its anti-Semitism. Essentially trivial, it took the
form of personal abuse or a bellicose, political invective. He didn't care much for, or about, Jews;
he routinely said as much. The anti-Semitism in his fiction and poetry is typically casual,
unreflective, and slight: "Is he a Nigger,/A Chink, a Jew, or some yet odder figure7/ls he spelled
Time'

This is an anti-Semitism which lacks commitment. His portrait of Lionel Kein in The

Apes of God is more hostile to the friend on whom it was based than to Jews as a whole. It is not
so much anti-Semitic as anti-Schiff, who told Lewis that he was hurt by it**. The contrast here
with Eliot's anti-Semitism is striking. Schiff was right to remonstrate on his own behalf; Mrs. Millin

Homberger 1972, 447.
Davie 1975, 11-12.
Casillo 1 9 8 8 ,3 3 3 . "Drafts and Fragments" Is "an act of public contrition, a poetic last will and testament, that is very
moving" (Leibowitz 1972, 475).
For example, John Harrison, who concludes his chapter on Pound by praising him for having the courage to admit
that "the principles by which [h e ]... lived and thought... are perhaps mistaken principles", notwithstanding that the chapter
itself contains all the evidence necessary to refute precisely this sentimentel proposition (Harrison 1967, 142).

**. "In Cento 113 ... [Pound] probably refers to the Jews, who gave the world (but themselves rejected) the idea of
original sin, and whom Pound blames for man's pernicious fear of moral transgression and punishment" (Casillo 1988, 32).
This is a Nietzschean doctrine; there is nothing, incidentally, "suburban" about it. "What is Jewish, what is Christian
morality? Chance robbed of its innocence; misfortune dirtied by the concept ' sin "; and later, "The concept * Hell' will
master even Rome" (Nietzsche 1972, 136, 181-2). Steiner has adopted this argument in his account of anti-Semitism;
"Hitler's Jibe that 'conscience is a Jewish invention' provides a clue", he contends, to the Holocaust (Steiner 1978, 36).
Pound gives all this a vulgar twist, by proposing that sin was invented as a deliberate instrument of domination.
Lewis 1979, 79.

**. Meyers 1980, 177.
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was equally correct to protest on behalf of Jews in general. It matters to one's sense of the novel
that Lionel Kein was modelled on a contemporary man of letters and patron of the arts; it doesn't
matter at all to any reading of "Burbank" that Sir Ferdinand Klein was (or was not) the fictional
duplicate of an Edwardian financier. Hence Eliot's Jews tend to slide into anonymity, from the
names in "Burbank" to the nameless "jew" in "Gerontion", while Wyndham Lewis's bloom into an
extravagantly personal eccentricity. When Lewis wrote discursively on "the Jewish Question", he
was simply banal. The anti-Semitism of his critical prose is as bluff, trite, and unreflective as that
of his fiction. Though vigorously, even splenetically, expressed, it lacks consideration. Again in
contrast to Eliot, there is no sign of any pressure of thought behind the anti-Semitism; it is
unthinking. Among much that is crude and uninteresting, there is evidence of an indifference to
Jewish suffering, and a distaste for the Jewish "triumph of organization, the subordination of the
individual to the race"*^. His 1930s pamphlets reprise anti-Semitism's then standard themes: the
unBritishness of Jews, the Jewish blackening of Hitler's reputation, the involvement of Jews in the
Russian Revolution, and so on. Only in characterising Jews as instances of the "type-man" pilloried
in his satires did he strike an innovatively anti-Semitic note. Yet it is precisely at this point that the
anti-Semitism cancels itself out. Identifying Jews as "types", he also condemned anti-Semites for
making precisely this characterisation. "When people fall out" Zagreus remarked "they always call
each other

dirty dagos', 'dirty Jews',

dirty Germans' ... Yet that is surely the very moment

when they should, instead, insist upon the individual person ... rather than upon vague
generalisations ... I don't believe in Jews',

Dagos' and so on ... They are vulgar myths"^.

There were intermittent signs of a self-censoring tendency. The second edition of Tarr omitted the
phrase "[of the Jews:] the most decayed specimens of the lowest race on earth". The second
edition of The Caliph's Design (1919) omitted the phrase "a Jew over-raced and over sexed"^.
Elsewhere, accompanying praise of Jews and dispraise of anti-Semites*^, a casual anti-Semitism
reappears: "the fresh-coloured rather jewish-looking face at the window (Jahveh minor) had a
gratified glint in his eye"*\ Once more, however, this is an anti-Semitism without sting. It Just
seems to be the only language that Lewis knows. Though sardonic, it lacks the venom invested

Quoted: Wagner 1957, 77.
**. Lewie 1981, 311-1 2. The novel mocke a number of auch mythe about Jewe. For example, theee are the thoughte
of the abeurdiy Ingenuoue Dan Boleyn: "for it wae known that (Jewel were the lowest of the low and very dirty" (Lewie
1981, 475). These musinge define hie fatuoue naïveté.

**. Wagner 1957, 77; Lewie 1986 B, 69, and 174.
"the Jewe were the most moral nation the world hae ever seen"; "we so often describe Gentile villainies as 'Jewish'
that conscience obliges me to insert a caveat" (Lewis 1986 A, 13, 209);
"(anti-Semitism is] one ofthe CityMan's
substitutes for thought"; "The Jews are an alibi for all the double-dealers, plotters and intriguers, fomenters of war, und
so welter. A useful tribe, they take the rap for everything" (Lewis 1983, 62).
* \ Lewie 1983 B, 109.
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in Kipling's "The Waster, 1930", a poem about Jews and school life. The context of Lewis's
description is Arnold's Rugby. "Jahveh Minor" looks out on to the playing field to see some school
hearties fighting over a ball. The joke is on them as much as on their amused, superior spectator.
In 1939, Lewis published The Jews: Are They Human? and answered the question affirmatively;
unlike Belloc's The Jews, it is not an anti-Semitic book with a chapter on anti-Semitism in it. It
urges, for example, the welcoming of Hitler's Jewish refugees. Though the English have recently
become "Jew-conscious", he himself, he says, is not. Neither "pro-" nor "anti-Jew", he has no
feeling for the Jew either way*^. The anti-Semite is unintelligent and a bore; his slanders have
stuck, notwithstanding the evidence. Though the book has its moments of oblique self-defense ("it
is well-nigh impossible to open your mouth without being called a fascist"*’ ), it is silent about
Lewis's earlier books. Does it therefore make amends? D.G. Bridson gives three answers. First,
amends were unnecessary because "Lewis had always been scrupulously fair to the Jews";
second, the book made clear Lewis's thinking on Jews; third, it made amends for his earlier
”pinch[es] of malice”**. So, there was both nothing to repudiate and something that had to be
clarified, and offences for which the making of amends was appropriate. Though any one of these
three propositions is arguable, taken together each undermines the other two. Like his biographer,
Lewis also got into a tangle when reviewing his work. In Rude Assignment (1950), for example,
he offered in relation to it a number of incompatible defences, protests, and concessions.

Paul de Man was bom in Antwerp, living in Belgium through the Nazi Occupation and only
emigrating to the United States in 1948. He began his academic career at Bard College, then taught
at Harvard and elsewhere until he reached Yale, where he taught until his death in December 1983.
At his memorial service he was praised equally for his influence and his integrity. Thus: "the future
of literary studies depends on reading Paul de Man as best we can, on being true to his example
as a reader"; "he had wit, he had judgment, the classical virtues"; "[he was] a liberator"**. Four
years later, his war-time articles and reviews were discovered. The bulk of them had appeared
between December 1940 and November 1942 in the pro-Nazi newspaper "Le Soir"; the rest had
been published by a Flemish-language collaborationist paper. This material, together with the
further inquiries into his life that they provoked, revealed that de Man had not only hidden, but in
certain respects actually lied about, discreditable aspects of his past. His articles had endorsed
collaboration with the Nazis and commended collaborationist authors. One of them expressed a

Wyndham Lewis made the same point after the war: ”(Tha Jews] certainty are maligned. They have their own
advocates in plenty; I am only interested in justice" (Lewis 1983 B, 62).
" . Lewis 1939, 29.
Bridson 1972, 211-12, quoting Lewis 1931, 42. Meyers argues that Lewie "recanted ... in The Jews: Are They

Human? ax\A The Hitler Cult" (Meyers 1980, 192).
“ . Brooks et al. 1985, 4, 7, 9.
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certain disdainful anti-Semitism. The discovery of these articles shocked and surprised de Man's
friends and colleagues, among them those colleagues who had delivered memorial service tributes.
Battle-lines were rapidly drawn, in defence of de Man it was argued: of the articles themselves,
that they were ambiguous, distancing themselves from Fascism by strategies of irony and other
subleties; and of the post-war career, that it marked a complete break with Fascism (including antiSemitism), certain essays even obliquely acknowledging their author's earlier collaborationist
complicity. Those unsympathetic to de Man tended to argue the reverse: the articles were proFascist and anti-Semitic, and de Man's post-war work is a development of certain of their themes
(one critic even found anti-Semitism in one of his last essays**). The debate raised many
questions of great interest, and informs certain of the arguments developed in this thesis.

Though it has been claimed that de Man later disclosed the existence of the articles, the evidence
is slight, and ambiguous. Derrida believes that de Man's 1955 letter to Harvard's Society of Fellows
was a public act of self-accounting, although its misleading phrasing, and occasional, outright
mendacity, makes this a difficult proposition to sustain*^. Harold Bloom has said that de Man told
him in 1969 of his war-time career**. As for the rest, on de Man's "ordeal of mutism”, Derrida
comments: "Even if sometimes a murmur of protest stirs in me, I prefer, upon reflection, that he
chose not to take it on himself to provoke, during his life, this spectacular and painful discussion.
It would have taken his time and energy. He did not have very much and that would have deprived
us of a part of his work"**. (Jon Wiener comments: "Telling the truth should be avoided because
it it time-consuming: this is a morally bankrupt argument"**). Hartman makes this "ordeal" seem
even more virtuous, proposing that de Man's silence was a scruple of his superior scepticism: "He
wished to avoid confession, or any religious gesture, preferring to work out his totalitarian
temptation in a purely impersonal w a y "*\ Felman goes even further, arguing that his work
"performs actively an act of silence not as simple silence but as the absolute refusal of any
trivializing or legitimizing discourse" and that de Man thereby "articulates... the epical impossibility
of a confession t h a t... cannot take place". This is a "complex articulation of the impossibility of
confession" which represents "the most radical and irrevocable assumption of historical

**. Rapaport 1989, 360-2: "Hagai on the Sublime” (da Man 1987, 139-163).

” , Derrida 1989, 225-6; Lehman 1 9 9 1 ,1 9 8 -2 0 1 . Da Man misstated both the number and the nature of the articles, and
he misrepresented his relation to the collaborationist Hendrik da Man, which was that of nephew not son.
" . Chase 1989, 78.
“ . Derrida 1989, 227, 229.
Wiener 1991, 18.
Hartman 1 9 8 9 ,1 8 . This opportunistic statement is at variance with what Hartman said at da Man's Memorial Service:
"his writings ... have more of a personal stamp than we may presently see" (Brooks et al. 1985, 7).
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responsibility”*^. I pass over these discreditable betrayals of vocation to examine Hartman's claim
that in de Man's late essays we may "glimpse the fragments of a great confession”**. My own
reading of these essays, insofar as it does not commit the same error as that of de Man's partisans
by fancifully attributing to his work an active consciousness of personal guilt, points in another
direction. I sense an evasion of the burden of confession.

Take, for example, these cryptic remarks from the preface to Blindness and Insight. ”1am not given
to retrospective self-examination and mercifully forget what I have written with the same alacrity
I forget bad movies - although, as with bad movies, certain scenes or phrases return at times to
embarrass and haunt me like a guilty conscience”**. One's knowledge of de Man's war-time
career gives this passage an offensive, teasing quality. If certain phrases in his earlier writings
haunted him, one might imagine that this was the direct result of, and not merely analogous with,
the promptings of a guilty conscience. De Man investigated the workings of the guilty conscience
in "Excuses ( Confessions')”, a chapter of Allegories of Reading that concerns Rousseau's
admission in The Confessions, and then again in Reveries of the Solitary Walker, that he was
responsible for a theft which at the time he had blamed on another. This chapter has been mined
by critics and supporters of de Man alike for what it might disclose of his posture toward his own
shameful secrets. I side with the critics. So far from it being itself obliquely confessional, the
chapter mocks the confessional idiom, and displays a deep distaste for Rousseau's "edifying
narrative”**. Rousseau's ability to advance sophistries in his own defence while also taking
pleasure from his self-abasement offers, indeed, an unattractive spectacle. He thus provides two
exemplary texts by reference to which the ethics of confession can be brought into question, even
perhaps discredited. In such a context, de Man's dictum that "Confession is not a reparation in the
realm of practical justice”** may be revealing. Even if confession does not in itself make amends,
it is the preliminary to reparation. What de Man is doing in this sentence is seeking to sever the
relation between the two.

With these instances in mind, I can now return to Eliot.

Quoted: Macdonald 1992, 165.
**. Hartman 1989, 20. "Might It be that in order to ' save' deconstruction one (i.e. Hartman] Is reduced to resorting to
language that ought to make any deconstructor blush?" (Mehlman 1989, 325).
**. De Man 1986 A, xii. "Literary History and Literary Modernity", an essay in the book, has been read as "full of
references to a hidden past" (Wiener 1991, 6) and as evidencing a "will to obliterate (that] past" (Hirsch 1991, 73).
**. Da Man 1979, 27 9. Eliot similarly deprecated Rousseau's Confessions arxJ its modern derivatives: "Nowadays
' confessions', of an insignificant sort, pour from the press; everyone ' met son coeur à nu', or pretends to; * personalities'
succeed one another in interest" ("Dante", SE 272).
**. ibid. 280. This is an "exemption of the self from guilt" (MacIntyre 1990, 212).
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Making amendments

In his later years, Eliot would confess mock dismay at having been taken once so seriously on one
or another topic. He would tut-tut over the extremism of the judgments of his youth. He would
also, however, shift position without acknowledging the shift. He would adopt a posture of
recantation which belied an adherence to his original stance. His revisionary judgments often
engaged with, without wholly controverting, earlier judgments, while yet exploiting the rhetoric of
a more complete disavowal. The second essay on Milton is exemplary of Eliot's sly play with the
rhetoric of self-criticism. This game of half-retraction, half-affirmation, established a new theme for
Eliot's critics. Not only were they concerned with his opinions, they were now also concerned with
his shifts in opinion. His changes of mind became in themselves objects of study. And when "To
Criticise the Critic" appeared, these critics in addition had to take into account what Eliot himself
had said about those shifts of opinion. Some held that Eliot merely had adopted the "posture" of
recantation; some others held that Eliot's positions remained the same, modified only in tone (a
view of his work which Eliot himself invited: "as we age ... we regard the enemy with greater
tolerance and even sometimes with sympathy"); a third group regarded Eliot's judgments as being
subjected to a constant process of modification or "second thoughts"; others again viewed Eliot's
post-war career as one long retreat - for I.A. Richards, "Eliot was the great Recanter"*^.

Regretting an act means wishing that one hadn't committed it. If it Is a continuing act, it means
bringing it to an end. One stops, and wishes that one had never started. The two go together. For
example, Eliot regretted publishing "Ode" and so ensured that it wasn't republished". He wrote
disparagingly of F.W. Bateson in "The Function of Criticism" and so, when the essay was
republished, he altered the paragraph that referred to him ". If one regretted doing X, it would be
odd to stop doing it and yet be pleased that one had once done it. It would be odder to wish that
one had not done it and yet persist in doing it. (I exclude the compulsively unregenerate behaviour
described by St. Paul: "the evil which I would not, that I do"^; this is not relevant to Eliot's antiSemitism). Eliot did just this, if it is true that he regretted the anti-Semitic parts of his work. They
remained mostly in print. However, he took certain steps in relation to them, and it is these steps
which I now wish to examine. They consist of the suppression oi After Strange Gods and "Dirge",

Leavis 1986, 125; "To Criticize the Critic”, TCC 16; Blackmur 1955, 163; quoted: Rueeo 1989, 275.
" , "Eliot wiH not allow ['O d e'] to be reprinted" (Smith 1956, 37). Edmund V\^leon reportedly recalled "that when Eliot
wae asked why he omitted ' Ode' from all further collections, he replied, ' An oversight'; obviously untrue, said Wilson"
(Matthews 1974, 44).
**. "In the first version of The Function of Criticism' I am referred to with a shudder as *a Mr. Bateson'; in the final
version in On Poetry and Poets the offensive a' has disappeared" (Bateson 1969, 6).
Romans 7:19.
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the elevation of "jew" to the upper case in "Burbank" and "Gerontion", and changes in phrasing
in a footnote to Notes.

I should make two preliminary points. First, I will assume in Eliot's favour that, in relation to the
changes in typography and phrasing, he wished to diminish the offence the unamended texts gave.
Certainly, these changes loom large in that small total number of alterations made by Eliot to his
published work (the bulk of the rest consists of the deletion of epigraphs and dedications?').
Second, both the suppressions and the revisions were each either undeclared or under-described.
They therefore fall between changes forced upon an author and changes which an author clearly
flags as having been made because of his own change of heart. Pound is a good example of the
former kind of author, while Auden is exemplary of the latter kind. Thus, while certain lines in the

Cantos were deleted or blacked out for fear of litigation, Auden revised his poems in pursuance of
a continuing project of self-policing. "I won't let you reprint [ ' September 1 ,1 9 3 9 ']", he told John
Hollander, "because you know it's b o g u s " W i t h a candour that was not Eliot's style, Auden
once declared, "Some poems which I wrote and, unfortunately, published, I have thrown out
because they were dishonest, or bad-mannered, or boring"?^.

"Dirge” was suppressed prior to publication. It was removed from the final text of "The Waste
Land" at Pound's suggestion, which in itself is an indication that it was not rejected for its antiSemitism. Indeed, given the continued publication of the other anti-Semitic poems, it would have
been inexplicably inconsistent of Eliot to have suppressed it for that reason, or that reason alone.
Further, it was omitted along with a number of other poems and passages which were not antiSemitic?*. Its suppression should not be treated as an instance of "the impulse [of anti-Semitism]
triumphed over"?*. I think it similarly unlikely that After Strange Gods was allowed to go out of
print because of its deprecations regarding free-thinking Jews. For one thing, Eliot's Selected Prose,
a miscellany of extracts first published in 1953 with Eliot's approval, reproduces a passage from
the book's first lecture which anticipates precisely those deprecations:

Stevie Smith spotted a revision: "In [Murder in the Cethednl[ Mr. Eliot uses tNe rendering, on earth peace, good
wilt toward men', but in the film script thie becomes ' peace on earth to men of good will', which is a limitation and
shrinkage of charity, for all men need good will, and most of all those who do not have it" (Smith 1958, 174).
Hollander 1 9 8 9 ,1 4 1 . There was a 19th century precedent for this. Matthew Arnold dropped "Empedocles on Etna"
from the 1853 Poems because it did not conform with what he came to conclude were the requirements of art: Arnold
1971, 306; Trilling 1974, 150.
Auden 1966, 15.
At one time, Eliot was anxious for these poems to remain private. Sending "The Waste Land" manuscript to John
Quinn, he wrote: "Naturally, I hope that the portions which I have suppressed will never appear in print"; in an earlier letter
to his patron, he wrote: "I beg you fervently to keep them to yourself and see that they are never printed” (quoted:
Matthews 1974, 74).
Ricks 1988, 39-40.
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It is not necessarily those lands which are the most fertile or most favoured in
climate that seem to me the happiest, but those in which a long struggle of
adaptation between man and his environment has brought out the best qualities of
both; in which the landscape has been moulded by numerous generations of one
race, and in which the landscape in turn has modified the race to its own
character/'

So far as I am aware, Eliot never disavowed the book's anti-Semitism. Indeed, he never made clear
his objections to the book. There is reason to suppose that it embarrassed him. I do not consider
the choice of date in the following to be accidental:

I find myself constantly irritated by having my words, perhaps written thirty or forty
years ago, quoted as if I had uttered them yesterday. [ ... ] When I publish a
collection of essays, or whenever I allow an essay to be published elsewhere, I
make a point of indicating the original date of publication, as a reminder to the
reader of the distance of time that separates the author when he wrote it from the
author as he is today. But rare is the writer who, quoting me, says "this is what
Mr. Eliot thought (or felt) in 1933 (or whatever the date was).^

There has been speculation about the reasons for Eliot's embarrassment. Edmund Wilson put it
down to the book's hostile reception. A.D. Moody believes that it was the book's anti-Semitism
that troubled Eliot, and in particular the risk that it might be taken to endorse the practices of Nazi
Germany: "There is no reason to suppose that he was thinking of Germany ... but it is precisely this
which makes [it] so wrong. Eliot himself realised this, and refused to allow After Strange Gods to
be reprinted. The reason, as he told J.M. Cameron ... was that 'he regretted the tone and content
of the political remarks contained therein'". Yet if Eliot had the anti-Semitic passage in mind he
could have said so, in those terms; that passage is not in itself political, though it has political
consequences, as do all anti-Semitic proposals; there are other passages in the book equally eligible
to be described as "political" which Eliot could have had in mind. Maud Ellmann claims that Eliot
was "embarrassed by [the book's] anti-Semitism", but does not offer any evidence in support,
other than some generalities in a letter of Eliot's to Pound. Richard Shusterman hopes that Eliot's
decision to suppress the book "reflectled] his repentance for its anti semitism". Louis Simpson has
suggested that Eliot's motive in suppressing it was regret at what he had written about Lawrence.
He may be right. It would be in keeping with Eliot's partial revaluation of the novelist in his preface

Eliot 1963, 20 4. According to Matthews, though Eliot "never actually recanted any of the obnoxioue etatemente he
made in [ASG], ... he did give the impression that he was rather sorry he had made them" (Matthews 1974, 113).
"To criticize the critic", TCC 14 (my italics).
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to William Tiverton's D.H. Lawrence and Human Existence. According to Muriel Gardner, Eliot's
proof of evidence in the Lady Chatter/ey's /.over trial repudiated his earlier attack on Lawrence: "He
was prepared to say that when he spoke of [Lawrence] as a very sick man indeed', he was very
sick himself"^. So one asks: what was the nature of Eliot's revaluation of the Jews that allows
his critics to believe that he abandoned the anti-Semitism of After Strange Gods! The suppression
of After Strange Gods only becomes evidence of abandonment if it is supported by (other)
instances of disavowal. It is to these instances that I now turn.

Lower case typography was a Modernist reflex which Eliot bent to anti-Semitic purposes in
"Burbank” and "Gerontion". This reflex began as a campaign. "What a battle we made of it merely
getting rid of capitals at the beginning of each linel", William Carlos Williams remarked^. It was
a practice of other Modernists. For example, "[Wyndham] Lewis used lower case type for
nationalities, on the grounds that being English was no more worthy of a capital letter than being
sick"®®. Both Joyce (who was not anti-Semitic) and Pound (who was) rendered "Jew" in the lower
case®\ Eliot's sparing, and special, use can best be brought out by a comparison with "Lower
Case Cummings"®^. In "i sing of Olaf glad and big/whose warmest heart recoiled at war", the
lower case "i" represents the modesty of the poet before his subject. Similarly, in the closing lines
of another poem, "what i want to know is/how do you like your blueeyed boy/Mister Death", the
"i" defers to the greater power of "Mister Death" while at the same time challenging its authority
with a question®®. In "Gerontion”, by contrast, the upper case pronoun of the opening phrase
"Here I am" is the assertion of the "I" against (among others) the encroaching Jew. The "I" strains,
so to speak, to be rendered in a super-upper case, and by a reciprocal downward pressure, what
should be "Jew" becomes "Jew". In such a context, as Gabriel Pearson says, this "reads like

Wilton 1977, 548*9; Moody 1980, 371; Ellmann 1987, 35; Shuttenman 1988, 3; Simpson 1975, 172; Gardner
1978, 55.
Williams 1967, 148. Ha 'objected ... to [Harriet Monroe's] replacement by capitals of the lower-case letters he had
used at the beginning of fines* (Symons 1987, 127).
Wagner 1957, 34, fn. 7.
A piece of sophistry: "the code is: a Jew is not a jew. ... That is, 'je w ' is associated with, is perhaps synonymous
with, ' usurer', but not ^ Jews are usurers, so they are not jews. Likewise, usurers who are not racially or culturally Jews,
financiers such as J.P. Morgan and the American ' patrician', August Belmont, are in fact jaw s'. The Rothschilds, favourite
target of European anti semitism, happen to be both. Most Jews, like most non-Jews, are victims of usura. This line of
reasoning lies, for example, behind the first page of Canto 52, where we hear that the sins of ' a few big jaws', ' real jaws',
cause the anti-semi tic prejudice or vengeance' under which poor yitts' suffer* (Kearns 1989, 105). This silly argument,
which refutes itself with "poor yitts", is part of the pathology of Pound studies.
"Perhaps at some time in the future, though it is extremely unlikely, we'll be able to shed the lower case and embellish
the new language with Caps. But for the moment cummings has the right idea" (Williams 1969, 267).
**. cummings 1988, 4. This "i" represents "a casualness, a humility, a denial of the idea of personal immortality
responsible for I'" (Riding and Graves 1969, 60).
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paranoid retaliation"*^.

This retaliatory act does not, of course, exhaust the anti-Semitism of "Gerontion” and "Burbank".
The poems are replete with such acts, none of which, with the sole exception of a typographical
adjustment, has been excluded. If one is prepared to stand by "Rachel née Rabinovitch/Tears at the
grapes with murderous paws", it seems an odd scruple to re ÿ ^ from "The jew is underneath the |
lot” and substitute "The Jew is underneath the lot”. Even as staunch an admirer as T.S. Matthews
found it difficult to be impressed by the gesture. "The only observable result* of Eliot's encounter
with Sarah Gertrude Millin (described in the second of my two epigraphs) was, according to
Matthews, "that in later editions of ['Burbank']

jew' was spelled with a capital J"**. By

recasting the typography of the poems Eliot acknowledged the offence that they gave while
signalling his refusal to withdraw them. The paltriness of his revisionary gesture thus may be said
to add to, rather than lessen, each poem's insults to its Jewish readers, whatever Eliot's actual
intentions in this respect may have been.

The footnotes tell a more complicated story. It was not unusual for Eliot to revisit a theme. Indeed,
his work can be read as a series of variations on certain themes to which he regularly returned.
Take, for example, the issue of the prescriptive relations between Jews and Christians. Eliot
touched on this theme frequently; indeed, he implied a position in relation to it whenever envisaging
a Christian society without mentioning the place of Jews in it. I wish to isolate here three such
occasions when the issue was confronted: in the anti-Semitic passage in After Strange Gods, and
in a footnote to Notes, first published in 1948 and then revised in 1962, accompanied by an
explanatory reference in that edition's preface. (For convenience, in this part of the chapter, I will
refer to "the 1933 passage", "the 1948 footnote", "the 1962 Preface", and "the 1962 footnote").

In both versions, the footnote follows the sentence "In certain historical conditions, a fierce
exclusiveness may be a necessary condition for the preservation of a culture: the Old Testament
bears witness to this"**. This sentence appears in the chapter in Notes entitled "Unity and
Diversity: Sect and Cult", which conveys its own message about the exclusion of Jews, who are
neither sect nor cult. In a chapter concerned with "the cultural significance of religious
divisions"*^, they are too massive a presence to be ignored; equally, however, they are too

**. Pearson 1 9 7 0 ,8 8 . Proposing that "Eliot's Jew M ... another Leopold Bloom" is therefore misconceived (Smith 1956,
60). Eliot was not alone in using the lower case denigrath/ely. Gertrude Stein's The Autobhgraphy of Alice B. Toklas refers
to the "few stray Irish poets" who hung around Sylvia Beach's Paris bookshop (Fitch 1985, 127).
“ . Matthews 1974, 163.
“ . NTDC 70.
ibid. 67.
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subversive a presence to be accomodated in the body of the chapter. They are thus driven down
into a footnote, just as in Eliot's poetry they are driven onto a "window sill", "under the flatfish and
the squids", in the "protozoic slime", or simply "outside the window". (Eliot's poetry, in Robert
Alter s phrase, displays towards Jews a "vehement energy of repulsion"**). This further
connection between the anti-Semitism of his poetry and that of his prose discloses an uneasiness
about Jews. It thus complicates my characterisation of Eliot's anti-Semitism as one of contempt.
Jews are troubling; Eliot subdues them by successful strategies of exclusion. The 1948 footnote
is as follows:

Since the diaspora, and the scattering of Jews among peoples holding the Christian
Faith, it may have been unfortunate both for these peoples and for the Jews
themselves, that the culture-contact between them has had to be within those
neutral zones of culture in which religion could be ignored: and the effect may have
been to strengthen the illusion that there can be culture without religion.

Just three years after the liberation of the death camps, this rehearses the recommendation of the
1933 passage. Eliot has learnt nothing**. Too many free-thinking Jews are undesirable; contact
between Jews and Christians is undesirable because it fosters a damaging illusion. But the mix of
the redundant, the tentative, the erroneous, and the complacent, in the footnote makes for puzzling
reading. The redundancy is in the opening clauses, the second adding nothing to the first ("the
diaspora" is the way in which one characterises the scattering of the Jews). The tentativeness is
evident in Eliot's uncertainty about whether the "culture-contact* was unfortunate. He Is wrong
to suppose that "culture-contact" has always failed to take into account the religious dispositions
of the engaging parties. I will cite, from among many possible instances: the tutoring of St. Jerome
in Hebrew by a Jewish scholar; the defence of the Talmud by certain Renaissance Humanists; the
correspondence on Judaism and Christianity conducted by Menasseh ben Israel with Christian
scholars in the 17th century, and Franz Rosenzweig with Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy during World

Alter 1970, 83.
**. While it ie wrong to take thie footnote ae proposing "that the Jewe {had] eome historical responsibility for the
Holocaust" (Steiner 1988), it cannot likewise sanction any claim that "the doom of the Jews under the Nazis transformed
literary suspicion into horror and compassion" (Kirk 1971, 211). Just after the War, Emilio Cecchi met Eliot to discuss a
recent book on the death camps: "Eliot wondered whether the gates of such hells ... can really be considered to be closed
for ever. Or whether mankind, now capable of reaching such extremes of frightfulness, has a weaker resistance to new and
infernal suggestions ..." (CeccN 1948, 76). These musings derive from a generalised sense of human sinfulness and are
appropriate to the poet of the Four Quartets. They do not indicate any understarxiing of the Holocaust as an event in the
Nstory of anti-Semitism. Steiner wonders naively of Notes: "How was it possible to ... plead for a Christian order when the
Holocaust had put in question the very nature of Christianity and of its role In European hietory?" (Steiner 1978, 34). The
answer is simple. Eliot would not have accepted the premise of Steiner's question.
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War I; the campaign by Christian Zionists for the establishment of a Jewish state"°. Of the more
adversarial engagements, one can mention the medieval Jewish-Christian Disputations, the
Mendelssohn-Lavater controversy in 18th century Germany, and the inter-war polemics by Martin
Buber against German neo-Marcionites: in each case, the tenets of Judaism were challenged
publicly by Christian polemicists*^ The study of Judaism often was preparatory to assaults on
the faith of Jews; for example, in 17th century Leiden the University Chair of Hebrew was called
the Chair "for the Confutation of Judaism"” . To the extent that "culture-contact" did not,
therefore, take Jewish religious dispositions into account, this was due often to Christian antiSemitism. By the phrase "has had to be", Eliot complacently endorses its refusal to acknowledge
the continuing legitimacy of Judaism. Last, he overlooks the contribution made by religious Jews
to European philosophy, one such "zone of culture". The contribution of Maimonides to medieval
philosophy, and Emmanuel Levinas's contemporary project of "translating] into Greek" Jewish
ethical principles, are my examples here” .

In this chapter, Eliot argues a complex case about the unity of religion and culture. The terms of
this argument, however, are limited to intra-Christian differences. These mark the boundaries of
his examined "diversity". Within these parameters, a reference to the Jews of the "Old Testament"
adds strength to his case. Jews maintained their culture, he says, by a fierce adherence to their
religion. This is further, if extreme, evidence of the necessity of religion for culture. Having noticed
the Jews in this way, Eliot then pursues them beyond both the "Old Testament" and the main text
of the chapter, into modern times and his footnote. What happens, he asks, when this fierce
exclusiveness is abandoned and as a result Jews meet Christians? The illusion is fostered that
culture can do without religion. This is because, in an over-fastidious phrase, the "culture-contact"
takes place in a neutral zone. If contact is possible, then why not collaboration? Further, if
collaboration is possible, why not a culture generated out of that collaboration? But if Eliot is right,
this could not happen. This is the problem. If one concedes the existence of such zones, what is
left of the indispensability of religion? Are these "neutral zones" themselves illusory? If they are
real, then religion ceases to be essential; if they are false - but Eliot acknowledges that they are
not. Pointing to the incoherence is almost too easy: perhaps he intends some special meaning of
"illusory".

Curtius 1973, 72-73 and Simon 1986, 23 0; Oubnow 1967-73 3, 672-76; Classman 1975, 110, and RosanstockHuassy and Rosanzwaig 1971; Rappoport 1980, 134-149.
Maccoby 1982, passim; Altmann 1973, 194-263; Mendas-Rohr 1987, 156-59.
•*. Ettinger 1976, 11.
•*. Husik 1973, 306-7; Friadlandar 1990, 89 .
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In his review of The Future of an Illusion, Eliot mocked Freud:

... the enquiry is not concerned with the value of religious doctrines as truth; but
' psychologically considered' they are illusions. The first part of this thesis must
mean, if it means anything, that Freud is not concerned with the truth of religious
ideas ... yet I fail to understand how they can be 'illusions' in a psychological
sense without being illusions pure and simple. Such a distinction between
psychological truth and ordinary truth is much too fine for my reason to grasp.
Indeed, I am not too sure that it is not too fine even for Freud himself; for
throughout the rest of the book he proceeds to treat religion as illusion in the
ordinary sense, and as illusion which society is in the process of casting o f f ... An
excellent example of ' illusion' seems to be at hand: it is an illusion for Freud to
think that he has defined the term ' illusion' when he says that an illusion is not the
same as an error, indeed is not necessarily an error

In Notes, Eliot needs the same flexibility that he denies here to Freud. Without it, the "illusory"
becomes the simply false, and the neutrality of these "zones of culture" becomes chimerical. There
cannot be any neutral zone if religion is strictly indispensable to culture.

Eliot would not have exposed himself to so simple an objection if he had limited himself to the
Jews of the Hebrew Scriptures and not tried to take in modern Jewry as well. These Jews pose
a double challenge: both to the primary need of culture for religion, and to the subsidiary need for

unity of religious background. They are agents of both secularism and heterodoxy. Jews appear
to contribute to a culture without sharing that culture's religion; they also have their ovm culture
without benefit of adherence to Judaism. Free-thinking, they are attached neither to the religion
of their birth nor to any other. Eliot modified the footnote in the 1962 edition but he did not resolve
this core problem:

It seems to me highly desirable that there should be close culture-contact between
devout and practising Christians and devout and practising Jews. Much culturecontact in the past has been within those neutral zones of culture in which religion
can be ignored, and between Jews and Gentiles both more or less emancipated
from their religious traditions. The effect may have been to strengthen the illusion
that there can be culture without religion. In this context I recommend to my
readers two books by Professor Will Herberg published in New York: Judaism and

**. C December 1928, 352.
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Modem

Man

(Farrar,

Strauss

and

Cudahy)

and

Protestant-Catho/ic-Jew

(Doubleday).

These are the differences: the double reference to the diaspora is dropped; contact between the
"devout and practising" of both faiths is recommended in place of the deprecation of contact
between those for whom a "neutral zone” was possible; it is conceded that both Jews and Gentiles
may become detached from their religion; two books by a Jewish sociologist are cited with
approval. These changes give a more balanced feel to the footnote, though the reference to "Jews
... more or less emancipated from their religious traditions" returns to the theme of the 1933
passage. The last sentence seems to practise what the first sentence preaches, an instance of
culture-contact between the devout and practising Anglican, T.S. Eliot, and the identifying, if not
quite orthodox, Jew, Will Herberg. Indeed, Herberg's Judaism and Modem Man itself is a further
instance of such culture-contact, the impact of Reinhold Neibuhr's thought on the book's "historical
Judaism" acknowledged in its opening pages**. Yet the thesis for which Herberg was celebrated,
that Judaism, Protestantism and Catholicism have become fundamental subdivisions of the
"American religion”**, a development of which Herberg approved, was unlikely to commend itself
to Eliot. So one wonders: is Eliot's recommendation of the books to be taken as endorsements of
their arguments, or merely as a deliberate sign of his openness to the work of a Jewish academic?
The footnote is too cryptically phrased to answer this question. It is, indeed, too gnomic altogether.

Eliot himself must have known that his revisions were unsatisfactory. In his preface to the
paperback edition of Notes he flagged the footnote, and tried to anticipate criticism:

These "Notes" began to take shape towards the end of the Second World War.
When it was suggested that they should be reprinted in "paper back" form, I re
read them for the first time for some years, expecting that I should have to qualify
some of the opinions expressed herein. I found to my surprise that I had nothing
to retract, and nothing upon which I was disposed to enlarge. One footnote, on
p.70,1 have re-written: it may still be that I have to say too much too briefly, and
that the notion needs further elaboration. [ . . . ]

I have lately had occasion to review my literary criticism over forty years and
account for developments and changes of opinion, and I propose one day to submit

Herberg 1970, vi-vil.
Auemue 1987, 139.
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my social criticism to the same examination. For as a man matures, and acquires
greater experience of the world, the years may be expected to bring about even
greater changes in his views on social and political matters than in his tastes and
opinions in the field of literature. I should not now, for instance call myself a
' royalist' tout court, as I once did: I would say that I am in favour of retaining the
monarchy in every country in which a monarchy still exists. But that question, as
well as others on which my views, or the way in which I would express my views,
have changed, or developed, is not touched upon in the present essay.

That is to say, he finds nothing in the book he wishes to retract, and yet he anticipates that his
published social criticism (in which category the 1948 Notes is prominent) might no longer reflect
his current views. By implication, he pleads for indulgence for his earlier work as the products of
a less mature, and callower, mind than he now possesses, yet he is quite stubborn about the
limited extent to which the "notion" in the footnote may need further attention (only "elaboration",
not change). The first paragraph begins confidently with a boast about the continuity of his
thought, while the second paragraph encourages one to suppose that, had Eliot the time, significant
modifications of position would be disclosed. I read the preface, thus, as divided against itself and
so at one with the other texts that I have discussed in this part of the chapter: a book which is
suppressed but for reasons never adequately given, and two poems ("Burbank* and "Gerontion")
which are as offensive as the book but which are allowed to remain in print, albeit with a modified
typography. These may be regarded as the gestures of a man who, while unable to break free of
an anti-Semitism that had become part of the processes of his thinking, had ceased to be
comfortable with his contempt for Jews.

The above represents the sum of steps taken by Eliot to revise his work away from its anti-Semitic
tendencies. It has been argued, however, that there are two other texts in which Eliot repudiates
anti-Semitism. It is to these texts that I now turn.

The Rock end "Little Gidding"

A.D. Moody suggests that Eliot's pageant play. The Rock, might have been written as a repudiation
of the anti-Semitism of After Strange God^'^. Certainly, it comprises an early, though post-Ara

Vos Free, repudiation of one kind of anti-Semitism. A Church is to be built, and among the
distractions, the workers are interrupted by Blackshirts soliciting donations for party funds. The
Male Chorus asks: "Are you obedient to the Law of God7/Are you with those who reverence the

\ Moody 1980, 371.
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temple?” These questions receive the following dusty response:

Your vesture, your gesture, your speech and your face.
Proclaim your extraction from Jewish race.
We have our own prophets, who're ready to speak
For a week and a day and a day and a week.
This being the case we must firmly refuse
To descend to palaver with anthropoid Jews.**

This was the first appearance of anti-Semitism in Eliot's work as a subject. It had been a
problematic feature of that work since "Burbank”. But this is rather different. By putting antiSemites on the stage Eliot holds their ideology up to scrutiny: "anthropoid” is a word drawn from
an anti-Semite's vocabulary ("the Jew is born of a special category of anthropoid like the black
man"**). The term "anti-Semitism” becomes a way of describing the work's content, rather than
the work itself. Anti-Semitism has become in The Rock the subject of Eliot's attention, and not the
dark side of his vision. "Anthropoids" are human in form only. The anti-Semites deny the honour
of a human identity to Jews - they may seem to be like other men, but they are not. They look like
them, but their gestures give them away. They are animals. And the Eliot of "Sweeney Among the
Nightingales" would add: they have paws. What is the difference between "descend to palaver
with anthropoid Jews" and "Bleistein's way/A Saggy bending of the knees/And elbows"? Though
the Jew is similarly anthropoid in each, in the first the language of anti-Semitism stigmatises the
speaker while in the second it invigorates the poem. One alienates anti-Semitic language, the other
alienates the Jewish reader. Who or what to rebuff? Eliot makes one choice in The Rock, and
another choice in "Burbank", the more interesting work.

Of course. The Rock does not quite jump to the defence of Jews. It is a defence of Christianity,
and of its roots in the Hebrew Scriptures. The lines that precede the Blackshirts' suggest the
connection by the reference to the "Law" and the "temple". The rejection of the Blackshirts' antiSemitism is a rejection of anti-Christian paganism. (Characterising Fascism as neo-pagan was a
convenient way of evading its debt to Christian anti-Semitism; it also permitted the characterisation
of hatred of the Jews as an expression of enix-Christian resentment). It is not a plea for modern
Jewry, it is an endorsement of Christianity in both its historical and supernatural forms. The
Blackshirts refuse their descent from Jews when they refuse to descend to Jews. They deny
Christianity's relation to Judaism - Eliot's denial of their denial is as close as he gets to affirmation

Part I, 44.
**. Quoted: Wileon 1982, 458.
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In his account of Jews. The Rock is not Eliot's Our Mutual Friend

Eliot's problem with Jews, which was in part symptomatic of his problem with intellectuals, and
in turn derived from uncertainty about his own role, was a modem problem with modem Jews.
Eliot's anti-Semitism rejected Jews while embracing their Scriptures, both as sources for his own
work and more generally. He displayed some uncertainty, however, on whether this contribution
of the Jews' was a cultural one:

I am wholly convinced that for the preservation of any European culture, as well
as for the health of its national components, a perpetual cultivation of the sources
of that culture, in Greece and Rome, and a continual refreshment of them, are
necessary. I should say Israel also, but that I wish to confine myself, so far as that
is possible, to the cultural, rather than the religious aspect.'”

It is hard to understand quite what Eliot meant, given the use to which both "The Waste Land” and
"Ash Wednesday" put the Book of Ezekiel. Elsewhere, in a post-war broadcast to Germany, Eliot
proposed that the literature of European countries has three "sources which we share in common:
that is, the literature of Rome, of Greece, and of Israel". In another broadcast in the same series,
he repeated his reference to "the ancient civilisations of Greece, Rome and Israel, from which,
owing to two thousand years of Christianity, we trace our descent", and asserted that "we* are
the "common trustees [of] the legacy of Greece, Rome and Israel, and the legacy of Europe
throughout the last 2 ,0 0 0 years"'” . He does not suggest that "Israel", in the form of postScriptural Jewry, has played any continuing part in the development of Europe. One inherits a
legacy when the legator is dead. Yet what Eliot designates as "Israel” is a living element, at times
dormant, at other times brilliantly active. The contribution of Rabbinic hermeneutics to modem
literary criticism is only one such intervention by Jewish tradition in a secular discipline'” . The
anti-Semitism that Eliot rejects is the one that damned the Jews of the Hebrew Scriptures as well
as, and as a means of more comprehensively, damning their descendants. The early battles
between anti-Semites and emancipators were often fought over just this contested terrain. For
example, one such emancipator, John Toland, ”slip[ped] imperceptibly", according to Leon

Moody makes this case for Eliot: "He might have seen his error even as \AftBr Strang» Gods] was being published,
for early in 1934 he drafted the scene which ends part I of Tha Rock, in which the totalitarian ideologies are satirised, and
the Blackshirts chant anti-semitic abuse at the Chorus" (Moody 1980, 371). This assumes that Eliot would have seen the
connection between Nazi policy towards the Jews and the anti-Semitic passage in his book. I think this is unlikely.
"The Man of Letters and the Future of Europe", SR July-Sept. 1945, 341.
’®*. "The Unity of European Culture", NTDC 113, 123 and 124.
Handelman 1982, Hartman and Budick 1986.
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Poliakov, "from a defence of the Jews of the past to a vindication of contemporary Jewry” in his
phiio-Semitic polemics. His opponents in this debate sought to discredit their Jewish
contemporaries by writing slightingly of the Jews of the Bible'^.

On the contemporary political context of Eliot's argument, one notes the existence of two currents
of thought. The first was represented by Jews and their friends; the second was dominated by antiSemites. It was typical of modem Jewish apologetics to identify the Jewish contribution to the
West, partly to challenge those who insisted upon the indivisibly Christian nature of the West, and
partly as an assertion of pride at a time of humiliation and torment. Though often failing to
distinguish between a Jewish contribution, and a contribution by a person who happened to be
Jewish, their efforts were a corrective to those who dismissed the Jews as an irrelevance in the
development of the West, and a rebuke to anti-Semites'**. So much for the first current. Quite
independently of this, there is a whole discourse regarding the contribution of the Jews to world
history that starts in the 18th century, becomes a feature of 19th century thought, and is then put
to hostile use in the 20th century. The key figure in this later history is M.S. Chamberlain, whose

Foundations of the Nineteenth Century pitted Asiatic Jews against Aryans. In just this way did the
19th century distinction between the Hebraic and the Hellenic degenerate, until the polarisation
was such that there was no room for both terms. Chamberlain's work was a station on the road
to the Holocaust'**. Eliot's remarks are not part of this latter discourse, because they locate the
Jews within a European context; but his remarks are equally outside the tradition of Jewish and
philo-Semitic apologetics because of their failure to acknowledge that the Jewish contribution is
a continuing one.

Eliot's confusion is evident in the various positions he adopted on this question. I identify four such
positions: "Israel” represents a religious, but not a cultural resource; "Israel" is a cultural resource,
but a closed one; free-thinking Jews do continue to make cultural interventions, but of a deleterious
kind; though free-thinking Jews are harmful, there is some scope for beneficial culture-contact
between "devout and practising" Jews and their Christian counterparts. These are, respectively,
the positions adopted in: "The Man of Letters and the Future of Europe"; "The Unity of Europe";

After Strange Gods, and the original footnote in Notes; the revised footnote in Notes. There is one

Poliakov 1974-5 III, 61. 67.
For example: Bentwich 77m Jews and a changing civilisation (1934), Sacha Beauty and tha Jew (1937), Roth The
Jewish Contribution to Civitisation
and Salomon 77re Jewaorfinrfam(1939). StefanZweig commented: "I am aware
that I Incur the risk of being accueed of Jewish pretentiousnese when I emphasize the fact that so many of the Nobel prize
Winers have been Jews, but a Jew cannot, nowadays, afford to be squeamish* (Zweig 1937, 164). Listing Jewish Nobel
laureates became standard in 1930s works seeking to counter anti-Semitism (e.g.: Valentin 1971 [1936], 206). The case
for the continuing vitality of the Jewish people has to be made anew each generation: see, e.g., Rabinowicz 1974 on Arnold
Toynbee's characterisation of the Jews as a "fossil of the Syriac civilisation*.
Mosse 1985, 105-8.
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common feature, and that is a tendency to limit the "Jewish contribution”: it is either purely
religious and not cultural, or it is cultural but not living, or it is living but harmful, or else it is such
that it requires no more than a footnote to assess. Plainly, Eliot did not think either deeply or
coherently about Judaism or Jewish history - hardly surprising given that anti-Semitism was his
principal tutor.

At least Qiot had the right name for the heresy of seeking to dissociate Christianity from its Jewish
origins:

It was in fact [Simone Weil's] rejection of Israel that made her a very heterodox
Christian. In her repudiation of all but a very few parts of the Old Testament... she
falls into something very like the Marcionite heresy. In denying the divine mission
of Israel she is also rejecting the foundation of the Christian Church.'"^

Marcion, a second century heretic, rejected the Old Testament and insisted that the refusal of the
Jews to follow Jesus meant that they worshipped another God. The message of the Bible and the
message of Christ were irreconcilable. It was Tertullian who gave orthodox Christianity's answer
to Marcion in a work that was no less deeply hostile to Jews than Marcion's. The God of the Jews
is not a different God to the one that Christians worship, Tertullian insisted. It is the same God; and
He has rejected the Jews. Tertullian contests Marcion by making God an anti-Semite^". A
defence of Judaism is thus sometimes necessary in the greater defence of Christianity; Origan
attacked the pagan Celsus: "he thinks he will more easily prove Christianity to be untrue if he can
show its falsehood by attacking its origin in Judaism "'". In a letter, Weil remarked: "I have never
been able to understand how it is possible for a reasonable mind to regard the Jehovah of the Bible
and the Father who is invoked in the Gospel as one and the same Being". She took a sympathetic
interest in Marcion's teachings. Levinas puts it simply: "She hateld] the Bible""*'. The desire to
sever Christianity from its Jewish origins is a project of many anti-Semites, nor is this project
confined to the intellectually disreputable among them, proven by the example of Schopenhauer
in whose The World as Will and Representation it is a minor but recurring theme. It was developed
most fully in the present century by the liberal Protestant theologian Adolf von Hamack whose

Preface to Weil 1987, vill. Lewie Golden, the Treasurer of the London Library and a sponsor of tha T.S. Eliot
Centenary Fund, thus rather missed the point when he wrote to "The Times" in Eliot's defence: "In (NTDC] he more than
once mentions that our culture is based on the legacy of Greece, Rome and Israel. That is not surprising, for everyone knows
of the profound respect Eliot had for Simone Weil" (Golden 1988).
Gager 1985, 163-4.
Quoted: Rokeah 1988, 59.
Quoted: Hellmann 1982, 50-51; Levinas 1990, 133: by "Bible" Levinas means the Hebrew Scriptures.
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”neo-Marcionism" attracted support from those "German Christians* who sought to free
Christianity from "alien Semitic sensibilities"

I take Eliot's phrase "the divine mission of Israel"

to refer to Israel's role as precursor of Christianity. It is a chilly endorsement, and one that is
consistent with, though not in itself evidence of, a certain kind of anti-Semitism.

In recognising the historical relation between Judaism and Christianity, he was sometimes ready
to acknowledge the existential reality of Judaism too (though it was more usual for him to note
"the futility of non-Christian lives ... and ... the incredibility of every alternative to Christianity that
offers itself""^). The little footnote in the 1962 edition of /Votes does this, as did Eliot
conversationally, when he praised the Jewish thinker Martin Buber'". But this is all fairly
marginal, and in any event it does not help on the main question, which was: where do Jews fit
in a Christian society? In a 1941 article he commented that the ambition to create a Christian
Britain is "the greatest we can take to ourselves""*. Jews can play no part in that "we". They
can only watch, and wait, until the ambition is achieved and they are left - where? Eliot does not
say.

"Little Gidding" contains an account of a chance meeting betwen the poet (whom I consider to be
Eliot himself) and a stranger in the dawn following a London blitz. The two walk companionably
together, "in a dead patrol". Eliot addresses this "familar compound ghost", another poet, who then
replies:

And he: "I am not eager to rehearse
My thoughts and theory which you have forgotten.
These things have served their purpose: let them be.
So with your own, and pray they be forgiven
As I pray you to forgive
Both bad and good. Last season's fruit is eaten
And the fullfed beast shall kick the empty pail.
For last year's words belong to last year's language

Mandes-Rohr 1987, 150-54.
S 5.
” *• Levy and Scherle 1969, 39.
"Towards a Christian Britain", ICS 122. Another example: "we - I mean our ancestors for twelve or fifteen
generations ... could have got [the advantages of science] without giving up ... the belief in holy living and holy dying, in
sanctity, chastity, humility, austerity, asceticism, the belief in ... Christian tragedy" ("Religion and Science: The Phantom
Dilemma”, L 23 March 1932, 429). Eliot's exclusion of Jewish readers was automatic: "For us, religion is of course
Christianity" ("The Humanism of Irving Babbit", SE 480). Did Eliot not think that he might have Jewish, or for that matter
any non-Christian, readers?
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And next year's words await another voice.
But, as the passage now presents no hindrance
To the spirit unappeased and peregrine
Between two worlds become much like each other,
So I find words I never thought to speak
In streets I never thought I should revisit
When I left my body on a different shore.
Since our common concern was speech, and speech impelled us
To purify the dialect of the tribe
And urge the mind to aftersight and foresight.
Let me disclose the gifts reserved for age
To set a crown upon your lifetime's effort.
First, the cold friction of expiring sense
Without enchantment, offering no promise
But bitter tastelessness of shadow fruit
As body and soul begin to fall asunder.
Second, the conscious impotence of rage
At human folly, and the laceration
Of laughter at what ceases to amuse.
And last, the rending pain of re-enactment
Of all that you have done, and been; the shame
Of motives late revealed, and the awareness
Of things ill done and done to others' harm
Which once you took for exercise of virtue.
Then fools' approval stings, and honour stains.
From wrong to wrong the exasperated spirit
Proceeds, unless restored by that refining fire
Where you must move in measure, like a dancer.”

This is a considerable speech, in turn pedagogic and personal. The ghost discloses his own
condition to the poet while also instructing him. In this "hallucinated scene after an air-raid”" * ,
there are echoes of "Gerontion” both in phrasing and in its description of the ruins of old age,
where both "body and soul begin to fall asunder”. By contrast with that poem, however, this is a
true dialogue with a disclosed interlocutor, and what the stranger has to say is received as true
wisdom, in the manner of Dante's encounter with his teacher. Brunette Latini, in the Seventh Circle

"What Dante Maana to Me", TOC 128.
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of Hell.

It is also a difficult speech, elusiveiy personal in its account of a prospective old age which might
be every man's or just Eliot's alone. Obliquely confessional, the ghost anticipates, and thereby
expresses, Eliot's own regret. This is a revelatory moment in a body of work that strives to resist
the temptations of self-disclosure. Brisk both with his ovm work and Eliot's ("last year's words
belong to last year's language"), the ghost passes from describing a poet's vocation ("to purify the
dialect of the tribe") to describing a man's fate. As a gift to one joined in a similar venture to his
own, the ghost discloses to his companion his imminent future. Among the "gifts reserved for age"
is the critical reliving in one's mind of one's life, a shaming and dismaying experience. These lines
play a variation on Yeats's "Vacillation":

Although the summer sunlight gild
Cloudy leafage of the sky.
Or wintry moonlight sink the field
In storm-scattered intricacy,
I cannot look thereon.
Responsibility so weighs me down.

Things said or done long years ago.
Or things I did not do or say
But thought that I might say or do.
Weigh me down, and not a day
But something is recalled.
My conscience or my vanity appalled.""

Eliot didn't like the poem and in After Strange Gods deprecated what he described as its tone of
"regret" and "resignation""^. He was wrong about this; the poem is simply realistic about the
poet's inability to make good the harm that he had done, and the regret that he feels as a result.
It is a hard thing to have to accept that it is too late to remedy the injustices one has committed.
Eliot just doesn't see this, and "Little Gidding" is an aggravated version of this misreading. It

Yeats 1 9 9 0 ,3 0 1 . Bush quotes these lines, but without drawing any express comparisons. He merely says that Eliot
was "deeply immersed” in Yeats's work (Bush 1984, 235; likewise Gardner 1980, 68).
"... the austerity of Mr. Yeats's later verse on the whole, should compel the admiration of the least sympathetic.
Though the tone is often of regret, sometimes of resignation: [quotes lines from 'Vacillation'] and though Mr. Yeats is still
perhaps a little too much the weather-worn Triton among the streams, he has arrived at greatness against the greatest odds;
if he has not arrived at a central and universal pNlosophy he has at least discarded, for the most part, the trifling and the
eccentric, the provincial in time and place" (ASG 46-7).
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refuses to acknowledge any "responsibility” to those the poet has injured and thereby seeks to
avoid precisely that tone of "regret” that Eliot so disliked in Yeats's poem. "Vacillation" looks back
to a landscape filled with those wounded by the poet; "Little Gidding" looks forward to the poet's
purgation in the "refining fire". It anticipates a redemption that leaves those injured by the poet
without justice.

It doesn't matter, therefore, precisely what wrongs have been done because the poem is not
burdened by the need to make amends for them. There is harshness in the self-criticism, but no
particularity. It is nothing less than "a^that you have done, and been” that shames. Anything and
everything may be encompassed by this - recall Pound's "Senile ... Wrong, wrong, wrong. I've
always been wrong. You don't know what it's like to get off on the wrong path ...". For Ricks to
suggest that the lines "the awareness/ Of things ill done" are evidence of Eliot's regret specifically
for the anti-Semitism of his work thus seems desperate, and desperately implausible:

Eliot - who believed in redemption and whose art is redemptive - came to
contemplate the painful admission "Of things ill done and done to others' harm/
Which once you took for exercise of virtue". The unpublished "Dirge" about a
drowned Jew might then be seen to count for less, even to matter exactly as the
impulse triumphed over, an ugliness of spirit the contemplation of which could
precipitate beauty and justice, crystallised in the due limpid indifference within
"Death by Water": "Gentile or Jew ..."” •

There is a sleight of hand here. Though Ricks does not expressly argue that the lines from "Little
Gidding" refer to the poet's anti-Semitism, he creates the impression that they might. If, however,
they refer to anything specific at all, it is probably to the sins of rectitude, offences "which once
you took for exercise of virtue". Eliot may have regretted, for example, the persecutory zeal with
which he pursued Lawrence and Yeats in After Strange Gods. The lines may not be taken as
expressing regret for the anti-Semitism of "Burbank* or "Gerontion".

Indeed, it would not have been an easy thing for Eliot to have repudiated the anti-Semitism of his
work. For a start, anti-Semitism was so integral to it that Eliot plainly found it hard to take its
measure. Just as importantly, a repudiation of anti-Semitism would have entailed a disavowal of

Ricks 1988, 39-40. Ricks's gloss on these lines Is a commonplace of Eliot apologetics: "Eliot's sorrow at ' the shame
of motives late revealed ... '... probably reflects - as some critics have suggested - remorse at having set down, in his early
writings, phrases of prejudice” (Kirk 19 7 1 ,2 1 1 ); "It m a y ... be no excessive tolerance to apply to Eliot's earlier deprecations
the splendid and moving lines in 'Little Gidding'" (Unger 1990, 65). Even Simpson, in an otherwise clear-sighted account
of Eliot's anti-Semitism, cannot resist the picture of the repentant sinner: "For both (his reactionary politics and his antiSemitism] he is still responsible - and he holds Nmself responsible. In ' Little Gidding' he speaks of ..." etc. (Simpson 1975,
158-9).
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too much else in his work. In language and theme, the ties that bind, for example, "Sweeney
Among the Nightingales" to the rest of Eliot's poetry, and After Strange Gods to the rest of Eliot's
prose, are intimate and unseverable. Where such ties have been severed - as in the removal of
"Dirge" from "The Waste Land" - one is struck by the violence of the action. The feasting of the
crabs on Bleistein's body is the infernal version of the leopards' feast in "Ash Wednesday", with
its hopes of resurrection. Bleistein is an inhabitant of that "under-sea world" which is, in Eliot's
poetry, "always one of death and horror”'^*. Suppress "Burbank" and one puts "Prufrock" in
question. Exclude the anti-Semitic quatrain poems and one damages the integrity of Ara Vos Prec.
Its silent Jews are part of that company of the mute that throng the book. The carnality of Klein's
relation with Volupine is in keeping with the other sordid pairings and low venues in the poem's
companion pieces. Eliot's doctrine of levels of consciousness'^, separating the visionary from
the blind in his plays, had a specifically anti-Semitic application both in Sweeney Agonistes and in
"Burbank", "Gerontion" and those others poems in which Jews are stolidly or malevolently dumb.
The free-thinking Jews of Eliot's prose are important characters in those dramas of scepticism and
affirmation, and of alienation and commitment, which underiie Eliot's specific inquiries into culture.
One needs to have xea6 After Strange Gods if one is to understand the place of both "Tradition and
the Individual Talent" and Notes in Eliot's work; one needs to have read "Sweeney Among the
Nightingales" (and Sweeney Agonistes) if one is to gauge the extent of Eliot's descent into literary
safety that the post-War plays exemplify; "Gerontion" is the terminus at which the project
represented by the early dramatic monologues ends and that further project represented by "The
Waste Land" begins. One could continue. It is not that these other works are "dependent", in some
sense, on the anti-Semitic ones, nor conversely is it that the anti-Semitic poems and prose
passages are necessary consequences of the themes and/or language of the other poems and
books. I am arguing neither of these implausible cases. Instead, acknowledging that these works
co-exist in the same oeuvre, and that that co-existence places them in a relation to each other
which is more than a wholly contingent one, I maintain that Eliot would have found it difficult even if there were no other obstacles in the way - to have repudiated the anti-Semitic texts in that
oeuvre. Throw out those texts and many others would be pulled out in its wake.

I now leave the body of Eliot's literary work.

Spender 1975, 54.
William# 1973, 195. This is a crude example from The Family Reunion'. "[Agatha:] When the loop in time comes and it does not come for everybody * /The hidden is revealed, and the spectres show themselves. [Gerald:] I don't in the
least know what you're talking about./You seem to be wanting to give us all the hump* (I, 1).
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Denials and evasions

It is is not surprising that Eliot's revisions should be so paltry. He could not admit that he had
anything to apologise for.

a. The Mealy correspondence

In May 1940, Eliot exchanged letters with an American critic, J.V. Healy^^V Mealy had first
written to Eliot regarding Pound's anti-Semitism, and had commented on Eliot's own "tendencies
in that direction". Eliot replied by asking for the evidence of these tendencies, and when Mealy
responded by citing the passage in After Strange Gods, he remarked "As to the question of my
supposed anti-Semitism, I had imagined that your impression was founded on the particular
sentence you quoted". This in itself was disingenuous, because Eliot would have been aware of
other passages that could equally have been cited to him. Me was plainly happy to be able to fight
on the narrow ground of a single quotation - one, furthermore, where obfuscatory distinctions could
be drawn between different kinds of Jews. By "free-thinking Jews", Eliot explained, he meant
those Jews who have abandoned one religion without adopting another. Me continued:

It should be obvious that I think a large number of free-thinkers of any race to be
undesirable, and the free-thinking Jews are only a special case.

Note how Eliot has slipped from "religion" to "race". Me then reverts to religion:

The Jewish religion is unfortunately not a very portable one, and shorn of its
traditional practices, observances and Messianism, it tends to become a mild and
colourless form of Uniterianism.

And back to "race":

The free-thinking European, or American of European race, retains for the most part
a good many of the moral habits and conventions of Christianity. If he does not
retain them individually, still these habits survive to some extent in the community.
The Jew who is separated from his religious faith is much more deracinated thereby

This correspondence Is at the Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center, University of Texas at Austin. Ricks quotes
from it, making a number of points about the letter similar to my own. However, for him it "is not corroded with ill-will
[although it is] not persuasive" (Ricks 1988, 44). I disagree. I believe it to be as hostile as the passage from After Strange
Gods which it purports to defend.
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than the descendants of Christians ...

This perpetual oscillation, which is as much a matter of the changing of fixed positions as it is the
failure ever to achieve even momentary fixity, is perplexing. By now, the race/religion distinction
has disappeared. Eliot can write indifferently about "free-thinking Europeans” and "descendants of
Christians" as if the two classes were identical. Jews are excluded from both classes. They do not
belong to the community of Christians; they likewise do not belong to the community of Europeans.
It is doubtful whether they belong to any community at all other than that constitued by their
religious group. If they leave that, they are lost. And they are also dangerous:

... and it is this deracination that I think dangerous and tending to irresponsibility.

Because this goes further than either After Strange Gods or Notes (fuller than the former, more
dismissive than the latter), Eliot's insecurity of definition is more exposed. The comparison of
Judaism with Unitarianism is startling, though an American context domesticates the connection.
On occasion, adherents of these two faiths were subjected to similarly discriminatory treatment
early in America's history'” . By the close of the last century, American Jewry had developed
strong links with Unitarianism. Reform rabbis annually met with Unitarian ministers in a Liberal
Congress of Religion, and many Jews in communities too small to maintain a synagogue were
active in the Unitarian church. Nevertheless, though Unitarians were active proselytisers amongst
Jews, the two sides often debating the respective merits and compatibility of their religions,
Unitarianism seems to have attracted few Jewish converts'” . Given that the theological link
betwen the two is the common denial of Christ's divinity, Eliot's comparison is evidence of his
inability to conceive of Judaism in anything other than negative terms. (This Is unoriginal;
Schopenhauer, rejecting the attempts by "rationalists ... to explain away exegetically all that is
characteristically Christian", argues that what remains after this exercise is "a mere platitude, little
better than Judaism"'” ). Eliot concluded his letter by defending himself against the charge of

Borden 1984, 28.
Glazar 1 9 7 2 ,5 3 , 101-2; Berlin 1 9 8 9 ,4 1 , 65-7. The link redeems from eccentricity Empson'e hunch about the roots
of Eliot's anti-Semitism (Empson 1984, 197). Me notes Eliot's rejection of the Unitarianism of his family, and allies it with
Eliot's hostility to his father, suggesting that tNs hostility was displaced onto Jews. The substitution of "Bleistein" for
"father" in "Full fathom five your Bleistein lies" becomes significant in this context. His parents' Unitarianism, in denying
the doctrine of the incarnation, repudiated tha mysterious and dogmatic part of a religion whose mysteries and dogmas wera
for Eliot its most central portion. Voltaire commented: "When I see Christians cursing Jews, methinks I see children beating
their fathers" (quoted: Polaikov 1974-5 III, 95). A practising psychoanalyst has observed: "At some point in the course of
analytic treatment almost all non-Jewish patients will manifest varying degrees of anti-Semitism [ . . . ] These fear and hate
reactions become directed toward the analyst in the process of transference [ ... ] During these anti-Semitic stages of
analysis, the Jew who is hated and feared by the patient in the person of his analyst usually represents to him a deformed
image of his father" (Loawenstein 1988, 38).

Schopenhauer 1966 II, 167-8.
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anti-Semitism:

But my view does not imply any prejudice on the ground of race, but merely a
recognition of what seems to me an historical social situation. It is quite possible,
of course, that all people of Christian descent will become so emancipated from
Christianity in the course of time that this sentence of mine will cease to have any
meaning.

The letter is evasive and defensive: "It should be obvious ... only a special case ... unfortunately
... B u t... b u t... It is quite possible, of course ... cease to have any meaning”. It is also thick with
ignorance and misunderstanding. So far from Judaism not being "portable” it may be characterised
as the religion of exile. It is a religion of communal prayer and study. It does not need great
monuments. It has centres of learning, but no monasteries or convents. A synagogue can be
maintained wherever ten Jews assemble to pray. When Jews are forced to move, they take their
books with them. Their religion travels in those books. So far from free-thinking Jews losing the
habits and conventions of thei^faith, such Jews have a place within Jewish life, though it is not
always a comfortable o n e ^ . Why, in any event, are "free-thinking Jews" a "special case"? Eliot
should have written simply that they are one case. His animus infected a letter intended to be selfexculpatory. "Deracination” has a special resonance in the history of anti-Semitism. When Eliot
used it, he invoked a whole tradition of fear, hatred and abuse"'.

In his reply. Mealy focussed on Eliot's use of "race”. Eliot would have had a fair point if he had not
written "reasons of race and religion”. The word "race” introduces ethnological and genetic
distinctions, and Mealy says: "it still strikes me as unfortunate that you should pick on Jews ... at
a time they were being hounded and tortured". Eliot's answer was brief. Me acknowledged that
while "the whole tone of After Strange Gods is of a violence which I now deprecate” the remark
about Jews is not one of those statements which he would now wish to qualify"^. There the
exchange ended. Eliot's letters are muddled, notwithstanding the formal exactness of his phrasing.
(This is not wholly surprising; there is a rhetoric of precision in Eliot's criticism generally, one which
ought not to be confused with the real thing). It would seem that Eliot did no better when similarly
challenged in later correspondence by Leslie Fiedler:

Goodman 1976; Levine 1936.
For example. In late 19th century France, "the rootleea, migrant wartderer par excellence In anti-Semitic and
Nationalist writing was the Jew". Barrès's r>ovel Les Déracinés
an influential instance of this theme (Wilson 1982, 627).
A year after publication Eliot wrote to Spender that the book was "more interesting than his early work", although
he was "severe" with it, and added that he "was not guiltless" of failing to "read every scrap" of "one's authors" (Spender
1978, 255).
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I wrote to [Eliot], asking him about the obsessive hostility betrayed in (his antiSemitic poetry]. I was expecting, I think, a recantation, an apology at least, since
at the moment at which I opened our correspondence the full horror of the
Holocaust had been revealed. He began in his response by trying - rather
unconvincingly, it seemed to me - to assure me that he was, of course, opposed
to the Nazis' "Final Solution", that, indeed, he considered anti-Semitism a ' heresy*;
but he then went on to write, in a cliché almost as offensive as spelling the name
of my people without a capital letter, that some of his best friends were Jews. And
he concluded by unctuously expressing the hope that I was a faithful attendant of
a synagogue in Missoula, Montana, which is to say, not, at least, "freethinking".^”

Like Eliza Davis, Fiedler hoped for, but did not receive, an apology,

b. The "Christian News-Letter" article

Even when addressing the question of anti-Semitism in less embattled circumstances, Eliot lapsed
into obscurities. In September 1941 he published an article in the "Christian News-Letter"'”
which expressed concern about the persecution of the Jews in France. Relying on a "Times" report,
Eliot surveyed developments in France. The abolition of political parties did not trouble him: there
were so many, parliamentary government was a tedious farce. The proscription of Freemasonry
was similarly no loss. What gave Eliot "the gravest anxiety", however, was the news that "Jews
have been given a special status, based on the laws of Nuremberg, which makes their condition
little better than that of bondsmen". On this Eliot commented:

Anti-Semitism there always has been, among the parties of the extreme Right: but
it was a very different thing, as a symptom of the disorder of French society and
politics for the last hundred and fifty years, from what it is when it takes its place
as a principle of reconstruction.

Yet why is it, one asks, that anti-Semitism was then a "very different thing"? It was precisely the
programme of the "extreme Right" that was being implemented in Vichy, albeit with the assistance
of the Nazis. As two historians of Vichy anti-Semitism have demonstrated, "without direct German

Fiedler 1991, 11.
ICS 137-9.
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prompting, a local and indigenous French anti-Semitism was at work in V i c h y " T h e
continuities between Vichy and the politics of French reaction were considerable. The roots of
Vichy anti-Semitism lay deep in 19th century French history. Eliot failed in this passage both to
grasp the continuity of French anti-Semitism and the likely extent of the collaboration of French
anti-Semites with the Nazis.

Eliot's motives in separating the anti-Semitisms of pre-war and Vichy France were complex. They
derived, I suggest, from his unease about the role of his one-time mentor, Charles Maurras, as the
bridge between the two. To acknowledge the influence of Maurras, and Action Française, on Vichy
persecution of the Jews entailed a parallel acknowledgment of where his own anti-Semitism, itself
acquired partly from Maurras, could lead. Like Wyndham Lewis, Eliot would condemn anti-Semitism
while refusing to bring into focus his own complicity with it. In any event, his article was
unsatisfactory both as history and political analysis. It overlooked the fact that anti-Semitism was
not confined to the Right. It passed over the Dreyfus Affair in silence, notwithstanding its
necessary centrality in any account of French anti-Semitism. In insisting upon the difference
between "symptom" and "principle", Eliot jumbled perspectives. What is a symptom to A may be
a principle to B. It depends on whether one's perspective is sociological or philosophical. French
anti-Semitism was both symptom and principle, that is, both an effect of French society and an
ideology with many adherents. Eliot continued:

... we can only hope that there has been, or that there will be, some organised
protest against such injustice, by the French ecclesiastical hierarchy ...

Eliot then qualified these unexceptionable sentiments:

... unless we are also optimistic enough to hope that these measures are only taken
under the strongest pressure from Germany, and that no French government, once
that government was master in its own house, would enforce such measures or
keep them on its statutes.

The plain sense of this final series of clauses is that if the pressure to enact the Nuremberg-style
laws came from Germany, organised protest by the Churches would be unwarranted. Eliot then
recoiled from this meaning in the next sentence, adding a second "unless":

But unless the French Church, and the Protestant bodies in France rise to protest.

Marrus and Paxton 1981, xii.

231

we must feel serious doubts about the way in which the revival of Christian France,
advertised from Vichy, is to be carried out.

Now the pressure from Germany is irrelevant. The snaking of this passage, with its multiple
distinctions between different anti-Semitisms, demonstrates the difficulty Eliot seemed to
experience when addressing the persecution of the Jews.

c. The Bollingen award

The 1949 Bollingen poetry prize was the first of what was intended to be an annual award
administered by the Library of Congress. Eliot was one of the jurors. The jury's duty was to
recommend to the Bollingen Foundation the awarding of the prize to "the author of the book of
verse which ... represents the highest achievement of American poetry in the year for which the
award is made"^^\ Pound's Pisan Cantos won. The award was controversial; not simply
honouring a poem composed by an anti-Semitic poet, it honoured a poem that itself was antiSemitic. The press release announcing the award was defensive:

The fellows are aware that objections may be made to awarding a prize to a man
situated as is Mr. Pound, in their view, however, the possibility of such objection
did not alter the responsibility assumed by the Jury of Selection. This was to make
a choice for the award among the eligible books, provided any one merited such
recognition, according to the stated terms of the Bollingen Prize. To permit other
considerations than that of poetic achievement to sway the decision would destroy
the significance of the award and would in principle deny the validity of that
objective perception of value on which civilized society must rest."^

That is, the prize is a repudiation of the politics of the prizewinner. One shows one's strength by
praising one's enemy. By concentrating on what was objectionable about the poet, and ignoring
what was objectionable about the poem, the press release misrouted the ensuing debate toward
Pound's career as a man of letters, and away from the Pisan Cantos themselves.

The statement of the jury, with which Eliot has to be associated, was Eliot's sole public declaration

O'Connor and Stone, 1959, 44.
ibid. 45.
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on the affair. He admired only limited parts of the Cantos, his general view being largely
adverse'” . He was "thoroughly discomfited by the affair. At first he thought of resigning from
the jury but then decided not to do so. He refused to give any interviews to the press about the
matter"'” . In a private letter to Hugh Kenner, he complained about "the degree of terrorization
men of letters appear to suffer"'” . It is possible that his distress was in part related to the fact
that he was so squarely a target, the issue of Pound's anti-Semitism provoking an examination of
his own'” . He was accused by "The Saturday Review" of anti-Semitism, the Journal proposing with an unconsciously ironic touch of philo-Semitic xenophobia - that "this rootless expatriate" be
dropped from the Library of Congress jury'” . Robert Gorham Davis contended in the "Partisan
Review" that Eliot's vote for Pound derived from their shared perspective on Jews, and its roots
in Maurras's politics'” . Though Eliot's anti-Semitism was "different in kind" to Pound's, it was,
Davis said, similarly essential to his poetry and "social ideas".

Some of the jurors supported Pound for reasons unrelated to the merits of the poem; the motives
of others were unclear. It has been said that Eliot, e.e. cummings, Auden and Allen Tate, voted as
part of a strategy to embarrass the Department of Justice'” . The majority jurors and their critics
limited the debate to variations on the exchange "Pound is a Fascist and a traitor" - "He may be,
but this has nothing to do with his poetry". Both sides were at ease in their parallel gestures of
apodictic dismissal. Pound's conduct during the war was a matter of record; the distinction
between the merit of an artefact and the morality of its maker is easily grasped. These were
comfortable positions to take up, offering opportunities for indignation without intellectual risk.
Both sides could fight their campaigns within impregnable redoubts. There could be no doubt about
the viciousness of Pound's broadcasts; there could similarly be no doubt about the quality of

'**. Eliot wrote to Leavit: "I agree with you about Pound & the aridity of the Cantoe, with the exception of at leaat one
item & a few fines from at least one of the so-called Pisan Cantos where it seems to me also that a touch of humanity
breaks through; I mean the lovely verse of * Bow {sic] down thy vanity* and the reference to the Negro who knocked him
up a table when he was in the cage at Pisa. And of course Pound's Incomparable sense of rhythm carries a lot over. But
I do find the Cantos, apart from that exceptional moment, quite arid and depressing* (quoted: Carpenter 1988, 912).
Ackroyd 1985, 297.
Kenner 1985 B, 5.
Ackroyd 1985, 297. Another juror, Katherine Anne Porter, whose anti-Semitism was kept largely private, escaped
similar attack only to experienca it later, on publication of Ship o f Fools (Givner 1982, 450-10). Solatoroff identifies the
novel's repellent Jew as "the stage Jew of the modern literary tradition whom other Christian writers of sensibility (among
them T.S. Eliot) have dragged out of the ghetto to represent the vulgar and menacing dislocations of traditional order*. He
follows this with a quotation from "Gerontion" (Solotaroff 1970, 115).
Quoted: Ackroyd 1985, 297.
Davis 1949, 514. Edmund Wilson speculated on Eliot's position on the affair: "He will undoubtedly deplore Pound's
language, but Eliot is anti-Semitic himself and was at one time inclined toward Fascism" (Wilson 1977, 485).
Tytell 1987, 302.
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Pound's poetry. One side refused to acknowledge the relevance of the war-record; the other side,
the relevance of the poetry. How could one award a national prize to a traitor? How could one deny
it to him merely because he was a traitor? Latent in the former position was a sub-Romantic sense
that Pound had betrayed the poet's calling by his conduct; similarly latent in the latter position was
a post-Romantic conviction that it is not just the poet's opinions that are irrelevant to an
assessment of his poetry, but the poem's opinions too. Indeed, while the one side appeared to
insist that poets had to have opinions of a particular kind, the other side seemed to doubt whether
poems could have opinions at all.

The award's defenders emphasised the self-referential aspect of poetry, commonly understood to
be its defining characteristic as against prose. Poetry is about itself, while prose is about the world;
poetry's ostensible statements are warped by context, prose's statements are not; and so on. As
for those critics of the award who were not content merely to damn the poem because of its
(contingent, to the majority jurors) association with the poet, their polemics raised questions of a
different kind. If one grants that poetry does have a relation with the world, and that it may
therefore bear upon religion or politics, how does this concession shape the proper evaluation of
that poetry? If poetry is not self-subsisting, is the value of a poem affected by the opinions it
expresses? And, a different but related question, is assent to those opinions a necessary
precondition for the reading of that poem? The defenders of the award conceived of poetry as
autotelic, while its antagonists regarded it as intimate with the world, with which they believed it
to have a direct relation, a world to which, indeed, they insisted it refers, and about which it makes
statements.

Eliot anticipated these arguments with arguments of his own that the majority jurors would have
endorsed:

... the problem appearing in these essays ... is the problem of the integrity of
poetry, with the repeated assertion that when we are considering poetry we must
consider it primarily as poetry and not another thing ... Poetry is a superior
amusement... And certainly poetry is not the inculcation of morals, or the direction
of politics, and no more is it religion or an equivalent of religion, except by some
monstrous abuse of words ... a poem, in some sense, has its own life ...'^

SW viii-x. Hartman is scathing about the "practical criticism" derived from Eliot's characterisation of poetry: "The
student was ... admonished to respect the mystery of [literary] texts ... Literature was not politics, not religion, not
philosophy, not science, not rhetoric, etc. These were real but extrinsic factors; instead an intrinsic approach to the mode
of existence of the literary work of art had to be fourxf ... Yet no theorist of the time was able to define the differentiating
' nothing'" (Hartman 1 9 8 0 ,2 8 5 ). The "n o t... n o t... not" echoes Eliot's string of negatives. Eliot's "nothing" is, first, poetry
as a "superior amusement", and then, marking the abandonment of any attempt at definition, poetry as having "in some
sense, a life of its own", whatever that might mean.
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This is from the 1928 Preface to the new edition of The Sacred Wood. The essays contended for
"the integrity of poetry", defending it against those for whom it must be judged as "another thing".
However, Eliot had, he said:

passed on to another problem not touched upon in this book: that of the relation
of poetry to the spiritual and social life of its times and other times ... poetry ...
certainly has something to do with morals, and with religion, and even with politics
perhaps, though we cannot say what.

Eliot was wrong to imply that one can pass from the one to the other as if they were two different
stages of a single journey. If poetry truly is to be regarded as autotelic, then the question of its
relation to its times is a trivial one. It is a matter of biographical anecdotes, cultural "backgrounds",
and other such contingencies. If, conversely, one acknowledges poetry's relation with politics,
whatever one's uncertainties about the nature of that relation, then its relation to its times will be
of determining importance. Analysis unavoidably favours the intrinsic or the extrinsic; a poem
cannot be divided into two equal halves. It is a puzzle: if poetry is not itself, but "something other",
then wherein lies its difference from that "other", and if poetry is itself, and not "something else",
wherein lies its relation with the world of prose, with, indeed, the world itself?

What we may regard as Eliot's second "problem", the one identified in the Preface, yielded both
For Lancelot Andrewes (1928) and After Strange Gods. Indeed, the latter is to that second problem
what the essays themselves in The Sacred Wood are to the first. This second problem did not
receive the same disciplined attention as the first. Eliot's speculations tended toward either the
vapid or the eccentric. Lumping together politics, morals and religion, he failed to make necessary
distinctions. These three do not comprise together an indivisible whole, nor are they, each of them,
without their measure of fractured and contradictory complexity. Nevertheless, any concession to
the view that poetry has even "something perhaps" to do with politics should have made it difficult
(perhaps impossible) to vote for Pound. By doing so, Eliot had reverted to the position described
in the Preface. His vote for Pound marked a regression to the first of his two problems. It
represented an evasion of the project outlined by the 1928 Preface. It also represented an evasion
of the challenge posed by the Pisan Cantos' anti-Semitism.

d. The Brinnin letter

John Brinnin was the director of the New York Poetry Center. Eliot gave public readings in the early
1950s there from his work three times there at Brinnin's invitation. The first two occasions passed
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without incident. When the third was planned, there were p ro te s ts ^ T h e Center was part of
the Young Men's and Women's Hebrew Association. Some thought it wrong that Eliot should be
given hospitality. Brinnin, who didn't agree, but would not (or could not) ignore these sentiments
of opposition, contrived a means by which Eliot could express his hostility to anti-Semitism. He was
asked to express opposition to Soviet persecution of dissident Jewish intellectuals. Eliot responded
- although he saw through the ruse - and got his third invitation. The exercise was grotesque;
demanding a formal condemnation of anti-Semitism has an inquisitorial edge which humiliates both
those who make such a demand and the person who submits to it.

Eliot began hisJettec-by thanking Brinnin for giving him the opportunity of going "on record” about
anti-Semitism. A simple endorsement of the need to take a public stand against Soviet persecution
is not enough. One has to go deeper, and analyse the nature of Soviet anti-Semitism, which is more
sophisticated than the Nazi variant. The Soviets escape international opprobrium by inventing
judicial pretexts for their persecution rather than by relying on a doctrine of racial superiority. (The
doctrine would, in any event, be inconsistent with the principles of Communism and the practice
of their foreign policy). The anti-Semitic drive of the Soviets is typical of all such efforts, whatever
the identity of the government responsible. Hysteria dominates: even the incitement of the masses
is not wholly "deliberate” in the sense of being dictated by policy alone. Anti-Semitic sentiment is
exploited, not invented; and it is shared by rulers and masses. It is a genuine, but pernicious,
response to a profound national dilemma. Eliot regarded this state persecution, symptomatic of a
crisis both economic and religious, as "true anti-Semitism". It is to be distinguished from the
Moslem antagonism to Jews which is derived from the adversarial nature of the relations between
the two peoples. (He at last resolved the difficulty with "race" and "religion"; "people" is the new
term). Eliot ended with a warning. Governments who deny the rights of their own citizens, making
pariahs of them, will "have to pay the full price for so doing", though what that price is Eliot does
not say. Witnesses to persecution will not be exempt from punishment. The ostensibly
"uninvolved” must share in the expiation. This, he added in a final, defensive piece of
autobiography, is a conviction he has long held.

There is a great deal that is admirable about this letter. It is both dignified and touching. There is
an evident desire to please^*', allied to an old habit of careful, qualified exposition. Refusing to
sign the petition would have reopened the whole miserable question of his anti-Semitism in the
least justifiable of circumstances, merely signing and then returning it would have been supine. The

Brinnin 1982, 269-71.
A certain willingness to ingratiate himself can be detected in his private correspondence, and perhaps explains the
following exchange of letters with Groucho Marx. The comedian wrote to Eliot telling him that he was planning to visit Israel
in late 1963. Eliot responded: "I envy you going to Israel and I wish I could go there too if the winter climate is good as I
have a keen admiration for that country” (Marx 1969, 126).
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letter meets both objections. Its length is important: it demonstrates Eliot's wish to address the
question of anti-Semitism in a rather wider perspective than the simple sponsorship of a petition
would demand. Linked to this is the desire to establish the depth of his own antagonism to the
prejudice, and the period during which he has felt it.

But his analysis of anti-Semitism is deeply tendentious. He so defines anti-Semitism as to exclude
any form of religious hostility as a true form of the prejudice. Christian anti-Semitism is not
mentioned; Moslem anti-Semitism (about which Eliot was wrong) draws the fire^^. That antiSemitism existed before the nation-state was invented escapes Eliot's attention. And it is not an
answer to say that Eliot was limited by the nature of the request to him, because he deliberately
went beyond its remit, extending his appraisal to anti-Semitism in general. He did not confine
himself to the specific instance of contemporary Soviet persecution (though even if he had
purported to do so, the pre-1917 origins of Russian anti-Semitism would have led honest discussion
of the issue into broader considerations). One does not get to the point at which one can argue that
the letter is incompatible with his earlier work because it is in fact too remote from it. The letter
emerges from a theoretical void. It has been composed by a man who so radically dissociates the
present from the past that to talk about making amends is to assume a continuity of doubtful
existence. The letter practices its own special kind of exclusion. This time it is an inverted
exclusion. Instead of excluding Jews from the class of possible readers, or members of a
community, it excludes Eliot from the class of anti-Semites. It doesn't help situate his own relations
vyith Jews. By its definition of anti-Semitism, it omits Eliot from the ranks of anti-Semites. Behind
the sweep of Eliot's condemnation, there is a silent movement of self-exculpation. He quietly
defends himself, while noisily attacking others.

By defining anti-Semitism as a purely national phenomenon, or as a sin, he tried to protect himself
from censure. He did not meet the challenge, he ducked it. The Brinnin letter does not make
amends. Eliot declares himself innocent of the charge. An exercise in partisan definition took the
place of an apology.

e. The "TLS" correspondence

On 2 August 1957 the "Times Literary Supplement” published an anonymous review entitled
"Classic Inhumanism". The subject, prompted by Geoffrey Wigoder's biography of Wyndham Lewis,
was the "men of 1914" (that is. Pound, Wyndham Lewis, Joyce and Eliot), T.E. Hulme's influence
on them, and the classical revival that Hulme predicted by virtue of their work. The reviewer

See Ben-Shammai 1988, and Grossman 1988.
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praised Wigoder for showing the connection between this revival and certain right-wing tendencies
in France, a connection which explained the political development of Pound, Wyndham Lewis's
praise of Hitler, and Eliot's "unambiguous signs of anti-Semitism".

Eliot responded the following week. Querying the reviewer's account of his relation to Hulme, and
his allegedly self-confessed "romanticism", Eliot added "I should also like to know on what grounds
I have been charged with Fascism and anti-semitism, and whether your reviewer himself believes
such charges." On 16 August, the reviewer replied:

In the pages of "Criterion" for the decade 1928-38 are to be found the evidences
that are sometimes used to support the charge of Fascism against Mr. Eliot. The
case is brought up again in the "Modem Monthly" for 1933 and in Albert Mordell's
"T.S. Eliot's deficiencies as a social critic", 1951. As for my own view, I agree with
Mr. S.E. Hyman that Mr. Eliot's premises lead him "not quite to fascism, but to a
kind of tentative and embarrassing flirtation with it".

Responding, Eliot was quick to spot the silence on the question of anti-Semitism:

The most important point, however, is this: I invited your reviewer to state the
grounds for the accusation of Fascism and anti-semitism. To the second charge he
does not return. Ignoring "The Rock" (the full text of which he may never have
seen) and "Murder in the Cathedral", he refers to the pages of "The Criterion" for
the decade 1928-38. Such an answer is too vague to be taken seriously; but an
article by me in the December 1928 "Criterion" entitled "The Literature of Fascism*
certainly gives no ground for such a charge. Your reviewer declares his agreement
with a Mr. S.E. Hyman, who has, he tells us, accused me of a "tentative and
embarrassing flirtation with Fascism". I note that Mr. Geoffrey Wagner, author of
the book on Wyndham Lewis which your reviewer was reviewing, also cites Mr.
Hyman. But what Mr. Wagner says is this (p. 89, footnote): "Stanley Edgar Hyman,

The Armed Vision (New York, Knopf, 1948) p. 87 explores the (obviously absurd)
idea of Eliot being in any way a Fascist".

It looked as if Eliot had got the better of the argument. He certainly had the last word in the
exchanges with the reviewer, who did not further respond. If he had, he might have pointed out
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that Hyman assembles a considerable amount of material in support of his conclusions^^ and
that Wagner himself substantially qualifies his own judgment of the "absurdity" of Eliot being a
Fascist in the chapter to which this remark forms part of a footnote (he concludes only that "it
would be uncharitable" to associate Eliot and others "directly with Fascism"'^). The reviewer
might also have pointed out that Eliot's 1928 essay on Fascism dealt only with the Italian variant,
that in any event it is not to be regarded without qualification as a guide to Eliot's views in the
1930s, and that in the following year Eliot "confessed" to a "preference for fascism in practice"
over communism^*'. Without strain, he could have cited the evidence of Eliot's "unambiguous
signs of anti-Semitism". In the event, it was Christopher Logue who obliged, in a letter of 6
September.

Logue noted the absence of a response from the reviewer to Eliot's challenge, and surmised the
reason to be his reluctance to provoke further, unproductive controversy. However, because Eliot
has asked to be reminded, confessing "to a somewhat insecure memory", Logue set out, in
compendious form, what has become a familiar set of quotations: lines from "Burbank", "Sweeney
Among the Nightingales", "Gerontion", and After Strange Gods. There was also a "Commentary"
on the BUF ("the aims set forth in [their] statement of policy are wholly admirable"). The letter
continued:

It may be said that one must dig deep to resurrect these, surely, "youthful
passions". The above quotations are only a sample, however, and the judgment
does not stand or fall by them alone. Only in the full spread of Mr. Eliot's writings
can be seen the social and political notions he represents, and even then the reader
must translate them from an ideal to a practical form before their ramifications are
clear.

This was both generous and slightly opaque. No digging, deep or otherwise, is needed to find these
poems, all of which could then, and still can, be found both in the collected, and selected, editions
of Eliot's poetry. Logue did not make clear whether his insistence on context and "translation" was

Hyman rounds up the usual suspects: pieces from "The Criterion”, A fter Strange Gods, end so on. He concludes that
"All of this adds up, not quite to fascism, but to a kind of tentative and embarassed" - not "embarrassirtg", as the reviewer,
and then Eliot, writes - "flirting with it" (Hyman 1955, 71-2).
Wagner 1957, 87-9.
"Mr. Barnes and Mr. Rowse", C, July 1929, 690. This reviewed the essays by Barnes on Fascism and Rowsa on
Communism, that followed Eliot's "The Literature of Fascism" (C, Dec. 1928). Eliot was perversely off-beam there: "What
really matters is whether Fascism is the emergence of a new political idea, or the recrudescence of an old one ..." (op. cit.
281). In the later article, he concluded: "my chief purpose ... is to affirm my previous contention that neither fascism nor
communism is new or revolutionary as kfea" (op. cit. 691). The vintage of Fascism was one of the least important, or even
interesting, of its challenges. This eccentricity of approach was one reason for Eliot's lack of influence on the political culture
of the 1930s.
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likely to be exculpatory of Eliot or lead to a harsher condemnation. In an interesting inversion of the
argument I debated in chapter 1, he maintained that Eliot's words of "polite menace" mattered far

more when first published than in 1957, both because of the major threat that Fascism then posed
and because of Eliot's standing at that time as "a moral and intellectual leader”. Logue concluded
with "Little Gidding” ("things ill done ...” etc.).

Eliot would have none of it. In the next week's issue, he rounded on Logue in a tone of persecuted
condescension:

Sir - Your correspondent Mr. Christopher Logue has supported the accusations of
your reviewer with all but two of the pieces of "evidence" which those who share
his frame of mind are wont to produce against me. The two missing quotations
may be found on page 41 of my Collected Poems and page 70 (footnote) of my

Notes Towards the Definition of Culture.

Eliot offered Logue a mock compliment for finding a quotation "which I have not seen used before"
in support of the charge of Fascism. Putting the quotation back in its context, he mitigated the bad
impression that, standing alone, it undoubtedly makes. This is as far as he could go on the subject.
He has nothing at all to say about the anti-Semitic quotations. Let me list what was wrong with
his letter. Putting quotation marks around "evidence" does not refute that evidence. Referring to
those other accusers who "share [Logue's] frame of mind" is to murmur conspiracy in a most
unhappy context. Indicating that the charge of anti-Semitism is not new to him, and thereby
implying that this repetition somehow devalues the charge, is perverse. Adducing the footnote to

Notes which he was shortly thereafter to revise is positively to invite the censure of iater readers.
If it was as harmless as the rest, why change it? and if Logue's letter prompted the thought that
it was anti-Semitic, why not admit it? Most importantly of all, the letter discloses an unattractive
method of dealing with the charge. The tactic is first to embarrass the accuser into withdrawal by
calling for evidence, but then, if this is produced, sidestepping the issue^*^. This makes a
nonsense, however, of the original request. Eliot is so quick to patronise Logue - helping him make
his case for him - that he overlooks the fact that his first letter asked an ostensibly genuine
question about the relevant material. (The letter stressed his forgetfulness: "I sometimes meet with
quotations from my own writings which I fail to identify”). Eliot's conduct in this correspondence
would be devious if it wasn't quite so inept. If he was so familiar with the "evidence” cited to

”1 mentioned that colleagues and students of mine would from time to time ask me if Eliot was anti-Semitic,
sometimes just assuming that he was. Eliot agreed completely with my way of harxfling such questions. First, by asking
what evidence there was, and then by examining and evaluating the line of prose or verse which appeared to them to have
such a connotation* (Levy and Scherle 1969, 81). Eliot could not get beyond the first stage. Wilson commented on tha
controversy in a letter to Van Wyck Brooks: "Aiken tells me that Eliot has now made an ineffective rebuttal ... What is
curious here is that Eliot should be so vague about himself* (Wilson 1977, 548).
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support the charge, why ask for it in the first place?'^

f. Christianity and anti-Semitism

When taxed with being anti-Semitic, Eliot apparently would say "I'm a Christian - and therefore not
an anti-Semite"’^ . W.T. Levy quotes Eliot in conversation: "I am not an anti-Semite and never
have been. It seems to me unfortunate that persons give that term such a broad and ill-defined
definition. American Jews are sensitive in a way you never find is true of their counterparts in
England, although I can realise there are several reasons for this." He would respond, he said, to
such attacks " if... responsible and sober." And then, says Levy, Eliot added, "it is a terrible slander
on a man. And they do not know, as you and I do, that in the eyes of the Church, to be antiSemitic is a sin"’ ^ . Of course, this denial has to be limited to the work of the period when he
was a professing Christian, and therefore does not extend to the early, pre-1927 poems which are
the texts that give the greatest offence.

This defence is blind both to the prevalence of anti-Semitism in the institutional history of
Christianity and the extent to which the ability of Jews to maintain their own identity "was a
challenge built into" Christianity. It ignores the effect of the "Christian appropriation and
reinterpretation of Hebrew Scripture in the first century" and the "misinterpretation of Jewish
history [which] was further developed by the church fathers and medieval theologians". The
defence is also implausible in its syllogistic form: Christians are not anti-Semites; I am a Christian;
therefore I am not an anti-Semite. Eliot himself conceded as much when he criticised Simone Weil's
Marcionism in the preface to The Need For Roots. He might more plausibly have argued that antiSemitism was a heresy, although this too is not free from difficulty. The justice of accusing
Christianity of anti-Semitism has been defended at length, among others, by Leon Poliakov, who
refers to "the specific phenomenon which is Christian anti-Semitism", and asserted summarily,
among others, by Wyndham Lewis with characterisic breeziness: "It is a purely Christian
phenomenon, the Jew in flight from persecution”. It is easy to find texts to support such a charge.

The "TLS" debate ended with a letter from Albert Mordell, whose article had been cited by the reviewer: "If Eliot
says he was not a Fascist, I think we should take him at his word ... As a Jew, I was also pleased to learn that he
disavowed the charge of anti-Semitism against him. I did not myself call him an anti-Semite, and I do not befieve he was
one even though he made some disparaging remarks here and there about Jews. Anti-Semitism means discrimination and
even persecution. And of course Eliot does not believe in either" (Mordell 1957). Yet six years earlier, Mordell had written
of After Strange Gods that Eliot had "introduced the Hitler racial theory of the advantages of a homogeneous population"
(Mordell 1951, 13).
Matthews 1974, 113. Eliot did not always take the accusation so seriously. Spender recalls him, "in a very good
mood”, quoting the Russian press: "I am a reactionary, anti-Semitic, pornographic hyena" (Spender 1985, 107).
Levy and Scherle 1969, 81. By contrast, for example, William Simpson's Jews and Christians To-day (1940)
acknowledges that anti-Semitism is a sin of which Christians are entirely capable. In Notes, Eliot remarked: "Every ein that
can be imagined has been practised" (NTDC 80).
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One can start with the gospel of John, in which "the Jews" is used "as a synonym for the
opponents of Jesus". "Jew" is a "term of abuse". Jesus addresses the Pharisees: "You are of your
father the devil" (8:44). St. John Chrysostom, a "master of anti-Jewish invective", regarded the
Jews as a source of pollution and defilement, referring to them, in words echoed by "Burbank",
as "the pest of the universe"; according to Joshua Trachtenberg, the first medieval massacres of
Jews were incited by clerical preaching, and the murderous bands were sometimes led by priests;
Hippolyte Gayraud, a French Dominican priest, was an advocate in the 19th century Christian
Democratic movement of what he termed "Christian anti-Semitism", declaring that "a convinced
Christian is by nature a practising anti-Semite"; in late 19th century Germany and Austria, the
Protestant Church played a prominent part in anti-Semitic politics. There was direct involvement
of practising Christians in the National Socialist extermination programme. Indeed, serious Christian
theologians have asked "whether, when confronted with the history of Christian-inspired evil and
violence, one can now find Christianity morally credible". Parallel columns of Nazi and canonical
anti-Semitic measures are tabulated by Raul Hillberg in his authoritative The Destruction of the

European Jews, demonstrating the continuity of the tw o forms of persecution before the
implementation of the Final Solution"^

To Eliot's likely response that "we must not confound the history of a Church with its spiritual
meaning", one can give Eliot's own retort that "a Church is to be judged by its intellectual
fruits"^". Anti-Semitism is one of those fruits. Quite apart from discrimination and active
persecution, there is the matter of the Christian view of Judaism. In works of Christian theology
it is often assumed that Judaism has been superseded and replaced by Christianity, and that its
teaching and ethical values are inferior to those of Christianity^*’ . It is characteristic of a certain
Eliotic arrogance to answer the charge of anti-Semitism by arguing that it is logically flawed. By
identifying a practice as a vice one does not demonstrate thereby that one is free of it. Consider
the elision of the two statements implicit in Eliot's remark: "anti-Semitism is incompatible with a
perfect Christian faith" and "anti-Semitism is not possible in my Christian faith". This elision
represents another, equally Eliotic, kind of arrogance. It is one that Christians might find especially
reprehensible. The denial by anti-Semites of their anti-Semitism is so routine a feature that the
denial has become, so to speak, one of the incidents of anti-Semitic discourse. They deny that they
are anti-Semites instead of repudiating their anti-Semitism. "No one literate enough to have heard

Lanormiir 1990, 7, 25; Weil 1987, vili; Poliakov 1974-5 I, 109; Lewie 1939, 21; Gager 1985, 151; Simon 1986,
217; Stow 1988, 72; Schweitzer 1988 I, 884; Trachtenberg 1983, 166; Byrnes 1950, 209; Pulzer 1964, 273; Frey
1988 I, 618; Asbury 1988 I, 562; Hillberg 1961, 5-6.
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"For Lancelot Andrewee", FLA 12-13.
Klein 1978, 7.
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the word", remarked Orwell, "ever admits to being guilty of anti-Semitism"'*^.

Insensitivities

For Eliot to have been sensitive to the anti-Semitism of his own work he would have had also to
be sensitive to the anti-Semitism of the work of others. He was not.

Let me begin by comparing Eliofs reading of "Gerontion* at a poetry recital in September 1943
with Faber's rejection of Animal Farm for publication in July 1944. At the Wigmore Hall, invited
with other poets to read from his own poetry, Eliot chose "The Journey of the Magi" and
"Gerontion"'**. Many Jews were beyond insult by then. When Eliot rose to recite his poetry, the
British press knew, and had reported upon, the fate of Jews under Nazi rule "down to the last
detail". The existence of the gas chambers had become by then "a common item of news"'*'.
Just three months before Eliot read his lines about "the jew" squatting on a window sill, spawned
in an Antwerp estaminet, the press had reported the final destruction of the Warsaw Ghetto, that
last, precarious ledge for Jews in occupied Europe. On 18 June that year, David Low's cartoon
"How the Beastly Business Begins" appeared in the "Evening Standard". It is a drawing of Jews
in terminal distress. On the left, three Jews are hanging from gallows; on the right they are filing
into a building with "GAS" marked over the entrance; in the foreground, mostly women and small
children lie dead or despairing on the ground. The cartoon has a bubble insert of two women
gossipping, one marked "Ignorance", the other marked "Bigotry”: "It must be the fault of the
Jews"'*^. At the recital itself, Louis MacNeice read "Bar-Room Matins"'**, which scorns the
public's glib appetite for news in the traditional language of an Anglican morning service, and
concludes: "Die the soldiers, die the J e w s ,/... /Give us this day our daily news*.

Following consideration by Faber's of Orwell's manuscript, Eliot told him: "we [i.e., Geoffrey Faber,
the Chairman, and Eliot] have no conviction (and I am sure none of the other directors would have)

Orwell 1 9 7 0 IV, 46 5. "Although Bakunin prefaced his [book] with the customary denial that the author was a vilifier
or enemy of the Jews, this did not prevent Nm from freely deploying the usual anti-Jewish barbs” (Rose 1992, 62).
The two poems were later published, along with others, by the Arts and Letters Committee of the National Council
of Women in 1945 as title Poets' Choice: A Spoken Anthology. The initial letter of "jew" was printed In the lower case.
Sharf 1964, 179. On 17 December 1942, Eden announced to the House of Commons: "the German authorities, not
content with denying to persons of Jewish race in all the territories over which their barbarous rule has been extended the
most elementary rights, are now carrying into effect Hitler's oft-repeated intention to exterminate the Jewish people in
Europe". Eden went on to identify the policy of forced transportation, the labour camps, and the mass executions of the
infirm. He concluded: "The number of victims of these bloody cruelties is reckoned in many hundreds of thousands" (quoted:
Wasserstein 1988, 172-3).
Wasserstein 1988, 118.

Poets' Choice 20; the poem was written in July 19 40 (MacNeice 1979, 178-9).
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that this is the right point of view from which to criticise the political situation at the present
time"^^*. In the months preceding George Orwell's submission of his novel, Leningrad had been
relieved, the Russians had entered Rumania, and they had recovered the Crimea. In the month in
which Eliot wrote to Orwell, the Russians recovered Belorussia, and took Lublin, establishing the
Polish Committee of National Liberation in the teeth of opposition from the Polish government in
London"*. Here is a man capable of rejecting Animal Farm on grounds of expediency and timing
and yet equally capable of reciting "Gerontion" at a time when to be a Jew was likely to be
catastrophic, and when countless Jews were being done to death in Treblinka, Auschwitz and
Belsen, many of whom were from Antwerp and Brussels, if not London. Eliot was guilty of precisely
that war-time British anti-Semitism which Orwell analysed as "not at present leadling] to open
persecution, but [which] has the effect of making people callous to the sufferings of Jews in other
countries"

Insensitive to the anti-Semitism of his own work, he was similarly insensitive to the anti-Semitism
of others'. Charles Maurras is my example. Born in 1886, in time to Intervene in the Dreyfus affair,
Maurras died in 1952, late enough to witness the consequences of the political positions he had
taken, and for him to find himself, like Dreyfus, imprisoned for life for betraying his country to the
Germans. Facing the Lyons court in 1945, after the verdict was delivered (which put him in Jail,
and deprived him of his civil rights for life), he exclaimed: "C'est la revanche de Dreyfus"^**. His
appeal to the thuggish right can be attributed to the simplicity of his hatreds, and the romance of
his enthusiasms; his appeal to the intellectuals is due both to his attachments and to the sceptical
manner in which he defended them. The violence of his slanders and the celebrated classicism of
his style, the tacit support for street brawling and the sophistication of his reasoning, his ability to
lead a political organisation and yet also find space in cultural Journals, gave him enormous prestige
among those predisposed to be impressed by what he stood for, and even among those who were
not. He united his admirers in the facility with which he reconciled the claims of reason with those
of reaction. This was done regularly, and with great fluency in the columns of the Action
Française's daily newspaper. But this skill did not protect him from the results of some of the
paradoxical positions he advocated. A supporter of the Catholic Church and a Royalist, he was

Eliot's letter of rejection is in Crick 1980, 31 5. Crick suggests that "it is a simplification to say that T.S. Eliot turned
down Animal Farm. It was rejected by the firm, a different and not wholly consistent animal" (op. cit. 316). Symons is more
robust: "during the war he did not flinch from the implication of accepting Stalin's Russia as an ally when he rejected ^/i//naf
farm" (Symons 1987, 251).
Calvocoresei and Wint 1979, 901-2.
Orwell 1970 III, 287. In "Notes on Nationalism" (1945), he commented: "Many English people have heard almost
nothing about the extermination of German and Polish Jews during the present war. Their own antisemitism has caused
this vast crime to bounce off their consciousness" (Orwell 1970 III, 420).
Nolte 1969, 88.
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condemned ultimately by both Pope and Pretender. He was willing to discuss the possibility of a
coup, but drew back from it when it seemed possible. He perfected his stance of Reaction by
opposing not only the Republic itself, but also the political alternatives to it'**. Though the Action
Française was the principal influence on the ideology of Vichy, Maurras himself equivocated about
collaboration with, while opposing resistance to, the Germans'*^. His politics were self-cancelling:
a hater of both Germany and democracy, the one drove him away from Fascism, the other into its
embrace. He always enjoyed, however, the consolations of anti-Semitism. Hatred of the Jews led
him out from every impasse.

Maurras was one of a limited number of intellectual influences on Eliot that had already completed
their work before his arrival in England. He was an example to Eliot of how an intellectual might
stand against the given tendencies of the time. He was a literary stylist of some distinction, and
master of a number of idioms, from the polemical to the discursive. He argued a strong case for
the indivisible unity of France endangered by "individualism and multiplicity of beliefs"'"^, a
theme which Eliot echoes in his own reflections on the notions of tradition and orthodoxy which,
as with Maurras, have the effect of tending to exclude Jews, and Jewish history and culture. And
as against another mentor of Eliot's, Irving Babbit, he was an anti-Semite'**. At one time, Eliot
planned to write a book on him. In 1928, he was still addressing him as "Cher Monsieur et
Maître"'*^. He translated Maurras for "The Criterion". His book on Dante took as its epigraph a
quotation from Maurras. There is an allusion to one of his works in "Triumphal March". Eliot
defended Maurras against criticism that he was an anti-Christian thinker'**. His endorsement
rarely was unqualified, however. He deprecated Maurras's "extravagances"; he was "quite clear

'**. Of Maurras's election to the Académie Française: "Of course I voted for him. One does not often have the chance
to vote against the Republic, against the King, and against the Pope, all at one and the same time" (quoted: Weber 1962,
409; see also Zeldin 1973 II, 1148).
’•*. Hamilton 1971, 230-1.
Griffiths 1966, 309. Griffiths could be paraphrasing a programmatic ar%d optimistic version o fA ftw Strang» Goe/s:
"he (Maurras] saw the only solution ... to be a reversion to traditional national values; ar>d he saw a l exceptions to these
values as dangerous to the country. The Jews, like the other 'métèques', based their lives on other values and traditions
and formed states within a state. Only by a restoration of the purity of the French race could France be saved".
Babbit mocked anti-Semitic paranoia: "Mr. Henry Ford would no doubt dismiss such utterances as part of the great
Jewish plot to destroy Gentile civilisation. It was not a Jew, however, but Madame de Staël who declared..." (Babbit 1979,
27). Though he found Maurras "romantically anti-romantic" (Weber 1962, 48 0), both men vigorously and repetitively
condemned Rousseau for modernity's evils (Nolte 1969, 167; Nevin 1984, 43; Stromberg 1982, 101).
Ackroyd 1985, 76.
"The Action Française, M. Maurras and Mr. Ward", C, March 1928, 195-203. Ward, the Catholic author of 77>e

Condemnation of the 'Action Française', responded to Eliot's criticisms in the June issue. Eliot's reply to Ward, and Ward's
rejoinder to Eliot, followed in the same issue. Writing on 2 February 1934 to "The Church Times", Eliot questioned "whether
the Christian and Catholic idea and the Fascist idea are ... compatible". Though typically circumspect, he encouraged the
inference that they were not.
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that the Action Française ... was much too intemperate and vituperative for his taste”'**; he was
sharp about Maurras's hatred of Germany, his dislike of England, and his failure to grasp the
importance of economics. Eliot described Maurras as ”a free-thinker and product of the postRe volution bourgeoisie”'^*. In his last published account of Maurras he described him as:

... a man who I held in respect and admiration, although some of his views were
exasperating and some deplorable - but a great writer, a genuine lover of his
country, and a man who deserved a better fate than that which he had in the end
to meet. I know that it is easy to criticise a man for not being another man than the
man he was; and we should be particularly reserved in criticism of a man whose
political setting was that of another country from our own. But with the
reservations compelled by that awareness, I have sometimes thought that if Charles
Maurras had confined himself to literature, and to the literature of political theory,
and had never attempted to found a political party, a movement - engaging in, and
increasing the acrimony of the political struggle - if he had not given his support to
the restoration of the Monarchy in such a way as to strengthen instead of reducing
animosities - then those of his ideas which were sound and strong might have
spread more widely, and penetrated more deeply, and affected more sensibly the
contemporary mind.'^'

Eliot ignored the ideological nature of Third Republic politics and pleaded a special case. Maurras's
political theorising was inseparable from the incitements of his column. He was politically engaged
long before founding Action Française. His most significant political act was a journalistic
intervention in the Dreyfus Affair; when the cause of the anti-Dreyfusards seemed bleakest, he
came to the defence of Colonel Henry, who had killed himself on being arrested for forgery. To
have praised Maurras as ”a genuine lover of his country” without acknowledging that that
”country” was an ideological construct that excluded a number of substantial minorities who were
citizens of it, was praise too easily given. Eliot's censure, almost lost in qualifications, was
superficial. There were stronger objections to make to Maurras's political activism than to claim

"The Humanism of Irving Babbit”, SE 480; Tomlin 1988, 46-7. In his 1916 Oxford University Extension Lectures,
Eliot remarked of Maurras that his "reaction fundamentally sound, but/Marked by extreme violence and intolerance" (quoted:
Svarny 1988, 21).
"The Diversity of French Opinion", CNL 28 August 1940, ICS 134-5. Eliot said nothing about Maurras's influence
on him, mentioning only that, for a time, he "was personally acquainted with Nm and Ns entourage"; yet Eliot told Tomlin
that he had not met Maurras (Tomlin 1988, 46). In "To Criticize the Critic", Eliot divided Ns literary criticism into three
periods. In the first, "The influence of Babbit (with an infusion later of T.E. Hulme and of the more literary essays of Charles
Maurras) is apparent in my recurrent theme of Classicism versus Romanticism" (TCC 17). Note the double limitation on
Maurras's influence: only 1918 (when his "second period" began), and just the "more Eterary" aspect of Maurras's work.
"The Literature of Politics", TCC 142-3.
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that it thereby inhibited the dissemination of his "sound and strong” ideas. When reaching for an
example of Maurrassian unwisdom, Eliot went to the form that Maurras's Royalism took, and not
to anti-Semitism, about which he was silent.

Sympathising with the Pope's 1940 decision to interdict the Action Française newspaper, Eliot
guessed that its heresy was the belief that only the monarchical form of government was
compatible with Catholicism. "Perhaps", he added, the Pope was "also condemning a dangerous
intolerance which classified Jews,

Protestants

and

Freemasons

in one comprehensive

condemnation"^^'. But why "dangerous"? And to whom? It would seem to be for the odd reason
that this intolerance makes an error of classification. It rejects all three - Jews, Protestants and
Freemasons - without discrimination. Would an intolerance which condemned Protestants, but not
Jews or Freemasons, be less dangerous? The phrase has a special resonance. "Dangerous
intolerance" may be the balancing evil to the "excessive tolerance" deprecated in After Strange

Gods. Eliot praised Maurras in the same article for his "incessant journalistic battle against political
corruption". Though he conceded it was waged "somewhat indiscriminately and with excessive
violence", there is no mention that his targets were invariably Jewish, nor that Maurras's inaugural
battle was against the victim, not the perpetrator, of corrupt practices. Responding to an obituary
notice on Maurras, Eliot challenged its account of Maurras's career and opinions, but passed in
silence over its charge that Maurras was an anti-Semite. Maurras had been described as "the fierce,
unrelenting editor of 'L'Action Française', with his Fascism, his anti-Semitism and his gang of
would-be young toughs... a Catholic Royalist, excommunicated by the Pope and denounced by the
Pretender. His peculiar, though certainly sincere brand of patriotism led him into collaboration with
the occupiers of his country"'^'. This notice was, Eliot wrote, "in some respects, capable of
modification"^'*. Describing Maurras as a "Catholic Royalist" was questionable; it was
"misleading to term [him] a Fascist"; the Camelots du Roy were not so tough; but on Maurras's
anti-Semitism, no "modification" was proposed.

Conclusion

Dannie Abse tells the following story about a poetry reading at the I.C.A. which took place in or
about 1950:

I heard Herbert Read announce that my friend, Emanuel Litvinoff, would read a

"The Diversity of French Opinion", CNL 28 August 1940, ICS 134.
Ryan 1953.
T&T 17 January 1953.
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poem. Now Mannie had told me beforehand that he intended to read his astringent
poem, To T.S. Eliot', which I knew well and which I admired. I wondered whether
Emanuel Litvinoff was aware that T.S. Eliot sat amongst the audience. Herbert
Read had evidently seen Eliot enter, as had others in the chairs near me, including
Stephen Spender.

'T o T.S. Eliot', Emanuel began in his customary rasping accent.

Herbert Read nodded with pleasure expecting that Litvinoff's poem would be one
of proper homage. But Emanuel Litvinoff continued:

Eminence becomes you. Now when the rock is struck
your young sardonic voice which broke on beauty
floats amid incense and speaks oracles
as though a god
utters from Russell Square and condescends,
high in the solemn cathedral of the air,
his holy octaves to a million radios.

I am not one accepted in your parish,
Bleistein is my relative and I share
the protozoic slime of Shylock, a page
in StOrmer, 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.
You had a sermon but it was not this.

It would seem, then, yours is a voice
remote, singing another river
and the gilded wreck of princes only
for Time's ruin. It is hard to kneel
when knees are stiff.

But London Semite Russian Pale, you will say
Heaven is not in our voices.
The accent, I confess, is merely human.
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speaking of passion with a small letter
and, crying widow, mourning not the Church
but a woman staring the sexless sea
for no ship's return,
and no fruit singing in the orchards.

Yet walking with Cohen when the sun exploded
and darkness choked our nostrils,
and the smoke drifting over Treblinka
reeked of the smouldering ashes of children,
I thought what an angry poem
you would have made of it, given the pity.

But your eye is a telescope
scanning the circuit of stars
for Good-Good and Evil Absolute,
and, at luncheon, turns fastidiously from fleshy
noses to contemplation of the knife
twisting among the entrails of spaghetti.

So shall I say it is not eminence chills
but the snigger from behind the covers of history?
Let your words
tread lightly on this earth of Europe
lest my people's bones protest.

Most of the audience began to clap at the end of the poem but Stephen Spender
rose angrily and shouted that Litvinoff had grossly insulted Tom Eliot who was the
most gentle of men. He continued with great emotion and spoke with great
rapidity. Perhaps I did not hear Spender properly but he seemed to say something
like: 'As a poet I'm at least as much a Jew as Litvinoff, and Tom isn't anti-Semitic
in the least.' In the confusion of anger. Spender was not entirely coherent but there
was no mistaking his gutsy aggression towards Emanuel Litvinoff's attitude as it
was forcibly expressed in the poem addressed to Eliot. For his part, Eliot, in the
chair behind me, his head down, muttered generously, ' It's a good poem, it's a
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very good poem'".’ ^*

Eliot was a little too generous. "To T.S. Eliot” is not without flaws. It is accurate about Eliot's
reputation, and the second stanza, bar the last line, is impressive in its outraged adoption of the
language of Eliot's poetry. Yet the poem also has weaknesses. It deteriorates with the third stanza,
and it is padded with sub-Eliotic phrase-making. It is a work divided by love and dismay, in which
Litvinoff wrestles to find in the language of his despiser the means by which he may both honour
and challenge him. Litvinoff misjudges the contest between "beauty* and Eliot's "young sardonic
voice”. As I showed in chapter 4, beauty loses. Eliot did not, and one suspects could not, write
"angry poem[s]". To invoke thus his early poetry, and the possibilities latent in his poetic gift, is
to murmur defences even as the poem prosecutes its case against him. These pieties are there to
support the poet's desire to remain on speaking terms with Eliot. Yet they are unnecessary
crutches because Litvinoff achieves precisely that end in the best parts of his poem by contesting,
and thus directly engaging with, Eliot's anti-Semitic poetry. Eliot made poetry out of anti-Semitism;
Litvinoff made a poem out Eliot's poetry of anti-Semitism, countering Eliot's texts with his own.
He thereby established a sustainable relation with that poetry, and in so doing, by example
disclosed to Eliot's rebuffed Jewish readers how they too may return to it. "To T.S. Eliot" is a work
of resistance as well as respect. I wish my thesis to be regarded as another such work.

Abse 1974. 130-32.
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