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ABSTRACT

Towards a 'mew kind of sublimity'":
Liturgy and Incarnation in the Dramatic Work
: of T. S. Eliot

Marilyn Iris Orr

This thesis examines T. S. Eliot's last four plays,
written for secular theatre with a view to the dramatization
of Christian truths. It focusses on the liturgy, which is the
Church's corporate dramatization of faith in worship of God;
and the Incarnation, which is the basis for Christian faith
and liturgy, and which provides the Christian dramatist with
a model for bringing words to life in dramatic action.

The first chapter begins with an introduction to the
Christian liturgy, and specifically the liturgy of the Church
of England which Eliot joined in 1927, and its relationship
to drama. This is followed by an introduction to Eliot in
terms of the development of his faith, as this is reflected in
creative and critical works, with a focus on his understanding
of the liturgy and the Incarnation. These provide him with a
basis for dramatic efforts, with redemption as his subject.

Each of the four chapters that follow deals with a
particular play in this light. The Family Reunion (1939) is
seen to reflect a primitive understanding of the Incarnation
and the liturgy, which corresponds to an undeveloped sense of
drama. The Cocktail Party (1949) manifests a focus on the
Incarnation and Passion of Christ which results in a more
fully conceived Christian understanding and a more fully con-
ceived play. The Confidential Clerk (1953) is a technically
refined product but a lack of dramatic life reflects Eliot's
still l1limited sense of the implications of the Incarnation.
The Elder Statesman (1958) reflects Eliot's deepened under-
standing of the Incarnation and its basis of love. Its story
is analogous to the Incarnation of Christ and provides a
context out of which liturgical rites evolve.

The plays reflect a development in Eliot's Christian
understanding in their movement towards simplicity of style
and language, towards an appreciation of ordinary life, towards
experienced faith and away from intellectualism. With the last
play this development is still in process, but the process
itself is illustrative of redemption.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION



The purpose of this thesis is to explore the liturgical
presence in the plays that T. S. Eliot wrote for the secular
theatre. 'The drama was originally ritual ...", he wrote in
1923; ‘'drama springs from religious liturgy', in 1928; and,
in 1949, "What poetry should do in the theatre is a humble
shadow or analogy of the Incarnation ..“.1 These suggest
a development of his interest from ritual to liturgy and
the Incarnation which is reflected in the plays.

We begin our study with an introduction to the Christian
liturgy. Because of Eliot's adherence to the Church of
England, and its off-shoots in the more Catholic wing of the
Church of England,2 the text for our discussion will be the
formulation of the liturgy that was established for that
Church in 1662.

Eliot became a member of the Church of England in 1927.

It is reasonable to assume that he was exposed to the 1928

Alternative to the Book of Common Prayer, especially since

that version was in fairly common usage in the Catholic wing
of the Church. 'However, as we have no reason to think that
his experience was confined to either the 1662 version or
the 1928 Alternative, we will use the earlier version as our
basic text and refer to the other as it seems appropriate.
Eliot 's work predates anyrof the alternatives produced
by the Church in more recent years. The fact that there has

been a liturgical revolution that has led to the Alternative

Service Book (1980) indicates a change in thinking that sets

his plays in a liturgical context very different from our own.
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From our introduction to the liturgy we will proceed to
a discussion of the relationship between liturgy and drama,
and thence to Eliot's understanding of this relationship, and
to his plays.

Because, as Gregory Dix says, 'the study of liturgy is
above all a study of llig“,s in all its growth and change and
multiplicity, it is more easily described than defined. He
calls it 'the worshipping act of the Body of Christ towards
God, by which His eternal kingdom 'comes' in time."4 Another
writer makes this attempt: '"it is the communal celebration by
the Church which is Christ's body and in which he with the Holy
Spirit is active, of the paschal mystery. Through this
celebration, which is by nature sacramental, Christ, the high
priest of the community, makes present and available to men
and women of today the reality of his salvation."5 Liturgy
is more than the prayer of the Church; it is more than its
language. It gives shape to Christian worship of God,
providing a structure of words and actions designed to
facilitate the meeting of God and his people at 'the throne
of the heavenly grace.”6 The liturgy evolves as men seek to
perfect their worship and its expression. At the same time,
it is a corporate and universal act, declaring the
"inescapable solidarity of all christians”7 of all the
world, of all the ages. Thus, carrying the weight of the
history of the Church, it is an organic and dynamic thing.

It is as a work of art of many hands, always awaiting
completion and perfection. It reflects the participation
of countless men through the ages and grows and deepens
with each affirmation. Although the liturgy is only a

shadow of the original, with the reality only as of drama



in comparison with a historical event, there is a sense in
which it becomes more and more substantial with every re-
Aenactment. It is, in fact, dependent upon the participation
of God and of every individual for its present actualization.
The mysterious relationship between the event and the liturgy
is such that the projection of the shadow and the performance
of the drama invests the eternal event with its present reality.
The Church believes her 1iturgy to be a formalized and
elaborated working upon a pattern of words and actions
instituted by her founder and inspired by his Spirit. It is
his natural offspring, a child of his creation and not a
product of her construction. Just as it traces its origins
to specific historical occasions, its structure takes its
shape from the arrangement and ordering of specific
historical events and vital concepts. The central action of
the liturgy is the Eucharist wﬁich represents the central
action of the life of Christ Incarnate, his death and
resurrection for the redemption of men. The particular way
in which events are recorded and concepts’represented in the
liturgy reflects a particular interpretation of the meaning
of the history of mankind and the Church, in the light of
creation and redemption. Although the liturgy is composed
around the particular events in the life of a particular man
at a particular time and place, the identity of this man as
the consummation of all life and all history accords the
liturgy a universal and eternal significance. Because of
him, the Eucharist has '"this power of laying hold of human
life, of grasping it not only in the abstract but in the

particular concrete realities of it, of reaching to anything



in it, great impersonal things that rock whole nations and
little tender human things of one man's or one woman's living
énd dying - laying hold of them and translating them into
something beyond tim’e.”8 The Incarnation of Christ implies
this very particular concrete personal reality, and this
universality, in the mutual illumination of time and eternity,
of human and divine.

The liturgy is as a kind of picture of the Incarnation,
and of the Christian understanding of man himself, in whom the
earthly and heavenly meet. Ité curious doubleness reflects its
dual origin, at the hand of God and man. The term '"coin-
herence'" which Charles Williams applies to the nature of
Christ might be applied to the interpenetration and mutuality
of the dual nature of the liturgy. It is at once a private
and individual act and a corporate and social act, and thus
bears witness to the relationship between man and man and
between man and God. It reflects as well a curious balancing
of public and private interests. What is an intimate avowal
of love between Christ and his bride is read to the watching
world as a proclamation of his largesse and accessibility.

The liturgy is also doubly composed of a spiritual and
physical dimension. Material elements lend substance to what
is immaterial; material elements are informed with
immaterial reality. This illustrates the quality of con-
tingency that is basic to the liturgy and to the Incarnation.
Both express the ultimate and absolute contingency of man the
creature, dependent upon his creator. At the same time, the
voluntary contingency of God, who submits himself to flesh
for the embodiment of spiritual realities, is represented.

This man who '"was not merely a man, but God incarnate and



representative Man', whose ‘''complete sacrifice of himself to
God is the potential redemption of all human circumstances,
éf the whole of time and human history",9 this man ''did not
cling to equality with God" but "humbled himself'" and was
born in the likeness of men.10 This paradox, that is the
Word become flesh of the Incarnation, is the burden of the

Christian liturgy.

Drama is of the essence of liturgy whose words and
actions compose a dramatizatioﬁ of the redemption of the
world, which is the purpose of Christ's Incarnation. Whether
or not it can be affirmed with quite the confidence of "E",
of Eliot's '"Dialogue on Dramatic Poetry', that 'drama springs
from religious liturgy', the relationship between the two has
long been widely recognized as ancient and deep.11

The starting point of the relationship is perhaps man's
consciousness of himself as a being who is separate from the
world around him, and of the world around him as something
which exists in its own right, independently of him. What-
ever its motivations, and whether they are common or distinct,
man's response to this consciousness is basic to both liturgy
and drama. Both represent and reorder something of the world,
and reflect some conception of the relationship between man
and -the world.

Liturgy and drama each consist in a certain order of
words and actions. Their common subject, man and his world,
is dramatized in the form of myths, whose action consists in
rituals and whose language is images and symbols. All is
ordered to a certain rhythm, the pulse of life itself, with which

Eliot says, it all begins.12 The landmarks of man's life are



birth, marriage and death. These events are the beginning,
the middle and the end of the story of human experience. The
5asic units of meaning by which primitive man structured his
experience, for purposes of liturgy and of drama, are thought
to have been myths.13

Myths are narrative accounts without inherent historical
actuality depicting some aspect'of human experience. The
components of myth are archetypes that symbolize or embody
particular elements of the reality it represents, and
archetypal patterns by which the reality is organized and
given shape. A myth is a kind of distillation of experience
which expresses its essential structure. It is a concrete
version of something which exists only in abstract terms.
It is the kernel of meaning that may only live and move and
have its being as it is clothed in the particularities of
experience. It is in a sense the meeting-place of the
physical and the metaphysical, and thus is a kind of image
of the mysterious nature of man himself. FEach man is
Everyman and yet not any man at all except as he lives out
the particular uniqueness of his experience: as he becomes
more and more himself, he becomes more and more Everyman. A
like paradox 1is evident with regard to man's experiences:
the more unique and particular an experience is, the more
universal and common it is seen to be, and the closer does
it approximate what Karl Mannheim has called a '"primordial
experience”.14 Myths consist, in his terms, in the
"primordial images or archetypes' that depict and organize
these experiences. A myth is a strange admixture of the
concrete and the abstract, the particular and the general, and

from this it derives its peculiar quality of reality.



Drama and liturgy are each dependent for their development
on a common mythology. Within this, symbols function as
veﬁicles of meaning. They act as interpreters for man,
providing terms of references for translating his experience
into understanding. They allow men to conceptualize, focus
and organize fragments of reality, ''the immense panorama of
futility and anarchy which is contemporary history",15 into
a whole pattern. '"Human kind cannot bear too much reality"
and these containers of meaning offer man a sense of order and
control. This is true at an individual level as well as at a
social level. Around particular symbols or configurations of
symbols are myths that tell the story of some aspect of
reality that is fundamental to a person or group of people.

Mannheim identifies the "archetypal or primordial
experiences" of which myths are made as essential to society

and to human life itself. 1In Diagnosis of Our Time, he writes:

It is their disappearance without anything to
take their place which leads to the disinte-
gration of modern life-experience and human
conduct. Without paradigmatic experiences or
consistent conduct, no character formation and
no real human coexistence and cooperation are
possible. Without them the universe of dis-
course loses its articulation, conduct falls
to pieces, and only disconnected bits of
successful behaviour patterns and fragments of
adjustment to an ever-changing environment
remain ... This only atomizes the life of the
individual and replaces the idea of a
character by a kaleidoscopic concept of life;
it makes coordination of social action equally
impossible ... 16

The relationship between drama and liturgy, and their integral
relationship to life is pointed up when he says that these
experiences '"lend life a dramatic significance', and goes on:
Cooperation and common action in society are
only possible where the same things mean more

or less the same experience to everyone in
society ... paradigmatic meaning is attached



not only to static things but also to

processes. Collective action will move

towards a climax, and it is this dramatiz-

ation which makes for real participation. 17
As examples of 'archetypal or primordial images' he cites
"the Hero, the Sage, the Virgo, the Saint, the Repentant;
or, dominating the realm of the Christian imagination:
Baptism, Absolution, Agape, the Eucharist, the Good Shepherd,
the Cross, Redemption.”18 A common system of meaning, then,
makes both liturgy and drama possible. Indeed the language
of drama consists in a structure of rituals, images, symbols,
not to mention words and actions, that have become conventions
and ''conventions'", Northrop Frye says, "are descended from
myths”.19 |

The existence of myths and rituals and symbols, and
conventions, as well as language itself, is in part to be
explained by the phenomenon that repetition of an action or
sound reinforces its significance and elaborates its meaning,
such that in time the action or sound evokes the reality it
originally only described and'pronounces the significance and
the meaning with which it has been invested. This is an
operating principle of religious liturgy as well as of Eliot's
plays. In liturgy and drama, common structure and repetition
to enforce its rhythm breed familiarity and participation.
They release the peculiar magic that is operative in liturgy
and drama, the power of word and action to actualize what they
describe and dramatize.

The Christian liturgy is, in fact, the dramatic
presentation of a religion that is built upon a belief in the

power of the word and action. The Church was given life

through the drama of redemptive word and action and sustains

her life only as she participates in it. Her scriptures



outline '"the way of life'" and her founder has '"the words of
eternal life'". Drama and life were forever bound together
when "God spoke ... and it was', and when 'the Word became
flesh" in Christ. The liturgy is meant to invoke this
mystery. Inherent in its design is the belief that worship
is fundamental to the nature of man. Its patterns are meant
to provide a form for the expression of a natural impulse.

The Christian liturgy not only proclaims but actualizes
the triumph of life in Christ, to the glory of God. As
Christians are drawn into the structure that it provides, the
Church behaves as if she were the worshipping community that
she is intended to be. As she enacts the drama of redemption
she is acted upon, becoming transformed into the body of
Christ. At the same time each person becomes, as the
liturgical drama is enacted, the worshipping creature that
he is meant to be and is thus transformed little by little,
from glory unto gilory, into the image of the one in whose 1life
and death he participates, in whose image he is made. The
liturgy echoes the faith spoken in the Lord's Prayer: 'Thy
kingdom come, Thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven

for thine is the kingdom, the power and the glory ...".
It is at once a proclamation of an accomplished fact, an
affirmation of an ongoing reality and a wish for a forth-
coming consummation. In her worship the Church dramatizes the
presence of the kingdom for which she waits, which came once
and for all time with Christ's Incarnation and death.

Thus the structure of both liturgy and drama can be seen
to be primary. Essential to their structure is a recognition

of the separation between man and his world that amounts to a
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recognition of the spectator-participant dichotomy that is
fundamental to both liturgy and drama. At the same time

the structure facilitates and orders a relationship between
man and his world, thus allowing for and encouraging
participation. Although form may be a hallmark of liturgy

and drama, the impulsé towards participation is its impetus
and rationale. For primitive man, this impulse is widely
believed to have been rooted in his sense of his own integral
relationship with the world and of the sacred and significant
character of life and the world. In Christian liturgy the
fundamental structures and patterns of primitive liturgy are
affirmed and redeemed. Continuity with pre-Christian under-
standing is based upon a belief in the redeemer of the world,
who is also its creator. The craving for participation is
answered in the Incarnation, through which God's participation
with man and His creation and man's participation with God and
with the world and with one another are affirmed and
established.

The human element in the form of liturgy is redeemed by the
participation of Christ, as his Incarnation becomes its
cornerstone, its beginning and its end. The Christian liturgy
is in a sense the descendant of the worship of primitive
religions, for it is still the worship of men whose significant
events are birth, marriage and death. It includes rites for
the sanctification of these events and provides a place for
their celebration. There is, however, one crucial difference:
rather than being built around events in the lives of men, it
is built around events in the life of the man Jesus Christ.

It is composed of the significant events in the 1ife of the

Church in relationship with him. A special kind of birth,
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marriage and death, determined by the Church's relationship

to her '"maker and husband'" is celebrated in her liturgy.
The relationship between God and his Church and its

members is structured with the help of the sacraments. A

sacrament is defined by the Catechism of the Book of Common

Prayer as ''an outward.and visible sign of an inward and
spiritual grace given unto us, ordained by Christ himself, as
a means whereby we receive the same, and a pledge to assure us
thereof.”zO In Augustine's description of a sacrament as 'the

visible word",21

the liturgy itSelf, with its dramatic essence,
is captured. The Anglican tradition recognizes two essential
sacraments: . Baptism, which signifies '"a death unto sin, and
a new birth unto righteousness'", by which ''we are hereby made
children of grace'"; and Holy Communion, which is '"for the
continual remembrance of the sacrifice of the death of Christ,
and of the benefits we receive thereby ... the strengthening
and refreshing of our souls by the Body and Blood of Christ".22
In Baptism, the believer is identified with Christ, in
whose death the "old Adam" of his flesh is put to death and in
whose resurrection '"the new man' of his spirit is given life.23
He is 'regenerate, and grafted into the body of Christ's
Church”.24 Thus, having been '"'made a member of Christ, the
child of God, and an inheritor of the kingdom of heaven",25
he is directed by God's grace '"to follow the example of our
Saviour Christ, and to be made like unto him".26 Baptism
signifies the entrance of the believer into the 1life of Christ
and his Church. He who was born of the flesh is "born again
of water and of the Spirit."27 This is represented in the

liturgical drama of the baptismal rite: water is poured to

signify regeneration; the sigh of the cross signifies the
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faith of Christ's Church with which the baptized person is
identified; and it is all done '"In the Name of the Father,
and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost."28
Because of the unique importance of the sacrament of
Holy Communion, which signifies the Christian's ongoing
prarticipation in Chriét, we will engage in a fuller discussion
of it after we have dealt with other aspects of the liturgy.
Besides the two official sacraments, other liturgical
rites have been created by the Church, in order to ask God's
blessing upon significant events in the life of his people.29
Confirmation establishes the Christian in his commitment to
Christ and his Church. The decision made in Baptism, which is
often taken on behalf of the candidate, is confirmed by the
"new creature" himself. He confesses his faith, affirming the
Creed, the Lord's Prayer, the Ten Commandments and their
summation in Christ's command to love God and one's neighbour,
as well as his understanding of the sacraments. The drama of
confirmation is performed by the candidate and the Bishop, in
the essential presence of the Church and with the participation
of God. '"Do ye here', the Bishop asks, "in the presence of
God, and of this congregation, renew the solemn promise and
vow that was made in your name at your Baptism ...?”30 The
laying on of hands is the liturgical action in confirmation.
Confession is intrinsic to the Christian faith and the
life of the Church. It gives expression to the acknowledgement
of sin, the will to repent and the assurance of forgiveness
that are components of redemption. Corporate confession is
part of the worship of the Church, and central to the
Communion service, and individual confession is part of the

ministry of Christians to one another, as well as being a
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particular function of an ordained priest and, although not
explicit, sacramental confession to a priest is part of the
Catholic practise, with which Eliot was associated. The words
of corporate confessions express the abandonment to God's
mercy that is man's funamental posture in the drama of
redemption. 'We have-erred and strayed like lost sheep

And there is no health in us ... We acknowledge and bewail
our manifold sins and wickedness, ...", they say; 'We do
earnestly repent. And are heartily sorry for these our mis-

.”.31 The priest, haVing joined in confession, stands

doings
then and faces the congregation to dramatize the forgiveness
of God that he pronounces. Confession also represents the
convergence of the liturgical and dramatic impulse in the
fostering of relationship, between God and man and between
man and man.

Another significant milestone iq7the lives of men is
marked by the Church in her liturgy in the solemnization of
the promise made by a man and,a woman in marriage. Although
it is not a sacrament in the official sense in the Church of
England, the Church sees marriage as "an honourable estate,
instituted by God ... signifying the mystical union that is
betwixt Christ and his Church'" and thus a "holy estate'" for
which she asks his blessing.32 In "holy Matrimony'", the
Church represents the redemption of the union of man and
woman that is their natural desire. "It was ordained', the
priest says "for the procreation of children, to be brought
up in the fear and nurture of the Lord, and to the praise of
his holy Name ... for a remedy against sin'" that married
persons might "keep themselves undefiled members of Christ's

body', and for their 'mutual society, help, and comfort ...”33.
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Thus it signifies the redemption of the flesh and of human
relationships, and the sacred character of human life itself.
Their verbal pledge of love, honour, comfort and faithfulness
is symbolized and dramatized in the actions of the liturgical
drama. The woman is given to the man by her father or friend
when the priest, représenting God and the Church, places the
woman 's right hand in that of her intended husband. A ring
"given and received is a token and pledge'" of the ''vow and
covenant" they have made.34 They kneel to ask God's blessing
and their hands are again joined by the priest to signify that
they are one in God's sight: 'Those whom God hath joined
together let no man put asunder."35
The dramatic character of the liturgy demands a human
locus to act for '"Him with whom we have to do" (Heb. 4: 13)
and represent his Body. Consequently, the liturgy includes
rites for the ordination of priests, deacons, bishops and
others who are called to a role of particular responsibility
within the Church.
The final landmark on the human journey through this
world is solemnized in liturgical rites for those approaching
death and for the burial of the dead. Because for the Christian
death is the beginning of a new life in eternity, the liturgy
directs men to see sickness as an occasion for the recovery
or affirmation of spiritual health, and death as an occasion
for regeneration or the affirmation of eternal life.
Suffering. is put in the context of God's mercy and goodness
and power: '"whom the Lord loves he chastens”.36 And 'Death
is swallowed up in victory",37 attained for the faithful by
Christ in his suffering and death. His are the words of

eternal life: "I am the resurrection and the life, saith



the Lord: he that believeth in me, though he were dead, yet
shall he live: and whosoever liveth and believeth in me

shall never die.”38 Words and action again accord: ‘'earth

to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust', the priest says as
earth is scattered on the casket and it is buried. Thus is
the spirit "delivered.from the burden of the flesh' and lives
with God ''in joy and felicity" in his '"eternal and everlasting
kingdom.”39 It is significant to note that, although closely
resembling the 1662 Order for the Burial of the Dead, the 1928
version tends towards the Catholic view, in including some
prayer for the departed. When the priest says "Grant unto him
eternal rest', the answer is "And let perpetual light shine

n40

upon him. We will find allusions in Eliot's plays that are

reminiscent of this.

Thus the Christian liturgy orders and dramatizes man's
life in terms of his relationship with God, his father, his
creator, his redeemer. The relationship is based upon this
God becoming man in Jesus Christ and, as one writer puts it:

the Incarnation makes possible, indeed demands,
the sacramental vision of reality. The flesh, the
world, things, are restored to dignity because they
are made valid again ... No thing is insignificant

whether he defines it or not, the Christian is
compelled ... to believe in existence, in the act
of existence. He is compelled to believe in the
particulatity, the uniqueness, the value, of things

all things have their own separately structured,
intrinsic actuality and value, while at the same
time they participate proportionately in larger
relationships and values which are moral and
spiritual without ceasing to be actual, specific,
concrete. The Word is made flesh without ceasing
to be the Word. Nor is the flesh fleshless ... 41

The primitive sense of sacred significance is affirmed and
redeemed in the sacramental perspective that characterizes
Christian understanding, based as it 1is upon the Incarnation.

The liturgical year,.presenting, as Eliot says, '"the full
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drama - of creation",42 reflects the belief that God the
redeemer of the world is God the creator, as creation is
affirmed and redeemed. The Church year embodies her
alternative perception of the world, by which she perceives
a supernatural structure enclosing and ordering the process
of nature, an eternal‘dimension informing and fulfilling the
process of time and history. In it the Church accepts the
realifies of the natural earthly world and recognizes their
spiritual meaning. She correlates natural and supernatural
phenomena, offering an integratéd picture of the spiritual
and the empirical. 1Into this apparently 'endless round" of
season following season and day following day, this relentless
and consoling rhythm of life and death, the creator of the
world has entered. He breaks into the circle and encompasses
it. The beginning and ending of his life in time give con-
tinuity and direction to life itself, because there is no
beginning and no ending to his life in eternity. His
participation in time and history redeem them for eternity.
The Incarnation "absorbs, sacramentally, the cosmic into the
historical order”.43

According to the tradition of worship to which the Church
of England belongs, the moment of Christ's escape from the
bondage of mortality and temporality is celebrated on "Easter-
day, on which the rest depend”.44 It proclaims the triumph
of life and the sovereignty of God, which comprise the central
and unifying theme of the Christian year. It provides for the
calendar the reference point, the basis for understanding, and
the key for interpretation that this theme provides for the
reading of life. It is the event around which all other

events move. Built into the very structure of her calendar,
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then, is the Church's understanding not only of time and
history but of life itself. The Church year, that is, is as
much an interpretation of historical events as it is a
recounting of them. Events are not seen apart from their
meaning, but in terms of their meaning. The liturgical
calendar attempts a tfanslation - a carrying across - of the
past into the present and the present into the past. This
interplay is effected within the Church and the individual as
they participate in the presence of past events. Although

the objective and ultimate sigﬁificance of the past events
remains unchanged, their significance to the Church is
enriched and deepened with every recollection. The structure
of the Church year draws participants into a sense of
involvement in a relationship that is older than themselves.

In interpreting events simultaneously in terms of past, present
and future, in the light of eternity, the Church year reflects
this unique interplay: enfolded together and unfolded
together, what always was, is now, and ever shall be.

The liturgical year is "admirably calculated to bring
before us, year after year, the principle facts of the gospel
history, and the important doctrines connected with these
facts'" such that the Christian might "commemorate Christ's
living here on earth" and be directed '"to live after his
example”.45 Through the re-creation of the past something
new is created in the present and the seeds are sown for future
re-creation. Thus the theme that Easter proclaims - the
triumph of 1life and the sovereignty of God - runs through the
structure of the year, reconciling past and future, time and
eternity, at the point of intersection in the present. The

liturgical calendar is a kind of dramatization of present
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redemption, making possible a relationship between alien
orders of existence.

The interaction that is seen to exist between the
temporal and the eternal is reflected in the harmonization
of the natural and the supernatural that is attempted in the
Christian year. "It does not correspond with the civil year,
because the Church, in numbering her days, and measuring her
seasons does not so much regard the sun in her firmament, as
the Sun of righteousness, her saviour; counting our year
from him, who began at the season of advent to rise upon the
world, and as the 'Day star on high', to enlighten them that
sat in spiritual darkness.”46 This is a statement whose
imagery expresses the interrelationship of the natural and
that which is beyond the natural. The natural world, in
giving her an earthly sphere of existence, in a sense
recreates the supernatural, without which, of course, the
natural world would not exist. The 'seasons'" of the Church
bespeak not an anti-natural but a supernatural order, to be
seen over and above and through nature. The natural and the
supernatural are meant to serve as interpreters of one
another. Thus Lent derives its name from the Saxon word for
Spring and is recognized not only as a season of spiritual
mortification in preparation for the rebirth of 1life, but
also as an opportunity for asking the creator-God to be
merciful in this season, when new life is threatened by
natural forces of destruction. The creator and the redeemer
are one God; the process of creation is the process of
redemption. The theme of life is again seen as undergirding

the Christian understanding.



In the Church year, the interrelationship of liturgy
and life is evident, as is the relationship between liturgy
and drama. Both re-present life, affirming it and re-creating
it through the projection of a certain order that allows
participation. Liturgy takes the form of drama because
redemption is meant tb be experienced, not merely spoken of
and seen. The very structure of the Church's year, as well as
her weekly and daily round of services, fosters the experience
of redemption. She provides a form through which the Christian
may ''redeem the time'" by the integration of his relationship
with God into the course of his days and weeks and seasons.
The redemption of time is implicit in the sacramental
perspective that shapes the Christian liturgy. It 'views time
as dependent for meaning on eternity ... Every moment in
history, every human action, is infused by a discoverable
universal and permanent significance without loss of its
unique actuality, its historicity.”47 Thus, because Christ
in his Incarnation redeemed time, the liturgy is not only
composed around the special events that we have noted, but
is integral to each and every day. This is given formal
expression in services for ﬁorning and evening prayer, through
which the liturgy invites worshippers to begin and end each
day, and go through each day, in communion with God.

In the penitential preface to the offices of the Book of

Common_ Prayer, these prayers begin with the acknowledgement

of God in his holiness by man in his sinfulness. Standing on
the promises of God, man confesses and repents of his sin and
receives the assurance of forgiveness. This opens the way to
God for those who 'assemble and meet together to render thanks

for the great benefits that we have received at his hands, to
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set forth his most worthy praise, to hear his most holy

Word, and to ask those things which are requisite and
necessary, as well for the body as the soul.”48 Praise and
thanksgiving resound in the liturgy of these services. "We
praise thee, O God: we acknowledge thee to be the Lord",;
"My soul doth magnify the lLord: and my spirit hath rejoiced
in God my saviour."49 In his worship, man identifies himself
with all creation: "All the earth doth worship thee'; "All

ye Works of the Lord, bless ye the lord: praise him, and

magnify him for ever ... O ye Sun, and Moon, ... ye Winter
and Summer ... ye Green things upon the earth, bless ye the
Lord"; "let the sea make a noise, and all that therein is:

the round world, and they that dwell therein.”so And he

identifies himself with all who praise God, "Angels

Cherubim, and Seraphim ... the glorious company of the
Apostles ... the goodly fellowship of the Prophets ... the
51

hely Church throughout all the world", and all who have
ever obeyed God, '"Spirits and Souls of the Righteous ... holy
and humble men of heart”.52 He claims Abraham as his fore-
father, and speaks the words of Simeon and Mary, "Servants of
the Lord”.53 Thus the liturgy dramatizes the redemption of
man and his incorporation into the Body of Christ. And in
his worship, man achieves his true end, for, as Irenaeus
says, "It is the living human being who is the glory of
God."54

If the end of worship is the glory of God, its premise
is his character of holiness and love. That he is worthyto
be praised, and willing to accept our praises makes liturgy,

and a relationship between God and man, possible, and indeed

"very meet, right, and our bounden duty”.55 The basis of our
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relationship with God is the Incarnation of Christ, who
reconciled us to God when he brought together in himself
humanity and divinity, love and holiness, thus affording our
redemption. And the basis of it all is God's love: ''Loving-
kindness and truth have met together;/ Righteousness and peace
have kissed each othef.” (Ps. 85:10) Man can be saved, to
worship God through his Saviour, because the holy God is his
redeemer, "And'", as Isaiah puts it, "your Redeemer is the

Holy One of Israel, Who is called the God of all the earth."
(Is. 54:5). Worship begins, then with God's grace. We
receive his forgiveness on the basis of Christ's sacrifice

for us, and God 's promise to honour and accept it. And we
must ask his grace even to come and praise him: 'O Lord,

open thou our lips. And our mouth shall show forth thy
praise."56 We presume upon his faithfulness whenever we come
"unto the throne of heavenly grace”.57 '"We do not presume to
come ... trusting in our own righteousness, but in thy manifold

and great mercies."

We come because he is ''the same Lord,
whose property is always to have merCy.”58 Our own pra&ers,
and that of the Church in her liturgy, are possible and right
because of the God who is '"Creator and Preserver of all
mankind" is "Most Gracious"; he is not only "Almighty God"
but "Father of all mercies". And we pray to him as our father
through Jesus Christ his son, '"our most blessed Lord and
Saviour”,59 who has made us sons of God.

The Lord's Prayer, in which we address God as '"Our Father",
the modern Communion Service reminds us, "as our Saviour
tavught us’, 60 and as he has made possible, is part of every

liturgical service. Our participation in redemption is

dramatized as we speak the words of the children of God that
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we have become through our faith in Christ. Peter says:

"you once were not a people, but now you are the people of
God; you had not received mercy, but now you have received
mercy." (1 Peter 2:10) Paul's words are similar: '"now in
Christ Jesus you who formerly were far off have been brought
near by the blood of Christ. For he himself is our peace ..."
(Eph. 2:13,14). The Lord's Prayer embodies the most compact
form of the liturgical expression of the reality of redemption.
Affirmation of God not only as sovereign Lord and creator but
as Father resolves the dichotomy between man and the world in
a relationship of love. The forgiveness that distinguishes
the relationships of Christians gives present reality to the
redemption that has been effected by the participation of

God with men. Participation in the drama has made sons of
those who were spectators.

The Church attempts to make present the reality of
redemption through the liturgy. Speaking the words of
redemption to the rhythm of creation and life she encourages
participation in the drama of redemption, directing her
people to the creator who is also redeemer. Written into
the very contract of creation, essential to the very makings
of the earth, is his promise,

While the earth remains,
Seedtime and harvest,
And cold and heat,
And summer and winter,
And day and night
Shall not cease.
(Genesis 8:22)
Recognition of this covenant is recognition of the sanctity of

life. 1Implicit in it is the recognition of the worthiness of

its creator - the starting point for the worship of the Church,
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even as it was for primitive man. Through its worship and
its liturgy the Church hopes to evoke the recognition of the
One with whose blood the covenant is sealed, he who is the
beginning and the end, the root and the offspring, Creator
and Redeemer.

As we shall see,.Eliot's drama seeks to imitate the
liturgy in this, by illumination of the continuity between
pre-Christian and Christian understanding, and that between
liturgy and drama and life. In his plays we shall trace his
development towards an understanding of the basis of this
continuity in the affirmation and redemption of life that is
effected in Christ's Incarnation, his death and resurrection,
the event around which the liturgical drama turns.

The continuity with the past and with pre-Christian
worship conveys the triumph of life and the sovereignty of
God the life-giver. At the same time it provides a framework
for the profound and absolute discontinuity that is declared
in the uniqueness of the Incarnation of Christ. This is
something utterly new, though foretold and adumbrated through
history and creation. This is something that changes the
world such that it is never the same again, though to all
appearances it goes on as before. The Eucharist, in which
is concentrated the whole drama of redemption that the
Incarnation begins, is the focal point of this 'newness'" in
the Christian liturgy. It is the act to which all other
liturgical acts point and from which they derive their
meaning .

It will already be clear that the liturgy is not a
series of words and actions which are deemed meaningful in

themselves or by virtue of a magical accruing of meaning by
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repetition. It is meaningful, ultimately, because it is
built around the Eucharist which originates in our Lord's
last supper and his express command to "Do this'" in
remembrance of him. As his was the original action that
symbolized and interpreted the ultimate action of his
sacrifice, so the Churéh in the Eucharist symbolically
reenacts and reinterprets that sacrifice. The Eucharist
.interprets the liturgy, explaining how the triumph of life
and the sovereignty of God which is her theme are accomplished.
The creator of the world becomeé its redeemer and the rhythm
of 1life and death is shown to be resolved in his death and
life. The Eucharist recalls the particular moment at which
the drama of creation that the liturgy represents was
invested with a particular and totally new meaning and
significance. It identifies the spirit of life that infuses
the liturgy as the spirit of Christ. The Euéharist gives a
particular and universal interpretation to the sacrifice of
Christ, and thereby to the mystery of life and death.

If the words and actions of the liturgy have an inherent
meaning it is because at a particular moment, recalled in the
Eucharist, Christ broke through the cycle of 1life and death
and endowed them with a particular meaning. He gave back to
creation the meaning that had been lost to it, taking the
responsibility for all of life through the loss of his own.
If the words and actions of the liturgy are being realized
in their repetition it is because the sacrifice of Christ
realized them once and for all. The dynamic of transformation
and conformation is progressive and directed because it began

at that moment and is moving towards a particular and universal
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end: the reflection of his image in a redeemed creation.
As Dix says:
the purpose of God in man's creation to His

glory is fulfilled in the eucharist ... in which

the defiled 'image of God' is restored in men by

the reception afresh of the one archetypal image,

and mankind renewed and 'gathered into one' is

presented to the Father 'in Christ' as the 'one

new man', His recovered 'son'. 61

The Eucharist is dramatic not for spectators but for
participants. The passion of Christ which it evokes
symbolically remains a drama in which he is the only partici-
pant. The Eucharist action, oﬁ the other hand, is not a drama
at all, in that there are no spectators. Everyone is an
actor in the drama, or he is excluded from the reality of the
action. When Eliot says that '"the consummation of the drama

the perfect and ideal drama, is to be found in the ceremony
of the Mass”62 he is commenting upon the curious relationship
that exists between life and drama. As Aristotle identified
drama, so could the Eucharist be described as '"the imitation
of an action". It is at the borderland where life and drama
interpenetrate that liturgy finds itself. The Mass transcends
drama because of the ingredient of life which makes it
distinct from art. In the Mass:the action which is imitated
is an ongoing action, which is itself the imitation of a
completed action. It is the quintessential liturgical act,
in which life and art are most fully themselves, and come
closest to transcending themselves. The Mass is the con-
summation of the dramatic impulse which 'springs from
religious liturgy".6

Worship and drama are both responses to the realization of

the self as subject and object, spectator and participant. Any
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action requires a degree of integration of these two. The
Passion of Christ required their complete integration: the
subject of creation became its object; the ultimate
spectator of the drama became its partiecipant. The Mass,
then, is "the perfect and ideal drama' because it imitates
the only perfect actibn. The transference of roles is
recalled in each performance when man, who is always
fundamentally the object in his relationship with God, and
always participant in the drama of creation, is involved in
the re-presentation of the drama at which he is subject and
spectator and God himself is acted upon in man's stead.
Christ stood in man's place and made to God "a full, perfect,
and sufficient sacrifice, oblation, and satisfaction, for the
sins of the whole world.”64 In the Mass, man participates in
the dramatization of the action which he can only watch, that
of his own redemption. Yet, it is the nature of this
participation which is most revealing. He participates only
as he acknowledges that he cannot act for himself but must
allow the Actor to represent him. Thus spectator and
participant, subject and object, are reconciled and the
worshipper is integrated into the action of Christ.
Participation in the Mass is of a unique character, of
which dramatic art can offer only a "humble shadow or
analogy”.65 The categorical distinction between God and man
is such that in this divine drama he is the only Actor. Man
can only dramatize the dramatization of his action: such is
his reality in comparison with the reality of God. God acts;
man imitates the dramatization of the action. At the same
time the dramatization offers an image of the means through

which Christians participate in the inimitable action.
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Participation in the Eucharist is unique in that by faith,
union with Christ has been achieved, and the Eucharist re-
enacts this participation of human with divine that Christ's
Incarnation and redemption accomplished. It also dramatizes
the way by which Christians participate in Christ's sacrifice,
in death of self in lbve. Thus the Eucharist is the imitation
of the original action even in its creation of faith. This is
dramatized in the Eucharist when participants offer themselves
to God, thus making their own 'sacrifice of praise and
thanksgiving".66

The Mass can be seen as the consummation of the drama in
the sense that it dramatizes an action into which all creation
is gathered to be redeemed. When Eliot calls it "a small
drama, having all the unities",67 part of his meaning is
perhaps to be found in the fact that the Mass recollects the
event into which all times, all places, all actions, all
sentiments,; all creatures were absorbed. The Father sent the
Son, Paul says, 'to reconcile all things to Himself." (Col.
2:20) It is, however, the dramatization of that event to
which he refers. The unities are the conventional unities
of time, place and action or sentiment, which are fundamental
enough to him to be regarded as "laws of nature', and united
enough to be '"three aspects of one law", working together
for a single effect.68 At one level there is obvious unity
of time, place and action in the Mass in that it dramatizes
an event which occurred on a particular night in a particular
location for a particular purpose. However, because this
event interprets another event and therefore refers beyond
itself, there is inhérent in it the violation of the unities

of time and place. In a single action, the Eucharist
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dramatizes an action and also its interpretation and thus
transcends the bounds of time and space. In the Eucharist,
" the Church recalls an event which had not yet happened; she
reenacts symbolically an action which was at its enaction yet
a promise. It therefore contains the past, present and future
in a curious imitatioﬁ of the action itself. It offers an
image of the faith that believes the promise of a kingdom
which is at once present and yet tb come. The command to
'"Do this'" in remembrance of an action which had not yet
happened not only violates the'unities of time and place but
dissolves time and space as we know them. It focusses all
time and space on the single unrepeatable action that happened
once and for all, and it expands the action until it contains
all time and space and the ongoing process of creation. The
Mass dramatizes at once the obedience to the command and the
perpetuation of the command. It interprets the action as at
once unique and universal, completed and unending. The
Eucharist, Dix says, reflects the '"'once-for-all' quality in
consequence of which there is (paradoxically) something new
but permanent in eternity, just as there is something new but
enduring in time." It is ''the supreme expression" of what he
calls '"this double and mutual repercussion of time and
eternity upon each other in that act of God which is the
redemption of the world by Jesus of Nazareth.”69
In a2 sense, time and space are undone in order that the
action might be complete. Dramatically speaking, the
violation of the unities of time and place in the performance
of the Mass furthers the unity of action or sentiment and
thereby the unity of the Play as a whole. The unity of

sentiment is achieved in the Mass through its dramatization
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of a concentrated experience of life, death and resurrection.
As such it expresses all the joy of life and the sorrow of
death. Because of the peculiar sense in which it recalls an
event which has yet to happen, it dramatizes life and death
and resurrection simultaneously, thus imitating the absorption
of death into 1life and the unity of creation and redemption
which the coming of Christ effects. "For in Him all things
were created ... in Him all things'hold together"”; "In Him
we have redemption through His blood." (Col. 1:16,17; Eph.
1:7)

Eliot takes his description of the achievement of the
unity of action from Butcher's edition of the Poetics:

First, in the causal connection that binds

together the several parts of a play - the

thoughts, the emotions, the decisions of the

will, the external events being inextricably

interwoven. Secondly, in the fact that the

whole series of events, with all the moral

forces that are brought into collision, are

directed to a single end. The action as it

advances converges on a definite point. The

thread of purpose running through it becomes

more marked. All minor effects are sub-

ordinated to the sense of an ever-growing

unity . The end is linked to the beginning

with inevitable certainty, and in the end we

discern the meaning of the whole. 70
On the basis of this standard, the Mass can be seen to be
"the perfect and ideal drama'". The liturgy provides the
program of "external events'" and correlating words through
which the thoughts, emotions, and wills of the people are
bound up with the action. Its structure draws them into
concentration on the action and participation in it. The
offering and consecration of the bread that is broken and

the wine that is poured out are the actions that converge

on the 'definite point" of Christ's death. The '"single end"
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to which all the events and moral. forces are directed is
achieved when they are received as Christ's body and blood.
This is the climax of the action to which all preceding
actions lead and from which all succeeding actions flow.
This is the purpose for which the drama is performed.
Because, however, its.purpose is to recollect what is itself
a recollection and interpretation, it is not to be contained
in itself, but to point outside itself. Its purpose is to
evoke the meaning of the action that it remembers. Because
it dramatizes a command to repéat its own action, the Mass
at the same time fulfills its purpose in obedience to the
command and in the perpetuation of the command. This unique
concentration of action with inherent interpretation and
perpetuation lends the Mass the intensity which is crucial
to drama as Eliot sees it.71

One purpose of the Mass is the actualization of redemption
in the hearts of worshippers: +the drama is performed in order
that the spectators might participate, as we have seen. Thus
each person is himself the theatre wherein 'The end is linked
to the beginning" of the Drama. Perception of the unity and
the meaning of the drama is uniquely dependent upon his
participation: it is only as it is realized in his experience
that it is understood. 'The meaning of the whole'" that it
evokes must be interpreted by his faith. In ''the prayer of
humble access'" we ask our Lord that we may so 'eat the
flesh of thy dear Son Jesus Christ, and to drink his blood,
that our sinful bodies may be made clean by his body, and
our souls washed through his most precious blood, and that

. . . 72
we may evermore dwell in him, and he in us."
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The unity of the Mass is furthered at an individual
level as each person is united with Christ and at a corporate
level as believers are knit together by a single action to
form his body. 'The Church is in the sight of God the Body
of Christ; at the eucharist and by the eucharist for a
moment it truly fulfils this, its eternal being; it becomes
what it is.”73 As they act together, believers are acted
upon to become God's kingdom come. The purpose of Christ's
action is realized in the Eucharist as participants unite to
become the new humanity for whose creation he died and rose
again. 'Though we are many we are one body," as the modern
Communion Service has it, 'because we all share in one bread.”74
(1 Cor. 10:17)

As the disciples on the road to Emmaus 'recognized him"
as the crucified and risen Lord when he broke bread for them,
so the Church recognizes the living presence of the Lord in a
unique sense in the Eucharist. Because he incorporates into
his body everyone who participates in his sacrifice, the
Mass is the celebration of the Church of all the ages. The
historical reality of Jesus implies a particular beginning
and a continuity which the present Church manifests. His
metahistorical reality implies existence beyond the historical
Church, "the blessed company of all faithful people”, and
indeed beyond history and time itself, in the '"everlasting
kingdom".75 The dramatic unity and intensity of the Mass is
heightened, then, as it is seen to involve the participation
of the whole Church, in a single and comprehensive action.

It is the drama of all who have ever done this in remembrance

of him, as well as all who have ever obeyed God's command, by

faith believing his promise.
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The unity of the Mass fosters and is fostered by the
existence of a set of symbols and concepts to which meaning
is ascribed. These also serve to unite the Mass to the rest
of the liturgy and help to locate them in wider contexts of
worship and of humanity. This can be illustrated using the
symbols which are cenfral to the Eucharist, the bread and the
wine. These were invested with a particular meaning and
significance by Christ at the Last‘Supper. Rather than being
static or abstract, however, it is the nature of symbols and of
the life of Christ that their meaning and significance, though
fixed and complete in themselves, continue to be apprehended
in new and fresh ways. At the same time, as the bread and
wine are met in other liturgical contexts, there occurs a
mutual enriching of the symbols and the settings in which
they figure. When we read, for example, of the feeding of
the five thousand or the changing of water into wine, we
bring to that story and take from it a deeper meaning than
the mere words can express because of our experience of the
bread and wine.

Through the consecreation of elements which are meat and
drink the Eucharist is translated by the bread and wine into
the larger context of communal worship, in which the sacred
meal has been since primitive times central to society, as
the expression of dependence upon one another and upon the
earth. "It is in the sacred meal that man sees the sacred-
ness of 1life, dependent upon one who is almighty and all
good ... To recognize the sacredness of a meal as being the
highest form of human activity is to recognize man's total
dependence, both for his creation and continued existence,

upon a God who is at the same time apprehended as the one
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who possesses the fulness of life.”75 The Jewish Passover
meal was such a meal and when Jesus blessed the bread and
wine at the Last Supper he was acknowledging and thanking the
creator in the customary way. The symbols of bread and wine
carry with them all this significance and meaning as well.

It is to this that Chfist adds the radical interpretation

to be read into their subsequent use, that of their
representation of his body and blood.

Moreover, the bread and wine tie the Eucharist firmly
into the most fundamental and yet ordinary aspects of human
life. They represent eating and drinking, always the
expression of communal fellowship and good cheer, of sharing
a meal on the basis of the congenial acceptance upon which
Society is built. More fundamental still is their
representation of food and drink, and thus of life itself:
"as our bodies are by the Bread and Wine'", so '"our souls by
the Body and Blood of Christ'" receive "the strengthening and
refreéhing" that we need.77

When Jesus used bread and wine to interpret his forth-
coming sacrifice, he drew upon all that was implied in them
and added new implications. 1In affirming and éndorsing
these elements, with their accumulated implications, as good
gifts from God, he was signifying the continuity between his
action of redemption and God's actions in creation and
history. These 'wholly earthly elements'" re-present 'that
return of the eternal within the temporal"78 which is Christ
Incarnate. His consecration of them establishes
the continuity between his action of redemption and God's

actions in creation and history. It also establishes
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the value of man as God's creature, and of creation itself,
awaiting redemption. The affirmation of the symbols of bread and
wine affirms the essentially historical and creational
character of redemption. At the same time with the infusion
of new meaning as his body and blood, Christ is redeeming the
created order and estéblishing the basis for its redemption in
his Incarnation and death and resurrection. In this is
represented a picture of the Incarnation. As Eliot describes
it: 'The hint half guessed, the gift half understood, is
Incarnation."79 In its continuity with pre~Christian ritual
patterns, the liturgy affirms life itself, on the basis of the
redemption in Christ. And in its transformation and reinter-
pretation of existing patterns it fulfills the promise that is
inherent in them, as the one who keeps the promise is
identified as the one who made it. The 1liturgy gathers into
itself all pre-Christian patterns of worship, images, rituals,
symbols, and myths, to be redeemed. As C. S. lewis says:

Incarnation transcends myth. The heart of

Christianity is a myth which is also a fact.

The old myth of the Dying God, without ceasing

to be myth, comes down from the heaven of

legend and imagination to the earth of history.

It happens - at a particular date, in a
particular place, followed by definite

historical consequences ... By becoming fact
it does not cease to be myth: that is the
miracle. 80

The advent of Christ Incarnate into the midst of history
and into the midst of life finds a parallel in his advent in
the life of every believer, whether this is discernible in
terms of chronology or not. Once and for all and continuously,
he is breaking into the midst of things. In various ways
Christians discover and explore the implications of his coming.

In a sense they continuously reorient their lives according
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to this Incarnational focus, as the reality of Christ is
projected backward into their past and forward into their
future, as well as into the present circumstances of their
living and being. The light of Christ shines into each
individual world just as it came into the whole world,
illuminating the latenf meaning of each life, even as it
illuminates that of creation and history. Eliot's plays
reflect the way in which the searching light of Christ

illuminates the meaning of redemption for him.

With this sketch of the Christian liturgy and of the
relationship .between liturgy and drama as our background, we
can explore briefly Eliot's understanding of liturgy in
relation to drama, and its development towards an understanding
of his drama and of himself in relatioh to the Incarnation of
Christ. This will provide the context for our study of his
four plays for secular theatre.

Eliot's interest in lifungy develops out of the quest
for order and the belief in religion that are for him bound
up together and bound up with 1life itself. '"The Wasteland"
of 1922 expresses his sense of the need for a personal,
social and cosmic order. In the following year he praises
Joyce's Ulysses and endorses the mythical method as "a way
of controlling, of ordering, or giving a shape and a
significance to the immense panorama of futility and anarchy
which is contemporary history."81

He had long been interested in primitive myth and ritual

82

and the phenomenon of religion itself and, also in 1923,

he writes of the fundamental connection between ritual and
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drama, suggesting rhythm as primary and ritual actions as
prior to the reasons for them, though only perpetuated as
meaning is accorded. In this essay, 'The Beating of a Drum",
drama is proposed as beginning with movement in rhythm: 'The
drama was originally ritual; and ritual, consisting of a set
of repeated movements, is essentially a dance.”" When he goes
on to say that we retain the reasons 'but we have lost the
drum",83 the very primitive sense of order that he desires
for the stage is evident. In 1922 he had written in The
Criterion a tribute to Massine, whose "inhuman, impersonal,
abstract'" quality of acting with 'the abstract gesture
which symbolizes emotion'" rather than expressing it, points
the way for 'the future stage'". A contemporary ritual drama
is his goal for the theatre:
The realism of the ordinary stage is something

to which we can no longer respond, because to us

it is no longer realistic. We know that the

gesture of daily existence is inadequate for the

stage; 1instead of pretending that the stage

gesture is a copy of reality, let us adopt a

literal untruth, a thoroughgoing convention, a

ritual. For the stage — not only in its

realistic origins, but always - is a ritual,

and the failure of the contemporary stage to

satisfy the craving for ritual is one of the

reasons why it is not a living art. 84

In all these the poet who sacrifices emotion for the
sake of order, through what he has called the ”impersonality”85
of the artist, is recognizable. Impersonality is also a
quality that he identifies in an essay of 1924 as essential
to the action of a 'strict form of drama"86 that he envisions.
And it is in looking briefly at some of his dramatic criticism
that the struggle in which he was engaged can be identified as

very deep and intense indeed. It is in its attempt to imitate

life that provokes Eliot's attraction to and repulsion from
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dramatic art, and in his dramatic criticism of this period

an ambivalence to life itself is exposed. 1In 1919 the
language of his essay 'Ben Jonson'" expresses the dilemma.
"The creation of a work of art, we will say the creation of

a character in a drama,'" he says, 'consists in the process of
transfusion of the pefsonality or, in a deeper sense, the
life of the author into the character." His discussion of
Jonson's creation of characters by'simplification heightens

the mildly shocking effect of this analogy. Its elements

include 'reduction of detail ... seizing of aspects relevant
to the relief of an emotional impulse ... making the character
conform ...", all summed up in "stripping".87 A more

appropriate model than transfusion would surely be birth or
conception, where the violence of life is part of a natural
process and results in the birth and growth of a new creature.
Other essays further the impression of ambivalence. 1In
1920 he says that characters need not be 'true to life'" and in
the same essay that "... the typical figure in a drama is
always particularized - an individual";88 in 1924 he recognizes
"actual life" as the material for drama, from which an

abstraction is constructed;89 by 1930 he is saying 'characters

should be real in relation to our own life, certainly .”.90
Perhaps the most telling sentence of these essays is found in
"Four Elizabethan Dramatists'" (1924), where he roundly
declares his objection to interpretation: 'performance of

a play", he says, '"is an alteration or interruption' of the
"direct relationship between the work of art andvmyself”.91
This is reminiscent of an essay in 1920 in which he had

confessed that '"refined a’utomatons"g2 would be required for

the poetic drama he envisioned.



_39_

On the one hand it is an objection to any interpretation
but his own that these reflect, but in a deeper sense it is
an aversion to the incarnational principle that is fundamental
to drama: without interpretation, without translation of the
words on a page to action on the stage, performed by flesh and
blood actors, there is no drama. What Eliot would obstruct is
the life process by which the play is recreated as life and
the spectator is recreated as participant. He abhors the
medium of particular concrete individual humans, by which the
word is bodied forth. At the root of his ambivalence towards
drama, then, is a fear of nature and of 1life in its actuality.

Deeper still is a fear of death. 1In The Use of Poetry and the

Use of Criticism (1933) he speaks wryly of the poet's task as

"turning blood into ink”.93 Transfusion is an image which
suggests one way that he can cope with this and survive. But
what is required, as he ultimately understands, is not a
transfusion but the death of the creator for the sake of the
new life of his creation. It is this that is accomplished in
the release of the work of art for performance and interpret-
ation, as the dramatist relinquishes his own authority over
the material and frees the work to be interpreted again and
again. It is the risk that this entails, the risk of its
being misunderstood and lost, that constitutes real death

of his own pride and his own self. 1In giving his dramatic
creation life he loses his own individual life and partakes
with creation and audience in a new corporate life. This
involves faith, humility and love and will be seen as
analogous to the challenge that the Incarnation of Christ
presents to Eliot at a spiritual level. The struggle that

is apparent here is resolved painstakingly and through the
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"faith" in the Incarnation that leads him into drama and into
Christianity. His development in the two areas is concurrent
and integrated, as we shall see, as the difficulties and
solutions for both are found to be related.

Even in 1923 Eliot's instinctive sympathy with the 1life
in art that is represénted in participation of the artist with
his audience augures well for the desire for life that is
stronger than fear. That is when Marie Lloyd's death finds
him praising the very personal artistry of the music-hall
comedienne, whose unigqueness ldy "in giving expression to the
life of that audience ... in expressing the soul of the
people." She not only, he says, made them happy, but also
represented a "moral superiority" that consisted in '"her
understanding of the people and sympathy with them, and the
people's recognition of the fact that she embodied the virtues
which they genuinely most respected in private life ..."94

The dilemma which will be seen to be fundamental to
Eliot's dramatic and theological development is nicely
caught in these statements from 1922-3, which predate any
public venture into the theatre or the Church. On the one
hand he recognizes 'that collaboration of the audience with
the artist which is necessary in all art and most obviously
in dramatic art." And the working man who when he '"joined in
the chorus" at the music-hall was 'himself performing part of
the act”95 is following his primitive ancestors who danced to
the beating of a drum. At the same time, perhaps simply in
relegating such participation to primitive culture and 'the
people" - from both of which he is separate - and in taking
refuge in the "inhuman, impersonal, abstract' emotion  and

order, he is confessing the aversion to human personal
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concrete particularity that is a stumbling block to his
experience of drama and Christian faith. Drama is dis-
tinguished among the arts and Christianity is distinguished
among religions for just such incarnational reality.

Since it is the relationship between his faith and his
work, and specifically his dramatic work, rather than his
faith as such that is the subject of our study, we confine
ourselves to highlighting significant pointers to the nature
of that relationship.96 It is important to note that Eliot's
religious background was essentially an ethically based rather
than doctrinally or spiritually based one, and that the
doctrinal deficiency, from a Christian point of view, of his
Unitarian heritage could be summed up in its lack of belief in
Christ and the Incarnation. As he later describes himself, he
combined '"a Catholic cast of mind, a Calvinistic heritage, and
a Puritanical temperament."97 The difference emerges in the
Christian's acknowledgement of the sin that categorically
separates himself and God, a separation only reconciled in the
Incarnation. Eliot's understanding of the feature dis-
tinguishing his Unitarian Puritan heritage from the Christian
heritage finds expression on a scrap of paper from 1923 or
1924:

There are only 2 things - Puritanism and

Catholicism. You are one or the other. You

either believe in the reality of sin or you

don't - that is the important moral distinction

- not whether you are good or bad. Puritanism

does not believe in sin: it merely believes

that certain things must not be done. 98
The other side of the Christian understanding of sin, of
course, is the understanding of grace that is given shape in

Christ's Incarnation, as he ultimately understands.

In 1926, when Eliot is still publicly outside the



_42_

Christian fold, we find him writing of Lancelot Andrewes and
his Nativity Sermons. The seventeenth century Divine spells
out in rich and lucid terms and tones the nature and meaning
of the Incarnation, with an intellectual and aesthetic and

spiritual vigour and depth that charmed Eliot, whose heritage

was '"empty of beauty".99 Eliot bears witness to the fact that

"Phrases such as 'Christ is no wild-cat ...' or 'the word

within a word, unable to speak a word', do not desert us .”100
in the phrases of his own "Gerontion" which echo those of the
Elizabethan preacher. That Eliot became "saturated ... in his
prose"101 is evident in the echoes of Andrewes with which

"Journey of the Magi'" opens. The poem is written in the year
that marked Eliot's choice of the way of journeying that
Andrewes had described so compellingly for him.

1927 finds Eliot not only becoming a British citizen
and a member of the Church of England102 but also producing

the second 'Fragment" of Sweeney Agonistes, his first dramatic

endeavour. The convergence of his interest in order, in
religion and in drama, always in evidence, is pronounced
concisely in this. These interests continue to develop
concurrently. He is provided with a new basis for their
development, individually and together, in the Christian
myth which he comes to believe as the true myth of God
Incarnate. The story of Christ wins his allegiance,
offering him the order for which he hungers, an order that
is fixed and eternal and a myth that is sufficient to embrace
and express the entire story of mankind. It also offers him
the means to resolve the ambivalence that is fundamental to
his response to drama and to life. And in his entrance into

the Christian Church, and his concurrent entrance into the
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theatre, his will to overcome the fear that stalks his
personal and dramatic quest through faith and love is
signalled. The Incarnation is the Christian answer to the
duality between the human and divine realities, as it proclaims
in the particular concrete historical personal human substance
of one man the redemption of flesh and of time and of life
itself. It is some time before Eliot comes to feel the truth
of the doctrine which his mind accepts in becoming a member of
the Church. His resistance to the Incarnation in all its
particularity and flesh and blood is the theological equivalent
of the stumbling block that we have identified as fatal to his
dramatic impulse.

For a time liturgy itself provides a measure of satis-
faction. At this time the distinguishing feature of liturgy
for him is form rather than that "participation'" which, on the
basis of the Incarnation, distinguishes liturgy which is
Christian. Integral to his growth as a dramatist and his
growth as a Christian is his sense of order. The three come
together, in 1926, in the word "liturgy'" which appears as the

antithesis of realism in an essay on dramatic form that

introduces his mother's dramatic poem, Savonarola. In his
description here of the play which '"like a religious service,
should be a stimulant to make life tolerable and augment our
ability to live”,103 and in his reiteration of the primacy of
rite over its interpretation and meaning (although, without
the meaning, the acts would cease, he says), the formal and
intellectual quality of his sense of faith, which suggests
an interest in religion per se, and a like quality in his sense

of drama, are apparent.




- 44 -

This impression is heightened if the words of 'The
Journey of the Magi'", written also in this year of commitments,
can be taken to reflect the author's journey to faith.

A cold coming we had of it,
Just the worst time of year
For a journey, and such a long journey:
The ways deep.and the weather sharp,
The very dead of winter
The lingering questions of the convert sound in the Magi's
ambivalence:
I would do it again, but set down
This set down .
This: were we led all that way for
Birth or death? 104

For his first venture into theatre, Eliot looks for modéls
to ritual dfama, in which the primal connection between liturgy
and drama is assumed.lo5 It supplies the basic structure,
themes and imagery for his plays, and the development of his
understanding of redemption is reflected in the process by
which these structures are redeemed. The music-hall is as
significant an influence in this first dramatic effort, and
this combination of ritual and music-hall nicely captures the
two aspects of art and life - represented in form and
participation - that he is seeking to reconcile. The
Fragments of a Prologue and an Agon, produced in this year
and the next, sound in their pounding rhythms the Magi's
sense of the indistinguishability of life and death, and the
horror of both, as well as the recurrent abhorrence of the
flesh,lo6 and a sense of the impervious power of time and
the bondage of mortality. Sweeney's words are grim:

Birth, and copulation and death.

That's all, that's all, that's all, that's all.
Birth, and copulation, and death.
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Death or life or life or death

Death is life and life is death

I gotta use words when I talk to you

But if you understand or if you don't

That 's nothing to me and nothing to you

We all gotta do what we gotta do ... 107
Hardly the joy of the new convert to Christ, but rather a
lingering agony which finds consolation in the sheer rhythm of
life, is echoed here, underneath the grim determination to
live by the truth, however stark and however costly it may be.

On his journey towards spiritual peace, Eliot takes a
significant step several months after his Baptism and
Confirmation into the Church of England, in March, 1928,
when he makes his first formal Confession and is freed from a
haunting sehse of guilt. He writes to a friend "of his
extraordinary sense of surrender and gain, as if he had
finally crossed a very wide, deep river, never to return."lo8
In each play people are released from spiritual bondage through
the ministry of another person, a secular equivalent of a
Confessor, who hears their confession. The development of
this concept of sin, of confession, of forgiveness, and
ultimately of grace, will be traced through the plays, as
Eliot gradually realizes the implications of redemption, in
the establishment of the sense of peace and freedom that
comes with forgiveness.

Also in 1928 liturgy is again a focus in the 'Dialogue
on Dramatic Poetry'" in which the dilemma that we have
identified is focussed, as participation is seen as the
feature distinguishing drama and religious liturgy. One of
the speakers offers the Mass as 'the consummation of the

drama, the perfect and ideal drama ... having all the

unities" and the Church year as representing 'the full drama
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of creation."109 It is here that we find argued that ''drama

springs from religious liturgy', contrary or at least
differing from earlier less dogmatic statements of the
association, although safely stated as one opinion in a
dialogue. And the liturgy, with music and ballet as aesthetic
expressions of it, is.again proposed as the model for modern
drama, in reaction to realism. But, though related, liturgy
and drama have between them, it is‘argued, a fundamental
"difference in attention'": '"A devout person in assisting at
Mass, ... is participating', while a theatre-goer is merely
"attending a drama'" as a spectator. Yet, though the dis-
tinction is .attempted, and our craving for religion is
proposed as distinct from our craving for drama, one operating
on a divine level and the other on a human level, both are
essential to our humanity. "And we crave some liturgy less
divine, something in respect of which we shall be more

w110 In this the divine

spectators and less participants.
and liturgical character of drama, compelling merely a less
intense participation than the divine liturgy of the Mass, is
affirmed, and the.distinction between liturgy and drama is
left to seem more of degree than of kind.111 Thus once
again the quality of participation emerges as germane to
liturgy and drama and the ambivalence of Eliot's response
to it is apparent.

Something of his struggle is expressed a year later in

"Second Thoughts about Humanism', in terms of a rift between

his intellect and his spirit. He writes:
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Most people suppose that some people, because
they enjoy the luxury of Christian sentiments
and the excitement of Christian ritual, swallow
or pretend to swallow incredible dogma. For
some the process is exactly opposite. Rational
assent may arrive late, intellectual conviction
may come slowly, but they come inevitably with-
out violence to honesty or nature. To put the
sentiments in order is a later, and an immensely
difficult task:. intellectual freedom is earlier
and easier than complete spiritual freedom. 112

Evident here is his recognition that Christian commitment
demands that the spectator become the participant. This essay
not only manifests the dualism of thought and feeling but
assumes "the dualism of man and nature" as a presupposition,
and only logical on the basis of a bhelief in the super-
natura1.113. "Ash Wednesday' (1930) records the agony of the

believer who has to supply his emotional response:

Consequently I rejoice, having to construct something
Upon which to rejoice. 114

The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism (1933) restates
the dualism, of the poet whose work expresses '"felt' beliefs
rather than "held" beliefs.''® When in 1935 we find Eliot
asserting that '"The common gfound between religion and
fiction is behaviour" and declaring his desire for "a
literature which should be unconsciously, rather than
deliberately and definitely, Christian ...'", an integration
is underway: he is in fact proposing the conversion of held
beliefs into felt beliefs, through an awareness of '"what we
are" and a striving towards ''what we ought to be".116 His
art is beginning to take its place in a broader scheme that

is ordered by his faith. By 1939, as he writes in the

Preface to The Idea of a Christian Society, he has come to

reject the dualism, the "possible separation of religious

feeling from religious thinking". The integral relationship
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between behaviour and belief that is a fundamental idea in
this book - 'behaviour is as potent to affect belief, as
belief to affect behaviour"117 - signifies the integration,

of thought and feeling, of word and work, of divine and human
realities, that is occurring in the heart of the artist. And
this integration, with the ascendance of Eliot the participant
over Eliot the spectator, is the fruit within his imagination
and perception of the Incarnation bf Christ which resolves the

duvalism, providing the basis for reconciliation.

The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism, though

positing the dualism, also suggests that all poets long for
the sort of -integration that Marie Lloyd had achieved, in
being a '"popular entertainer'" and an artist, as well as a
philosopher in the sense that her work reflected certain
beliefs. Implicit in his suggestion that 'The ideal medium
for poetry ..., and the most direct means of social

118 is the value of

'usefulness' for poetry, is the theatre"”
participation in art - to the artist, his work, and society.
Drama is thus a logical extension of this incarnational
understanding of art, but even more so of the Incarnational
understanding of Christianity.

In his 'Choruses from The Rock,' written in 1934, are
expressed his still halting commitment to the Incarnation.
This is reflected in his maintaining his stance as poet,
contributing to the theatre rather than fully participating
}n it. The words of the Choruses express the spiritual
counterpart. Still in rather abstract, inhuman, impersonal
terms, the Incarnation is affirmed as the central fact that

interprets all others and offers the meaning which links

feelings with beliefs, drum beats and ritual motions with



their reasons:
Then came, at a predetermined moment, a moment
in time and of time,
A moment not out of time, but in time, in what
we call history: transecting, bisecting
the world of time, a moment in time but not
like a moment of time,
A moment in time but time was made through
that moment: for without the meaning there
is no time, and that moment of time gave
the meaning.
Yet still the effect of the Incarnation is limited: it is
the "Word" that is spoken to those who are 'bestial
carnal, self-seeking ... selfish and purblind as ever before",
whose being is ''megative'; 'Yet always struggling, always
reaffirming, always resuming their march on the way that was

1it by the light;..."}1°

Though the basis for their
relationship is understood, the separation between human and
divine is still distinct. The "moment', the '"Word", the
"light" is not tasted, perhaps, but heard and seen, not so
much felt as held. The Word does not become flesh but speaks
to it.

The myth of Christianity is the myth of the Incarnation
of Christ, the Word of God made flesh to dwell among men, full
of grace and truth. And drama is the art that in a unique
sense reenacts the Incarnation, as actors being the words of
the dramatist to life, by word and action. That God has
revealed himself and that communication is possible are basic
presuppositions of the Incarnation and, in imitation of these,
the dramatist makes bold to reveal himself and communicate
with his audience ("I gotta use words when I talk to you'").
More than that, the participation of God with men in the

Incarnation of Christ signifies reconciliation, so that

different orders of existence - flesh and spirit, temporal
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and eternal, secular and sacred - are reconciled in God made
man. Thus the dilemma of the relationship between thought and
feeling is reconciled in the.wedding of grace and truth, and
the question of the use of art is resolved in the vocation of
service.

The Incarnation of Christ also signifies the establishment
of the relationéhip between God and man, on the basis of love,
and it sets up a dynamic of relatiénship between man and man
as well as between man and God. The dramatist imitates this
activity in attempting to establish a relationship with his
audience which generates relationships between actor and
actor and between actor and dramatist, with the added dimension
of the relationship between them and the audience. Christian
dramatists are thus afforded a unique advantage and charged
with a unique responsibility, in that the drama of the
Incarnation offers them a model and an impetus for the creation
of characters and relationships and situations.120 Given the
integral relationship of word, and works that is particularly
pronounced in drama and is, as we have seen, fundamental to
Eliot's sense of art, and faith, and life, his plays provide
an index of the development of his understanding and experience
of the Incarnation and its implications, in his art and life.
The nature of the Incarnational art of drama and of Christianity
is such that each of the plays not only expresses and depicts a
model of the Incarnation but is itself that model, in whatever
stage of development we find its creator to be.

Thus it is in the theatre that the reconciliation between
art and life is to occur for Eliot, as his poetry and his
belief and his humanity are integrated together. The structure

and the'language of the plays reflect its development. There
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is a "doubleness'" built into them that corresponds to the
duality that we have identified in Eliot's understanding,
emerging as a dichotomy between poetry and philosophy, art

and life, thought and feeling. 1In the plays it is a doubleness

consisting of the 'matural surface appearance"121

of ''daily

. w122 . . s
existence that is the stock-in-trade of realistic theatre,
and a deeper inner reality, understood as of essential and
significant reality. It reflects the duality of form and realism
and form and content. Again Eliot's antipathy towards ordinary
life and his refuge in an abstréct, impersonal, inhuman level at
which art may be seen as separate from and superior to life are
evident. But again, the movement into drama signifies a move-
ment towards the resolution of this dichotomy as well, and the
plays reflect the process by which the sense of "doubleness' is
integrated into a unified perception.

"Doubleness'" is a dramatic technique that corresponds to
the technique of dualism that is basic to Eliot's attempt to
perceive and demonstrate order,iﬁ life. It is an idea that
recurs in various guises throughout his dramatic criticism. 1In
1924 an essay on John Marston introduces the Elizabethan
dramatic technique in terms of doubleness:

It is possible that what distinguishes poetic

drama from prosaic drama is a kind of doubleness in

the action, as if it took place on two planes at

once ... In poetic drama, a certain apparent

irrelevance may be the sympton of this doubleness;

or the drama has an under-pattern, less manifest

than the theatrical one. We sometimes feel, in

following the words and behaviour of some of the

characters of Dostoevsky, that they are living at

once on the plane that we know and on some other

plane of reality from which we are shut out:

their behaviour does not seem crazy, but rather

in conformity with the laws of some world that we

cannot perceive ... In the work of a genius of a

lower order, such as that of the author of The
Revenger 's Tragedy, the characters themselves hardly
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attain this double reality; we are aware rather
of the author, operating perhaps not quite con-

sciously through them, and making use of them to
express something of which he himself may not be
quite conscious. 123

In 1944 he speaks of characters in similar terms. In the

Introduction to Bethell's Shakespeare and the Popular Dramatic

Tradition, he says that a verse play ''should remove the surface
of things, expose the underneath, or the inside, of the natural
surface appearance. It may allow the characters to behave
inconsistently, but only with respect to a deeper consistency.
It may use any device to show their real feelings and volitions,
instead of just what, in actual life, they would normally

.”.124 And in "The Need For

profess to be conscious of;
Poetic Drama'" (1936) he says, 'underneath the action, which
should be perfectly intelligible, there should be a musical

pattern which intensifies our excitement by reinforcing it
125

with feeling from a deeper and less articulate level." This
deeper level is seen in terms of the unconscious; its natural
language is poetry, with its model music; its action is ritual-

like, modelled after dance.
These comments flow out of the early understanding of

"John Marston', in which Eliot goes on to put the '"doubleness"

in a larger pevrspective. In discussing Sophonisba, he writes:

In spite of the tumultuousness of the action, and

the ferocity and horror of certain parts of the

play, there is an underlying serenity; and as we
familiarize ourselves with the play we perceive a
pattern behind the pattern into which the characters
deliberately involve themselves; the kind of pattern
which we perceive in our own lives only at rarxe
moments of inattention and detachment, drowsing in
sunlight. It is the pattern drawn by what the
ancient world called Fate; subtilized by Christianity
into mazes of delicate theology; and reduced again
by the modern world into crudities of psychological
or economic necessity. 126
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In "Poetry and Drama" (1951), he speaks of this '"pattern'" as
an "order', whiech it is the responsibility of the artist to
impose upon reality, in order that he might be '"thereby
eliciting some perception of an order in reality ,..“.127 1t
is this responsibility that the plays explore and the develop-
ment of his sense of this order that they reflect.

In "The Aims of Poetic Drama™ (1949) Eliot identifies

poetry as the language which opens up this multi-levelled

reality: "It is in fact the privilege of dramatic poetry', he
says, 'to be able to show us several planes of reality at
once."” It is the language which takes us beyond the surface

reality to '"the dignity of dance or liturgy, with a gaiety
which is in all great poetry, and the greater seriousness
behind the gaiety."128 As we have seen, music and dance
represent the closest approximation of the ideal form that
liturgy embodies for Eliot. They represent man's basic
response to life, that begins with rhythm. Poetry exists at
the "frontiers of consciousness beyond which words fail,
though meanings still exist",129 where dramatic poetry allows
us "at its moments of greatest intensity" to '"touch the border

of those feelings which only music can express.”lBo It opens

up for us the 'peculiar range of sensibility”131 that exceeds
the merely conscious and makes us aware of the ''pattern behind
the pattern" of which he speaks.

Poetry also offers an analogy to the balancing of form
and realism that the doubleness technigque is meant to
facilitate, in its balancing of form and content. It represents
form in a play and the process by which it is integrated into

the action reflects the integration of form into reality that

is Eliot's goal. It is ideally suited for this task as in
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itself it is constituted of just such a struggle to relate
form and content, or at another level its essence and its use.
This analogy is explored most fully in''The Music of Poetry"
in 1942, though the theme of music and dance, as symbolic of
the ideal wedding of form and content and form and freedonm,
runs through much of Eliot's work, creative and critica1.132
In 1927 Eliot had written: "Dramatic form may occur at
various points along a line the termini of which are liturgy

and realism .”}33

Liturgy is not art, but it serves to mark
for him the extremity beyond which form has exceeded the demands
of art. It is useful as an analogy to the ideal form that is
the opposite of realism. "In genuine drama', he continues,
"the form is determined by the point on the line at which a
tension between drama and realism takes place.'" Form at a given
time should "occur' at that point where the attraction of each
pole is the strongest, the point at which it is as realistic as
it can be without ceasing to be liturgical and as liturgical as
it can be without ceasing to pe realistic. The tension point
is determined by the needs and values of the age. Guidelines
are suggested in the 'Dialogue™: '"When the age has a set
religious practise and belief, then the drama can and should
tend towards realism; I say towards, I do not say arrive
at ... The more fluid, the more chaotic the religious and
ethical beliefs, the more the drama must tend in the direction
of liturgy. 134
Analogous to this criterion is the one set down in 'The
Music of Poetry'" to offer guidelines for the task of the poet,
as the needs of the age vary: '"At some periods', Eliot says,

"the task is to explore the musical possibilities of an

established convention of the relation of the idiom of verse
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to that of speech; at other periods, the task is to catch up
with the changes in colloquial speech, which are fundamentally

changes in thought and sensibility.“135

This too is a question
of form and freedom. What Eliot seeks, for poetry and for
drama, is a contemporary form, strict enough to allow flexibility
and the greatest freedom for the artist.136 The poem, or the
play, should 'occur'" at the tension point on the 1line between
convention and experimentation. The dramatist and the poet are
both charged to work towards creating a new sense of form where
there is none or to establish éxisting form, depending on the
needs of the period. If form is inherent in the art gnd
thought and sensibility of the day, the poet and the dramatist
should strive towards convention and realism; if there is no
established sense of form their task is to develop one, at the
expense of convention and realism. The current state is
indicated by the popularity of the ballet, the closest approx-
imation of pure form in the performing arts. In the modern age,
the dramatist's route is towards liturgy, while the poet's is
towards music. Liturgy marks the point at which drama ceases
to be drama, even as music marks the point at which poetry
ceases to be poetry. When there is music in our speech, poets
can begin to imitate speech in their verse; until then it is
their task to teach our speech to sing. Similarly, when there
is a sense of form in life, dramatists can begin to imitate
life in their plays; until then it is their task to teach us

a sense of form. 1In an age where form is to be pursued,

poetry will tend towards musical patterns and rhythms and

primordial imagery, drama will tend towards poetry and the

exploration of conventions and primordial myths and rituals.
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The integration of the use and essence of poetry, expressed

in The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism as art in the

service of humanity and best executed in the theatre, is
explored further'and put into a larger context in 1945 in 'The
Social Function of Poetry'". The function of poetry is, more
specifically and directly than for drama, to the language -
"first to preserve, and second to extend and improve'" = but

137

through the language to society. Although its primary

purpose is to give pleasure, our pleasure is in part a response
to being taught.138 The poet's task of opening up that deeper
level of reality is here understood as directed towards a
social purpose: "In expressing what other people feel he is
also changing the feeling by making it more conscious; he is
making people more aware of what they feel already, and there-
fore teaching them something about themselves."139 Poetry
"makes a difference to the speech, to the sensibility, to the

lives of all the members of a society ."140

and thus clearly
fosters the aims of art and lends itself to the uses of drama.
The development of Eliot's understanding of the task of the

poet continues throughout his career and is reflected in his

creative work. It is an explicit theme in Four Quartets, which

appear at intervals during the earlier days of his play writing.
This in itself is indicative of a movement towards the inte-
gration of art and life as well as poetry and drama. His first

complete play, Murder in the Cathedral (1935), sidesteps many

of the problems encountered in an attempt to integrate form and
actual life and art and life, simply in being a religious and
historical play and therefore separate from ordinary con-
temporary life.

In Murder in the Cathedral the liturgy is employed as
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Eliot 's model for the drama of Thomas a Becket's martyrdom to
produce a liturgical drama of power and beauty. The suitability
of liturgical words and actions and the language of poetry to
the subject helps to generate an intensity that contributes to
the unity and coherence of the play. And in its Christological
orientation the central feature of the liturgy is imitated.

The Incarnation is represented in the action of sacrifice and
redemption, but most cogently in the participation that 1links
the Chorus to the action, and the audience through them, and in
the participation that characterizes Thomas' final victory over
temptation. In that he triumphs over himself and the pride that
would allow him to maintain the stance of spectator of his
experience. In the humiliation that compels participation the
Incarnation is most faithfully represented. At another level
the Incarnation has not yet resolved the dualism between human
and divine realities, however, as the play, in its religious
and historical character is addressing a specific audience.

In stopping short of the secular and the contemporary world it
suggests that Eliot's conception of the Incarnation stopped
short of real life. Participation, which is the hallmark of
the Incarnational character of drama and liturgy, is still
confined to certain prescribed limits.

"Burnt Norton'" of 1936, the first of the Quartets, records
Eliot's deeper reconciliation with the limitations of humanness
in a tenative affirmation of the present, 'the enchainment of
past and future'", which protects from eternity , and the flesh,
which "Protects mankind from heaven and damnation'. The fact
that 'Human kind/Cannot bear very much reality'" and that "Only
through time is time conquered'" are truths which are reconciled

for him in the partibipation in them of Love itself, "Caught in
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the form of limitation/Between un-being and being". Although

"there is only the dance', in a kind of submission to an

"unheard ... unseen' order, the participation of Love itself
141

redeems humankind.

Our study begins with The Family Reunion of 1939, which, as

Eliot's first venture into the secular popular theatre, testifies
in its very existence to the development that has taken place
in his understanding of the Incarnation, both as a Christian and
as a dramatist. However, in its reflection of liturgy itself,
with a kind of superimposition of Christian ideas, it rep-
resents a dramatic model of a pre-Christian liturgy. And this
reflects Eliot's primitive understanding of drama's incarnation.
Christian ideas like reconciliation and redemption are spoken
of but not realized in particular concrete action: the Word
does not become flesh. 'Doubleness" reflects the reigning
dualism between various levels of reality and this is reflected
in the lack of viable relationships between the characters, as
well as between the rplay and,actual life. Participation, on
stage and in the audience, is precluded. Integration of art
and 1life, form and substance, the spiritual and the earthly,
does not occur.

Prevented by the war from writing another play, the next
three years find Eliot recording in the last three Quartets
the continuation of the spiritual journey towards understanding
of the Incarnation of Christ. Integrated with this is the
developing understanding of the poet, engaged in 'the
intolerable wrestle/With words and meanings'. The poet's on-
going struggle to relate form and content, to find the balance
between the use and the essence of poetry, is resolved, even

in its unending process, in the analogy he finds in the
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Incarnation of Christ. And it is only when '"The poetry does

not matter'", is forgotten, subordinated to something greater
than itself, that "every word is at home ... The complete
consort dancing together". Faith in the Incarnation teaches

him '"the wisdom of humility" and the power and primacy of love,
the way of "a lifetime's death in love" that he lives out
through his dramatic work. And 'the impossible union/Of spheres
of existence'" - of spirit and flesh, of eternity and time, of
life and death - is accomplished in the Incarnation,; '"The hint
half guessed, the gift half understood', the order now '"heard,
half-heard, .”}42

Four Quartets records the insight into art and 1life and

into their integral relationship that the forthcoming plays

seek to dramatize. Again, the incarnational nature of drama
makes demands on the artist that the poet is spared, and thus
the plays reflect an  experience and a reality that is struggling
to ascend to the heights that the words of the poetry describe.
The "impossible union" - of life and art, of ordinary life and
the aesthetic, spiritual essence - is only to be achieved at
great cost indeed.

In writing verse plays the poet is incorporating the task
of the poet into the larger task of the artist, while the
Christian poet is incorporating his task into the larger task
of the Christian artist. He is, as Eliot puts it in "Poetry

and Drama" (1951), 'deliberately writing verse for other voices"

and for an audience; '"the problem of communication presents
itself immediately'. 1In submitting his poetry to the "law of
dramatic relevance“,143 he is in a sense submitting it also to

the law of social relevance, offering himself to the service of

his fellonen in a more direct and deliberate sense than he does
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in the writing of poetry. The discovery of the relationship
between the human and the divine finds an analogy in the
relating of form and realism as well as form and content and

art and life. The plays seek to order life and to reflect it,
to reflect it as they order it; the poetry is integral to this,
designed to be poetry and to communicate, to communicate as it
is poetic.

The balance between the teacher and the poet is a delicate
one and Eliot's tendency to dogmatism must always be kept in
check, as we have noted. 1949 seems to have been a year when
his balancing of personal and artistic interests was a
particularly sound and fruitful one, as art was clearly sub-
ordinated to the greater good of life itself. Not only does

The Cocktail Party express a new freedom of life and faith,

but, in reflecting on that play, Eliot speaks of character as
predominant over Ideas, and thus invites his audience to
participate. His own freedom inspired his freeing of the play
to be interpreted and the audience to interpret.144 "The Aims

of Poetic Drama' incorporates other ideas we have cited but is

undergirded by the new focus that The Cocktail Party dramatizes.

It makes clear the shift away from liturgy as a general focus
to the particular focus of Christian liturgy. "What poetry
should do in the theatre', Eliot writes, "is a kind_of humble
shadow or analogy of the Incarnation, whereby the human is
taken up into the divine." Through the medium of verse, he
continues, '"For a moment life is elevated to the dignity of
dance or liturgy, with a gaiety which is in all great poetry,
and the greater seriousness behind the gaiety.”145 The

acceptance of the medium of incarnation = for faith and for

drama - is an affirmation of life itself, that is redeemed
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through the participation of Christ in it. The Incarnation is
affirmed as the medium through which the dignity and gaiety of
liturgy is achieved. Thus is life affirmed as the medium for
form, and its agent. Liturgy, and form, are perceived as a
result of submission to a larger order, rather than a means to
impose an order. The distinguishing feature of Christian
liturgy is no longer form but participation.

The Cocktail Party focuses on the Incarnation of Christ and

its implications and from that emerges a kind of secular
liturgy. Although the ”analogy" is still faulty, this play
reflects Eliot's attempt to achieve dramatic creation through
the medium of particular concrete action and through the
participation with one another of different orders - human and
divine, secular and sacred, past and present, temporal and
eternal. This facilitates the reconciliation and redemption
and relationship that the Incarnation of Christ effects. Along-
side the fresh insight offered in the "Aims'", however, is a
lingering problem that is manjfest in the limited power of the
play. The language of the essay reflects the extent to which
"held" belief is not yet '"felt'". Poetry, he says, is not the
means by which the audience is '"transported into an unaccustomed,
artificial world". Rather, '"their ordinary, sordid dreary world
is suddenly illuminated and transfigured.”146
"Poetry and Drama' appears two years later to sharpen and
heighten the problem even more. Although the change to "our
own" world might indicate some positive change, as Eliot
identifies himself with the audience, the world is still
"sordid, dreary daily'" and only '"suddenly illuminated and

transfigured”.14l Poetry had offered the dramatist the means

to preserve the distance between himself and "the people', his
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art from the taint of "actual life', his words from the
defilement of flesh.148 Through it he retained his spectatorial
stance. In the process by which the integration of his poetry
into his drama and his art into the rest of life occurs, is
fepresented Eliot's growth towards participation, and the inte-
gration of the artist and the man. In these essays on poetic
drama, however, the underlying dichotomy is still in glaring
evidence. The sudden illumination and transfiguration of drama
by poetry is a far cry from poetic drama, and that of 1life by
the Incarnation is as far from the reality of the Incarnation
of Christ. For the Christian understanding is that the human
is not taken. up into the divine occasionally or sporadically or
only as humanness is denied, but once and for all time and
completely. Human life and the world itself, in all its
ordinariness, is redeemed and sanctified, such that the extra-
ordinary is found in and among the ordinary.

Most striking in its absence in this second essay is any
mention of the Incarnation as a model for poetic drama. Some-
how the focus of the Incarnation as the key to embodying life
and spirit in flesh, and giving form to dramatic conception has
been lost and liturgy again emerges as primary. The apparent
loss of Incarnational focus occurs at a personal, spiritual
level, as is dramatized strikingly in the content of the next
play, and also at a corresponding dramatic level as the focus
on form amounts to its employment in the role of content, thus
betraying an underlying confusion. At both dramatic and
spiritual levels, Incarnation must be the means by which content
and 1life approach liturgy, as the "Aims'" had perceived. At the
same time, the Incarnation of Christ is not only the beginning

of 1ife and art, but is also their end: form and liturgy are
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not an end in themselves but point beyond themselves to the
essence of life with which they began, incarnate in Christ.
"In my beginning is my end ... In my end is my beginning"149
is the paradox with which the dramatist wrestles, as he seeks
to recreate life, out of life and through form, yet aiming not
at form but at life, compelled in a sense to trust that as he
focuses on life, form will emerge and point beyond itself.
There is a sense in which Eliot is not free to allow this
process until he has stopped reflecting upon it. The first
principle, dramatically and théologically, is faith and trust
in the inherent relationship between the divine and human, the
spirit and flesh, art and life.

Eliot's lack of this kind of faith is evident, and spoken
clearly in "Poetry and Drama', in his description of the
function of art. 'For it is ultimately the function of art,
in imposing a credible order upon ordinary, and thereby
eliciting some perception of an order in reality, to bring us
to a condition of serenity, stillness, and reconciliation; and
then leave us, as Virgil left Dante, to proceed toward a region

where that guide can avail us no farther.”lso

It is not in
imposing an order but in describing and believing in and

submitting to an order, however falteringly, that The Cocktail

Party and Four Quartets fulfill the function of art. The

"perfection of verse drama" that Eliot envisages is g mirage
an unattainable ideal"151 and in that lies the seeds of
its own demise. For the Incarnational principle does ﬁot work

in terms of unattainable ideals but in terms of ideals
becoming realized and reality being redeemed. Even to speak
in terms of ideals over against reality is a violation of the

Incarnation. 