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ABSTRACT 

Towards a "new k i n d of s u b l i m i t y " : 
L i t u r g y and I n c a r n a t i o n i n the D r a m a t i c Work 

of T. S. E l i o t 

M a r i l y n I r i s Orr 

T h i s t h e s i s examines T. S. E l i o t ' s l a s t f o u r p l a y s , 
w r i t t e n f o r s e c u l a r t h e a t r e w i t h a view t o t h e d r a m a t i z a t i o n 
of C h r i s t i a n t r u t h s . I t focusses on t h e l i t u r g y , which i s t h e 
Church's c o r p o r a t e d r a m a t i z a t i o n o f f a i t h i n w o r s h i p o f God; 
and t h e I n c a r n a t i o n , which i s t h e b a s i s f o r C h r i s t i a n f a i t h 
and l i t u r g y , and which p r o v i d e s t h e C h r i s t i a n d r a m a t i s t w i t h 
a model f o r b r i n g i n g words t o l i f e i n d r a m a t i c a c t i o n . 

The f i r s t c h a p t e r b e g i n s w i t h an i n t r o d u c t i o n t o t h e 
C h r i s t i a n l i t u r g y , and s p e c i f i c a l l y t h e l i t u r g y of t h e Church 
o f England which E l i o t j o i n e d i n 1927, and i t s r e l a t i o n s h i p 
t o drama. T h i s i s f o l l o w e d by an i n t r o d u c t i o n t o E l i o t i n 
terms of t h e development of h i s f a i t h , as t h i s i s r e f l e c t e d i n 
c r e a t i v e and c r i t i c a l works, w i t h a f o c u s on h i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g 
o f t h e l i t u r g y and t h e I n c a r n a t i o n . These p r o v i d e him w i t h a 
b a s i s f o r d r a m a t i c e f f o r t s , w i t h r e d e m p t i o n as h i s s u b j e c t . 

Each o f t h e f o u r c h a p t e r s t h a t f o l l o w d e a l s w i t h a 
p a r t i c u l a r p l a y i n t h i s l i g h t . The F a m i l y Reunion (1939) i s 
seen t o r e f l e c t a p r i m i t i v e u n d e r s t a n d i n g of t h e I n c a r n a t i o n 
and t h e l i t u r g y , which corresponds t o an undeveloped sense of 
drama. The C o c k t a i l P a r t y (1949) m a n i f e s t s a f o c u s on the 
I n c a r n a t i o n and Passion o f C h r i s t which r e s u l t s i n a more 
f u l l y c o n c e i v e d C h r i s t i a n u n d e r s t a n d i n g and a more f u l l y con
c e i v e d p l a y . The C o n f i d e n t i a l C l e r k (1953) i s a t e c h n i c a l l y 
r e f i n e d p r o d u c t but a l a c k of d r a m a t i c l i f e r e f l e c t s E l i o t ' s 
s t i l l l i m i t e d sense of t h e i m p l i c a t i o n s of t h e I n c a r n a t i o n . 
The E l d e r Statesman (1958) r e f l e c t s E l i o t ' s deepened under
s t a n d i n g of t h e I n c a r n a t i o n and i t s b a s i s of l o v e . I t s s t o r y 
i s analogous t o the I n c a r n a t i o n o f C h r i s t and p r o v i d e s a 
c o n t e x t out of which l i t u r g i c a l r i t e s e v o l v e . 

The p l a y s r e f l e c t a development i n E l i o t ' s C h r i s t i a n 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g i n t h e i r movement towards s i m p l i c i t y of s t y l e 
and language, towards an a p p r e c i a t i o n of o r d i n a r y l i f e , towards 
e x p e r i e n c e d f a i t h and away f r o m i n t e l l e c t u a l i s m . With the l a s t 
p l a y t h i s development i s s t i l l i n p r o c e s s , b u t t h e process 
i t s e l f i s i l l u s t r a t i v e of r e d e m p t i o n . 
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The purpose of t h i s t h e s i s i s t o e x p l o r e the l i t u r g i c a l 

presence i n t h e p l a y s t h a t T. S. E l i o t wrote f o r the s e c u l a r 

t h e a t r e . "The drama was o r i g i n a l l y r i t u a l ...", he w r ote i n 

1923; "drama s p r i n g s f r o m r e l i g i o u s l i t u r g y " , i n 1928; and, 

i n 1949, "What p o e t r y s h o u l d do i n t h e t h e a t r e i s a humble 

shadow or analogy of t h e I n c a r n a t i o n These suggest 

a development of h i s i n t e r e s t f r o m r i t u a l t o l i t u r g y and 

t h e I n c a r n a t i o n which i s r e f l e c t e d i n t h e p l a y s . 

We b e g i n our s t u d y w i t h an i n t r o d u c t i o n t o t h e C h r i s t i a n 

l i t u r g y . Because of E l i o t ' s adherence t o t h e Church of 

England, and i t s o f f - s h o o t s i n t h e more C a t h o l i c wing of t h e 
2 

Church of England, t h e t e x t f o r our d i s c u s s i o n w i l l be t h e 

f o r m u l a t i o n of t h e l i t u r g y t h a t was e s t a b l i s h e d f o r t h a t 

Church i n 1662. 

E l i o t became a member of t h e Church of England i n 1927. 

I t i s r easonable t o assume t h a t he was exposed t o the 1928 

A l t e r n a t i v e t o t h e Book o f Common Pra y e r , e s p e c i a l l y s i n c e 

t h a t v e r s i o n was i n f a i r l y common usage i n the C a t h o l i c wing 

of the Church. However, as we have no reason t o t h i n k t h a t 

h i s e x p e r i e n c e was c o n f i n e d t o e i t h e r t h e 1662 v e r s i o n or 

the 1928 A l t e r n a t i v e , we w i l l use t h e e a r l i e r v e r s i o n as our 

b a s i c t e x t and r e f e r t o t h e o t h e r as i t seems a p p r o p r i a t e . 

E l i o t ' s work p r e d a t e s any of t h e a l t e r n a t i v e s produced 

by the Church i n more r e c e n t y e a r s . The f a c t t h a t t h e r e has 

been a l i t u r g i c a l r e v o l u t i o n t h a t has l e d t o t h e A l t e r n a t i v e 

S e r vice Book (1980) i n d i c a t e s a change i n t h i n k i n g t h a t s e t s 

h i s p l a y s i n a l i t u r g i c a l c o n t e x t v e r y d i f f e r e n t f r o m our own 
XT • ) 

V 
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From our i n t r o d u c t i o n t o t h e l i t u r g y we w i l l proceed t o 

a d i s c u s s i o n o f t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p between l i t u r g y and drama, 

and thence t o E l i o t ' s u n d e r s t a n d i n g of t h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p , and 

t o h i s p l a y s . 

Because, as Gregory D i x says, "the s t u d y of l i t u r g y i s 
3 

above a l l a s t u d y of l i f e " , i n a l l i t s growth and change and 

m u l t i p l i c i t y , i t i s more e a s i l y d e s c r i b e d t h a n d e f i n e d . He 

c a l l s i t "the w o r s h i p p i n g a c t of t h e Body of C h r i s t towards 
4 

God, by which H i s e t e r n a l kingdom 'comes' i n t i m e . " Another 

w r i t e r makes t h i s a t t e m p t : " i t i s t h e communal c e l e b r a t i o n by 

t h e Church which i s C h r i s t 's body and i n which he w i t h t h e Holy 

S p i r i t i s a c t i v e , of t h e p a s c h a l m y s t e r y . Through t h i s 

c e l e b r a t i o n , which i s by n a t u r e s a c r a m e n t a l , C h r i s t , t h e h i g h 

p r i e s t of t h e community, makes p r e s e n t and a v a i l a b l e t o men 
5 

and women of today t h e r e a l i t y o f h i s s a l v a t i o n . " L i t u r g y 

i s more t h a n t h e p r a y e r of t h e Church; i t i s more t h a n i t s 

language. I t g i v e s shape t o C h r i s t i a n w o r s h i p of God, 

p r o v i d i n g a s t r u c t u r e of words and a c t i o n s designed t o 

f a c i l i t a t e t h e meeting o f God and h i s people a t "the t h r o n e 
g 

of the heavenly g r a c e . " The l i t u r g y e v o l v e s as men seek t o 

p e r f e c t t h e i r w o r s h i p and i t s e x p r e s s i o n . At t h e same t i m e , 

i t i s a c o r p o r a t e and u n i v e r s a l a c t , d e c l a r i n g t h e 
7 

" i n e s c a p a b l e s o l i d a r i t y of a l l c h r i s t i a n s " o f a l l t h e 

w o r l d , of a l l t h e ages. Thus, c a r r y i n g t h e w e i g h t of t h e 

h i s t o r y of t h e Church, i t i s an o r g a n i c and dynamic t h i n g . 

I t i s as a work of a r t of many hands, always a w a i t i n g 

c o m p l e t i o n and p e r f e c t i o n . I t r e f l e c t s t h e p a r t i c i p a t i o n 

of c o u n t l e s s men t h r o u g h t h e ages and grows and deepens 

w i t h each a f f i r m a t i o n . A l t h o u g h the l i t u r g y i s o n l y a 

shadow of t h e o r i g i n a l , w i t h t h e r e a l i t y o n l y as of drama 
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i n comparison w i t h a h i s t o r i c a l e v e n t , t h e r e i s a sense i n 

which i t becomes more and more s u b s t a n t i a l w i t h e very r e -

enactment. I t i s , i n f a c t , dependent upon t h e p a r t i c i p a t i o n 

o f God and of e v e r y i n d i v i d u a l f o r i t s p r e s e n t a c t u a l i z a t i o n . 

The m y s t e r i o u s r e l a t i o n s h i p between t h e event and t h e l i t u r g y 

i s such t h a t t h e p r o j e c t i o n of t h e shadow and t h e performance 

of the drama i n v e s t s t h e e t e r n a l event w i t h i t s p r e s e n t r e a l i t y . 

The Church b e l i e v e s her l i t u r g y t o be a f o r m a l i z e d and 

e l a b o r a t e d w o r k i n g upon a p a t t e r n of words and a c t i o n s 

i n s t i t u t e d by her f o u n d e r and i n s p i r e d by h i s S p i r i t . I t i s 

h i s n a t u r a l o f f s p r i n g , a c h i l d of h i s c r e a t i o n and n o t a 

p r o d u c t of her c o n s t r u c t i o n . Just as i t t r a c e s i t s o r i g i n s 

t o s p e c i f i c h i s t o r i c a l o c c a s i o n s , i t s s t r u c t u r e t a k e s i t s 

shape f r o m t h e arrangement and o r d e r i n g of s p e c i f i c 

h i s t o r i c a l e v e n t s and v i t a l c o n c e p t s . The c e n t r a l a c t i o n of 

t h e l i t u r g y i s t h e E u c h a r i s t which r e p r e s e n t s t h e c e n t r a l 

a c t i o n of t h e l i f e o f C h r i s t I n c a r n a t e , h i s d e a t h and 

r e s u r r e c t i o n f o r t h e r e d e m p t i o n o f men. The p a r t i c u l a r way 

i n which events are r e c o r d e d and concepts r e p r e s e n t e d i n t h e 

l i t u r g y r e f l e c t s a p a r t i c u l a r i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of t h e meaning 

of the h i s t o r y of mankind and the Church, i n t h e l i g h t of 

c r e a t i o n and r e d e m p t i o n . A l t h o u g h t h e l i t u r g y i s composed 

around the p a r t i c u l a r e v e n t s i n t h e l i f e of a p a r t i c u l a r man 

a t a p a r t i c u l a r t i m e and p l a c e , t h e i d e n t i t y of t h i s man as 

t h e consummation of a l l l i f e and a l l h i s t o r y accords t h e 

l i t u r g y a u n i v e r s a l and e t e r n a l s i g n i f i c a n c e . Because o f 

him, t h e E u c h a r i s t has " t h i s power of l a y i n g h o l d of human 

l i f e , of g r a s p i n g i t not o n l y i n t h e a b s t r a c t but i n t h e 

p a r t i c u l a r c o n c r e t e r e a l i t i e s of i t , o f r e a c h i n g t o a n y t h i n g 
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i n i t , g r e a t i m p e r s o n a l t h i n g s t h a t r o c k whole n a t i o n s and 

l i t t l e t e n d e r human t h i n g s of one man's or one woman's l i v i n g 

and d y i n g - l a y i n g h o l d o f them and t r a n s l a t i n g them i n t o 
g 

something beyond t i m e . " The I n c a r n a t i o n of C h r i s t i m p l i e s 

t h i s v e r y p a r t i c u l a r c o n c r e t e p e r s o n a l r e a l i t y , and t h i s 

u n i v e r s a l i t y , i n t h e mutual i l l u m i n a t i o n o f t i m e and e t e r n i t y , 

of human and d i v i n e . 

The l i t u r g y i s as a k i n d of p i c t u r e o f t h e I n c a r n a t i o n , 

and of t h e C h r i s t i a n u n d e r s t a n d i n g of man h i m s e l f , i n whom t h e 

e a r t h l y and heavenly meet . I t s c u r i o u s doubleness r e f l e c t s i t s 

d u a l o r i g i n , a t the hand of God and man. The t e r m " c o i n -

h e r e n c e " which Charles W i l l i a m s a p p l i e s t o t h e n a t u r e o f 

C h r i s t might be a p p l i e d t o t h e i n t e r p e n e t r a t i o n and m u t u a l i t y 

o f t h e d u a l n a t u r e of t h e l i t u r g y . I t i s a t once a p r i v a t e 

and i n d i v i d u a l a c t and a c o r p o r a t e and s o c i a l a c t , and t h u s 

bears w i t n e s s t o t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p between man and man and 

between man and God. I t r e f l e c t s as w e l l a c u r i o u s b a l a n c i n g 

of p u b l i c and p r i v a t e i n t e r e s t s . What i s an i n t i m a t e avowal 

of l o v e between C h r i s t and h i s b r i d e i s read t o t h e w a t c h i n g 

w o r l d as a p r o c l a m a t i o n o f h i s l a r g e s s e and a c c e s s i b i l i t y . 

The l i t u r g y i s a l s o d o u b l y composed of a s p i r i t u a l and 

p h y s i c a l d i m e n s i o n . M a t e r i a l elements l e n d substance t o what 

i s i m m a t e r i a l ; m a t e r i a l elements are i n f o r m e d w i t h 

i m m a t e r i a l r e a l i t y . T h i s i l l u s t r a t e s t h e q u a l i t y of con

t i n g e n c y t h a t i s b a s i c t o t h e l i t u r g y and t o the I n c a r n a t i o n . 

Both express t h e u l t i m a t e and a b s o l u t e c o n t i n g e n c y of man t h e 

c r e a t u r e , dependent upon h i s c r e a t o r . At t h e same t i m e , the 

v o l u n t a r y c o n t i n g e n c y of God, who submits h i m s e l f t o f l e s h 

f o r the embodiment of s p i r i t u a l r e a l i t i e s , i s r e p r e s e n t e d . 

T h i s man who "was not merely a man, b u t God i n c a r n a t e and 
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r e p r e s e n t a t i v e Man", whose "complete s a c r i f i c e of h i m s e l f t o 

God i s t h e p o t e n t i a l r e d e m p t i o n of a l l human c i r c u m s t a n c e s , 
9 

of t h e whole of t i m e and human h i s t o r y " , t h i s man " d i d not 

c l i n g t o e q u a l i t y w i t h God" b u t "humbled h i m s e l f " and was 

b o r n i n t h e l i k e n e s s of men.^ T h i s paradox, t h a t i s t h e 

Word become f l e s h of t h e I n c a r n a t i o n , i s t h e burden of t h e 

C h r i s t i a n l i t u r g y . 

Drama i s o f t h e essence o f l i t u r g y whose words and 

a c t i o n s compose a d r a m a t i z a t i o n o f t h e r e d e m p t i o n o f t h e 

w o r l d , which i s t h e purpose o f C h r i s t ' s I n c a r n a t i o n . Whether 

or not i t can be a f f i r m e d w i t h q u i t e t h e c o n f i d e n c e of "E", 

of E l i o t ' s "Dialogue on D r a m a t i c P o e t r y " , t h a t "drama s p r i n g s 

f r o m r e l i g i o u s l i t u r g y " , t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p between t h e two has 

l o n g been w i d e l y r e c o g n i z e d as a n c i e n t and deep.''"''" 

The s t a r t i n g p o i n t of t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p i s perhaps man's 

consciousness o f h i m s e l f as a b e i n g who i s s e p a r a t e f r o m t h e 

w o r l d around him, and of t h e w o r l d around him as something 

which e x i s t s i n i t s own r i g h t , i n d e p e n d e n t l y of him. What

ever i t s m o t i v a t i o n s , and whether t h e y are common or d i s t i n c t , 

man's response t o t h i s consciousness i s b a s i c t o b o t h l i t u r g y 

and drama. Both r e p r e s e n t and r e o r d e r something of t h e w o r l d , 

and r e f l e c t some c o n c e p t i o n of t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p between man 

and the w o r l d . 

L i t u r g y and drama each c o n s i s t i n a c e r t a i n o r d e r of 

words and a c t i o n s . T h e i r common s u b j e c t , man and h i s w o r l d , 

i s d r a m a t i z e d i n the f o r m of myths, whose a c t i o n c o n s i s t s i n 

r i t u a l s and whose language i s images and symbols. A l l i s 

ordered t o a c e r t a i n r h y t h m , t h e p u l s e o f l i f e i t s e l f , w i t h which 
12 

E l i o t says, i t a l l begins . The landmarks of man's l i f e are 
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b i r t h , m a r r i a g e and d e a t h . These events are t h e b e g i n n i n g , 

the m i d dle and t h e end of t h e s t o r y of human e x p e r i e n c e . The 

b a s i c u n i t s of meaning by which p r i m i t i v e man s t r u c t u r e d h i s 

e x p e r i e n c e , f o r purposes of l i t u r g y and of drama, are t h o u g h t 
13 

t o have been myths. 

Myths are n a r r a t i v e a c counts w i t h o u t i n h e r e n t h i s t o r i c a l 

a c t u a l i t y d e p i c t i n g some aspect of human e x p e r i e n c e . The 

components of myth are a r c h e t y p e s t h a t s y m b o l i z e o r embody 

p a r t i c u l a r elements of t h e r e a l i t y i t r e p r e s e n t s , and 

a r c h e t y p a l p a t t e r n s by which t h e r e a l i t y i s o r g a n i z e d and 

g i v e n shape. A myth i s a k i n d o f d i s t i l l a t i o n o f e x p e r i e n c e 

which expresses i t s e s s e n t i a l s t r u c t u r e . I t i s a c o n c r e t e 

v e r s i o n o f something which e x i s t s o n l y i n a b s t r a c t t e r m s . 

I t i s t h e k e r n e l o f meaning t h a t may o n l y l i v e and move and 

have i t s b e i n g as i t i s c l o t h e d i n t h e p a r t i c u l a r i t i e s o f 

e x p e r i e n c e . I t i s i n a sense t h e m e e t i n g - p l a c e of t h e 

p h y s i c a l and the m e t a p h y s i c a l , and t h u s i s a k i n d o f image 

of t h e m y s t e r i o u s n a t u r e o f man h i m s e l f . Each man i s 

Everyman and y e t n o t any man a t a l l except as he l i v e s out 

the p a r t i c u l a r uniqueness o f h i s e x p e r i e n c e : as he becomes 

more and more h i m s e l f , he becomes more and more Everyman. A 

l i k e paradox i s e v i d e n t w i t h r e g a r d t o man's e x p e r i e n c e s : 

the more unique and p a r t i c u l a r an e x p e r i e n c e i s , t h e more 

u n i v e r s a l and common i t i s seen t o be, and t h e c l o s e r does 
i t a p p roximate what K a r l Mannheim has c a l l e d a " p r i m o r d i a l 

14 

e x p e r i e n c e " . Myths c o n s i s t , i n h i s t e r m s , i n t h e 

" p r i m o r d i a l images or a r c h e t y p e s " t h a t d e p i c t and o r g a n i z e 

these e x p e r i e n c e s . A myth i s a s t r a n g e a d m i x t u r e of t h e 

c o n c r e t e and t h e a b s t r a c t , t h e p a r t i c u l a r and the g e n e r a l , and 

from t h i s i t d e r i v e s i t s p e c u l i a r q u a l i t y of r e a l i t y . 
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Drama and l i t u r g y are each dependent f o r t h e i r development 

on a common mythology. W i t h i n t h i s , symbols f u n c t i o n as 

v e h i c l e s of meaning. They a c t as i n t e r p r e t e r s f o r man, 

p r o v i d i n g terms o f r e f e r e n c e s f o r t r a n s l a t i n g h i s e x p e r i e n c e 

i n t o u n d e r s t a n d i n g . They a l l o w men t o c o n c e p t u a l i z e , f o c u s 

and o r g a n i z e f r a g m e n t s o f r e a l i t y , "the immense panorama of 
15 

f u t i l i t y and anarchy which i s contemporary h i s t o r y " , i n t o 

a whole p a t t e r n . "Human k i n d cannot bear t o o much r e a l i t y " 

and these c o n t a i n e r s o f meaning o f f e r man a sense of o r d e r and 

c o n t r o l . T h i s i s t r u e a t an i n d i v i d u a l l e v e l as w e l l as a t a 

s o c i a l l e v e l . Around p a r t i c u l a r symbols or c o n f i g u r a t i o n s of 

symbols a r e myths t h a t t e l l t h e s t o r y o f some aspect o f 

r e a l i t y t h a t i s fundame n t a l t o a person or group of p e o p l e . 

Mannheim i d e n t i f i e s t h e " a r c h e t y p a l or p r i m o r d i a l 

e x p e r i e n c e s " o f which myths are made as e s s e n t i a l t o s o c i e t y 

and t o human l i f e i t s e l f . I n D i a g n o s i s o f Our Time, he w r i t e s : 
I t i s t h e i r disappearance w i t h o u t a n y t h i n g t o 
tak e t h e i r p l a c e which l e a d s t o t h e d i s i n t e 
g r a t i o n o f modern l i f e - e x p e r i e n c e and human 
conduct . W i t h o u t p a r a d i g m a t i c e x p e r i e n c e s o r 
c o n s i s t e n t c o n d u c t , no c h a r a c t e r f o r m a t i o n and 
no r e a l human c o e x i s t e n c e and c o o p e r a t i o n are 
p o s s i b l e . W i t h o u t them t h e u n i v e r s e o f d i s 
course l o s e s i t s a r t i c u l a t i o n , conduct f a l l s 
t o p i e c e s , and o n l y d i s c o n n e c t e d b i t s of 
s u c c e s s f u l b e h a v i o u r p a t t e r n s and fragments of 
adj u s t m e n t t o an e v e r - c h a n g i n g environment 
remain ... T h i s o n l y atomizes t h e l i f e of t h e 
i n d i v i d u a l and r e p l a c e s t h e i d e a o f a 
c h a r a c t e r by a k a l e i d o s c o p i c concept of l i f e ; 
i t makes c o o r d i n a t i o n o f s o c i a l a c t i o n e q u a l l y 
i m p o s s i b l e ... 16 

The r e l a t i o n s h i p between drama and l i t u r g y , and t h e i r i n t e g r a l 

r e l a t i o n s h i p t o l i f e i s p o i n t e d up when he says t h a t these 

e x p e r i e n c e s "le n d l i f e a d r a m a t i c s i g n i f i c a n c e " , and goes on: 

Co o p e r a t i o n and common a c t i o n i n s o c i e t y are 
o n l y p o s s i b l e where the same t h i n g s mean more 
or l e s s t h e same e x p e r i e n c e t o everyone i n 
s o c i e t y . . . p a r a d i g m a t i c meaning i s a t t a c h e d 
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not o n l y t o s t a t i c t h i n g s but a l s o t o 
p r o c e s s e s . C o l l e c t i v e a c t i o n w i l l move 
towards a c l i m a x , and i t i s t h i s d r a m a t i z 
a t i o n which makes f o r r e a l p a r t i c i p a t i o n . 17 

As examples of " a r c h e t y p a l or p r i m o r d i a l images" he c i t e s 

"the Hero, t h e Sage, t h e V i r g o , t h e S a i n t , t h e Repentant; 

o r , d o m i n a t i n g t h e r e a l m of t h e C h r i s t i a n i m a g i n a t i o n : 

Baptism, A b s o l u t i o n , Agape, t h e E u c h a r i s t , t h e Good Shepherd, 
18 

th e Cross, Redemption." A common system of meaning, t h e n , 

makes b o t h l i t u r g y and drama p o s s i b l e . Indeed t h e language 

of drama c o n s i s t s i n a s t r u c t u r e of r i t u a l s , images, symbols, 

n o t t o mention words and a c t i o n s , t h a t have become c o n v e n t i o n s 

and " c o n v e n t i o n s " , N o r t h r o p Frye says, "are descended f r o m 

myths". 

The e x i s t e n c e o f myths and r i t u a l s and symbols, and 

c o n v e n t i o n s , as w e l l as language i t s e l f , i s i n p a r t t o be 

e x p l a i n e d by t h e phenomenon t h a t r e p e t i t i o n o f an a c t i o n or 

sound r e i n f o r c e s i t s s i g n i f i c a n c e and e l a b o r a t e s i t s meaning, 

such t h a t i n t i m e t h e a c t i o n or sound evokes t h e r e a l i t y i t 

o r i g i n a l l y o n l y d e s c r i b e d and pronounces t h e s i g n i f i c a n c e and 

t h e meaning w i t h which i t has been i n v e s t e d . T h i s i s an 

o p e r a t i n g p r i n c i p l e o f r e l i g i o u s l i t u r g y as w e l l as of E l i o t ' s 

p l a y s . I n l i t u r g y and drama, common s t r u c t u r e and r e p e t i t i o n 

t o e n f o r c e i t s r h y t h m breed f a m i l i a r i t y and p a r t i c i p a t i o n . 

They r e l e a s e t h e p e c u l i a r magic t h a t i s o p e r a t i v e i n l i t u r g y 

and drama, t h e power of word and a c t i o n t o a c t u a l i z e what th e y 

d e s c r i b e and d r a m a t i z e . 

The C h r i s t i a n l i t u r g y i s , i n f a c t , t h e d r a m a t i c 

p r e s e n t a t i o n of a r e l i g i o n t h a t i s b u i l t upon a b e l i e f i n the 

power of t h e word and a c t i o n . The Church was g i v e n l i f e 

t h r o u g h t h e drama of r e d e m p t i v e word and a c t i o n and s u s t a i n s 
her l i f e o n l y as she p a r t i c i p a t e s i n i t . Her s c r i p t u r e s 
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o u t l i n e "the way of l i f e " and her f o u n d e r has "the words of 

e t e r n a l l i f e " . Drama and l i f e were f o r e v e r bound t o g e t h e r 

when "God spoke ... and i t was", and when "the Word became 

f l e s h " i n C h r i s t . The l i t u r g y i s meant t o i n v o k e t h i s 

m ystery. I n h e r e n t i n i t s d e s i g n i s t h e b e l i e f t h a t w o r s h i p 

i s f u n d a m e n t a l t o t h e n a t u r e of man. I t s p a t t e r n s are meant 

t o p r o v i d e a f o r m f o r the e x p r e s s i o n of a n a t u r a l i m p u l s e . 

The C h r i s t i a n l i t u r g y not o n l y p r o c l a i m s b u t a c t u a l i z e s 

t h e t r i u m p h o f l i f e i n C h r i s t , t o t h e g l o r y of God. As 

C h r i s t i a n s are drawn i n t o t h e s t r u c t u r e t h a t i t p r o v i d e s , the 

Church behaves as i f she were t h e w o r s h i p p i n g community t h a t 

she i s i n t e n d e d t o be. As she e n a c t s t h e drama of rede m p t i o n 

she i s a c t e d upon, becoming Iransformed i n t o t h e body of 

C h r i s t . At t h e same ti m e each person becomes, as t h e 

l i t u r g i c a l drama i s e n a c t e d , the w o r s h i p p i n g c r e a t u r e t h a t 

he i s meant t o be and i s thus t r a n s f o r m e d l i t t l e by l i t t l e , 

f r o m g l o r y u n t o g i o r y , i n t o t he image o f t h e one i n whose l i f e 

and d e a t h he p a r t i c i p a t e s , in. whose image he i s made. The 

l i t u r g y echoes t h e f a i t h spoken i n t h e Lord's P r a y e r : "Thy 

kingdom come, Thy w i l l be done, on e a r t h as i t i s i n heaven 

... f o r t h i n e i s the kingdom, the power and t h e g l o r y 

I t i s a t once a p r o c l a m a t i o n of an accomplished f a c t , an 

a f f i r m a t i o n o f an ongoing r e a l i t y and a wi s h f o r a f o r t h 

coming consummation. I n her w o r s h i p t h e Church d r a m a t i z e s t h e 

presence of t h e kingdom f o r which she w a i t s , which came once 

and f o r a l l t i m e w i t h C h r i s t ' s I n c a r n a t i o n and d e a t h . 

Thus t h e s t r u c t u r e of b o t h l i t u r g y and drama can be seen 

t o be p r i m a r y . E s s e n t i a l t o t h e i r s t r u c t u r e i s a r e c o g n i t i o n 

of the s e p a r a t i o n between man and h i s w o r l d t h a t amounts t o a 
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r e c o g n i t i o n of the s p e c t a t o r - p a r t i c i p a n t dichotomy t h a t i s 

fundamental t o b o t h l i t u r g y and drama. At t h e same t i m e 

t h e s t r u c t u r e f a c i l i t a t e s and o r d e r s a r e l a t i o n s h i p between 

man and h i s w o r l d , t h u s a l l o w i n g f o r and e n c o u r a g i n g 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n . A l t h o u g h f o r m may be a h a l l m a r k of l i t u r g y 

and drama, the impulse towards p a r t i c i p a t i o n i s i t s impetus 

and r a t i o n a l e . For p r i m i t i v e man, t h i s impulse i s w i d e l y 

b e l i e v e d t o have been r o o t e d i n h i s sense of h i s own i n t e g r a l 

r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h t h e w o r l d and of t h e sacred and s i g n i f i c a n t 

c h a r a c t e r of l i f e and t h e w o r l d . I n C h r i s t i a n l i t u r g y t h e 

fundamental s t r u c t u r e s and p a t t e r n s of p r i m i t i v e l i t u r g y are 

a f f i r m e d and redeemed. C o n t i n u i t y w i t h p r e - C h r i s t i a n under

s t a n d i n g i s based upon a b e l i e f i n t h e redeemer of t h e w o r l d , 

who i s a l s o i t s c r e a t o r . The c r a v i n g f o r p a r t i c i p a t i o n i s 

answered i n t h e I n c a r n a t i o n , t h r o u g h which God's p a r t i c i p a t i o n 

w i t h man and H i s c r e a t i o n and man's p a r t i c i p a t i o n w i t h God and 

w i t h t h e w o r l d and w i t h one a n o t h e r are a f f i r m e d and 

e s t a b l i s h e d . 

The human element i n t h e f o r m o f l i t u r g y i s redeemed by t h e 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n of C h r i s t , as h i s I n c a r n a t i o n becomes i t s 

c o r n e r s t o n e , i t s b e g i n n i n g and i t s end. The C h r i s t i a n l i t u r g y 

i s i n a sense t h e descendant of t h e wo r s h i p of p r i m i t i v e 

r e l i g i o n s , f o r i t i s s t i l l t h e w o r s h i p of men whose s i g n i f i c a n t 

events are b i r t h , m a r r i a g e and d e a t h . I t i n c l u d e s r i t e s f o r 

the s a n c t i f i c a t i o n of these e v e n t s and p r o v i d e s a p l a c e f o r 

t h e i r c e l e b r a t i o n . There i s , however, one c r u c i a l d i f f e r e n c e : 

r a t h e r t h a n b e i n g b u i l t around e v e n t s i n t h e l i v e s of men, i t 

i s b u i l t around events i n t h e l i f e of t h e man Jesus C h r i s t . 

I t i s composed of the s i g n i f i c a n t e v e n t s i n the l i f e o f t h e 

Church i n r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h him. A s p e c i a l k i n d of b i r t h , 
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marriage and d e a t h , d e t e r m i n e d by the Church's r e l a t i o n s h i p 

t o her "maker and husband" i s c e l e b r a t e d i n her l i t u r g y . 

The r e l a t i o n s h i p between God and h i s Church and i t s 

members i s s t r u c t u r e d w i t h t h e h e l p of t h e sacraments. A 

sacrament i s d e f i n e d by t h e Catechism of t h e Book o f Common 

Prayer as "an outward and v i s i b l e s i g n of an i n w a r d and 

s p i r i t u a l grace g i v e n u n t o us, o r d a i n e d by C h r i s t h i m s e l f , as 

a means whereby we r e c e i v e t h e same, and a pledge t o assure us 
20 

t h e r e o f . " I n A u g u s t i n e ' s d e s c r i p t i o n of a sacrament as "the 
2 l 

v i s i b l e word", t h e l i t u r g y i t s e l f , w i t h i t s d r a m a t i c essence, 

i s c a p t u r e d . The A n g l i c a n t r a d i t i o n r e c o g n i z e s two e s s e n t i a l 

sacraments: B a p t i s m , which s i g n i f i e s "a d e a t h unto s i n , and 

a new b i r t h unto r i g h t e o u s n e s s " , by which "we are hereby made 

c h i l d r e n of g r a c e " ; and Holy Communion, which i s " f o r t h e 

c o n t i n u a l remembrance of t h e s a c r i f i c e o f t h e d e a t h of C h r i s t , 

and of t h e b e n e f i t s we r e c e i v e t h e r e b y ... t h e s t r e n g t h e n i n g 
22 

and r e f r e s h i n g of our s o u l s by t h e Body and Blood of C h r i s t " . 

I n B a p t i s m , t h e b e l i e v e r i s i d e n t i f i e d w i t h C h r i s t , i n 

whose death t h e " o l d Adam" of h i s f l e s h i s p u t t o d e a t h and i n 
23 

whose r e s u r r e c t i o n "the new man" of h i s s p i r i t i s g i v e n l i f e . 
He i s " r e g e n e r a t e , and g r a f t e d i n t o t h e body of C h r i s t ' s 

24 
Church". Thus, h a v i n g been "made a member of C h r i s t , t h e 

25 
c h i l d of God, and an i n h e r i t o r of the kingdom of heaven", 
he i s d i r e c t e d by God's grace " t o f o l l o w t h e example of our 

2 6 
Saviour C h r i s t , and t o be made l i k e u n t o him". B a p t i s m 

s i g n i f i e s t he e n t r a n c e of t h e b e l i e v e r i n t o t h e l i f e o f C h r i s t 

and h i s Church. He who was born of t h e f l e s h i s "born a g a i n 
27 

... of water and of t h e S p i r i t . " T h i s i s r e p r e s e n t e d i n t h e 

l i t u r g i c a l drama of t h e b a p t i s m a l r i t e : w a t e r i s poured t o 

s i g n i f y r e g e n e r a t i o n ; t h e s i g n of t h e c r o s s s i g n i f i e s t h e 
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f a i t h o f C h r i s t ' s Church w i t h which t h e b a p t i z e d person i s 

i d e n t i f i e d ; and i t i s a l l done " I n t h e Name of the F a t h e r , 
28 

and of t h e Son, and of the Holy Ghost." 

Because of the unique i m p o r t a n c e of the sacrament of 

Holy Communion, which s i g n i f i e s t h e C h r i s t i a n ' s ongoing 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n C h r i s t , we w i l l engage i n a f u l l e r d i s c u s s i o n 

of i t a f t e r we have d e a l t w i t h o t h e r a s p e c t s of t h e l i t u r g y . 

Besides t h e two o f f i c i a l sacraments, o t h e r l i t u r g i c a l 

r i t e s have been c r e a t e d by t h e Church, i n o r d e r t o ask God's 
29 

b l e s s i n g upon s i g n i f i c a n t e v e n t s i n t h e l i f e of h i s p e o p l e . 

C o n f i r m a t i o n e s t a b l i s h e s t h e C h r i s t i a n i n h i s commitment t o 

C h r i s t and h i s Church. The d e c i s i o n made i n Baptism, which i s 

o f t e n t a k e n on b e h a l f of t h e c a n d i d a t e , i s c o n f i r m e d by t h e 

"new c r e a t u r e " h i m s e l f . He confesses h i s f a i t h , a f f i r m i n g t h e 

Creed, t h e Lord's P r a y e r , t h e Ten Commandments and t h e i r 

summation i n C h r i s t ' s command t o l o v e God and one's n e i g h b o u r , 

as w e l l as h i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e sacraments. The drama of 

c o n f i r m a t i o n i s performed by t h e c a n d i d a t e and the B i s h o p , i n 

the e s s e n t i a l presence of the Church and w i t h the p a r t i c i p a t i o n 

of God. "Do ye he r e " , the Bishop asks, " i n t he presence of 

God, and of t h i s c o n g r e g a t i o n , renew t h e solemn promise and 
3 0 

vow t h a t was made i n your name a t your Baptism ...?" The 

l a y i n g on of hands i s the l i t u r g i c a l a c t i o n i n c o n f i r m a t i o n . 

C o n f e s s i o n i s i n t r i n s i c t o t h e C h r i s t i a n f a i t h and t h e 

l i f e o f t h e Church. I t g i v e s e x p r e s s i o n t o t h e acknowledgement 

of s i n , t h e w i l l t o re p e n t and t h e assurance of f o r g i v e n e s s 

t h a t are components of re d e m p t i o n . C o r p o r a t e c o n f e s s i o n i s 

p a r t of t h e w o r s h i p of the Church, and c e n t r a l t o the 

Communion s e r v i c e , and i n d i v i d u a l c o n f e s s i o n i s p a r t of t h e 

m i n i s t r y of C h r i s t i a n s t o one a n o t h e r , as w e l l as b e i n g a 
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p a r t i c u l a r f u n c t i o n of an o r d a i n e d p r i e s t and, a l t h o u g h n o t 

e x p l i c i t , s a c r a m e n t a l c o n f e s s i o n t o a p r i e s t i s p a r t of the 

C a t h o l i c p r a c t i s e , w i t h which E l i o t was a s s o c i a t e d . The words 

of c o r p o r a t e c o n f e s s i o n s express t he abandonment t o God's 

mercy t h a t i s man's fu n a m e n t a l p o s t u r e i n t h e drama of 

redemption . "We have e r r e d and s t r a y e d l i k e l o s t sheep . .. 

And t h e r e i s no h e a l t h i n us ... We acknowledge and b e w a i l 

our m a n i f o l d s i n s and wickedness, t h e y say; "We do 

e a r n e s t l y r e p e n t . And are h e a r t i l y s o r r y f o r t h e s e our mis-
3 1 

doings The p r i e s t , h a v i n g j o i n e d i n c o n f e s s i o n , stands 

t h e n and f a c e s t h e c o n g r e g a t i o n t o d r a m a t i z e t h e f o r g i v e n e s s 

of God t h a t he pronounces. Confession a l s o r e p r e s e n t s t h e 

convergence o f t h e l i t u r g i c a l and d r a m a t i c impulse i n t h e 

f o s t e r i n g of r e l a t i o n s h i p , between God and man and between 

man and man. 

Ano t h e r s i g n i f i c a n t m i l e s t o n e i n t h e l i v e s o f men i s 

marked by t h e Church i n her l i t u r g y i n t h e s o l e m n i z a t i o n of 

the promise made by a man and,a woman i n m a r r i a g e . A l t h o u g h 

i t i s not a sacrament i n the o f f i c i a l sense i n t h e Church of 

England, t h e Church sees marriage as "an honou r a b l e e s t a t e , 

i n s t i t u t e d by God ... s i g n i f y i n g t h e m y s t i c a l u n i o n t h a t i s 

b e t w i x t C h r i s t and h i s Church" and t h u s a "ho l y e s t a t e " f o r 
32 

which she asks h i s b l e s s i n g . I n "holy Matrimony", t h e 

Church r e p r e s e n t s t h e redem p t i o n of t h e union o f man and 

woman t h a t i s t h e i r n a t u r a l d e s i r e . " I t was o r d a i n e d " , t he 

p r i e s t says " f o r t h e p r o c r e a t i o n o f c h i l d r e n , t o be bro u g h t 

up i n t h e f e a r and n u r t u r e of the Lor d , and t o t h e p r a i s e of 

h i s h o l y Name ... f o r a remedy a g a i n s t s i n " t h a t m a r r i e d 

persons might "keep themselves u n d e f i l e d members of C h r i s t ' s 
33 

body", and f o r t h e i r ' m u t u a l s o c i e t y , h e l p , and c o m f o r t ..." 
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Thus i t s i g n i f i e s t h e redem p t i o n of t h e f l e s h and of human 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s , and t h e sacred c h a r a c t e r of human l i f e i t s e l f . 

T h e i r v e r b a l pledge of l o v e , honour, c o m f o r t and f a i t h f u l n e s s 

i s s y m b o l i z e d and d r a m a t i z e d i n t h e a c t i o n s o f t h e l i t u r g i c a l 

drama. The woman i s g i v e n t o t h e man by her f a t h e r or f r i e n d 

when t h e p r i e s t , r e p r e s e n t i n g God and t h e Church, p l a c e s the 

woman's r i g h t hand i n t h a t of her i n t e n d e d husband . A r i n g 

" g i v e n and r e c e i v e d i s a t o k e n and p l e d g e " o f the "vow and 
34 

c o v e n a n t " t h e y have made. They k n e e l t o ask God's b l e s s i n g 

and t h e i r hands are a g a i n j o i n e d by t h e p r i e s t t o s i g n i f y t h a t 

t h e y are one i n God's s i g h t : "Those whom God h a t h j o i n e d 
35 

t o g e t h e r l e t no man put asunder." 

The d r a m a t i c c h a r a c t e r o f t h e l i t u r g y demands a human 

l o c u s t o a c t f o r "Him w i t h whom we have t o do" (Heb. 4: 13) 

and r e p r e s e n t h i s Body. Consequently, t h e l i t u r g y i n c l u d e s 

r i t e s f o r t h e o r d i n a t i o n of p r i e s t s , deacons, b i s h o p s and 

o t h e r s who are c a l l e d t o a r o l e of p a r t i c u l a r r e s p o n s i b i l i t y 

w i t h i n t h e Church. 

The f i n a l landmark on t h e human j o u r n e y t h r o u g h t h i s 

w o r l d i s solemnized i n l i t u r g i c a l r i t e s f o r those a p p r o a c h i n g 

death and f o r the b u r i a l o f t h e dead. Because f o r t h e C h r i s t i a n 

death i s t h e b e g i n n i n g o f a new l i f e i n e t e r n i t y , t h e l i t u r g y 

d i r e c t s men t o see s i c k n e s s as an o c c a s i o n f o r t he r e c o v e r y 

or a f f i r m a t i o n of s p i r i t u a l h e a l t h , and de a t h as an occas i o n 

f o r r e g e n e r a t i o n or the a f f i r m a t i o n o f e t e r n a l l i f e . 

S u f f e r i n g . i s put i n the c o n t e x t of God's mercy and goodness 
3 6 

and power: "whom the Lord l o v e s he c h a s t e n s " . And "Death 
37 

i s swallowed up i n v i c t o r y " , a t t a i n e d f o r t h e f a i t h f u l by 

C h r i s t i n h i s s u f f e r i n g and de a t h . H i s are t h e words of 

e t e r n a l l i f e : " I am the r e s u r r e c t i o n and t h e l i f e , s a i t h 
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the L o r d : he t h a t b e l i e v e t h i n me, though he were dead, y e t 

s h a l l he l i v e : and whosoever l i v e t h and b e l i e v e t h i n me 
3 8 

s h a l l never d i e . " Words and a c t i o n a g a i n a c c o r d : " e a r t h 

t o e a r t h , ashes t o ashes, dust t o d u s t " , t h e p r i e s t says as 

e a r t h i s s c a t t e r e d on the casket and i t i s b u r i e d . Thus i s 

the s p i r i t " d e l i v e r e d f r o m t h e burden of t h e f l e s h " and l i v e s 
w i t h God " i n j o y and f e l i c i t y " i n h i s " e t e r n a l and e v e r l a s t i n g 

39 

kingdom." I t i s s i g n i f i c a n t t o note t h a t , a l t h o u g h c l o s e l y 

r e s e m b l i n g t h e 1662 Order f o r t h e B u r i a l o f t h e Dead, t h e 1928 

v e r s i o n tends towards t h e C a t h o l i c view, i n i n c l u d i n g some 

pr a y e r f o r t h e d e p a r t e d . When the p r i e s t says "Grant unto him 
e t e r n a l r e s t " , t h e answer i s "And l e t p e r p e t u a l l i g h t s h i n e 

40 

upon him." We w i l l f i n d a l l u s i o n s i n E l i o t ' s p l a y s t h a t are 

r e m i n i s c e n t of t h i s . 

Thus t h e C h r i s t i a n l i t u r g y o r d e r s and d r a m a t i z e s man's 

l i f e i n terms o f h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h God, h i s f a t h e r , h i s 

c r e a t o r , h i s redeemer. The r e l a t i o n s h i p i s based upon t h i s 

God becoming man i n Jesus C h r i s t and, as one w r i t e r p u t s i t : 
... t h e I n c a r n a t i o n makes p o s s i b l e , indeed demands, 
the s a c r a m e n t a l v i s i o n of r e a l i t y . The f l e s h , t h e 
w o r l d , t h i n g s , are r e s t o r e d t o d i g n i t y because t h e y 
are made v a l i d a g a i n ... No t h i n g i s i n s i g n i f i c a n t 
... whether he d e f i n e s i t or n o t , t h e C h r i s t i a n i s 
compelled ... t o b e l i e v e i n e x i s t e n c e , i n t h e a c t 
of e x i s t e n c e . He i s compelled t o b e l i e v e i n the 
p a r t i c u l a r i t y , t h e uniqueness, t he v a l u e , o f t h i n g s 
... a l l t h i n g s have t h e i r own s e p a r a t e l y s t r u c t u r e d , 
i n t r i n s i c a c t u a l i t y and v a l u e , w h i l e a t t h e same 
tim e t h e y p a r t i c i p a t e p r o p o r t i o n a t e l y i n l a r g e r 
r e l a t i o n s h i p s and values which are moral and 
s p i r i t u a l w i t h o u t c e a s i n g t o be a c t u a l , s p e c i f i c , 
c o n c r e t e . The Word i s made f l e s h w i t h o u t c e a s i n g 
t o be t h e Word. Nor i s the f l e s h f l e s h l e s s ... 41 

The p r i m i t i v e sense of sacred s i g n i f i c a n c e i s a f f i r m e d and 

redeemed i n t h e s a c r a m e n t a l p e r s p e c t i v e t h a t c h a r a c t e r i z e s 

C h r i s t i a n u n d e r s t a n d i n g , based as i t i s upon t h e I n c a r n a t i o n . 

The l i t u r g i c a l y e a r , p r e s e n t i n g , as E l i o t s ays, "the f u l l 
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42 drama of c r e a t i o n " , r e f l e c t s t h e b e l i e f t h a t God the 
redeemer of the w o r l d i s God t h e c r e a t o r , as c r e a t i o n i s 
a f f i r m e d and redeemed. The Church year embodies her 
a l t e r n a t i v e p e r c e p t i o n of the w o r l d , by which she p e r c e i v e s 
a s u p e r n a t u r a l s t r u c t u r e e n c l o s i n g and o r d e r i n g t h e process 
of n a t u r e , an e t e r n a l d i m e n s i o n i n f o r m i n g and f u l f i l l i n g t h e 
process of time and h i s t o r y . I n i t t h e Church accepts t h e 
r e a l i t i e s of t h e n a t u r a l e a r t h l y w o r l d and r e c o g n i z e s t h e i r 
s p i r i t u a l meaning. She c o r r e l a t e s n a t u r a l and s u p e r n a t u r a l 
phenomena, o f f e r i n g an i n t e g r a t e d p i c t u r e of t h e s p i r i t u a l 
and t h e e m p i r i c a l . I n t o t h i s a p p a r e n t l y "endless r o u n d " of 
season f o l l o w i n g season and day f o l l o w i n g day, t h i s r e l e n t l e s s 
and c o n s o l i n g rhythm of l i f e and d e a t h , t h e c r e a t o r of t h e 
w o r l d has e n t e r e d . He breaks i n t o t h e c i r c l e and encompasses 
i t . The b e g i n n i n g and e n d i n g of h i s l i f e i n t i m e g i v e con
t i n u i t y and d i r e c t i o n t o l i f e i t s e l f , because t h e r e i s no 
b e g i n n i n g and no ending t o h i s l i f e i n e t e r n i t y . His 
p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n t i m e and h i s t o r y redeem them f o r e t e r n i t y . 
The I n c a r n a t i o n "absorbs, s a c r a m e n t a l l y , the cosmic i n t o the 
h i s t o r i c a l o r d e r " . ^ 

A c c o r d i n g t o the t r a d i t i o n o f w o r s h i p t o which t h e Church 

of England be l o n g s , t h e moment of C h r i s t ' s escape fr o m t h e 

bondage of m o r t a l i t y and t e m p o r a l i t y i s c e l e b r a t e d on " E a s t e r -
44 

day, on which t h e r e s t depend". I t p r o c l a i m s t he t r i u m p h 

of l i f e and the s o v e r e i g n t y o f God, which comprise t he c e n t r a l 

and u n i f y i n g theme of t h e C h r i s t i a n y e a r . I t p r o v i d e s f o r t h e 

c a l e n d a r t h e r e f e r e n c e p o i n t , t h e b a s i s f o r u n d e r s t a n d i n g , and 

t h e key f o r i n t e r p r e t a t i o n t h a t t h i s theme p r o v i d e s f o r the 

r e a d i n g of l i f e . I t i s t h e event around which a l l o t h e r 

events move. B u i l t i n t o t h e very s t r u c t u r e of her c a l e n d a r , 
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t h e n , i s the Church's u n d e r s t a n d i n g not o n l y of t i m e and 

h i s t o r y but of l i f e i t s e l f . The Church y e a r , t h a t i s , i s as 

much an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of h i s t o r i c a l e v e n t s as i t i s a 

r e c o u n t i n g of them. Events are not seen a p a r t f r o m t h e i r 

meaning, b u t i n terms of t h e i r meaning. The l i t u r g i c a l 

c a l e n d a r a t t e m p t s a t r a n s l a t i o n - a c a r r y i n g across - of the 

p a s t i n t o t h e p r e s e n t and the p r e s e n t i n t o t h e p a s t . T h i s 

i n t e r p l a y i s e f f e c t e d w i t h i n t he Church and t h e i n d i v i d u a l as 

t h e y p a r t i c i p a t e i n t h e presence of p a s t e v e n t s . A l t h o u g h 

t h e o b j e c t i v e and u l t i m a t e s i g n i f i c a n c e of t h e p a s t e v e n t s 

remains unchanged, t h e i r s i g n i f i c a n c e t o t h e Church i s 

e n r i c h e d and deepened w i t h every r e c o l l e c t i o n . The s t r u c t u r e 

of the Church year draws p a r t i c i p a n t s i n t o a sense of 

i n v o l v e m e n t i n a r e l a t i o n s h i p t h a t i s o l d e r t h a n themselves. 

I n i n t e r p r e t i n g e v e n t s s i m u l t a n e o u s l y i n terms of p a s t , p r e s e n t 

and f u t u r e , i n t h e l i g h t of e t e r n i t y , t h e Church year r e f l e c t s 

t h i s unique i n t e r p l a y : e n f o l d e d t o g e t h e r and u n f o l d e d 

t o g e t h e r , what always was, i s . now, and ever s h a l l be. 

The l i t u r g i c a l year i s " a d m i r a b l y c a l c u l a t e d t o b r i n g 

b e f o r e us, year a f t e r y ear, t h e p r i n c i p l e f a c t s of t h e gospel 

h i s t o r y , and t h e i m p o r t a n t d o c t r i n e s connected w i t h these 

f a c t s " such t h a t t h e C h r i s t i a n might "commemorate C h r i s t ' s 

l i v i n g here on e a r t h " and be d i r e c t e d " t o l i v e a f t e r h i s 
45 

example". Through the r e - c r e a t i o n of the past something 

new i s c r e a t e d i n t h e p r e s e n t and t h e seeds are sown f o r f u t u r e 

r e - c r e a t i o n . Thus t h e theme t h a t E a s t e r p r o c l a i m s - the 

t r i u m p h of l i f e and t h e s o v e r e i g n t y of God - runs t h r o u g h the 

s t r u c t u r e of t h e y e a r , r e c o n c i l i n g past and f u t u r e , t i m e and 

e t e r n i t y , a t t h e p o i n t of i n t e r s e c t i o n i n t h e p r e s e n t . The 

l i t u r g i c a l c a l e n d a r i s a k i n d of d r a m a t i z a t i o n of p r e s e n t 
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r e d e m p t i o n , making p o s s i b l e a r e l a t i o n s h i p between a l i e n 

o r d e r s of e x i s t e n c e . 

The i n t e r a c t i o n t h a t i s seen t o e x i s t between the 

t e m p o r a l and t h e e t e r n a l i s r e f l e c t e d i n t h e h a r m o n i z a t i o n 

of the n a t u r a l and the s u p e r n a t u r a l t h a t i s a t t e m p t e d i n t h e 

C h r i s t i a n y e a r . " I t does not c o r r e s p o n d w i t h the c i v i l y e a r , 

because t h e Church, i n numbering her days, and measuring her 

seasons does not so much r e g a r d t h e sun i n her f i r m a m e n t , as 

t h e Sun of r i g h t e o u s n e s s , her s a v i o u r ; c o u n t i n g our y ear 

f r o m him, who began a t t h e season of advent t o r i s e upon t h e 

w o r l d , and as t h e 'Day s t a r on h i g h ' , t o e n l i g h t e n them t h a t 
46 

s a t i n s p i r i t u a l d a r k n e s s . " T h i s i s a s t a t e m e n t whose 

imagery expresses the i n t e r r e l a t i o n s h i p of t h e n a t u r a l and 

t h a t which i s beyond t h e n a t u r a l . The n a t u r a l w o r l d , i n 

g i v i n g her an e a r t h l y sphere o f e x i s t e n c e , i n a sense 

r e c r e a t e s t h e s u p e r n a t u r a l , w i t h o u t w h i c h , o f course, t h e 

n a t u r a l w o r l d would not e x i s t . The "seasons" of t h e Church 

bespeak not an a n t i - n a t u r a l b u t a s u p e r n a t u r a l o r d e r , t o be 

seen over and above and t h r o u g h n a t u r e . The n a t u r a l and t h e 

s u p e r n a t u r a l are meant t o serve as i n t e r p r e t e r s of one 

a n o t h e r . Thus Lent d e r i v e s i t s name fro m t h e Saxon word f o r 

S p r i n g and i s r e c o g n i z e d not o n l y as a season of s p i r i t u a l 

m o r t i f i c a t i o n i n p r e p a r a t i o n f o r the r e b i r t h of l i f e , b u t 

a l s o as an o p p o r t u n i t y f o r a s k i n g t h e creator-God t o be 

m e r c i f u l i n t h i s season, when new l i f e i s t h r e a t e n e d by 

n a t u r a l f o r c e s of d e s t r u c t i o n . The c r e a t o r and the redeemer 

are one God; t h e process of c r e a t i o n i s the process of 

r e d e m p t i o n . The theme of l i f e i s a g a i n seen as u n d e r g i r d i n g 

the C h r i s t i a n u n d e r s t a n d i n g . 
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I n t h e Church y e a r , the i n t e r r e l a t i o n s h i p of l i t u r g y 
and l i f e i s e v i d e n t , as i s t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p between l i t u r g y 

and drama. Both r e - p r e s e n t l i f e , a f f i r m i n g i t and r e - c r e a t i n g 

i t t h r o u g h t h e p r o j e c t i o n of a c e r t a i n o r d e r t h a t a l l o w s 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n . L i t u r g y t a k e s t h e fo r m o f drama because 

rede m p t i o n i s meant t o be e x p e r i e n c e d , not merely spoken of 

and seen. The very s t r u c t u r e o f t h e Church's y e a r , as w e l l as 

her weekly and d a i l y round of s e r v i c e s , f o s t e r s t h e e x p e r i e n c e 

of r e d e m p t i o n . She p r o v i d e s a f o r m t h r o u g h which t he C h r i s t i a n 

may "redeem t h e t i m e " by t h e i n t e g r a t i o n of h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p 

w i t h God i n t o t h e course o f h i s days and weeks and seasons . 

The r e d e m p t i o n o f time i s i m p l i c i t i n t h e s a c r a m e n t a l 

p e r s p e c t i v e t h a t shapes t h e C h r i s t i a n l i t u r g y . I t "views t i m e 

as dependent f o r meaning on e t e r n i t y . . . Every moment i n 

h i s t o r y , every human a c t i o n , i s i n f u s e d by a d i s c o v e r a b l e 

u n i v e r s a l and permanent s i g n i f i c a n c e w i t h o u t l o s s o f i t s 
47 

unique a c t u a l i t y , i t s h i s t o r i c i t y . " Thus, because C h r i s t 

i n h i s I n c a r n a t i o n redeemed t i m e , t h e l i t u r g y i s not o n l y 

composed around t he s p e c i a l e v e n t s t h a t we have n o t e d , b u t 

i s i n t e g r a l t o each and every day. T h i s i s g i v e n f o r m a l 

e x p r e s s i o n i n s e r v i c e s f o r morning and evening p r a y e r , t h r o u g h 

which t h e l i t u r g y i n v i t e s w o r s h i p p e r s t o b e g i n and end each 

day, and go t h r o u g h each day, i n communion w i t h God. 

I n t h e p e n i t e n t i a l p r e f a c e t o t h e o f f i c e s of the Book o f 

Common Pra y e r , these p r a y e r s b e g i n w i t h the acknowledgement 

of God i n h i s h o l i n e s s by man i n h i s s i n f u l n e s s . S t a n d i n g on 

the promises o f God, man confesses and r e p e n t s of h i s s i n and 

r e c e i v e s t h e assurance of f o r g i v e n e s s . T h i s opens t h e way t o 

God f o r those who "assemble and meet t o g e t h e r t o render t h a n k s 

f o r t h e g r e a t b e n e f i t s t h a t we have r e c e i v e d a t h i s hands, t o 
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se t f o r t h h i s most worthy p r a i s e , t o hear h i s most h o l y 

Word, and t o ask those t h i n g s which are r e q u i s i t e and 
48 

necessary, as w e l l f o r t h e body as t h e s o u l . " P r a i s e and 

t h a n k s g i v i n g resound i n t h e l i t u r g y of these s e r v i c e s . "We 

p r a i s e t h e e , 0 God: we acknowledge t h e e t o be t h e L o r d " ; 

"My s o u l d o t h magnify t h e L o r d : and my s p i r i t h a t h r e j o i c e d 
49 

i n God my s a v i o u r . " I n h i s w o r s h i p , man i d e n t i f i e s h i m s e l f 

w i t h a l l c r e a t i o n : " A l l t h e e a r t h d o t h w o r s h i p t h e e " ; " A l l 

ye Works of t h e Lo r d , b l e s s ye t h e L o r d : p r a i s e him, and 

magnify him f o r ever ... 0 ye Sun, and Moon, ... ye W i n t e r 

and Summer ... ye Green t h i n g s upon t h e e a r t h , b l e s s ye t h e 

L o r d " ; "Let t h e sea make a n o i s e , and a l l t h a t t h e r e i n i s : 
50 

th e round w o r l d , and t h e y t h a t d w e l l t h e r e i n . " And he 

i d e n t i f i e s h i m s e l f w i t h a l l who p r a i s e God, "Angels ... 

Cherubim, and Seraphim ... t h e g l o r i o u s company of t h e 

A p o s t l e s ... t h e goodly f e l l o w s h i p o f t h e Prophets ... t h e 

h o l y Church t h r o u g h o u t a l l t h e w o r l d " , ^ and a l l who have 

ever obeyed God, " S p i r i t s and Souls of t h e Righteous ... h o l y 
52 

and humble men of h e a r t " . He c l a i m s Abraham as h i s f o r e 
f a t h e r , and speaks t h e words of Simeon and Mary, "Servants of 

53 

the L o r d " . Thus t h e l i t u r g y d r a m a t i z e s t h e r e d e m p t i o n of 

man and h i s i n c o r p o r a t i o n i n t o t h e Body of C h r i s t . And i n 

h i s w o r s h i p , man achieves h i s t r u e end, f o r , as Irenaeus 

says, " I t i s t h e l i v i n g human b e i n g who i s t h e g l o r y o f 

God." 5 4 

I f the end of w o r s h i p i s t h e g l o r y o f God, i t s premise 

i s h i s c h a r a c t e r of h o l i n e s s and l o v e . That he i s worthy t o 

be p r a i s e d , and w i l l i n g t o accept our p r a i s e s makes l i t u r g y , 

and a r e l a t i o n s h i p between God and man, p o s s i b l e , and indeed 
55 "very meet, r i g h t , and our bounden d u t y " . The b a s i s of our 
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r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h God i s the I n c a r n a t i o n o f C h r i s t , who 

r e c o n c i l e d us t o God when he b r o u g h t t o g p t h e r i n h i m s e l f 

humanity and d i v i n i t y , l o v e and h o l i n e s s , t h u s a f f o r d i n g our 

r e d e m p t i o n . And t h e b a s i s of i t a l l i s God's l o v e : " L o v i n g -

k i n d n e s s and t r u t h have met t o g e t h e r ; / Righteousness and peace 

have k i s s e d each o t h e r . " (Ps. 85:10) Man can be saved, t o 

w o r s h i p God t h r o u g h h i s S a v i o u r , because t h e h o l y God i s h i s 

redeemer, "And", as I s a i a h p u t s i t , "your Redeemer i s t h e 

Holy One o f I s r a e l , Who i s c a l l e d t h e God o f a l l t h e e a r t h . " 

( I s . 5 4 : 5 ) . Worship b e g i n s , t h e n w i t h God's g r a c e . We 

r e c e i v e h i s f o r g i v e n e s s on t h e b a s i s o f C h r i s t ' s s a c r i f i c e 

f o r us, and God's promise t o honour and accept i t . And we 

must ask h i s grace even t o come and p r a i s e him: "0 L o r d , 

open t h o u our l i p s . And our mouth s h a l l show f o r t h t h y 
56 

p r a i s e . " We presume upon h i s f a i t h f u l n e s s whenever we come 
57 

"unto t h e t h r o n e o f heavenly g r a c e " . "We do not presume t o 

come ... t r u s t i n g i n our own r i g h t e o u s n e s s , b u t i n t h y m a n i f o l d 

and g r e a t m e r c i e s . " We come because he i s "the same L o r d , 
58 

whose p r o p e r t y i s always t o have mercy." Our own p r a y e r s , 

and t h a t o f the Church i n her l i t u r g y , are p o s s i b l e and r i g h t 

because of t h e God who i s " C r e a t o r and P r e s e r v e r of a l l 

mankind" i s "Most G r a c i o u s " ; he i s not o n l y " A l m i g h t y God" 

but "Father of a l l m e r c i e s " . And we pray t o him as our f a t h e r 
t h r o u g h Jesus C h r i s t h i s son, "our most b l e s s e d Lord and 

59 
S a v i o u r " , who has made us sons of God. 

The Lord's P r a y e r , i n which we address God as "Our F a t h e r " , 
th e modern Communion S e r v i c e reminds us, "as our Saviour 

6 0 

t a u g h t us", and as he has made p o s s i b l e , i s p a r t o f every 

l i t u r g i c a l s e r v i c e . Our p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n redemption i s 

d r a m a t i z e d as we speak t h e words o f t h e c h i l d r e n of God t h a t 
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we have become t h r o u g h our f a i t h i n C h r i s t . P e t e r says : 

"you once were n o t a people, but now you are t h e people of 

God; you had n o t r e c e i v e d mercy, b u t now you have r e c e i v e d 

mercy." ( 1 P e t e r .2 :10) Paul's words a r e s i m i l a r : "now i n 

C h r i s t Jesus you who f o r m e r l y were f a r o f f have been b r o u g h t 

near by t h e b l o o d of C h r i s t . For he h i m s e l f i s our peace ..." 

(Eph. 2:13,14). The Lord's Prayer embodies t h e most compact 

form of t h e l i t u r g i c a l e x p r e s s i o n of t h e r e a l i t y of redemption 

A f f i r m a t i o n of God not on l y as s o v e r e i g n Lord and c r e a t o r but 

as F a t h e r r e s o l v e s t h e dichotomy between man and t h e w o r l d i n 

a r e l a t i o n s h i p o f l o v e . The f o r g i v e n e s s t h a t d i s t i n g u i s h e s 

the r e l a t i o n s h i p s of C h r i s t i a n s g i v e s p r e s e n t r e a l i t y t o t h e 

redemption t h a t has been e f f e c t e d by t h e p a r t i c i p a t i o n of 

God w i t h men. P a r t i c i p a t i o n i n the drama has made sons o f 

those who were s p e c t a t o r s . 

The Church a t t e m p t s t o make p r e s e n t t h e r e a l i t y of 

redemption t h r o u g h t h e l i t u r g y . Speaking t h e words of 

redemption t o t h e rhythm of c r e a t i o n and l i f e she encourages 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n t h e drama of r e d e m p t i o n , d i r e c t i n g her 

people t o t h e c r e a t o r who i s a l s o redeemer. W r i t t e n i n t o 

the very c o n t r a c t o f c r e a t i o n , e s s e n t i a l t o t h e very makings 

of the e a r t h , i s h i s promise, 

While t h e e a r t h remains, 
Seedtime and h a r v e s t , 
And c o l d and h e a t , 
And summer and w i n t e r , 
And day and n i g h t 
S h a l l not cease . 

(Genesis 8 :22) 

R e c o g n i t i o n of t h i s covenant i s r e c o g n i t i o n of t h e s a n c t i t y of 

l i f e . I m p l i c i t i n i t i s the r e c o g n i t i o n o f t h e w o r t h i n e s s of 

i t s c r e a t o r - t h e s t a r t i n g p o i n t f o r t h e w o r s h i p of t h e Church 
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even as i t was f o r p r i m i t i v e man. Through i t s w o r s h i p and 

i t s l i t u r g y t h e Church hopes t o evoke t h e r e c o g n i t i o n of t h e 

One w i t h whose b l o o d t h e covenant i s s e a l e d , he who i s t h e 

b e g i n n i n g and t h e end, t h e r o o t and t h e o f f s p r i n g , C r e a t o r 

and Redeemer. 

As we s h a l l see, E l i o t ' s drama seeks t o i m i t a t e t h e 

l i t u r g y i n t h i s , by i l l u m i n a t i o n o f t h e c o n t i n u i t y between 

p r e - C h r i s t i a n and C h r i s t i a n u n d e r s t a n d i n g , and t h a t between 

l i t u r g y and drama and l i f e . I n h i s p l a y s we s h a l l t r a c e h i s 

development towards an u n d e r s t a n d i n g of t h e b a s i s o f t h i s 

c o n t i n u i t y i n t h e a f f i r m a t i o n and redem p t i o n of l i f e t h a t i s 

e f f e c t e d i n C h r i s t ' s I n c a r n a t i o n , h i s dea t h and r e s u r r e c t i o n , 

the event around which t h e l i t u r g i c a l drama t u r n s . 

The c o n t i n u i t y w i t h t h e p a s t and w i t h p r e - C h r i s t i a n 

w o r s h i p conveys t h e t r i u m p h o f l i f e and t h e s o v e r e i g n t y o f 

God t h e l i f e - g i v e r . At t h e same t i m e i t p r o v i d e s a framework 

f o r t h e p r o f o u n d and a b s o l u t e d i s c o n t i n u i t y t h a t i s d e c l a r e d 

i n t h e uniqueness of t h e I n c a r n a t i o n of C h r i s t . T h i s i s 

something u t t e r l y new, though f o r e t o l d and adumbrated t h r o u g h 

h i s t o r y and c r e a t i o n . T h i s i s something t h a t changes t h e 

w o r l d such t h a t i t i s never t h e same a g a i n , though t o a l l 

appearances i t goes on as b e f o r e . The E u c h a r i s t , i n which 

i s c o n c e n t r a t e d t h e whole drama of redemption t h a t t h e 

I n c a r n a t i o n b e g i n s , i s t h e f o c a l p o i n t of t h i s "newness" i n 

the C h r i s t i a n l i t u r g y . I t i s t h e a c t t o which a l l o t h e r 

l i t u r g i c a l a c t s p o i n t and f r o m which t h e y d e r i v e t h e i r 

mean i n g . 

I t w i l l a l r e a d y be c l e a r t h a t t h e l i t u r g y i s not a 

s e r i e s of words and a c t i o n s w h i c h are deemed m e a n i n g f u l i n 

themselves or by v i r t u e of a m a g i c a l a c c r u i n g of meaning by 
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r e p e t i t i o n . I t i s m e a n i n g f u l , u l t i m a t e l y , because i t i s 

b u i l t around the E u c h a r i s t which o r i g i n a t e s i n our Lord's 

l a s t supper and h i s express command t o "Do t h i s " i n 

remembrance of him. As h i s was t h e o r i g i n a l a c t i o n t h a t 

s y m b o l i z e d and i n t e r p r e t e d t h e u l t i m a t e a c t i o n o f h i s 

s a c r i f i c e , so the Church i n t h e E u c h a r i s t s y m b o l i c a l l y 

r e e n a c t s and r e i n t e r p r e t s t h a t s a c r i f i c e . The E u c h a r i s t 

i n t e r p r e t s t h e l i t u r g y , e x p l a i n i n g how t h e t r i u m p h o f l i f e 

and t h e s o v e r e i g n t y of God which i s her theme are accomplished. 

The c r e a t o r of t h e w o r l d becomes i t s redeemer and t h e rhythm 

of l i f e and d e a t h i s shown t o be r e s o l v e d i n h i s d e a t h and 

l i f e . The E u c h a r i s t r e c a l l s t h e p a r t i c u l a r moment a t which 

the drama o f c r e a t i o n t h a t t h e l i t u r g y r e p r e s e n t s was 

i n v e s t e d w i t h a p a r t i c u l a r and t o t a l l y new meaning and 

s i g n i f i c a n c e . I t i d e n t i f i e s t h e s p i r i t of l i f e t h a t i n f u s e s 

t h e l i t u r g y as t h e s p i r i t of C h r i s t . The E u C h a r i s t g i v e s a 

p a r t i c u l a r and u n i v e r s a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n t o t h e s a c r i f i c e of 

C h r i s t , and t h e r e b y t o the mystery of l i f e and d e a t h . 

I f t h e words and a c t i o n s o f t h e l i t u r g y have an i n h e r e n t 

meaning i t i s because a t a p a r t i c u l a r moment, r e c a l l e d i n the 

E u c h a r i s t , C h r i s t broke t h r o u g h t h e c y c l e of l i f e and d e a t h 

and endowed them w i t h a p a r t i c u l a r meaning. He gave back t o 

c r e a t i o n t h e meaning t h a t had been l o s t t o i t , t a k i n g t h e 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r a l l o f l i f e t h r o u g h t h e l o s s o f h i s own. 

I f t h e words and a c t i o n s o f t h e l i t u r g y are b e i n g r e a l i z e d 

i n t h e i r r e p e t i t i o n i t i s because t h e s a c r i f i c e o f C h r i s t 

r e a l i z e d them once and f o r a l l . The dynamic of t r a n s f o r m a t i o n 

and c o n f o r m a t i o n i s p r o g r e s s i v e and d i r e c t e d because i t began 

a t t h a t moment and i s moving towards a p a r t i c u l a r and u n i v e r s a l 
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end: t h e r e f l e c t i o n o f h i s image i n a redeemed c r e a t i o n . 

As D ix says : 

... t h e purpose of God i n man's c r e a t i o n t o H i s 
g l o r y i s f u l f i l l e d i n t h e e u c h a r i s t ... i n which 
the d e f i l e d 'image of God' i s r e s t o r e d i n men by 
the r e c e p t i o n a f r e s h of t h e one a r c h e t y p a l image, 
and mankind renewed and 'gathered i n t o one' i s 
pr e s e n t e d t o t h e F a t h e r ' i n C h r i s t ' as t h e 'one 
new man', H i s r e c o v e r e d 'son'. 61 

The E u c h a r i s t i s d r a m a t i c n o t f o r s p e c t a t o r s b u t f o r 

p a r t i c i p a n t s . The p a s s i o n of C h r i s t which i t evokes 

s y m b o l i c a l l y remains a drama i n which he i s t h e o n l y p a r t i c i 

p a n t . The E u c h a r i s t a c t i o n , on the o t h e r hand, i s not a drama 

a t a l l , i n t h a t t h e r e are no s p e c t a t o r s . Everyone i s an 

a c t o r i n t h e drama, or he i s excluded f r o m t h e r e a l i t y o f t h e 

a c t i o n . When E l i o t says t h a t "the consummation of t h e drama 

... t he p e r f e c t and i d e a l drama, i s t o be found i n t h e ceremony 
62 

of t h e Mass" he i s commenting upon t h e c u r i o u s r e l a t i o n s h i p 

t h a t e x i s t s between l i f e and drama. As A r i s t o t l e i d e n t i f i e d 

drama, so c o u l d t h e E u c h a r i s t be d e s c r i b e d as "the i m i t a t i o n 

of an a c t i o n " . I t i s a t t h e b o r d e r l a n d where l i f e and drama 

i n t e r p e n e t r a t e t h a t l i t u r g y f i n d s i t s e l f . The Mass t r a n s c e n d s 

drama because of t h e i n g r e d i e n t o f l i f e which makes i t 

d i s t i n c t f r o m a r t . I n t h e Mass the a c t i o n which i s i m i t a t e d 

i s an ongoing a c t i o n , which i s i t s e l f t h e i m i t a t i o n o f a 

completed a c t i o n . I t i s the q u i n t e s s e n t i a l l i t u r g i c a l a c t , 

i n which l i f e and a r t are most f u l l y t h e mselves, and come 

c l o s e s t t o t r a n s c e n d i n g themselves. The Mass i s t h e con

summation of t h e d r a m a t i c impulse which " s p r i n g s f r o m 
63 

r e l i g i o u s l i t u r g y " . 

Worship and drama are b o t h responses t o t h e r e a l i z a t i o n of 

the s e l f as s u b j e c t and o b j e c t , s p e c t a t o r and p a r t i c i p a n t . Any 
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a c t i o n r e q u i r e s a degree of i n t e g r a t i o n of these two. The 

Passion of C h r i s t r e q u i r e d t h e i r complete i n t e g r a t i o n : t h e 

s u b j e c t of c r e a t i o n became i t s o b j e c t ; t h e u l t i m a t e 

s p e c t a t o r of t h e drama became i t s p a r t i c i p a n t . The Mass, 

t h e n , i s "the p e r f e c t and i d e a l drama" because i t i m i t a t e s 

t h e o n l y p e r f e c t a c t i o n . The t r a n s f e r e n c e of r o l e s i s 

r e c a l l e d i n each performance when man, who i s always 

f u n d a m e n t a l l y the o b j e c t i n h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h God, and 

always p a r t i c i p a n t i n t h e drama of c r e a t i o n , i s i n v o l v e d i n 

the r e - p r e s e n t a t i o n of the drama a t which he i s s u b j e c t and 

s p e c t a t o r and God h i m s e l f i s a c t e d upon i n man's s t e a d . 

C h r i s t s t o o d i n man's p l a c e and made t o God "a f u l l , p e r f e c t , 

and s u f f i c i e n t s a c r i f i c e , o b l a t i o n , and s a t i s f a c t i o n , f o r t h e 
64 

s i n s of t h e whole w o r l d . " I n t h e Mass, man p a r t i c i p a t e s i n 

t h e d r a m a t i z a t i o n of t h e a c t i o n which he can o n l y watch, t h a t 

of h i s own r e d e m p t i o n . Y e t , i t i s t h e n a t u r e of t h i s 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n which i s most r e v e a l i n g . He p a r t i c i p a t e s o n l y 

as he acknowledges t h a t he cannot a c t f o r h i m s e l f but must 

a l l o w the A c t o r t o r e p r e s e n t him. Thus s p e c t a t o r and 

p a r t i c i p a n t , s u b j e c t and o b j e c t , are r e c o n c i l e d and t h e 

w o r s h i p p e r i s i n t e g r a t e d i n t o t h e a c t i o n of C h r i s t . 

P a r t i c i p a t i o n i n t h e Mass i s of a unique c h a r a c t e r , of 
which d r a m a t i c a r t can o f f e r o n l y a "humble shadow or 

65 

a nalogy". The c a t e g o r i c a l d i s t i n c t i o n between God and man 

i s such t h a t i n t h i s d i v i n e drama he i s t h e o n l y A c t o r . Man 

can o n l y d r a m a t i z e the d r a m a t i z a t i o n of h i s a c t i o n : such i s 

h i s r e a l i t y i n comparison w i t h t h e r e a l i t y of God. God a c t s ; 

man i m i t a t e s t h e d r a m a t i z a t i o n of t h e a c t i o n . At t h e same 

time the d r a m a t i z a t i o n o f f e r s an image of t h e means t h r o u g h 

which C h r i s t i a n s p a r t i c i p a t e i n t h e i n i m i t a b l e a c t i o n . 
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P a r t i c i p a t i o n i n t h e E u c h a r i s t i s unique i n t h a t by f a i t h , 

union w i t h C h r i s t has been a c h i e v e d , and t h e E u c h a r i s t r e -

enacts t h i s p a r t i c i p a t i o n of human w i t h d i v i n e t h a t C h r i s t ' s 

I n c a r n a t i o n and re d e m p t i o n accomplished. I t a l s o d r a m a t i z e s 

th e way by which C h r i s t i a n s p a r t i c i p a t e i n C h r i s t ' s s a c r i f i c e , 

i n death of s e l f i n l o v e . Thus t h e E u c h a r i s t i s t h e i m i t a t i o n 

o f the o r i g i n a l a c t i o n even i n i t s c r e a t i o n o f f a i t h . T h i s i s 

dr a m a t i z e d i n t h e E u c h a r i s t when p a r t i c i p a n t s o f f e r themselves 

t o God, t h u s making t h e i r own " s a c r i f i c e o f p r a i s e and 

t h a n k s g i v i n g " . ^ ^ 

The Mass can be seen as t h e consummation of t h e drama i n 

th e sense t h a t i t d r a m a t i z e s an a c t i o n i n t o which a l l c r e a t i o n 

i s g a t h e r e d t o be redeemed. When E l i o t c a l l s i t "a s m a l l 
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drama, h a v i n g a l l t h e u n i t i e s " , p a r t o f h i s meaning i s 

perhaps t o be fo u n d i n t h e f a c t t h a t t h e Mass r e c o l l e c t s t h e 

event i n t o which a l l t i m e s , a l l p l a c e s , a l l a c t i o n s , a l l 

s e n t i m e n t s , a l l c r e a t u r e s were absorbed. The F a t h e r sent t he 

Son, Paul says, " t o r e c o n c i l e a l l t h i n g s t o H i m s e l f . " ( C o l . 

2:20) I t i s , however, t h e d r a m a t i z a t i o n o f t h a t event t o 

which he r e f e r s . The u n i t i e s are t h e c o n v e n t i o n a l u n i t i e s 

of t i m e , p l a c e and a c t i o n or s e n t i m e n t , which are fundamental 

enough t o him t o be regarded as "laws of n a t u r e " , and u n i t e d 

enough t o be " t h r e e aspects o f one law", w o r k i n g t o g e t h e r 
6 8 

f o r a s i n g l e e f f e c t . At one l e v e l t h e r e i s obvious u n i t y 

of t i m e , p l a c e and a c t i o n i n t h e Mass i n t h a t i t d r a m a t i z e s 

an event which o c c u r r e d on a p a r t i c u l a r n i g h t i n a p a r t i c u l a r 

l o c a t i o n f o r a p a r t i c u l a r purpose. However, because t h i s 

event i n t e r p r e t s a n o t h e r event and t h e r e f o r e r e f e r s beyond 

i t s e l f , t h e r e i s i n h e r e n t i n i t t h e v i o l a t i o n o f t h e u n i t i e s 

of time and p l a c e . I n a s i n g l e a c t i o n , t h e E u c h a r i s t 
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dr a m a t i z e s an a c t i o n and a l s o i t s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n and t h u s 

t r a n s c e n d s t h e bounds of t i m e and space. I n t h e E u c h a r i s t , 

the Church r e c a l l s an event which had n o t y e t happened ; she 

re e n a c t s s y m b o l i c a l l y an a c t i o n which was a t i t s e n a c t i o n y e t 

a prom i s e . I t t h e r e f o r e c o n t a i n s t h e p a s t , p r e s e n t and f u t u r e 

i n a c u r i o u s i m i t a t i o n o f t h e a c t i o n i t s e l f . I t o f f e r s an 

image o f t h e f a i t h t h a t b e l i e v e s t h e promise o f a kingdom 

which i s a t once p r e s e n t and y e t t o come. The command t o 

"Do t h i s " i n remembrance of an a c t i o n which had not y e t 

happened n o t o n l y v i o l a t e s t h e u n i t i e s of t i m e and p l a c e b u t 

d i s s o l v e s t i m e and space as we know them. I t focusses a l l 

time and space on t h e s i n g l e u n r e p e a t a b l e a c t i o n t h a t happened 

once and f o r a l l , and i t expands t h e a c t i o n u n t i l i t c o n t a i n s 

a l l t i m e and space and t h e ongoing process o f c r e a t i o n . The 

Mass d r a m a t i z e s a t once t h e obedience t o t h e command and t h e 

p e r p e t u a t i o n o f t h e command. I t i n t e r p r e t s t h e a c t i o n as a t 

once unique and u n i v e r s a l , completed and unending. The 

E u c h a r i s t , D i x says, r e f l e c t s t h e " ' o n c e - f o r - a l l ' q u a l i t y i n 

consequence of which t h e r e i s ( p a r a d o x i c a l l y ) something new 

but permanent i n e t e r n i t y , j u s t as t h e r e i s something new but 

e n d u r i n g i n t i m e . " I t i s "the supreme e x p r e s s i o n " of what he 

c a l l s " t h i s double and mutual r e p e r c u s s i o n o f t i m e and 

e t e r n i t y upon each o t h e r i n t h a t a c t of God which i s t h e 
69 

redemption o f t h e w o r l d by Jesus of N a z a r e t h . " 

I n a sense, t i m e and space are undone i n o r d e r t h a t t h e 

a c t i o n might be co m p l e t e . D r a m a t i c a l l y s p e a k i n g , t h e 

v i o l a t i o n o f t h e u n i t i e s o f t i m e and p l a c e i n the performance 

of t he Mass f u r t h e r s t h e u n i t y of a c t i o n or s e n t i m e n t and 

the r e b y t h e u n i t y of t h e Play as a whole . The u n i t y o f 

se n t i m e n t i s ach i e v e d i n t h e Mass t h r o u g h i t s d r a m a t i z a t i o n 
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of a c o n c e n t r a t e d e x p e r i e n c e of l i f e , d e a t h and r e s u r r e c t i o n . 

As such i t expresses a l l t h e j o y of l i f e and t h e sorrow of 

d e a t h . Because of t h e p e c u l i a r sense i n which i t r e c a l l s an 

event which has y e t t o happen, i t d r a m a t i z e s l i f e and d e a t h 

and r e s u r r e c t i o n s i m u l t a n e o u s l y , t h u s i m i t a t i n g t h e a b s o r p t i o n 

o f death i n t o l i f e and t h e u n i t y o f c r e a t i o n and r e d e m p t i o n 

which t h e coming of C h r i s t e f f e c t s . "For i n Him a l l t h i n g s 

were c r e a t e d ... i n Him a l l t h i n g s h o l d t o g e t h e r " ; " I n Him 

we have r e d e m p t i o n t h r o u g h His b l o o d . " ( C o l . 1:16,17; Eph. 

1:7) 

E l i o t t a k e s h i s d e s c r i p t i o n o f t h e achievement of t h e 

u n i t y of a c t i o n f r o m B u t c h e r ' s e d i t i o n o f t h e P o e t i c s : 

F i r s t , i n t h e c a u s a l c o n n e c t i o n t h a t b i nds 
t o g e t h e r t h e s e v e r a l p a r t s of a p l a y - t h e 
t h o u g h t s , t h e e motions, the d e c i s i o n s o f t h e 
w i l l , t h e e x t e r n a l e vents b e i n g i n e x t r i c a b l y 
i n t e r w o v e n . Secondly, i n t h e f a c t t h a t t h e 
whole s e r i e s of e v e n t s , w i t h a l l t h e m o r a l 
f o r c e s t h a t are b r o u g h t i n t o c o l l i s i o n , are 
d i r e c t e d t o a s i n g l e end . The a c t i o n as i t 
advances converges on a d e f i n i t e p o i n t . The 
t h r e a d of purpose r u n n i n g t h r o u g h i t becomes 
more marked. A l l minor e f f e c t s a r e sub
o r d i n a t e d t o t h e sense of an e v e r - g r o w i n g 
u n i t y . The end i s l i n k e d t o t h e b e g i n n i n g 
w i t h i n e v i t a b l e c e r t a i n t y , and i n t h e end we 
d i s c e r n t h e meaning of t h e whole. 70 

On t h e b a s i s o f t h i s s t a n d a r d , t h e Mass can be seen t o be 

"the p e r f e c t and i d e a l drama". The l i t u r g y p r o v i d e s t h e 

program of " e x t e r n a l e v e n t s " and c o r r e l a t i n g words t h r o u g h 

which t h e t h o u g h t s , emotions, and w i l l s o f t h e people are 

bound up w i t h t h e a c t i o n . I t s s t r u c t u r e draws them i n t o 

c o n c e n t r a t i o n on t h e a c t i o n and p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n i t . The 

o f f e r i n g and c o n s e c r a t i o n o f the bread t h a t i s broken and 

the wine t h a t i s poured out are the a c t i o n s t h a t converge 

on the " d e f i n i t e p o i n t " of C h r i s t ' s d e a t h . The " s i n g l e end" 
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t o which a l l t h e e v e n t s and moral f o r c e s are d i r e c t e d i s 

achieved when t h e y are r e c e i v e d as C h r i s t ' s body and b l o o d . 

T h i s i s t h e c l i m a x o f t h e a c t i o n t o which a l l p r e c e d i n g 

a c t i o n s l e a d and f r o m which a l l succeeding a c t i o n s f l o w . 

T h i s i s t h e purpose f o r which t h e drama i s p e r f o r m e d . 

Because, however, i t s purpose i s t o r e c o l l e c t what i s i t s e l f 

a r e c o l l e c t i o n and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , i t i s not t o be c o n t a i n e d 

i n i t s e l f , b u t t o p o i n t o u t s i d e i t s e l f . I t s purpose i s t o 

evoke t h e meaning o f t h e a c t i o n t h a t i t remembers. Because 

i t d r a m a t i z e s a command t o r e p e a t i t s own a c t i o n , t h e Mass 

at t h e same t i m e f u l f i l l s i t s purpose i n obedience t o t h e 

command and i n t h e p e r p e t u a t i o n of t h e command. T h i s unique 

c o n c e n t r a t i o n o f a c t i o n w i t h i n h e r e n t i n t e r p r e t a t i o n and 

p e r p e t u a t i o n l e n d s t h e Mass t h e i n t e n s i t y which i s c r u c i a l 
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t o drama as E l i o t sees i t . 

One purpose o f t h e Mass i s t h e a c t u a l i z a t i o n o f r e d e m p t i o n 

i n t h e h e a r t s o f w o r s h i p p e r s : t h e drama i s performed i n o r d e r 

t h a t t h e s p e c t a t o r s might p a r t i c i p a t e , as we have seen. Thus 

each person i s h i m s e l f t h e t h e a t r e wherein 'The end i s l i n k e d 

t o t h e b e g i n n i n g " of t h e Drama. P e r c e p t i o n of t h e u n i t y and 

the meaning of t h e drama i s u n i q u e l y dependent upon h i s 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n : i t i s o n l y as i t i s r e a l i z e d i n h i s e x p e r i e n c e 

t h a t i t i s u n d e r s t o o d . "The meaning of the whole" t h a t i t 

evokes must be i n t e r p r e t e d by h i s f a i t h . I n "the p r a y e r of 

humble a c c e s s " we ask our Lord t h a t we may so "eat t h e 

f l e s h of t h y dear Son Jesus C h r i s t , and t o d r i n k h i s b l o o d , 

t h a t our s i n f u l b o d i e s may be made c l e a n by h i s body, and 

our s o u l s washed t h r o u g h h i s most p r e c i o u s b l o o d , and t h a t 
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we may evermore d w e l l i n him, and he i n us." 
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The u n i t y o f t h e Mass i s f u r t h e r e d a t an i n d i v i d u a l 

l e v e l as each person i s u n i t e d w i t h C h r i s t and a t a c o r p o r a t e 

l e v e l as b e l i e v e r s are k n i t t o g e t h e r by a s i n g l e a c t i o n t o 

f o r m h i s body. 'The Church i s i n t h e s i g h t o f God t h e Body 

of C h r i s t ; a t t h e e u c h a r i s t and by t h e e u c h a r i s t f o r a 

moment i t t r u l y f u l f i l s t h i s , i t s e t e r n a l b e i n g ; i t becomes 
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what i t i s . " As t h e y a c t t o g e t h e r , b e l i e v e r s are a c t e d 

upon t o become God's kingdom come. The purpose of C h r i s t ' s 

a c t i o n i s r e a l i z e d i n t h e E u c h a r i s t as p a r t i c i p a n t s u n i t e t o 

become t h e new humanity f o r whose c r e a t i o n he d i e d and rose 

a g a i n . "Though we are many we are one body," as t h e modern 

Communion S e r v i c e has i t , "because we a l l share i n one b r e a d . " 

( 1 Cor. 10:17) 

As the d i s c i p l e s on t h e road t o Emmaus "recognized h i m " 

as t h e c r u c i f i e d and r i s e n Lord when he broke bread f o r them, 

so the Church r e c o g n i z e s t h e l i v i n g presence of t h e Lord i n a 

unique sense i n t h e E u c h a r i s t . Because he i n c o r p o r a t e s i n t o 

h i s body everyone who p a r t i c i p a t e s i n h i s s a c r i f i c e , t h e 

Mass i s the c e l e b r a t i o n o f t h e Church of a l l t he ages . The 

h i s t o r i c a l r e a l i t y of Jesus i m p l i e s a p a r t i c u l a r b e g i n n i n g 

and a c o n t i n u i t y which t h e p r e s e n t Church m a n i f e s t s . H i s 

m e t a h i s t o r i c a l r e a l i t y i m p l i e s e x i s t e n c e beyond t h e h i s t o r i c a l 

Church, "the b l e s s e d company o f a l l f a i t h f u l p e o p l e " , and 
indeed beyond h i s t o r y and t i m e i t s e l f , i n t h e " e v e r l a s t i n g 
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kingdom". The d r a m a t i c u n i t y and i n t e n s i t y of t h e Mass i s 

h e i g h t e n e d , t h e n , as i t i s seen t o i n v o l v e t h e p a r t i c i p a t i o n 

of t h e whole Church, i n a s i n g l e and comprehensive a c t i o n . 

I t i s t h e drama of a l l who have ever done t h i s i n remembrance 

o f him, as w e l l as a l l who have ever obeyed God's command, by 

f a i t h b e l i e v i n g h i s promise. 
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The u n i t y o f the Mass f o s t e r s and i s f o s t e r e d by t h e 

e x i s t e n c e o f a s e t of symbols and concepts t o which meaning 

i s a s c r i b e d . These a l s o serve t o u n i t e t h e Mass t o t h e r e s t 

of t h e l i t u r g y and h e l p t o l o c a t e them i n w i d e r c o n t e x t s o f 

w o r s h i p and of hu m a n i t y . T h i s can be i l l u s t r a t e d u s i n g t h e 

symbols w h i c h are c e n t r a l t o t h e E u c h a r i s t , t h e bread and t h e 

wine . These were i n v e s t e d w i t h a p a r t i c u l a r meaning and 

s i g n i f i c a n c e by C h r i s t a t the Last Supper. Rather t h a n b e i n g 

s t a t i c or a b s t r a c t , however, i t i s t h e n a t u r e o f symbols and of 

the l i f e o f C h r i s t t h a t t h e i r meaning and s i g n i f i c a n c e , though 

f i x e d and complete i n themselves, c o n t i n u e t o be apprehended 

i n new and f r e s h ways. At t h e same t i m e , as t h e bread and 

wine are met i n o t h e r l i t u r g i c a l c o n t e x t s , t h e r e occurs a 

mutual e n r i c h i n g o f the symbols and t h e s e t t i n g s i n which 

they f i g u r e . When we r e a d , f o r example, o f t h e f e e d i n g o f 

the f i v e thousand or t h e changing o f water i n t o w ine, we 

b r i n g t o t h a t s t o r y and t a k e f r o m i t a deeper meaning t h a n 

t h e mere words can express because of our e x p e r i e n c e o f t h e 

bread and wine. 

Through t h e c o n s e c r e a t i o n o f elements which are meat and 

d r i n k t h e E u c h a r i s t i s t r a n s l a t e d by t h e bread and wine i n t o 

t h e l a r g e r c o n t e x t of communal w o r s h i p , i n which t h e sacred 

meal has been s i n c e p r i m i t i v e t i m e s c e n t r a l t o s o c i e t y , as 

the e x p r e s s i o n o f dependence upon one a n o t h e r and upon t h e 

e a r t h . " I t i s i n t h e sacred meal t h a t man sees t h e s a c r e d -

ness of l i f e , dependent upon one who i s almi g h t y and a l l 

good ... To r e c o g n i z e t h e sacredness of a meal as b e i n g t he 

h i g h e s t f o r m o f human a c t i v i t y i s t o r e c o g n i z e man's t o t a l 

dependence, b o t h f o r h i s c r e a t i o n and c o n t i n u e d e x i s t e n c e , 

upon a God who i s a t t h e same t i m e apprehended as t h e one 
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75 who possesses t h e f u l n e s s of l i f e . " The Jewish Passover 
meal was such a meal and when Jesus b l e s s e d t h e bread and 

wine a t the Last Supper he was acknowledging and t h a n k i n g t h e 

c r e a t o r i n t h e customary way. The symbols o f bread and wine 

c a r r y w i t h them a l l t h i s s i g n i f i c a n c e and meaning as w e l l . 

I t i s t o t h i s t h a t C h r i s t adds t h e r a d i c a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 

t o be read i n t o t h e i r subsequent use, t h a t of t h e i r 

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n of h i s body and b l o o d . 

Moreover, t h e bread and wine t i e t h e E u c h a r i s t f i r m l y 

i n t o t h e most fundam e n t a l and y e t o r d i n a r y aspects of human 

l i f e . They r e p r e s e n t e a t i n g and d r i n k i n g , always t h e 

e x p r e s s i o n o f communal f e l l o w s h i p and good cheer, o f s h a r i n g 

a meal on t h e b a s i s of t h e c o n g e n i a l acceptance upon which 

s o c i e t y i s b u i l t . More f u n d a m e n t a l s t i l l i s t h e i r 

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f f o o d and d r i n k , and t h u s of l i f e i t s e l f : 

"as our b o d i e s a r e by t h e Bread and Wine", so "our s o u l s by 

the Body and Blood of C h r i s t " r e c e i v e "the s t r e n g t h e n i n g and 
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r e f r e s h i n g " t h a t we need. 

When Jesus used bread and wine t o i n t e r p r e t h i s f o r t h 

coming s a c r i f i c e , he drew upon a l l t h a t was i m p l i e d i n them 

and added new i m p l i c a t i o n s . I n a f f i r m i n g and e n d o r s i n g 

these e l e m e n t s , w i t h t h e i r accumulated i m p l i c a t i o n s , as good 

g i f t s from God, he was s i g n i f y i n g t h e c o n t i n u i t y between h i s 

a c t i o n of r e d e m p t i o n and God's a c t i o n s i n c r e a t i o n and 

h i s t o r y . These " w h o l l y e a r t h l y e l e m e n t s " r e - p r e s e n t " t h a t 
7 8 

r e t u r n of t h e e t e r n a l w i t h i n t h e t e m p o r a l " which i s C h r i s t 

I n c a r n a t e . H i s c o n s e c r a t i o n o f them e s t a b l i s h e s 

the c o n t i n u i t y between h i s a c t i o n o f redemption and God's 

a c t i o n s i n c r e a t i o n and h i s t o r y . I t a l s o e s t a b l i s h e s 
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the v a l u e of man as God's c r e a t u r e , and of c r e a t i o n i t s e l f , 

a w a i t i n g r e d e m p t i o n . The a f f i r m a t i o n o f the symbols of bread and 

wine a f f i r m s t h e e s s e n t i a l l y h i s t o r i c a l and c r e a t i o n a l 

c h a r a c t e r of r e d e m p t i o n . At the same t i m e w i t h t h e i n f u s i o n 

of new meaning as h i s body and b l o o d , C h r i s t i s redeeming t h e 

c r e a t e d o r d e r and e s t a b l i s h i n g t h e basis f o r i t s r edemption i n 

h i s I n c a r n a t i o n and death and r e s u r r e c t i o n . I n t h i s i s 

r e p r e s e n t e d a p i c t u r e of t h e I n c a r n a t i o n . As E l i o t d e s c r i b e s 

i t : 'The h i n t h a l f guessed, t h e g i f t h a l f u n d e r s t o o d , i s 
79 

I n c a r n a t i o n . " I n i t s c o n t i n u i t y w i t h p r e - C h r i s t i a n r i t u a l 

p a t t e r n s , t h e l i t u r g y a f f i r m s l i f e i t s e l f , on t h e b a s i s of t h e 

red e m p t i o n i n C h r i s t . And i n i t s t r a n s f o r m a t i o n and r e i n t e r -

p r e t a t i o n of e x i s t i n g p a t t e r n s i t f u l f i l l s t h e promise t h a t i s 

i n h e r e n t i n them, as t h e one who keeps t h e promise i s 

i d e n t i f i e d as t h e one who made i t . The l i t u r g y g a t h e r s i n t o 

i t s e l f a l l p r e - C h r i s t i a n p a t t e r n s of w o r s h i p , images, r i t u a l s , 

symbols, and myths, t o be redeemed. As C. S. Lewis s a y s : 
I n c a r n a t i o n t r a n s c e n d s myth. The h e a r t o f 
C h r i s t i a n i t y i s a myth which i s a l s o a f a c t . 
The o l d myth of t h e Dyin g God, w i t h o u t c e a s i n g 
t o be myth, comes down fr o m t h e heaven of 
legend and i m a g i n a t i o n t o the e a r t h of h i s t o r y . 
I t happens - a t a p a r t i c u l a r d a t e , i n a 
p a r t i c u l a r p l a c e , f o l l o w e d by d e f i n i t e 
h i s t o r i c a l consequences ... By becoming f a c t 
i t does not cease t o be myth: t h a t i s t h e 
m i r a c l e . 80 
The advent of C h r i s t I n c a r n a t e i n t o the midst o f h i s t o r y 

and i n t o t h e midst o f l i f e f i n d s a p a r a l l e l i n h i s advent i n 

th e l i f e o f every b e l i e v e r , whether t h i s i s d i s c e r n i b l e i n 

terms of c h r o n o l o g y or n o t . Once and f o r a l l and c o n t i n u o u s l y , 

he i s b r e a k i n g i n t o t h e midst of t h i n g s . I n v a r i o u s ways 

C h r i s t i a n s d i s c o v e r and e x p l o r e t h e i m p l i c a t i o n s of h i s coming. 

I n a sense t h e y c o n t i n u o u s l y r e o r i e n t t h e i r l i v e s a c c o r d i n g 
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t o t h i s I n c a r n a t i o n a l f o c u s , as t h e r e a l i t y of C h r i s t i s 

p r o j e c t e d backward i n t o t h e i r p a s t and f o r w a r d i n t o t h e i r 

f u t u r e , as w e l l as i n t o t h e p r e s e n t c i r c u m s t a n c e s of t h e i r 

l i v i n g and b e i n g . The l i g h t of C h r i s t s h i n e s i n t o each 

i n d i v i d u a l w o r l d j u s t as i t came i n t o t h e whole w o r l d , 

i l l u m i n a t i n g t h e l a t e n t meaning of each l i f e , even as i t 

i l l u m i n a t e s t h a t of c r e a t i o n and h i s t o r y . E l i o t ' s p l a y s 

r e f l e c t t he way i n which t h e s e a r c h i n g l i g h t of C h r i s t 

i l l u m i n a t e s the meaning of redemption f o r him. 

With t h i s s k e t c h o f t h e C h r i s t i a n l i t u r g y and of t h e 

r e l a t i o n s h i p between l i t u r g y and drama as our background, we 

can e x p l o r e b r i e f l y E l i o t ' s u n d e r s t a n d i n g of l i t u r g y i n 

r e l a t i o n t o drama, and i t s development towards an u n d e r s t a n d i n g 

of h i s drama and of h i m s e l f i n r e l a t i o n t o t h e I n c a r n a t i o n of 

C h r i s t . T h i s w i l l p r o v i d e t h e c o n t e x t f o r our s t u d y of h i s 

f o u r p l a y s f o r s e c u l a r t h e a t r e . 

E l i o t ' s i n t e r e s t i n l i t u r g y develops out of t h e quest 

f o r o rder and t h e b e l i e f i n r e l i g i o n t h a t are f o r him bound 

up t o g e t h e r and bound up w i t h l i f e i t s e l f . "The W a s t e l a n d " 

of 1922 expresses h i s sense of t h e need f o r a p e r s o n a l , 

s o c i a l and cosmic o r d e r . I n t h e f o l l o w i n g year he p r a i s e s 

Joyce's Ulysses and endorses t h e m y t h i c a l method as "a way 

of c o n t r o l l i n g , o f o r d e r i n g , or g i v i n g a shape and a 

s i g n i f i c a n c e t o t h e immense panorama of f u t i l i t y and anarchy 
81 

which i s contemporary h i s t o r y . " 
He had l o n g been i n t e r e s t e d i n p r i m i t i v e myth and r i t u a l 

82 
and the phenomenon of r e l i g i o n i t s e l f and, a l s o i n 1923, 

he w r i t e s of t h e f u n d a m e n t a l c o n n e c t i o n between r i t u a l and 
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drama, s u g g e s t i n g r h y t h m as p r i m a r y and r i t u a l a c t i o n s as 

p r i o r t o t h e reasons f o r them, though o n l y p e r p e t u a t e d as 

meaning i s accorded. I n t h i s essay, "The B e a t i n g of a Drum", 

drama i s proposed as b e g i n n i n g w i t h movement i n r h y t h m : "The 

drama was o r i g i n a l l y r i t u a l ; and r i t u a l , c o n s i s t i n g of a s e t 

of r e p e a t e d movements, i s e s s e n t i a l l y a dance." When he goes 

on t o say t h a t we r e t a i n t h e reasons "but we have l o s t t h e 

drum", t h e very p r i m i t i v e sense of o r d e r t h a t he d e s i r e s 

f o r the s t a g e i s e v i d e n t . I n 1922 he had w r i t t e n i n The 

C r i t e r i o n a t r i b u t e t o Massine, whose "inhuman, i m p e r s o n a l , 

a b s t r a c t " q u a l i t y of a c t i n g w i t h "the a b s t r a c t g e s t u r e ... 

which s y m b o l i z e s e m o t i o n " r a t h e r t h a n e x p r e s s i n g i t , p o i n t s 

the way f o r "the f u t u r e s t a g e " . A contemporary r i t u a l drama 

i s h i s g o a l f o r t h e t h e a t r e : 

The r e a l i s m of t h e o r d i n a r y stage i s something 
t o which we can no l o n g e r r e s p o n d , because t o us 
i t i s no l o n g e r r e a l i s t i c . We know t h a t t h e 
g e s t u r e o f d a i l y e x i s t e n c e i s i n a d e q u a t e f o r t h e 
stage ; i n s t e a d of p r e t e n d i n g t h a t the stage 
g e s t u r e i s a copy of r e a l i t y , l e t us adopt a 
l i t e r a l u n t r u t h , a t h o r o u g h g o i n g c o n v e n t i o n , a 
r i t u a l . For t h e stage - n o t o n l y i n i t s 
r e a l i s t i c o r i g i n s , b u t always - i s a r i t u a l , 
and t h e f a i l u r e of t h e contemporary stage t o 
s a t i s f y t h e c r a v i n g f o r r i t u a l i s one of t h e 
reasons why i t i s not a l i v i n g a r t . 84 

I n a l l these t h e poet who s a c r i f i c e s emotion f o r t h e 
81 

sake of o r d e r , t h r o u g h what he has c a l l e d the " i m p e r s o n a l i t y " 

of the a r t i s t , i s r e c o g n i z a b l e . I m p e r s o n a l i t y i s a l s o a 

q u a l i t y t h a t he i d e n t i f i e s i n an essay of 1924 as e s s e n t i a l 
86 

t o the a c t i o n of a " s t r i c t f o r m o f drama" t h a t he e n v i s i o n s . 

And i t i s i n l o o k i n g b r i e f l y a t some of h i s d r a m a t i c c r i t i c i s m 

t h a t the s t r u g g l e i n which he was engaged can be i d e n t i f i e d as 

very deep and i n t e n s e indeed . I t i s i n i t s a t t e m p t t o i m i t a t e 

l i f e t h a t provokes E l i o t ' s a t t r a c t i o n t o and r e p u l s i o n f r o m 
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d r a m a t i c a r t , and i n h i s d r a m a t i c c r i t i c i s m of t h i s p e r i o d 

an ambivalence t o l i f e i t s e l f i s exposed. I n 1919 t h e 

language o f h i s essay "Ben Jonson" expresses t h e dilemma. 

"The c r e a t i o n of a work of a r t , we w i l l say t h e c r e a t i o n o f 

a c h a r a c t e r i n a drama," he say s , " c o n s i s t s i n t h e process of 

t r a n s f u s i o n of t h e p e r s o n a l i t y o r , i n a deeper sense, t h e 

l i f e of t h e a u t h o r i n t o t h e c h a r a c t e r . " H i s d i s c u s s i o n o f 

Jonson's c r e a t i o n o f c h a r a c t e r s by s i m p l i f i c a t i o n h e i g h t e n s 

t h e m i l d l y s h o c k i n g e f f e c t of t h i s a n alogy. I t s elements 

i n c l u d e " r e d u c t i o n o f d e t a i l . . . s e i z i n g of aspects r e l e v a n t 

t o the r e l i e f of an e m o t i o n a l impulse ... making t h e c h a r a c t e r 
87 

conform a l l summed up i n " s t r i p p i n g " . A more 

a p p r o p r i a t e model t h a n t r a n s f u s i o n would s u r e l y be b i r t h or 

c o n c e p t i o n , where t h e v i o l e n c e o f l i f e i s p a r t of a n a t u r a l 

process and r e s u l t s i n t h e b i r t h and growth of a new c r e a t u r e . 

Other essays f u r t h e r t h e i m p r e s s i o n of ambivalence. I n 

1920 he says t h a t c h a r a c t e r s need n o t be " t r u e t o l i f e " and i n 

the same essay t h a t "... t h e t y p i c a l f i g u r e i n a drama i s 
88 

always p a r t i c u l a r i z e d - an i n d i v i d u a l " ; i n 1924 he r e c o g n i z e s " a c t u a l l i f e " as t h e m a t e r i a l f o r drama, fr o m which an 

l a r i 

„ 90 

89 
a b s t r a c t i o n i s c o n s t r u c t e d ; by 1930 he i s s a y i n g " c h a r a c t e r s 
s h o u l d be r e a l i n r e l a t i o n t o our own l i f e , c e r t a i n l y .. 

Perhaps t h e most t e l l i n g sentence o f these essays i s found i n 

"Four E l i z a b e t h a n D r a m a t i s t s " ( 1 9 2 4 ) , where he r o u n d l y 

d e c l a r e s h i s o b j e c t i o n t o i n t e r p r e t a t i o n : "performance o f 
a p l a y " , he says, " i s an a l t e r a t i o n o r i n t e r r u p t i o n " o f t h e 

91 
" d i r e c t r e l a t i o n s h i p between t h e work of a r t and m y s e l f " . 
T h i s i s r e m i n i s c e n t of an essay i n 1920 i n which he had 

92 

confessed t h a t " r e f i n e d automatons" would be r e q u i r e d f o r 

the p o e t i c drama he e n v i s i o n e d . 
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On t h e one hand i t i s an o b j e c t i o n t o any i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 

b u t h i s own t h a t these r e f l e c t , b u t i n a deeper sense i t i s 

an a v e r s i o n t o t h e i n c a r n a t i o n a l p r i n c i p l e t h a t i s fundamental 

t o drama: w i t h o u t i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , w i t h o u t t r a n s l a t i o n of t h e 

words on a page t o a c t i o n on t h e s t a g e , performed by f l e s h and 

b l o o d a c t o r s , t h e r e i s no drama. What E l i o t would o b s t r u c t i s 

t h e l i f e process by which t h e p l a y i s r e c r e a t e d as l i f e and 

t h e s p e c t a t o r i s r e c r e a t e d as p a r t i c i p a n t . He abhors t h e 

medium of p a r t i c u l a r c o n c r e t e i n d i v i d u a l humans, by which t h e 

word i s b o d i e d f o r t h . At t h e r o o t of h i s ambivalence towards 

drama, t h e n , i s a f e a r of n a t u r e and o f l i f e i n i t s a c t u a l i t y . 

Deeper s t i l l i s a f e a r of d e a t h . I n The Use o f P o e t r y and t h e 

Use of C r i t i c i s m (1933) he speaks w r y l y of t h e poet's t a s k as 
93 

" t u r n i n g b l o o d i n t o i n k " . T r a n s f u s i o n i s an image which 

suggests one way t h a t he can cope w i t h t h i s and s u r v i v e . But 

what i s r e q u i r e d , as he u l t i m a t e l y u n d e r s t a n d s , i s not a 

t r a n s f u s i o n b u t the d e a t h of t h e c r e a t o r f o r t h e sake of t h e 

new l i f e o f h i s c r e a t i o n . I t i s t h i s t h a t i s accomplished i n 

t h e r e l e a s e o f t h e work of a r t f o r performance and i n t e r p r e t 

a t i o n , as t h e d r a m a t i s t r e l i n q u i s h e s h i s own a u t h o r i t y over 

t h e m a t e r i a l and f r e e s t h e work t o be i n t e r p r e t e d a g a i n and 

a g a i n . I t i s t h e r i s k t h a t t h i s e n t a i l s , t h e r i s k of i t s 

b e i n g misunderstood and l o s t , t h a t c o n s t i t u t e s r e a l death 

of h i s own p r i d e and h i s own s e l f . I n g i v i n g h i s d r a m a t i c 

c r e a t i o n l i f e he l o s e s h i s own i n d i v i d u a l l i f e and p a r t a k e s 

w i t h c r e a t i o n and audience i n a new c o r p o r a t e l i f e . T h i s 

i n v o l v e s f a i t h , h u m i l i t y and l o v e and w i l l be seen as 

analogous t o t h e c h a l l e n g e t h a t t h e I n c a r n a t i o n of C h r i s t 

p r e s e n t s t o E l i o t a t a s p i r i t u a l l e v e l . The s t r u g g l e t h a t 

i s apparent here i s r e s o l v e d p a i n s t a k i n g l y and t h r o u g h t h e 
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" f a i t h " i n t h e I n c a r n a t i o n t h a t l e ads him i n t o drama and i n t o 

C h r i s t i a n i t y . H i s development i n the two areas i s c o n c u r r e n t 

and i n t e g r a t e d , as we s h a l l see, as t h e d i f f i c u l t i e s and 

s o l u t i o n s f o r b o t h are found t o be r e l a t e d . 

Even i n 1923 E l i o t ' s i n s t i n c t i v e sympathy w i t h t h e l i f e 

i n a r t t h a t i s r e p r e s e n t e d i n p a r t i c i p a t i o n of t h e a r t i s t w i t h 

h i s audience augures w e l l f o r t h e d e s i r e f o r l i f e t h a t i s 

s t r o n g e r t h a n f e a r . That i s when Marie L l o y d ' s d e a t h f i n d s 

him p r a i s i n g t h e very p e r s o n a l a r t i s t r y o f t h e m u s i c - h a l l 

comedienne, whose uniqueness l a y " i n g i v i n g e x p r e s s i o n t o t h e 

l i f e of t h a t audience ... i n e x p r e s s i n g t h e s o u l of t h e 

p e o p l e . " She not o n l y , he says, made them happy, b u t a l s o 

r e p r e s e n t e d a "moral s u p e r i o r i t y " t h a t c o n s i s t e d i n "her 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e people and sympathy w i t h them, and t h e 

people's r e c o g n i t i o n of t h e f a c t t h a t she embodied t h e v i r t u e s 
94 

which t h e y g e n u i n e l y most r e s p e c t e d i n p r i v a t e l i f e ..." 

The dilemma which w i l l be seen t o be fundamental t o 

E l i o t ' s d r a m a t i c and t h e o l o g i c a l development i s n i c e l y 

caught i n these s t a t e m e n t s f r o m 1922-3, which p r e d a t e any 

p u b l i c v e n t u r e i n t o t h e t h e a t r e o r t h e Church. On t h e one 

hand he r e c o g n i z e s " t h a t c o l l a b o r a t i o n o f t h e audience w i t h 

t h e a r t i s t w hich i s necessary i n a l l a r t and most o b v i o u s l y 

i n d r a m a t i c a r t . " And t h e w o r k i n g man who when he " j o i n e d i n 
the c h o r u s " a t t h e m u s i c - h a l l was'himself p e r f o r m i n g p a r t o f 

95 

the a c t " i s f o l l o w i n g h i s p r i m i t i v e a n c e s t o r s who danced t o 

t h e b e a t i n g of a drum. At t h e same t i m e , perhaps s i m p l y i n 

r e l e g a t i n g such p a r t i c i p a t i o n t o p r i m i t i v e c u l t u r e and "the 

p e o p l e " - f r o m b o t h of which he i s s e p a r a t e - and i n t a k i n g 

r e f u g e i n the "inhuman, i m p e r s o n a l , a b s t r a c t " emotion and 

o r d e r , he i s c o n f e s s i n g t h e a v e r s i o n t o human p e r s o n a l 
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c o n c r e t e p a r t i c u l a r i t y t h a t i s a s t u m b l i n g b l o c k t o h i s 

e x p e r i e n c e o f drama and C h r i s t i a n f a i t h . Drama i s d i s 

t i n g u i s h e d among t h e a r t s and C h r i s t i a n i t y i s d i s t i n g u i s h e d 

among r e l i g i o n s f o r j u s t such i n c a r n a t i o n a l r e a l i t y . 

Since i t i s t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p between h i s f a i t h and h i s 

work, and s p e c i f i c a l l y h i s d r a m a t i c work, r a t h e r t h a n h i s 

f a i t h as such t h a t i s t h e s u b j e c t o f our s t u d y , we c o n f i n e 

o u r s e l v e s t o h i g h l i g h t i n g s i g n i f i c a n t p o i n t e r s t o t h e n a t u r e 
96 

of t h a t r e l a t i o n s h i p . I t i s i m p o r t a n t t o note t h a t E l i o t ' s 

r e l i g i o u s background was e s s e n t i a l l y an e t h i c a l l y based r a t h e r 

t h a n d o c t r i n a l l y o r s p i r i t u a l l y based one, and t h a t t h e 

d o c t r i n a l d e f i c i e n c y , f r o m a C h r i s t i a n p o i n t o f view, o f h i s 

U n i t a r i a n h e r i t a g e c o u l d be summed up i n i t s l a c k o f b e l i e f i n 

C h r i s t and t h e I n c a r n a t i o n . As he l a t e r d e s c r i b e s h i m s e l f , he 

combined "a C a t h o l i c c a s t of mind, a C a l v i n i s t i c h e r i t a g e , and 
97 

a P u r i t a n i c a l temperament." The d i f f e r e n c e emerges i n t h e 

C h r i s t i a n ' s acknowledgement o f t h e s i n t h a t c a t e g o r i c a l l y 

s e p a r a t e s h i m s e l f and God, a s e p a r a t i o n o n l y r e c o n c i l e d i n t h e 

I n c a r n a t i o n . E l i o t ' s u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e f e a t u r e d i s 

t i n g u i s h i n g h i s U n i t a r i a n P u r i t a n h e r i t a g e f r o m the C h r i s t i a n 

h e r i t a g e f i n d s e x p r e s s i o n on a s c r a p o f paper from 1923 or 

1924 : 
There are o n l y 2 t h i n g s - P u r i t a n i s m and 
C a t h o l i c i s m . You a r e one or t h e o t h e r . You 
e i t h e r b e l i e v e i n t h e r e a l i t y o f s i n or you 
don't - t h a t i s t h e i m p o r t a n t m o r a l d i s t i n c t i o n 
- not whether you are good or bad. P u r i t a n i s m 
does n o t b e l i e v e i n s i n : i t m erely b e l i e v e s 
t h a t c e r t a i n t h i n g s must n o t be done . 98 

The o t h e r s i d e o f t h e C h r i s t i a n u n d e r s t a n d i n g of s i n , of 

cour s e , i s t h e u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f grace t h a t i s g i v e n shape i n 

C h r i s t ' s I n c a r n a t i o n , as he u l t i m a t e l y understands. 

I n 1926, when E l i o t i s s t i l l p u b l i c l y o u t s i d e t h e 
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C h r i s t i a n f o l d , we f i n d him w r i t i n g of L a n c e l o t Andrewes and 

h i s N a t i v i t y Sermons. The s e v e n t e e n t h c e n t u r y D i v i n e s p e l l s 

o u t i n r i c h and l u c i d terms and tones t h e n a t u r e and meaning 

of t h e I n c a r n a t i o n , w i t h an i n t e l l e c t u a l and a e s t h e t i c and 

s p i r i t u a l v i g o u r and d e p t h t h a t charmed E l i o t , whose h e r i t a g e 
99 

was "empty of b e a u t y " . E l i o t b ears w i t n e s s t o t h e f a c t t h a t 

"Phrases such as ' C h r i s t i s no w i l d - c a t ...' o r 'the word 

w i t h i n a word, unable t o speak a word', do not d e s e r t us ... 

i n t he phrases of h i s own " G e r o n t i o n " which echo t h o s e o f t h e 

E l i z a b e t h a n p r e a c h e r . That E l i o t became " s a t u r a t e d ... i n h i s 

p r o s e i s e v i d e n t i n t h e echoes o f Andrewes w i t h which 

"Journey o f t h e Magi" opens. The poem i s w r i t t e n i n t h e year 

t h a t marked E l i o t ' s c h o i c e of the way of j o u r n e y i n g t h a t 

Andrewes had d e s c r i b e d so c o m p e l l i n g l y f o r him. 

1927 f i n d s E l i o t n o t o n l y becoming a B r i t i s h c i t i z e n 

and a member of t h e Church of E n g l a n d * ^ b u t a l s o p r o d u c i n g 

t h e second "Fragment" o f Sweeney A g o n i s t e s , h i s f i r s t d r a m a t i c 

endeavour. The convergence of h i s i n t e r e s t i n o r d e r , i n 

r e l i g i o n and i n drama, always i n e v i d e n c e , i s pronounced 

c o n c i s e l y i n t h i s . These i n t e r e s t s c o n t i n u e t o d e v e l o p 

c o n c u r r e n t l y . He i s p r o v i d e d w i t h a new b a s i s f o r t h e i r 

development, i n d i v i d u a l l y and t o g e t h e r , i n t h e C h r i s t i a n 

myth which he comes t o b e l i e v e as t h e t r u e myth of God 

I n c a r n a t e . The s t o r y of C h r i s t wins h i s a l l e g i a n c e , 

o f f e r i n g him t h e o r d e r f o r which he hungers, an o r d e r t h a t 

i s f i x e d and e t e r n a l and a myth t h a t i s s u f f i c i e n t t o embrace 

and express t h e e n t i r e s t o r y of mankind. I t a l s o o f f e r s him 

t h e means t o r e s o l v e t h e ambivalence t h a t i s f u n d a m e n t a l t o 

h i s response t o drama and t o l i f e . And i n h i s e n t r a n c e i n t o 

t h e C h r i s t i a n Church, and h i s c o n c u r r e n t e n t r a n c e i n t o t h e 
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t h e a t r e , h i s w i l l t o overcome t h e f e a r t h a t s t a l k s h i s 

p e r s o n a l and d r a m a t i c quest t h r o u g h f a i t h and l o v e i s 

s i g n a l l e d . The I n c a r n a t i o n i s t h e C h r i s t i a n answer t o t h e 

d u a l i t y between t h e human and d i v i n e r e a l i t i e s , as i t p r o c l a i m s 

i n t h e p a r t i c u l a r c o n c r e t e h i s t o r i c a l p e r s o n a l human substance 

of one man t h e re d e m p t i o n of f l e s h and of t i m e and o f l i f e 

i t s e l f • I t i s some t i m e b e f o r e E l i o t comes t o f e e l t h e t r u t h 

of t h e d o c t r i n e which h i s mind accepts i n becoming a member of 

the Church. H i s r e s i s t a n c e t o t h e I n c a r n a t i o n i n a l l i t s 

p a r t i c u l a r i t y and f l e s h and b l o o d i s t h e t h e o l o g i c a l e q u i v a l e n t 

of t h e s t u m b l i n g b l o c k t h a t we have i d e n t i f i e d as f a t a l t o h i s 

d r a m a t i c i m p u l s e . 

For a t i m e l i t u r g y i t s e l f p r o v i d e s a measure of s a t i s 

f a c t i o n . At t h i s t i m e t h e d i s t i n g u i s h i n g f e a t u r e o f l i t u r g y 

f o r him i s f o r m r a t h e r t h a n t h a t " p a r t i c i p a t i o n " w h i c h , on t h e 

b a s i s of the I n c a r n a t i o n , d i s t i n g u i s h e s l i t u r g y which i s 

C h r i s t i a n . I n t e g r a l t o h i s gro w t h as a d r a m a t i s t and h i s 

growth as a C h r i s t i a n i s h i s sense of o r d e r . The t h r e e come 

t o g e t h e r , i n 1926, i n t h e word " l i t u r g y " which appears as t h e 

a n t i t h e s i s o f r e a l i s m i n an essay on d r a m a t i c f o r m t h a t 

i n t r o d u c e s h i s mother's d r a m a t i c poem, Sav o n a r o l a . I n h i s 

d e s c r i p t i o n here o f the p l a y which " l i k e a r e l i g i o u s s e r v i c e , 

should be a s t i m u l a n t t o make l i f e t o l e r a b l e and augment our 
103 

a b i l i t y t o l i v e " , and i n h i s r e i t e r a t i o n o f t h e primacy o f 

r i t e over i t s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n and meaning ( a l t h o u g h , w i t h o u t 

the meaning, t h e a c t s would cease, he s a y s ) , t h e f o r m a l and 

i n t e l l e c t u a l q u a l i t y o f h i s sense of f a i t h , which suggests 

an i n t e r e s t i n r e l i g i o n per se, and a l i k e q u a l i t y i n h i s sense 

of drama, are a p p a r e n t . 
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T h i s i m p r e s s i o n i s h e i g h t e n e d i f t h e words o f "The 

Journey of t h e Magi", w r i t t e n a l s o i n t h i s year of commitments, 

can be t a k e n t o r e f l e c t t h e a u t h o r ' s j o u r n e y t o f a i t h . 

A c o l d coming we had of i t , 
J u s t t h e worst t i m e o f y e a r 
For a j o u r n e y , and such a l o n g j o u r n e y : 
The ways deep and t h e weather s h a r p , 
The very dead of w i n t e r . .. 

The l i n g e r i n g q u e s t i o n s of t h e c o n v e r t sound i n t h e Magi's 

ambivalence: 

... I would do i t a g a i n , but s e t down 
T h i s s e t down 
T h i s : were we l e d a l l t h a t way f o r 
B i r t h or death? 104 

For h i s f i r s t v e n t u r e i n t o t h e a t r e , E l i o t l o o k s f o r models 

t o r i t u a l drama, i n which t h e p r i m a l c o n n e c t i o n between l i t u r g y 
105 

and drama i s assumed. I t s u p p l i e s t h e b a s i c s t r u c t u r e , 

themes and imagery f o r h i s p l a y s , and t h e development o f h i s 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f redemption i s r e f l e c t e d i n t h e process by 

which these s t r u c t u r e s a r e redeemed. The m u s i c - h a l l i s as 

s i g n i f i c a n t an i n f l u e n c e i n t h i s f i r s t d r a m a t i c e f f o r t , and 

t h i s c o m b i n a t i o n of r i t u a l and m u s i c - h a l l n i c e l y c a p t u r e s t h e 

two aspects of a r t and l i f e - r e p r e s e n t e d i n f o r m and 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n - t h a t he i s s e e k i n g t o r e c o n c i l e . The 

Fragments of a Prologue and an Agon, produced i n t h i s y ear 

and the n e x t , sound i n t h e i r pounding rhythms t h e Magi's 

sense of t h e i n d i s t i n g u i s h a b i l i t y o f l i f e and d e a t h , and t h e 
h o r r o r o f b o t h , as w e l l as t h e r e c u r r e n t abhorrence of t h e 

106 
f l e s h , and a sense of t h e i m p e r v i o u s power of t i m e and 

th e bondage of m o r t a l i t y . Sweeney's words are g r i m : 

B i r t h , and c o p u l a t i o n and d e a t h . 
That's a l l , t h a t ' s a l l , t h a t ' s a l l , t h a t ' s a l l . 
B i r t h , and c o p u l a t i o n , and d e a t h . 
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Death or l i f e or l i f e or d e a t h 
Death i s l i f e and l i f e i s d e a t h 
I g o t t a use words when I t a l k t o you 
But i f you understand o r i f you don't 
That 's n o t h i n g t o me and n o t h i n g t o you 
We a l l g o t t a do what we g o t t a do ... 107 

H a r d l y t h e j o y o f t h e new c o n v e r t t o C h r i s t , b u t r a t h e r a 

l i n g e r i n g agony which f i n d s c o n s o l a t i o n i n the sheer rhythm of 

l i f e , i s echoed h e r e , underneath t h e g r i m d e t e r m i n a t i o n t o 

l i v e by t h e t r u t h , however s t a r k and however c o s t l y i t may be. 

On h i s j o u r n e y towards s p i r i t u a l peace, E l i o t t a k e s a 

s i g n i f i c a n t s t e p s e v e r a l months a f t e r h i s B a p t i s m and 

C o n f i r m a t i o n i n t o t h e Church o f England, i n March, 1928, 

when he makes h i s f i r s t f o r m a l C o n f e s s i o n and i s f r e e d f r o m a 

h a u n t i n g sense of g u i l t . He w r i t e s t o a f r i e n d "of h i s 

e x t r a o r d i n a r y sense o f s u r r e n d e r and g a i n , as i f he had 
108 

f i n a l l y crossed a v e r y w i d e , deep r i v e r , never t o r e t u r n . " 

I n each p l a y people are r e l e a s e d f r o m s p i r i t u a l bondage t h r o u g h 

t h e m i n i s t r y o f a n o t h e r p e r s o n , a s e c u l a r e q u i v a l e n t of a 

Confessor, who hears t h e i r c o n f e s s i o n . The development of 

t h i s concept of s i n , o f c o n f e s s i o n , of f o r g i v e n e s s , and 

u l t i m a t e l y o f g r a c e , w i l l be t r a c e d t h r o u g h t h e p l a y s , as 

E l i o t g r a d u a l l y r e a l i z e s t h e i m p l i c a t i o n s of r e d e m p t i o n , i n 

t h e e s t a b l i s h m e n t of t h e sense o f peace and freedom t h a t 

comes w i t h f o r g i v e n e s s . 

A l s o i n 1928 l i t u r g y i s a g a i n a focus i n t h e "Dialogue 

on Dramatic P o e t r y " i n which t h e dilemma t h a t we have 

i d e n t i f i e d i s f o c u s s e d , as p a r t i c i p a t i o n i s seen as t h e 

f e a t u r e d i s t i n g u i s h i n g drama and r e l i g i o u s l i t u r g y . One of 

t h e speakers o f f e r s t h e Mass as "the consummation of t h e 

drama, t h e p e r f e c t and i d e a l drama ... h a v i n g a l l t h e 

u n i t i e s " and t h e Church year as r e p r e s e n t i n g "the f u l l drama 
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109 of c r e a t i o n . " I t i s here t h a t we f i n d argued t h a t "drama 
s p r i n g s f r o m r e l i g i o u s l i t u r g y " , c o n t r a r y or a t l e a s t 

d i f f e r i n g f rom e a r l i e r l e s s dogmatic s t a t e m e n t s of the 

a s s o c i a t i o n , a l t h o u g h s a f e l y s t a t e d as one o p i n i o n i n a 

d i a l o g u e . And t h e l i t u r g y , w i t h music and b a l l e t as a e s t h e t i c 

e x p r e s s i o n s of i t , i s a g a i n proposed as t h e model f o r modern 

drama, i n r e a c t i o n t o r e a l i s m . B u t , though r e l a t e d , l i t u r g y 

and drama have between them, i t i s argued, a fundamental 

" d i f f e r e n c e i n a t t e n t i o n " : "A devout person i n a s s i s t i n g a t 

Mass, ... i s p a r t i c i p a t i n g " , w h i l e a t h e a t r e - g o e r i s merely 

" a t t e n d i n g a drama" as a s p e c t a t o r . Y e t , though t h e d i s 

t i n c t i o n i s a t t e m p t e d , and our c r a v i n g f o r r e l i g i o n i s 

proposed as d i s t i n c t f r o m our c r a v i n g f o r drama, one o p e r a t i n g 

on a d i v i n e l e v e l and the o t h e r on a human l e v e l , b o t h are 

e s s e n t i a l t o our humanity. "And we crave some l i t u r g y l e s s 

d i v i n e , something i n r e s p e c t of which we s h a l l be more 

s p e c t a t o r s and l e s s participants.""'"''"^ I n t h i s t h e d i v i n e 

and l i t u r g i c a l c h a r a c t e r of drama, c o m p e l l i n g merely a l e s s 

i n t e n s e p a r t i c i p a t i o n t h a n t h e d i v i n e l i t u r g y of t h e Mass, i s 

a f f i r m e d , and t h e d i s t i n c t i o n between l i t u r g y and drama i s 

l e f t t o seem more of degree t h a n of kind."^"*""^ Thus once 

aga i n t h e q u a l i t y of p a r t i c i p a t i o n emerges as germane t o 

l i t u r g y and drama and t h e ambivalence of E l i o t ' s response 

t o i t i s a p p a r e n t . 

Something of h i s s t r u g g l e i s expressed a year l a t e r i n 

"Second Thoughts about Humanism", i n terms of a r i f t between 

h i s i n t e l l e c t and h i s s p i r i t . He w r i t e s : 



- 47 -

Most people suppose t h a t some pe o p l e , because 
they enjoy t he l u x u r y of C h r i s t i a n s e n t i m e n t s 
and t h e e x c i t e m e n t of C h r i s t i a n r i t u a l , s w allow 
or p r e t e n d t o s w a l l o w i n c r e d i b l e dogma. For 
some the process i s e x a c t l y o p p o s i t e . R a t i o n a l 
assent may a r r i v e l a t e , i n t e l l e c t u a l c o n v i c t i o n 
may come s l o w l y , b u t t h e y come i n e v i t a b l y w i t h 
out v i o l e n c e t o honesty or n a t u r e . To put t h e 
s e n t i m e n t s i n o r d e r i s a l a t e r , and an immensely 
d i f f i c u l t t a s k : . i n t e l l e c t u a l freedom i s e a r l i e r 
and e a s i e r t h a n complete s p i r i t u a l freedom. 112 

Ev i d e n t here i s h i s r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t C h r i s t i a n commitment 

demands t h a t t h e s p e c t a t o r become t h e p a r t i c i p a n t . T h i s essay 

not o n l y m a n i f e s t s t h e d u a l i s m o f t h o u g h t and f e e l i n g b u t 

assumes "the d u a l i s m o f man and n a t u r e " as a p r e s u p p o s i t i o n , 

and o n l y l o g i c a l on t h e b a s i s of a b e l i e f i n t h e s u p e r -
113 

n a t u r a l . "Ash Wednesday" (1930) r e c o r d s t he agony o f t h e 
b e l i e v e r who has t o s u p p l y h i s e m o t i o n a l response: 

Consequently I r e j o i c e , h a v i n g t o c o n s t r u c t something 
Upon which t o r e j o i c e . 114 

The Use of Poetry and t h e Use of C r i t i c i s m (1933) r e s t a t e s 

the d u a l i s m , of the poet whose work expresses " f e l t " b e l i e f s 
115 

r a t h e r t h a n " h e l d " b e l i e f s . When i n 1935 we f i n d E l i o t 
a s s e r t i n g t h a t "The common ground between r e l i g i o n and 

f i c t i o n i s b e h a v i o u r " and d e c l a r i n g h i s d e s i r e f o r "a 

l i t e r a t u r e which s h o u l d be u n c o n s c i o u s l y , r a t h e r t h a n 

d e l i b e r a t e l y and d e f i n i t e l y , C h r i s t i a n an i n t e g r a t i o n 

i s underway: he i s i n f a c t p r o p o s i n g t h e c o n v e r s i o n o f h e l d 

b e l i e f s i n t o f e l t b e l i e f s , t h r o u g h an awareness of "what we 
116 

a r e " and a s t r i v i n g towards "what we ought t o be". H i s 

a r t i s b e g i n n i n g t o t a k e i t s p l a c e i n a broader scheme t h a t 

i s o r d ered by h i s f a i t h . By 1939, as he w r i t e s i n t h e 

Preface t o The Idea of a C h r i s t i a n S o c i e t y , he has come t o 

r e j e c t t h e d u a l i s m , t h e " p o s s i b l e s e p a r a t i o n o f r e l i g i o u s 

f e e l i n g f r o m r e l i g i o u s t h i n k i n g " . The i n t e g r a l r e l a t i o n s h i p 
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between b e h a v i o u r and b e l i e f t h a t i s a fundamental i d e a i n 

t h i s book - "behaviour i s as p o t e n t t o a f f e c t b e l i e f , as 
117 

b e l i e f t o a f f e c t b e h a v i o u r " - s i g n i f i e s t he i n t e g r a t i o n , 

of t h o u g h t and f e e l i n g , of word and work,of d i v i n e and human 

r e a l i t i e s , t h a t i s o c c u r r i n g i n t h e h e a r t of t h e a r t i s t . And 

t h i s i n t e g r a t i o n , w i t h t h e ascendance of E l i o t the p a r t i c i p a n t 

over E l i o t t h e s p e c t a t o r , i s t h e f r u i t w i t h i n h i s i m a g i n a t i o n 

and p e r c e p t i o n of t h e I n c a r n a t i o n o f C h r i s t which r e s o l v e s t h e 

d u a l i s m , p r o v i d i n g t h e b a s i s f o r r e c o n c i l i a t i o n . 

The Use of Poetry and t h e Use of C r i t i c i s m , though 

p o s i t i n g t h e d u a l i s m , a l s o s u g g e s t s t h a t a l l poets l o n g f o r 

the s o r t o f i n t e g r a t i o n t h a t Marie L l o y d had a c h i e v e d , i n 

b e i n g a " p o p u l a r e n t e r t a i n e r " and an a r t i s t , as w e l l as a 

p h i l o s o p h e r i n the sense t h a t h e r work r e f l e c t e d c e r t a i n 

b e l i e f s . I m p l i c i t i n h i s s u g g e s t i o n t h a t "The i d e a l medium 

f o r p o e t r y and t h e most d i r e c t means of s o c i a l 
118 

' u s e f u l n e s s ' f o r p o e t r y , i s t h e t h e a t r e " i s t h e value o f 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n a r t - t o the, a r t i s t , h i s work, and s o c i e t y . 

Drama i s t h u s a l o g i c a l e x t e n s i o n of t h i s i n c a r n a t i o n a l 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g of a r t , but even more so of the I n c a r n a t i o n a l 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g of C h r i s t i a n i t y . 

I n h i s 'Choruses from The Rock," w r i t t e n i n 1934, are 

expressed h i s s t i l l h a l t i n g commitment t o the I n c a r n a t i o n . 

T h i s i s r e f l e c t e d i n h i s m a i n t a i n i n g h i s stance as p o e t , 

c o n t r i b u t i n g t o t h e t h e a t r e r a t h e r t h a n f u l l y p a r t i c i p a t i n g 

i n i t . The words o f the Choruses express the s p i r i t u a l 

c o u n t e r p a r t . S t i l l i n r a t h e r a b s t r a c t , inhuman, i m p e r s o n a l 

t e r m s , t h e I n c a r n a t i o n i s a f f i r m e d as t h e c e n t r a l f a c t t h a t 

i n t e r p r e t s a l l o t h e r s and o f f e r s t h e meaning which l i n k s 

f e e l i n g s w i t h b e l i e f s , drum b e a t s and r i t u a l motions w i t h 



- 49 -

t h e i r reasons : 

Then came, a t a p r e d e t e r m i n e d moment, a moment 
i n t i m e and of t i m e , 

A moment not out of t i m e , b u t i n t i m e , i n what 
we c a l l h i s t o r y : t r a n s e c t i n g , b i s e c t i n g 
t h e w o r l d of t i m e , a moment i n ti m e b u t not 
l i k e a moment of t i m e , 

A moment i n t i m e b u t t i m e was made t h r o u g h 
t h a t moment: f o r w i t h o u t t h e meaning t h e r e 
i s no t i m e , and t h a t moment of t i m e gave 
t h e meaning. 

Yet s t i l l t h e e f f e c t of t h e I n c a r n a t i o n i s l i m i t e d : i t i s 

t h e "Word" t h a t i s spoken t o those who are " b e s t i a l ... 

c a r n a l , s e l f - s e e k i n g ... s e l f i s h and p u r b l i n d as ever b e f o r e " , 

whose b e i n g i s " n e g a t i v e " ; "Yet always s t r u g g l i n g , always 

r e a f f i r m i n g , always resuming t h e i r march on the way t h a t was 
119 

l i t by t h e l i g h t ; .. . ". Though t h e b a s i s f o r t h e i r 

r e l a t i o n s h i p i s u n d e r s t o o d , t h e s e p a r a t i o n between human and 

d i v i n e i s s t i l l d i s t i n c t . The "moment", the "Word", t h e 

" l i g h t " i s n ot t a s t e d , perhaps, b u t heard and seen, n o t so 

much f e l t as h e l d . The Word does n o t become f l e s h b u t speaks 

t o i t . 

The myth of C h r i s t i a n i t y i s t h e myth of the I n c a r n a t i o n 

of C h r i s t , t h e Word of God made f l e s h t o d w e l l among men, f u l l 

o f grace and t r u t h . And drama i s t h e a r t t h a t i n a unique 

sense r e e n a c t s t h e I n c a r n a t i o n , as a c t o r s b e i n g t h e words of 

t h e d r a m a t i s t t o l i f e , by word and a c t i o n . That God has 

r e v e a l e d h i m s e l f and t h a t communication i s p o s s i b l e are b a s i c 

p r e s u p p o s i t i o n s of t h e I n c a r n a t i o n and, i n i m i t a t i o n o f t h e s e , 

t h e d r a m a t i s t makes b o l d t o r e v e a l h i m s e l f and communicate 

w i t h h i s audience ( " I g o t t a use words when I t a l k t o y o u " ) . 

More t h a n t h a t , t h e p a r t i c i p a t i o n o f God w i t h men i n the 

I n c a r n a t i o n o f C h r i s t s i g n i f i e s r e c o n c i l i a t i o n , so t h a t 

d i f f e r e n t o r d e r s of e x i s t e n c e - f l e s h and s p i r i t , t e m p o r a l 
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and e t e r n a l , s e c u l a r and sacred - are r e c o n c i l e d i n God made 

man. Thus t h e dilemma of the r e l a t i o n s h i p between t h o u g h t and 

f e e l i n g i s r e c o n c i l e d i n t h e wedding of grace and t r u t h , and 

t h e q u e s t i o n of the use of a r t i s r e s o l v e d i n t h e v o c a t i o n o f 

s e r v i c e . 

The I n c a r n a t i o n of C h r i s t a l s o s i g n i f i e s t h e e s t a b l i s h m e n t 

o f t he r e l a t i o n s h i p between God and man, on t h e b a s i s of l o v e , 

and i t s e t s up a dynamic of r e l a t i o n s h i p between man and man 

as w e l l as between man and God. The d r a m a t i s t i m i t a t e s t h i s 

a c t i v i t y i n a t t e m p t i n g t o e s t a b l i s h a r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h h i s 

audience which generates r e l a t i o n s h i p s between a c t o r and 

a c t o r and between a c t o r and d r a m a t i s t , w i t h t h e added dimension 

of t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p between them and t h e audience. C h r i s t i a n 

d r a m a t i s t s are t h u s a f f o r d e d a unique advantage and charged 

w i t h a unique r e s p o n s i b i l i t y , i n t h a t t h e drama of t h e 

I n c a r n a t i o n o f f e r s them a model and an impetus f o r the c r e a t i o n 
120 

of c h a r a c t e r s and r e l a t i o n s h i p s and s i t u a t i o n s . Given t h e 

i n t e g r a l r e l a t i o n s h i p of word, and works t h a t i s p a r t i c u l a r l y 

pronounced i n drama and i s , as we have seen, fundamental t o 

E l i o t ' s sense of a r t , and f a i t h , and l i f e , h i s p l a y s p r o v i d e 

an i n d e x of t h e development of h i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g and e x p e r i e n c e 

of the I n c a r n a t i o n and i t s i m p l i c a t i o n s , i n h i s a r t and l i f e . 

The n a t u r e of the I n c a r n a t i o n a l a r t of drama and of C h r i s t i a n i t y 

i s such t h a t each of the p l a y s n o t o n l y expresses and d e p i c t s a 

model o f t h e I n c a r n a t i o n b u t i s i t s e l f t h a t model, i n whatever 

stage of development we f i n d i t s c r e a t o r t o be. 

Thus i t i s i n t h e t h e a t r e t h a t t h e r e c o n c i l i a t i o n between 

a r t and l i f e i s t o occur f o r E l i o t , as h i s p o e t r y and h i s 

b e l i e f and h i s humanity are i n t e g r a t e d t o g e t h e r . The s t r u c t u r e 

and t h e language of t h e p l a y s r e f l e c t i t s development. There 
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i s a "doubleness" b u i l t i n t o them t h a t c o r r e s p o n d s t o t h e 

d u a l i t y t h a t we have i d e n t i f i e d i n E l i o t ' s u n d e r s t a n d i n g , 

emerging as a dichotomy between p o e t r y and p h i l o s o p h y , a r t 

and l i f e , t h o u g h t and f e e l i n g . I n t h e p l a y s i t i s a doubleness 
121 

c o n s i s t i n g of t h e " n a t u r a l s u r f a c e appearance" of " d a i l y 
122 

e x i s t e n c e " t h a t i s t h e s t o c k - i n - t r a d e of r e a l i s t i c t h e a t r e , 

and a deeper i n n e r r e a l i t y , understood as of e s s e n t i a l and 

s i g n i f i c a n t r e a l i t y . I t r e f l e c t s the d u a l i t y of f o r m and r e a l i s m 

and form and c o n t e n t . Again E l i o t ' s a n t i p a t h y towards o r d i n a r y 

l i f e and h i s r e f u g e i n an a b s t r a c t , i m p e r s o n a l , inhuman l e v e l a t 

which a r t may be seen as s e p a r a t e f r o m and s u p e r i o r t o l i f e are 

e v i d e n t . But a g a i n , t h e movement i n t o drama s i g n i f i e s a move

ment towards t h e r e s o l u t i o n of t h i s dichotomy as w e l l , and t h e 

p l a y s r e f l e c t t h e p r o c e s s by which t h e sense of "doubleness" i s 

i n t e g r a t e d i n t o a u n i f i e d p e r c e p t i o n . 

"Doubleness" i s a d r a m a t i c t e c h n i q u e t h a t c o r r e s p o n d s t o 

the t e c h n i q u e of d u a l i s m t h a t i s b a s i c t o E l i o t ' s a t t e m p t t o 

p e r c e i v e and demonstrate o r d e r i n l i f e . I t i s an i d e a t h a t 

r e c u r s i n v a r i o u s g u i s e s t h r o u g h o u t h i s d r a m a t i c c r i t i c i s m . I n 

1924 an essay on John Marston i n t r o d u c e s t h e E l i z a b e t h a n 

d r a m a t i c t e c h n i q u e i n terms of doubleness: 
I t i s p o s s i b l e t h a t what d i s t i n g u i s h e s p o e t i c 

drama f r o m p r o s a i c drama i s a k i n d of doubleness i n 
the a c t i o n , as i f i t t o o k p l a c e on two p l a n e s a t 
once ... I n p o e t i c drama, a c e r t a i n a pparent 
i r r e l e v a n c e may be t h e sympton of t h i s d o u b l e n e s s ; 
or t h e drama has an u n d e r - p a t t e r n , l e s s m a n i f e s t 
t h a n t h e t h e a t r i c a l one. We sometimes f e e l , i n 
f o l l o w i n g t h e words and b e h a v i o u r of some of t h e 
c h a r a c t e r s of Dostoevsky, t h a t they are l i v i n g a t 
once on t h e p l a n e t h a t we know and on some o t h e r 
plane of r e a l i t y f r o m which we are shut o u t : 
t h e i r b e h a v i o u r does not seem c r a z y , but r a t h e r 
i n c o n f o r m i t y w i t h t h e laws of some w o r l d t h a t we 
cannot p e r c e i v e ... I n t h e work of a g e n i u s of a 
lower o r d e r , such as t h a t of t h e a u t h o r of The 
Revenger's Tragedy, t h e c h a r a c t e r s themselves h a r d l y 



- 52 -

a t t a i n t h i s double r e a l i t y ; we a r e aware r a t h e r 
of t h e a u t h o r , o p e r a t i n g perhaps not q u i t e con
s c i o u s l y t h r o u g h them, and making use of them t o 
express something of which he h i m s e l f may not be 
q u i t e c o n s c i o u s . 123 

I n 1944 he speaks of c h a r a c t e r s i n s i m i l a r t e r m s . I n t h e 

I n t r o d u c t i o n t o B e t h e l l ' s Shakespeare and t h e Popular Dramatic 

T r a d i t i o n , he says t h a t a verse p l a y "should remove the s u r f a c e 

of t h i n g s , expose t h e underneath, or t h e i n s i d e , o f t h e n a t u r a l 

s u r f a c e appearance. I t may a l l o w t he c h a r a c t e r s t o behave 

i n c o n s i s t e n t l y , b u t o n l y w i t h r e s p e c t t o a deeper c o n s i s t e n c y . 

I t may use any d e v i c e t o show t h e i r r e a l f e e l i n g s and v o l i t i o n s , 

i n s t e a d of j u s t what, i n a c t u a l l i f e , t h e y would n o r m a l l y 
124 

p r o f e s s t o be conscious o f ; ...". And i n "The Need For 

P o e t i c Drama" (1936) he says, "underneath t h e a c t i o n , which 

sh o u l d be p e r f e c t l y i n t e l l i g i b l e , t h e r e s h o u l d be a m u s i c a l 

p a t t e r n which i n t e n s i f i e s our e x c i t e m e n t by r e i n f o r c i n g i t 
125 

w i t h f e e l i n g f r o m a deeper and l e s s a r t i c u l a t e l e v e l . " T h i s 

deeper l e v e l i s seen i n terms of t h e unconscious ; i t s n a t u r a l 

language i s p o e t r y , w i t h i t s model music; i t s a c t i o n i s r i t u a l 

l i k e , modelled a f t e r dance . 

These comments f l o w out of t h e e a r l y u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f 

"John Marston", i n which E l i o t goes on t o put t h e "doubleness" 

i n a l a r g e r p e r s p e c t i v e . I n d i s c u s s i n g Sophonisba, he w r i t e s : 
I n s p i t e of t h e tumultuousness o f t h e a c t i o n , and 
t h e f e r o c i t y and h o r r o r o f c e r t a i n p a r t s of t h e 
p l a y , t h e r e i s an u n d e r l y i n g s e r e n i t y ; and as we 
f a m i l i a r i z e o u r s e l v e s w i t h t h e p l a y we p e r c e i v e a 
p a t t e r n b e h i n d t he p a t t e r n i n t o which t h e c h a r a c t e r s 
d e l i b e r a t e l y i n v o l v e t h emselves; t h e k i n d of p a t t e r n 
which we p e r c e i v e i n our own l i v e s o n l y a t r a r e 
moments o f i n a t t e n t i o n and detachment, d r o w s i n g i n 
s u n l i g h t . I t i s t h e p a t t e r n drawn by what t h e 
a n c i e n t w o r l d c a l l e d F a t e ; s u b t i l i z e d by C h r i s t i a n i t y 
i n t o mazes of d e l i c a t e t h e o l o g y ; and reduced a g a i n 
by t h e modern w o r l d i n t o c r u d i t i e s of p s y c h o l o g i c a l 
o r economic n e c e s s i t y , 126 
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I n "Poetry and Drama" ( 1 9 5 1 ) , he speaks o f t h i s " p a t t e r n " as 

an " o r d e r " , which i t i s t h e r e s p o n s i b i l i t y of t h e a r t i s t t o 

impose upon r e a l i t y , i n o r d e r t h a t he might be " t h e r e b y 
127 

e l i c i t i n g some p e r c e p t i o n of an o r d e r i n r e a l i t y I t 

i s t h i s r e s p o n s i b i l i t y t h a t t h e p l a y s e x p l o r e and t h e d e v e l o p 

ment of h i s sense of t h i s o r d e r t h a t t h e y r e f l e c t . 

I n 'The Aims of P o e t i c Drama" (1949) E l i o t i d e n t i f i e s 

p o e t r y as t h e language which opens up t h i s m u l t i - l e v e l l e d 

r e a l i t y : " I t i s i n f a c t t he p r i v i l e g e of d r a m a t i c p o e t r y " , he 

says, " t o be a b l e t o show us s e v e r a l planes of r e a l i t y a t 

once." I t i s t h e language which t a k e s us beyond t h e s u r f a c e 

r e a l i t y t o "the d i g n i t y of dance or l i t u r g y , w i t h a g a i e t y 

which i s i n a l l g r e a t p o e t r y , and t h e g r e a t e r s e r i o u s n e s s 
128 

behind t h e g a i e t y . " As we have seen, music and dance 

r e p r e s e n t t h e c l o s e s t a p p r o x i m a t i o n of t h e i d e a l f o r m t h a t 

l i t u r g y embodies f o r E l i o t . They r e p r e s e n t man's b a s i c 

response t o l i f e , t h a t b e g i n s w i t h r hythm. P o e t r y e x i s t s a t 

the " f r o n t i e r s o f consciousness beyond which words f a i l , 
129 

though meanings s t i l l e x i s t " , where d r a m a t i c p o e t r y a l l o w s 
us "at i t s moments of g r e a t e s t i n t e n s i t y " t o "touch t h e b o r d e r 

130 
of those f e e l i n g s which o n l y music can e x p r e s s . " I t opens 

131 
up f o r us t h e " p e c u l i a r range of s e n s i b i l i t y " t h a t exceeds 

the merely c o n s c i o u s and makes us aware of t h e " p a t t e r n b e h i n d 

the p a t t e r n " o f which he speaks. 

P o e t r y a l s o o f f e r s an analogy t o the b a l a n c i n g of f o r m 

and r e a l i s m t h a t t h e doubleness t e c h n i q u e i s meant t o 

f a c i l i t a t e , i n i t s b a l a n c i n g of f o r m and c o n t e n t . I t r e p r e s e n t s 

f o r m i n a p l a y and t h e process by which i t i s i n t e g r a t e d i n t o 

the a c t i o n r e f l e c t s the i n t e g r a t i o n of form i n t o r e a l i t y t h a t 

i s E l i o t ' s g o a l . I t i s i d e a l l y s u i t e d f o r t h i s t a s k as i n 



- 54 -

i t s e l f i t i s c o n s t i t u t e d of j u s t such a s t r u g g l e t o r e l a t e 

f o r m and c o n t e n t , o r a t a n o t h e r l e v e l i t s essence and i t s use. 

T h i s analogy i s e x p l o r e d most f u l l y in'The Music of P o e t r y " 

i n 1942, though t h e theme of music and dance, as s y m b o l i c of 

the i d e a l wedding o f f o r m and c o n t e n t and f o r m and freedom, 
132 

runs t h r o u g h much of E l i o t ' s work, c r e a t i v e and c r i t i c a l . 

I n 1927 E l i o t had w r i t t e n : "Dramatic f o r m may occur a t 

v a r i o u s p o i n t s a l o n g a l i n e t h e t e r m i n i of which are l i t u r g y 
133 

and r e a l i s m ...". L i t u r g y i s not a r t , b u t i t s e r v e s t o mark 

f o r him t h e e x t r e m i t y beyond which f o r m has exceeded t h e demands 

of a r t . I t i s u s e f u l as an analogy t o t h e i d e a l f o r m t h a t i s 

t h e o p p o s i t e of r e a l i s m . " I n genuine drama", he c o n t i n u e s , 

"the f o r m i s d e t e r m i n e d by t h e p o i n t on t h e l i n e a t which a 

t e n s i o n between drama and r e a l i s m t a k e s p l a c e . " Form a t a g i v e n 

t i m e s h o u l d " o c c u r " a t t h a t p o i n t where t h e a t t r a c t i o n of each 

pole i s t h e s t r o n g e s t , t h e p o i n t a t which i t i s as r e a l i s t i c as 

i t can be w i t h o u t c e a s i n g t o be l i t u r g i c a l and as l i t u r g i c a l as 

i t can be w i t h o u t c e a s i n g t o be r e a l i s t i c . The t e n s i o n p o i n t 

i s d e t e r m i n e d by t h e needs and values of t h e age. G u i d e l i n e s 

are suggested i n t h e " D i a l o g u e " : "When the age has a s e t 

r e l i g i o u s p r a c t i s e and b e l i e f , t h e n t h e drama can and s h o u l d 

tend towards r e a l i s m ; I say t o w a r d s , I do n o t say a r r i v e 

a t ... The more f l u i d , t h e more c h a o t i c the r e l i g i o u s and 

e t h i c a l b e l i e f s , t h e more t h e drama must t e n d i n t h e d i r e c t i o n 
* T + ..134 of l i t urgy . " 

Analogous t o t h i s c r i t e r i o n i s t h e one s e t down i n "The 

Music of P o e t r y " t o o f f e r g u i d e l i n e s f o r t h e t a s k of t h e p o e t , 

as the needs o f t h e age v a r y : "At some p e r i o d s " , E l i o t says, 

"the t a s k i s t o e x p l o r e t h e m u s i c a l p o s s i b i l i t i e s of an 

e s t a b l i s h e d c o n v e n t i o n of t h e r e l a t i o n of t h e i d i o m of verse 
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t o t h a t of speech; a t o t h e r p e r i o d s , t h e t a s k i s t o c a t c h up 
w i t h t h e changes i n c o l l o q u i a l speech, which are f u n d a m e n t a l l y 

135 
changes i n t h o u g h t and s e n s i b i l i t y . " T h i s t o o i s a q u e s t i o n 

of f o r m and freedom. What E l i o t seeks, f o r p o e t r y and f o r 

drama, i s a contemporary f o r m , s t r i c t enough t o a l l o w f l e x i b i l i t y 
136 

and t h e g r e a t e s t freedom f o r t he a r t i s t . The poem, or the 

p l a y , s h o u l d " o c c u r " a t t h e t e n s i o n p o i n t on t h e l i n e between 

c o n v e n t i o n and e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n . The d r a m a t i s t and the poet are 

b o t h charged t o work towards c r e a t i n g a new sense of f o r m where 

t h e r e i s none or t o e s t a b l i s h e x i s t i n g f o r m , depending on t h e 

needs o f t h e p e r i o d . I f f o r m i s i n h e r e n t i n t h e a r t and 

t h o u g h t and s e n s i b i l i t y o f t h e day, t h e poet and the d r a m a t i s t 

should s t r i v e towards c o n v e n t i o n and r e a l i s m ; i f t h e r e i s no 

e s t a b l i s h e d sense o f f o r m t h e i r t a s k i s t o d e v e l o p one, a t t h e 

expense of c o n v e n t i o n and r e a l i s m . The c u r r e n t s t a t e i s 

i n d i c a t e d by t h e p o p u l a r i t y of t h e b a l l e t , t h e c l o s e s t approx

i m a t i o n of pure f o r m i n t h e p e r f o r m i n g a r t s . I n the modern age, 

th e d r a m a t i s t ' s r o u t e i s towards l i t u r g y , w h i l e the poet's i s 

towards music. L i t u r g y marks t h e p o i n t a t which drama ceases 

t o be drama, even as music marks t h e p o i n t a t which p o e t r y 

ceases t o be p o e t r y . When t h e r e i s music i n our speech, poets 

can b e g i n t o i m i t a t e speech i n t h e i r v e r s e ; u n t i l t h e n i t i s 

t h e i r t a s k t o t e a c h our speech t o s i n g . S i m i l a r l y , when t h e r e 

i s a sense of f o r m i n l i f e , d r a m a t i s t s can b e g i n t o i m i t a t e 

l i f e i n t h e i r p l a y s ; u n t i l t h e n i t i s t h e i r t a s k t o t e a c h us 

a sense of f o r m . I n an age where f o r m i s t o be pursued, 

p o e t r y w i l l t e n d towards m u s i c a l p a t t e r n s and rhythms and 

p r i m o r d i a l imagery, drama w i l l t e n d towards p o e t r y and t h e 

e x p l o r a t i o n of c o n v e n t i o n s and p r i m o r d i a l myths and r i t u a l s . 
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The i n t e g r a t i o n of t h e use and essence of p o e t r y , expressed 

i n The Use of Poetry and the Use of C r i t i c i s m as a r t i n t h e 

s e r v i c e of humanity and b e s t executed i n t h e t h e a t r e , i s 

e x p l o r e d f u r t h e r and put i n t o a l a r g e r c o n t e x t i n 1945 i n "The 

S o c i a l F u n c t i o n o f P o e t r y " . The f u n c t i o n o f p o e t r y i s , more 

s p e c i f i c a l l y and d i r e c t l y than f o r drama, t o the language -

" f i r s t t o p r e s e r v e , and second t o e x t e n d and improve" - b u t 
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t h r o u g h t h e language t o s o c i e t y . A l t h o u g h i t s p r i m a r y 
purpose i s t o g i v e p l e a s u r e , our p l e a s u r e i s i n p a r t a response 
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t o b e i n g t a u g h t . The poet's t a s k o f opening up t h a t deeper 

l e v e l of r e a l i t y i s here understood as d i r e c t e d towards a 

s o c i a l purpose: " I n e x p r e s s i n g what o t h e r people f e e l he i s 

a l s o changing t h e f e e l i n g by making i t more c o n s c i o u s ; he i s 

making people more aware of what t h e y f e e l a l r e a d y , and t h e r e -
13 9 

f o r e t e a c h i n g them something about t h e m s e l v e s . " Poetry 
"makes a d i f f e r e n c e t o t h e speech, t o t h e s e n s i b i l i t y , t o t h e 
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l i v e s o f a l l t h e members o f a s o c i e t y ..." and t h u s c l e a r l y 

f o s t e r s t h e aims of a r t and l e n d s i t s e l f t o t h e uses of drama. 

The development of E l i o t ' s u n d e r s t a n d i n g of t h e t a s k of t h e 

poet c o n t i n u e s t h r o u g h o u t h i s c a r e e r and i s r e f l e c t e d i n h i s 

c r e a t i v e work. I t i s an e x p l i c i t theme i n Four Q u a r t e t s , w h i c h 

appear a t i n t e r v a l s d u r i n g t h e e a r l i e r days of h i s p l a y w r i t i n g . 

T h i s i n i t s e l f i s i n d i c a t i v e of a movement towards the i n t e 

g r a t i o n o f a r t and l i f e as w e l l as p o e t r y and drama. His f i r s t 

complete p l a y , Murder i n t h e C a t h e d r a l ( 1 9 3 5 ) , s i d e s t e p s many 

of t h e problems encountered i n an a t t e m p t t o i n t e g r a t e f o r m and 

a c t u a l l i f e and a r t and l i f e , s i m p l y i n b e i n g a r e l i g i o u s and 

h i s t o r i c a l p l a y and t h e r e f o r e s e p a r a t e f r o m o r d i n a r y con

temporary l i f e . 

I n Murder i n the C a t h e d r a l t h e l i t u r g y i s employed as 
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E l i o t ' s model f o r t h e drama of Thomas a Becket's martyrdom t o 

produce a l i t u r g i c a l drama of power and b e a u t y . The s u i t a b i l i t y 

of l i t u r g i c a l words and a c t i o n s and t h e language of p o e t r y t o 

the s u b j e c t h e l p s t o generate an i n t e n s i t y t h a t c o n t r i b u t e s t o 

the u n i t y and coherence of t h e p l a y . And i n i t s C h r i s t o l o g i c a l 

o r i e n t a t i o n t h e c e n t r a l f e a t u r e of t h e l i t u r g y i s i m i t a t e d . 

The I n c a r n a t i o n i s r e p r e s e n t e d i n t h e a c t i o n o f s a c r i f i c e and 

r e d e m p t i o n , b u t most c o g e n t l y i n t h e p a r t i c i p a t i o n t h a t l i n k s 

the Chorus t o t h e a c t i o n , and the audience t h r o u g h them, and i n 

the p a r t i c i p a t i o n t h a t c h a r a c t e r i z e s Thomas' f i n a l v i c t o r y over 

t e m p t a t i o n . I n t h a t he t r i u m p h s over h i m s e l f and t h e p r i d e t h a t 

would a l l o w . h i m t o m a i n t a i n t h e stance o f s p e c t a t o r of h i s 

e x p e r i e n c e . I n t h e h u m i l i a t i o n t h a t compels p a r t i c i p a t i o n the 

I n c a r n a t i o n i s most f a i t h f u l l y r e p r e s e n t e d . At a n o t h e r l e v e l 

the I n c a r n a t i o n has n o t y e t r e s o l v e d t h e d u a l i s m between human 

and d i v i n e r e a l i t i e s , however, as t h e p l a y , i n i t s r e l i g i o u s 

and h i s t o r i c a l c h a r a c t e r i s a d d r e s s i n g a s p e c i f i c a udience. 

I n s t o p p i n g s h o r t of t h e s e c u l a r and t h e contemporary w o r l d i t 

suggests t h a t E l i o t 's c o n c e p t i o n o f t h e I n c a r n a t i o n stopped 

s h o r t of r e a l l i f e . P a r t i c i p a t i o n , which i s t h e h a l l m a r k of 

the I n c a r n a t i o n a l c h a r a c t e r o f drama and l i t u r g y , i s s t i l l 

c o n f i n e d t o c e r t a i n p r e s c r i b e d l i m i t s . 

"Burnt N o r t o n " of 1936, the f i r s t o f the Q u a r t e t s , r e c o r d s 

E l i o t ' s deeper r e c o n c i l i a t i o n w i t h the l i m i t a t i o n s o f humanness 

i n a t e n a t i v e a f f i r m a t i o n o f t h e p r e s e n t , "the enchainment of 

past and f u t u r e " , which p r o t e c t s f r o m e t e r n i t y , and t h e f l e s h , 

which " P r o t e c t s mankind f r o m heaven and damnation". The f a c t 

t h a t 'Human kind/Cannot bear very much r e a l i t y " and t h a t "Only 

t h r o u g h t i m e i s t i m e conquered" are t r u t h s which are r e c o n c i l e d 

f o r him i n t h e p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n them of Love i t s e l f , "Caught i n 
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the f orm of l i m i t a t i o n / B e t w e e n un-being and b e i n g " . A l t h o u g h 

" t h e r e i s o n l y t h e dance", i n a k i n d o f sub m i s s i o n t o an 

"unheard ... unseen" o r d e r , t h e p a r t i c i p a t i o n o f Love i t s e l f 

redeems humankind . 

Our s t u d y b e g i n s w i t h The F a m i l y Reunion of 1939, which, as 

E l i o t ' s f i r s t v e n t u r e i n t o t h e s e c u l a r p o p u l a r t h e a t r e , t e s t i f i e s 

i n i t s very e x i s t e n c e t o t h e development t h a t has t a k e n p l a c e 

i n h i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g of t h e I n c a r n a t i o n , b o t h as a C h r i s t i a n and 

as a d r a m a t i s t . However, i n i t s r e f l e c t i o n of l i t u r g y i t s e l f , 

w i t h a k i n d o f s u p e r i m p o s i t i o n of C h r i s t i a n i d e a s , i t r e p 

r e s e n t s a d r a m a t i c model of a p r e - C h r i s t i a n l i t u r g y . And t h i s 

r e f l e c t s E l i o t ' s p r i m i t i v e u n d e r s t a n d i n g of drama's i n c a r n a t i o n . 

C h r i s t i a n ideas l i k e r e c o n c i l i a t i o n and red e m p t i o n are spoken 

o f but n o t r e a l i z e d i n p a r t i c u l a r c o n c r e t e a c t i o n : t h e Word 

does not become f l e s h . "Doubleness" r e f l e c t s t h e r e i g n i n g 

d u a l i s m between v a r i o u s l e v e l s o f r e a l i t y and t h i s i s r e f l e c t e d 

i n the l a c k o f v i a b l e r e l a t i o n s h i p s between the c h a r a c t e r s , as 

w e l l as between t h e p l a y and a c t u a l l i f e . P a r t i c i p a t i o n , on 

stage and i n t h e audi e n c e , i s p r e c l u d e d . I n t e g r a t i o n o f a r t 

and l i f e , f o r m and s u b s t a n c e , t h e s p i r i t u a l and t h e e a r t h l y , 

does not o c c u r . 

Prevented by t h e war f r o m w r i t i n g a n o t h e r p l a y , t h e next 

t h r e e y e a r s f i n d E l i o t r e c o r d i n g i n t h e l a s t t h r e e Q u a r t e t s 

th e c o n t i n u a t i o n of t h e s p i r i t u a l j o u r n e y towards u n d e r s t a n d i n g 

of the I n c a r n a t i o n o f C h r i s t . I n t e g r a t e d w i t h t h i s i s t h e 

d e v e l o p i n g u n d e r s t a n d i n g of t h e p o e t , engaged i n "the 

i n t o l e r a b l e w r e s t l e / W i t h words and meanings". The poet's on

g o i n g s t r u g g l e t o r e l a t e f o r m and c o n t e n t , t o f i n d t h e balance 

between t h e use and t h e essence of p o e t r y , i s r e s o l v e d , even 

i n i t s unending p r o c e s s , i n t h e analogy he f i n d s i n t h e 
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I n c a r n a t i o n of C h r i s t . And i t i s o n l y when "The p o e t r y does 

not m a t t e r " , i s f o r g o t t e n , s u b o r d i n a t e d t o something g r e a t e r 

t h a n i t s e l f , t h a t "every word i s a t home ... The complete 

c o n s o r t d a n c i n g t o g e t h e r " . F a i t h i n t h e I n c a r n a t i o n teaches 

him "the wisdom of h u m i l i t y " and t h e power and primacy of l o v e , 

t h e way o f "a l i f e t i m e ' s death i n l o v e " t h a t he l i v e s out 

t h r o u g h h i s d r a m a t i c work. And "the i m p o s s i b l e union/Of spheres 

of e x i s t e n c e " - of s p i r i t and f l e s h , o f e t e r n i t y and t i m e , o f 

l i f e and d e a t h - i s accomplished i n t h e I n c a r n a t i o n , "The h i n t 

h a l f guessed, the g i f t h a l f u n d e r s t o o d " , t h e o r d e r now "heard, 
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h a l f - h e a r d , ...". 

Four Q u a r t e t s r e c o r d s t h e i n s i g h t i n t o a r t and l i f e and 

i n t o t h e i r i n t e g r a l r e l a t i o n s h i p t h a t t h e f o r t h c o m i n g p l a y s 

seek t o d r a m a t i z e . Again, t h e i n c a r n a t i o n a l n a t u r e of drama 

makes demands on t h e a r t i s t t h a t t h e poet i s s p a r e d , and t h u s 

t h e p l a y s r e f l e c t an'experience and a r e a l i t y t h a t i s s t r u g g l i n g 

t o ascend t o t h e h e i g h t s t h a t t h e words o f t h e p o e t r y d e s c r i b e . 

The " i m p o s s i b l e u n i o n " - of l i f e and a r t , o f o r d i n a r y l i f e and 

t h e a e s t h e t i c , s p i r i t u a l essence - i s o n l y t o be achieved a t 

g r e a t c o s t indeed . 

I n w r i t i n g verse p l a y s t h e poet i s i n c o r p o r a t i n g t h e t a s k 

of the poet i n t o t he l a r g e r t a s k o f t h e a r t i s t , w h i l e the 

C h r i s t i a n poet i s i n c o r p o r a t i n g h i s t a s k i n t o t h e l a r g e r t a s k 

of t h e C h r i s t i a n a r t i s t . He i s , as E l i o t p u t s i t i n "Poetry 

and Drama" ( 1 9 5 1 ) , " d e l i b e r a t e l y w r i t i n g verse f o r o t h e r v o i c e s " 

and f o r an audience; "the problem o f communication p r e s e n t s 

i t s e l f i m m e d i a t e l y " . I n s u b m i t t i n g h i s p o e t r y t o t h e "law of 
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d r a m a t i c r e l e v a n c e " , he i s i n a sense s u b m i t t i n g i t a l s o t o 

t h e law of s o c i a l r e l e v a n c e , o f f e r i n g h i m s e l f t o t h e s e r v i c e of 

h i s f e l l o w m e n i n a more d i r e c t and d e l i b e r a t e sense th a n he does 
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i n the w r i t i n g o f p o e t r y . The d i s c o v e r y of t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p 

between t h e human and t h e d i v i n e f i n d s an analogy i n t h e 

r e l a t i n g o f f o r m and r e a l i s m as w e l l as fo r m and c o n t e n t and 

a r t and l i f e . The p l a y s seek t o o r d e r l i f e and t o r e f l e c t i t , 

t o r e f l e c t i t as th e y o r d e r i t ; t h e p o e t r y i s i n t e g r a l t o t h i s , 

designed t o be p o e t r y and t o communicate, t o communicate as i t 

i s poet i c . 

The balance between t h e t e a c h e r and the poet i s a d e l i c a t e 

one and E l i o t ' s tendency t o dogmatism must always be kept i n 

check, as we have n o t e d . 1949 seems t o have been a year when 

h i s b a l a n c i n g of p e r s o n a l and a r t i s t i c i n t e r e s t s was a 

p a r t i c u l a r l y sound and f r u i t f u l one, as a r t was c l e a r l y sub

o r d i n a t e d t o t h e g r e a t e r good o f l i f e i t s e l f . Not o n l y does 

The C o c k t a i l P a r t y express a new freedom of l i f e and f a i t h , 

b u t , i n r e f l e c t i n g on t h a t p l a y , E l i o t speaks of c h a r a c t e r as 

predominant over I d e a s , and t h u s i n v i t e s h i s audience t o 

p a r t i c i p a t e . H i s own freedom i n s p i r e d h i s f r e e i n g o f the p l a y 
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t o be i n t e r p r e t e d and t h e audience t o i n t e r p r e t . "The Aims 

of P o e t i c Drama" i n c o r p o r a t e s o t h e r i d e a s we have c i t e d b u t i s 

u n d e r g i r d e d by t h e new focus t h a t The C o c k t a i l P a r t y d r a m a t i z e s . 

I t makes c l e a r t he s h i f t away f r o m l i t u r g y as a g e n e r a l f o c u s 

t o the p a r t i c u l a r f o c u s o f C h r i s t i a n l i t u r g y . "What p o e t r y 

s h o u l d do i n t h e t h e a t r e " , E l i o t w r i t e s , " i s a k i n d . o f humble 

shadow o r analogy of t h e I n c a r n a t i o n , whereby t h e human i s 

taken up i n t o t h e d i v i n e . " Through the medium o f v e r s e , he 

c o n t i n u e s , "For a moment l i f e i s e l e v a t e d t o t h e d i g n i t y o f 

dance o r l i t u r g y , w i t h a g a i e t y which i s i n a l l g r e a t p o e t r y , 
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and t h e g r e a t e r s e r i o u s n e s s b e h i n d t h e g a i e t y . " The 

acceptance o f t h e medium o f i n c a r n a t i o n - f o r f a i t h and f o r 

drama - i s an a f f i r m a t i o n of l i f e i t s e l f , t h a t i s redeemed 
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t h r o u g h t h e p a r t i c i p a t i o n of C h r i s t i n i t . The I n c a r n a t i o n i s 

a f f i r m e d as t h e medium t h r o u g h which the d i g n i t y and g a i e t y of 

l i t u r g y i s a c h i e v e d . Thus i s l i f e a f f i r m e d as t h e medium f o r 

f o r m , and i t s a g e n t . L i t u r g y , and f o r m , are p e r c e i v e d as a 

r e s u l t of submission t o a l a r g e r o r d e r , r a t h e r t h a n a means t o 

impose an o r d e r . The d i s t i n g u i s h i n g f e a t u r e o f C h r i s t i a n 

l i t u r g y i s no l o n g e r f o r m b u t p a r t i c i p a t i o n . 

The C o c k t a i l P a r t y focuses on t h e I n c a r n a t i o n of C h r i s t and 

i t s i m p l i c a t i o n s and f r o m t h a t emerges a k i n d of s e c u l a r 

l i t u r g y . A l t h o u g h t h e " a n a l o g y " i s s t i l l f a u l t y , t h i s p l a y 

r e f l e c t s E l i o t ' s a t t e m p t t o a c h i e v e d r a m a t i c c r e a t i o n t h r o u g h 

th e medium of p a r t i c u l a r c o n c r e t e a c t i o n and t h r o u g h t h e 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n w i t h one a n o t h e r of d i f f e r e n t o r d e r s - human and 

d i v i n e , s e c u l a r and s a c r e d , p a s t and p r e s e n t , t e m p o r a l and 

e t e r n a l . T h i s f a c i l i t a t e s t h e r e c o n c i l i a t i o n and r e d e m p t i o n 

and r e l a t i o n s h i p t h a t t h e I n c a r n a t i o n o f C h r i s t e f f e c t s . A l o n g 

s i d e t h e f r e s h i n s i g h t o f f e r e d i n t h e "Aims", however, i s a 

l i n g e r i n g problem t h a t i s m a n i f e s t i n t h e l i m i t e d power o f t h e 

p l a y . The language of the" essay r e f l e c t s t h e e x t e n t t o which 

" h e l d " b e l i e f i s not y e t " f e l t " . P o e t r y , he says, i s n o t t h e 

means by which t h e audience i s " t r a n s p o r t e d i n t o an unaccustomed, 

a r t i f i c i a l w o r l d " . R a t h e r , " t h e i r o r d i n a r y , s o r d i d d r e a r y w o r l d 
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i s suddenly i l l u m i n a t e d and t r a n s f i g u r e d . " 

"Poetry and Drama" appears two years l a t e r t o sharpen and 

h e i g h t e n t h e problem even more . A l t h o u g h t h e change t o "our 

own" w o r l d might i n d i c a t e some p o s i t i v e change, as E l i o t 

i d e n t i f i e s h i m s e l f w i t h t h e a u d i e n c e , t h e w o r l d i s s t i l l 
" s o r d i d , d r e a r y d a i l y " and o n l y "suddenly i l l u m i n a t e d and 
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t r a n s f i g u r e d " . P o e t r y had o f f e r e d t h e d r a m a t i s t t h e means 

t o p r e s e r v e the d i s t a n c e between h i m s e l f and "the p e o p l e " , h i s 
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a r t f rom t h e t a i n t o f " a c t u a l l i f e " , h i s words f r o m t h e 
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d e f i l e m e n t of f l e s h . Through i t he r e t a i n e d h i s s p e c t a t o r i a l 

s t a n c e . I n t h e process by which t h e i n t e g r a t i o n of h i s p o e t r y 

i n t o h i s drama and h i s a r t i n t o t h e r e s t o f l i f e o c c u r s , i s 

r e p r e s e n t e d E l i o t ' s g r o w t h towards p a r t i c i p a t i o n , and t h e i n t e 

g r a t i o n o f t h e a r t i s t and t h e man. I n these essays on p o e t i c 

drama, however, t h e u n d e r l y i n g dichotomy i s s t i l l i n g l a r i n g 

e v i d ence. The sudden i l l u m i n a t i o n and t r a n s f i g u r a t i o n of drama 

by p o e t r y i s a f a r c r y f r o m p o e t i c drama, and t h a t o f l i f e by 

the I n c a r n a t i o n i s as f a r fr o m t h e r e a l i t y o f t h e I n c a r n a t i o n 

of C h r i s t . For t h e C h r i s t i a n u n d e r s t a n d i n g i s t h a t t h e human 

i s not t a k e n up i n t o t h e d i v i n e o c c a s i o n a l l y o r s p o r a d i c a l l y o r 

on l y as humanness i s d e n i e d , b u t once and f o r a l l t i m e and 

c o m p l e t e l y . Human l i f e and t h e w o r l d i t s e l f , i n a l l i t s 

o r d i n a r i n e s s , i s redeemed and s a n c t i f i e d , such t h a t t h e e x t r a 

o r d i n a r y i s found i n and among t h e o r d i n a r y . 

Most s t r i k i n g i n i t s absence i n t h i s second essay i s any 

mention o f t h e I n c a r n a t i o n as a model f o r p o e t i c drama. Some

how the f o c u s o f t h e I n c a r n a t i o n as t h e key t o embodying l i f e 

and s p i r i t i n f l e s h , and g i v i n g f o r m t o d r a m a t i c c o n c e p t i o n has 

been l o s t and l i t u r g y a g a i n emerges as p r i m a r y . The app a r e n t 

l o s s of I n c a r n a t i o n a l f o c u s occurs a t a p e r s o n a l , s p i r i t u a l 

l e v e l , as i s d r a m a t i z e d s t r i k i n g l y i n t h e c o n t e n t o f t h e n e x t 

p l a y , and a l s o a t a c o r r e s p o n d i n g d r a m a t i c l e v e l as t h e f o c u s 

on form amounts t o i t s employment i n t h e r o l e o f c o n t e n t , t h u s 

b e t r a y i n g an u n d e r l y i n g c o n f u s i o n . At b o t h d r a m a t i c and 

s p i r i t u a l l e v e l s , I n c a r n a t i o n must be the means by which c o n t e n t 

and l i f e approach l i t u r g y , as t h e "Aims" had p e r c e i v e d . At t h e 

same t i m e , t he I n c a r n a t i o n of C h r i s t i s not o n l y t h e b e g i n n i n g 

of l i f e and a r t , b u t i s a l s o t h e i r end: f o r m and l i t u r g y a re 
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not an end i n themselves but p o i n t beyond themselves t o t h e 

essence of l i f e w i t h which t h e y began, i n c a r n a t e i n C h r i s t . 
149 

" I n my b e g i n n i n g i s my end ... I n my end i s my b e g i n n i n g " 

i s t h e paradox w i t h which t h e d r a m a t i s t w r e s t l e s , as he seeks 

t o r e c r e a t e l i f e , out of l i f e and t h r o u g h f o r m , y e t a i m i n g not 

a t f o r m b u t a t l i f e , c ompelled i n a sense t o t r u s t t h a t as he 

focuses on l i f e , f o r m w i l l emerge and p o i n t beyond i t s e l f . 

There i s a sense i n which E l i o t i s not f r e e t o a l l o w t h i s 

process u n t i l he has stopped r e f l e c t i n g upon i t . The f i r s t 

p r i n c i p l e , d r a m a t i c a l l y and t h e o l o g i c a l l y , i s f a i t h and t r u s t 

i n t h e i n h e r e n t r e l a t i o n s h i p between t h e d i v i n e and human, t h e 

s p i r i t and f l e s h , a r t and l i f e . 

E l i o t ' s l a c k o f t h i s k i n d o f f a i t h i s e v i d e n t , and spoken 

c l e a r l y i n "Poetry and Drama", i n h i s d e s c r i p t i o n o f t h e 

f u n c t i o n o f a r t . 'Tor i t i s u l t i m a t e l y t h e f u n c t i o n of a r t , 

i n i m p o s i n g a c r e d i b l e o r d e r upon o r d i n a r y , and t h e r e b y 

e l i c i t i n g some p e r c e p t i o n of an o r d e r i l l r e a l i t y , t o b r i n g us 

t o a c o n d i t i o n of s e r e n i t y , s t i l l n e s s , and r e c o n c i l i a t i o n ; and 

then l e a v e us, as V i r g i l l e f t Dante, t o proceed t o w a r d a r e g i o n 
15 0 

where t h a t guide can a v a i l us no f a r t h e r . " I t i s not i n 

imposing an o r d e r but i n d e s c r i b i n g and b e l i e v i n g i n and 

s u b m i t t i n g t o an o r d e r , however f a l t e r i n g l y , t h a t The C o c k t a i l 

P a r t y and Four Q u a r t e t s f u l f i l l t h e f u n c t i o n o f a r t . The 

" p e r f e c t i o n o f verse drama" t h a t E l i o t e nvisages i s "a mirage 
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... an u n a t t a i n a b l e i d e a l " and i n t h a t l i e s t h e seeds o f 

i t s own demise. For t h e I n c a r n a t i o n a l p r i n c i p l e does not work 

i n terms of u n a t t a i n a b l e i d e a l s but i n terms of i d e a l s 

becoming r e a l i z e d and r e a l i t y b e i n g redeemed. Even t o speak 

i n terms of i d e a l s over a g a i n s t r e a l i t y i s a v i o l a t i o n o f the 

I n c a r n a t i o n . I t i s not a t t a i n e d nor imposed, b u t i n h e r e n t i n 

t h e n a t u r e of t h i n g s , and g i v e n . 
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The f o l l y of imposing an o r d e r i s r e p r e s e n t e d i n t h e 

next p l a y , The C o n f i d e n t i a l C l e r k ( 1 9 5 3 ) . I n d r a m a t i z i n g an 

o r d e r t h a t i s q u i t e e x t r i n s i c t o l i f e , t h i s p l a y r e v e r t s t o 

e r r o r s of e a r l i e r work: i t r e f l e c t s a l i t u r g y t h a t i s not 

based upon t h e I n c a r n a t i o n of C h r i s t . Refuge i s a g a i n b e i n g 

sought i n o r d e r , i n a r t , i n r e l i g i o n ; l i f e i s evacuated f r o m 

them even as C h r i s t i s removed f r o m l i f e , l e a v i n g o n l y t h e 

empty Church. P a r t i c i p a t i o n , r e d e m p t i o n , r e c o n c i l i a t i o n and 

r e l a t i o n s h i p , w i t h o u t t h e substance o f I n c a r n a t i o n , are words 

w i t h o u t l i f e . 

The mention of Dante i n E l i o t ' s d e s c r i p t i o n of t h e f u n c t i o n 

of a r t i n t r o d u c e s h i s a d m i r a t i o n f o r Medieval Drama, t o which 

he looked f o r a model f o r t h e c r e a t i o n of h i s p l a y s . Everyman 

he proposes i n 1924 as "perhaps ... t h a t one p l a y o n l y , ( i n w h i c h ] 
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we have a drama w i t h i n t h e l i m i t a t i o n s of a r t . " I t i s a 
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source f o r h i s verse s t y l e . Behind t h i s i s h i s a d m i r a t i o n 

f o r t he Medieval w o r l d view, p a r t i c u l a r l y e v i d e n t i n h i s 

a d m i r a t i o n f o r Dante. Through R e l i g i o u s Drama: Medieval and 

Modern. w r i t t e n i n 1937 and r e p r i n t e d w i t h h i s endorsement i n 

1954, a b e t t e r u n d e r s t a n d i n g of t h e i d e a t o which he aimed, and 

an a p p r e c i a t i o n of i t s s u b s t a n t i a l good, as w e l l as i t s b a s i c 

f l a w , can be g a i n e d . E l i o t sees t h e Medieval M o r a l i t y p l a y , 

e p i t o m i z e d i n Everyman. as a w o r t h y model f o r contemporary 

r e l i g i o u s drama because of t h e " f u s i o n " of " r e l i g i o u s and 

o r d i n a r y d r a m a t i c i n t e r e s t " t h r o u g h which i s s a t i s f i e d t h e s e 

b a s i c and r e l a t e d c r a v i n g s of human n a t u r e . L i f e was f r a u g h t 

w i t h meaning f o r M e d i e v a l man ; t h e w o r l d r e - p r e s e n t e d an 

o r d e r beyond i t s e l f and i n s e r v i n g as an index f o r a s u p e r 

n a t u r a l w o r l d a c h i e v e d i t s sacredness and s i g n i f i c a n c e . The 

a f f i n i t y between t h i s p e r c e p t i o n and t h a t which shapes t h e 

l i t u r g y i s c l e a r . I n terms of an e a r l i e r essay, Medieval 
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d r a m a t i c f o r m o c c u r r e d a t a p o i n t much c l o s e r t o l i t u r g y t h a n 

i s t h e case f o r modern drama because i n d o i n g so i t was a l s o 

r e a l i s t i c , i n r e f l e c t i n g t h e Medieval p e r c e p t i o n . Thus i n 

w r i t i n g r e l i g i o u s p l a y s t h e Medieval d r a m a t i s t was s i m p l y 

r e f l e c t i n g l i f e as he and h i s c o n t e m p o r a r i e s knew i t . E l i o t 

sees t h e t a s k of t h e modern d r a m a t i s t as t h e e d u c a t i o n o f h i s 

c o n t e m p o r a r i e s towards a sense of o r d e r and a s a c r a m e n t a l 

p e r s p e c t i v e , t h r o u g h t h e p r o d u c t i o n of p l a y s i n which a " r e 

i n t e g r a t i o n " o f d r a m a t i c and r e l i g i o u s i n t e r e s t w i l l i n s p i r e a 
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" r e - i n t e g r a t i o n o f l i f e " , based upon a f u n d a m e n t a l l y 

r e l i g i o u s p e r c e p t i o n . For t h i s he i s r e q u i r e d t o l o o k t o the 

l i t u r g y f o r a deeper r e a l i t y t h a n contemporary r e a l i s m , i n i t s 

r e f l e c t i o n o f o r d i n a r y contemporary r e a l i t y , has a f f o r d e d . 

Thus, as he says i n "Poetry and Drama", can a r t b r i n g us t o t h e 

p l a c e where l i t u r g y t a k e s us up, as a change i n our p e r c e p t i o n 
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i s s u e s i n a change i n our l i v e s . 

S t a t e d i n these terms and i n c o n j u n c t i o n w i t h t h e Medival 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g , E l i o t ' s " i d e a l " seems r e a s o n a b l e . However, t h e 

s t a r t i n g p o i n t of h i s p u r s u i t i s q u i t e d i f f e r e n t f r o m t h a t of 

t h e Medieval man and v i o l a t e s t h e f u n d a m e n t a l p r i n c i p l e of t h e 

I n c a r n a t i o n , upon which he based h i s s a c r a m e n t a l p e r s p e c t i v e . 

The Medieval d r a m a t i s t p e r c e i v e d t h e f u n d a m e n t a l c r e a t e d o r d e r 

and h i s p l a y s , n a t u r a l l y , r e f l e c t e d t h a t p e r c e p t i o n . E l i o t ' s 

n o t i o n t h a t imposing h i s own u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h a t o r d e r w i l l 

c r e a t e i t s r e a l i t y f o r t h e audience b e t r a y s a l a c k of f a i t h i n 

t h e i n t r i n s i c o r d e r and v i o l a t e s t h a t o r d e r s i m p l y i n t h i n k i n g 

i n terms of i m p o s i n g , r a t h e r t h a n b e i n g g r i p p e d by i t . H i s 

sense t h a t t h e "permanent ... e s s e n t i a l " elements o f l i f e are 

s e p a r a b l e f r o m o r d i n a r y l i f e b e t r a y s t h e l i n g e r i n g d i f f i c u l t y 

t h a t we have encountered r e p e a t e d l y , h i s l a c k o f r e s p e c t f o r 



- 66 -

o r d i n a r y l i f e . When he speaks o f drama as a l l o w i n g people 

"t o a c hieve g r e a t e r d i g n i t y and s i g n i f i c a n c e t h a n t h e y seem 
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t o do i n t h e i r p r i v a t e o r indeed p u b l i c l i v e s " , h i s l a c k 

of a sense o f t h e i r i n h e r e n t d i g n i t y and s i g n i f i c a n c e i s 

suggested. B e l i e f i n t h i s i n t r i n s i c s i g n i f i c a n c e and sacredness 

i s a h a l l m a r k o f t h e C h r i s t i a n p e r s p e c t i v e , based on t h e 

d i g n i t y and s i g n i f i c a n c e accorded t o l i f e and t o f l e s h when 

they were assumed by t h e i r redeemer. 

R e l i g i o u s Drama : Medieval and Modern does s u g g e s t , however, 

th e development of E l i o t ' s u n d e r s t a n d i n g of t h e I n c a r n a t i o n w i t h 

i t s p e r s o n a l and d r a m a t i c i m p l i c a t i o n s , i n h i s i n t e r e s t i n t h e 

i n t e g r a t i o n of l i f e and p a r t i c u l a r l y i n t h e d e s i r e t o b e l i e v e 

i n t h e value and s i g n i f i c a n c e o f l i f e . H is f i n a l p l a y , The 

El d e r Statesman (1958) r e p r e s e n t s t h e c u l m i n a t i o n o f h i s 

t h e o l o g i c a l and d r a m a t i c u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e I n c a r n a t i o n . 

His s u b m i s s i o n t o i t s o r d e r i s e v i d e n t i n t h e s a c r a m e n t a l 

p e r s p e c t i v e w i t h which t h e p l a y i s imbued. The s i g n i f i c a n c e , 

redemption and s a n c t i f i c a t i o n o f l i f e and t i m e and t h e w o r l d 

are a f f i r m e d . O r d i n a r y l i f e ( o r , as o r d i n a r y a l i f e as E l i o t 

knows) o f i n d i v i d u a l s i s a f f i r m e d and r e p r e s e n t e d i n t h e 

p a r t i c u l a r c o n c r e t e d r a m a t i z a t i o n of a s i m p l e human l i f e , i n 

p e r s o n a l t e r m s . The h u m i l i t y and l o v e and grace t h a t c h a r a c t e r 

i z e t h e I n c a r n a t i o n i s t h e b a s i s f o r r e c o n c i l i a t i o n and 

redemption, and even a r o m a n t i c and d e c i d e d l y human l o v e . 

The I n c a r n a t i o n i s e x p e r i e n c e d as t h e event t h a t e f f e c t s 

the " i m p o s s i b l e u n i o n " o f s p i r i t and f l e s h i n humanity, o f p a s t 
157 

and f u t u r e i n " r i g h t a c t i o n " i n t h e p r e s e n t , of dea t h and 

l i f e i n r e b i r t h . And t h e a c t i v i t y of t h e I n c a r n a t i o n i n t h e 

h e a r t of t h e d r a m a t i s t i s r e f l e c t e d i n a l l o f t h i s as t h e 
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s a f e t y o f the s p e c t a t o r r o l e i s exchanged f o r t h e c o s t l y 

c o n d i t i o n o f p a r t i c i p a t i o n , 

A c o n d i t i o n o f complete s i m p l i c i t y 
( C o s t i n g not l e s s t h a n e v e r y t h i n g ) 158 

I n a sense E l i o t ' s d e a t h t o h i m s e l f , i n h u m i l i t y and l o v e , 

a l l o w s t h e l i f e o f The E l d e r Statesman. And i n t h i s he i s 

h i m s e l f a "humble shadow" o f t h e A u t h o r of c r e a t i o n , whose 

I n c a r n a t i o n , i n i t s employment as a model f o r t h e c r e a t i v e 

t a s k as w e l l as f o r t h e d r a m a t i c a c t i o n i s t h e p l a y ' s 

' b e g i n n i n g " . And out of t h i s a r i s e s a l i t u r g y t h a t p o i n t s 

beyond i t s e l f t o a n o t h e r end which i s a l s o t he b e g i n n i n g , t h e 

I n c a r n a t i o n o f C h r i s t . 
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a s s o c i a t i o n . " ( p . 57) 
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" I t i s a music of imagery as w e l l as sound" (p.61) and i s 
t o be found i n t h e p l a y s of Shakespeare, and ought t o be 
emulated on the modern s t a g e , E l i o t b e l i e v e s . P o e t i c 
drama's "musi c a l p a t t e r n " ("The Need f o r P o e t i c Drama", 
p.994) c o n s i s t s i n t h i s " i n t e r s e c t i o n " o f f o r m and 
r e a l i s m . 
The image of "dance" r e c u r s t h r o u g h o u t E l i o t ' s work. I t 
i s a symbol whose meanings accumulate w i t h each usage, 
g e n e r a t i n g the "music" o f which he speaks. For example, 
we have: "... r i t u a l , ... i s e s s e n t i a l l y a dance." 
"The B e a t i n g o f a Drum", p . 1 2 ) ; "And I must borrow e v e r y 
changing shape/ To f i n d e x p r e s s i o n ... dance, dance/ 
L i k e a d a n c i n g bear, ..." ( " P o r t r a i t of a Lady", The 
Complete Poems and P l a y s , p . 2 1 ) ; t h r o u g h o u t Four Q u a r t e t s : 
"Except f o r t h e p o i n t , t h e s t i l l p o i n t , / There would be no 
dance, and t h e r e i s o n l y t h e dance." ( p . 1 7 3 ) ; "... see 
them d a n c i n g around t he b o n f i r e / The a s s o c i a t i o n of man and 
woman/ I n daunsinge, s i g n i f y i n g m a t r i m o n i e - ... Keeping 
t i m e , / Keeping t h e rhythm i n t h e i r d a n c i n g ..." ( p . 1 7 8 ) ; 
"... So t h e darkness s h a l l be t h e l i g h t , and t h e s t i l l n e s s 
t h e d a n c i n g . " ( p . 1 8 0 ) ; "... where every word i s a t home 
... The complete c o n s o r t d a n c i n g t o g e t h e r ..." ( p . 1 9 7 ) ; 
"... t h e d i g n i t y of dance or l i t u r g y . " ("Aims", p . 1 6 ) . 
A p a r t f r o m d i r e c t r e f e r e n c e s such as t h e s e , t h e image i s 
developed i n terms of music, s i n g i n g , r h y t h m , f o r example, 
as w e l l as i n terms of t h e balance o f s t i l l n e s s and motion 
which appears, f o r example, as t h e wheel imagery i n 
Murder i n the C a t h e d r a l . I t r e p r e s e n t s t h e i n d i v i d u a l i n 
harmony w i t h t h e w o r l d , moving i n t i m e t o t h e rhythm of 
l i f e , freedom d i s c o v e r e d i n f o r m . The d i s c u s s i o n of b a l l e t 
i n "Four E l i z a b e t h a n D r a m a t i s t s " and t h e "Dialogue on 
Dra m a t i c P o e t r y " e x p l o r e s t h i s i d e a . 

133 E l i o t , " I n t r o d u c t i o n " t o Savonarola, p.x 

134 E l i o t , "Dialogue on Dramatic P o e t r y " , p.49 

135 E l i o t , "The Music of P o e t r y " , p.60 
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advantage, and s k i l l , l a y i n h i s g r e a t a b i l i t y t o work 
w i t h i n a g i v e n f o r m ( I b i d . , p.63; "The Music of P o e t r y " , 
p . 6 0 - 1 ) . The modern age must work f o r a " s t r i c t f o r m " 
t h a t a l l o w s such freedom ("Four E l i z a b e t h a n D r a m a t i s t s " , 
p.113) . 
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Poets, London: Faber & Faber, 1957, p.20 
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i n World Review (9) November, 1949. London: Edward 
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The F a m i l y Reunion i s E l i o t ' s f i r s t a t t e m p t t o d r a m a t i z e 

t h e impact upon t h e contemporary s e c u l a r w o r l d of God's 

r e v e l a t i o n i n C h r i s t . The p l a y t a k e s i t s b e g i n n i n g s f r o m t h e 

c l a s s i c Oedipus s t o r y , as d r a m a t i z e d by Aeschylus i n t h e 

Orestes. The myth p r o v i d e s what E l i o t c a l l s "a v e h i c l e f o r a 

s i t u a t i o n of u n i v e r s a l meeting"''" w h i c h , when t r a n s l a t e d i n t o 

contemporary t e r m s , i n t r o d u c e s t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y man t o h i s 

a n c i e n t f o r e b e a r s , and d i r e c t s him towards t h e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 

of t h e p r e s e n t i n t h e c o n t e x t of an e t e r n a l u n i v e r s a l r e a l i t y . 

Not o n l y are t h e a n c i e n t and t h e modern s i t u a t i o n s meant t o 

i l l u m i n a t e one a n o t h e r ; b o t h are meant t o be i l l u m i n a t e d by 

a s t i l l l a r g e r c o n t e x t , t he r e a l i t y o f C h r i s t . Both t he 

pr e s e n t and t h e past are i n t e n d e d t o be seen i n the l i g h t of 

e t e r n i t y . I n a sense, t h e n , E l i o t ' s t a s k i s a double one: t o 

i n t e r p r e t a p r e s e n t and a p a s t s i t u a t i o n i n terms of one 

an o t h e r and t h e r e b y expose the u n d e r l y i n g and e s s e n t i a l r e a l i t y 

by which they are r e l a t e d ; and t o r e - i n t e r p r e t b o t h these 

n o n - C h r i s t i a n s i t u a t i o n s i n terms of t h e I n c a r n a t i o n of C h r i s t . 

A l t h o u g h , by 1939, he has counted h i m s e l f a C h r i s t i a n f o r 

at l e a s t t w e l v e y e a r s , E l i o t ' s u n d e r s t a n d i n g of the I n c a r n a t i o n 

i s s t i l l j u s t t a k i n g shape a t t h i s t i m e . And a l t h o u g h he has 

been i n t e r e s t e d i n drama f o r many y e a r s , he i s s t i l l a n o v i c e 

i n t h e t h e a t r e . I n t h e unique sense t h a t we have suggested, 

The F a m i l y Reunion g i v e s l i v i n g shape and e x p r e s s i o n t o i t s 

a u t h o r ' s t h e o l o g i c a l and d r a m a t i c u n d e r s t a n d i n g a t t h i s t i m e . 

I n 1951, E l i o t names as c h i e f among a number of t e c h n i c a l 

f l a w s t h e p l a y ' s " f a i l u r e t o a d j u s t t h e a n c i e n t w i t h t h e 
2 

modern". Then i n 1959 he pu t s t h i s c r i t i c i s m i n t h e o l o g i c a l 
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terms and i t s l a r g e r c o n t e x t when he i d e n t i f i e s t h e " c o n f u s i o n " 

t h a t r e s u l t s f r o m h i s s t a y i n g " r a t h e r t o o c l o s e t o t h e 

Eumenides" and t h u s " m i x i n g p r e - C h r i s t i a n and p o s t - C h r i s t i a n 
3 

a t t i t u d e s about m a t t e r s of conscience and s i n and g u i l t . " 

T h i s d r a m a t i c f a i l u r e and t h e o l o g i c a l c o n f u s i o n a re symptomatic 

o f t h e deeper problem t h a t E l i o t has i n c o n f r o n t i n g what might 

be t he r e a l i t y of a C h r i s t i n c a r n a t e , i n t h e f l e s h and i n the 

w o r l d , i n space, t h a t i s , and i n t i m e . 

The Oedipus around whom The Family Reunion c e n t r e s i s 

H a r r y , Lord Monchensey, who r e t u r n s t o t h e f a m i l y home a f t e r 

an e i g h t year absence, on the oc c a s i o n o f h i s mother's b i r t h d a y . 

As "Wishwood" s u g g e s t s , i t i s t h e " f a m i l y home" i n name o n l y : 

H a r r y ' s f a t h e r has l e f t years e a r l i e r and s i n c e d i e d ; h i s 

younger b r o t h e r s , A r t h u r and John, are as q u a s i - m y t h i c a l 

f i g u r e s who are c o n t i n u a l l y t a l k e d o f and never appear; h i s 

c o u s i n , Mary, l i v e s t h e s i m i l a r l y m y t h i c a l " C i n d e r e l l a " r o l e ; 
h i s v a r i o u s a u n t s and uncles are " u n i t e d i n the s t r i f e t h a t 

4 
d i v i d e d them"; one of them,. Agatha, i s s t r a n g e l y s e p a r a t e ; 

Amy, H a r r y ' s mother, n o t o n l y l i v e s a l one b u t i s e s s e n t i a l l y 

and t r a g i c a l l y a l o n e ; and H a r r y h i m s e l f has a l i e n a t e d h i m s e l f 

f r o m t he f a m i l y by m a r r y i n g a woman who d i d not meet w i t h t h e i r 

a p p r o v a l , who has s i n c e been drowned m y s t e r i o u s l y a t sea, i n 

th e course o f t h e i r wanderings abroad. Such i s t h e unp r o m i s i n g 

p o t e n t i a l f o r t h e " f a m i l y r e u n i o n " . F u r t h e r t o c o m p l i c a t e 

m a t t e r s and f o s t e r d i s c o r d , H a r r y i s haunted by an o v e r 

b u r d e n i n g sense of g u i l t w h ich, upon h i s a r r i v a l , t a k e s on 

s e n s i b l e f o r m i n t h e F u r i e s which appear t o him, unspeaking 

and t e r r i f y i n g , f u r t h e r d e f i n i n g h i s sense of " s o l i t u d e i n a 
5 

crowded d e s e r t " . H i s agony and c o n f u s i o n are e x a c e r b a t e d by 
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the romance t h a t had f l a v o u r e d h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h Mary and 

by the f a m i l y d o c t o r ' s r e p o r t of Amy's ap p r o a c h i n g d e a t h . 

H a r r y ' s p u r s u e r s have been w i t h him a l o n g t i m e , though 

u n t i l now o n l y sensed - " I knew t h e y were coming ... They 

were always t h e r e . But I d i d not see them."(292) A l t h o u g h 

he i s r u n n i n g f r o m them, however, he i s a l s o f o l l o w i n g them, 

as they d r i v e him home as a p r e y i n t o h i s cave, which i s a l s o 

h i s r e f u g e . D e s p i t e h i s f e a r and d r i v e n by i t , he i s g r i m l y 

and d e t e r m i n e d l y i n quest of t h e t r u t h t h a t w i l l d i s s o l v e t h e 

" t h i c k smoke" and c a s t a s t e a d y l i g h t t h r o u g h " f l i c k e r i n g 

i n t e r v a l s of l i g h t and d a r k n e s s " . ( 2 9 4 ) That he w i l l speak t h e 

t r u t h a t t h e expense of s o c i a l grace and even human c o u r t e s y i s 

c l e a r when he c u t s t h r o u g h h i s r e l a t i v e s ' a t t e m p t s t o p r e t e n d 

t h a t "Nothing has been changed" (292) and t h a t e v e r y t h i n g can 

go on as b e f o r e . He i s h a r s h i n h i s r e b u t t a l : "How can you 

say n o t h i n g i s changed?/ You a l l l o o k so w i t h e r e d and young." 

(292) He c h a l l e n g e s them t o "get t o t h e p o i n t " , and w i l l l e a v e , 

he says, " i f you want t o p r e t e n d t h a t I am a n o t h e r p e r s o n - " . 

(293) Agatha alone, t o whom he l o o k s f o r s u p p o r t , encourages 

him t o pursue t h e t r u t h : " I f you want no p r e t e n c e s , l e t us 

have no p r e t e n c e s " , she says. She encourages him t o e x p l a i n : 

"Talk i n your own language". H a r r y has l i t t l e hope of b e i n g 

u n d e r s t o o d : 

A l l t h a t I c o u l d hope t o make you understand 
I s o n l y e v e n t s : not what has happened . 
And people t o whom n o t h i n g has ever happened 
Cannot understand t h e unimportance of e v e n t s . (293) 

T r y i n g t o e x p l a i n h i s sense o f i s o l a t i o n and purposelessness and 

c o n f u s i o n , he almost d e s p a i r s of communication: 

T h i s i s not what m a t t e r s , b u t i t i s unspeakable, 
U n t r a n s l a t a b l e : I t a l k i n g e n e r a l terms 
Because t h e p a r t i c u l a r has no language. (294) 
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From which he suddenly s t o p s s h o r t a t a s t a r k p a r t i c u l a r , as 

he c o n t i n u e s : 

One t h i n k s t o escape 
By v i o l e n c e , b u t one i s s t i l l a l o n e 
I n an overcrowded d e s e r t , j o s t l e d by g h o s t s . 
I t was o n l y r e v e r s i n g t he se n s e l e s s d i r e c t i o n 
For a momentary r e s t on the b u r n i n g wheel 
That c l o u d l e s s n i g h t i n t h e m i d - A t l a n t i c 
When I pushed her o v e r . (294) 6 

As p r e d i c t e d t h e response of h i s f a m i l y r e l e g a t e s "what has 

happened" t o u n r e a l i t y . Charles d i s m i s s e s H a r r y ' s "dangerous 

f a n c i e s " ; Amy r e a l i z e s t h a t he i s "very t i r e d / And o v e r 

wrought", a f f e c t e d by t h e sudden change " t o our foggy c l i m a t e " , 

where, a f t e r a l l , t h e t r u t h i s n ot so c l e a r c u t . That he i s 

o b v i o u s l y s u f f e r i n g f r o m some "malady" and "must see a d o c t o r " , 

(296) a f t e r he has r e s t e d and b a t h e d , i s t h e concensus of a l l b u t 

Agatha, and Dr. Warburton i s summoned. 

Only Agatha t a k e s H a r r y s e r i o u s l y and sees h i s words as a 

"fragment o f t h e e x p l a n a t i o n " o f which she h o l d s a n o t h e r . She 

i s aware of a l a r g e r p a t t e r n of which these a r e p a r t , and 

encourages him t o w a i t and hope : "There i s more t o understand : 

h o l d f a s t t o t h a t / As t h e way t o freedom." (296) Ha r r y t o o 

p e r c e i v e s h i s misery as not p e c u l i a r t o h i m s e l f b u t i n t e g r a l 

somehow t o h i s whole f a m i l y and the w o r l d : " I t i s not my 

c o n s c i e n c e , / Not my mind, t h a t i s d i s e a s e d , b u t t h e w o r l d I 

have t o l i v e i n . " (295) And i n h i s s e a r c h f o r t h e t r u t h , 

amid t h e chaos of h i s d e s e r t wandering, he i s a f f i r m i n g t h e 

e x i s t e n c e o f an o r d e r i n which he lo n g s t o p a r t i c i p a t e as he 

cannot do i n t h e apparent and f a l s e one . He l o n g s t o r e s t o r e 

wholeness of h e a l t h t o "The p a r t i a l a n a e s t h e s i a o f s u f f e r i n g 

w i t h o u t f e e l i n g " and wholeness of u n d e r s t a n d i n g t o t h e 

" p a r t i a l o b s e r v a t i o n o f one's own automatism". (294) T h i s i s 

i n d i c a t i v e of E l i o t ' s a t t e m p t t o d r a m a t i z e t h a t " p a t t e r n 
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behind t h e p a t t e r n i n t o which t h e c h a r a c t e r s d e l i b e r a t e l y 

i n v o l v e t h e m s e l v e s " which he d e s c r i b e d as d r a m a t i c "double-
7 

ness". H a r r y i s aware of such a p a t t e r n b e h i n d h i s own 

e x p e r i e n c e , which i s g i v e n e x p r e s s i o n i n h i s p e r c e p t i o n of t h e 

F u r i e s and i n h i s double sense of "what i s happening" - what 

i s r e a l and s i g n i f i c a n t - as opposed t o " e v e n t s " - i s o l a t e d 

o c c urrences t h a t are i n themselves, a p a r t f r o m t h e deeper 

r e a l i t y and l a r g e r p a t t e r n , merely "fragments ... shored 
g 

a g a i n s t ( h i s ) r u i n " , t h a t do not i n h e r e i n r e a l i t y . Agatha 

makes him " d i m l y " (296) aware o f t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p between h i s 

e x p e r i e n c e and a w i d e r e x p e r i e n c e , which l a t e r emerges as 

f a m i l y h i s t o r y . 

H a r r y ' s n e x t s t e p on h i s j o u r n e y towards t h e t r u t h i s t a k e n 

i n h i s c o n v e r s a t i o n w i t h Mary, t h r o u g h which a n o t h e r dimension 

of the p a t t e r n i n which he i s i m p l i c a t e d becomes c l e a r e r . She 

r e p r e s e n t s t h e p a s t of c h i l d h o o d innocence and freedom and 

n a t u r a l , p h y s i c a l l i f e . She i d e n t i f i e s h e r s e l f w i t h "windblown 

blossoms", who "know/ The wind and the r a i n " (3 0 3 ) : she i s t h e 

b l i g h t e d c h i l d h o o d s w e e t h e a r t , f o r s a k e n f o r a woman of t h e 

w o r l d . H a r r y d e c l a r e s t o her h i s o b j e c t i o n t o his mother's 

" u n n a t u r a l ... a r r e s t i n g of t h e normal change o f t h i n g s " . ( 3 0 5 ) 

Mary i s c o n s c i o u s t h a t her l i f e i s somehow a r r e s t e d : 
Yes, n o t h i n g changes h e r e , 

And we j u s t go on ... d r y i n g up, I suppose, 
Not n o t i c i n g t h e change. (306) 

Harry c o n f e s s e s t h a t he had come t o Wishwood t o "escape f r o m 

one l i f e t o a n o t h e r " , t h i n k i n g " i t was a p l a c e / Where l i f e was 

s u b s t a n t i a l and s i m p l i f i e d " ( 3 0 6 ) . Mary h e l p s H a r r y t o s e t 

h i s own past i n t o t h e l a r g e r p a t t e r n of t h e i r shared c h i l d h o o d 

of unhappiness. " I was p a r t o f t h e d e s i g n / As w e l l as you", 

Harry r e a l i z e s , b u t t h i s d e s i g n was an u n n a t u r a l c o n t r i v e d one, 



- 85 -

s y m b o l i z e d i n the c l e a r i n g of the w i l d e r n e s s t h a t t h e y l o v e i n 

o r d e r t h a t "a neat summer house" might be " e r e c t e d 'to please 

th e c h i l d r e n ' " , a d e s i g n t h a t works a g a i n s t t h e i n n o c e n t 

freedom t h a t was the c h i l d r e n ' s n a t u r a l o r d e r , s y m b o l i z e d i n 

"the h o l l o w t r e e i n a wood by t h e r i v e r " , t h e i r " o n l y memory 

of freedom" now ( 3 0 7 ) . Mary c h a l l e n g e s H a r r y t o r e g a i n hope, 

unmasking h i s cowardly s e l f - d e c e p t i o n , h i s tendency t o blame 

anyone b u t h i m s e l f , and encourages him t o a c t : 

. . . you e xpected Wishwood 
To be your r e a l s e l f , t o do something f o r you 
That you can o n l y do f o r y o u r s e l f . 
What you need t o a l t e r i s something i n s i d e you 
Which you can change anywhere - h e r e , as w e l l 

as e l s e w h e r e . (308) 

Mary does not understand h i s f e a r s , but p e r c e i v e s h i s avoidance 

of t h e t r u t h as what g e n e r a t e s them: 

You d e c e i v e y o u r s e l f 
L i k e t h e man c o n v i n c e d t h a t he i s p a r a l y s e d 
Or l i k e t h e man who b e l i e v e s t h a t he i s b l i n d 
W hile he s t i l l sees t h e s u n l i g h t . ( 3 0 9 ) 

H a r r y r e a l i z e s t h a t h i s p u r s u e r s , "always f l i c k e r i n g a t t h e 

c o r n e r o f my eye", as he says ( 3 0 8 ) , are p o i n t i n g t o t h a t 

p a t t e r n "which we p e r c e i v e o n l y a t r a r e moments of i n a t t e n t i o n 
9 

and detachment, d r o w s i n g i n s u n l i g h t " t o which he has 

responded i n f e a r . Mary p o i n t s t o i t w i t h a f o r c e t h a t i s more 

g e n t l e b u t as p e r s i s t e n t as t h e i r s , as he s a y s , 
L i k e someone who comes f r o m a very l o n g d i s t a n c e , 
Or t h e d i s t a n t w a t e r f a l l i n t h e f o r e s t , 
I n a c c e s s i b l e , h a l f - h e a r d . 
And I hear your v o i c e as i n t h e s i l e n c e 
Between two s t o r m s , one hears t h e moderate unusual n o i s e s 
I n t h e grass and l e a v e s , of l i f e p e r s i s t i n g , 
Which o r d i n a r i l y pass u n n o t i c e d . (309) 

He sees h i s c h o i c e t o respond t o t h i s p a t t e r n , which i n c l u d e s 

the good memories of c h i l d h o o d , i n courage and hope i n s t e a d of 

f e a r . Then t h e i m p l i c a t i o n o f t h i s n a t u r a l o r d e r i n a s u per

n a t u r a l o r d e r i s i l l u m i n a t e d i n t h e i r p o e t i c exchange. I n t h i s 
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"beyond c h a r a c t e r " a n t i p h o n a l exchange, t h e n a t u r a l w o r l d 

i s p o r t r a y e d as v i b r a n t w i t h s u p e r n a t u r a l l i f e and as i t s 

embodiment. At t h i s deeper l e v e l of awareness, E l i o t b e l i e v e s , 

the s p i r i t u a l i s p e r c e i v e d as n a t u r a l and t h e n a t u r a l w o r l d as 

s a c r a l . Mary s a y s , i n a k i n d of p r o p h e t i c i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of 

the f o r t h c o m i n g a c t i o n o f the p l a y : 

Pain i s t h e o p p o s i t e o f j o y 
But j o y i s a k i n d o f p a i n 
I b e l i e v e t h e moment of b i r t h 
I s when he have knowledge of death 
I b e l i e v e t h e season of b i r t h 
I s t h e season of s a c r i f i c e 
For t h e t r e e and t h e b e a s t , and t h e f i s h 
T h r a s h i n g i t s e l f upstream: 
And what of t h e t e r r i f i e d s p i r i t 
Compelled t o be r e b o r n 
To r i s e t o w a r d t h e v i o l e n t sun 
Wet wings i n t o t h e r a i n c l o u d 
H a r e f o o t over t h e moon? (310) 

Human and n a t u r a l l i f e are p e r c e i v e d as i m p l i c a t e d t o g e t h e r i n 

a l a r g e r s u p e r n a t u r a l p a t t e r n . S p r i n g , t h e "season o f s a c r i f i c e 

i s t h e t i m e 

For t h e ache i n t h e moving r o o t 
The agony i n t h e d a r k 
The s l o w f l o w t h r o b b i n g .the t r u n k 
The p a i n o f t h e b r e a k i n g bud. (310) 

Mary i d e n t i f i e s h e r s e l f w i t h these c r e a t u r e s and accords them t h 

f e e l i n g s t h a t accompany t h e human e x p e r i e n c e of t h e n a t u r a l 

p r o c e s s , o f which we are reminded l a t e r i n "The agony i n t h e 

c u r t a i n e d bedroom, whether of b i r t h or of d y i n g " ( 3 2 9 ) . 

Harry i s f o r a moment c a r r i e d away by a sense of n a t u r a l , 

p h y s i c a l j o y : 

You b r i n g me news 
Of a door t h a t opens a t t h e end of a c o r r i d o r , 
S u n l i g h t and s i n g i n g ; ... 
... S i n g i n g and l i g h t . (310) 

The p a t t e r n has now grown t o i n c l u d e t h e peace of c h i l d h o o d , 

and t h e rhythm o f n a t u r e and l i f e , b ut H a r r y cannot s t o p t h e r e 

" i n s u n l i g h t " ( 3 1 1 ) . Mary tempts him: " I f you w i l l depend on 
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me, i t w i l l be a l l r i g h t . " (311) She o f f e r s him an escape 

i n t o t h e p a s t , a n o t h e r p a t t e r n of u n r e a l i t y . " I s t h e s p r i n g 

not an e v i l t i m e , t h a t e x c i t e s us w i t h l y i n g v o i c e s ? " , he has 

wondered, s u s p e c t i n g t h e t r e a c h e r y of t h e n a t u r a l o r d e r . (309) 

With t h e appearance of t h e Eumenides he s t o p s , r e i n f o r c e d i n 

h i s d e t e r m i n a t i o n t o seek the t r u t h , whatever t h e c o s t i n terms 

of peace and n a t u r a l l o v e . The Eumenides remind him o f an 

o r d e r deeper th a n t h e s e , "deeper th a n a l l sense" ( 3 1 1 ) . 

H a r r y has p e r c e i v e d , t h e n , as he t e l l s Dr. Warburton, t h a t 

" e v e r y t h i n g i s i r r e v o c a b l e , / The past unredeemable": t h e r e i s 

no escape f r o m h i s " s l e e p l e s s h u n t e r s " i n t o the p a s t , b e f o r e 

"The a c c i d e n t of a dreaming moment." (311) H i s p u r s u i t of t h e 

t r u t h t a k e s him n e x t i n t o a d i s c u s s i o n w i t h t h e d o c t o r , i n 

which h i s sense o f b e i n g i m p l i c a t e d i n a cosmic p a t t e r n whose 

dimensions are obscure and whose c o n t r o l i s a b s o l u t e emerges 

as avoidance of t h e d o c t o r ' s t o p i c , h i s mother's h e a l t h . "0 

God, man," he c r i e s , "the t h i n g s t h a t are g o i n g t o happen/ 

Have a l r e a d y happened." (317), Agatha has a l r e a d y chanted a 

k i n d of rune t h a t suggests t h e r i t u a l i s t i c c h a r a c t e r o f a c t i o n , 

"a necessary move/ I n an unnecessary a c t i o n , ... t h a t n o t h i n g 

may be l e f t undone."(297) A g a i n , i n a n o t h e r i n c a n t a t i o n a l 

p i e c e , she expresses her sense of t h e p a t t e r n i n which Wishwood 

and i t s i n h a b i t a n t s are caught, t h i s t i m e as a c u r s e , i n which 

s u p e r n a t u r a l and n a t u r a l elements are i n t e r t w i n e d : 

The eye i s on t h i s house 

May t h e weasel and t h e o t t e r 
Be about t h e i r p r o p e r b u s i n e s s 
The eye of t h e day t i m e 
And t h e eye o f the n i g h t t i m e 
Be d i v e r t e d f r o m t h i s house ... (316) 

E l i o t ' s f u r t h e r d e s c r i p t i o n o f t h e p a t t e r n of "doubleness" i s 

p e r t i n e n t : " I t i s a p a t t e r n drawn by what the a n c i e n t w o r l d 
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c a l l e d F a t e ; s u b t i l i z e d by C h r i s t i a n i t y i n t o mazes of d e l i c a t e 

t h e o l o g y ; and reduced a g a i n by t h e modern w o r l d i n t o 

c r u d i t i e s of p s y c h o l o g i c a l or economic n e c e s s i t y . " ^ ^ H a r r y ' s 

sense o f b e i n g e n t r a p p e d by t h e p a s t i n t o a p r e d e t e r m i n e d 

d e s i g n of a c t i o n compels him t o seek p a r t i c u l a r knowledge 

about h i s f a m i l y ' s p a s t . He hears about h i s f a t h e r f r o m Dr. 

Warburton, w h i l e a l s o b e i n g t o l d o f h i s mother's ap p r o a c h i n g 

d e a t h . The d o c t o r t r i e s t o encourage him t o s e t t l e f o r 

i g n o r a n c e and i n a d v e r t e n t l y d i s c l o s e s t h e e x i s t e n c e of a 

s c a n d a l a t t h e h e a r t of t h e Monchensey f a m i l y h i s t o r y . H a r r y 

r e c o l l e c t s t h a t as a c h i l d he was c o n s c i o u s o f some t r u t h 

e x i s t i n g a t t h e f r i n g e s of h i s awareness, j u s t out of r e a c h , 

and as such r e m i n i s c e n t of t h e o t h e r m a n i f e s t a t i o n s of the 

p a t t e r n of t r u t h t h a t he has e x p e r i e n c e d . 

But now I remember 

I remember t h e s i l e n c e , and t h e hushed e x c i t e m e n t 
And t h e low c o n v e r s a t i o n o f t r i u m p h a n t a u n t s . 
I t i s t h e c o n v e r s a t i o n n o t o v e r h e a r d , 
Not i n t e n d e d t o be h e a r d , w i t h t h e s i d e w i s e l o o k s , 
That b r i n g s d e a t h i n t o t h e h e a r t o f a c h i l d . 
That was t h e day he d i e d . (319) 

T h i s r e a l i z a t i o n b r i n g s t o g e t h e r f r a g m e n t s o f r e c o l l e c t e d 

e x p e r i e n c e s and i m p r e s s i o n s and he a c h i e v e s a measure of under

s t a n d i n g . "That n i g h t " , he says, " I f e l t t h e t r a p c l o s e " . H i s 

freedom and innocence ended w i t h h i s f a t h e r ' s l i f e , as d i d t h e 

hope o f redemption of t h e p a s t . Only now, i n h i s quest f o r 

t h e t r u t h about h i s f a t h e r - "Did he l o o k a t a l l l i k e me? (321) 

- i s t h e past reopened and t h e promise of i t s redemption 

r e c l a i m e d . 

By t e m p t i n g H a r r y t o a v o i d t h e t r u t h , Dr. Warburton b e t r a y s 

h i s r i t u a l f u n c t i o n of medicine man who h e l p s the seeker on h i s 

way t o s p i r i t u a l h e a l t h . I n s t e a d he m i n i s t e r s panaceas - "We're 
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a l l of us i l l i n one way or a n o t h e r " (314) - and r e s o r t s t o 

c o n v e n t i o n s . H i s q u e s t i o n t o Har r y g i v e s an i r o n i c f o c u s t o 

t h e q u e s t i o n t h a t H a r r y has been a s k i n g h i m s e l f t h r o u g h o u t , 

and the theme o f r e a l i t y and u n r e a l i t y t h a t weaves i n and out 

of the p l a y ; "What I want t o know", says t he d o c t o r , " i s , 

whether you've been s l e e p i n g ...".(312) When he i s i n t e r r u p t e d 

a t t h i s p o i n t we are l e f t w i t h a d i f f e r e n t q u e s t i o n t h a n t h e 

one he had formed. H a r r y has, as we have seen, made a 

d i s t i n c t i o n between r e a l i t y and i l l u s i o n i n terms of "what 

happens" and " e v e n t s " . H i s r e l a t i v e s a r e capable o n l y o f 

e v e n t s , and t h e y are e p i t o m i z e d by A r t h u r and John, whom H a r r y 

views w i t h d i s d a i n and who, i n never a p p e a r i n g , bear w i t n e s s 

t o t h e i r i n s u b s t a n t i a l i t y . "N o t h i n g can happen/ To e i t h e r o f 

my b r o t h e r s " , H a r r y says, n e a t l y r e l i e v i n g h i m s e l f o f 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y . (321) " I f he was ev e r r e a l l y c o n s c i o u s " , he 

says of John ( 3 2 4 ) . That t h e y have chosen t h i s p r i s o n o f 

u n r e a l i t y i s c l e a r t o him: 

F i r s t o f a l l , you i s o l a t e t h e s i n g l e event 
As something so d r e a d f u l t h a t i t c o u l d n ' t have happened 
Because you c o u l d n o t bear i t . ( 2 95) 

T h i s i s how t h e y cope w i t h h i s w i f e ' s d r o w n i n g , c l a i m i n g t h a t he 

s u f f e r s f r o m " d e l u s i o n s " when he would t a k e r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r 

i t . I t i s t h i s p e r v a s i v e s p i r i t o f u n t r u t h t h a t H a r r y i s 

s t r u g g l i n g t o overcome, b u t he i s shrouded i n a " t h i c k smoke", 

confused by "senseless d i r e c t i o n " , and th u s t h w a r t e d i n h i s 

att e m p t t o b e l i e v e i n freedom of c h o i c e . 

W i t h i n t h i s , as we have seen, he i s aware o f a n o t h e r o r d e r . 

He p e r c e i v e s a l e v e l of r e a l i t y t h a t i s s e p a r a t e f r o m what he 

l a t e r d e s c r i b e s as "some i m a g i n a r y course t h a t l i f e ought t o 

t a k e , / That you c a l l n o r m a l " ( 3 2 6 ) . T h i s p e r c e p t i o n wreaks 

| havoc w i t h h i s sense of r e a l i t y , such t h a t he i s n o t sure o f 

I 



- 90 -

what i s r e a l , though he i s c e r t a i n t h a t "What you c a l l t h e 

normal", as he t e l l s t h e u n e n l i g h t e n e d r e l a t i v e s , " I s merely 

t h e u n r e a l and t h e u n i m p o r t a n t " ( 3 2 6 ) . Those who l i v e 

a c c o r d i n g t o events and a v o i d r e a l i t y "have gone t h r o u g h l i f e 

i n s l e e p " , he has t o l d them, when u n r e a l i t y r e i g n s and d e a t h 

i s adumbrated; "And a l s o w a k i n g " , which i s a ni g h t m a r e t o 

him ( 2 9 5 ) . With Mary, h i s sense o f r e a l i t y i s a t s t a k e : 

"What I see/ May be one dream or a n o t h e r ..." ( 3 0 8 ) . He 

wonders i f he can o n l y choose between dreams and never know 

r e a l i t y , i f o n l y r e l a t i v e u n r e a l i t y can be a c h i e v e d . What i s 

r e a l i s h i s f e a r : " i f t h e r e i s n o t h i n g e l s e / The most r e a l 

i s what I f e a r " . He t r i e s , w i t h Mary, t o deny h i s own r e a l i t y , 

t o be t h e person he was b e f o r e b e i n g haunted by these 

c r e a t u r e s of g u i l t and f e a r : 

When I knew h e r , I was n o t t h e same pe r s o n . 
I was n o t any per s o n . N o t h i n g t h a t I d i d 
Has t o do w i t h me. (311) 

He longs t o leave h i m s e l f b e h i n d as a "carcase", t h a t he might 

be f r e e t o b e g i n a g a i n , "as i f n o t h i n g had happened" ( 3 0 8 ) . 

The F u r i e s , as we have seen, w i l l n o t a l l o w h i s escape i n t o 

u n r e a l i t y . And y e t he i s l e f t even more u n c e r t a i n o f what i s 

r e a l , as he t e l l s t h e d o c t o r : 

. . . perhaps I o n l y dream t h a t I am t a l k i n g 
And s h a l l wake t o f i n d t h a t I have been s i l e n t 
Or t a l k e d t o t h e stone deaf : and t h e o t h e r s 
Seem t o hear something e l s e t h a n what I am s a y i n g . (318) 

I t i s t h e n t h a t t h e r e v e l a t i o n o f t h e day of h i s f a t h e r ' s d e a t h 

focuses some o f h i s c o n f u s i o n , b u t t h e u n r e a l i t y haunts him, as 

he speaks l i k e a f o o l or a madman : 

HARRY : N o t h i n g can happen — 
I f Sergeant W i n c h e l l i s r e a l . But Denman saw him. 
But what i f Denman saw him, and ye t he was n o t r e a l ? 
That would be worse t h a n a n y t h i n g t h a t has happened. 
What i f you saw him, and ... 

WARBURTON: H a r r y : P u l l y o u r s e l f t o g e t h e r . 
(321) 
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I n e x p l a i n i n g h i s r a t h e r i n s e n s i t i v e response t o t h e 

news Sergeant W i n c h e l l b r i n g s of h i s b r o t h e r ' s a c c i d e n t , 

H a r r y d e s c r i b e s h i s sense of t h e d i s t i n c t i o n between what i s 

r e a l and what i s apparent and of a m u l t i l e v e l l e d r e a l i t y : 

I t ' s o n l y when t h e y see n o t h i n g 
That people can show the s u i t a b l e emotions -
And so f a r as they f e e l a t a l l , t h e i r emotions are s u i t a b l e 
They don't understand what i t i s t o be awake, 
To be l i v i n g on s e v e r a l planes a t once 
Though one cannot speak w i t h s e v e r a l v o i c e s a t once. 
I have a l l t h e r i g h t m i n d e d f e e l i n g s about John 
That you c o n s i d e r a p p r o p r i a t e . Only, t h a t ' s not t h e 

language 
That I choose t o be t a l k i n g . I w i l l not t a l k y o u r s . (324) 

H a r r y i s c l e a r l y a c r e a t i o n t h a t a r i s e s out of E l i o t ' s sense of 

"doubleness". He i s meant t o be an i n d e x t o "some o t h e r plane 
12 

of r e a l i t y f r o m which we are s h u t o u t " , h i s b e h a v i o u r i n c o n -
13 

s i s t e n t "but o n l y w i t h r e s p e c t t o a deeper c o n s i s t e n c y " , n o t 
t o "seem c r a z y , b u t r a t h e r i n c o n f o r m i t y w i t h t h e laws o f some 

14 
w o r l d t h a t we cannot p e r c e i v e " , a w o r l d f r o m which t h e 

Eumenides come, and i n d i c a t e d by H a r r y ' s s h i f t i n g l e v e l s of 

awareness. For a l l h i s c o n f u s i o n and d o u b t , H a r r y has a con

v i c t i o n of r e a l i t y and t r u t h t h a t i s as a l a r g e p a t t e r n t h a t 

w i l l prove t o c o n t a i n and e x p l a i n a l l t h e apparent i l l u s i o n 

and chaos, which w i l l r e s t o r e wholeness, r a t h e r than mere 

" n o r m a l i t y " which i s no l o n g e r s u f f i c i e n t f o r him. As he 

t e l l s t h e o t h e r s : 

I was l i k e t h a t i n a way, so l o n g as I c o u l d t h i n k 
Even o f my l i f e as an i s o l a t e d r u i n , 
A c a s u a l b i t of waste i n an o r d e r l y u n i v e r s e . 
But i t b e g i n s t o seem j u s t p a r t o f some huge d i s a s t e r , 
Some monstrous mistake and a b e r r a t i o n 
Of a l l men, o f the w o r l d , which I cannot put i n o r d e r . 
I f you o n l y knew t h e years t h a t I have had t o l i v e 
Since I came home, a few hours ago, t o Wishwood. (326) 

H a r r y ' s r e f e r e n c e t o the years t h a t he has l i v e d i n these few 
hours i s i n one sense an e x p r e s s i o n o f t h e enormous i n t e n s i t y 
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of t h i s s h o r t t i m e , t h a t f a r exceeds i t s apparent p o t e n t i a l 

and apparent d u r a t i o n . We w i l l pursue t h e i m p l i c a t i o n s o f t h i s 

when we t u r n our a t t e n t i o n t o t h e theme of r e d e m p t i o n o f t i m e . 

At t he same t i m e , t h i s i s a r e f e r e n c e t o t h e memories t h a t he 

has r e l i v e d i n coming home, some o f which we w i t n e s s i n h i s 

c o n v e r s a t i o n , as we have seen, some t h a t are f i l l e d i n by t h e 

Chorus as background t o these e x p e r i e n c e s , and some t h a t are 

h i n t e d a t or unspoken. There i s c r e a t e d a whole c l i m a t e of 

the p a s t , some s p e c i f i e d and some more g e n e r a l l y e v o c a t i v e o f 

our own p a s t , perhaps . 

Agatha encourages H a r r y i n h i s p u r s u i t o f t h e whole t r u t h , 

th e complete p a t t e r n of e x p e r i e n c e : 

Whatever you have l e a r n e d , H a r r y , you must remember 
That t h e r e i s always more : we cannot r e s t i n b e i n g 
The i m p a t i e n t s p e c t a t o r s o f m a l i c e or s t u p i d i t y . 
We must t r y t o p e n e t r a t e t h e o t h e r p r i v a t e w o r l d s 
Of make-believe and f e a r . To r e s t i n our own s u f f e r i n g 
I s e v a s i o n o f s u f f e r i n g . We must l e a r n t o s u f f e r more. 

(327) 
H a r r y i s s t i l l d e s p e r a t e , s t i l l t r a p p e d i n " a b s t r a c t i o n s " , 

b e w i l d e r e d by "a p r i v a t e p u z z l e " f o r which he can f i n d no 

p a r t i c u l a r language . 

But t h i s i s t o o r e a l f o r your words t o a l t e r . 
Oh, t h e r e must be a n o t h e r way of t a l k i n g 
That would get us somewhere. You don't understand me. 
You can't understand me. I t ' s n o t b e i n g alone 
That i s t h e h o r r o r - t o be alone w i t h t h e h o r r o r . 
What m a t t e r s i s t h e f i l t h i n e s s . I can c l e a r my s k i n , 
P u r i f y my l i f e , v o i d my mind, ,^ 
But always t h e f i l t h i n e s s , t h a t l i e s a l i t t l e deeper ... 

(327) 

So, movements towards t r u t h have proved o n l y movements away 

f r o m u n t r u t h and he f e e l s no c l o s e r t o an u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e 

p a t t e r n , though more and more c o n v i n c e d o f i t s r e a l i t y and h i s 

membership i n i t . But he has t a k e n a new p a r t i c u l a r r e s p o n s i 

b i l i t y , and f i n d s a more honest s t a r t i n g p o i n t i n a k i n d of 

admission of s i n . "What m a t t e r s " , what i s r e a l , i s t h e sense 
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of s i n t h a t exceeds and i n c l u d e s h i s own i n d i v i d u a l g u i l t , and 

i s t h e i n e s c a p a b l e r e a l i t y . 

I t i s , t h e n , f i n a l l y , t o Agatha t h a t H a r r y t u r n s f o r the 

u n r a v e l l i n g o f h i s " p r i v a t e p u z z l e " and t h e "monstrous mis t a k e 

and a b e r r a t i o n " . Her r e v e l a t i o n o f t h e pas t i n c l u d e s a 

d i s c l o s u r e o f t h e " o r i g i n a l s i n " t h a t i s t h e f a m i l y c u r s e , i n 

whose bondage H a r r y f e e l s h i m s e l f t o be. The t r u t h she r e v e a l s 

i s s i m p l e , c o n c r e t e , p a r t i c u l a r , and seems a l l t h e more so 

a f t e r t h e morass of complex, a b s t r a c t , and g e n e r a l i z e d e v a s i o n 

f r o m which H a r r y has been t r y i n g t o d i s e n t a n g l e h i m s e l f . I t 

comes i n t h e f o r m of a c o n f e s s i o n : Agatha and H a r r y ' s f a t h e r 

had been l o v e r s and i n h i s d e s i r e t o r i d h i m s e l f o f h i s w i f e 

he had planned her murder. Agatha p r e v e n t e d t h i s t o save t h e 

l i f e o f H a r r y , t h e c h i l d Amy c a r r i e d . Thus i s H a r r y ' s 

s i t u a t i o n i l l u m i n a t e d . The p a r t i c u l a r q u a l i t y o f h i s 

r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h Agatha i s e x p l a i n e d by her l o v e f o r h i s 

f a t h e r , H a r r y ' s l i k e n e s s t o him, by her h a v i n g saved h i s l i f e . 

Her s t r a n g e p o s i t i o n i n the hpusehold i s e x p l a i n e d . H a r r y ' s 

confused sense o f g u i l t and r e s p o n s i b i l i t y , and n i g h t m a r i s h 

sense of a s i n i n which he i s i m p l i c a t e d i s e x p l a i n e d by t h e 

o r i g i n i n t h e p a s t of h i s c o n v i c t i o n t h a t he has murdered h i s 

w i f e , i n a k i n d o f f u l f i l m e n t of t h e c u r s e , or p a r t i c u l a r 

a c t u a l i z a t i o n o f t h e o r i g i n a l s i n of h i s f a t h e r ' s d e s i r e t o 

k i l l h i s own w i f e . Born t o them out of h a t e , he i s as an 

embodiment o f t h e curse t h e y have i n c u r r e d , as Agatha l a t e r 

s ays: "0 my c h i l d , my c u r s e " ( 3 3 7 ) . T h e i r s i n i s t h e 

d e s e c r a t i o n of what i s meant t o be not " c h i l l y p r e t e n c e s i n 

the s i l e n t bedroom,/ F o r c i n g sons upon an u n w i l l i n g f a t h e r " 

( 3 4 0 ) , as Amy d e s c r i b e s t h e i r u n i o n , b u t t h e " h o l y e s t a t e " 
16 

of m a r r i a g e , e s t a b l i s h e d i n l o v e . Agatha s a y s : "What we 
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have w r i t t e n i s not a s t o r y of d e t e c t i o n , / Of crime and 

punishment, b u t of s i n and e x p i a t i o n . " (333) She c o n f i r m s 

H a r r y ' s u n d e r s t a n d i n g of h i s share i n a c o r p o r a t e s i n when 

Harry s a y s , "Perhaps I o n l y dreamt I pushed h e r " . A new sense 

of r e a l i t y f o l l o w s upon h i s sense o f b e i n g p a r t of a l a r g e r 

s t o r y : "Perhaps my l i f e has been a dream"' 

Agatha suggests t h a t h i s r o l e i s t o o f f e r " e x p i a t i o n " f o r 

the s i n t h a t has "come t o c o n s c i o u s n e s s " i n him t o " f i n d 

e x p u r g a t i o n " . She d e s c r i b e s , as a r i t u a l p r o p h e t e s s , what h i s 

t a s k and h i s purpose may be: 

I t i s p o s s i b l e 
You a r e t h e consciousness o f your unhappy f a m i l y , 
I t s b i r d sent f l y i n g t h r o u g h t h e p u r g a t o r i a l f l a m e . 
Indeed i t i s p o s s i b l e . You may l e a r n h e r e a f t e r , 
Moving a l o n e t h r o u g h flames o f i c e , chosen 
To r e s o l v e t h e enchantment under which we s u f f e r . (333) 

And t h i s r e v e l a t i o n b r i n g s new hope and l i f e t o him: 

I f e e l happy f o r a moment, as i f I had come home. 
I t i s q u i t e i r r a t i o n a l , b u t now 
I f e e l q u i t e happy, as i f happiness 
D i d n o t c o n s i s t i n g e t t i n g what one wanted 
Or i n g e t t i n g r i d of what c a n ' t be got r i d of 
But i n a d i f f e r e n t v i s i o n . (333-4) 

T h i s happiness i s i n p a r t t h e " l i b e r t y " t h a t t h e t r u t h b r i n g s , 

whose p a i n i s mixed w i t h t h e j o y of b e i n g s e t f r e e . (334) I t 

i s " l i k e an end", as Harry s a y s , "And a b e g i n n i n g " , Agatha 

answers, and i s thus f r a u g h t w i t h t h e a m b i g u i t y and i n t e n s e 

c o n f l i c t t h a t accompanies a dea t h and new b i r t h . I f p a i n and 

death a r e s u f f e r e d f o r t he sake of t r u t h and freedom and 

u l t i m a t e j o y and l i f e , t h ey are t r a n s f o r m e d t h r o u g h a 

" d i f f e r e n t v i s i o n " of meaning and become s i g n s o f peace and 

r e c o n c i l i a t i o n . H arry f i n d s c o m f o r t and j o y i n t h i s d i f f e r e n t 

v i s i o n o f u n d e r s t a n d i n g and t r u t h , t h r o u g h which he sees t h e 

l a r g e r p a t t e r n t h a t he has sensed. H i s e x p e r i e n c e , d i s p a r a t e 

and m y s t e r i o u s u n t i l now, i s i l l u m i n a t e d and r e s t o r e d t o 
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wholeness t h r o u g h t h e r e v e l a t i o n o f i t s meaning. Having, 

t h r o u g h o u t h i s l i f e , "had t h e e x p e r i e n c e b u t missed t h e 
17 

meaning", h i s d i f f e r e n t v i s i o n renews and t r a n s f o r m s h i s 

e x p e r i e n c e . As he s a y s : 

E v e r y t h i n g i s t r u e i n a d i f f e r e n t sense 
A sense t h a t would have seemed meaningless b e f o r e . 
E v e r y t h i n g tends towards r e c o n c i l i a t i o n 
As t h e s t o n e f a l l s , as t h e t r e e f a l l s . And i n t h e end 
That i s t h e c o m p l e t i o n which a t t h e b e g i n n i n g 
Would have seemed t h e r u i n . (333) 

P e r c e p t i o n o f t h e meaning of t h i n g s t r a n s f o r m s what has seemed 

"the end" and "the r u i n " i n t o "the c o m p l e t i o n " ; f a l l i n g i s 

p e r c e i v e d as r e c o n c i l i a t i o n . H a r r y d e c i d e s t o sub m i t h i m s e l f t o 

th e t r u t h r e v e a l e d , t o f o l l o w h i s p u r s u e r s , t h u s t r a n s f o r m i n g h i s 

f e a r s i n t o " b r i g h t a n g e l s " ( 3 3 9 ) . F i l l e d w i t h a new sense o f 

c a l l i n g , " s t i l l b e f o u l e d " , knowing o n l y t h a t he has "made a 

d e c i s i o n / I n a moment o f c l a r i t y " , (337) he l e a v e s Wishwood 

t o pursue r e d e m p t i o n t h r o u g h " w o r s h i p " (339) and s a c r i f i c e . H i s 

f e a r s a r e now r e p l a c e d by " l o v e and t e r r o r / Of what w a i t s and 

wants me, and w i l l n o t l e t me f a l l " ( 3 3 9 ) , because " E v e r y t h i n g 

tends towards r e c o n c i l i a t i o n " . 

T h i s scene of Agatha's r e v e l a t i o n o f t h e p a s t i s meant t o 

be the c l i m a x o f t h e p l a y and t h e p o i n t of i n t e g r a t i o n o f 

v a r i o u s o r d e r s of H a r r y ' s e x p e r i e n c e . The r e v e l a t i o n o f t h e 

l a r g e r p a t t e r n i n t o which H a r r y 's e x p e r i e n c e f i t s p r o v i d e s 

th e c o n n e c t i o n between " e v e n t s " and "what happens", i n terms 

of t h e i r meaning. R e a l i t y i s r e o r d e r e d so t h a t e v e n t s t a k e 

t h e i r p l a c e i n a l a r g e r p a t t e r n t h a t accords them s i g n i f i c a n t 

r e a l i t y i n themselves as w e l l as i n t h e i r f u n c t i o n as i n d i c e s 

of a l a r g e r r e a l i t y . That i s , t h e s p e c i f i c s i n s of i n d i v i d u a l s 

are r e l a t e d t o one a n o t h e r and t o t h e l a r g e r p a t t e r n i n which 

f r e e i n d i v i d u a l w i l l works i n c o n j u n c t i o n w i t h a p r e e x i s t e n t 
o r d e r . And i n d i v i d u a l s a r e agents of s i n as w e l l as agents of 
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r e d e m p t i o n : H a r r y can s u f f e r f o r t h e s i n s o f h i s p a r e n t s . 

He i s f r e e and y e t r e s p o n s i b l e ; t h u s t h e i n t e g r a t i o n o f 

freedom and p r e d e t e r m i n a t i o n i s a c h i e v e d t h r o u g h t h e f u n c t i o n 

of i n d i v i d u a l c h o i c e . I n d i v i d u a l p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n a p r e -

e x i s t e n t o r i g i n a l s i n , r a t h e r t h a n p s y c h o l o g i c a l or economic 

d e t e r m i n i s m o r a nebulous cosmic f a t e t h a t r e l i e v e s man of 

freedom and r e s p o n s i b i l i t y , i s E l i o t ' s C h r i s t i a n answer t o the 

human p r e d i c a m e n t . 

At t h e same t i m e H a r r y h i m s e l f a c h i e v e s i n t e g r a t i o n i n h i s 

p e r c e p t i o n and acceptance of h i s p l a c e and r o l e i n l i f e . He 

l e a r n s t h a t " r i g h t a c t i o n i s freedom f r o m p a s t and f u t u r e 
18 

a l s o " , as t h e i n t e g r a t i o n o f past and p r e s e n t and f u t u r e , 

of t i m e i t s e l f , i s achieved i n t h i s moment, t h r o u g h r e d e m p t i o n . 

Throughout, H a r r y ' s quest has been f o r t h e t r u t h and he 

achieve s t h a t t h r o u g h f a c i n g what has happened i n t h e past and 

a c c e p t i n g h i s p r e s e n t r e s p o n s i b i l i t y . He has s a i d , " e v e r y t h i n g 

i s i r r e v o c a b l e , / The past unredeemable" (315) b u t w i t h t h e 

r e v e l a t i o n o f t h e t r u t h and l } i s acceptance o f r e s p o n s i b i l i t y , 

he p e r c e i v e s a way of r e d e m p t i o n : t h r o u g h h i s p u r g a t o r y o f 

s u f f e r i n g t h e s i n s of the past and t h e past i t s e l f w i l l be 

redeemed. And t h r o u g h t h a t , as he has been i m p l i c a t e d i n 

s i n , he w i l l a l s o be i m p l i c a t e d i n r e d e m p t i o n ; so t h e p r e s e n t 

and t h e f u t u r e w i l l be redeemed by t h e i r b e i n g i n v e s t e d w i t h 

t h e i r new purpose i n a l a r g e r o r d e r . 

T h i s scene s h o u l d be t h e c l i m a x o f t h e d r a m a t i c a c t i o n . 

I n f a c t i t i s n o t . Rather, i t comes as an a n t i - c l i m a x f o r 

which t h e r e has been a l o n g l a b o r i o u s b u i l d - u p . As E l i o t 
19 

l a t e r s a i d , t h e p l a y i s p o o r l y c o n s t r u c t e d ; t h e r e i s not 

enough a c t i o n t o j u s t i f y t h e i n t e n s i t y of t h e v e r s e , and very 

l i t t l e " r e a l l y " happens i n a d r a m a t i c sense. Even t h i s 
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" c l i m a x " , when i t occurs i s n o t r e a l l y a c t i o n so much as a 

d i s c l o s u r e by Agatha of t h e p a s t , t h a t a l l o w s H a r r y new 

i n s i g h t . The scene achiev e s p o e t i c , r a t h e r t h a n d r a m a t i c , 

power. The d r a m a t i c weaknesses of t h e p l a y are r e l a t e d t o 

i t s t h e o l o g i c a l weaknesses. As we have s a i d , E l i o t l a t e r 

a d m i t t e d t o h i s c o n f u s i o n over " p r e - C h r i s t i a n and p o s t -

C h r i s t i a n a t t i t u d e s i n m a t t e r s o f eonscience and s i n and 

20 

g u i l t " . T h i s c o n f u s i o n i s e v i d e n t i n h i s f a i l u r e t o con

c e i v e and t h e r e f o r e d r a m a t i z e a c l e a r sense of t h e C h r i s t i a n 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g of these t h i n g s . H i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f H a r r y ' s 

s i n and o r i g i n a l s i n and t h e i r r e l a t i o n s h i p i s undeveloped. 
Having s a i d . t h a t , he deserves c r e d i t f o r even e n t e r i n g one of 

21 
t h e most complex "mazes of d e l i c a t e t h e o l o g y " . Throughout 

the p l a y , as we have seen, t h e q u e s t i o n o f what i s a c c i d e n t a l 

and what i s i n t e n t i o n a l , and o f who o r what i s i n c o n t r o l o f 

i t a l l , a re r a i s e d . The p a t t e r n i n t o which e v e r y t h i n g i s 

meant t o f i t , however u n c l e a r l y , i s a theme we have t r a c e d . 

A r t h u r and John have " a c c i d e n t s " which we i n f e r t o be t h e 

de s i g n o f some omnipotent w i l l . H a r r y ' s f a t h e r ' s i n t e n t i o n 

t o k i l l h i s w i f e i s r e c o g n i z e d as a s i n as s e r i o u s as murder. 

T h i s r e c a l l s Jesus' e x t e n s i o n o f t h e commandments t o i n c l u d e 

a t t i t u d e s of t h e h e a r t . The o l d commandment was n o t t o k i l l ; 

h i s new commandment i s not t o be angr y , b u t t o l o v e ( M a t t . 

5:21-22). H a r r y ' s c o n f u s i o n over whether he d i d o r d i d n o t 

k i l l h i s w i f e i s a n o t h e r p i c t u r e of t h i s : t h e r e a l i t y o f 

s i n i n t h e w o r l d and i n t h e h e a r t seems t o preempt t h e 

r e a l i t y o f i n d i v i d u a l s i n f u l a c t s . A l t h o u g h H a r r y ' s f i n a l 

d e c i s i o n seems t o be t h a t he d i d dream of dr o w n i n g h i s w i f e , 
22 

t h e f a c t s remain shrouded i n a d r e a m l i k e haze . Though t h e 

r e a l i t y of s i n i t s e l f may t h u s be more r e a d i l y a p p r e c i a t e d , 
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the s p e c i f i c s i n s which m a n i f e s t i t are d e p r e c a t e d and 
t r i v i a l i z e d t o the p o i n t of u n r e a l i t y . Agatha's sense of 
the p r e d e t e r m i n e d w i l l t h a t i s as a curse t h a t w i l l be 
f u l f i l l e d , i n one sense t e s t i f i e s t o t h e Old Testament under
s t a n d i n g t h a t t h e s i n s of t h e f a t h e r s w i l l be v i s i t e d upon t h e 
c h i l d r e n , b u t her p a s s i v i t y r a t h e r u n dercuts t h e s i g n i f i c a n c e 
of i n d i v i d u a l freedom, which i s t h e o t h e r s i d e of t h e B i b l i c a l 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g . I n d i v i d u a l a c t i o n s are v i r t u a l l y d i s c o u n t e d , 
h e r e , f o r example: 

A c c i d e n t i s d e s i g n 
And d e s i g n i s a c c i d e n t 
I n a c l o u d of unknowing. 
0 my c h i l d , my c u r s e , 
You s h a l l be f u l f i l l e d : ... (337) 

T h i s i s t y p i c a l of t h e p l a y ' s i n t e r m i n g l i n g o f two a l i e n 

p e r s p e c t i v e s ; a sense of f a t e and a k i n d of s u p e r s t i t i o u s 

s p i r i t u a l i t y a r e blended w i t h t h e C h r i s t i a n m y s t i c s , whose 
23 

" cloud o f unknowing" had l o n g engaged E l i o t ' s i n t e r e s t . 

The r i t u a l c h a r a c t e r of a c t i o n i s meant t o be r e s o l v e d 

f i n a l l y i n H a r r y ' s " d e c i s i o n " ( 3 3 7 ) , h i s e x e r c i s e of f r e e 

c h o i c e , b u t Agatha's pronouncement o f t h e f u l f i l m e n t of the 

curse as t h e l a s t word on t h e s u b j e c t r e i n f o r c e s the r i t u a l , 

r a t h e r t h a n t h e C h r i s t i a n , u n d e r s t a n d i n g . E l i o t ' s s e l f -

c onfessed c o n f u s i o n i s e v i d e n t . 

H a r r y ' s s i g n i f i c a n t c h o i c e i n a moment o f r e v e l a t i o n i s 

meant t o s i g n i f y r e d e m p t i o n , and t o i n t e g r a t e h i s own 

e x p e r i e n c e , as w e l l as t h e l a r g e r p a t t e r n of which i t i s p a r t . 

A g a i n , d r a m a t i c weaknesses i n d i c a t e t h e o l o g i c a l c o n f u s i o n . 

The change i n h i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g , as we have seen, i s s u e s i n 

a change i n h i s l i f e , as he d i s c o v e r s new purpose. T h i s i s 

meant, I t h i n k , t o i n d i c a t e t h a t r e d e m p t i o n has begun. He 

s e t s o f f , f o l l o w i n g t h e Eumenides, w i t h "one i t i n e r a r y / And 
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one d e s t i n a t i o n " ( 3 3 6 ) , s a y i n g , "... my b u s i n e s s i s not t o 

run away, b u t t o pur s u e , / Not t o a v o i d b e i n g f o u n d , b u t t o 

seek." (338) H i s immediate e x p e r i e n c e w i l l be s u f f e r i n g , f o r 

h i m s e l f and f o r h i s f a m i l y ("Love compels c r u e l t y / To those 

who do not understand l o v e . " ( 3 3 7 ) ) , b u t h i s u l t i m a t e end i s 

" r e c o n c i l i a t i o n " and h i s u l t i m a t e m o t i v a t i o n i s l o v e . S t i l l , 

i t i s vague enough f o r Agatha t o compare i t t o "a c h i l d r e n ' s 

t r e a s u r e h u n t " ( 3 3 7 ) . That i t i s t h e p e r c e p t i o n o f purpose 

and meaning, r a t h e r t h a n t h e s i t u a t i o n t h a t has changed i s 

e v i d e n t : "the s l e e p l e s s h u n t e r s " become "the b r i g h t a n g e l s " 

t h a t he "must f o l l o w " , because h i s p e r c e p t i o n of them has 

changed. And h i s "crowded d e s e r t " i s s t i l l a d e s e r t , b u t now 

one which he seeks and w i l l i n h a b i t , 

Somewhere on t h e o t h e r s i d e o f d e s p a i r . 
To t h e w o r s h i p i n t h e d e s e r t , t h e t h i r s t and d e p r i v a t i o n , 
A s t o n y s a n c t u a r y and a p r i m i t i v e a l t a r , 
The heat o f t h e sun and t h e i c y v i g i l , 
A care over t h e l i v e s of humble p e o p l e , 
The l e s s o n o f i g n o r a n c e , o f i n c u r a b l e d i s e a s e s . (339) 

The " i n s a n i t y " , t h e i l l n e s s , t h e t e r r o r , s t i l l e x i s t , b u t now 

c o e x i s t w i t h l o v e , t h a t i s i n c o n t r o l and a t work t o redeem 

them. There are s i g n i f i c a n t changes i n H a r r y t h a t t e s t i f y t o 

th e work of r e d e m p t i o n . H i s fo c u s i s no l o n g e r e x c l u s i v e l y on 

h i m s e l f , as he seems i n t e n t t o s a c r i f i c e h i m s e l f f o r t h e sake 

o f o t h e r s . At t h e same t i m e , t h e e x t r e m i t y and a s c e t i c tone 

of h i s d e s c r i p t i o n suggests an i s o l a t e d and i n s u l a r e x p e r i e n c e 
24 

i n which o t h e r s do n o t f i g u r e . The person t h a t we have seen 

w i l l have t o be changed i n o r d e r t o f u l f i l l t h e r o l e t h a t he 

d e s c r i b e s f o r h i m s e l f . S t i l l , he has made a f u n d a m e n t a l 

d e c i s i o n , t o s t o p b e i n g an " i m p a t i e n t s p e c t a t o r " and " p e n e t r a t e 

o t h e r p r i v a t e w o r l d s " , t o " l e a r n t o s u f f e r more" by p a r t i c i p a t i n 

w i t h o t h e r s i n t h e i r s u f f e r i n g . (327) And even h i s r e a l i z a t i o n 
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about John ( " I am r e s p o n s i b l e f o r him" ( 3 3 9 ) ) r e f l e c t s t h e 
b e g i n n i n g s o f a t r a n s f o r m a t i o n . 

E l i o t ' s u n d e r s t a n d i n g of r e d e m p t i o n s u g g e s t s i t s e l f , t h e n , 

as of a r a t h e r obscure and r o m a n t i c c h a r a c t e r . I f we l o o k a t 

h i s d r a m a t i z a t i o n o f t h e r e d e m p t i o n of t i m e , t h e q u a l i t y of 

h i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g w i l l become c l e a r e r . There ar e t h r e e o r d e r s 

of time a t work i n t h e p l a y . The s e a s o n a l r o u n d , r e f l e c t e d i n 

much of t h e imagery t h a t we have n o t e d , s i t u a t e s t h e p l a y i n 

t h e t r a d i t i o n o f r i t u a l drama. The m e c h a n i s t i c o r d e r i s i n 

c o n f l i c t w i t h t h i s , i t s c h i e f proponent b e i n g Amy. Her 

r e s i s t a n c e t o d e a t h i s a r e s i s t a n c e t o t h e n a t u r a l p r o c e s s . 

"Not y e t ... I t i s s t i l l q u i t e l i g h t ... Put on t h e l i g h t s 

... Make up t h e f i r e . W i l l t h e s p r i n g never come? I am 

c o l d " (285) she has s a i d a t t h e opening of t h e p l a y . She who 

has l i v e d under t h e sway of darkness and d e a t h now l o n g s f o r 

l i g h t and l i f e . Her u n n a t u r a l c o n t r o l o ver l i f e i s such t h a t 

she i s as a "machine", as Dr. Warburton d e s c r i b e s her body 

(320) whose " i n d o m i t a b l e w i l l " has k e p t h e r a l i v e . Her 

c i r c u l a r , i r r a t i o n a l r a i s o n d ' e t r e - " I keep Wishwood a l i v e / 

To keep t h e f a m i l y a l i v e , t o keep them t o g e t h e r , / To keep me 

a l i v e , and I l i v e t o keep them" (287) - u n d e r l i n e s t h e death 

i n l i f e of t h i s " f a m i l y " . The c l o c k , t h e machine t o c o n t r o l 

t i m e , r e p r e s e n t s h e r : " I do not want t h e c l o c k t o s t o p i n 

t h e d a r k " ( 2 8 7 ) . I t i s not t h e f u l l n e s s of l i f e t h a t she 

wants b u t o n l y "the day expected ... tomorrow a s s u r e d " ( 2 8 5 ) , 

o n l y t h e m e c h a n i c a l s u c c e s s i o n o f days and hours t h a t assure 

her of her l i f e . 

The n a t u r a l c y c l e o v e r t a k e s Amy, as i s r e p r e s e n t e d i n 

her b i r t h d a y cake, which i n t h e end c e l e b r a t e s h e r d e a t h . I t 
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i s round l i k e t h e c l o c k , round because l i f e and d e a t h are as 

a c y c l e , w i t h l i f e t h e f u e l f o r d e a t h , t h e o l d consumed by 

the young. The candles are e x t i n g u i s h e d l i k e t h e l i g h t o f 

l i f e t h a t i s s n u f f e d o u t , by t h e b r e a t h o f l i f e . The 

m e c h a n i s t i c o r d e r has been subsumed by t h e l a r g e r r hythm of 

l i f e . Agatha and Mary c i r c l e t h e cake i n a r i t u a l t h a t b i n d s 

the g e n e r a t i o n s t o g e t h e r i n t h e c o m p l e t i o n of t h e curse t h a t 

t hey speak. The curse i n "coming/ To complete f r u i t i o n " t a k e s 

i t s p l a c e i n t h e n a t u r a l c y c l e . "Each curse has i t s c o u r s e " 

which must be f o l l o w e d . No amount o f " r e a s o n " o r s t r a t e g y 

can e i t h e r d i v e r t o r undo i t ( 3 4 9 ) . The c i r c l i n g s i g n i f i e s 

t h a t i t must be completed and n o t i n t e r f e r e d w i t h ; one's 

b e s t e f f o r t s a r e towards i t s c o m p l e t i o n , j o i n i n g i n t h e 

c i r c l i n g t h a t i t might be f u l f i l l e d . Thus i t o f f e r s a k i n d 

of r i t u a l i s t i c p i c t u r e o f t h e r e d e m p t i o n o f t h e past t h r o u g h 

s i g n i f i c a n t a c t i o n i n t h e p r e s e n t . 

The c o n t e x t i n t o which these two o r d e r s f i t i s t h e p a t t e r n 

of e t e r n i t y . The r e l a t i o n s h i p o f t h e two i n t h e t e m p o r a l o r d e r 

i s d r a m a t i z e d i n t h e r i t u a l a c t i o n , as i s t h e i r r e l a t i o n s h i p 

w i t h i n t h e e t e r n a l o r d e r : t h e s i g n i f i c a n c e o f t h e i n d i v i d u a l 

l i f e i s d r a m a t i z e d i n E l i o t ' s r i t u a l "dance" t o t h e r h y t h m of 

a "music heard so d e e p l y / That i t i s n o t heard a t a l l , b u t you 

are the music/ While t h e music l a s t s . T h i s i s an image o f 

the p l a c e of t h e i n d i v i d u a l i n t h e e t e r n a l o r d e r : t i m e i s 

redeemed as a person e x e r c i s e s freedom w i t h i n t h e f o r m of a 

d i v i n e o r d e r . I v y ' s comment, upon h e a r i n g of John's a c c i d e n t 

i s r e p r e s e n t a t i v e o f t h e mindset t h a t i s bound t o t h e t e m p o r a l 

o r d e r : 

We must c a r r y on as i f n o t h i n g had happened, 
And have t h e cake and p r e s e n t s . (325) 
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Th i s e n c a p s u l a t e s t he u n d e r s t a n d i n g t h a t H a r r y f i g h t s a g a i n s t , 

t h a t p r e c l u d e s r e d e m p t i o n , a t t e m p t i n g t o m a i n t a i n c o n t r o l and 

a v o i d t r u t h and r e a l i t y , even t h e r e a l i t y o f d e a t h , whatever 

the c o s t . Redemption i s b l u n t l y c a p t u r e d by Agatha's 

d e s c r i p t i o n of success: " I t i s what we can make of t h e mess 

we have made of t h i n g s ..." ( 3 4 1 ) . And t h e means of 

a p p r o p r i a t i n g r e d e m p t i o n i s t o choose t o a c t r i g h t l y , on t h e 

b a s i s o f t r u t h : "This i s t h e next moment. T h i s i s t h e 

b e g i n n i n g " , Agatha says a f t e r she and H a r r y have come t o terms 

w i t h t h e t r u t h . Time has, i n a sense, begun a g a i n , a f t e r 

imprisonment i n u n r e a l i t y . 

S t i l l , , t h e evidence t h a t t h e p l a y o f f e r s f o r t h e r e a l i t y 

of r e d e m p t i o n i s s l i m . H a r r y ' s c a l l i n g i s obscure a t b e s t , 

g r i m a t w o r s t . H i s promise t o r e t u r n and t h e union o f 

Agatha and Mary i n a s u p p o r t i v e r e l a t i o n s h i p , as w e l l as Amy's 

d e s i r e t o have them w i t h her i n d e a t h and her r e a l i z a t i o n a t 

the end of her l i f e t h a t " I o n l y j u s t b e g i n t o apprehend t h e 

t r u t h / About t h i n g s t o o l a t e , t o mend" (345) o f f e r a t l e a s t 

some promise of r e d e m p t i o n , b u t a l l hoped f o r , not t a s t e d and 

seen. We are not convinced of i t s p r e s e n t r e a l i t y , nor of 

t h e i r p a r t i c i p a t i o n t o g e t h e r i n i t , even though t h e y come t o 

see t h e Eumenides, and th u s o s t e n s i b l y share H a r r y ' s 

p e r c e p t i o n . A g a i n , Agatha's f i n a l words s k e t c h , b u t do n o t 

convince us of t h e q u a l i t y of t h e i r p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n , H a r r y ' s 

" p i l g r i m a g e " : 

By i n t e r c e s s i o n 
By p i l g r i m a g e 
By those who d e p a r t 
I n s e v e r a l d i r e c t i o n s 
For t h e i r own redemption 
And t h a t o f t h e d e p a r t e d -

May th e y r e s t i n peace. (350) 
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Redemption i s t h u s absorbed i n t o a p r e - C h r i s t i a n r i t u a l , 

r a t h e r t h a n r e o r d e r i n g r e a l i t y , and E l i o t ' s c o n f u s i o n emerges. 

Her f i n a l l i t u r g i c a l words sound a h o l l o w n o t e , as we wonder 

where r e s t and peace w i l l be f o u n d . 

The l a c k o f p a r t i c u l a r i t y i n these c r u c i a l a r e a s , of s i n 

and r e d e m p t i o n , r e f l e c t s a f o c u s on t h e c o n t i n u i t y between 

p r e - C h r i s t i a n and p o s t - C h r i s t i a n r e a l i t i e s , i n s t e a d o f t h e 

unique C h r i s t i a n r e a l i t y . And because t h e d i s t i n g u i s h i n g 

f e a t u r e of C h r i s t i a n i t y i s , i n one sense, i t s p a r t i c u l a r i t y i n 

Jesus C h r i s t - God become one Man - t h i s e r r o r i s f u n d a m e n t a l , 

as we w i l l pursue l a t e r . E l i o t ' s p i l g r i m s and s a i n t s who 

s u f f e r "For t h e i r own r e d e m p t i o n / And t h a t of t h e d e p a r t e d " 

suggests an u n s a t i s f a c t o r y g rasp of t h e once f o r a l l r e d e m p t i o n 

accomplished by C h r i s t . " S t i l l b e f o u l e d " and s e e k i n g 

r e d e m p t i o n , H a r r y i s t h e r a t h e r t r a g i c c r e a t i o n o f one who 

knows t h e r e a l i t y o f s i n w i t h o u t t h e r e a l i t y o f f o r g i v e n e s s , 

whose f a i t h i s o f t h e f e a r f u l and n e g a t i v e c h a r a c t e r comprised 

of " l o v e and t e r r o r / Of what w a i t s and wants me, and w i l l not 

l e t me f a l l . " (339) 

H a r r y ' s i n s i g h t , a t h i s moment of r e v e l a t i o n , t h a t 

" E v e r y t h i n g i s t r u e i n a d i f f e r e n t sense" c o u l d express one 

of t h e p l a y ' s themes. S t . John d e s c r i b e s t h e Word o f God 

I n c a r n a t e i n C h r i s t as "the l i g h t of t h e w o r l d " w h i c h was " I n 

the b e g i n n i n g " ( J n . 8:12, 1:1). " I n Him was l i f e ; and t h e 

l i f e was t h e l i g h t o f men. And t h e l i g h t s h i n e s i n t h e 

darkness ; and t h e darkness comprehended i t n o t ... That was 

the t r u e l i g h t , w h i c h l i g h t s every man t h a t comes i n t o t h e 

w o r l d . " (1:4,5; 9 ) John's sense o f "That which was f r o m t h e 

b e g i n n i n g , which we have seen w i t h our eyes, which we have 

looked upon, and our hands have h a n d l e d , o f t h e Word of l i f e ; 
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.... t h a t God i s l i g h t and i n him i s no darkness a t a l l " 

( 1 Jn. 1:1,5) i s t h e u n d e r s t a n d i n g t h a t Jesus C h r i s t i s t h e 

I n c a r n a t i o n of a r e a l i t y t h a t has always been w i t h God and 

i s i m p l i c i t i n c r e a t i o n and l i f e i t s e l f . The F a m i l y Reunion 

a t t e m p t s t o d r a m a t i z e t h i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g of t h e I n c a r n a t i o n 

as something e n t i r e l y new and y e t c o n t i n u o u s w i t h what has 

preceded i t o n l y i n terms of t e m p o r a l and m a t e r i a l m a n i f e s t a 

t i o n s - because C h r i s t i s , r b e f o r e a l l t h i n g s , and i n Him a l l 

t h i n g s h o l d t o g e t h e r " ( C o l . 1:17). C h r i s t i s p r o c l a i m e d t o 

be the r e v e l a t i o n of God, t h e i l l u m i n a t i o n of what i s . 

The " l i g h t " imagery of t h e p l a y s i t u a t e s i t not o n l y i n 

th e r i t u a l scheme b u t i n t h e C h r i s t i a n scheme. H a r r y ' s s e a r c h 

f o r t r u t h and t h e s y s t e m a t i c avoidance of t r u t h t h a t i s 

p r a c t i s e d by o t h e r s i s d e p i c t e d i n terms of l i g h t i n 

o p p o s i t i o n t o d a r k n e s s , as w e l l as l i f e i n o p p o s i t i o n t o d e a t h , 

as we have n o t e d . The Chorus, " l i k e g u i l t y c o n s p i r a t o r s 

w a i t i n g f o r some r e v e l a t i o n " ( 3 0 1 ) , a v o i d t h e i l l u m i n a t i o n o f 

l i g h t , l e s t "the h i d d e n s h a l l be exposed". Jesus i s r e c o r d e d 

by t h e E v a n g e l i s t John as s a y i n g : "man l o v e d t h e darkness 

r a t h e r t h a n t h e l i g h t because h i s deeds were e v i l . For everyone 

who does e v i l h a t e s the l i g h t and does not come t o t h e l i g h t , 

l e s t h i s deeds s h o u l d be exposed." Harry seeks t h e t r u t h , 

r e s p o n d i n g t o i t , as h i s c l o s u r e of t h e c u r t a i n s upon h i s 

a r r i v a l a t Wishwood d r a m a t i z e s , i n shame and f e a r and g u i l t . 

S t i l l , "He who p r a c t i s e s t h e t r u t h comes t o the l i g h t " ( J n . 

3:19-21) and H a r r y does pursue t h e t r u t h , u n t i l he f i n a l l y 

responds t o i t i n a new sense of freedom and j o y , f o l l o w i n g 

"the b r i g h t a n g e l s " o f l i g h t and l i f e . A gain t h e d r a m a t i c 

weaknesses of t h i s t e c h n i q u e r e f l e c t t h e t h e o l o g i c a l c o n f u s i o n . 
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The l i g h t of t r u t h i s not s u f f i c i e n t l y d e f i n e d as t h e l i g h t 

of C h r i s t , and t h e o r d e r i l l u m i n a t e d has more a f f i n i t y w i t h 

the r i t u a l t r a d i t i o n or the h u m a n i s t i c u n d e r s t a n d i n g t h a n t h e 

s p e c i f i c a l l y C h r i s t i a n o r d e r . The l i g h t i s as p o o r l y 

focussed d r a m a t i c a l l y as t h e o l o g i c a l l y . There i s t o o g r e a t a 

r e l i a n c e on t h e v e r b a l c o n c e p t . For i n s t a n c e , H a r r y ' s 

c l i m a c t i c moment of r e v e l a t i o n i s t h e c u l m i n a t i o n o f a s e r i e s 

of i l l u m i n a t i o n s which compose t h e p a t t e r n of t r u t h . These 

are conveyed t h r o u g h images of l i g h t . I n h i s c o n v e r s a t i o n 

w i t h Mary he r e c o l l e c t s " S u n l i g h t and s i n g i n g . . . S i n g i n g and 

l i g h t " ( 3 1 0 ) ; h i s memory o f h i s f a t h e r c o n j u r e s up "A summer 

day of unusual heat . . . hours when t h e r e seems t o be no p a s t 

or f u t u r e , / Only a p r e s e n t moment of p o i n t e d l i g h t / When you 

want t o b u r n " (332) ; her r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h h i s f a t h e r a l l o w e d 

her a g l i m p s e o f "the sun s h i n i n g on t h e r o s e - g a r d e n " ( 3 3 5 ) . 

H a r r y ' s " d i f f e r e n t v i s i o n " i s meant t o i l l u m i n a t e t h e p a t t e r n 

t h a t weaves th e s e images i n t o wholeness, as t h e t r u t h r e s t o r e s 

the wholeness of h i s e x p e r i e n c e . We are meant t o understand 

t h a t t h e " e c s t a s y " (332) of t h e rose-garden e x p e r i e n c e 

i l l u m i n a t e s and t r a n s f o r m s l i f e . As we have s a i d , t h i s i s 

not s u f f i c i e n t l y demonstrated i n terms of p a r t i c u l a r a c t i o n s 

on the s t a g e . I t r e l i e s t o o h e a v i l y on t h e resonant "music of 
26 

a word" whose e x p r e s s i o n i s p o e t r y and whose c o n t e x t i s t h e 

poet's whole " l i f e w o r k " . W i t h i n the d i f f e r e n t c o n f i n e s of a 

stage p e r f o r m a n c e , t h e y a r e i n a p p r o p r i a t e v e h i c l e s f o r 

communication and u n d e r s t a n d i n g . The C h r i s t i a n l i t u r g y i s 

r e f l e c t e d i n t h e p l a y ' s p r o c l a m a t i o n of t r u t h and l i g h t , b u t 

the "way" t h a t i s a l s o C h r i s t i s not s p e c i f i c a l l y d e s i g n a t e d . 

The I n c a r n a t i o n a l l o w s S t . John t o speak not o n l y of s e e i n g 

and l o o k i n g a t l i g h t and l i f e , but of h a n d l i n g i t w i t h h i s 
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hands, i n a l l i t s f l e s h and b l o o d r e a l i t y . Jesus C h r i s t t h e 
Man c u t s a c r o s s any p u r e l y f o r m a l or p u r e l y r i t u a l i s t i c 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g of t h e t r u t h and p r o v i d e s i n h i m s e l f t h e 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n by which Word becomes f l e s h . 

E l i o t n o t o n l y f a i l s t o d r a m a t i z e t h e p a r t i c u l a r i t i e s o f t h e 

C h r i s t i a n e x p e r i e n c e of r e d e m p t i o n , b u t a l s o i t s p a r t i c u l a r i t y 

i n C h r i s t . T h i s t h e o l o g i c a l c o n f u s i o n i s r e f l e c t e d i n d r a m a t i c 

d i f f i c u l t i e s , as he s t r u g g l e s t o f l e s h out h i s own words. He 

does not s u f f i c i e n t l y c o nceive or d r a m a t i z e t h e human r e a l i t y 

he p r e s e n t s . I n one sense H a r r y 's e x p e r i e n c e i s not s p e c i f i e d 

enough, but i n a n o t h e r sense i t i s t o o s p e c i f i c . The s p i r i t u a l 

w o r l d r e f l e c t e d i s a p e c u l i a r b l e n d i n g of many s t r a n d s of 

t h o u g h t , each o f which l o s e s i t s i d e n t i t y i n b e i n g f i t t e d i n t o 

what can o n l y be an amorphous and " p r i v a t e p u z z l e " . S a t i s f a c t o r y 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g and p a r t i c i p a t i o n are d e n i e d n o t o n l y t h e 

" u n s p i r i t u a l " b u t t h e C h r i s t i a n . E l i o t ' s human and s o c i a l 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g a r e e q u a l l y d e f i c i e n t . The "contemporary" terms 

i n which t h e s t o r y i s t o l d were contemporary t o a s e l e c t c l a s s 

of E n g l i s h s o c i e t y a t a c e r t a i n t i m e , perhaps, but do not f i n d 

enough c r e d i b i l i t y o r sympathy t o be g e n e r a l i z e d t o a l a r g e , 

much l e s s u n i v e r s a l a u d i e n c e . I n c o n t r a s t , i t i s t h e 

p a r t i c u l a r i t y o f t h e o r i g i n a l s t o r y , sometimes t o s h o c k i n g 

p r o p o r t i o n s , t h a t r e n d e r s i t r e a l and u n i v e r s a l . The " s c a n d a l " 

of the Monchensey f a m i l y , s a d l y , i s perhaps t o o commonplace and 

"normal" t o g e n e r a t e much i n t e r e s t . I t cannot bear t h e w e i g h t 

of t r a g i c s e r i o u s n e s s f o r which t h e i n t e n s i t y o f t h e mood and 

th e p r o t r a c t e d p r e p a r a t i o n c a l l s . Agatha's d e s c r i p t i o n , and 

p a r t i c u l a r l y h e r e x p r e s s i o n of h a v i n g " o n l y l o o k e d " i n t o t h e 

r o s e - g a r d e n , s u g g e s t s an avoidance of t h e s e x u a l element, and 
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t h u s of t h e a c t u a l t a n g i b l e r e a l i t y , t h a t keeps t h e a f f a i r 

a t t h e r o m a n t i c and p o e t i c l e v e l . At t h e same t i m e t h e p o e t i c 

and m y s t e r i o u s a i r t h a t s u r r o u n d s t h e s i t u a t i o n , w i t h i t s 

s t r a n g e i n t e r t w i n i n g of past and p r e s e n t , l e n d s an uncanny 

dimension t o what might be merely t a w d r y , and thus h e l p s t o 

s i t u a t e i t i n t o i t s m y t h o l o g i c a l h e r i t a g e . 

I n s e e k i n g t o d r a m a t i z e t h e i m p l i c a t i o n s o f t h e coming of 

C h r i s t f o r the a n c i e n t m y t h o l o g i c a l w o r l d of Oedipus and f o r 

the contemporary w o r l d of H a r r y , E l i o t d i s c l o s e s h i s f e a r of 

l i f e and humankind, i n a l l i t s f l e s h and b l o o d and d i g n i t y . 

H i s f o c u s on t h e c o n t i n u i t y between these " o l d w o r l d s " and t h e 

w o r l d made new i n C h r i s t d i s c l o s e s a tendency t o a d j u s t C h r i s t 

t o t h e w o r l d he p u r p o r t s t o know, r a t h e r t h a n t o t a k e C h r i s t 

as t h e s t a r t i n g p o i n t f r o m which he can l o o k backward and 

f o r w a r d , t o d i s c e r n t h e c o n t i n u i t y t h a t f o l l o w s f r o m H i s u t t e r 

newness. That E l i o t has y e t t o e x p e r i e n c e C h r i s t as t h e 

i n t e g r a t i o n p o i n t of h i s l i f e and t h e agent o f r e c o n c i l i a t i o n 

of t h e v a r i o u s o r d e r s of h i s , l i f e and p e r c e p t i o n , i s r e f l e c t e d , 

as we have seen, i n t h e u n s a t i s f a c t o r y r e n d i t i o n of r e d e m p t i o n 

t h a t i s d r a m a t i z e d . What t h e q u a l i t y of h i s s p i r i t u a l 

e x p e r i e n c e a t t h i s t i m e was i s suggested by t h e d i s p a r i t y t h a t 

t h e p l a y m a n i f e s t s . We have seen t h a t H a r r y ' s moment of 

r e v e l a t i o n i s meant t o be t h e c l i m a x of t h e p l a y , when t h e 

meaning of h i s e x p e r i e n c e i s g i v e n and the r e o r d e r i n g o f h i s 

l i f e a c c o r d i n g t o a " d i f f e r e n t v i s i o n " i s made p o s s i b l e and 

begins t o o c c u r . T h i s i s meant t o be seen as t h e i n t e g r a t i n g 

f o c u s of the a c t i o n , and f a i l s l a r g e l y because i t i s a m a t t e r 

of p e r c e p t i o n r a t h e r t h a n of e x p e r i e n c e t h a t we w i t n e s s ; i t 

i s a l s o meant t o suggest meaning as t h e i n t e g r a t i o n p o i n t of 
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l i f e . Because E l i o t ' s f o c u s i s meaning i t s e l f , no p a r t i c u l a r 
meaning i s c l e a r enough, and h i s purpose i s t h w a r t e d . I n 
f o r s a k i n g the medium of p a r t i c u l a r c o n c r e t e a c t i o n i n which 
meaning i s f l e s h e d o u t , he d i s c l o s e s h i s f a i l u r e t o d i s c e r n t he 
meaning of o r d i n a r y l i f e . And because he i s a C h r i s t i a n , f o r 
whom u l t i m a t e meaning i s found i n God I n c a r n a t e , t h i s f a i l i n g 
i s p a r t i c u l a r l y d i s t u r b i n g . 

As a r e s u l t , meaning i s not e x p e r i e n c e d as an agent of 

i n t e g r a t i o n , b u t of s e p a r a t i o n . E l i o t ' s a t t e m p t t o w r i t e a 

contemporary r i t u a l drama l e n d s a r i t u a l i s t i c c h a r a c t e r t o much 

of the a c t i o n , as we have n o t i c e d . And t h e c h a r a c t e r s them

s e l v e s are o f t e n of t h e same c h a r a c t e r , as automatons or 
27 

c o u n t e r s i n a cosmic d e s i g n . W i t h o u t t h e i n t r i n s i c 

s i g n i f i c a n c e o f the r i t u a l s t h a t he employs b e i n g a p p r e c i a t e d , 

however, t h e y d i s s o l v e i n t o empty g e s t u r e s and words. The 

o r i g i n a l framework of r i t u a l drama i s i m a g i n a t i v e l y employed, 

as we have seen i n our d i s c u s s i o n , b u t i n s u f f i c i e n t l y known t o 
28 

bear t h e weight of s i g n i f i c a n c e w i t h which he i n v e s t s i t . 

S i m i l a r l y , the modern " r i t u a l s " of t h e s o c i e t y he p r e s e n t s , 

such as the p r e - d i n n e r s h e r r y p a r t y c h a t t e r and the c h a r a c t e r 

t y p e s t h a t he f i n d s a t such a g a t h e r i n g , f o r example, are 

l a r g e l y unknown. T h e i r " r i t u a l " c h a r a c t e r i s a l s o l a r g e l y 

l o s t , t h e n , and w i t h t h a t much of t h e i r meaning and s i g n i f i 

cance. The meaning t h a t E l i o t f i n d s does not f i n d a home i n 
29 

t h e " o r d i n a r y everyday w o r l d " . 

The verse p a t t e r n i s c r u c i a l i n r e g i s t e r i n g and g e n e r a t i n g 

t h e "doubleness" of a c t i o n t h a t i s meant t o d i s c l o s e i t s meaning 

in d e e d , i t i s t h e main s t r e n g t h of t h e p l a y . There i s a 

fundamental dichotomy between p o e t r y and c o n v e r s a t i o n a l v e r s e , 
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w i t h t h e f o r m a l p o e t r y b e i n g t h e language of t h e deeper, more 

i n t e n s e , unconscious l e v e l of e x p e r i e n c e , t h a t l i e s "underneath, 
3 0 

i n s i d e , t h e n a t u r a l s u r f a c e appearance." Music and l i t u r g y 

serve as models f o r p o e t r y , and i t i s i n i m i t a t i o n of t h e i r 

f o r m t h a t a sense of the deeper l e v e l t h a t e n e r g i z e s t h e 

s u r f a c e a c t i o n i s conveyed. Many of t h e speeches are designed 

a c c o r d i n g t o m u s i c a l p a t t e r n s , w i t h l i t u r g i c a l o v e r t o n e s of 

form and image. Rhythm i s b a s i c , w i t h r e p e t i t i o n o f sounds 

and themes and images used f o r i t s i n t e n s i f i c a t i o n , as w e l l as 

v a r i a t i o n o f theme. The aunts and uncles converse t o g e t h e r 

l i k e an o r c h e s t r a w i t h each i n s t r u m e n t p l a y i n g i t s own melody 

and a l l b l e n d i n g i n t o a harmony, t h e i r d i sagreements and t h e i r 

i n d i v i d u a l i t y subsumed under t h e i r e s s e n t i a l c o n f o r m i t y , which 

c u l m i n a t e s i n t h e Chorus, a s t y l i z e d r e n d i t i o n o f t h e i r "normal" 

sound. I t b r i n g s them t o g e t h e r as i n a s i n g l e r h y t h m t h e y 

speak t h e i r r e g r e t s ( " I might have been ... I s h o u l d have been" 

( 2 9 1 ) ) and s e l f - v i n d i c a t i o n s , condemning one a n o t h e r w i t h a 

u n i f o r m i t y t h a t condemns the m s e l v e s . We e x p e r i e n c e t h e 

i n e x o r a b l e p r e s s u r e of t h e wei g h t of t h e i r f e a r s and excuses, 

r e c i t e d as t o t h e b e a t i n g of a drum. And we know t h e 

r e s u l t a n t apathy and d e s p a i r : 'There i s n o t h i n g t o be done 

about i t , / There i s n o t h i n g t o do about a n y t h i n g . " (329) 

The r e p e t i t i o n of "we", l i k e t h e pounding of a p u l s e , speaks 

of s e l f - c e n t e r e d n e s s and f e a r , c o m p e l l i n g us a t t h e same ti m e 

t o r e a l i z e our c o m p l i c i t y w i t h them, t o j o i n i n a c o n f e s s i o n 

of what we cannot b u t be g u i l t y o f . The a c c u m u l a t i o n o f 

q u e s t i o n s i n t e n s i f i e s t h e sense of doubt and f e a r , w i t h every 

q u e s t i o n i n v i t i n g a deeper q u e s t i o n . 'The c i r c l e of our 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g " , i n which we go around and aroun d , w i t h o u t 
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b e g i n n i n g or end, w i t h o u t escape, " I s a very r e s t r i c t e d area .. 

We do not know what we are d o i n g 
And even, when you t h i n k of i t , 
We do not know much about t h i n k i n g 
What i s happening o u t s i d e of t h e c i r c l e ? 
And what i s t h e meaning of happening? 
What ambush l i e s beyond t h e h e a t h e r 
And behind t h e S t a n d i n g Stones? 
Beyond t h e H e a v i s i d e Layer 
And b e h i n d t h e s m i l i n g moon? 
And what i s b e i n g done t o us? 
And what a r e we, and what are we d o i n g ? 
To each and a l l of these q u e s t i o n s 
There i s no c o n c e i v a b l e answer. 
We have s u f f e r e d f a r more th a n a p e r s o n a l l o s s -
We have l o s t our way i n t h e d a r k . (348-9) 

The sharp d i s t i n c t i o n between t h e i r two l e v e l s of speech 

r e f l e c t s t h e dichotomy between " n o r m a l i t y " and t h e r e a l i t y of 

which they are u n c o n s c i o u s . 

Amy's maintenance o f c o n t r o l p r e v e n t s unconscious 

e x c u r s i o n s and her speech remains on one l e v e l , i t s r h y t h m 

r e l a x i n g n a t u r a l l y as she l o s e s her power and fades i n t o d e a t h . 

Agatha and Mary, b o t h of a more e n l i g h t e n e d c h a r a c t e r , d w e l l 

w i t h more c o m f o r t on t h e l e v e l of unconsciousness f r o m which 

p o e t r y comes . We have noted t h e r u n e - l i k e pronouncements 

which are t y p i c a l of Agatha: she i s an o r a c l e whom even Amy 

c o n s u l t s ("What does Agatha t h i n k ? " ( 2 9 7 ) ; "Ask Agatha ... 

Ask Agatha ... Ask Agatha." ( 3 4 4 ) ) . Mary's speech a l s o , as 

we have seen, i s o f a p o e t i c c h a r a c t e r . B o t h t a k e unconscious 

e x c u r s i o n s w i t h H a r r y i n t o t h e past and toward t h e "rose-garden 

of i l l u m i n a t i o n , d u r i n g which c o n v e r s a t i o n becomes p o e t r y . 

Shared i n s i g h t i s expressed i n shared images, w i t h communi

c a t i o n and u n d e r s t a n d i n g r e a c h i n g i t s h e i g h t s i n a n t i p h o n a l 

exchanges, as m u s i c a l as t h e y are l i t u r g i c a l . I n h i s con

v e r s a t i o n w i t h Agatha, f o r example, her "unwinking e y e " i s 

h i s " s i n g l e eye above t h e d e s e r t " ; h i s sense of s i c k n e s s i s 
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expressed i n her "empty h o s p i t a l " ; h i s sense of b e i n g 

i m p r i s o n e d i n her "b a r r e d windows". H i s image of "senseless 

d i r e c t i o n ... round and r o u n d " (297) r e t u r n s i n her d e s c r i p t i o n 

of p o i n t l e s s a c t i o n , "Over and under ... Up and down." 

F i n a l l y , t h e y b o t h say, "the c h a i n b r e a k s " and, Harry 

r e c o g n i z e s , "the a w f u l e v a c u a t i o n / Cleanses." (335) 

H a r r y ' s speech i s f r a u g h t w i t h t h e i n t e n s i t y t h a t 

communicates h i s h e i g h t e n e d consciousness and m i s e r y . He 

l i v e s v ery near t o the deeper r e a l i t y t h a t others v i s i t i n 

moments of detachment. J a r r i n g i n i t s i n t e n s i t y , i t r e s i s t s 

any o v e r t u r e s t o be smoothed o r p l a c a t e d . The c o n t r a s t i s 

s t r i k i n g when, as a hunted prey he c r i e s o u t , and i n the n e x t 

b r e a t h r e s o r t s t o c a s u a l f o r m a l i t i e s : 

Why s h o u l d t h e y w a i t u n t i l I come back t o Wishwood? 
There were a thousand p l a c e s where I might have met them I 
Why here? Why here? 

Many happy r e t u r n s o f t h e day, mother. 
(292) 

H i s speech i s t h a t o f a hunted p r e y , w i t h a k i n d of s e l f -

p r o p e l l i n g rhythm t h a t moves t h e words a l o n g . H a r r y ' s sense 

of f r u s t r a t e d a c t i o n , o f s e n s e l e s s m o t i o n , of h e l p l e s s 

p a r a l y s i s , i s conveyed by t h e i n t e n s i t y of t h e v e r s e . And t h e 

s o f t e n e d rhythm t h a t f o l l o w s h i s p e r c e p t i o n o f t h e t r u t h h e l p s 

t o communicate t h e change i n him. 

The doubleness i n t h e language s e r v e s t o r e i n f o r c e t h e 

s e p a r a t i o n between o r d i n a r y and " r e a l " l i f e , by r e f l e c t i n g a 

sense of f o r m t h a t does n o t i n h e r e i n r e a l i t y b u t e x i s t s a p a r t 

f r o m r e a l i t y . The movement o f t h e p l a y i s not towards i n t e 

g r a t i o n of these l e v e l s b u t towards c l a r i f i c a t i o n of t h e i r 

s e g r e g a t i o n . The c o n v e r s a t i o n a l l e v e l o f speech, the l e v e l o f 

" n o r m a l i t y " t h a t H arry d e s p i s e s , i s understood t o be t h e l e v e l 
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of u n r e a l i t y , where n o t h i n g of s i g n i f i c a n c e happens. A l t h o u g h 

Harry o s t e n s i b l y l e a r n s t h e s i g n i f i c a n c e of i n d i v i d u a l a c t i o n 

and i t s p l a c e i n r e a l i t y , our a p p r e c i a t i o n of t h i s i s l i m i t e d 

by the o b s c u r i t y of i t s d r a m a t i z a t i o n . The i m p r e s s i o n i s t i c , 

p o e t i c d e s c r i p t i o n c o n t r i b u t e s t o t h i s sense t h a t t h e 

s i g n i f i c a n c e of h i s a c t i o n i s not i n t e g r a l t o i t . H i s 

s e p a r a t i o n f r o m t h e o t h e r s i s a n o t h e r i n d i c a t i o n of t h e 

u n r e c o n c i l e d dichotomy between l e v e l s o f r e a l i t y . When he 

l e a v e s , h i s a r r o g a n c e and contempt are chastened somewhat 

( " I a p o l o g i z e f o r my bad manners" ( 3 4 5 ) ) ; h i s u n i t y w i t h 

Agatha and Mary i s suggested, and he promises t o r e t u r n t o 

them ( " u n t i l we meet a g a i n " ( 3 4 5 ) ) . A l t h o u g h t h e r e i s t a l k 

o f r e c o n c i l i a t i o n , however, t h e r e i s l i t t l e evidence of i t . 

Communication and u n d e r s t a n d i n g and s i g n i f i c a n t r e l a t i o n s h i p s , 

t h r o u g h o u t t h e p l a y , are c o n f i n e d t o p o e t i c depths of 

unconsciousness, a p a r t f r o m everyday l i f e . H a r r y ' s d e p a r t u r e , 

t o seek r e d e m p t i o n and r e c o n c i l i a t i o n o u t s i d e t h e f a m i l y , 

r a t h e r u n d e r c u t s t h e c r e d i b i l i t y o f h i s e x p e r i e n c e . And o n l y 

t h e e n l i g h t e n e d understand where he i s g o i n g . "You have not 

seen/ What I have seen", H a r r y t e l l s h i s r e l a t i v e s ( 3 4 4 ) , t h u s 

r e f l e c t i n g a g a i n t h e i n t e l l e c t u a l c h a r a c t e r of h i s e x p e r i e n c e . 

The dichotomy between p o e t r y and v e r s e , between t h e e n l i g h t e n e d 

and t h e u n e n l i g h t e n e d , r e f l e c t s t h e i n t e l l e c t u a l i z a t i o n and 

s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s that t h w a r t E l i o t ' s d r a m a t i c impulse . I t 

a l s o r e f l e c t s a t h e o l o g i c a l problem i n h i s i n a b i l i t y or 

u n w i l l i n g n e s s t o p e r c e i v e o r d e r w i t h i n o r d i n a r y r e a l i t y , t o 

p e r c e i v e r e l i g i o u s meaning and s i g n i f i c a n c e i n everyday l i f e . 

The Word does n o t become f l e s h t o d w e l l among us, but i n s t e a d 
3 1 

speaks "the v o i c e of t h i s C a l l i n g ' ^ t o some, who are drawn 

away f r o m t h e w o r l d and t h e i r f e l l o w men. 
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That t h e I n c a r n a t i o n of C h r i s t i s not r e a l l y understood 

y e t i s m a n i f e s t e d i n E l i o t ' s d i s d a i n f o r t h e common l i f e of 

men. F a mily l i f e and t h e home p r o v i d e t h e background f o r t h e 

p l a y . The house - w i t h i t s r o o f , c e l l a r , windows, rooms, 

s t a i r s , doors and c o r r i d o r s ; i t s w a l l s , f u r n i t u r e , bedrooms, 

n u r s e r y ; i t s t a x e s , d e f e c t i v e p l u m b i n g , d r a i n s , chimneys and 

d a r k c l o s e t s ; i t s c u r t a i n s and b l i n d s - w i t h e v e r y d e t a i l 

t h a t makes i t r e c o g n i z a b l e t o us, i s an image of our l i f e . 

I t p r o v i d e s t h e background f o r t h e f a m i l y p o r t r a i t . Memories 

and dreams, f e a r s and d e s i r e s , a r e s e t i n t h e f a m i l i a r 

s u r r o u n d i n g s t h a t make them our own. F a m i l i a r images draw us 

i n t o t h e f e e l i n g s and s i t u a t i o n s t h e y h e l p t o d e s c r i b e . But 

i t i s t h e d e s e c r a t i o n of t hese images t h a t E l i o t p o r t r a y s , as 

t h e innocence of f a m i l y l i f e i s d e f i l e d : 

The t r e b l e v o i c e s on t h e lawn 
The mowing of hay i n summer 
The dogs and t h e o l d pony 
The stumble and t h e w a i l o f l i t t l e p a i n 
The chopping o f wood i n autumn 
And t h e s i n g i n g i n t h e k i t c h e n 
And t h e s t e p s a t n i g h t i,n t h e c o r r i d o r 
The moment of sudden l o a t h i n g 
And t h e season o f s t i f l e d s o r r o w 
The w h i s p e r , t h e t r a n s p a r e n t d e c e p t i o n 
The k e e p i n g up of appearances 
The making t h e b e s t of a bad j o b 
A l l t w i n e d and t a n g l e d t o g e t h e r , a l l are r e c o r d e d . (329) 

A l t h o u g h , as we have s a i d , i t i s t h e p a r t i c u l a r i t y of t h e Word 

become f l e s h t h a t i s E l i o t ' s s t u m b l i n g - b l o c k , t h e p a r t i c u l a r i t y 

o f such passages, a l t h o u g h of a p o e t i c r a t h e r t h a n a d r a m a t i c 

c h a r a c t e r , i s what focusses t h e d i s t a s t e f o r l i f e t h a t i s a t 

i t s h e a r t . E l i o t c o n t e m p l a t e s l i f e , as H a r r y c o n t e m p l a t e s h i s 

c a l l i n g , w i t h a sense of " l o v e and t e r r o r " . The f e a r of t h e 

Lord t h a t i s r e f l e c t e d i n The F a m i l y Reunion i s a " p r i m i t i v e 

t e r r o r ' ^ r a t h e r t h a n a response t o t h e God who i s l o v e , i n 

whom i s no darkness a t a l l . 
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The C o c k t a i l P a r t y f o l l o w s t e n ye a r s a f t e r The Family 

Reunion. I t r e f l e c t s a growth i n E l i o t ' s u n d e r s t a n d i n g of drama 

and of "human kind""^ and a c o r r e s p o n d i n g development i n h i s 

t h e o l o g i c a l u n d e r s t a n d i n g . "What p o e t r y s h o u l d do i n t h e 

t h e a t r e " , E l i o t w r i t e s i n t h i s y e a r , " i s a humble shadow o r 

analogy of t h e I n c a r n a t i o n , whereby t h e human i s taken up i n t o 
2 

th e d i v i n e . " The C o c k t a i l P a r t y d r a m a t i z e s t h e redemption of 

human l i v e s , t h e r e b y r e p r e s e n t i n g t h e work of C h r i s t . I t a l s o 

i s i t s e l f "a humble shadow or a n a l o g y " r e f l e c t i n g t h e way i n 

which r e d e m p t i o n i s accomplished t h r o u g h t h e I n c a r n a t i o n . 

Redemption i s t h e s u b j e c t of t h e p l a y and a l s o a k i n d of m o t i f 

t h a t r u n s t h r o u g h o u t . The means by which God accomplished and 

accomplishes r e d e m p t i o n , i n becoming f l e s h among men, i s 

adumbrated n o t o n l y i n t h e a c t i o n o f t h e p l a y b u t i n i t s 

s t r u c t u r e , p l o t , c h a r a c t e r s , language and imagery, so t h a t t h e 

dynamic and ongoing work of re d e m p t i o n f i n d s an analogy i n t h e 

p l a y i t s e l f and suggests an an s w e r i n g a c t i v i t y i n t h e h e a r t of 

t h e d r a m a t i s t . 

E l i o t ' s g r o w i n g u n d e r s t a n d i n g , t h a t r e d e m p t i o n i s not 
c o n f i n e d t o moments when l i f e i s "suddenly i l l u m i n a t e d and 

3 
t r a n s f i g u r e d " b u t r a t h e r occurs i n a l i f e as i t i s , i n a l l 

i t s o r d i n a r i n e s s , i s r e f l e c t e d i n t h e g r e a t e r i n t e g r a t i o n of 

t h e w o r l d o f t h e p l a y , such t h a t a s i n g l e w o r l d i n c l u d e s t h e 

whole range o f " r e a l i t y " and " u n r e a l i t y " . That t h i s w o r l d 

resembles our w o r l d i n a way t h a t t h e w o r l d o f The Family 

Reunion l a r g e l y d i d not r e f l e c t s i t s c r e a t o r ' s i n c r e a s e d 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g and a p p r e c i a t i o n o f human l i f e . What i s 

e v i d e n t i n The C o c k t a i l P a r t y i s a new c o n v i c t i o n o f the 
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p o s s i b i l i t y and indeed the p r e s e n t r e a l i t y o f t h e r e d e m p t i o n 
of the w o r l d i n which we l i v e . We w i l l d i s c o v e r as we l o o k a t 

t h e p l a y how E l i o t ' s u n d e r s t a n d i n g of t h e I n c a r n a t i o n and 

r e d e m p t i v e work of C h r i s t has grown. 

That h i s commitment t o C h r i s t i s now o r d e r i n g h i s 

commitment t o a r t i s suggested i n h i s l o o k i n g t o t h e 

I n c a r n a t i o n f o r a model f o r drama. E l i o t i m i t a t e s t h e 

I n c a r n a t i o n i n the c r e a t i o n o f a p o e t r y f o r t h e t h e a t r e , 
4 

t h r o u g h which "the o r d i n a r y everyday w o r l d " i s not "suddenly 

i l l u m i n a t e d and t r a n s f i g u r e d " b u t " t a k e n up i n t o t h e d i v i n e " . 

He i m i t a t e s t h e coming of C h r i s t as man i n t o the w o r l d i n h i s 

s u b m i s s i o n of h i s a r t t o t h e medium o f o r d i n a r y everyday l i f e , 

f o r t h e sake of the r e d e m p t i o n o f t h e contemporary s e c u l a r 

audience . H i s submission t o C h r i s t b r i n g s about a s u b m i s s i o n 

t o t h e l i f e t h a t C h r i s t c r e a t e d and redeems and t h i s b r i n g s 

about a d e t e r m i n a t i o n t o submit t o t h e "law ... of d r a m a t i c 
5 

r e l e v a n c e " , t o w r i t e " f o r o t h e r v o i c e s " and f o r "communication" 

t h a t i s demonstrated i n The C o c k t a i l P a r t y . T h i s enables and 

compels him " t o t u r n away f r o m t h e T h e a t r e o f Ideas t o t h e 

T h e a t r e o f C h a r a c t e r " . 

The f a c t t h a t t h e p l a y b e g i n s w i t h E l i o t ' s i n t e r e s t i n a 

g i v e n s i t u a t i o n , i n v o l v i n g people who c a p t u r e d h i s i m a g i n a t i o n , 

i s e v i d e n t i n i t s r e l a t i v e freedom f r o m t h e a b s t r a c t i o n and 

i n t e l l e c t u a l i s m t h a t d e t r a c t s f r o m t h e e a r l i e r p l a y . The 
s i t u a t i o n i s suggested by a Greek p r o t o t y p e - A e s c h y l u s ' 
A l c e s t i s - b u t i t i s h i s own s t o r y t h a t e v o l v e s , newly 
r e c r e a t e d i n t h e modern w o r l d , and i n a d i s t i n c t l y C h r i s t i a n 

7 
c h a r a c t e r . I t i s the theme, o r a theme, t h a t i s t h e seed 
out of which an o t h e r p l a y grows. The o r i g i n a l r i t u a l s t r u c t u r e 
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i l l u m i n a t e s what has been t r a n s l a t e d i n t o a new C h r i s t i a n 
s t r u c t u r e . The language and the imagery of t h e p l a y r e f l e c t 
t h i s newness and the d e t e r m i n a t i o n t o communicate and t o 
v i n d i c a t e t h e i r r e l e v a n c e t o contemporary C h r i s t i a n drama. 
The verse which had been c r u c i a l t o t h e f o r m a l i s m and "double-
ness" o f The F a m i l y Reunion i s c r u c i a l t o t h e tendency towards 
the i n t e g r a t i o n of t h e deeper l e v e l and t h e s u r f a c e l e v e l of 
a c t i o n i n t h i s p l a y . Verse i s more d e c i s i v e l y t h e "medium 

Q 
t o l o o k THROUGH and not a p r e t t y d e c o r a t i o n t o l o o k AT", as 

E l i o t had proposed. I t i s designed f o r d r a m a t i c u t i l i t y and 

communication, among the c h a r a c t e r s and between them and t h e 

audience. I t mediates t h e dynamic r e l a t i o n s h i p between the 

two l e v e l s of r e a l i t y and i t s constancy harmonizes them i n t o 

one o r d i n a r y and d i g n i f i e d w o r l d . Thereby t h e dichotomy 

between a r t and l i f e i s r e s o l v e d i n p o e t i c c o n v e r s a t i o n and 

the p o s s i b i l i t y o f human r e l a t i o n s h i p i s r e s t o r e d t h r o u g h t h e 

word becoming f l e s h and thus opening t h e way f o r u n d e r s t a n d i n g 

and r e c o n c i l i a t i o n . 

The imagery o f t h e p l a y draws f r o m t h e r i t u a l s t r u c t u r e 

w i t h i t s imagery of l i g h t and d a r k n e s s , b u t t r a n s l a t e s these 

i n t o modern terms o f a t e c h n o l o g i c a l s o c i e t y , w i t h t h e n a t u r a l 

scheme as a backdrop. J u l i a ' s s p e c t a c l e s are one of t h e 

images o f p e r c e p t i o n t h a t g i v e d r a m a t i c e x p r e s s i o n t o t h e 

p a t t e r n of " s e e i n g " and " i l l u m i n a t i o n " and " r e v e l a t i o n " t h a t 
9 

comprise d e s c r i p t i o n s of t h e way of l i g h t . D r a m a t i c images 

are i n t e g r a l t o a c t i o n where p o e t i c images are l a r g e l y 

p e r i p h e r a l t o i t , suspending a c t i o n and d i f f u s i n g a t t e n t i o n 

and i n t e n s i t y r a t h e r t h a n f u r t h e r i n g a c t i o n and c o n c e n t r a t i n g 

a t t e n t i o n and i n t e n s i t y . E l i o t ' s f a c i l i t y f o r p o e t i c a l l y 

d r a m a t i c imagery r e f l e c t s t h e g r o w i n g sense of drama and of 



- 120 -

contemporary l i f e as m a t e r i a l f o r " r e a l i t y " and f o r 

s p i r i t u a l i t y . P e r c e p t i o n of Edward as an a c t o r and as an 

o b j e c t c r e a t e such p o e t i c and d r a m a t i c images, l e n d i n g them 

an e x i s t e n t i a l f l a v o u r . 

Images of a t e c h n o l o g i c a l s o c i e t y r e p l a c e images of n a t u r e . 

D o o r b e l l s , t e l e p h o n e s and b u z z e r s compose a s t a c c a t o accompani

ment f o r t h e chaos of i n t e r r u p t i o n and u n r e s t t h a t i s m o b i l i z e d 

by l i f t s and t a x i s . Thus i s c r e a t e d a d r a m a t i c image o f t h e 

c o c k t a i l p a r t y w o r l d of b r o k e n r e l a t i o n s h i p s and f u t i l e 

a c t i v i t y and t h e noise-making t h a t r e p l a c e s c o n v e r s a t i o n 

E l i o t a t l e a s t t h o u g h t of such appendages as h a l l m a r k s o f 

contemporary everyday s o c i e t y and t o u c h s t o n e s of h i s p l a y ' s 

c o n t e m p o r a n e i t y t h a t would a l l o w h i s c h a r a c t e r s t o r e t a i n 

c r e d i b i l i t y as members of our w o r l d , " d r e s s e d l i k e o u r s e l v e s , 

l i v i n g i n houses and apartments l i k e o u r s , and u s i n g t e l e p h o n e s 
12 

and motor c a r s and r a d i o s e t s . " The peace and decorum o f 

t h e f i n a l scene t e s t i f y t o t h e r e d e m p t i o n o f the chaos i n 

o r d e r . But C e l i a ' s c a l l i n g t a k e s her away fr o m t h i s t e c h n o 

l o g i c a l c o n t e x t , t o some " d e s e r t " (438) and t h u s s a i n t h o o d i n 

t h e m i d s t o f contemporary s o c i e t y i s n o t envisaged : i t i s 

r e l e g a t e d t o t h e n a t u r a l and p r i m i t i v e w o r l d . The r e d e m p t i o n 

of t he w o r l d i s g i v e n as l i m i t e d w i t h i n " s p i r i t u a l " c o n f i n e s . 

The r e d e m p t i o n of s o l i t u d e i n communion i s a key theme 

and i t i s g i v e n e x p r e s s i o n i n a d r a m a t i c image which i s 

r e i n f o r c e d by t h e r e g u l a r r e p e t i t i o n o f t h e word " a l o n e " . W i t h 

Edward, E l i o t c r e a t e s a symbol of t h i s s o l i t u d e which i s 

f i n a l l y redeemed i n h i s merging w i t h L a v i n i a i n a symbol of 

communion. Edward's d i s c o m f o r t w i t h o u t h i s w i f e i s d e p i c t e d 

i n h i s r e s t l e s s a c t i v i t y a t h i s c o c k t a i l p a r t y , which o n l y 
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a c c e n t u a t e s h i s inadequacy, such t h a t he does not have t o 

" p r e t e n d " , as J u l i a s l y l y s u g g e s t s , t h a t he i s "another 

g u e s t / At L a v i n i a ' s p a r t y . " (356) J u l i a i n v i t e s him f o r 

d i n n e r : "Yes alone I " she says, l e s t he s h o u l d evade the f a c t , 

"Without L a v i n i a " ( 3 5 8 ) . L e f t " a l o n e " , f i n a l l y , he i s s u b j e c t e d 

t o a c o n s t a n t b a r r a g e of d o o r b e l l s and t e l e p h o n e s and 

u n i n v i t e d g u e s t s , t h a t emphasizes h i s s o l i t u d e and t h e f u t i l i t y 

of r e l a t i o n s h i p . A l t h o u g h he i n s i s t s t o Peter and t o A l e x t h a t 

he wants t o be " a l o n e " (366, 8 ) , P e t e r ' s e x p o s i t i o n o f t h e 

misery of h i s own s o l i t u d e undermines Edward's a t t e m p t a t t h e 

image of independent and s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t h e r o i s m . The drama 

of h i s s i t u a t i o n i s t h r o u g h a l l t h i s mocked i n such a way 

t h a t he cannot assume t h e s t a t u r e of s e l f - s t y l e d t r a g i c h e r o , 

or even manage t h e p o s t u r e of t r a g i c v i c t i m , b u t f i n d s h i m s e l f 

c a s t i n t h e r o l e of f o o l , and y e t o n l y human. 

Nor i s he a l l o w e d t h e i n d u l g e n c e o f an i n t i m a t e s e l f -

d i s c l o s u r e : h i s c o n f i d a n t e i s m e r c i l e s s and, t o c o m p l i c a t e 

i n s e n s i t i v i t y w i t h comedy, b u r s t s i n t o drunken song. When 

he i s , as he has longed t o be, l e f t a l o n e , Edward soars no 

h e i g h t s o f t r a g i c h e r o i s m ; nor does he plumb any depths of 

d e j e c t e d d e f e a t . R e s t l e s s motion c h a r a c t e r i z e s h i s s o l i t a r y 

moments; he b e g i n s a game of P a t i e n c e . He i s w a i t i n g , w i t h 

p a t i e n c e , f o r t h e u n f o l d i n g of e v e n t s consequent upon h i s 

c h o i c e , b u t t h i s a c t i v i t y r e p r e s e n t s as w e l l t h e t r i v i a l s i d e 

of h i s s i t u a t i o n . I n t h e m i d s t o f a v i s i t f r o m h i s m i s t r e s s , 

i n t h e absence of h i s w i f e , h i s p a s s i o n induces him t o - move 

a c a r d . R i d i c u l o u s , y e s , b u t a l s o s y m b o l i c of t h e p a t i e n c e 

t h a t i s r e p l a c i n g h i s p a s s i o n . "Without L a v i n i a " or w i t h h e r , 

"one i s always a l o n e " , Edward r e a l i z e s , as h i s a c t i v i t y i n t h e 
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s o l i t u d e of h i s " p r i s o n " has a l r e a d y d r a m a t i z e d . I t i s t h i s 

r e a l i z a t i o n of s o l i t u d e and i t s " h e l l " (397) t h a t opens t h e 

way f o r t h e i r e x p e r i e n c e of "communion". And t h e r e g e n e r a t i o n 

of t h e i r m a r r i a g e a t t h e end of t h e p l a y i s s t y l i z e d such t h a t 

i t emerges as a l i v i n g symbol of m a r i t a l communion. 

Another key d r a m a t i c symbol i s used t o r e p r e s e n t r e d e m p t i o n , 

as w e l l as t h e " i n c a r n a t i o n " o f words i n d r a m a t i c a c t i o n . 

R e p e t i t i o n and symmetry c h a r a c t e r i z e t h e p l a y i n which a 

p a t t e r n of "doubleness w i t h a d i f f e r e n c e " pervades. 

S i t u a t i o n s and c h a r a c t e r s f i n d p a r a l l e l s i n a l i k e b u t n o t 

i d e n t i c a l mate. C e l i a and P e t e r are s e t a g a i n s t L a v i n i a and 

Edward, f o r example; Edward's c o n s u l t a t i o n w i t h R i l e y i s 

succeeded by h i s , and L a v i n i a ' s , c o n s u l t a t i o n w i t h R e i l l y , and 

w i t h C e l i a ' s . The c o c k t a i l p a r t y g a t h e r i n g i s r e g a t h e r e d 

t w i c e , i n a d i f f e r e n t f o r m each t i m e . Thus R e i l l y ' s image of 

"two w o r l d s of l i f e and d e a t h " (437) f i n d s d r a m a t i c e x p r e s s i o n . 

And t h e double theme o f "keeping on" and "a f r e s h b e g i n n i n g " 

(440) t h a t i s r e d e m p t i o n i s d r a m a t i z e d i n t h i s movement. " I 

never t e l l t h e same s t o r y t w i c e " , Alex has s a i d a t t h e 

b e g i n n i n g . (353) Thus t h e p l a y i t s e l f a c t u a l i z e s t h e movement 

towards redemption a c c o r d i n g t o an o r d e r t h a t i s beyond t h e 

seen w o r l d . And t h e f i n a l i n s t a n c e of t h i s comes when 

L a v i n i a says a t t h e end, " I t ' s begun." (440) The word of 

p o e t i c image i s becoming f l e s h i n d r a m a t i c l i f e . 

The l i f e of t h e c h a r a c t e r s o f The C o c k t a i l P a r t y r e f l e c t s 

E l i o t 's deeper s u b m i s s i o n t o t h e I n c a r n a t i o n and i t s 

i m p l i c a t i o n s . T h e i r r e a l i t y comes t h r o u g h t h e medium of 

p a r t i c u l a r c o n c r e t e p e r s o n a l i n d i v i d u a l i t y t h a t suggesls a new 

a p p r e c i a t i o n o f human l i f e i n i t s g l o r y and freedom. The 
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p a r t i c u l a r i t y o f t h e i r e x p e r i e n c e i s t h e medium f o r i t s 

r e a l i t y , whereas t h e i n h a b i t a n t s o f Wishwood were designed t o 

achieve " r e a l i t y " t h r o u g h t h e i r i m p e r s o n a l p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n a 

l e v e l of e x p e r i e n c e t h a t was e x t r i n s i c t o them. Thus t h e y 

tended towards r i t u a l i z a t i o n and d i d not o f t e n a c h i e v e v i a b l e 

l i f e . The human c h a r a c t e r s o f The C o c k t a i l P a r t y l i v e as 

i n d i v i d u a l s and, as they p a r t a k e o f t h e o r d i n a r y r e a l i t y t h a t 

we know, we observe t h e i r p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n a n o t h e r r e a l i t y 

g r owing s i m u l t a n e o u s l y , and so we watch as "the human i s t a k e n 

up i n t o t h e d i v i n e " . Another o r d e r o f c h a r a c t e r s , n o t as 

o t h e r w o r l d l y as t h e Eumenides b u t d e c i d e d l y of a n o t h e r w o r l d , 

achieves a d i f f e r e n t s o r t o f l i f e . The Guardians are not 

" r e a l i s t i c " i n t h e sense t h a t t h e human c h a r a p t e r s o f t h e p l a y 

c o u l d be seen t o l i v e i n our w o r l d , b u t they are i n themselves 

c o n s i s t e n t enough t o be p a l p a b l e i n d i v i d u a l s , w i t h i n c o n s i s 

t e n c i e s t h a t a re c o n s i s t e n t w i t h one another and t h u s 
13 

s u g g e s t i v e o f a n o t h e r w o r l d . 

The c h a r a c t e r s r e f l e c t a fundam e n t a l change i n E l i o t ' s 

d r a m a t i c sense . H i s gr o w i n g u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e v a l u e o f 

o r d i n a r y human l i f e a l s o i n d i c a t e s t h e c o r r e s p o n d i n g t h e o 

l o g i c a l development which i n c l u d e s a new u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e 

b a s i s o f t h e v a l u e o f l i f e . The s p i r i t u a l h i e r a r c h y t h a t 

ranged t he c h a r a c t e r s o f The F a m i l y Reunion on a continuum o f 

s a l v a t i o n and damnation, f r o m H a r r y ' s sense o f " e l e c t i o n " (339) 

t o t h e Chorus' damnation ("we have l o s t our way i n t h e d a r k " 

( 3 4 9 ) ) , which l e f t t h e i m p r e s s i o n t h a t some, u n a c c o u n t a b l y , 

are " e n l i g h t e n e d " and some are n o t , i s succeeded i n The 

C o c k t a i l P a r t y by an o v e r r i d i n g sense of t h e p o t e n t i a l f o r 

redemp t i o n t h a t i s l a t e n t i n everyone, and i s not based on 
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s p e c i a l p e r c e p t i o n b u t on a sense of p e r s o n a l s i n and need 
f o r r e d e m p t i o n t h a t i s more e x p l i c i t t h a n H a r r y ' s . And i t i s 

answered by a response t h a t i s much more p e r s o n a l t h a n what 

he knew. The b e l i e f i n t h e e q u a l i t y of a l l t h e c h a r a c t e r s , 

a l t h o u g h t h e y f o l l o w d i f f e r e n t ways of r e d e m p t i o n , i s a t l e a s t 

p o s i t e d , though t h e sense t h a t t h e r e are s p e c i a l s a i n t s 

l i n g e r s . I m p o r t a n t l y , however, even C e l i a , t h e s a i n t of t h e 

p l a y , i s of a p r o f o u n d l y humanized v a r i e t y , and her c h o i c e 

i s a d e c i d e d l y more p e d e s t r i a n and more demonstrable one t h a n 

H a r r y ' s . A g a i n , i t i s s i g n i f i c a n t t h a t t h e Guardians, though 

d i v i n e agents and endowed w i t h s p e c i a l powers and p e r c e p t i o n , 

confess t h e i r own i g n o r a n c e of t h e way of s a l v a t i o n ("You 

must accept your l i m i t a t i o n s " , J u l i a t e l l s Henry ( 4 2 1 ) ) . The 

b a s i s of s u p e r i o r i t y i s c l e a r l y something o t h e r t h a n d i v i n e 

i n s i g h t , t h e n , as d i s t i n g u i s h e d t h e " e n l i g h t e n e d " c h a r a c t e r s 

of t h e e a r l i e r p l a y , and something t o which o n l y humanity has 

access. What t h i s i s demonstrates a fundamental change i n 

E l i o t : f o r i t i s l i f e , and a l i f e t h a t has ta k e n on new 

meaning f o r him. 

E l i o t ' s d e v e l o p i n g sense o f t h e v a l u e and d i g n i t y o f human 

l i f e i s r e f l e c t e d i n the s t r u c t u r e of The C o c k t a i l P a r t y , which 
14 

he dubs "a comedy". W i t h i n t h e p l a y , a sense o f humour and 

the a b i l i t y t o la u g h a t o n e s e l f i s i d e n t i f i e d by S i r Henry as 

"the f i r s t more h o p e f u l symptom" (408) o f a r e c o v e r y o f h e a l t h . 

E l i o t ' s t u r n t o comedy i s a symptom of a new sense of t h e p l a c e 

of human l i f e i n God's o r d e r t h a t r e s u l t s i n a tendency t o 

take h i m s e l f l e s s s e r i o u s l y . An acceptance of humanity i n a l l 

i t s a b s u r d i t y and d i g n i t y i s p a r t o f t h e m o t i v a t i o n t o imbed 

h i s s e r i o u s message i n a comic w o r l d . E v i d e n t a l s o i s h i s 
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a p p r e c i a t i o n of d r a m a t i c e n t e r t a i n m e n t and t h e d e l i g h t of 
comedy. At t h e same t i m e , t h e employment o f t h e comic 

s t r u c t u r e t h a t i s t h e descendant of r i t u a l comedy t e s t i f i e s 

t o t he d e t e r m i n a t i o n t o frame h i s r e l i g i o u s message i n 

contemporary t e r m s : c o n v e n t i o n s of comedy, i n f u s e d w i t h t h e i r 

m y t h i c a l h e r i t a g e , are employed f o r a language t h a t i s much 

more a c c e s s i b l e and i n t e l l i g i b l e t o a modern audience i n the 

s e c u l a r t h e a t r e . 

D r a m a t i c r e l e v a n c e and u t i l i t y i s t h e c r i t e r i o n f o r the 

p l a y ' s a c t i o n and i t s c o n v e n t i o n s , i n s t e a d o f t h e i r b e i n g 

v a l u e d as an e n t e r t a i n i n g smoke screen b e h i n d which t o p e r f o r m 
15 

"monkey t r i c k s " , as he had once suggested. T h i s i s m a n i f e s t 

i n t h e i n t e g r i t y w i t h i n t h e a c t i o n o f t h e message and t h e 

medium: t h e c h a t t e r o f t h e opening scene and t h e p l e t h o r a of 

e x i t s and e n t r a n c e s , f o r example, s e r v e t h e a t r i c a l as w e l l as 

i d e o l o g i c a l p u rposes. At moments t h i s i n t e g r i t y wanes, as i n 

R i l e y ' s d r i n k i n g r i t u a l , which E l i o t confessed t o be e n t i r e l y 
X 6 

f o r t h e sake o f " m y s t i f y i n g Edward": i n s u f f i c i e n t j u s t i f i 

c a t i o n r e n d e r s t h i s n e i t h e r comprehensible n o r f u n n y . E l i o t ' s 

p l a y f u l n e s s emerges i n t h e d e l i b e r a t e d r a m a t i c p l o y s t o which 

he c a l l s a t t e n t i o n . When J u l i a remembers h e r s p e c t a c l e s she 

a d m i t s t o h a v i n g no need t o r e t u r n , and t h e r e f o r e no need t o 

f o r g e t them. (391) I n c o n t r a s t C e l i a r e t u r n s t o see Edward, 

h a v i n g r e a l l y f o r g o t t e n her u m b r e l l a . (376) T h i s i s an 

i n t e g r a l p a r t o f a p l a y t h a t seeks t o c r e a t e a new c o n v e n t i o n , 

however; i t i s i n t e g r a l t o t h e mystery and comedy o f J u l i a , as 

w e l l as h e r i n t r u s i v e and observant c h a r a c t e r , as i t i s i n t e 

g r a l t o C e l i a ' s h o n e s t y . 

E l i o t ' s a b i l i t y t o i d e n t i f y "the r i t u a l s o f t h e c o c k t a i l 
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17 p a r t y w o r l d " r e f l e c t s a new u n d e r s t a n d i n g and a p p r e c i a t i o n 
of contemporary s o c i e t y and a new p e r c e p t i o n of r e a l i t y and 

o r d e r i n t h e midst of l i f e . H i s w i l l i n g n e s s t o submit t o t h e 

forms of modern s o c i e t y , r a t h e r t h a n impose a r c h a i c forms on 

i t , t e s t i f i e s t o t h e growth of h i s human and d r a m a t i c and 

C h r i s t i a n u n d e r s t a n d i n g . The c u r r e n t s o c i a l c o n v e n t i o n s and 

c l a s s i c comic c o n v e n t i o n s are employed i n s t e a d of t h e obscure 

myths and r i t u a l s o f a n c i e n t drama. At t h e same t i m e t h e 

i d e n t i f i c a t i o n o f t h e e s s e n t i a l s t r u c t u r e of these c o n v e n t i o n s 

lends the contemporary s i t u a t i o n u n i v e r s a l p r o p o r t i o n s . The 

meaning of these c o n v e n t i o n s i s exposed as q u i t e d i f f e r e n t f r o m 

t h e c o n v e n t i o n a l one. D r a m a t i c a l l y , t h e j u x t a p o s i t i o n o f r e a l i t y 

and u n r e a l i t y t h a t i s e f f e c t e d by t h e u n c o n v e n t i o n a l usage o f 

c o n v e n t i o n s l i k e J u l i a ' s s p e c t a c l e s , s e t s up an i n t e r p l a y t h a t 

d e f i e s c o n v e n t i o n a l d i s t i n c t i o n s o f what i s " r e a l l i f e " and 

what i s drama, and t h u s what i s r e a l and u n r e a l . T h e m a t i c a l l y 

t h i s f i n d s a p a r a l l e l i n t h e j u x t a p o s i t i o n o f l i f e and d e a t h 

t h a t i s exposed a t t h e h e a r t of a c o n v e n t i o n a l s i t u a t i o n . 

A c t i o n i s s t y l i z e d t o the p o i n t t h a t i t exceeds t h e c o n v e n t i o n a l 

s t r u c t u r e and makes way f o r a new i n t e r p r e t a t i o n i n u n c o n v e n t i o n a l 

C h r i s t i a n t e r m s . 

Out of t h e a p p a r e n t l y c o n v e n t i o n a l framework e v o l v e s a 
18 

very d i f f e r e n t k i n d o f comedy. That humour i s b a s i c t o 

humanness i s d r a m a t i z e d i n t h e w o r l d o f t h e p l a y , i n which 

comedy i s i n t r i n s i c , and y e t no more so th a n t r a g e d y . There 

i s s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d comedy, even s l a p s t i c k f u n , i n t h e g e n e r a l 

f l u r r y o f a c t i v i t y i n v o l v i n g e n d l e s s comings and goings and 

unexpected meetings and r e t u r n s , w i t h t h e f a m i l i a r sense of 

chaos b e i n g h e l d a t arm's l e n g t h t h a t makes f o r comedy and 

a l l o w s us t o see t h e funny s i d e o f l i f e . A l e x ' s f i a s c o i n t h e 
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k i t c h e n i s t y p i c a l , however, i n i t s b l e n d i n g of f u n w i t h a 

t w i s t o f uncanny or unaccountable mystery and pathos . That he 

n o r m a l l y uses "a h a n d f u l of r i c e and a b i t of d r i e d f i s h ... 

t o make something out of n o t h i n g " (368, 372) suggests t h e 

s p i r i t u a l d i m e n s i o n o f h i s a c t i v i t i e s . H i s " s p e c i a l g i f t " 

l e a r n e d " i n t h e E a s t " i s t o "make s o m e t h i n g " of th e s e " s c r a p s " 

o f human l i f e ( 3 6 8 ) . S i m i l a r l y t h e funny s t o r i e s o f t h e 

c o c k t a i l p a r t y e x h i b i t an a d m i x t u r e of t h e b i z a r r e and p a t h e t i c 

and m y s t i f y i n g o v e r t o n e s t h a t suggest something p r o f o u n d o r 

even t r a g i c a t t h e r o o t of t h e j o k e . J u l i a ' s s t o r y about t h e 

man who c o u l d hear t h e c r y of b a t s e p i t o m i z e s t h i s , as i t 

c o n j u r e s up such a m i x t u r e o f emotions t h a t we hover on t h e 

b r i n k o f l a u g h t e r and t e a r s - n o t so very f a r f r o m each o t h e r 
19 

a f t e r a l l . 

J u l i a and A l e x and t h e "one-Eyed R i l e y " embody t h i s 

m i x t u r e : i n them t h e humourous and t h e s e r i o u s a r e i n t e r 

m ingled i n t h e extreme, and t o an u n s e t t l i n g e x t e n t , as t h e 

human c h a r a c t e r s f i n d themselves p u t t i n g t h e i r l i v e s i n t o t h e 
20 

hands of th e s e people who seem e i t h e r " d e v i l s " o r stand-up 

comedians t o whom n o t h i n g i s sacr e d o r s e r i o u s . The human 

c h a r a c t e r s are merely l e s s extreme m i x t u r e s of comedy and 

t r a g e d y : t h e i r g r owth i n u n d e r s t a n d i n g i s a gr o w t h o f t h e i r 

sense of humour and t h e i r sense o f what i s s e r i o u s . T h e i r 

t r a g e d i e s a r e seen i n a comic l i g h t and t h e i r comedies have 

a t r a g i c b e nt . At t h e same t i m e no one of them i s i n s i g n i f i c a n t 

o r merely t h e b u t t o f l i f e ' s j o k e , b u t each i s l i v i n g out h i s 

own " t r a g i c o m e d y " , even P e t e r , t h e l e a s t i m p o r t a n t c h a r a c t e r . 

Edward and L a v i n i a ' s marriage i s f r a u g h t w i t h as much t r a g e d y 

as comedy, as much comedy as t r a g e d y . T h e i r v e r b a l w r angles 
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are funny and sad. He complains t h a t her guests t a k e him f o r 

t h e b u t l e r , she t h a t he o f t e n d i d not a r r i v e u n t i l t h e guests 

were l e a v i n g : a sad r e f l e c t i o n of t h e i r r e l a t i o n s h i p . 

Edward's defuses and a c c e n t u a t e s t h e t r a g e d y : " W e l l , a t l e a s t 

t h e y can't have t h o u g h t I was t h e b u t l e r . " (394) 
21 

The b l a c k u n d e r c u r r e n t i n t h e humour of t h e p l a y 

c u l m i n a t e s i n t h e f o c a l p o i n t of t h e a c t i o n , which i s C e l i a ' s 

u t t e r l y uncomic d e a t h . The j u x t a p o s i t i o n of comedy and 

t r a g e d y i s exaggerated here t o a f e r o c i t y t h a t i s designed t o 

shock t h e audience out of i t s complacent c o m p l i c i t y i n t h e 

h o r r o r and v i o l e n c e t h a t has been p a r t of t h e f a b r i c o f t h e 

p l a y t h r o u g h o u t , and r e f l e c t s t h e i r l i f e e x p e r i e n c e . E l i o t 

works t h e d e s c r i p t i o n of C e l i a ' s d e a t h i n t o a s t o r y , i n a p l a y 

of s t o r i e s , t h a t i s a b u r l e s q u e of m i s s i o n a r i e s and c u l t u r e 

and p o l i t e s o c i e t y , f o r c i n g t h e audience t o l a u g h b e f o r e t h e y 

r e a l i z e t h a t what t h e y a r e l a u g h i n g a t i s s u f f e r i n g and d e a t h . 

Thus not o n l y our p e r c e p t i o n o f comedy and t r a g e d y b u t our 

e x p e r i e n c e of l i f e and d e a t h i s absorbed and consummated i n a 

g h a s t l y c r u c i f i x i o n t h a t we a r e t o l d i s " t r i u m p h a n t " ( 4 3 8 ) . 
22 

And thus t h e D i v i n e Comedy o f I n c a r n a t i o n and Redemption 

t h r o u g h death and r e s u r r e c t i o n i s adumbrated, and i t s u l t i m a t e 

shock and s i g n i f i c a n c e i s r e p r e s e n t e d , t o be apprehended a f r e s h . 

As E l i o t wrote i n w r i t i n g of modern R e l i g i o u s Drama, i n 1937: 
N o t h i n g i n t h e n a t u r e of shock i s t o l e r a b l e : we a r e 
apt t o f o r g e t t h e o r i g i n a l e v e n t s which i n t h e 
b i b l i c a l n a r r a t i v e we t r e a t w i t h such f a m i l i a r i t y , 
are i n themselves, i f we r e g a r d them w i t h f r e s h eyes, 
p r o f o u n d l y s h o c k i n g . 23 

And " f r e s h eyes" i s what t h e c h a r a c t e r s i n The C o c k t a i l P a r t y 

need . 

The p l a y accords w i t h Dante's v i s i o n of The D i v i n e 

Comedy, t h e c l a s s i c C h r i s t i a n p e r c e p t i o n of a d i v i n e s u p e r n a t u r a 
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o r d e r t h a t comprehends and redeems t h e human, i n a l l i t s 

comedy and t r a g e d y , and t h e n a t u r a l o r d e r , and r e c o n c i l e s t h e 

human and t h e d i v i n e as w e l l as t h e n a t u r a l and t h e s u p e r 

n a t u r a l . Thus t h e r e c o n c i l i a t i o n and i n t e g r a t i o n t h a t 

C h r i s t i a n i t y p e r c e i v e s as t h e outcome o f C h r i s t ' s death and 

r e s u r r e c t i o n i s r e p r e s e n t e d i n t h e s t r u c t u r e o f t h e p l a y . The 

l i t u r g y o f t h e Mass whose h e a r t and f o c u s i s t h e death and 

r e s u r r e c t i o n of C h r i s t i s i t s model. I t i s t h i s movement f r o m 

d i s o r d e r t o o r d e r t h a t absorbs and r e s o l v e s a l l c o n f l i c t -

w i t h t h e f i n a l word, " I t ' s begun", r e f l e c t i n g t h e t r i u m p h of 

l i f e over death - t h a t The C o c k t a i l P a r t y d r a m a t i z e s . The 

shadow of t h e Cross of C h r i s t and t h e l i g h t o f h i s r e s u r r e c t i o n 

c a s t t h e v a r i e g a t e d and c o n s t a n t p a t t e r n o f l i f e and death t h a t 

o r d e r s and i n f o r m s t h e p l a y . 

Throughout t h e p l a y t h e s p i r i t u a l w o r l d s o f l i f e and 

dea t h are h i n t e d a t and woven i n t o i t s d r a m a t i c f a b r i c . 

"Good S a m a r i t a n s " (376) and " S t . Anthony" (366) c o e x i s t w i t h 

" h e l l " (397) and " d e v i l s " . The c o n v e n t i o n a l l y accepted s u p e r 

n a t u r a l symbols t h a t have been d r a i n e d o f u l t i m a t e meaning i n 

t h e i r t r i v i a l and s a c r e l i g i o u s usage a r e i n abundant e v i d e n c e . 

But t h e r e a l i t y o f Edward's " h e l l " and t h e u n s e t t l i n g j u x t a 

p o s i t i o n o f "the a n g e l of d e s t r u c t i o n " (398) and t h e " d e v i l s " 

who a r e t h e agents o f l i f e f o c u s t h e l i f e and d e a t h i s s u e s t h a t 

are a t t h e c e n t r e of l i f e and a l l t h e more f r i g h t e n i n g i n t h e i r 

entanglement t o g e t h e r , and w i t h i n a c o n t e x t of d e c i d e d 

m e d i o c r i t y . The j u x t a p o s i t i o n o f t h e comic and t h e t r a g i c 

g i v e s d r a m a t i c f o r m t o t h i s sense of u n c e r t a i n t y between what 

i s r e a l and u n r e a l , what i s l i f e and what i s d e a t h . I n t h e end, 

C e l i a ' s d e a t h t h a t i s a way o f l i f e p o i n t s t o t h e u l t i m a t e 
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r e v e r s a l o f l i f e and dea t h t h a t was a c h i e v e d i n C h r i s t ' s 

r e s u r r e c t i o n , a f f o r d i n g new l i f e a f t e r d e a t h . 

I n b r i n g i n g h i s a r t t o l i f e i n t h e t h e a t r e and i n b r i n g i n g 

l i f e t o h i s a r t , t h e n , E l i o t i s d e m o n s t r a t i n g a gr o w i n g b e l i e f 

i n r e demption and i t s accomplishment t h r o u g h t h e I n c a r n a t i o n . 

I n s t e a d of i m p o r t i n g forms and " r e a l i t y " f r o m t h e a n c i e n t w o r l d 

and from t h e w o r l d of a r t t h r o u g h f o r m a l p o e t r y , he i s mani

f e s t i n g a growing b e l i e f i n t h e i n h e r e n t f o r m and r e a l i t y o f 

o r d i n a r y contemporary p r o s a i c l i f e . At t h e same t i m e he i s 

not s i m p l y e n d o r s i n g t h a t l i f e , b u t i d e n t i f y i n g i t s p o t e n t i a l 

f o r d e ath and f o r re d e m p t i o n and t h u s d i s c o v e r i n g t h e d i v i n e 

t h a t i s l i v i n g i n t h e m i d s t o f "human k i n d " . 

The p l a y c e n t r e s on t h e e x p e r i e n c e o f re d e m p t i o n i n t h e 

l i v e s o f t h r e e p e o p l e , whose c h o i c e o f t r u t h s e t s them on t h e 

way of " s a l v a t i o n " ( 4 1 1 , 4 2 0 ) . As seekers a f t e r t r u t h t h e y 

have a b a s i c l i k e n e s s t o H a r r y , and t h e w o r l d o f The C o c k t a i l 

P a r t y i s of two l e v e l s t h a t a re a k i n t o what he e x p e r i e n c e d as 

" r e a l i t y " and " u n r e a l i t y " . I n t h i s p l a y t h e y are more 

c o m p l e t e l y i n t e g r a t e d w i t h one a n o t h e r , however, such t h a t 

t h e y are e x p e r i e n c e d more c o n v i n c i n g l y as one comprehensive 

w o r l d . At t h e same ti m e t h e sharpness w i t h which t h e y a r e 

d i s t i n g u i s h e d i s r e p r e s e n t e d as t h e d i f f e r e n c e between "two 

wor l d s o f l i f e and d e a t h " (437) as R e i l l y , i n t h e words o f 

S h e l l e y , d e s c r i b e s them. "Death i s l i f e and l i f e i s d e a t h " 
25 

Sweeney had s a i d and i n The C o c k t a i l P a r t y d e a t h i s found t o 

be a t t h e h e a r t o f l i f e , and t r a n s f o r m e d i n t o t h e t r i u m p h o f 

new l i f e . 

Edward and L a v i n i a and C e l i a a re o f f e r e d a c h o i c e between 

death and l i f e ; t h e y choose l i f e . C e l i a i s o f f e r e d a c h o i c e 
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between two ways of l i f e ; i n s t e a d of t h e "Way of A f f i r m a t i o n " 
26 

chosen by t h e o t h e r two, she chooses t h e "Way of N e g a t i o n " . 

I n k e e p i n g w i t h t h e j u x t a p o s i t i o n o f l i f e and death t h a t we 

have r e c o g n i z e d , t h e way of l i f e i s d i s c o v e r e d i n t h e midst of 

the d e a t h - i n - l i f e s i t u a t i o n of a c o c k t a i l p a r t y , hosted by a 

man whose w i f e has j u s t l e f t him. And i n ke e p i n g w i t h t h e 

rede m p t i o n of human l i f e we watch w h i l e "the human i s tak e n 

up i n t o t h e d i v i n e " . The opening scene o f t h e p l a y i l l u s t r a t e s 

E l i o t ' s new u n d e r s t a n d i n g and a p p r e c i a t i o n of human l i f e and 

h i s p e r c e p t i o n of t h e e s s e n t i a l s t r u c t u r e of l i f e and deat h a t 

i t s core . Consonant w i t h t h i s i s a new sense of drama which 

i s s u e s i n t h e compounding o f t h e o l d and the new i n such a way 

t h a t t h e f a m i l i a r i s r e c o g n i z e d and understood and g i v e n a 

unique t w i s t . The scene ac h i e v e s a f i n e b a l a n c i n g o f f o r m and 

c o n t e n t t h a t i s t y p i c a l o f t h e p l a y ' s b e s t moments, when l i f e 

i s used as t h e s t u f f out of which a new f o r m i s c r e a t e d . L i f e 

i s i m i t a t e d and y e t t a k e n beyond r e a l i s m i n t h e d i s c o v e r y of 

fo r m a t i t s h e a r t . The p l a y opens t h u s : 

ALEX: You've missed t h e p o i n t c o m p l e t e l y , J u l i a : 
There were no t i g e r s . That was t h e p o i n t . 

JULIA: Then what were you d o i n g , up i n a t r e e : 
You and t h e Maharaja? 

ALEX: My dear J u l i a . ' 
I t ' s p e r f e c t l y h o p e l e s s . You haven't been 
l i s t e n i n g . 

PETER: Y o u ' l l have t o t e l l us a l l over a g a i n , A l e x . 
ALEX: I never t e l l t h e same s t o r y t w i c e . 
JULIA: But I'm s t i l l w a i t i n g t o know what happened. 

I know i t s t a r t e d as a s t o r y about t i g e r s . 
ALEX: I s a i d t h e r e were no t i g e r s . 
CELIA: Oh do s t o p w r a n g l i n g , 

B o t h of you, I t ' s your t u r n , J u l i a . 
Do t e l l us t h e s t o r y you t o l d t h e o t h e r day, about 
Lady K l o o t z and t h e wedding cake. 

PETER: And how t h e b u t l e r f o u n d her i n the p a n t r y , r i n s i n g 
h e r mouth out w i t h champagne. 
I l i k e t h a t s t o r y . 

CELIA: I l o v e t h a t s t o r y . 
ALEX: I'm never t i r e d of h e a r i n g t h a t s t o r y 
JULIA: W e l l , you a l l seem t o know i t . 
CELIA: But we're never t i r e d o f h e a r i n g you t e l l i t . (353) 
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Dialogue i s q u i c k and w i t t y ; t h e c h a r a c t e r s are f u l l o f l i f e 

and i n t e r e s t ; t he stage i s s e t f o r comedy. Yet t h e c o n v e r s a t i o n 

i s s t r e t c h e d t o a b s u r d i t y and suggests something o t h e r t h a n 

sheer comedy. At t h e same t i m e t h e verse b r i n g s f o r m and l i f e 

t o g e t h e r i n a way t h a t i s r e p r e s e n t a t i v e of t h e I n c a r n a t i o n a l 

model t h a t E l i o t had i n view. I t i s a f i n e l y o r c h e s t r a t e d 

p i e c e whose rhythm and s t r u c t u r e are modelled a f t e r music and 

l i t u r g y . Formal f e a t u r e s i n c l u d e r e p e t i t i o n w i t h v a r i a t i o n s , 

s h i f t s i n emphasis and v o i c e s , s u b t l y a c c e l e r a t e d i n t e n s i t y 

and m o d u l a t i o n , r e s p o n s i v e i n t e r c h a n g e s , d e v e l o p i n g crescendos 

f o l l o w e d by r e s t s , even a s i n g - s o n g rhythm and a p a t t e r n of 

r e f r a i n s . The m u s i c a l f o r m i s i n t e r w o v e n i n t o t h e v e r y t e x t u r e 

of t h e verse and t h u s e x h i b i t s a n a t u r a l q u a l i t y t h a t a l l o w s us 

t o r e c o g n i z e i t as our own speech; t h e r e b y our speech i s e l e -
27 

vated t o "the d i g n i t y of dance or l i t u r g y " . 

Out of t h e c o c k t a i l p a r t y i t s e l f , E l i o t c r e a t e s a d r a m a t i c 

symbol f o r t h e redemption of s o c i a l l i f e i n t h e achievement of 

community. A l t h o u g h The Family Reunion s i t u a t e d r e d e m p t i o n i n 

the s o c i a l u n i t of f a m i l y i t s i m p l i c a t i o n s were i n d i v i d u a l and 

s e g r e g a t i n g , f o c u s s i n g on H a r r y and h i s r e c o u r s e t o a j o u r n e y 

away f r o m t h e f a m i l y t h a t s e p a r a t e d him f r o m them r a t h e r t h a n 

r e c o n c i l i n g him t o them. The c o c k t a i l p a r t y , and t h e i n t e r e s t 

i n f o u r i n d i v i d u a l s whose f a t e s are s e p a r a t e and i n t e g r a l l y 

r e l a t e d , i n d i c a t e s a change t o a b e l i e f i n t h e r e c o n c i l i a t i o n 

and r e l a t i o n s h i p t h a t i s of t h e essence o f r e d e m p t i o n . Again 

the drama of t h e Mass, which ends w i t h t h e r e c r e a t i o n of 

i n d i v i d u a l s i n t h e i r membership one w i t h a n o t h e r , i s t h e 

l i t u r g i c a l model f o r t h i s new f o c u s . Indeed communion, w i t h 

the model of Holy Communion, i s a major theme. The c o c k t a i l 
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p a r t y r e p r e s e n t s t h e f a l s e communion t h a t p a r t a k e s o f 

u n r e a l i t y and d e a t h . I t s r i t u a l a c t i v i t i e s , even i n t h i s 
28 

f i r s t scene, are e a t i n g , d r i n k i n g and t a l k i n g , t h e elements 

t h a t comprise the f e a s t t h a t i s t h e symbol o f human s o c i e t y . 

But i n s t e a d of f u l f i l l i n g t h e f u n c t i o n of t h e s a c r e d meal i n 

n u r t u r i n g t h e p h y s i c a l and s p i r i t u a l l i f e of i t s p a r t a k e r s , 

t h i s f e a s t mocks them, t a n t a l i z i n g and s t i m u l a t i n g p h y s i c a l 

and e m o t i o n a l and s p i r i t u a l a p p e t i t e s w i t h d e s i r e s t h a t are 

never s a t i s f i e d . 

The i n s u b s t a n t i a l i t y of t h e f o o d and d r i n k of t h i s f e a s t 

i s b l u n t l y s t a t e d by J u l i a : "Are t h e r e any more c o c k t a i l s ? " 

she enquires., a f t e r Edward has l e f t t h e room, t h u s i m p l y i n g 

h i s inadequacy t o p r o v i d e f o r h i s g u e s t s . She becomes more 

p o i n t e d i n her c r i t i c i s m : 
Edward w i t h o u t L a v i n i a ! He's q u i t e i m p o s s i b l e ! 
L e aving i t t o me t o keep t h i n g s g o i n g . 
What a h o s t ! And n o t h i n g f i t t o e a t ! 
The only reason f o r a c o c k t a i l p a r t y 
For a g l u t t o n o u s o l d woman l i k e me 
I s a r e a l l y n i c e t i t - b i t . I can d r i n k a t home. 

(Edward r e t u r n s w i t h a t r a y ) 
Edward, g i v e me one of t hose d e l i c i o u s o l i v e s . 
What's t h a t ? P o t a t o c r i s p s ? No, I can't endure them.(355) 

The fo o d a t a c o c k t a i l p a r t y , t h e n , i s not of t h e substance 

r e q u i r e d by t h e hungry, but i s r a t h e r " t i t - b i t s " t h a t c a t e r t o 

t h e greed of those who s a t i s f y ( o r do n o t ) t h e i r hunger e l s e 

where. Guests can be u n g r a t e f u l and u n a p p r e c i a t i v e . They 

f i n d t h e presence of t h e " s c r a p s " t a n t a l i z i n g r a t h e r t h a n 

s a t i s f y i n g t o t h e i r a p p e t i t e s , and t h e r e f o r e worse t h a n t h e 

absence of f o o d . Edward's movement t o t h e k i t c h e n and h i s 

r e t u r n w i t h a t r a y f u l l ( o r , b e t t e r s t i l l , p a r t l y f u l l ) of 

unwanted t i t - b i t s i s a f a l s e , empty r i t u a l t h a t t y p i f i e s t h e 

f a l s e n e s s of t h e whole a f f a i r : t h e h o s t cannot p r o v i d e , and 
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inde e d , i s n o t h i m s e l f p r o v i d e d f o r ; d e s i r e s remain 
u n f u l f i l l e d . 

J u l i a ' s p a r t i n g words, "Edward, i t ' s been a d e l i g h t f u l 

e v e n i n g : / The p o t a t o c r i s p s were r e a l l y e x c e l l e n t " (358) 

u n d e r l i n e s t h i s , and the f a l s e n e s s o f t h e "communion" of t h e i r 

minds and h e a r t s i s as obvious as t h e i n s u b s t a n t i a l i t y of 

" p o t a t o c r i s p s " . A p r e c i s e f o r m u l a t i o n o f t h i s i s o f f e r e d i n 

J u l i a ' s r e f r a i n : 

I t ' s such a n i c e p a r t y , I ha t e t o l e a v e i t . 

I t ' s such a n i c e p a r t y , I ' d l i k e t o r e p e a t i t . (358) 

U n l i k e s i m i l a r passages i n The Fam i l y Reunion, t h i s r u n e - l i k e 

pronouncement, w i t h t h e s i m p l i c i t y and s i n g - s o n g q u a l i t y of a 

c h i l d r e n ' s n u r s e r y rhyme, i s imbedded i n t h e m i d s t of t h e 

c h a t t e r . As such i t i s a l l t h e more e f f e c t i v e i n c r y s t a l l i z i n g 

t h e r i t u a l n a t u r e of t h e p a r t y , and s u g g e s t i n g i t s s i n i s t e r 

o v e r t o n e s . At t h e same ti m e i t c a p t u r e s t h e doubleness p a t t e r n 

t h a t p o i n t s us f o r w a r d t o a h a p p i e r r e f o r m u l a t i o n o f t h i n g s . 

The r i t u a l o f c o c k t a i l p a r t y c o n v e r s a t i o n i s s i m i l a r l y 

exposed as f a l s e i n J u l i a ' s a b r u p t d i s p o s s e s s i o n of a s t o r y 

t h a t she has been on the verge of t e l l i n g f r o m t h e b e g i n n i n g . 

"What Lady K l o o t z ? ... Wedding cake?" (358) she asks, b e w i l d e r e d , 

t h u s d i s m i s s i n g a l l t h a t has comprised t h e "n i c e p a r t y " . I t 

has been as f a l s e as t h e "wedding" which ought t o be t h e h e a r t 

of s o c i a l communion. S t o r y - t e l l i n g s y m b o l i z e s t h e f a l s e 

communication o f t h e c o c k t a i l p a r t y . I t i s a m a t t e r o f s t y l e 

r a t h e r t h a n s u b s t a n c e , as i s e v i d e n t i n J u l i a ' s prowess w i t h 

f o r m and d i s r e g a r d of c o n t e n t . " I t ' s y o ur t u r n , J u l i a " , C e l i a 

has s a i d : i t i s a game and t h e o b j e c t i s c o n t r o l w i t h o u t 

p e r s o n a l i n v o l v e m e n t . I t i s a m a t t e r o f second and t h i r d - h a n d 

i n f o r m a t i o n about p a r t i e s o n l y known by name, and o f such names 
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t h a t suggest t h e f i c t i o n a l and f a n c i f u l q u a l i t y . "Lady 
K l o o t z " and a " c a s t l e i n the N o r t h " (355) i n h a b i t t he "once 
upon a t i m e " w o r l d of "so many years ago" (354, 5 ) . Rather t h a n 
communicate, t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s o f a c o c k t a i l p a r t y can o n l y 
c o m f o r t or provoke one a n o t h e r w i t h s t o r i e s . The s t r a n g e n e s s 
of i t a l l i s i n t e n s i f i e d t o t h e b r i n k o f t h e b i z a r r e when we 
r e a l i z e t h a t i t i s o c c u r r i n g i n t h e home o f a d e s e r t e d husband. 
He, t o o , can o n l y t e l l s t o r i e s . The i n c o n g r u i t y of H e r a c l e s ' 
j o v i a l i t y i n t h e house of mourning i s t h e i l l u m i n a t i n g model 
f o r t h i s . The s t o r y - t e l l i n g r i t u a l houses these b i z a r r e and 
t r a g i c o v e r t o n e s w i t h i n t h e comic t r a d i t i o n of m u s i c - h a l l , and 
w i t h i n t h e r i t u a l t r a d i t i o n o f t h e s t o r y - t e l l e r . He i s i n 
c o n t r o l o f t h e o r a l t r a d i t i o n o f t h e community and o r c h e s t r a t e s 
t h e development of i t s m y t h o l o g y , by which i t s members a t t e m p t 
t h r o u g h n a r r a t i v e s t o put t h e meaning o f t h e i r l i v e s i n t o words . 
The p o t e n t i a l f o r r e d e m p t i o n emerges t o f i n d f u l f i l m e n t i n t h e 
l a s t scene when s t o r i e s have been redeemed as t r u t h . 

The f a l s e n e s s o f t h i s s o c i a l communion i s w r i t l a r g e , 

t h e n , such t h a t i n t i m a c y or even honesty i s i n c o n g r u o u s . Not 

s u r p r i s i n g l y , Edward i s l e f t t o a s t r a n g e r f o r h i s " c o n f e s s i o n " . 

C o n t r a s t i n g w i t h t he c o c k t a i l p a r t y comes h i s s i m p l e s t a t e m e n t 

and the c o n f e s s i o n t h a t i s i n t r i n s i c t o s e l f - d i s c l o s u r e : "The 

f a c t i s , t h a t L a v i n i a has l e f t me." (360) The U n i d e n t i f i e d 

Guest r e f u s e s t o t a k e t h e s i t u a t i o n i n t h e t r a g i c and s e r i o u s 

l i g h t t h a t Edward p r o j e c t s . I n s t e a d he unmasks t h e s e l f -

i n t e r e s t t h a t l i e s b e h i n d Edward's apparent h o n e s t y . I t i s 

"embarrassing, and i n c o n v e n i e n t " (361) f o r him t o l i e , and t o 

l o s e h i s w i f e . And, as Edward s a y s , " I o n l y wanted t o r e l i e v e 

my mind" ( 3 6 1 ) . Using what C e l i a l a t e r c a l l s "the D e v i l ' s 
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method" ( 3 7 8 ) , t h e " S t r a n g e r " (361) p a i n t s an a t t r a c t i v e 

p i c t u r e of Edward's "independence" f r o m "the c o n s i s t e n t c r i t i c 

the p a t i e n t m i s u n d e r s t a n d e r " (361) who, a f t e r a l l , j u s t 

c o m p l i c a t e s l i f e . He t h u s a n t i c i p a t e s a response t h a t would 

ensure Edward's estrangement f r o m h i s w i f e , such t h a t Edward 

r e s i s t s i t . Uncovering t h e r o o t of t h e q u e s t i o n , he leads 

Edward t o admit h i s l a c k of l o v e f o r h i s w i f e : 

Why, I t h o u g h t we t o o k each o t h e r f o r g r a n t e d . 
I never t h o u g h t I s h o u l d be any h a p p i e r 
W i t h a n o t h e r p e r s o n . Why speak o f l o v e ? 
We were used t o each o t h e r . (362) 

He t h e n i d e n t i f i e s Edward's f e e l i n g s of l o s s as r o o t e d i n "a 

l o s s of p e r s o n a l i t y " , such t h a t he i s "a l i v i n g o b j e c t , no 

l o n g e r a p e r s o n " , an a c t o r "dressed f o r a p a r t y ... i n t h e 

r o l e (he has) chosen", a p a t i e n t who becomes "a p i e c e of 

f u r n i t u r e i n a r e p a i r shop" ( 3 6 2 ) . To Edward these images 

r i n g t r u e and h i s p u r s u i t of t h e q u e s t i o n - "To what does 

t h i s l e a d ? " (363) - s i g n i f i e s t h e r e c o g n i t i o n of h i s need, 

the w i l l t o change and t h e d e s i r e f o r t r u t h t h a t , r e g a r d l e s s 

of t h e i r p a s s i v e c h a r a c t e r , open him up f o r t h e work o f 

r e d e m p t i o n . The t r u t h - " f i n d i n g o u t / What you r e a l l y a r e . 

What you r e a l l y f e e l ./ What you r e a l l y a r e among o t h e r 

p e o p l e " (363) - i s h i s g o a l and r e q u i r e s n o t a c t i o n b u t 

w a i t i n g and s u f f e r i n g the " h u m i l i a t i o n " (363) t h a t s i g n i f i e s 

h i s s u b m i s s i o n t o t h e t r u t h . 

Edward r e a l i z e s " I no l o n g e r remember what my w i f e i s 

l i k e " and " I must f i n d out who she i s , t o f i n d out who I am" 

( 3 6 4 ) , and t h u s t h a t t r u t h f o r him i n c l u d e s L a v i n i a . So, 

out of a f a l s e communion has a r i s e n an u n l i k e l y c a n d i d a t e f o r 

r e d e m p t i o n . The Chorus of The F a m i l y Reunion were consigned 

t o e t e r n a l damnation - "we have l o s t our way i n t h e d a r k " (349 
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Edward, on t h e o t h e r hand, has been " i n t h e d a r k ... l o n g 

enough t o c l e a r f r o m t h e mind/ The i l l u s i o n of h a v i n g ever 

been i n t h e l i g h t " and i s not doomed " t o remain always l o s t 

i n t h e d a r k " ( 3 6 4 ) . Thus the a v a i l a b i l i t y o f r e d e m p t i o n , t h e 

i n i t i a t i v e and power of r e v e l a t i o n t o p e n e t r a t e t h e dar k n e s s , 

t e s t i f y t o new hope and new f a i t h i n t h e power and l o v e o f 

God . 

Edward's d e s i r e f o r t r u t h i s t e s t e d and r e f i n e d by t h e 

r e t u r n of C e l i a , h i s m i s t r e s s , who sees L a v i n i a ' s d e s e r t i o n as 

t h e i r chance f o r a f u l l e r r e l a t i o n s h i p . Edward c o n f i r m s h i s 

d e c i s i o n t o pursue t r u t h w i t h L a v i n i a i n d e c i d i n g t o end h i s 

a f f a i r . C e l i a r e c o g n i z e s i n t h e U n i d e n t i f i e d Guest "some s o r t 

of power" (377) s u g g e s t i n g her s p i r i t u a l s e n s i t i v i t y and her 

ver y human tendency t o blame any a v a i l a b l e power i n o r d e r t o 

a v o i d shame and s e l f - r e p r o a c h . She accuses Edward o f p a s s i v i t y , 

v a n i t y , madness and, as Mary tempted H a r r y t o f o r s a k e t h e t r u t h 

f o r n a t u r a l l o v e - " I f you depend on me, i t w i l l be a l l 

r i g h t " (377) - C e l i a tempts him w i t h "freedom". W i t h t h e i r 

r e l a t i o n s h i p " r i g h t " not o n l y w i l l e v e r y t h i n g e l s e be " a l l 

r i g h t " but a l l w i l l be r i g h t . (379) I n a dim way, Edward 

r e c o g n i z e s t h a t i t cannot be " r i g h t " , t h a t h i s freedom cannot 

be o u t s i d e h i s raarriage ,> and even t h a t what i s t h e r e a l problem 

i s " t h i s i l l n e s s " , i n h i m s e l f . Thus t h e s i g n i f i c a n c e and w i l l 
29 

power and t h e p o t e n t i a l f o r " r i g h t a c t i o n " i n freedom i s 

d r a m a t i z e d i n t h e c h a r a c t e r o f even t h e most o r d i n a r y 

i n d i v i d u a l , i n c o n t r a s t t o t h e sense of an i m p e r s o n a l f o r c e 

c o n t r o l l i n g a c t i o n i n the e a r l i e r p l a y . 

Edward's response s h a t t e r s t h e "dream" t h a t had f o r C e l i a 

"seemed t h e r e a l r e a l i t y " (379) and t h u s i n e x p o s i n g her f a l s e 
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s t a n d a r d f o r t r u t h and her f a l s e sense of r e a l i t y exposes t h e 

f a l s e communion which has been t h e c e n t r e of her l i f e . At 

t h e same t i m e L a v i n i a ' s d e p a r t u r e has made her aware of new 

d e s i r e s : " I now wanted something more" ( 3 7 9 ) . D e s p i t e h i s 

t e n t a t i v e b e l i e f t h a t he had been " i n l o v e w i t h " (380) C e l i a , 

Edward's c o n f e s s i o n t h a t he had n o t known t h e q u a l i t y o f 

"happiness" b e l o n g i n g t o t h e e x p e r i e n c e of "a p r i v a t e w o r l d 

o f o u r s " (379) f u r t h e r d e f i n e s t h e l a c k of l o v e t h a t t h e 

s t r a n g e r had i d e n t i f i e d . C e l i a i s " h u m i l i a t e d " (379, 80) not 

by a l a c k o f l o v e and not by her l o v e r b u t by l o v e i t s e l f . 

She i s not h u m i l i a t e d a t h a v i n g l o v e d him more t h a n he l o v e d 

h e r , b u t a t h a v i n g l o v e d someone more t h a n he c o u l d be l o v e d , 

a t h a v i n g l o v e d f a l s e l y and an i n s u f f i c i e n t o b j e c t . T h i s l o v e 

i t s e l f , t h i s d e s i r e f o r "something more" t h a t Edward c a l l s 

" e c s t a s y " ( 3 8 1 ) i s a f f i r m e d and Edward r e c o g n i z e s i n h i m s e l f 

t h e d e c e i t of h a v i n g f o s t e r e d f a l s e d e s i r e s and t h e absence 

of t r u e ones. He cannot c o n c e i v e " e c s t a s y " or "happiness" 

w i t h L a v i n i a b u t s t i l l d e s i r e s t r u t h w i t h her more t h a n "a 

make-believe, a p r e t e n c e " t h a t i s h i s a f f a i r w i t h C e l i a . 

A deeper honesty and h u m i l i t y r e f l e c t s t h i s d e s i r e and f i n d s 

necessary e x p r e s s i o n i n t h e p a r t i c u l a r i t i e s of t h e t r u t h about 

h i m s e l f , i n a l l h i s weakness and need: 

The one t h i n g o f which I am r e l a t i v e l y c e r t a i n 
I s , t h a t o n l y s i n c e t h i s morning 
I have met myself as a middle-aged man 
B e g i n n i n g t o know what i t i s t o f e e l o l d . 
That i s t h e wo r s t moment, when you f e e l t h a t you have l o s t 
The d e s i r e f o r a l l t h a t was most d e s i r a b l e , 
B e f o r e you are c o n t e n t e d w i t h what you can d e s i r e ; 
B e f o r e you know what i s l e f t t o be d e s i r e d ; 
And you go on w i s h i n g you c o u l d d e s i r e 
What d e s i r e has l e f t b e h i n d . (381) 

His c o n f e s s i o n h e l p s C e l i a t o a response t h a t answers h i s t r u t h 

and h u m i l i t y w i t h her own. She r e a l i z e s her wrong, i n h a v i n g 
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p e r c e i v e d him not as a person but as h e r own " p r o j e c t i o n " ( 3 8 2 ) , 
and t h u s r e i n f o r c e s t h e s t r a n g e r ' s images of him as an o b j e c t . 
L i k e Edward she e x p e r i e n c e s the dawning of t r u t h as a change 
i n p e r c e p t i o n , a k i n t o H a r r y ' s " d i f f e r e n t v i s i o n " ( 3 3 3 ) . 
S i g n i f i c a n t l y , C e l i a i m m e d i a t e l y a c t s on t h e t r u t h r e v e a l e d : 
she asks Edward t o f o r g i v e h e r , t h u s a c k n o w l e d g i n g h e r wrong, 
r e s p o n d i n g i n h u m i l i t y and freedom t o t h e t r u t h and g i v i n g 
e x p r e s s i o n t o t h e d e s i r e f o r change and r e d e m p t i o n . 

"Twice you have changed s i n c e I have been l o o k i n g a t you", 

C e l i a t e l l s Edward, and " I understand as I never d i d b e f o r e " 

( 3 8 2 ) . Thus she a l l o w s him t h e freedom t o be h i m s e l f , and t o 

change, t h a t are f u n d a m e n t a l t o r e d e m p t i o n . T h i s a l s o s i g n i 

f i e s a growth towards r e a l l o v e , away f r o m t h e i r s e l f i s h dream. 

The end of t h e u n r e a l i t y of t h e i r a f f a i r and t h e b e g i n n i n g of 

new l i v e s of t r u t h i s s i g n i f i e d i n a r i t u a l a c t i o n i n which 

t h e y d r i n k t o t h e "Guardians", t h u s i n a d v e r t e n t l y a cknowledging 

t h e s u p e r n a t u r a l h e l p i;hey have e x p e r i e n c e d . I n t h i s R i l e y ' s 

m y s t i f y i n g d r i n k i n g r i t u a l i s i n a sense redeemed by a meaning

f u l one t h a t adumbrates a sacred one t h a t i s y e t t o come. 

L a v i n i a ' s r e t u r n i s h e r a l d e d by t h e U n i d e n t i f i e d Guest 

who comes t o shed more l i g h t on t h e s i t u a t i o n . Edward's 

freedom i s such t h a t w i t h h i s " d e c i s i o n " he "set i n m o t i o n / 

Forces i n ( h i s ) l i f e and i n the l i v e s o f o t h e r s / Which cannot 

be r e v e r s e d " (384) and y e t , u n t i l he a c t s , "We do n o t know 

y e t " what he w a nts, what he w i l l do ( 3 6 4 ) . Again t h i s i s a 

s i g n i f i c a n t development on t h e curse t h a t must come " t o ... 

f r u i t i o n " (349) f o r H a r r y . The o t h e r s i d e of p e r s o n a l freedom, 

as C e l i a had seen, i s t h e freedom we a l l o w t o o t h e r s . The 

U n i d e n t i f i e d Guest extends t h i s : the o n l y t r u t h t h a t we can 
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know about a n o t h e r i s t h e r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t our knowledge of 
them i s a t bes t "our memory of t h e moments/ D u r i n g which we 
knew them" ( 3 8 5 ) . That "they have changed s i n c e t h e n " i s t h e 
t r u t h t h a t i s t h e i r freedom, n o t f i x e d and immovable l i k e t h e 
o b j e c t s we would make o f them, but open and t h u s i n v o l v i n g 
r i s k s and f a i t h . T r u t h about t h e past must be accepted as 
t r u t h f o r t h e p a s t , and not d e t e r m i n a t i v e of p r e s e n t t r u t h . 
When you meet anyone, i n c l u d i n g your w i f e , he t e l l s Edward, 
"You must face them a l l , but meet them as s t r a n g e r s " ( 3 8 5 ) . 
I t i s t h i s c o m b i n a t i o n o f t r u t h and freedom t h a t a l l o w s f o r 
redemption. "Don't s t r a n g l e each o t h e r w i t h k n o t t e d 
memories", he warns, t h u s r e n d e r i n g t h e p r a c t i c a l o u t w o r k i n g 
of redemption i n f o r g i v e n e s s . 

The S t r a n g e r p u t s e v e r y t h i n g i n a new p e r s p e c t i v e on 

t h i s " d i f f e r e n t o c c a s i o n " ( 3 8 4 ) : h i s s o b r e i t y suggests t h e 

u n t o l d r e p e r c u s s i o n s o f Edward's d e c i s i o n , whose consequences 

he must now l i v e o u t . The p e r s p e c t i v e i s s p i r i t u a l and 

cosmic: " i t i s a s e r i o u s m a t t e r / To b r i n g someone back f r o m 

the dead" ( 3 8 4 ) . That "we d i e t o each o t h e r d a i l y " i s not a 

" f i g u r e of speech" b u t more " d r a m a t i c " t h a n any p h y s i c a l 

d e a t h . Edward's c h o i c e o f f o r g i v e n e s s and rede m p t i o n i s a 

ma t t e r of l i f e and d e a t h , and n o t o n l y f o r h i m s e l f . I n 

p r a c t i s i n g f o r g i v e n e s s he w i l l f o s t e r and e x p e r i e n c e freedom 

and redemption and p a r t i c i p a t e i n l i f e ; t h e a l t e r n a t i v e i s 

t h e way of d e a t h . Thus t h e " c o n v e n t i o n a l " domestic s i t u a t i o n 

i s seen t o c o n t a i n unsuspected depths and d i m e n s i o n s . 

To d r a m a t i z e these t r u t h s L a v i n i a a r r i v e s o n l y a f t e r 

C e l i a and Peter and b e f o r e J u l i a and A l e x . The group i s 

reassembled, however, as " s t r a n g e r s " ; a l l t h e "human" 
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c h a r a c t e r s have made s i g n i f i c a n t d e c i s i o n s f o r change s i n c e 
the c o c k t a i l p a r t y of t h e p r e v i o u s day. T h e i r s i g n i f i c a n c e 

and i m p l i c a t i o n t o g e t h e r i n a common p a t t e r n , as w e l l as t h e i r 

i n d i v i d u a l s i g n i f i c a n c e , i s suggested by t h e i r c o n t r i v e d 

r e g r o u p i n g : t h e group i s e s t a b l i s h e d as a symbol of t h e 

community t h a t i s s e e k i n g f u l f i l m e n t i n r e d e m p t i o n of t h e i r 

f a l s e communion. T h i s t a k e s Peter and C e l i a away f r o m f a l s e 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s , and t a k e s Edward and L a v i n i a towards each o t h e r 
30 

f o r a t r u e one. C e l i a ' s compassion f o r t h e o t h e r s and her 

h o r r o r a t L a v i n i a ' s assurance t h a t t hey w i l l "manage somehow ... 

As we have i n t h e p a s t " (389) suggest her growth and her hope 

f o r t h e r e d e m p t i o n of which t h e S t r a n g e r spoke. 

L a v i n i a ' s incomprehension warns us t h a t h e r r e u n i o n w i t h 

Edward w i l l n o t so much d r a m a t i z e t h e work of r e d e m p t i o n t h a t 

i s underway as t h e work t h a t needs t o be done, and t h e s o r r y 

and t o t a l l y human m a t e r i a l t h a t t h e y are f o r i t s work. 

L a v i n i a i s c o n s c i o u s o f some "machine" t h a t she s t a r t e d and 

i n which she i s now not " f r e e " (391) and she r e c o g n i z e s t h e 

r e a s s e m b l i n g of t h e group as "odd" (392) but a l i t t l e t r u t h , 

i t would seem,is more dangerous t h a n none at a l l . B o t h seem 

t o have a t t a c h e d themselves t o p i e c e s of t h e t r u t h which t h e y 

proceed t o f l a u n t and d i s t o r t , and seem merely hardened i n 

t h e i r a l i e n a t i o n . L a v i n i a i s d e termined t o change: " I s h a l l 

always t e l l t h e t r u t h now" (392) and proceeds t o " s t r a n g l e " 

Edward w i t h " k n o t t e d memories". Edward, t o o , c o n t i n u e s t o 

see t h e " t r u t h " i n terms o f h i s own s e l f - i n t e r e s t , w i t h 

e v e r y t h i n g she does seen as a blow t o h i s sense of s i g n i f i c a n c e 

and p r i d e ( 3 9 4 ) . L a v i n i a p u t s a menacing t w i s t on t h e 

S t r a n g e r ' s d i r e c t i v e t o t r e a t one a n o t h e r as new p e o p l e : 
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" I s h a l l t r e a t you v e r y d i f f e r e n t l y / I n f u t u r e " , she says 

m e a n i n g f u l l y ( 3 9 4 ) . "I'm a r a t h e r d i f f e r e n t p e r s o n / Whom you 

must get t o know", she says smugly; Edward says he has 

ex p e r i e n c e d "The change t h a t comes/ From s e e i n g o n e s e l f 

t h r o u g h t h e eyes of o t h e r p e o p l e " ( 3 9 5 ) . Both have t a k e n t o 

h e a r t t h e S t r a n g e r ' s words i n so f a r as t h e y can be t a k e n t o 

t h e i r own advantage. Where each i n h i m s e l f i s concerned, he 

i s w i l l i n g t o b e g i n anew; w i t h r e g a r d t o t h e o t h e r , t h e pas t 

determines t h e t r u t h , as t h e y r e h e a r s e o l d wounds and w i t h h o l d 

f o r g i v e n e s s and freedom and t h u s o b s t r u c t r e d e m p t i o n f o r 

themselves as w e l l as f o r one a n o t h e r . 

Even t h e S t r a n g e r ' s s u g g e s t i o n t h a t "we d i e t o each o t h e r 

d a i l y " i s t w i s t e d , as L a v i n i a uses i t as a s i g n of her 

r i g h t e o u s n e s s and s e l f - s a c r i f i c e , and her husband's condemnation 

I t h o u g h t t h a t i f I d i e d 
To you, I who had been a ghost t o you, 
You might be a b l e t o f i n d t h e road back 
To a t i m e when you were r e a l - f o r you must have been r e a l 
At some t i m e o r o t h e r , b e f o r e you knew me: 
Perhaps when you were a c h i l d . (396) 

And the t r a n s p a r e n t c o v e r i n g of t h i s concern i s her sense of 

her own " r e a l i t y " . The i n t e n s i t y and c o m p l e x i t y o f t h i s 

e n c o u n t e r , i n i t s i n e x t r i c a b l e m i x t u r e of t r u t h and f a l s e h o o d , 

i s a p t l y d e s c r i b e d as a t a n g l e o f " k n o t t e d memories". 

S t r u g g l i n g t o escape o n l y " s t r a n g l e s " them more t i g h t l y i n an 

e v e r - s h r i n k i n g " t r a p " ( 3 9 5 ) . The i n t e n s i t y of t h e verse of 

t h i s d i a l o g u e b r i n g s t o l i f e t h e i r b i t t e r n e s s and t h e l i f e 

and death d i m e n s i o n o f t h e s t r u g g l e , a l l t h e w h i l e t y p i f y i n g 

a domestic w r a n g l e . Thus t h e need f o r h e l p f r o m o u t s i d e t h e 

"cage" i s g l a r i n g . S t i l l , t h e very b i t t e r n e s s of t h e i r 

" f i g h t " ^ s i g n i f i e s a change, i n t h a t they are a t l e a s t n o t now 

a v o i d i n g t h e t r u t h and p r e t e n d i n g t o l o v e one a n o t h e r . 



- 143 -

L a v i n i a c l i n g s t o one course : "We are not t o r e l a p s e i n t o the 

k i n d of l i f e we l e d / U n t i l y e s t e r d a y m o r n i n g . " (396) 

For Edward, y e s t e r d a y marks the day of "damnation" ( 3 9 7 ) . 

B e f o r e t h e n he had a t l e a s t t h e i l l u s i o n o f communion t o s o l a c e 

him i n h i s unhappiness w i t h L a v i n i a . Now he i s l e f t w i t h o n l y 

t h e t r u t h of s o l i t u d e , h i s s e l f - w i l l e d " p r i s o n " : 

What i s h e l l ? H e l l i s o n e s e l f , 
H e l l i s a l o n e , t h e o t h e r f i g u r e s i n i t 
Merely p r o j e c t i o n s . There i s n o t h i n g t o escape f r o m 
And n o t h i n g t o escape t o . One i s always a l o n e . (397) 31 

"One i s p r a c t i c a l , even i n h e l l " r e p l i e s h i s w i f e , whose " d e a t h " 

seems no t t o have s o f t e n e d or renewed t h e "angel of d e s t r u c t i o n " 

(398) so much as s c h o o l e d her i n i t s ways. For a l l t h i s , t h e r e 

i s a bond between Edward and L a v i n i a such t h a t t h e U n i d e n t i f i e d 

Guest, now i d e n t i f i e d as S i r Henry H a r c o u r t - R e i l l y and p l a y i n g 

h o s t as d o c t o r , says, "He doesn't want t o escape f r o m h e r . " (400) 

A l t h o u g h Edward's r e c o u r s e t o a d o c t o r i s i n d i c a t i v e o f 

t h e sense of need and h e l p l e s s n e s s t h a t i s a p r e r e q u i s i t e f o r 

r e d e m p t i o n , u n d e r l y i n g i t and demeaning i t i s h i s penchant t o 

t a k e h i m s e l f t o o s e r i o u s l y , as C e l i a and L a v i n i a have 

r e c o g n i z e d . His r e a d i n e s s t o be p i t i e d , a l s o i d e n t i f i e d by 

h i s w i f e , makes him eager f o r a t t e n t i o n and he s l i p s w i t h 

a l a c r i t y i n t o t h e r o l e o f p a t i e n t . The s t y l i z a t i o n of t h i s 

c o n s u l t a t i o n exposes a n o t h e r f a l s e r i t u a l of contemporary 

s o c i e t y . " I remember my c h i l d h o o d the p a t i e n t b e g i n s , 

e m p loying t h e c o n v e n t i o n a l phrase w i t h a p a t h e t i c and t e d i o u s 

s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s . H i s s e l f - i m p o r t a n c e i s a b r u p t l y d i s 

missed, and h i s words ar e not so much l i s t e n e d t o w i t h 

p r o f e s s i o n a l detachment and compassion as m o n i t o r e d f o r what 

he i s not s a y i n g and t u r n e d back upon h i m s e l f . His s e l f -

i n d u l g e n c e i s c u t s h o r t w i t h t h e " p s y c h i a t r i s t ' s " i n s i s t e n c e 
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upon a c t i o n i n t h e p r e s e n t , b e g i n n i n g w i t h c h o i c e s d i c t a t e d 

not by s e l f - i n t e r e s t o r emotion but by what i s r i g h t . Edward's 

r e a d i n e s s t o see t h e t r a g i c and s p i r i t u a l d i m ension o f h i s 

p l i g h t - 'The d e a t h of t h e s p i r i t -/ Can you understand what 

I s u f f e r ? " (404) - i s d e f l a t e d by h i s p r a c t i c a l and mundane 

need - " I need more s h i r t s " . I n c o n t r a s t i s L a v i n i a ' s r e a d i 

ness t o see t h e mundane and p r a c t i c a l s i d e of a t r a g i c and 

s p i r i t u a l s i t u a t i o n , as she t h i n k s o f even h e l l as a p l a c e t o 

be p r a c t i c a l . 

I n b r i n g i n g L a v i n i a i n t o t h e o f f i c e , as t h e o t h e r p i e c e 

of t h e i r " t o t a l s i t u a t i o n " which r e q u i r e s a j o i n t s o l u t i o n , 

R e i l l y reminds Edward o f t h e "motto" o f t h e i r c o n t r a c t : 

"Honesty b e f o r e honour" ( 4 0 5 ) . And so he begins t h e exposure 

of these " s e l f - d e c e i v e r s " (407) who l a c k a fundamental r e q u i r e 

ment f o r t h e " s a n i t o r i u m " t o which t h e y want t o escape, "an 

honest mind" ( 4 0 7 ) . While t a l k i n g so much about t r u t h , b o t h 

have been f u n d a m e n t a l l y d i s h o n e s t i n c o n c e a l i n g t h e i r l o v e 

a f f a i r s . Deeper t h a n t h e i r d e c e i t o f o t h e r s and t h e i r s e l f -

d e c e i t , i s t h e i r l a c k o f l o v e . He d i s c l o s e s Edward's i n a b i l i t y 

t o l o v e and L a v i n i a ' s i n a b i l i t y t o be l o v e d . Bound t o g e t h e r 

by "The same i s o l a t i o n " (410) t h e t r u t h i s t h e r e f o r t h e i r 

response. I t i s a moment of ch o i c e and, i n r e c o g n i z i n g t h a t 

"we can go n e i t h e r back nor f o r w a r d " and "we must make t h e 

best o f a bad j o b " ( 4 1 0 ) , t h e y choose t h e t r u t h . They agree 

t o s t r u g g l e t o g e t h e r f o r t h a t balance between t r u t h and 

freedom which i s t h e way of r e d e m p t i o n t h a t the S t r a n g e r had 

p r e s c r i b e d . 

The p a s t w i l l be w i t h them - you must " l e a r n how t o bear 

the burdens on your c o n s c i e n c e " , R e i l l y says - b u t t h e f u t u r e 

i s ever new. "Go i n peace. And work out your s a l v a t i o n w i t h 
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d i l i g e n c e . "(411) I n t h i s l i t u r g i c a l b l e s s i n g , t h e " p s y c h i a t r i s t 

e x e r c i s e s h i s f u n c t i o n of c o n f e s s o r / p r i e s t and d e s c r i b e s the 

balance between God's f o r g i v e n e s s and man's obedience t h a t 

comprises E l i o t ' s sense of r e d e m p t i o n . The p r i e s t ' s r e c o u r s e 

t o the couch, as w e l l as comic, suggests t h e needs of t h e 

c o u n s e l l o r h i m s e l f and t h e s i g n i f i c a n c e of t h e r i t e j u s t 

p e r f o r m e d . " I have t a k e n a r i s k " (420) he l a t e r t e l l s h i s 

c o l l e a g u e s , t h u s d i s c l o s i n g t h e enormous s i g n i f i c a n c e and 

weight of the c h o i c e s of these f r a i l p a t i e n t s . So a g a i n i n 

the m idst of an u n l i k e l y w o r l d t h e domains of l i f e and d e a t h 

have been r e c o g n i z e d , and c h o i c e s have brought u n l i k e l y s u b j e c t s 

i n t o t h e way of l i f e . 

The theme of s i c k n e s s and h e a l t h t h a t i s i n t e g r a l t o t h e 

a c t i o n t h r o u g h o u t i s g i v e n d r a m a t i c f o c u s i n the " p s y c h i a t r i s t ' s 

o f f i c e . Thus t h e a c t i o n i n c o r p o r a t e s t h e r i t u a l scheme i n which 

th e quest f o r t r u t h i s a quest f o r h e a l t h . At t h e same t i m e 

t h e C h r i s t i a n u n d e r s t a n d i n g of s i n as s i c k n e s s , and t h e 

r e c o g n i t i o n o f s i c k n e s s as t h e f i r s t symptom of r e c o v e r y of 

h e a l t h , u n d e r l i e s t h e a c t i o n . Those t h a t q u a l i f y f o r t h e 

s a n i t o r i u m are the s a i n t s , whose " d e s t i n y " (437) i s d e a t h . 

Jesus, a t a n o t h e r " c o c k t a i l p a r t y " o f e a t i n g and d r i n k i n g , had 

answered those who would condemn h i s r e v e l r y thus : " I t i s not 

those who are h e a l t h y who need a p h y s i c i a n , but those who are 

s i c k ; I d i d not come t o c a l l t h e r i g h t e o u s , b u t s i n n e r s . " 

(Mk. 2:17) I t i s t h i s s o r t of j u x t a p o s i t i o n t h a t u n d e r l i e s 

The C o c k t a i l P a r t y . 

C e l i a , t h e n , comes t o see t h e " d o c t o r " out of 

" d e s p e r a t i o n " ( 4 1 3 ) . She t a k e s f u l l r e s p o n s i b i l i t y , even when 

i n v i t e d t o t a l k about her p a r e n t s ; she i s not even a b l e t o see 
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her " t r o u b l e " as " i n t e r e s t i n g " (413) and i s c o n s c i o u s of 

w a s t i n g t h e d o c t o r ' s t i m e . A l l t h i s s e t s Edward and L a v i n i a ' s 

s e l f - c e n t e r e d n e s s i n h i g h r e l i e f . " I f e e l p e r f e c t l y w e l l " 

( 4 1 3 ) , she s a y s , b u t she i s c o n s c i o u s of b e i n g "out of j o i n t " 

w i t h " n o r m a l i t y " , (413) b u t , u n l i k e H a r r y , p r e f e r s t o t h i n k of 

h e r s e l f as t h e p a r t y w i t h "something wrong ... t h a t c o u l d be 

put r i g h t " . Her f i r s t symptom i s what t h e o t h e r two were o n l y 

f i n a l l y f o r c e d t o a d m i t : "An awareness of s o l i t u d e " , t h e f a c t 

t h a t "everyone's a l o n e " , t h a t r e l a t i o n s h i p and communication 

and u n d e r s t a n d i n g c o n s t i t u t e a " d e l u s i o n " (414) t o h e r . 

W ith c h a r a c t e r i s t i c and d i s a r m i n g candour, she speaks out 

of the "honest mind" t h a t q u a l i f i e s h e r f o r s a i n t h o o d and 

conquers t h e q u i e t embarrassment t h a t accompanies her d i s 

c l o s u r e of f e e l i n g s t h a t are so i n t i m a t e and y e t so unashamed. 

The detached tone and d e s c r i p t i v e q u a l i t y t h a t she employs, 

almost as i f she were t a l k i n g about someone e l s e , t o g e t h e r w i t h 

t h e absence of wounded v a n i t y or d e f e n s i v e n e s s , c o n v i n c e us 

t h a t hers i s an i m p e r s o n a l search f o r t r u t h . W i t h c h i l d l i k e 

s i m p l i c i t y she i n t e r p o s e s the most loaded words i n t h e 

d i c t i o n a r y o f r e l i g i o u s t e r m i n o l o g y , making them her own as i f 

she had j u s t c o i n e d them, as p e r f e c t l y s u i t e d t o her f e e l i n g s . 

Thus, her "second symptom" i s i n t r o d u c e d : " I t sounds 

r i d i c u l o u s - but t h e o n l y word f o r i t / That I can f i n d , i s a 

sense of s i n . " (414) Her e x p l a n a t i o n , c a r e f u l and p e r s o n a l and 

e v o c a t i v e , s u g g e s t s the d r a m a t i c e x p e r i e n c e t h a t she has under

gone s i n c e t h e c o c k t a i l p a r t y : 

I t ' s n o t t h e f e e l i n g of a n y t h i n g I've ever done, 
Which I might get away f r o m , o r o f a n y t h i n g i n me 
I c o u l d get r i d of - but of e m p t i n e s s , of f a i l u r e 
Towards someone, or something, o u t s i d e of m y s e l f ; 
And I f e e l I must ... atone - i s t h a t t h e word? (416) 
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Throughout t h i s d i a l o g u e t h e smooth c o n v e r s a t i o n a l rhythm of 

t h e verse h e l p s t o c o n v i n c e us of C e l i a ' s s i n c e r i t y and her 

i n h a b i t a n c e of our w o r l d . She has no need f o r Edward's s e l f -

i m p o r t a n t phrases. I n s t e a d s i m p l e words h e l p ground i n t e n s i t y 

i n o r d i n a r y l i f e . Rather t h a n s u g g e s t i n g a m y s t i c a l o t h e r 

w o r l d l y t r a n s f i g u r a t i o n , we watch as "the human i s t a k e n up 
32 

i n t o t h e d i v i n e " , w h i l e never f o r s a k i n g her humanness. 

C e l i a ' s "sense of s i n " i s n o t g u i l t a t i m m o r a l i t y or 

shame a t h u m i l i a t i o n , or "bad f o r m , or n e n t a l k i n k s " . I t i s 

o f a much more p e r s o n a l q u a l i t y - a f a i l u r e of r e l a t i o n s h i p , 

o f communion. She speaks of her " i n c o n s o l a b l e memory/ Of t h e 

t r e a s u r e ... never f o u n d " ( 4 1 6 ) . I t i s t h e "ecstasy ... 

remembered l i k e a dream" (417) and t h e d e s i r e f o r t h e l o s t 

t r e a s u r e t h a t d i s t i n g u i s h e s C e l i a f r o m Edward and L a v i n i a and 

i d e n t i f i e s her s a i n t h o o d . She p r e f e r s i t t o t h e r e a l i t y o f 

o n l y l o v i n g "Something c r e a t e d by our own i m a g i n a t i o n ... 

u n l o v i n g and u n l o v a b l e " ( 4 1 6 ) . Her l o v e i s " l i k e a dream 
I n which one i s e x a l t e d by i n t e n s i t y of l o v i n g 
I n t h e s p i r i t , a v i b r a t i o n of d e l i g h t 
Without d e s i r e , f o r d e s i r e i s f u l f i l l e d 
I n t h e d e l i g h t of l o v i n g . (417) 

T h i s l o v e " w i t h o u t d e s i r e " i s t h e " v i s i o n " i n comparison w i t h 

which t h e " f i r s t way" o f f e r s o n l y "shadow of d e s i r e s of d e s i r e s " 

( 4 1 0 ) . " I don't want t o f o r g e t i t . / I want t o l i v e w i t h i t " , 

she says ( 4 1 8 ) . T h i s i s t h e b a s i s of her c h o i c e of the 

" t e r r i f y i n g j o u r n e y " of the second way t h a t " r e q u i r e s f a i t h -/ 

The k i n d of f a i t h t h a t i s s u e s f r o m d e s p a i r " , because i t i s 

"unknown". The two ways are e q u a l i n v a l u e , a c c o r d i n g t o S i r 

Henry, and a l i k e i n t h e i r " l o n e l i n e s s - and communion" (419) 

and b o t h are ways of l i f e . Those on t h e f i r s t way "Can f o r g e t 

t h e i r l o n e l i n e s s " as C e l i a w i l l n o t . Again, R e i l l y ' s l i t u r g i c a l 
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f o r m u l a - "Go i n peace, my d a u g h t e r . / Work out your s a l v a t i o n 

w i t h d i l i g e n c e " (420) - conveys t h e s a c r e d and grand s i g n i f i c a n c e 

of C e l i a ' s c h o i c e , and t h e i n t e r a c t i o n of t h e d i v i n e and t h e 

human, t h e p a s s i v e and t h e a c t i v e , which i s r e d e m p t i o n . 

That b o t h ways of l i f e i n v o l v e " r i s k s " and h o r r o r s , 

though of a d i f f e r e n t c h a r a c t e r , i s made c l e a r as t h e Guardians 

d i s c u s s t h e c a n d i d a t e s and th e n speak a b l e s s i n g and enact a 

l i b a t i o n f o r them. The " t e r r o r s of t h e j o u r n e y " C e l i a takes on 

her "way o f i l l u m i n a t i o n " t h a t comprises "the process by which 

the human i s /Transhumanized" ( 4 2 1 ) are unknown t o them. J u l i a 

b e l i e v e s h e r s u f f e r i n g t o be moderated by her b e i n g " too humble" 

t o be a f r a i d and f u l l of "eagerness and p a t i e n c e " ( 4 2 1 ) . Thus 

C e l i a ' s s a i n t l y j o u r n e y , though r e s e m b l i n g H a r r y ' s and, 

e s p e c i a l l y i n i t s j a r r i n g " t r a n s h u m a n i z a t i o n " , s t i l l obscure, 

sounds more t h e d e s c r i p t i o n o f a f a i t h t h a t we r e c o g n i z e . 

Edward and L a v i n i a face d i f f e r e n t , more mundane t e r r o r s t h a n 

th e " p r o j e c t e d s p i r i t s " t h a t a w a i t C e l i a , d e s c r i b e d as " S t a l e 

t h o u g h t s m o u l d e r i n g i n t h e i r minds . . . meanness ... mutual 

t r e a c h e r y " ( 4 1 8 ) . And t h e v i o l e n c e of t h e i r e x p e r i e n c e t h e y 

w i l l a f f l i c t on each o t h e r and t h e m s e l v e s . " S t r i p p e d naked t o 

t h e i r s o u l s ... th e y might j u s t murder each other.'" says J u l i a 

l i g h t l y , and i n complete s e r i o u s n e s s . 

T h e i r b l e s s i n g and l i b a t i o n scene i s t h e most f o r m a l o f 

th e p a t t e r n o f d r i n k i n g r i t u a l s . I t resembles Agatha's curse 

b u t i s c l o s e r t o b e i n g C h r i s t i a n i n some of i t s language, as 

w e l l as by v i r t u e o f i t s b e i n g p l a c e d i n a more o b v i o u s l y 

C h r i s t i a n c o n t e x t , and a c o n t e x t of communion r i t u a l s . L i k e 

i t s C h r i s t i a n c h a r a c t e r , t h e d r a m a t i c v i a b i l i t y of t h e scene 

i s somewhat t e n u o u s . 
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How Edward and L a v i n i a and C e l i a work out t h e i r s a l v a t i o n 

emerges when t h e group i s r e g a t h e r e d , a f t e r two y e a r s . The 

redemption of Edward and L a v i n i a ' s m a r r i a g e i s seen i n t h e 

c o n t e x t of t h e r e d e m p t i o n of t h e c o c k t a i l p a r t y , and b o t h are 

seen i n t h e l i g h t o f C e l i a ' s d e a t h which has been her 

r e d e m p t i o n : t r u e communion i s a c h i e v e d . The m a r r i a g e r e l a t i o n 

s h i p i s s t y l i z e d t o c r e a t e a symbol of communion t h a t redeems 

the symbol of s o l i t u d e t h a t Edward had r e p r e s e n t e d . While y e t 

r e m a i n i n g t h e same people they have been r e g e n e r a t e d : t r u t h 

and freedom are a c h i e v i n g the p r o p e r balance i n r e d e m p t i o n . 

Edward's humour and compassion demonstrate h i s r e c o v e r y of 

h e a l t h ; L a v i n i a has s o f t e n e d : "You s i t b e s i d e me,/ Then I 

can r e l a x " ( 4 2 6 ) . He l o v e s and she i s l o v a b l e . And t h e i r 

" s o l i t u d e " has become "communion", such t h a t t h e y l o o k f o r w a r d 

t o g e t t i n g away f r o m p a r t i e s : "And we can be a l o n e . / I l o v e 

t h a t house b e i n g so remote", says L a v i n i a ( 4 2 6 ) . 

The group t h a t r e g a t h e r s i s l i k e w i s e r e g e n e r a t e d . They 

come t o g e t h e r out of a genuine d e s i r e t o see one a n o t h e r , and 

c l e a r l y drawn by t h e power t h a t had f i r s t b r o u g h t them 

t o g e t h e r . And as C e l i a ' s absence i s e x p l a i n e d so i s t h e 

purpose of t h e i r m e e t i n g . The f a l s e r i t u a l s of t h e c o c k t a i l 

p a r t y are redeemed, i n t h e s u b s t a n t i a l communion t h a t t h e y now 

f a c i l i t a t e . The host and h o s t e s s f o r m a s u b s t a n t i a l u n i t who 

o f f e r t h e i r guests a p r o f e s s i o n a l l y c a t e r e d and w e l l - p r e p a r e d 

f e a s t . The sense of r e s t and s e c u r i t y i s e p i t o m i z e d i n 

L a v i n i a ' s r e c l i n i n g b e s i d e Edward, t o c o n t r a s t w i t h t h e c o n s t a n t 

and f u t i l e a c t i v i t y of h i s l o n e l y p a r t y . The c o n v e r s a t i o n i s 

a l s o redeemed, as t h e f i a s c o of ambiguous, second-hand t i t - b i t s 

t h a t was t h e i r s t o r y - t e l l i n g i s r e p l a c e d by g i f t s o f s e l f i n 
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t r u t h and l o v e . Peter's s t o r y t y p i f i e s t he C a l i f o r n i a movie 

leg e n d , complete w i t h names l i k e B e l a Szogody and t h e e v e r -

p r e s e n t a n c i e n t r u i n s f o r American c a p i t a l i s t P h i l i s t i n i s m 

t o r e c o n s t r u c t . At t h e same t i m e i t i s h i s p e r s o n a l s t o r y 

and t r u e , t h u s making i t s b i z a r r e o v e r t o n e s a l l t h e more 

b i z a r r e . The c r a s s f a l s e n e s s of p r e t e n c e i s exaggerated t o 

c r e a t e a parody of t h e k i n d of " r e g e n e r a t i o n " t h a t contemporary 

s o c i e t y p l a y s a t . T h i s s t o r y i s j u x t a p o s e d w i t h A l ex's s t o r y , 

which i s a k i n d of p a r a b l e i n which t h e u n d e r l y i n g l i f e and 

death themes of t h e p l a y are w r i t l a r g e . J u x t a p o s i t i o n i s t h e 

t e c h n i q u e t h a t sharpens the l i n e s o f l i f e and d e a t h r e a l i t y : 

th e p r e p o s t e r o u s saga of c a n n i b a l i s m and C h r i s t i a n i t y i n 

K i n k a n j a i s t h e s e t t i n g f o r C e l i a ' s g h a s t l y martyrdom and b o t h 

t h e s e , s e t a g a i n s t P e t e r ' s modern p a r a b l e and i n t h e c o n t e x t of 

th e c o c k t a i l p a r t y w o r l d , d r a m a t i z e t h e c o m p o s i t i o n of "a 

w o r l d o f l u n a c y , / V i o l e n c e , s t u p i d i t y , greed ..." (418) as t h e 

w o r l d i n which we l i v e and i n whose c o m p o s i t i o n we p a r t i c i p a t e . 

The presence of death t h a t has s k i r t e d a t t h e edges of t h e 

p l a y and r e g u l a r l y emerged i n i t s m i d s t c u l m i n a t e s here i n 

C e l i a ' s c r u c i f i x i o n "Very near an a n t - h i l l " ( 4 3 4 ) . S i r Henry 

expresses "no s u r p r i s e or h o r r o r " (436) a t C e l i a ' s g r i m and 

h o r r i f i c f a t e , because of the " p i c t u r e " he had had of C e l i a 

as "a woman under sentence of d e a t h " ( 4 3 7 ) , p a r t of t h e 

s p i r i t u a l p e r c e p t i o n t h a t a l s o a l l o w s him t o see the c o n t e x t 

of l i f e and death i n which h o r r o r i s n o r m a l . His u n d e r s t a n d i n g 

of C e l i a ' s death as " t r i u m p h a n t " (438) and p a r t of "the way o f 

l i f e " (437) d e p i c t s t h e r e a l i t y o f r e d e m p t i o n and r e g e n e r a t i o n , 

where o t h e r w o r l d s o f f e r o n l y f i c t i o n s . The p a r t i c u l a r i t i e s of 

her s a i n t h o o d are expounded more f u l l y t h a n were H a r r y ' s , 

r e f l e c t i n g E l i o t ' s deepened sense of drama and humanity and 
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s p i r i t u a l i t y . A l t h o u g h she i s c a l l e d t o a s p e c i a l t a s k t h e r e 

i s something o r d i n a r y and mundane about her h a v i n g " j o i n e d 

some n u r s i n g o r d e r " , r e g a r d l e s s o f how "very a u s t e r e " (433) 

and t h i s suggests E l i o t ' s g r o w i n g sense of t h e presence and 

a c t i v i t y of s p i r i t u a l l i f e i n t h e mid s t of d a i l y l i f e . W ith 

t h i s we have t h e memory of a ve r y l i v e and w o r l d l y C e l i a , 

whose p o t e n t i a l f o r t h e d i v i n e was a l s o e v i d e n t . And t o f u r t h e r 

emphasize t h e humanity of s a i n t s , R e i l l y r e l i e v e s t h e p a r t y of 

c o n v e n t i o n a l i l l u s i o n s : 

Do you imagine t h a t t h e S a i n t i n t h e d e s e r t 
W i t h s p i r i t u a l e v i l always a t h i s s h o u l d e r 
S u f f e r e d any l e s s f r o m hunger, damp, exposure, 
Bowel t r o u b l e , and t h e f e a r o f l i o n s , 
Cold o f t h e n i g h t and heat o f t h e day, tha n we sh o u l d ? (438) 

At t h e same t i m e C e l i a ' s t r i u m p h a n t d e a t h a l l o w s t h e 

redemption p r o c e e d i n g f r o m t h e " f i r s t way" t o be r e c o g n i z e d as 

such. The p o t e n t i a l f o r h o r r o r and g l o r y i s of a d i f f e r e n t 

c h a r a c t e r f o r Edward and L a v i n i a b u t t h e i r drama i s j u s t as 

r e a l and u l t i m a t e . I n t h e i r response t o P e t e r ' s d e s p a i r over 

C e l i a ' s d e a t h , t h e y demonstrate what t h e y have l e a r n e d of new 

l i f e out o f d e a t h . They encourage him t o f a c e t h e t r u t h of 

h i s s e l f - d e c e i t and s e l f - c e n t r e d n e s s , t h a t had made an "image" 

of C e l i a ( 4 3 5 ) . From t h i s s t a n c e of t r u t h he can, as Edward 

knows fr o m e x p e r i e n c e , "make a new b e g i n n i n g " ( 4 3 6 ) . 

Redemption i s c l e a r l y a v a i l a b l e t o P e t e r , as he i s prep a r e d t o 

be honest and t o change. The Chorus o f The F a m i l y Reunion 

were d i s t i n g u i s h e d f o r t h e i r u n w i l l i n g n e s s t o change - "Hold 

t i g h t , h o l d t i g h t , we must i n s i s t t h a t t h e w o r l d i s what we 

have always taken i t t o be" (302) - whereas openness i s 

a s c r i b e d t o everyone i n t h i s p l a y . 
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Redemption i s seen t o have a t i t s c e n t r e mercy and 

f o r g i v e n e s s : 

I f we a l l were judged a c c o r d i n g t o t h e consequences 
Of a l l our words and deeds, beyond t h e i n t e n t i o n 
And beyond our l i m i t e d u n d e r s t a n d i n g 
Of o u r s e l v e s and o t h e r s , we s h o u l d a l l be condemned. (438) 

R e i l l y ' s words here r e i n f o r c e t h e e q u a l i t y of a l l . Yet t h e 

p e r s i s t e n c e o f g u i l t plagues E l i o t s t i l l , as i s r e f l e c t e d i n 

R e i l l y ' s r e s t a t e m e n t of h i s guidance w i t h r e g a r d t o b e a r i n g t h e 

burdens of conscience : 

You w i l l have t o l i v e w i t h t hese memories and make them 
I n t o something new. Only by acceptance 
Of t h e pas t w i l l you a l t e r i t s meaning. (439) 

As J u l i a e x p l a i n s , "Everyone makes a c h o i c e . . ./ And t h e n must 
t a k e t h e consequences." (439) T h i s i m p l i e s a g r e a t e r s i g n i f i c a n c e 

and freedom t o t h e i n d i v i d u a l t h a n was t r u e i n The Family 

Re union and t h u s r e f l e c t s a g r o w t h i n E l i o t ' s u n d e r s t a n d i n g of 

rede m p t i o n and consonant s a c r a m e n t a l u n d e r s t a n d i n g . At t h e 

same t i m e h i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f r e d e m p t i o n i s s t i l l s e v e r e l y 

l a c k i n g t h e f o r g i v e n e s s of God t h a t m i n i s t e r s freedom f r o m g u i l t . 

Redemption i s not seen here as•a g i f t o f grace g i v e n by God t o 

be p r a c t i s e d by men but as something t h a t i s earned as i t i s 

p r a c t i s e d . Thus Edward and L a v i n i a ' s hope, t o be found i n t h e 

double-edged r e a l i t y " t h a t every moment i s a f r e s h b e g i n n i n g ; 

... l i f e i s o n l y k e e p i n g on" ( 4 4 0 ) , a l t h o u g h e x p r e s s i v e of t h e 

freedom and t r u t h i n t h e mi d s t of l i f e t h a t i s r e d e m p t i o n , 

l i m i t s i t s a c t i v i t y and i t s j o y . "Remember not t h e f o r m e r 

t h i n g s ... Behold I w i l l do a new t h i n g . . .", says t h e L o r d , 

" I , even I , am he who b l o t s o u t y o u r t r a n s g r e s s i o n s " ( I s . 43: 

18-19, 2 5 ) . E l i o t seems d e t e r m i n e d t o remember t h e s i n s t h a t 

God has f o r g o t t e n , and t h u s t h e d i f f i c u l t y t h a t H a r r y had i n 

r e a l i z i n g t h e f o r g i v e n e s s o f God i n which redemption i s founded 

i s seen a g a i n . 
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E l i o t ' s e l e v a t e d e x p r e s s i o n , t h e " a p p o i n t e d b u r d e n " (440) 

does n o t moderate t h e g u i l t t h a t i s i t s f u n d a m e n t a l r e a l i t y 

s t i l l . Y e t , a t t h e same t i m e , t h e d i s i l l u s i o n w i t h l i f e t h a t 

we saw i n The F a m i l y Reunion has been m o d i f i e d , i f n o t f u l l y 

redeemed. Edward and L a v i n i a ' s " f i r s t way", t h e way of 

o r d i n a r y everyday C h r i s t i a n l i f e , i s mediocre by comparison 

t o t he grandeur of C e l i a ' s s a i n t h o o d , b u t t h e " l o a t h i n g " (329) 

a t t he h e a r t of E l i o t ' s response t o l i f e i s b a l a n c e d by a k i n d 

of bemused and humanized sense of i t s a b s u r d i t y . And t h e i d e a l 

o f s a i n t l i n e s s has been d e r o m a n t i c i z e d c o n s i d e r a b l y and b r o u g h t 

down t o e a r t h . I n t h i s p l a y , t h e p o s s i b i l i t y o f damnation i s 

not c o n s i d e r e d : E l i o t ' s emphasis i s not on t h e d i f f e r e n c e 

between t h e two extremes of s a i n t h o o d and damnation, but r a t h e r 

on the b a s i c i d e n t i t y of two ways of s a i n t h o o d , as ways of l i f e 

t h a t can be found i n t h e m i d s t of d e a t h . Both a r e ways "whereby 

t h e human i s t a k e n up i n t o t h e d i v i n e " , and " l i f e i s e l e v a t e d 
33 

t o t h e d i g n i t y of dance or l i t u r g y . " 

The o t h e r c r u c i a l development i n E l i o t ' s s p i r i t u a l under

s t a n d i n g t h a t t h i s p l a y d r a m a t i z e s i s a new b e l i e f i n t h e 

p o s s i b i l i t y o f communion, o f r e l a t i o n s h i p . C e l i a ' s c r u c i f i x i o n 

i s t h e "humble shadow" of t h e means by which communion between 

God and man, and between man and man i s a c h i e v e d . The "second 

way" l e a d s more d i r e c t l y t o communion w i t h God b u t i t i s 

understood t o l e a d t o a s a c r i f i c i a l l o v e f o r o t h e r s as w e l l , 

as C e l i a ' s c a l l i n g d e m o n s t r a t e s . At t h e same t i m e her way i s 

meant t o be a merely more e x p l i c i t d e m o n s t r a t i o n and e x p r e s s i o n 

of t he way of l i f e t h a t i s l o v e and i s a l s o t h e " f i r s t way" o f 

Edward and L a v i n i a . S i r Henry had i d e n t i f i e d " s a c r i f i c e " (409) 

as the element l a c k i n g i n Edward's l o v e f o r C e l i a . And he has 

e x p l a i n e d t h a t "we d i e t o each o t h e r d a i l y " . C e l i a ' s s a c r i f i c e 
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i s a p h y s i c a l and d r a m a t i c e x p r e s s i o n of t h e s p i r i t u a l and 

e q u a l l y d r a m a t i c e x p e r i e n c e o f t h e m a r r i e d c o u p l e who are 

l e a r n i n g l o v e and a c h i e v i n g communion t h r o u g h m u t u a l s a c r i f i c e . 

A l l t h e f a l s e communions and shadowy r i t u a l s o f t h e p l a y 

are redeemed by t h e end of t h e p l a y . Communion i s achieved 

not o n l y between C e l i a and God and not o n l y between Edward and 

L a v i n i a b u t i n t h e i n t e g r a t i o n o f t h e whole group, i n c l u d i n g 

C e l i a , i n a redeemed s o c i e t y , made p o s s i b l e t h r o u g h s a c r i f i c e 

and e x p e r i e n c e d i n ongoing r e d e m p t i o n . Thus t h e u l t i m a t e 

communion o f God and man i n C h r i s t ' s I n c a r n a t i o n i s adumbrated, 

and the r i t u a l o f Holy Communion, i n which our communion w i t h 

God i s r e c r e a t e d , i s adumbrated i n t h e redeemed community. 

T h i s i s t h e drama's "end", b u t , as L a v i n i a s u g g e s t s , i n i t s 

end i s i t s b e g i n n i n g : " I t ' s begun", she says, even as new 

l i f e i s begun a g a i n i n d e a t h . 

S t i l l , C e l i a ' s d i v i n e communion i s earned, r a t h e r t h a n 

g i v e n by God. And i t occurs o u t s i d e t h e community t h a t we 

(and E l i o t ) know. Thus t h e s e p a r a t i o n between God and man 

i s g i v e n p e r s o n a l e x p r e s s i o n i n an i n c o m p l e t e u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f 

the f o r g i v e n e s s o f God which was made p o s s i b l e by t h e meeting 

of God and man i n C h r i s t ' s I n c a r n a t i o n and d e a t h . I n The 

C o c k t a i l P a r t y r e d e m p t i o n i s p r o c l a i m e d and I n c a r n a t i o n i s 

adumbrated, b u t t h e m i s s i n g l i n k i n E l i o t ' s e x p e r i e n c e i s s t i l l 

t h e acceptance o f t h e work of f o r g i v e n e s s t h a t was " f i n i s h e d " 

on t he Cross, t h a t we might say t h a t r e d e m p t i o n has "begun". 

The u n f i n i s h e d n a t u r e of E l i o t ' s e x p e r i e n c e o f C h r i s t 

among us i s r e f l e c t e d i n t h e d r a m a t i c a l l y u n f i n i s h e d q u a l i t y 

of the p l a y . I t i s as a r i c h and c o l o u r f u l t a p e s t r y whose 

o u t l i n e i s suggested w i t h o u t b e i n g c o m p l e t e l y f i l l e d i n . The 



- 155 -

l a r g e l y n a r r a t i v e f o r m of the f i n a l a c t , i n which C e l i a ' s 
martyrdom i s r e c o u n t e d , h e i g h t e n s t h e o b s c u r i t y t h a t s urrounds 
E l i o t ' s u n d e r s t a n d i n g of s a i n t h o o d and t h e audience's under
s t a n d i n g of redemption as i t i s d r a m a t i z e d . C e l i a ' s d e a t h i s 
r e p o r t e d w i t h a s h o c k i n g a p r u p t n e s s : 

ALEX: I was about t o speak o f her 
When you came i n , P e t e r . I'm a f r a i d you can't have 
C e l i a . 

PETER: Oh ... I s she m a r r i e d ? 
ALEX: Not m a r r i e d , b u t dead. 
LAVINIA : C e l i a ? 
ALEX: Dead. 
PETER: Dead. That knocks t h e b o t t o m o u t of 
EDWARD: C e l i a dead. (433) 

Yet t h i s occurs i n the mid s t o f p a r a b l e - l i k e s t o r i e s t h a t are 

a n y t h i n g b u t . s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d . Whatever i t s a r t i s t i c o r t h e o 

l o g i c a l j u s t i f i c a t i o n , t h i s i s a weak d r a m a t i c d e v i c e and 

suggests a s p i r i t u a l h e s i t a n c y . The s u g g e s t i o n i s t h a t E l i o t ' s 

b e l i e f i n t h e r a d i c a l impact o f t h e I n c a r n a t i o n o f C h r i s t i s 

s t i l l an i n t e l l e c t u a l , r a t h e r t h a n an e x p e r i e n c e d one. He 

merely n a r r a t e s t h e e x p e r i e n c e o f t h e s a i n t , as he had sketched 

i t i n t h e p r e v i o u s p l a y . The e x p e r i e n c e t h a t i s known and can 

be staged i s the r a t h e r u n d r a m a t i c , though c e r t a i n l y t r a n s 

formed, e x p e r i e n c e of t h e Chamberlaynes, w i t h t h e j o y l e s s 

s i g n i f i c a n c e of t h e i r " a p p o i n t e d b u r d e n " ( 4 4 0 ) . Whatever 

might be s a i d - " N e i t h e r way i s b e t t e r " , R e i l l y t e l l s C e l i a 

(418) - what i s d r a m a t i z e d i s E l i o t ' s e x p e r i e n c e of s e l e c t i v e 

r e demption and i n c o m p l e t e f o r g i v e n e s s . The e x p e r i e n c e o f t h e 

s a i n t i s r e s e r v e d f o r t h e few: i t i s t h e t r u l y d r a m a t i c 
34 

e x p e r i e n c e - t o o d r a m a t i c and t o o unknown t o be s t a g e d . 

The p l a y l a c k s d r a m a t i c power because E l i o t does n o t b e l i e v e 

i n t h e drama of o r d i n a r y l i f e . A g a i n , " r e a l i t y " i s something 

o t h e r t h a n we know f r o m day t o day, and "the o r d i n a r y everyday 
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w o r l d " i s a mundane one i n d e e d , where r e d e m p t i o n i s of a 

d e c i d e d l y earthbound c h a r a c t e r and t h e " r e a l " s a i n t s cannot 

d w e l l . 
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A f t e r t h e d i s t a s t e f o r l i f e t h a t l a y b e h i n d t h e f o r m a l i s m 

of The F a m i l y Reunion, t h e sheer g l o r y of human, s p i r i t u a l and 

d r a m a t i c l i f e t h a t i n f u s e s and i n t e g r a t e s The C o c k t a i l P a r t y 

i s l i k e a f r e s h b r e e z e . The t h e o l o g i c a l b a s i s f o r t h i s l i f e 

i s E l i o t ' s deeper u n d e r s t a n d i n g of t h e I n c a r n a t i o n of C h r i s t 

and the r e d e m p t i o n t h a t h i s d e a t h accomplished and accomplishes 

Yet h i d d e n amidst t h e g l o r y of t h e rose of l i f e we d i s c o v e r e d a 

t h o r n . The s e p a r a t i o n between t h e s a i n t and o r d i n a r y l i f e and 

th e u n d e r s t a n d i n g t h a t even s a i n t s must work out t h e i r 

s a l v a t i o n and c o n t i n u e t o bear t h e burden of g u i l t ' ' " are 

symptomatic of a l i n g e r i n g sense of t h e s e p a r a t i o n between God 

and man. The d e a t h of C h r i s t i s t h e f o c a l p o i n t o f t h e p l a y 

and i t s l i f e a r i s e s out of t h a t , b u t t h e i m p l i c a t i o n s o f 
2 

C h r i s t ' s d e a t h are n o t f u l l y u n d e r s t o o d : t h e "sense o f s i n " 

l i n g e r s and f o r g i v e n e s s i s n o t complete. I n s t e a d f o r g i v e n e s s 

i s o f f e r e d as a p r o m i s e : r e d e m p t i o n w i l l be e x p e r i e n c e d i n 

l i f e b u t s a l v a t i o n i s y e t t o be won. A t t e n d i n g t h e p l a y are 

j o y and t h a n k s g i v i n g a t the f r e s h promise of l i f e . E v e n t u a l l y , 

i n t h e "keeping on" o f l i f e t h e promise becomes a reward t h a t 
3 

i s c o n d i t i o n a l upon man's " d i l i g e n c e " . So, i n s t e a d of a g i f t 

of freedom and l i f e earned f o r man by C h r i s t t h a t i t might be 

g i v e n by God, f o r g i v e n e s s b e g i n s as a hope and a promise and 

becomes a reward t h a t can be earned by obedience t o c e r t a i n 

e x p e c t a t i o n s . Thus we a r r i v e a t The C o n f i d e n t i a l C l e r k i n 

which s p i r i t u a l i t y i s d e f i n e d by a f o r m a l r e l i g i o n f r o m which 

th e s p i r i t o f l i f e has been d r a i n e d . 

C e l i a ' s "sense of s i n " had emerged as a f a i l u r e i n l o v e , 

i n v o l v i n g a f a i l u r e i n s e l f - k n o w l e d g e and a f a i l u r e i n 
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r e l a t i o n s h i p , i n communion. Edward and L a v i n i a were g u i l t y of 
s i m i l a r f a i l i n g s : d i s t o r t e d p e r c e p t i o n of o n e s e l f and o t h e r s 
were symptomatic of a l a c k of l o v e . A l t h o u g h much more p e r s o n a l 
t h a n H a r r y ' s u n d e r s t a n d i n g of s i n , t h e p a r t i c u l a r i t i e s of t h e i r 
s i n and g u i l t are not f u l l y d e f i n e d . C e l i a r e j e c t s any con
v e n t i o n a l d e f i n i t i o n s i n terms of moral or p s y c h o l o g i c a l 
causes. I n The C o n f i d e n t i a l C l e r k t h e e x p e r i e n c e of communion 
and i t s f a i l u r e t h a t was so v i v i d i n t h e e a r l i e r p l a y has faded 
t o a memory and a l l t h a t remains i s a sense of f a i l u r e on a 
human l e v e l . The "sense of s i n " , w i t h o u t t h e r e a l i t y of 

communion w i t h t h e one s i n n e d a g a i n s t , and w i t h o u t an adequate 
4 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g of h i s f o r g i v e n e s s , becomes a " f a i l u r e " t h a t one 

l e a r n s t o cope w i t h t h r o u g h m o r a l and h u m a n i s t i c panaceas 

couched i n s p i r i t u a l p h r a s e s . 

W i t h t h i s f o c u s on t h e I n c a r n a t i o n and i t s r e d e m p t i v e 

e f f e c t s , E l i o t produced i n The C o c k t a i l P a r t y , a p l a y i n which* 

word becomes f l e s h i n contemporary l i f e . I n The F a m i l y Reunion 

h i s f o c u s on the word p r e c l u d e d communication i n f l e s h and 

r e v e a l e d a focus on something o t h e r t h a n the Word I n c a r n a t e . 

I n The C o n f i d e n t i a l C l e r k h i s d e t e r m i n a t i o n t o communicate 

o v e r t a k e s t h e i d e n t i t y of t h e Word and produces d r a m a t i c 

a c t i o n s and words which do not r e p r e s e n t t h e Word of C h r i s t . 

I n t h a t p l a y , t h e Word i s n o t so much i n c a r n a t e d as i t i s 

i n t e g r a t e d i n t o t h e a c t i o n . I t does n o t i n f o r m and e n l i v e n t h e 

a c t i o n b u t i s i n s t e a d an i n d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e p a r t of i t . The 

Word i s not o n l y d w e l l i n g among men b u t has become humanized 

t o t h e e x t e n t t h a t t h e r e i s one h u m a n i s t i c m o r a l i s t i c plane of 

r e a l i t y r a t h e r t h a n a dynamic i n t e r p l a y between t h e human and 

d i v i n e . 
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I n The C o c k t a i l P a r t y , t he audience catches a glimpse of 

E l i o t ' s tremendous sense of j o y a t God's response t o man's 

wretchedness, i n C h r i s t . The i m p l i c a t i o n s o f re d e m p t i o n are 

e x p l o r e d i n The C o n f i d e n t i a l C l e r k . These i n c l u d e t h e i n t e 

g r a t i o n of t h e b e l i e v e r , h i s v o c a t i o n , a new v a l u e system. A l l 

these, i n t h e p l a y , f i n d a focus i n the Church. W i t h o u t t h e 

fr e s h n e s s of communion w i t h God, and w i t h an i n c o m p l e t e under

s t a n d i n g o f s i n and f o r g i v e n e s s , a l l these i m p l i c a t i o n s o f 

redemption can be i n t e r p r e t e d i n h u m a n i s t i c or vaguely s p i r i t u a l 

t e r ms. The C h r i s t i a n f o c u s u n c l e a r , t h e p l a y does n o t o f f e r "a 

humble shadow or analogy of the I n c a r n a t i o n " b u t a shadow 

w i t h o u t s u b s t a n c e , an analogy of some unknown e v e n t . The human 
5 

i s not "taken up i n t o t h e d i v i n e " and redeemed ; i n s t e a d t h e 

d i v i n e i s absorbed by t h e human and b o t h are sapped of l i f e . 

The Church w i t h o u t t h e " f e l t " l i f e o f C h r i s t i s merely a 

s t r u c t u r e w i t h o u t c o n t e n t , a fo r m w i t h o u t meaning. The b a s i s 

f o r s p i r i t u a l l i f e and r e l i g i o n i n t h e p l a y i s assumed t o be 

C h r i s t , b u t t h e o u t w o r k i n g of , i t s i m p l i c a t i o n s d i s c l o s e s t h e 

inadequate u n d e r s t a n d i n g of t h a t b a s i s and i t s unique c h a r a c t e r . 

What r e s u l t s i s a s e c u l a r i z e d s p i r i t u a l i t y w i t h i n t h e Church and 

a s e c u l a r s o c i e t y which i s excluded f r o m i t . 

D r a m a t i c a l l y , f a l s e assumptions are a l s o made: t h e p l a y i s 

l a c k i n g a d r a m a t i c as w e l l as a t h e o l o g i c a l "community of 

e x p r e s s i o n " . E l i o t ' s m i s c a l c u l a t i o n o f t h e r e c e p t i v i t y of h i s 

audience r e f l e c t s n o t o n l y a f a i l u r e t o understand h i s f e l l o w 

men but a sense of m i s g i v i n g and f e a r o f humanity and l i f e t h a t 

sends him t o seek r e f u g e i n i m p e r s o n a l and c o n v e n t i o n a l forms. 

H i s model i s n o t t h e word becoming f l e s h i n l i f e ; i n s t e a d f o r m 
7 

i s t h e model f o r a "design of human a c t i o n and words" t h a t i s 

w i t h o u t t h e a n i m a t i o n o r the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f l i f e . 
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The sense o f t h e a b s o l u t e newness o f the I n c a r n a t i o n o f 

C h r i s t was r e f l e c t e d i n t h e s t r u c t u r e of The C o c k t a i l P a r t y , 

w i t h the purpose of re d e m p t i o n c l e a r l y k e p t i n view, so t h a t 

the newness was communicated i n i n t e l l i g i b l e contemporary 

terms. I n The C o n f i d e n t i a l C l e r k we have a b l e n d i n g o f o l d 

and new t h a t r e f l e c t s E l i o t ' s a t t e m p t t o c r e a t e a new con

v e n t i o n , w i t h a b l e n d i n g of C h r i s t i a n and n o n - C h r i s t i a n t h a t 

r e f l e c t s a s t a t e o f s p i r i t u a l c o n f u s i o n . He employs a 

t r a d i t i o n a l language, t h e m a t i c a l l y c e n t r i n g i n t h e Church and 

d r a m a t i c a l l y i n comedy, t o which he adds a unique and obscure 

t w i s t . I n s t e a d o f t h e word b e i n g i n c a r n a t e d i n contemporary 

and d r a m a t i c l i f e , t h e word and t h e a c t i o n are i n t e g r a t e d i n t o 

an ambiguous p a t t e r n . W i t h o u t a p a r t i c u l a r i z e d meaning, t h e r e 

remain o n l y r i t u a l i z e d f o r m s , i n i t s drama and i n i t s t h e o l o g y . 

The a c t i o n o f t h e p l a y c e n t r e s a g a i n on t h e search f o r 

t r u t h , w i t h t h e b a s i c s o c i a l u n i t b e i n g t h e f a m i l y , a l t h o u g h 

c r u c i a l t o t h e a c t i o n i s t h e r e v e l a t i o n o f t h e tr u e i d e n t i t y o f 

the " h e r o ' s " f a m i l y b e i n g t r a n s l a t e d f r o m human and f a l s e terms 

i n t o s p i r i t u a l t e rms. He i s l e d t o seek t h e f u l f i l m e n t o f h i s 

t r u e i d e n t i t y i n t h e c o n t e x t of t h e Church and i t s community. 

The achievement of d i v i n e communion i s seen t h i s t i m e i n terms 

of achievement of one's i d e n t i t y as son of God and, t h e r e f o r e , 

member of t h e Church. The s e p a r a t i o n unto God i s r e p r e s e n t e d 

as t h e s p e c i a l c a l l i n g o f some, i n v o l v i n g s e p a r a t i o n f r o m 

o r d i n a r y human s o c i e t y . The i n c o r p o r a t i o n of t h e s p e c i a l 

i n d i v i d u a l i n t o a C h r i s t i a n community o f e m p h a t i c a l l y o r d i n a r y 

and p o i n t e d l y " s p i r i t u a l " f o l k , and the p r e s e n t a t i o n o f t h e 

s p e c i a l s p i r i t u a l c a l l i n g i n t h e d e c i d e d l y c o n v e n t i o n a l and 

p r o s a i c terms of t h e p r i e s t h o o d , r e f l e c t t h e earthbound 

c h a r a c t e r o f t h e s p i r i t u a l i t y d r a m a t i z e d i n t h i s p l a y . 
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The quest f o r t r u t h i s p r e s e n t e d as t h e essence of the 
s p i r i t u a l q u e s t . H u m a n i s t i c terms are t h u s adequate f o r i t s 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g , and t h e s p i r i t u a l phrases merely serve t o equate 
C h r i s t i a n i t y w i t h the o t h e r forms of s p i r i t u a l i t y t h a t are 
u s e f u l as i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s o r e x p r e s s i o n s o f a b a s i c a l l y s e c u l a r 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g . D r a m a t i c a l l y speaking t h e model of r i t u a l drama 
and the c l a s s i c comedy t h a t i s i t s descendant s u i t t h e p l a y so 
w e l l t h a t the search f o r t r u t h t h a t o r g a n i z e s t h e i r a c t i o n seems 
i t s b a s i s . Any C h r i s t i a n r e a d i n g can be a s s i m i l a t e d w i t h i n 
t h i s model and t h u s the sense of C h r i s t i a n t r u t h as an a f t e r 
t h o u g h t t o be superimposed on t h e b a s i c s t r u c t u r e a r i s e s . Not 
o n l y i s t h e p l a y not focussed on t h e Word I n c a r n a t e i n C h r i s t 
b u t i t i s n o t focussed on any p a r t i c u l a r word at a l l . Thus i t 
i s a vague sense of the value o f t r u t h and p e r s o n a l i n t e g r i t y 
t h a t emerges as i t s theme. 

The C o n f i d e n t i a l C l e r k i s an i n t r a c t a b l e c o m b i n a t i o n o f 

c o n v e n t i o n a l i t y and i n n o v a t i o n , each o f which i s i n s u f f i c i e n t l y 

t r a n s l a t e d . T h e m a t i c a l l y t h i s f i n d s a p a r a l l e l i n t h e d i v i s i o n 

between t h e r e l i g i o u s , C h r i s t i a n s o c i e t y of Mr. and Mrs. 

Eggerson and Mrs. Guzzard, i n t o which Colby moves, and t h e 

s e c u l a r s o c i e t y of S i r Claude and Lady E l i z a b e t h , L u c a s t a and 

B. Kaghan. These f o u r i n h a b i t a s e c u l a r and contemporary 

s o c i e t y and are e a s i l y seen as a r c h e t y p a l comic c h a r a c t e r s who 

are d e l i v e r e d by t h e hero f r o m d e c e p t i o n i n t o t r u t h , f r o m 

a l i e n a t i o n i n t o community. Over a g a i n s t t h i s comic r e a d i n g of 

them i s a more s e r i o u s and p o t e n t i a l l y t r a g i c l e v e l which lends 

t h e i r s i t u a t i o n f a r c i c a l and e x i s t e n t i a l o v e r t o n e s . Added t o 

t h i s t h e r e i s a " C h r i s t i a n " i n t e r p r e t a t i o n : t h e i r r e j e c t i o n i s 

c l e a r l y i m p l i e d i n t h e d e p a r t u r e of Colby and r e p r e s e n t s t h e i r 

e x c l u s i o n f r o m the Church t o which he goes and t h u s t h e apparent 
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haze of warmth and r e s t o r a t i o n t h a t c o v e r s them as the c u r t a i n 

f a l l s i s a l s o a consignment of them t o s p i r i t u a l o b l i v i o n . 

One's f i n a l i m p r e s s i o n o f them has a r a t h e r t r a g i c o m i c f l a v o u r . 

Colby and Eggerson and Mrs. Guzzard are each an amalgam 

of r i t u a l and comic elements whose i d e n t i t y as members of the 

Church s t r u c t u r e p u t s on them a stamp of s u p e r i o r i t y and i s 

meant t o be understood as t h e h a l l m a r k o f t h e i r s p i r i t u a l i t y . 

They are not d r a m a t i z e d as s i n n e r s who become s a i n t s as t h e y 

have e x p e r i e n c e d f o r g i v e n e s s b u t r a t h e r as f l a t c h a r a c t e r s who 

are i n c a p a b l e o f s i n because th e y are i n c a p a b l e of s i g n i f i c a n t 

a c t i o n . T h e i r r i t u a l - l i k e c h a r a c t e r s suggest membership i n a 

r i t u a l i s t i c s t r u c t u r e t h a t i s i d e n t i f i e d as t h e C h r i s t i a n Church. 

The o t h e r f o u r are ex c l u d e d n o t because of s i n , i t would seem, 

but because of l i f e . The l i f e t h a t d e f i n e d t h e s p i r i t o f 

C h r i s t i n The C o c k t a i l P a r t y i s d e c i d e d l y l a c k i n g i n t h i s Church 

and indeed i t s l a c k o f l i f e seems i t s d e f i n i n g c h a r a c t e r , and 

t h e p r e r e q u i s i t e f o r membership. 

As i n p r e v i o u s p l a y s , E l i o t i s d r a m a t i z i n g a s i t u a t i o n 

d e r i v e d f r o m an a n c i e n t Greek p l a y i n contemporary and C h r i s t i a n 

t e r m s , f o r a s e c u l a r a u d i e n c e . That t h e p l a y b e g i n s w i t h t he 

I o n of E u r i p e d e s , a t r a g i c o m e d y whose ambiguous tone c o l o u r s 

i t s s p i r i t u a l i m p o r t p r o v i d e s one p o s s i b l e e x p l a n a t i o n f o r t h e 

a m b i g u i t y of The C o n f i d e n t i a l C l e r k . That E l i o t ' s i n t e r e s t i n 

Ion i s a f a s c i n a t i o n w i t h "the p o e t r y o f a n a t u r a l c e l i b a t e , 
g 

t h e temple s e r v a n t " s i g n a l s i n e v i t a b l e d i f f i c u l t i e s t o be met 

i n an a t t e m p t a t a C h r i s t i a n and contemporary r e n d e r i n g o f such 

an e s s e n t i a l l y s e c u l a r and e s s e n t i a l l y a r c h a i c i d e a . The 

concept of n a t u r a l c e l i b a c y i s beyond t h e ken of t h e average 

modern p e r s o n : c e l i b a c y i s h a r d l y c o n s i d e r e d n a t u r a l , 

p a r t i c u l a r l y t o a n o n - r e l i g i o u s audience . A l t h o u g h more 
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p a l a t a b l e t o a C h r i s t i a n m e n t a l i t y , t h e r e i s n o t h i n g p a t e n t l y 

C h r i s t i a n or e s s e n t i a l l y C h r i s t i a n about c e l i b a c y per se . As 

a v i r t u e i t i s much more of s t o i c or g n o s t i c c h a r a c t e r . 

At t h e same ti m e t h e a s c r i p t i o n of v i r t u e t o " n a t u r a l " 

goodness i s inadequate i n C h r i s t i a n t e r m s . Edward has p r a i s e d 

P eter f o r b e i n g " n a t u r a l l y good" (436) w i t h t h e i m p l i c a t i o n 

b e i n g t h a t C h r i s t i a n i t y would come more e a s i l y t o him. There 

i s , however, a s t r o n g element i n C h r i s t i a n t h e o l o g y of t h e 

f a l l e n n e s s and s i n f u l n e s s of unredeemed man: " t h e r e i s no 
9 

h e a l t h i n us", t h e c o n f e s s i o n a l p r a y e r has i t . The i n c o m p l e t e 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g of t h e C h r i s t i a n sense of s i n and t h e c o n c o m i t a n t 

need f o r God's f o r g i v e n e s s t h a t i s l a t e n t i n The C o c k t a i l P a r t y 

emerges here i n E l i o t ' s f o c u s on a concept t h a t i s i n adequate 

w i t h i n t h e C h r i s t i a n u n d e r s t a n d i n g of man ( " n a t u r a l " goodness) 

and a concept t h a t i s p e r i p h e r a l t o i t ( c e l i b a c y ) . The o u t 

w o r k i n g o f t h i s i n t e r e s t i s a p l a y i n which n a t u r a l goodness 

and c e l i b a c y are esteemed as c h i e f C h r i s t i a n v i r t u e s and con

t e m p o r a n e i t y and l i f e i s t h e s e c o n d - r a t e l o t o f those o u t s i d e 

t h e Church. 

The comedy framework h e i g h t e n s t h e e s s e n t i a l l y u n - C h r i s t i a n 

theme. " N a t u r a l goodness" i s t h e h i g h e s t good. T r u t h and 

i n t e g r i t y , d e f i n e d by one's own d e s i r e s r a t h e r t h a n by any 

C h r i s t i a n s t a n d a r d , are proposed as each person's g o a l . 

V i o l a t i o n of t h e s e i s v i o l a t i o n o f n a t u r e , one's own n a t u r e and 

t h e n a t u r a l o r d e r . The image p a t t e r n r e i n f o r c e s t h e a l i g n m e n t 

of t h e n a t u r a l w i t h goodness; opposing them are r e f i n e m e n t s of 

a r t and s o c i e t y and t e c h n o l o g y . The quest f o r t r u t h i s not 

t r a n s l a t e d i n t o a C h r i s t i a n quest f o r God or r e d e m p t i o n . Rather 

i t s p e r c e p t i o n i n t h e r i c h C h r i s t i a n terms of The C o c k t a i l P a r t y 

has here become t r a n s l a t e d i n t o r i t u a l and c o n v e n t i o n a l terms 
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bo t h d r a m a t i c a l l y and t h e o l o g i c a l l y , such t h a t t h e Church i s 
proposed as t h e g o a l of the n a t u r a l l y good, whose " t r u t h " i t i s . 
Others f i n d t h e i r l e v e l of t r u t h and i n t e g r i t y i n o t h e r forms. 
We are back a t t h e h i e r a r c h i c a l m e n t a l i t y of The F a m i l y Reunion: 
some are " n a t u r a l l y good" and some are n o t . A s u b t l e i n v e r s i o n 
of v a l u e s has o c c u r r e d i n t h a t a t t h e t o p of t h e s c a l e are t h e 
l e a s t r e f i n e d c h a r a c t e r s . A g a i n , E l i o t i s f i n d i n g h i s d e f i n i t i o n s 
of s p i r i t u a l v a l u e s i n a s e c u l a r , p r e - C h r i s t i a n u n d e r s t a n d i n g , 
such as t h e I o n o r t h e comic t r a d i t i o n e x e m p l i f i e s . The C h r i s t i a n 
d i s t i n c t i o n of s p i r i t u a l r e a l i t y on t h e b a s i s o f r e c o g n i t i o n of 
s i n and acceptance of God's f o r g i v e n e s s i s q u i t e d i f f e r e n t , 
b e g i n n i n g w i t h acknowledgement of one's e s s e n t i a l l y unacceptable 
s i n f u l n e s s and t h u s c u t t i n g a c ross any d e l u s i o n s o f s t a t u s . The 
p l a y a s c r i b e s s u p e r i o r i t y t o " C h r i s t i a n s " on t h e b a s i s o f 
n a t u r a l goodness and w i t h i n t h a t h i e r a r c h y i m p l i e s a n o t h e r 
e c c l e s i a s t i c a l one, t h e h e i g h t s o f which Colby i s d e s t i n e d f o r , 
i n t h e c e l i b a c y o f p r i e s t h o o d . Again t h e f o c u s on a concept 
which i s o n l y one element of C h r i s t i a n t r u t h and w h i c h , when 
overemphasized, imbalances i t , i s symptomatic of E l i o t ' s f a i l u r e 
t o r e c o g n i z e what are e s s e n t i a l i s s u e s , n o t o n l y f o r contemporary 
man b u t f o r any man, a n c i e n t or modern, C h r i s t i a n or n o t . 

At e v e r y l e v e l - i n terms of s t r u c t u r e , p l o t , c h a r a c t e r and 

imagery - t h e p l a y o f f e r s a c o m b i n a t i o n o f f o r m a l i s m and n o v e l t y 

t h a t makes i t n o t o n l y d i f f i c u l t t o c a t e g o r i z e b u t d i f f i c u l t t o 

understand and a p p r e c i a t e . ^ What t h e p l a y means i s n o t 

s u f f i c i e n t l y d e f i n e d : i t i s , i n a sense t o o w e l l i n t e g r a t e d , 

w i t h o u t a c l e a r c e n t r e and a key t o u n d e r s t a n d i n g . 

E l i o t began w i t h t h e s t r u c t u r e o f comedy f o r The C o c k t a i l 

P a r t y . as we saw, p a r t l y because of a c c e s s i b i l i t y and e n t e r t a i n 

ment v a l u e , and a l s o because of i t s a d a p t a b i l i t y t o the s e r i o u s 
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and ambiguous tone of the " D i v i n e Comedy". T h i s t i m e t h e 

s t r u c t u r e of comedy embraces an a m b i g u i t y t h a t ranges f r o m t h e 

i r o n y and s a t i r e of f a r c e t o t h e f a n t a s y and magic of romance, 

but i s never s u f f i c i e n t l y d e f i n e d . The momentum i s p r o v i d e d by 

t h e p l o t , which i s t h e main f o c u s of a c t i o n and i n t e r e s t . From 

t h e ideas of The F a m i l y Reunion and t h e c h a r a c t e r s of The 

C o c k t a i l P a r t y . E l i o t t u r n s h i s a t t e n t i o n t o t h e c o n s t r u c t i o n 

of plot.*''' The p l o t i s a model of c o m p l i c a t i o n of a c t i o n and 

t h i s a f f i r m s i t s membership i n t h e comic t r a d i t i o n , b u t e v e r y 

a c t i o n i s g i v e n a f a r c i c a l or f a n c i f u l t w i s t , such t h a t t h e 

f i n a l meaning i s l e f t i n doubt . 

From t h e opening scene i n which t h e nobleman i s c o n f i d i n g 

i n h i s t r u s t y s e r v a n t , t h u s making p r e p a r a t i o n f o r t h e e n t r a n c e 

of t h e hero and e s t a b l i s h i n g t h e s i t u a t i o n f o r t h e a u d i e n c e , t o 

t h e r e c o g n i t i o n scene a t t h e end, when th e entanglements of p l o t 

and r e l a t i o n s h i p are u n r a v e l l e d , t h e c l a s s i c l i n e s o f comedy are 

drawn i n h i g h r e l i e f . Standard comic d e v i c e s are e x p l o i t e d t o 

t h e f u l l and p a r o d i e d t h r o u g h o u t , sometimes i n t h e d i r e c t i o n o f 

f a r c e , sometimes towards a s e r i o u s tone t h a t verges on melodrama. 

The p l a n of e n t r a n c e s and e x i t s i s neat and d e l i b e r a t e , f o r 

example, t o f a c i l i t a t e c o n v e n t i o n a l t e t e - a - t e t e s and c o n v e n t i o n a l 

embarassment. B. Kaghan's s e l f - c o n s c i o u s e n t r a n c e l i n e - "Enter 

B. Kaghan" (452, 478) - i s a merely exaggerated v e r s i o n of t h e 

s e l f - c o n s c i o u s s t y l i z a t i o n of c o n v e n t i o n t h a t i s p r a c t i s e d 

t h r o u g h o u t . 

The s t a n d a r d p r e p a r a t i o n c o n v e n t i o n i s a n o t h e r t h a t 

B. Kaghan b r a n d i s h e s s e l f - c o n s c i o u s l y , as he precedes Lucasta's 

e n t r a n c e " t o ease t h e shock f o r C o l b y " ( 4 5 2 ) . P r e p a r a t i o n f o r 

Lady E l i z a b e t h i s even more e l a b o r a t e , as f r o m t h e o u t s e t 

Colby's meeting w i t h her i s t h e f o c u s of i n t e r e s t and a n x i e t y . 
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'Thank you f o r t he w a r n i n g ! ... I ' l l be on my gua r d " , he says 

a f t e r h e a r i n g something about t h e f o r m i d a b l e female f r o m 

Eggerson. " I s t i l l don't f e e l v ery w e l l p r e p a r e d f o r meeting 

h e r " , (451) he goes on, but more p r e p a r a t i o n i s t o come, i n 

th e f o r m o f L u c a s t a , whose bent f o r " c a t a s t r o p h e " (452) and 

" c r i s i s " ( 4 5 3 ) , as B. Kaghan c o l o u r f u l l y expresses them, o n l y 

i n c r e a s e s t h e audience's e x p e c t a t i o n s and Colby's apprehension 

about Lady E l i z a b e t h . "At l e a s t " , says Colby h o p e f u l l y , " I 

don ' t suppose Lady E l i z a b e t h / Can be q u i t e so unusual as Miss 

A n g e l . " To which Eggerson r e p l i e s , p r e d i c t a b l y , "0 yes, Mr. 

Simpkins, much more u n u s u a l . " Colby g u l p s : "Oh!" ( 4 5 5 ) . 

P r e p a r a t i o n f o r t h e l a d y i s s t r e t c h e d t o a b s u r d i t y w i t h 

h er own o f f s t a g e words h e r a l d i n g her approach, and S i r Claude 

and Eggerson p r o v i d i n g r u n n i n g commentary on her a r r i v a l , as 

though a r o y a l personage or a madwoman were d e s c e n d i n g , i n t h e 

most unusual o r b i z a r r e way. 

SIR CLAUDE: H e l l o ! What's t h a t ? 
(Opens door o n t o l a n d i n g and l i s t e n s ) 
She's h e r e , Eggerson.' That's her v o i c e . 
Where i s she? Oh, she's gone out a g a i n . 
(Goes t o t h e window and l o o k s down i n t o 
t h e s t r e e t ) 

She's h a v i n g a c o n v e r s a t i o n w i t h t h e cabman. 
What can t h e y be t a l k i n g about? She's 

coming i n .' 
LADY ELIZABETH MULHAMMER'S v o i c e o f f ... 
SIR CLAUDE: Good heavens, Eggerson, what can have happened? 
EGGERSON: I t ' s p e r f e c t l y amazing. Let me go down t o 

meet h e r . 
SIR CLAUDE: Where ought we t o be? What ought we t o be 

doin g ? 
EGGERSON: ( a t t h e open d o o r ) She's s p e a k i n g t o t h e 

p a r l o u r m a i d . She's coming up. 
(457-8) 

T h i s scene i s t h e c u l m i n a t i o n of a b u i l d - u p t h a t exaggerates 

Lady E l i z a b e t h ' s p e c u l i a r and f o r m i d a b l e aspect such t h a t she 

becomes a symbol of a l l t he "Lady E l i z a b e t h s " o f comedy, 
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g a t h e r i n g i n t o h e r s e l f a l l t h e c l a s s i c f e a t u r e s and undoing 
them: t h e c o n v e n t i o n a l c h a r a c t e r i s c r e a t e d and p a r o d i e d a t 
the same t i m e . 

Though a t such moments sheer f a r c e seems th e p l a y ' s model, 

and sheer f u n i t s aim, these are merely the e x c u r s i o n s i n t o 

f a r c e of a p l a y t h a t i s f u l l of pathos as w e l l as humour. 

For a l l t h e i r a b s u r d i t y , t h e c h a r a c t e r s are t a k e n t o o s e r i o u s l y 

t o be o n l y o b j e c t s of humour. And t h e p l a y a t moments t a k e s 

such u n l i k e l y s i t u a t i o n s s e r i o u s l y t h a t i t verges on melodrama. 

S i r Claude i s doomed by h i s penchant f o r r h e t o r i c and s e l f -

d r a m a t i z a t i o n t o have h i s drama t a k e n f o r melodrama. He t a k e s 

h i m s e l f t o o s e r i o u s l y , w i t h t h e r e s u l t t h a t we cannot t a k e him 

very s e r i o u s l y a t a l l . He arouses a m i x t u r e of s c o r n and p i t y 

and amusement, r a t h e r l i k e our response t o S i r Andrew Aguecheek, 

but our ambiguous response i s a r e f l e c t i o n of t h e u n c e r t a i n t o n e 

of t he p l a y . S i r Claude i s an unsympathetic c h a r a c t e r f r o m t h e 

o u t s e t , h a v i n g based h i s l i f e on a d e c e i t and m a n i p u l a t e d o t h e r s 

f o r t h e p r e s e r v a t i o n of h i s o.wn d i g n i t y . He opens t h e p l a y 

p l a n n i n g o t h e r people's l i v e s w i t h c o l d e f f i c i e n c y , w h i l e 

mouthing p l a t i t u d e s about u n d e r s t a n d i n g them: 

My r u l e i s t o remember t h a t I understand nobody, 
But on t h e o t h e r hand never t o be sure 
That t h e y don't understand me - a good d e a l b e t t e r 
Than I s h o u l d care t o t h i n k perhaps. (450) 

H i s r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h h i s w i f e , as h i s need f o r such p r e p a r a t i o n 

f o r her s u g g e s t s , i s b u i l t upon p r e t e n c e and m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g . 

H i s c o n v e r s a t i o n w i t h Colby d i s s o l v e s i n t o a s e l f - i n d u l g e n t , 

s e l f - r o m a n t i c i z i n g d i s c l o s u r e of h i s unhappy c h i l d h o o d and 

t h w a r t e d a m b i t i o n s . Rather t h a n c o n f e s s i n g wrongs, he defends 

h i s p a t r o n i z i n g t r e a t m e n t of h i s "son": " t h a t was perhaps a 

m i s t a k e " , he says a t one p o i n t ( 4 6 3 ) . H i s a r t r e p r e s e n t s h i s 
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d e t e r m i n a t i o n t o c u l t i v a t e u n r e a l i t y and d w e l l i n "a w o r l d of 

m a k e - b e l i e v e " ( 4 6 2 ) . And h i s p l a t i t u d e s - " I f you haven't t h e 

s t r e n g t h t o impose your own t e r m s / Upon l i f e , you must accept 

the terms i t o f f e r s you" (462) - r e p r e s e n t t h e d i g n i f y i n g of h i s 

weaknesses and f a i l i n g s t o t h e l e v e l of t r u t h s . H i s c o n f e s s i o n 

of h i s s e c r e t a m b i t i o n - " I wanted t o be a p o t t e r " (463) -

h e i g h t e n s t h e a b s u r d i t y t h a t i s l a t e n t i n i t a l l , and y e t 

Colby's d e t e r m i n a t i o n t o t a k e him s e r i o u s l y , w h i l e r e s i s t i n g 

the t e m p t a t i o n t o d e c e p t i o n , p r e v e n t s t h e scene or t h e c h a r a c t e r 

from d i s s o l v i n g i n t o f a r c e or melodrama. 

T h i s scene and the c h a r a c t e r of S i r Claude i l l u s t r a t e t h e 

dilemma t h a t we meet w i t h t h r o u g h o u t t h e p l a y , i n i t s f a i l u r e 

t o u n f o l d t h e c o n v e n t i o n which would p r o v i d e t h e key t o our 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g . Other scenes and c h a r a c t e r s are more success

f u l l y d e v e l o p e d , such t h a t t h e y provoke a response t h a t i s 

u n i f i e d and c e r t a i n enough t o c o n t a i n an a m b i g u i t y t h a t o n l y 

i n t e n s i f i e s t h e e f f e c t . T h i s adds t o our d i f f i c u l t i e s , however, 

as we f i n d o u r s e l v e s p u l l e d f,roni sympathy t o r i d i c u l e w i t h o u t 

knowing why. The scene between Colby and L u c a s t a , though not 
12 

the c o n v e n t i o n a l l o v e scene, and n o t i n t e n d e d t o be, comes 

complete w i t h i n t e n s e emotion and candour, as w e l l as t h e 

apparent t h w a r t i n g of t h e i r p o t e n t i a l r e l a t i o n s h i p , and t h u s 

meets w i t h t h e s t r u c t u r a l r e q u i r e m e n t s o f such a scene. At 

the same t i m e , i t ranges beyond t h e c o n v e n t i o n a l l e v e l of 

r o m a n t i c d i a l o g u e , w h i l e i n a n o t h e r sense coming s h o r t of t h e 

demands of t h a t t r a d i t i o n : i t i s t o o deep and t o o p l a t o n i c 

f o r t h e t y p i c a l l o v e scene . 

The i n t e n s i t y of t h e scene i s s u b t l e and c o n t r o l l e d , as 

the verse r e g i s t e r s and g e n e r a t e s a g r o w i n g sense of u n i o n , o f 
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which a n t i p h o n i s t h e c l i m a x : 

COLBY: ... t h e r e ' s no end t o u n d e r s t a n d i n g a p e r s o n . 
A l l one can do i s t o understand them b e t t e r , 
To keep up w i t h them; so t h a t as the o t h e r 

changes 
You can understand t h e change as soon as i t 

happens, 
Though you c o u l d n ' t have p r e d i c t e d i t . 

LUCASTA: I t h i n k I'm ch a n g i n g . 
I've changed q u i t e a l o t i n t h e l a s t two h o u r s . 

COLBY: And I t h i n k I'm changing t o o . But perhaps 
what we c a l l change ... 

LUCASTA: I s u n d e r s t a n d i n g b e t t e r what one r e a l l y i s . 
And t h e reason why t h a t comes a b o u t , perhaps .... 

COLBY: I s , b e g i n n i n g t o understand a n o t h e r p e r s o n . 
(475) 

Our e x p e c t a t i o n f o r t h e c o n v e n t i o n a l l o v e scene i s t h w a r t e d by 

th e c o n v e n t i o n a l f a r c i c a l t w i s t , as Colby t h i n k s h i m s e l f 

Lucasta's b r o t h e r and Lucasta t h i n k s he r e j e c t s h er as 

u n r e s p e c t a b l e . But E l i o t does n o t s t o p t h e r e , and our hopes f o r 

t h e two are dashed, w i t h B. Kaghan t h e young man who wins t h e 

young l a d y ' s h e a r t ( w i t h o u t much evidence o f romance), w h i l e 

th e " n a t u r a l c e l i b a t e " i s d e s t i n e d f o r h i g h e r t h i n g s . 

A nother p o t e n t i a l l y t y p i c a l scene i s deplo y e d f o r uncon

v e n t i o n a l purposes when Colby and Lady E l i z a b e t h p l a y one of 

the c r u c i a l scenes o f f a r c e , which " r e v o l v e s around t h e search 
13 

f o r i d e n t i t y o f p a t e r n i t y . " The d i s c l o s u r e of Colby's 

parentage i s a comic parody, b u t a l s o a c h i e v e s p o i g n a n c y . 

Again, as i n t h e o t h e r two scenes, i t i s her pa s t h i s t o r y t h a t 

i s u n f o l d e d r a t h e r t h a n Colby's. As t h e i r u t t e r d i s s i m i l a r i t y 

of background becomes c l e a r e r w i t h e v e r y word, h er i m m o v a b i l i t y 

i s s t r e n g t h e n e d : "Yet we must have some s i m i l a r i t y of back

ground", s-he knows ( 4 8 4 ) . She i s d e s p e r a t e and absurd and p a t h e t i c 

and her l o n g i n g f o r Colby i s so t r a n s p a r e n t i n i t s d i s c l o s u r e of 

her l o n g i n g f o r l o v e and acceptance t h a t t h e scene i s i n v e r t e d 

i n t o a parody i n which her i d e n t i t y i s sought and her parentage 

i s d i s c o v e r e d ; b o t h she and her "son" end up s t r a n d e d and a l o n e . 
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Wi t h S i r Claude's t i m e l y e n t r a n c e t o pursue w i t h h i s w i f e , 

and i n complete d i s r e g a r d of Colby, t h e i s s u e of h i s p a r e n t a g e , 

an i n t e n s e and e m o t i o n a l s i t u a t i o n a r i s e s out of t h e p o t e n t i a l l y 

absurd one. Colby's sense o f h u r t i s p l a i n : " I t seems t o me 

... t h e r e i s n o t h i n g f o r me -/ A b s o l u t e l y n o t h i n g - f o r me t o 

say about i t . " (488) 

I n b o t h these scenes t h e comic f i g u r e s of t h e two women 

are p l a c e d i n a t r a g i c a l s e t t i n g , as t h e i r "man-eating" 

c h a r a c t e r s a r e e x p l a i n e d i n terms of a search f o r l o v e and 

i d e n t i t y . Lady E l i z a b e t h e n a c t s i t i n terms of a s p i r i t u a l 

quest f o r h e a l t h and peace, i n t e r s p e r s i n g f r e n e t i c t r a v e l l i n g 

and v i s i t s t o d-octors w i t h " q u i e t h o u r s " . Lucasta e x p e r i e n c e s 

a l i k e r o o t l e s s n e s s and hunger; she i s always l o s i n g j o b s , 

r u n n i n g out of money and ne e d i n g t o e a t . "The problem w i t h 

L u c a s t a , " B. Kaghan says, " I s how t o keep her f e d between meals" 

( 4 5 3 ) . Lady E l i z a b e t h ' s sense :of b e i n g made t o " f e e l l i k e an 

o u t c a s t " l e a d her t o r o m a n t i c dreams and a search f o r God. 

Luc a s t a d e s c r i b e s h e r own f e e l i n g s i n an image t h a t s u i t s t h e 

o l d e r woman's p l i g h t : 

I h a r d l y f e e l t h a t I'm even a p e r s o n : 
N o t h i n g b u t a b i t o f l i v i n g m a t t e r 
F l o a t i n g on t h e s u r f a c e o f Regent's Canal 
F l o a t i n g , t h a t ' s i t . (473) 

Thus t h e c l a s s i c c o n v e n t i o n a l f i g u r e s of these women are g i v e n 

a t r a g i c t w i s t . 

I n each o f these scenes Colby i s tempted t o adopt a f o r m 

o f "make-believe". Each o f f e r s him a p r e t e n c e upon which t o 

b u i l d h i s l i f e . S i r Claude wants him t o i m i t a t e h i s own 

f a l s e h o o d by d i v i d i n g h i s l i f e i n t o two s e p a r a t e compartments, 

one f o r h i s p u b l i c b u s i n e s s s e l f and t h e o t h e r f o r h i s p r i v a t e , 

a r t i s t i c s e l f , which S i r Claude sees as i n h a b i t i n g "the r e a l 



w o r l d " . Colby r e s i s t s t h e t e m p t a t i o n , which would make him 

"A d i f f e r e n t p e r s o n " , thus s e t t i n g h i m s e l f on t h e road towards 

th e t r u t h . Lucasta o f f e r s him a r o m a n t i c attachment t h a t 

would be f a l s e , and proposes a n o t h e r k i n d of make-believe i n 

t h e " s e c r e t garden" (473) of a p r i v a t e w o r l d . The word " r e a l " 

r e v e r b e r a t e s t h r o u g h h i s r e p l i e s , as he expresses h i s quest f o r 

t r u t h , "one s i n g l e w o r l d " ( 4 7 4 ) . F i n a l l y he i s tempted by h i s 

would-be p a r e n t s t o embrace a f a l s e i d e n t i t y as t h e i r "son". 

The t h i r d s t age of h i s t r i u m p h over f a l s e h o o d i s spoken i n s i m p l e , 

p a r t i c u l a r t e r m s : "But now I want t o know whose son I am" ( 4 9 2 ) . 

He has emerged f r o m t h e s t r u g g l e w i t h a deeper and r e f i n e d sense 

of t r u t h , no l o n g e r c o n t e n t t o compromise. 

For t h e two couples of t h i s p l a y , who pursue t h e Way of 

A f f i r m a t i o n ( i n t h e s t e p s of Edward and L a v i n i a ) , t h e r e i s no 

c l e a r s p i r i t u a l dimension t o t h e i r e x p e r i e n c e , which i s seen 

i n terms of t r u t h and the k i n d of " u n d e r s t a n d i n g " f o r which 

Colby and Lucasta reached. T h e i r l o v e and acceptance o f one 

a n o t h e r i s g i v e n i n p u r e l y e t h i c a l t e r m s , u n l i k e t h e " s a c r i f i c e " 

and " d y i n g t o each o t h e r " t h a t put Edward and L a v i n i a ' s 

e x p e r i e n c e i n terms of redemption and communion. Thus t h e 

" s p i r i t u a l " i n t h i s p l a y i s w i t h h e l d f r o m t h e s e c u l a r w o r l d . 

T h i s sense of s e c u l a r and n o n - C h r i s t i a n v a l u e s i s r e i n f o r c e d 

by the comic and r i t u a l s t r u c t u r e t h a t i n h e r e i n t h e p l a y . As 

r i t u a l h e r o , Colby's v i c t o r y i s f o r t h e sake of t h e l i b e r a t i o n 

o f o t h e r s as w e l l as h i m s e l f . He b r i n g s h e a l i n g and r e s t o r a t i o n 

t o t h e w a s t e l a n d t h r o u g h t h e p u r s u i t of t r u t h , a c c o m p l i s h i n g a 

" s e c u l a r r e n e w a l " and f a c i l i t a t i n g "the r e j e c t i o n of f a l s e 

s u b s t i t u t e s t r i e d by the o l d e r g e n e r a t i o n . . . and the replacement 

of these f a l s e a s p i r a t i o n s by t h e u n d e r s t a n d i n g of one's own 

n a t u r e and of one's own f a m i l y . " I n s p i r i t u a l t e r m s , t h a t are 
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not c l e a r l y a r t i c u l a t e d i n t h e a c t i o n , Colby may be seen as 

"the neophyte on h i s way towards God" who overcomes t h e w i l l s 

of o t h e r s and i s t h u s " r e b o r n t h r o u g h t h e agency of Eggerson 

and Mrs. Guzzard, h i s s p i r i t u a l d o c t o r and h i s g u a r d i a n a n g e l " , 
14 

and gained by t h e s p i r i t u a l w o r l d . 

The theme of comedy i s t h e i n t e g r a t i o n o f s o c i e t y and 

i t s movement f r o m one k i n d o f s o c i e t y t o a n o t h e r . A p l a y w i l l 

o f t e n b e g i n w i t h what N o r t h r u p Frye c a l l s "an a n t i - c o m i c 
15 

s o c i e t y " governed under "a h a r s h or i r r a t i o n a l law". C e n t r a l 

t o the a c t i o n i s u s u a l l y a l o v e i n t e r e s t and i t s s t r u g g l e w i t h 

t h e powers b e h i n d t h i s law, u s u a l l y p a r e n t a l . Germane t o t h i s 

i s t h e r i t u a l c o n f l i c t between o l d and young, w i t h t h e 

o b s t r u c t i v e p a r e n t s f i n a l l y a c h i e v i n g s e l f - k n o w l e d g e and 
16 

e x p e r i e n c i n g "a change of h e a r t " . The b a s i c s t r u c t u r e of 

r i t u a l drama i s d i v i d e d i n t o a p e r i o d o f p r e p a r a t i o n "where 

t h e r e i s an a t t e m p t t o r e c o g n i z e and g e t r i d o f t h e p r i n c i p l e 

o f s t e r i l i t y , l a t e r i d e n t i f i e d w i t h s i n and e v i l " , a " p e r i o d 
17 

o f l i c e n s e and c o n f u s i o n of v a l u e s " and a " p e r i o d of f e s t i v i t y " . 

The s o c i e t y r u l e d by S i r Claude i s i n d e e d governed by an 

i r r a t i o n a l l aw, and bound by t h e b l i n d n e s s and f a l s e h o o d i n 

which i t i s r o o t e d . He i s s e l f - d e c e i v e d , and t h i s has produced 

a p e r i o d i n which " l i c e n s e and c o n f u s i o n " as w e l l as t h e 

" t e m p o r a r i l y l o s t i d e n t i t y " and i l l u s i o n which are i t s c o n c o m i t a n t s 

h o l d sway. D e s p i t e the abundance of o f f s p r i n g , between S i r Claude 

and Lady E l i z a b e t h t h e r e does e x i s t a p r o b l e m of impotence and 

s t e r i l i t y , m a n i f e s t i n t h e i r l a c k of shared c h i l d r e n and t h e i r 

l a c k of any r e a l l i f e t o g e t h e r . T h e i r f a i l u r e t o r e c o g n i z e and 

acknowledge t h e i r n a t u r a l o f f s p r i n g - t h e s i n s of t h e i r y o u t h -

i s a t t h e r o o t of t h e i r l a c k o f a f a m i l y , as w e l l as t h e u n r e a l i t y 

t h a t dominates t h e i r s o c i e t y . 
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S e l f - k n o w l e d g e " r e l e a s e s " S i r Claude "from t h e bondage 
18 

of h i s humor" and h i s freedom a l l o w s the f r e e i n g of o t h e r s 
19 

f r o m t h e i r i l l u s i o n s . "A new s o c i e t y " r e s u l t s , c r y s t a l l i z i n g 

around a young couple - L u c a s t a and B. Kaghan - b u t a l s o around 

th e o l d r e j u v e n a t e d c o uple - t h e i r ( r e s p e c t i v e ) f a t h e r and 

mother. Colby t o o i s r e l e a s e d - 'This g i v e s me my freedom", he 

says (515) - but t o pursue t h e s p i r i t u a l c a l l i n g of t h e " n a t u r a l 

c e l i b a t e " . The aim of s o c i a l i n t e g r a t i o n means t h a t t h e m o r a l i t y 

of comedy i s s o c i a l . T h i s h e l p s t o e x p l a i n E l i o t ' s apparent 

d i s r e g a r d of t h e moral i s s u e s b e h i n d i l l e g i t i m a t e c h i l d r e n and 

d e c e i t . I t a l s o p l a c e s t h e w h o l e s a l e acceptance t h a t absorbs 

everyone i n t o t h e r e c o n c i l i a t i o n a t t h e end of t h e p l a y i n t h e 

t r a d i t i o n of c o n v e n t i o n a l comedy. E l i o t v a r i e s t h e "normal 

comic p a t t e r n " i n t h a t h i s "main emphasis f a l l s on r e c o n c i l i a t i o n , 

and t h i s i n t u r n i n v o l v e s b r i n g i n g t h e happy young couple i n t o 
20 

c o n t i n u i t y w i t h t h e s o c i e t y of t h e i r e l d e r s . " The r e g e n e r a t i o n 

of t h e o l d and t h e r e c o n c i l i a t i o n o f o l d and young suggests a 

C h r i s t i a n emphasis. T h i s i s r e i n f o r c e d when Colby a l i g n s him

s e l f w i t h t h e C h r i s t i a n s o c i e t y of t h e e l d e r s , t h e Eggersons 

and Mrs. Guzzard. T h i s t e n d s , however, t o undermine t h e 

suggested r e d e m p t i o n of t h e o t h e r s , r a t h e r t h a n t o suggest new 

l i f e f o r a l l . 

The comic s t r u c t u r e p r o v i d e s a r e a d i n g t o accommodate what 

i s a b a s i c a l l y s e c u l a r movement. The imagery c o n t r i b u t e s t o 

t h i s , i n i t s c o n v e n t i o n a l a l i g n m e n t of t h e " n a t u r a l " and t h e 

" t r u e " . I t i s l a r g e l y i n the n a t u r a l and s e a s o n a l mode of 

r i t u a l drama. The c o n f l i c t between o l d and young i s g i v e n 

e x p r e s s i o n i n s easonal r e f e r e n c e s : i t t a k e s p l a c e i n l a t e 

w i n t e r when th e e a r t h has been i n l o n g bondage t o darkness and 
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w a i t s e x p e c t a n t l y f o r i t s s p r i n g s a v i o u r . T h i s r e f l e c t s t he 

bondage of the s o c i e t y , caused by t h e b l i n d n e s s and d e c e i t and 

f e a r of t h e o l d e r g e n e r a t i o n . The advent of t h e young Colby 

thus i s accompanied by the mixed response of dread of death and 

hope f o r new l i f e . C l a s s i c comedy proposes t h e n a t u r a l 

p r i m i t i v e s o c i e t y , s y m b o l i z e d i n t h e Garden of Eden, as t h e 

i d e a l t o which humanity a s p i r e s t o r e t u r n , and t o t h i s i s 

opposed a more r e f i n e d and c u l t i v a t e d p r e s e n t w o r l d , t h e 

t e m p o r a l r e a l m of i l l u s i o n and bondage. So t h e p l a y proposes 

the garden and A r t and the C i t y as key images, w i t h Eggerson's 

i n t e g r i t y r e p r e s e n t e d i n h i s " v e g e t a b l e g a r d e n " and S i r Claude 

a man of a r t and t h e C i t y . 

R e s o l v i n g t h e c o n f l i c t are images of i n t e g r a t i o n . Colby 

longs f o r t h e i n t e g r i t y o f "one s i n g l e w o r l d " where he can be 

h i m s e l f . He r e j e c t s t h e " s e c r e t garden" o f a p r i v a t e s e p a r a t e 

w o r l d i n f a v o u r of Eggerson's " v e g e t a b l e g a r d e n " ( 4 7 3 ) , which 

s i g n i f i e s h i s i n t e g r a t i o n i n t o n a t u r e and i n t o s o c i e t y t h r o u g h 

communion and s h a r i n g . Eggerson's i n v o l v e m e n t i n Church and 

c h o i r s i g n i f i e s t he i n t e g r a t i o n of r e l i g i o u s and a r t i s t i c 

i n t e r e s t s , as w e l l as h i s p e r s o n a l and p u b l i c l i f e . Colby's 

d e s i r e f o r t r u t h and i n t e g r i t y i s w r i t l a r g e t h r o u g h o u t i n 

v a r i o u s images t h a t are no more s u b t l e t h a n Eggerson. They 

are b l a t a n t , i n f a c t , t o the p o i n t of p r e t e n t i o n . H i s t y p e w r i t e r 

and p i a n o s i t s i d e by s i d e , t o s i g n i f y t h e i n t e g r a t i o n of 

b u s i n e s s and a r t , p u b l i c and p r i v a t e s e l v e s ; a b i r d b a t h i n 

the mews s i g n i f i e s t h e i n t e g r a t i o n o f c i v i l and n a t u r a l l i f e ; 

h i s p o i n t e d r e m i n d e r s of p u b l i c r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s i n t h e midst 

of an i n t i m a t e c o n v e r s a t i o n suggest t h e i m p o r t a n c e of t r u t h 

over p e r s o n a l i n t e r e s t s ; h i s i n s t r u c t i o n of L u c a s t a i n music 

s i g n i f i e s h i s i n t e g r a t i o n of a r t i n t o l i f e and h i s concern f o r 



- 179 -

p e r s o n a l i n t e g r a t i o n , t h r o u g h a r t and l e a r n i n g , and t h u s the 
i n t e g r a t i o n of a r t and n a t u r e . F i n a l l y i n t e g r a t i o n i s s i g n i f i e d 
i n h i s c h o o s i n g music f o r h i s p r o f e s s i o n , i n t h e s e r v i c e of the 
Church. The Church i s superimposed on a b a s i c a l l y r i t u a l and 
comic s t r u c t u r e whose keystone i s i n t e g r i t y . 

The imagery i s a n o t h e r aspect of an i n t r i c a t e p a t t e r n whose 

meaning i s l a r g e l y u n a v a i l a b l e , and, i n so f a r as t h e comic and 

r i t u a l r e a d i n g i s c o r r e c t , a C h r i s t i a n u n d e r s t a n d i n g i s p e r i 

p h e r a l or i m p o s s i b l e . The d e s i g n of t h e p l a y seems i t s dominant 

f e a t u r e , i n t o which o t h e r aspects are i n c o r p o r a t e d . The c h a r a c 

t e r s v e r y o f t e n seem p a r t of t h e d e s i g n , r a t h e r t h a n l i v i n g 

b e i n g s of s u b s t a n t i a l c h a r a c t e r and s i g n i f i c a n t a c t i o n . 

Lucasta and Lady E l i z a b e t h are t h e most a l i v e of them, combining 

c o n v e n t i o n and u n p r e d i c t a b i l i t y i n such a way t h a t t h e y come 

a l i v e and s t i r emotion and sympathy. T h e i r f u n c t i o n i s i n t e g r a l 

t o t h e i r c h a r a c t e r and a c t i o n , as they l i v e out t h e i r e x p e r i e n c e 

of t h e a n t i - c o m i c bondage i n d e c e p t i o n . S i r Claude r e p r e s e n t s 

t h e a n t i - c o m i c p r i n c i p l e of s t e r i l i t y and d e c e i t more e f f e c t i v e l y 

t han he a c t u a l l y l i v e s as a person. Colby, Eggerson and Mrs. 

Guzzard are l i k e w i s e embodiments of c e r t a i n t r a i t s and as such 
21 

" i m p e r s o n a l , inhuman, a b s t r a c t " c o u n t e r s i n a p a t t e r n , r a t h e r 
than l i v i n g b e i n g s . The h i g h l y s t y l i z e d c o n v e n t i o n s t h a t we 

22 
have n o t e d encourage t h e " h i g h s t y l e of p l a y i n g " t h a t M a r t i n 

Browne recommends f o r t h e p l a y , but i n s t e a d of a c o n s i s t e n t 

s t y l e of c h a r a c t e r and a c t i o n a m b i g u i t y r e i g n s . 

The c o m b i n a t i o n of o l d and new i n t o a new c o n v e n t i o n i s 

apparent i n E l i o t ' s c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n . On t h e one hand some 

c h a r a c t e r s t e n d towards emblematic r e p r e s e n t a t i o n i n t h e s t y l e 

of Medieval t h e a t r e . A d i s t i n c t l y modern f a r c i c a l f l a v o u r i s 

as e v i d e n t , such t h a t "the p r e c a r i o u s n e s s of i d e n t i t y becomes 
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an e x p e r i e n c e r a t h e r t h a n a theme", as K a t h e r i n e Worth says. 

'The f a r c i c a l s t r u c t u r e s e t s t h e c h a r a c t e r s f r e e t o express 
23 

t h e i r sense of b e i n g ' c h a r a c t e r s ' " , as we have noted B. 

Kaghan d o i n g . A c t i n g and d e c e p t i o n are key t o t h e theme, as 

we have seen. Lucasta i s outspoken about t h i s , as she says t o 

S i r Claude and Lady E l i z a b e t h , o f h e r s e l f and B. Kaghan: "You 

gave us our p a r t s . And we've shown t h a t we can p l a y them" 

( 5 0 1 ) . And t h a t S i r Claude's make-believe has t r a n s f o r m e d him 

i n t o a sham may e x p l a i n h i s l a c k of s u b s t a n c e . As i n The 
24 

C o c k t a i l P a r t y , changing and b e i n g changed i s a key image. 

The power over o t h e r s t h a t f o r c e s them t o change must be 

r e p l a c e d by t h e freedom t h a t a l l o w s them t o change. A c t i n g 

implements t h e changes t h a t t h e young people have been f o r c e d 

t o make, as L u c a s t a says: "B. knows you t h i n k him common. And 

so he p r e t e n d s / To be ve r y common." (501) S i r Claude's 

e x e r c i s e of c o n t r o l i s g i v e n a d r a m a t i c image i n t h e f i n a l 

scene when he a r r a n g e s p l a c e s f o r t h e r e c o g n i t i o n scene. That 

he h i m s e l f has been a v i c t i m i s c l e a r as he t e l l s Colby : 

The l i f e changed me, as i t i s c h a n g i n g you: 
I t b e g i n s as a k i n d o f make-believe 

And t h e m a k e - b e l i e v i n g makes i t r e a l . (464) 

Colby r e s i s t s t h e power of u n r e a l i t y and t h u s a l l o w s t h e k i n d 

of changing t h a t freedom and t r u t h b r i n g . He has been t h e 

o b j e c t of everyone's e f f o r t s a t m a n i p u l a t i o n and p r o j e c t i o n . 

As B. Kaghan says, "We wanted Colby t o be something he 

wasn't." (519) But he merely r e p r e s e n t s t h e f o c u s of t h e 

g e n e r a l p r a c t i s e of m a n i p u l a t i o n and c r e a t i o n o f o t h e r s 

a c c o r d i n g t o an image. Luca s t a and Lady E l i z a b e t h , as we 

have seen, are r e p r e s e n t a t i v e of t h e t r a g i c r e s u l t s . 

P o s i t i v e c h anging i s seen t o r e s u l t f r o m a c c e p t i n g t h e 

t r u t h about o n e s e l f and o t h e r s : u n d e r s t a n d i n g f a c i l i t a t e s 
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change f o r t h e b e t t e r , as Lucasta's d i a l o g u e w i t h Colby 

e x e m p l i f i e s . S i r Claude and Lady E l i z a b e t h must accept t h e 

t r u t h about one a n o t h e r and confess t h e t r u t h , r i s k i n g h u m i l i 

a t i o n and r e j e c t i o n . He confesses h i s s e l f - d e c e p t i o n and 

d e c e p t i o n o f h e r , and t h a t i s t h e b e g i n n i n g o f u n d e r s t a n d i n g : 

SIR CLAUDE: ... I've t r i e d t o b e l i e v e i n f a c t s ; 
And I've always a c t e d as i f I b e l i e v e d 

i n them ... 
I might have been t r u e r t o my f a t h e r ' s 

i n s p i r a t i o n 
I f I had done what I wanted t o do. 

LADY ELIZABETH: You've never t a l k e d l i k e t h i s t o me before.' 
Why haven't you? I don't suppose I understand 
And I know you don't t h i n k I understand a n y t h i n g , 
And perhaps I d o n ' t . But I w i s h you would t a l k 
Sometimes t o me as i f I d i d u n d e r s t a n d , 
And perhaps I might come t o understand b e t t e r . 
What d i d you want t o do? 

SIR CLAUDE: To be a p o t t e r . 
Don * t l a u g h . 

T h i s f r e e s h er t o make a l i k e c o n f e s s i o n : 

SIR CLAUDE: Perhaps I have t a k e n t o o much f o r g r a n t e d 
About you, E l i z a b e t h . What d i d you want? 

LADY ELIZABETH: To i n s p i r e an a r t i s t . Don't l a u g h . 
(495) 

Understanding and freedom r e p l a c e f e a r and c o n t r o l as t h e y 

e x p e r i e n c e a change i n t h e i r r e l a t i o n s h i p . L u c a s t a and B. 

Kaghan l e a r n t o accept themselves and one a n o t h e r , r e a l i z i n g , 

as t h e i r e l d e r s do, t h a t " I t ' s a g r e a t m i s t a k e ... t o t a k e any

t h i n g f o r g r a n t e d . " (495) 

The f o c u s on names u n d e r l i n e s t h e theme of p e r s o n a l 

i d e n t i t y and a l s o t h e power t o change and t o be changed by one 

an o t h e r . I t a l s o r e i n f o r c e s t h e t r e n d towards s y m b o l i c and 

emblematic r e p r e s e n t a t i o n , as names are used as p o i n t e d 

s i g n i f i e r s of c h a r a c t e r and p e r s o n a l i t y . L u c a s t a A n g e l , f o r 

example, i d e n t i f i e s an unusual person o f unusual o r i g i n s . 

Her p r e f e r e n c e f o r " L u c a s t a " and Eggersonte i n s i s t e n c e on "Miss 

A n g e l " (452) r e p r e s e n t s t h e s t r u g g l e between t h e two s e l v e s 
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t h a t r e s u l t s f r o m her bondage i n d e c e p t i o n , and s i g n i f i e s her 
search f o r i d e n t i t y . Eggerson p e r c e i v e s what she can be, w h i l e 
she i s dominated by a l a c k of s e l f - e s t e e m . Colby encourages 
her i n her d e s i r e t o be "the r e a l k i n d o f p e r s o n " ( 4 7 7 ) . 
I d e n t i t y i s achieved when she ac c e p t s h e r s e l f , abandons her 
pose, and i s accepted by her f a t h e r . 

Lady E l i z a b e t h ' s b l a t a n t misuse of names i s r e p r e s e n t a t i v e 

of her i n s e c u r e i d e n t i t y and her d i s r e g a r d of r e a l i t y . Her 

genius a t w r e a k i n g havoc w i t h r e a l i t y i s s i m p l y a d r a m a t i c 

image f o r t h e d e c e p t i o n and i r r a t i o n a l i t y t h a t governs t h e 

w o r l d of t h e p l a y . Her d e c i s i o n t o change Colby's name and t o 

assume t h a t he i s her son r e g a r d l e s s of who he i s - t o t h e 

absurd e x t e n t of wondering how Barnabas came t o be c a l l e d 

Colby - i s a f a r c i c a l v e r s i o n o f t h e b l i n d s e l f - w i l l t h a t has 

been t h e impetus of her husband's m a n i p u l a t i o n o f t h e l i v e s o f 

t h e young p e o p l e . B. Kaghan's i n s i s t e n c e on r e t a i n i n g t h e 

a b b r e v i a t e d name s i g n i f i e s a b i d f o r independence f r o m t h e 

r o l e he i s c a s t t o p l a y . He r e f u s e s t o be Barnabas - t h e c h i l d 

of c o n s o l a t i o n - and r e f u s e s t o be t h e " f l a s h y " Barney u n t i l 

h i s success w a r r a n t s i t . H i s d e s i r e f o r t r u t h and i n t e g r i t y i s 

thus s i g n i f i e d . I n a c c e p t i n g h i s chosen name Lady E l i z a b e t h 

accepts him as her son, and a c c e p t s r e a l i t y i n a new way. The 

co n s t a n t t o y i n g w i t h Eggerson's name i s ano t h e r p o i n t e r t o h i s 

i n t e g r a t i o n . He i s h i m s e l f , r e g a r d l e s s of company o r c i r c u m 

stances . Thus h i s p r i v a t e and p u b l i c s e l v e s are one and he i s 

p e r s o n a l and p r o f e s s i o n a l i n a l l h i s d e a l i n g s . There i s a 

tendency, t h e n , f o r everyone t o f e e l on i n t i m a t e terms w i t h 

him and address him so. 

Eggerson r e p r e s e n t s t h e model of t r u t h and i n t e g r i t y t h a t 

i s a c hieved by t h e o t h e r s i n t h e i r abandonment of d u a l i t i e s 
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t h a t have made of t h e i r l i v e s s e p a r a t e w o r l d s of "make-believe", 
f o r t h e sake of one r e a l w o r l d . P r i v a t e and p u b l i c , a r t i s t i c 
and c o m m e r c i a l , o l d and young are a l l r e c o n c i l e d i n t h e f i n a l 
scene i n t h e i r acceptance o f t h e t r u t h about themselves and one 
another t h a t i s s i g n i f i e d i n t h e i r t u r n i n g f r o m f a l s e r e l a t i o n 
s h i p w i t h Colby t o a t r u e r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h one a n o t h e r . Lady 
E l i z a b e t h says, "Claude, we've got t o t r y t o understand our 
c h i l d r e n . " And B. Kaghan speaks f o r t h e young ones: 

And we s h o u l d l i k e t o understand you ... 

You know, Claude, b o t h Lucasta and I 
Would l i k e t o mean something t o you ... i f you'd l e t us; 
And we'd t a k e t h e r e s p o n s i b i l i t y of meaning i t . (519) 

Thus t h e p l a y c l o s e s w i t h a p i c t u r e of a s o c i e t y made up of 

these f o u r who are l e a r n i n g something o f mutual acceptance and 

a f f i r m a t i o n and t h e balance of inte r d e p e n d e n c e and freedom. 

I t ends w i t h t h e scene of hope and promise t h a t i s t h e c u l m i n a 

t i o n of c l a s s i c comedy and i s geared t o s a t i s f y an i n h e r e n t 

human p a t t e r n of o r d e r and harmony. Helen Gardner i s r i g h t , I 

th i n k s when she says, "The queer f a m i l y p a r t y we are l e f t w i t h 

a t t h e end ... b o t h c o n v i n c e ( s i c ) t h e i m a g i n a t i o n ... and 
25 

t o u c h ( s i c ) t h e h e a r t . " The p i c t u r e of r e c o n c i l i a t i o n a l s o 

adumbrates t h e redeemed s o c i e t y t h a t e x p e r i e n c e s t h e drama of 

r e d e m p t i o n . 

The "communion" t h a t i s r e p r e s e n t e d here f a l l s s h o r t of 

the C h r i s t i a n p a t t e r n t h a t was adumbrated i n The C o c k t a i l P a r t y . 

i n which C e l i a ' s d e p a r t u r e f r o m t h e community d i d n o t i m p l y a 

s p i r i t u a l s e p a r a t i o n . Rather t h e y achieved s p i r i t u a l 

communion and one i n which she was an a c t i v e p a r t i c i p a n t , 

though p h y s i c a l l y absent . Here Colby's d e p a r t u r e i m p l i e s a 
26 

d i v e s t m e n t o f "the l o v e of c r e a t e d b e i n g s " t h a t i s a t l e a s t 

as t h o r o u g h as H a r r y ' s . The i m p l i c a t i o n t h r o u g h o u t has been 

t h a t Colby i s r e a c h i n g towards some "h i g h e r t r u t h " , o f which 
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the o t h e r s are i n c a p a b l e , t h e y b e i n g consigned t o a p u r e l y 
human and s e c u l a r v a r i e t y . " S p i r i t u a l " t r u t h i s r e s e r v e d f o r 
t h e o t h e r w o r l d l y and t a k e s them out of t h e w o r l d , r e p r e s e n t e d 
as a v o c a t i o n t o t h e Church. I n s t e a d of t h e redeemed C h r i s t i a n 
s o c i e t y of which t h e Guardians were t h e more s e r i o u s or 
s p i r i t u a l , though not s u p e r i o r , members, the e n d i n g of The 
C o n f i d e n t i a l C l e r k b r i n g s t h e c l e a r e r s e g r e g a t i o n of t h e 
C h r i s t i a n and t h e s e c u l a r s o c i e t y , and a c l e a r h i e r a r c h y w i t h i n 
t h e Church. 

Colby l e a v e s what i s a f a l s e community f o r him, i n t h a t he 

i s not t h e son o f e i t h e r o f t h e Mulhammers and i s n o t a s u i t a b l e 

husband f o r L u c a s t a ; nor i s he t h e r i g h t " c o n f i d e n t i a l c l e r k " 

f o r S i r Claude. Rather he f o l l o w s t h e o t h e r " c o n f i d e n t i a l 

c l e r k " i n t o t h e s e r v i c e of God and h i s Church. He has r e c o g 

n i z e d t h e Guzzards as h i s p a r e n t s and Mrs. Guzzard, agent i n 

f r e e i n g him f o r a new l i f e o f t r u t h as she d i s c l o s e s h i s 

i d e n t i t y , i s a l s o , i n t e n d e d t o be t h e mother who c o n f i r m s her 

s a c r i f i c e of her son t o d i v i n e s e r v i c e . Colby's f u n c t i o n i n 

t h e r i t u a l and comic scheme i s meant t o be t r a n s c e n d e d by h i s 

p o s i t i o n i n a C h r i s t i a n scheme, t h a t i s t o p r o v i d e t h e key t o 

h i s p e c u l i a r c h a r a c t e r . He becomes t h e o b j e c t t h a t everyone 

makes of him, as Lucasta f i n d s him " t e r r i b l y c o l d ... 

i n s e n s i b l e ... detached ... so d i f f e r e n t f r o m t h e r e s t o f us" 

( 5 0 2 ) . True t o t h e t r a d i t i o n o f f a r c e heroes, he has "a t r a c e 

of the c o o l o p p o r t u n i s m t h e t y p e r e q u i r e s " , K a t h e r i n e Worth 
27 

says and t h e q u a l i t y o f t e n found i n "the t e c h n i c a l hero and 

h e r o i n e " of t h e comedy of manners t r a d i t i o n , o f b e i n g , Frye 

says, "not o f t e n v e r y i n t e r e s t i n g people ... r a t h e r n e u t r a l 
28 

and unformed i n c h a r a c t e r . " W i t h what E l i o t d e s c r i b e d as 
29 

"A c e r t a i n d e l i b e r a t e a m b i v a l e n c e . E g o i s t and a s c e t i c " , 
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he i s t h e modern I o n , "the n a t u r a l c e l i b a t e " . W i t h such r o o t s , 

t h e d r a m a t i c and t h e o l o g i c a l problems are i n e v i t a b l e . A l t h o u g h 

he walks onstage a p o t e n t i a l h e r o , commending h i m s e l f t o e v e r y 

one, he remains s e l f - c o n t a i n e d and untouched. H i s p e r s o n a l 

e n c o u n t e r s w i t h people l e a d t o l i t t l e response f r o m him, though 

he provokes them t o i n t i m a c y . Even w i t h h i s u n f o r t u n a t e back

ground and t h e c r u e l t y of h i s p o s i t i o n as b a s t a r d son of unknown 

i d e n t i t y , t h e sense t h a t he i s choosing detachment, r a t h e r t h a n 

b e i n g f o r c e d i n t o i t , i s o v e r r i d i n g . He becomes i n c r e a s i n g l y 

"numb" (490) and i m p e r s o n a l , more a r i t u a l f i g u r e t h a n a person. 

The t h e o l o g i c a l i m p l i c a t i o n i s t h a t h i s i n c r e a s i n g detachment 

i s an i n c r e a s i n g d e t e r m i n a t i o n t o pursue a " h i g h e r c a l l i n g " 

t h a n human s o c i e t y a l l o w s . The i d e n t i f i a b l e m o t i v a t i o n f o r h i s 

s p i r i t u a l v o c a t i o n i s , as we have seen, h i s d e s i r e f o r t r u t h . 

When he mentions God i t i s as a key t o t r u t h and i n t e g r i t y , and 

th u s C h r i s t i a n i d e a s are s u b o r d i n a t e d t o a g e n e r a l s p i r i t u a l 

p r i n c i p l e o f which t r u t h i s t h e c o r n e r s t o n e . Colby's 

" i m p e r s o n a l , a b s t r a c t , inhuman" c h a r a c t e r r e i n f o r c e s t h i s 

i m p r e s s i o n o f an e s s e n t i a l l y s e c u l a r , r i t u a l framework. The 

absence of any sense of s i n and h i s c h a r a c t e r o f " n a t u r a l 

c e l i b a t e " u n d e r l i n e s t h i s f u r t h e r : i n h i m s e l f , t r u t h and 

goodness are t o be f o u n d , w i t h o u t need of f o r g i v e n e s s . 

Colby i s but one exponent of t h e p e c u l i a r s o r t of C h r i s t i a n 

s o c i e t y t o which Eggerson and Mrs. Guzzard b e l o n g . Eggerson i s 

p a r t l y t o be e x p l a i n e d i n terms o f h i s r i t u a l and comic h e r i t a g e 
30 

as " t he wise and w i t t y s e r v a n t " o f f a r c e , t h e d i v i n e agent or 

s p i r i t u a l d o c t o r of r i t u a l drama, a P r o s p e r o - l i k e f i g u r e who 

"begins t he a c t i o n o f t h e p l a y by w i t h d r a w i n g f r o m i t , and ends 
31 

t h e p l a y by r e t u r n i n g " . He i s o b v i o u s l y c r u c i a l t o the a c t i o n , 

as S i r Claude's c o n f i d a n t e and agent and everyone's s u p p o r t . As 
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B. Kaghan sa y s , and Lucasta l a t e r echoes: "as you're h e r e , 

Eggers, I can j u s t r e l a x " ( 4 5 2 ) . He f a c i l i t a t e s a l l t h e 

a c t i o n , l i k e a judge or h o l y man who a s c r i b e s s i g n i f i c a n c e and 

r i t u a l s a n c t i o n . And t h e a c t i o n o n l y ends w i t h h i s nod, i n 

answer t o S i r Claude's q u e s t i o n : "Do you r e a l l y b e l i e v e h e r ? " 

H i s c o n t r o l and a u t h o r i t y i s a p r o d u c t of h i s r i t u a l 

f u n c t i o n r a t h e r t h a n i n t e g r a l t o h i s d r a m a t i c f u n c t i o n , however. 

One reason f o r t h i s i s a d r a m a t i c f a i l u r e : he i s l o c k e d i n t o 

r i t u a l s and c o n v e n t i o n s f o r which we are not g i v e n a key. 

Related t o t h i s i s t h e t h e o l o g i c a l problem. Not o n l y does 

Eggerson n o t seem "wise and w i t t y " , he i s , as Helen Gardner 
32 

says, "a c r a s h i n g b o r e " who "never opens h i s mouth w i t h o u t a 
33 

c l i c h e " . And not o n l y does he n o t i n s p i r e c o n f i d e n c e ; r a t h e r 
t h e r e v e r s e , s i n c e he does n o t h i n g a t a l l . Thus h i s r o l e as 
r e p r e s e n t i n g t h e Church (as "the o n l y r e a l C h r i s t i a n i n t h e 

34 

p l a y " ) r e n d e r s C h r i s t i a n i t y as t h e r e l i g i o n of c o n v e n t i o n a l 

b o u r g e o i s m o r a l i t y , whose keynote i s n o t C h r i s t or communion 

w i t h God b u t i n t e g r i t y and t r u t h of an e s s e n t i a l l y s e c u l a r and 

s u p e r f i c i a l and r e p o r t e d , r a t h e r t h a n observed, n a t u r e . 

M o r a l i t y , modesty and s i m p l i c i t y are t h e c o n c o m i t a n t s of t h i s 

brand of C h r i s t i a n i t y , w i t h t h e m e d i o c r i t y of suburban domes

t i c i t y and a v e g e t a b l e garden i n t h e background. Seeing t h e 

good i n everyone - Lucasta i s "Miss A n g e l " ; B. Kaghan has 

"a h e a r t of g o l d " ( 4 5 1 ) ; S i r Claude "a generous h e a r t " (456) 

- i s t h e e v i d e n t o u t w o r k i n g of C h r i s t i a n i t y . As r e p r e s e n t a t i v e 

C h r i s t i a n , Eggerson embodies i n t e g r a t i o n as t h e c h i e f C h r i s t i a n 

v i r t u e . L i f e i s e x t r a c t e d f r o m him, so t h a t a d i l u t e d 

s p i r i t u a l i t y can be blended w i t h a d i l u t e d humanity; he i s . so 

w e l l i n t e g r a t e d , t h e o r e t i c a l l y , as t o be i n d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e as a 

(519) 
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person a t a l l . Thus Eggerson r e p r e s e n t s t he Church as a 

f o r m a l i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z a t i o n o f moral v a l u e s and a s e c u l a r i z 

a t i o n o f t r u t h , r a t h e r than a community of redeemed s i n n e r s , 

f o r g i v e n by God and founded i n C h r i s t . 

Mrs. Guzzard i s a n o t h e r m i x t u r e of r i t u a l and comic 

o r i g i n s w i t h a C h r i s t i a n o v e r l a y . The c o m b i n a t i o n o f "dea ex 
35 

machina and suburban r e s p e c t a b l e woman", g i v e n a " D i c k e n s i a n 
3 6 

surname" and t h e r o l e o f s p i r i t u a l f a i r y god mother, i s 

f u l l of a m b i g u i t y . Her d r a m a t i c f u n c t i o n i s , a g a i n , t o o 

ambiguous, as she i s t h e m e e t i n g - p o i n t o f a complex of r i t u a l 

and comic r o l e s t o which we have no key. Her C h r i s t i a n 

i d e n t i t y merely c o m p l i c a t e s t h i n g s , as she shares i n Eggersons ' 

t e d i o u s b o u r g e o i s m o r a l i t y - f a s t i d i o u s i n p u n c t u a l i t y , 

d i s c r e t i o n and t r u s t w o r t h i n e s s . The f a c t t h a t her m o r a l i t y and 

s e l f - s a c r i f i c e a re b u i l t on a d e c e p t i o n does n o t impinge on 

her c h a r a c t e r , and t h u s r e i n f o r c e s i t s r i t u a l i s t i c e l e m e n t . 

Again t h e m e d i o c r i t y of C h r i s t i a n i t y seems t h e f i n a l p o i n t t o 

be madej as we l e a r n of Mr. Guzzard's s e r i o u s C h r i s t i a n i t y and 

h i s l a c k of success as a m u s i c i a n . As Colby's f a t h e r , he i s 

meant t o p r o v i d e a s p i r i t u a l and human model. Thus t h e Church 

i s seen t o be composed of those o f sec o n d - r a t e a r t i s t i c g i f t s 

and u n r e f i n e d t a s t e s . R e s p e c t a b i l i t y and m e d i o c r i t y are t h e 

touchstone of t h i s C h r i s t i a n i t y . Urban l i f e , b u s i n e s s acumen, 

success, e x c e l l e n c e i n a r t , a l l p r o d u c t s of c i v i l i z e d , r e f i n e d 

l i f e are seen as s i g n s of e x c l u s i o n f r o m t h e Church. 

I n d r a m a t i c t e r m s , E l i o t f o c u s e s on t h e c r e a t i o n o f a 
37 

form, "a de s i g n of human a c t i o n and words" r a t h e r t h a n a 

d r a m a t i c e x p r e s s i o n o f l i f e . P a r t i c i p a t i o n i s de n i e d t h e 

audience as he c r e a t e s an i n t r i c a t e p a t t e r n of images and 

a c t i o n s and words w i t h o u t p r o v i d i n g a key t o i t s u n l o c k i n g . 
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Forms are not i n f o r m e d w i t h l i f e b u t s t a n d a l o n g s i d e i t : l i f e 

i s a t t a i n e d i n some c h a r a c t e r s o n l y as t h e y b reak out of the 

form. The t h e m a t i c and t h e o l o g i c a l p roblem i s commensurate w i t h 

the d r a m a t i c one i n t h a t t h e s o - c a l l e d C h r i s t i a n i m p o r t i s 

r e p r e s e n t e d i n f o r m a l c o n v e n t i o n s and r i t u a l s and embodied i n 

r i t u a l - l i k e persons and i n s t i t u t i o n s . T h i s d i s c l o s e s E l i o t ' s 

r e v e r s i o n t o f o r m a l and c o n v e n t i o n a l v e h i c l e s f o r C h r i s t i a n i t y 

and h i s a v e r s i o n t o t h e v e h i c l e chosen by God i n C h r i s t , t h e 

v e h i c l e o f l i f e . 

The " C h r i s t i a n s " o f t h e p l a y are most n o t a b l e f o r t h e i r 

l i f e l e s s n e s s . E l i o t c o n s i d e r s t h e i r m e d i o c r i t y as i n d i c a t i v e 

t h a t t h e y are p a r t i c i p a t i n g i n l i f e and t h i s merely d i s c l o s e s 

h i s d i s t a s t e f o r l i f e and humanity, i n i t s f l e s h and b l o o d , 

i n c a r n a t e r e a l i t y . T h i s i s f u r t h e r h e i g h t e n e d by t h e s u p e r i o r i t j 

of Colby's c a l l i n g b e i n g t h e c a l l i n g o f t h e " n a t u r a l c e l i b a t e " : 

E l i o t eschews t h e f l e s h , which C h r i s t chose as h i s medium f o r 

l i f e on e a r t h . The p l a y i s d i f f i c u l t t o read as a C h r i s t i a n 

p l a y because of i t s e s s e n t i a l l y n o n - C h r i s t i a n , n o n - i n c a r n a t i o n a l 

c h a r a c t e r , which emerges i n i t s l a c k of d r a m a t i c l i f e , i t s l a c k 

of s p i r i t u a l l i f e , and i t s l a c k o f i n t e g r a t i o n between t h e two. 

Rather t h a n a r e s u l t of i n c a r n a t i o n a l a c t i v i t y , i n t e g r a t i o n i s 

an aim of t h e p l a y , as we have seen. I t i s a s e c u l a r aim t h a t 

c u t s across t h e C h r i s t i a n s p i r i t , such t h a t i t i s n e u t r a l i z e d 

and l i f e l e s s . What i s a t work i s i n s t e a d a l a r g e l y s p i r i t u a l 

or h u m a n i s t i c p r i n c i p l e . I t i s a p r e - C h r i s t i a n p r i n c i p l e , a 

n a t u r a l t r u t h t h a t o r d e r s t h e va l u e system of t h e p l a y . 

Whereas Edward and L a v i n i a ' s s a c r i f i c e had been c l e a r l y drawn 
38 

i n s p i r i t u a l t e r m s , t h e " s a c r i f i c e " o f Colby by t h e o t h e r 

c h a r a c t e r s i s drawn i n p o i n t e d l y s e c u l a r t e r m s , as t h e y make 

a cho i c e of t r u t h over f a l s e h o o d and a r e d i v e s t e d of s p i r i t u a l 
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s e n s i b i l i t y . Even Colby's v o c a t i o n i s not a s a c r i f i c e a t a l l , 
as he i s merely f u l f i l l i n g h i s n a t u r a l i n c l i n a t i o n s . 

Thus E l i o t t r a n s l a t e s t h e s a c r i f i c e t h a t i s the c r u x of 

C h r i s t i a n f a i t h i n t o s e c u l a r t e r m s , i n o r d e r t o make i t 

p a l a t a b l e t o t h e modern t a s t e . The p l a y speaks i n terms of 

t r u t h , r e a l i t y , i n t e g r i t y , freedom, u n d e r s t a n d i n g - terms 

t h a t s t r i k e a chord i n the h e a r t of t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y man i n 

h i s quest f o r a u t h e n t i c i t y . C h r i s t i s exchanged f o r a s o c i a l 

or s e l f - c e n t r e d i d e a l , an i n o f f e n s i v e god of p e r s o n a l i n t e g r i t y 

and f u l f i l m e n t . The "new s o c i e t y " t h a t r e s u l t s f r o m t h e 

h u m a n i s t - s t y l e " s a c r i f i c e " i s not a redeemed s o c i e t y , a l t h o u g h 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s w i t h i n i t are r e g e n e r a t e d . Rather t h a n a 

s p i r i t u a l r e g e n e r a t i o n , and an i n t e g r a t i o n of t h e s p i r i t u a l and 

t h e s e c u l a r aspects of s o c i e t y and i n d i v i d u a l s h a v i n g o c c u r r e d , 

t h e s e p a r a t i o n of t h e " C h r i s t i a n " and n o n - C h r i s t i a n " c h a r a c t e r s 

serves t o s a n c t i f y t h e i r r e c o n c i l a b i l i t y of t h e two w o r l d s . 

The Church i s proposed as t h e b e t t e r way, a p a r t f r o m o r d i n a r y 

l i f e and t h e community. Colby i s r a t h e r l i k e H a r r y , d r i v e n 

f r o m t h e community t o seek r e d e m p t i o n l e a v i n g t h e o t h e r s t o 

w a i t i n hope, r a t h e r than e x p e r i e n c e t h e f r u i t of r e d e m p t i o n 

and the r e a l i t y of r e l a t i o n s h i p t o g e t h e r . I t i s i n l i m i t i n g 

s p i r i t u a l i t y t o t h e s e p a r a t e d few t h a t t h i s p l a y d i l u t e s t h e 

r i c h n e s s of t h e C h r i s t i a n u n d e r s t a n d i n g of t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p 

between God and Man. 

Where s i n had been e n l i v e n e d i n contemporary terms i n 

The C o c k t a i l P a r t y , i n The C o n f i d e n t i a l C l e r k i t i s d i l u t e d t o 

become a f a i l u r e i n i n t e g r i t y and u n d e r s t a n d i n g , i n t h e s e c u l a r 

w o r l d , and e l i m i n a t e d c o m p l e t e l y f r o m t h e Church. Eggerson 

and Colby and Mrs. Guzzard are e m i n e n t l y v i r t u o u s and m o r a l . 

Every person i n t h e p l a y and e v e r y aspect of i t s w o r l d i s 
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a f f i r m e d as b a s i c a l l y good and i n need of i n t e g r a t i o n and 

t r u t h f o r i t s c o m p l e t i o n . S i n and e v i l a re r e p l a c e d by a 

b e l i e f i n a n a t u r a l goodness t h a t i s warped by b l i n d n e s s and 

m i s f o r t u n e . Colby says " I o n l y w i s h / That I had something t o 

atone f o r . " (467) S i r Claude's need f o r "atonement" and hope 

f o r " r e c o n c i l e m e n t " a r i s e out of a " f a i l u r e t o u n d e r s t a n d " h i s 

f a t h e r . (466, 4 6 7 ) . A f a i l u r e t o understand i s very d i f f e r e n t 

f r o m t h e "sense o f s i n " of which C e l i a became aware. I n f a c t 

i t i s r a t h e r i n k e e p i n g w i t h t h e u p b r i n g i n g t h a t had t a u g h t 

her t o " d i s b e l i e v e i n s i n " , a r e g r e s s i o n t o t h e u n d e r s t a n d i n g 

t h a t " a n y t h i n g wrong ... Was e i t h e r bad f o r m , or was psycho

l o g i c a l . " ( 4 1 5 ) The wonder of C e l i a ' s e x p e r i e n c e c o n s i s t e d i n 

i t s d r a m a t i z i n g t h e sense of s i n t h a t i s a p a r t o f t h e e x p e r i e n c e 

of God's g i f t o f h i m s e l f , i n C h r i s t , and i s so a l i e n t o t h e modern 

h u m a n i s t i c p e r c e p t i o n . 

I n c o n t r a d i s t i n c t i o n t o C e l i a ' s compulsion t o fa c e h er own 

s i n f u l n e s s , a l l t h e c h a r a c t e r s i n The C o n f i d e n t i a l C l e r k are 

encouraged t o be themselves and do what t h e y r e a l l y want t o 

do, t h u s i n t e g r a t i n g themselves by b e i n g t r u e t o themselves, 

and a c h i e v i n g a wholeness t h a t r e s o l v e s t h e s p l i t between the 

p r i v a t e and p u b l i c s e l f . Mrs. Guzzard g r a n t s everyone t h e i r 

wishes i n an unexpected f a s h i o n , w i t h t h e i d e a t h a t what one 

r e a l l y wants w i l l d e t e r m i n e and i d e n t i f y what one i s . Her 

promise echoes t h e s c r i p t u r a l one t h a t t h e Lord w i l l g i v e a 

person t h e d e s i r e s of h i s h e a r t . The o t h e r s i d e of t h e promise, 

however, i s t h e command, t h e c o n d i t i o n , t h a t d e f i n e s i t : 

D e l i g h t y o u r s e l f i n t h e L o r d . And i t i s t h i s d e f i n i t i o n t h a t 

i s l a c k i n g i n E l i o t ' s message, whic h seems t o commend r a t h e r 

a d e l i g h t i n t h e s p e c i a l community t o which one i s c a l l e d . 

We have d i s c u s s e d t h e s a c r a m e n t a l u n d e r s t a n d i n g t h a t i s based 
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on a b e l i e f i n God as C r e a t o r and Redeemer of t h e w o r l d , and 
seen t h a t t h e r i c h n e s s of t h i s i s i n t h e redem p t i o n o f c r e a t i o n 
t h r o u g h C h r i s t . I t i s t h i s f o u n d a t i o n , t h i s sense of s i n 
f o r g i v e n and f a l l e n n a t u r e redeemed, t h a t i s m i s s i n g f r o m t h e 
p l a y . I n s t e a d a h u m a n i s t i c and i n s i p i d motto l i k e "God i s 
l o v e " or "To t h i n e own s e l f by t r u e " i s t h e i n o f f e n s i v e b a s i s 
of i t s n o n - C h r i s t i a n m o r a l i t y . 

The r o l e t h a t r e l i g i o n and God ta k e i n t h e p l a y r e f l e c t 

i t s f u ndamental f l a w . Lady E l i z a b e t h i d e n t i f i e s t h e good i n 

men's h e a r t s as t h e i r r e l a t i o n t o God. Both she and S i r Claude 

pursue t h e i r own " s u b s t i t u t e f o r r e l i g i o n " , as he p u t s i t , and 

he suspects t h a t " r e l i g i o u s people ... can f i n d some u n i t y " 

( 4 6 6 ) . Colby senses t h a t i n t e g r a t i o n o f h i s w o r l d would come 

w i t h God's presence i n i t . Mrs. Guzzard and her deceased 

husband, Colby's p a r e n t s , a r e a s s o c i a t e d w i t h t h e e s t a b l i s h e d 

Church, as i s Eggerson, h i s s p i r i t u a l f a t h e r . I n s t e a d o f t h e 

sh o c k i n g r e a l i t i e s of s i n and d e a t h , t h e c h a r a c t e r s are made 

t o c o n f r o n t m i s t a k e s and l i e s .and encouraged t o f o l l o w a new 

way of t r u t h and i n t e g r i t y . T h i s t a k e s Colby i n t o t h e Church 

and t a k e s t h e o t h e r s towards one ano t h e r and t h e i r t r u e s e l v e s . 

Colby i s i n a sense C e l i a ' s descendant on t h e Way o f N e g a t i o n 

w h i l e t h e o t h e r f o u r f o l l o w t h e Way of A f f i r m a t i o n p i o n e e r e d 

f o r us by Edward and L a v i n i a . The r e s o l u t i o n of t h e two ways 

i n t o a s i n g l e way o f f a i t h and communion i s t o r n asunder here : 

t h e r e i s no u n i t y o f t h e two, no u l t i m a t e r e c o n c i l i a t i o n i n 

C h r i s t . And i n f a c t , each i s o n l y a shadow o f t h e way of f a i t h , 

f o r n e i t h e r way i n v o l v e s s e l f - d e n i a l . I n s t e a d b o t h ways are 

ways of s e l f - a f f i r m a t i o n . Thus no r e a l r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h one 

an o t h e r or w i t h God t h r o u g h C h r i s t i s d r a m a t i z e d , and t h e 

happy e n d i n g i s not t h e o r g a n i c r e s u l t of t h e t r i u m p h of l i f e 
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but r a t h e r o f a f a i r y - t a l e v a r i e t y , w i t h a macabre t w i s t , and 

w i t h o u t s p i r i t u a l d e p t h . 

The l i f e of C h r i s t w i t h which The C o c k t a i l P a r t y was 

i n f u s e d a l t h o u g h h i s name was n o t mentioned, g i v e s p l a c e , i n 

The C o n f i d e n t i a l C l e r k , t o a l i f e l e s s Church. The very a l i v e 

and human C e l i a - s i n n e r and s a i n t - i s superceded by t h e ve r y 
3 9 

" c o l d " and s t e r i l e " r e f i n e d automatons who g i v e substance t o 

n e i t h e r s i n nor s a i n t l i n e s s . S i r Claude and Lady E l i z a b e t h , 

Lucasta and B. Kaghan, i n whom i s l i f e , a re excluded f r o m t h i s 

Church. I t i s p r e s e n t e d as t h e p l a c e where i n t e g r a t i o n o c c u r s , 

t h e p l a c e where God d w e l l s . And t h u s i t d e f e a t s E l i o t ' s 

purpose of p o r t r a y i n g t h e a c t i v e presence of God among men, 

by removing him f r o m them and i d e n t i f y i n g him w i t h a f o r m a l 

i n s t i t u t i o n . I n h i s aim t o d r a m a t i z e t h e presence of t h e 

d i v i n e w i t h t h e s i m p l e - h e a r t e d , t h e humble and u n c u l t i v a t e d , 

r a t h e r t h a n w i t h t h e w o r l d l y wise and s u c c e s s f u l , he has merely 

i n v e r t e d t h e c r i t e r i a of t h e w o r l d , w i t h o u t p r o c l a i m i n g t h e 

b a s i s of God's presence and God's e v a l u a t i o n of men, t h e 

I n c a r n a t i o n o f C h r i s t . 

The f o r m a l Church i s made t o do t h e work of C h r i s t i n t h e 

p l a y , r a t h e r t h a n b e i n g i n - f o r m e d w i t h him. And th u s t h e 

Church i t s e l f s t ands as a h o l l o w s t r u c t u r e , a fo r m w i t h o u t 

s u b s t a n c e . I t i s r a t h e r l i k e a t i r e d c o n v e n t i o n which has 

l o s t credence and c o m p r e h e n s i b i l i t y : t h e r e i s no community o f 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g between t h e contemporary w o r l d and t h e Church 

t h a t i s here p o r t r a y e d . The substance o f C h r i s t ' s l i f e , which 

i s t h e b a s i s of t h e communion between God and man, has been 

l o s t , such t h a t t h e p l a y and i t s Church are indeed l i k e "A 

w o r l d where t h e f o r m i s t h e r e a l i t y , / Of which t h e substance 

i s o n l y a shadow." (464) 
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I n "The Aims of P o e t i c Drama" t h e I n c a r n a t i o n i s proposed 
as a d r a m a t i c model. I t i s e s s e n t i a l l y l o s t s i g h t of i n t h i s 
p l a y , and t h i s r e f l e c t s a s p i r i t u a l i t y t h a t has a l s o l o s t 
s i g h t of t h e I n c a r n a t i o n o f C h r i s t . Another s t a t e m e n t f r o m 
t h a t essay focu s s e s t h e l o s s when E l i o t s ays, "Only God under
stands t h e c r e a t u r e ; i n human c r e a t i o n humanity i s o n l y an 

39 

i n s t r u m e n t . " "God u n d e r s t a n d s " because, I n c a r n a t e , he became 

as a c r e a t u r e among c r e a t u r e s . And i t i s t h i s p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n 

humanity t h a t The C o n f i d e n t i a l C l e r k and i t s Church a r e l a c k i n g . 

Thus not o n l y are humanity and l i f e denied b u t a l s o C h r i s t 

h i m s e l f who became f l e s h and d w e l t among men, " t h a t t h e y might 

have l i f e , and have i t more a b u n d a n t l y . " ( J n . 10: 1 0 b ) . 
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I n each of the p l a y s t h a t we have s t u d i e d , E l i o t ' s 

endeavour t o d r a m a t i z e t h e presence of C h r i s t i n t h e contemporary 

w o r l d has been undermined by h i s d i s t r u s t f o r l i f e . I n 1949, as 

we have seen, he chooses t h e I n c a r n a t i o n as h i s model f o r 

d r a m a t i c t e c h n i q u e , w i t h i t s aim, t h e re d e m p t i o n of l i f e , as 

h i s model f o r d r a m a t i c a c t i o n . What r e s u l t s i s The C o c k t a i l 

P a r t y . By 1950, h i s s i g h t s have s h i f t e d t o e n v i s a g i n g "a k i n d 

of mirage of the p e r f e c t i o n o f v e r s e drama, which would be a 

d e s i g n of human a c t i o n and words L i f e i s no l o n g e r medium 

or o b j e c t ; i t has been succeeded by an i n t e l l e c t u a l i d e a , "an 
2 

u n a t t a i n a b l e i d e a l " , and f o r m i s now h i s model and g o a l . " I t 

i s t h e f u n c t i o n of a l l a r t " , he c o n t i n u e s i n "Poetry and Drama", 

" t o g i v e us some p e r c e p t i o n o f an o r d e r i n l i f e , by i m p o s i n g an 

o r d e r upon i t . H i s n e x t p l a y , The C o n f i d e n t i a l C l e r k r e f l e c t s 

t h e imposed o r d e r , w i t h o u t l i f e . 

There i s a sense i n which E l i o t ' s d r a m a t i c c a r e e r i s 

e p i t o m i z e d i n t h i s s t r u g g l e between l i f e and f o r m , between l i f e 

as i t i s and the i d e a l t h a t he wishes t h a t i t were. H i s 

t h e o l o g i c a l development i s i n t e r r e l a t e d w i t h h i s d r a m a t i c 

development, and b a s i c t o them b o t h i s t h e s t r u g g l e t o accept 

t h e I n c a r n a t i o n as t h e p r i n c i p l e o f l i f e . C h r i s t i a n i t y 

f o c u s s e s t h e dilemma i n i t s convergence of f o r m and l i f e , o f 

l i t u r g y and I n c a r n a t i o n . And i t i s E l i o t ' s s t r u g g l e t o r e l a t e 

t h e two t h a t we t r a c e i n h i s p l a y s . The I n c a r n a t i o n i s t h e 

C h r i s t i a n model, whereby the d i v i n e t a k e s on human l i f e , and 

thus draws l i f e i n t o p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n t h e d i v i n e ; t h a t i s , 

l i f e i s redeemed on t h e b a s i s of C h r i s t ' s p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n i t . 

Thus, i n a sense, l i t u r g y i s a t t a i n e d i n l i f e and t h r o u g h l i f e . 
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E l i o t ' s p e r c e p t i o n of t h i s i s dim and v a c i l l a t i n g , handicapped 
as he i s by i n t e l l e c t u a l i s m and a f e a r and d i s t a s t e f o r l i f e 
and f l e s h t h a t p r e v e n t h i s b e l i e v i n g i n t h e i r i n h e r e n t 
p o t e n t i a l f o r r e d e m p t i o n . 

T h i s i s n o t an i n t e l l e c t u a l or d r a m a t i c or t h e o l o g i c a l 

p roblem s o l e l y , b u t a l l of these are symptomatic of a deeper 

problem t h a t emerges i n E l i o t ' s a v e r s i o n t o l i f e . We d i s c o v e r e d 

g u i l t as an u n d e r l y i n g m o t i v a t i o n i n The C o c k t a i l P a r t y and 

merely i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d i n t h e f o r m a l i s m of The C o n f i d e n t i a l 

C l e r k . Because I n c a r n a t i o n i s t h e b a s i c p r i n c i p l e o f l i f e , 

t h r o u g h which God chose t o a f f i r m and redeem l i f e , n o t o n l y 

w i l l e f f o r t s t o d r a m a t i z e l i f e " i n c a r n a t e " t h e i r c r e a t o r ' s 

sense of l i f e , but h i s p e r s o n a l l i f e w i l l be t h e medium and 

o b j e c t of God's r e d e m p t i v e work. Thus i t i s t h a t we f i n d 

E l i o t ' s n e x t d r a m a t i c e f f o r t , produced i n 1958, r e f l e c t i n g a 

b a s i c r e s o l u t i o n o f h i s s t r u g g l e , as he d i s c o v e r s t h e i d e n t i t y 

o f t h e Word I n c a r n a t e t o be l o v e . The E l d e r Statesman drama

t i z e s a f u n d a m e n t a l change wh,ich i s t h e p r o d u c t of E l i o t ' s 

p e r s o n a l e x p e r i e n c e of t h e word of l o v e becoming f l e s h i n h i s 

m a r r i a g e , i n 1957. The Word t h a t becomes f l e s h i s n o t an i d e a l , 

n o t a d i v i n e f o r m , b u t l o v e i n the f l e s h and b l o o d of one Man. 

Thus i f drama or l i f e i s a "humble shadow or analogy of t h e 
4 

I n c a r n a t i o n " i t i s t h r o u g h l o v e , and t h r o u g h p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n 

l i f e . 

The i m p l i c a t i o n s of a b e l i e f i n t h e I n c a r n a t i o n o f C h r i s t 

i n c l u d e t h e r e d e m p t i o n o f l i f e i n t i m e and space, here and now, 

and, sometimes more d i f f i c u l t t o comprehend, t h e r e d e m p t i o n o f 

o n e s e l f . I t i s t h e r e d e m p t i o n of t i m e and space and t h e 

r e d e m p t i o n of i n d i v i d u a l s , t h r o u g h t h e medium of t h e I n c a r n a t i o n 

which i s l o v e , t h a t i s t h e theme of The E l d e r Statesman. And, 
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i n i m i t a t i o n o f the I n c a r n a t i o n , i t i s l i f e which i s t h e 

m a t e r i a l out of which a r i s e s a s e c u l a r l i t u r g y . 

A new u n d e r s t a n d i n g and a p p r e c i a t i o n of l i f e and of l o v e 

as i t s b a s i s are m a n i f e s t i n The E l d e r Statesman. I n an essay 

e n t i t l e d R e l i g i o u s Drama : M e d i e v a l and Modern (1937) which was 

r e p r i n t e d i n 1954, E l i o t i d e n t i f i e d two t a s k s f o r r e l i g i o u s 

d r a m a t i s t s : t h e r e c o g n i t i o n of " e s s e n t i a l " and "permanent" and 
5 

" r e l i g i o u s " aspects o f l i f e , and t h e r e l a t e d t a s k of s a t i s 

f y i n g "one fo r m of t h e d e s i r e of human beings t o ac h i e v e g r e a t e r 

d i g n i t y and s i g n i f i c a n c e t h a n t h e y seem t o do i n t h e i r p u b l i c 

or indeed p r i v a t e l i v e s . " Much of E l i o t ' s d i f f i c u l t y i n p l a y 

w r i t i n g l i e s j u s t h e r e , as we have seen, i n h i s i n a b i l i t y t o 

grasp t h e " r e l i g i o u s " essence i n t h e midst of l i f e , and t h e 

" d i g n i t y and s i g n i f i c a n c e " o f "humankind". The E l d e r Statesman 

e x e m p l i f i e s a fundamental change i n h i s sense of l i f e , m a n i f e s t 

i n t h e usage he makes of t h e o r i g i n a l s i t u a t i o n o f Oedipus a t 
7 

Colonus: he a t t e m p t s t o " r e t h i n k i t i n modern t e r r a s " and i n 

C h r i s t i a n terms. I n h i s i d e n t i f i c a t i o n o f the e s s e n t i a l and 

permanent and r e l i g i o u s a s p e c t s of t h e o r i g i n a l s i t u a t i o n and 

i n h i s t r a n s l a t i o n of them i n t o modern te r m s , he a f f i r m s t h e 

i n h e r e n t r e l i g i o u s s i g n i f i c a n c e o f l i f e , a n c i e n t and modern. 

And i n r e t e l l i n g t h e s t o r y i n terms of t h e l i f e of one 

p a r t i c u l a r man and h i s f a m i l y he a f f i r m s t h e i n h e r e n t " d i g n i t y 

and s i g n i f i c a n c e " of i n d i v i d u a l l i f e , here and now. Thus 

redem p t i o n i s seen t o be a t work and t h e r i t u a l drama i s 

t r a n s f o r m e d i n t o a C h r i s t i a n drama. I n i t s r e c o g n i t i o n and 

a f f i r m a t i o n of t h e essence o f r i t u a l t r a g e d y f r o m which The 

E l d e r Statesman begins and i n i t s t r a n s l a t i o n i n t o contemporary 

and C h r i s t i a n d r a m a t i c l i f e , l i f e i t s e l f i s a f f i r m e d and 

redeemed i n terms of i n d i v i d u a l s i g n i f i c a n c e . Thus t h e 
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p a r t i c u l a r and t h e u n i v e r s a l , t h e t e m p o r a l and the e t e r n a l , 

i n t e r s e c t f o r the c r e a t i o n of a C h r i s t i a n myth. 

The s t o r y of Lord C l a v e r t o n i s p r e s e n t e d a g a i n s t t h e back-
g 

drop of t h e s t o r y o f Oedipus a t Colonus. T h i s i l l u m i n a t e s t h e 

e s s e n t i a l and permanent and r e l i g i o u s s i t u a t i o n t h a t i s common 

t o them and a t t h e same t i m e i l l u m i n a t e s t h e fundamental 

d i f f e r e n c e t h a t i s wrought by a C h r i s t i a n p e r s p e c t i v e . The 

s i t u a t i o n i n which Oedipus and Lord C l a v e r t o n f i n d themselves 

i s t h e s i t u a t i o n i n which e v e r y man f i n d s h i m s e l f , f a c e t o f a c e 

w i t h d e a t h . I n i t we are i d e n t i f i e d w i t h t h e animals as merely 

m o r t a l c r e a t u r e s i m p l i c a t e d i n t h e process o f b i r t h and d e a t h , 

of w h i c h t h e w i t h e r i n g grass and t h e f a d i n g f l o w e r remind us 

year by y e a r . At t h e same t i m e i t i s t h e s i t u a t i o n which 

i l l u m i n a t e s t h e q u a l i t i e s t h a t d i s t i n g u i s h men fr o m animals 

and d e f i n e our humanness and d i f f e r e n t i a t e us f r o m one a n o t h e r . 

Thus m o r t a l i t y i s t h e ground out of which our s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s 

and moral sense and p e r s o n a l i t y a r i s e . I t i s t h e u n i v e r s a l 

e x p e r i e n c e t h a t i s unique t o eve r y man, p r o n o u n c i n g a t once our 

sameness and our a b s o l u t e i n d i v i d u a l i t y . 

I t i s t h e approach of d e a t h t h a t poses t h e u l t i m a t e 

c h a l l e n g e t o a man's p h i l o s o p h y of l i f e . Sophocles' p r e -

C h r i s t i a n t r a g i c h e r o e x e m p l i f i e s t h e s p i r i t of p r i d e and 

d i g n i t y t h a t i s s t r e n g t h e n e d by a d v e r s i t y . He earns t h e 

a p p r o v a l of h i s gods, and r e f l e c t s them, i n h i s transcendence 

over c i r c u m s t a n c e s , h i s i m m o v a b i l i t y and s e l f - c o n t a i n m e n t . 

E l i o t ' s C h r i s t i a n h e r o i n f a c i n g d e a t h e x p e r i e n c e s shame and 

h u m i l i a t i o n and achieve s h u m i l i t y , r e c o g n i z i n g h i s weakness 

and dependency and need f o r r e d e m p t i o n . I n h i s r e c o g n i t i o n 

of immanence and c o n t i n g e n c y he r e f l e c t s t h e c h a r a c t e r of the 

C h r i s t i a n God I n c a r n a t e . L i k e Oedipus, L o r d C l a v e r t o n i s 
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compelled t o come t o terms w i t h h i s past and h i s f a m i l y . But 

i n s t e a d of b e i n g c o n f i r m e d i n h i s innocence and v i c t i m i z a t i o n , 

and a f f i r m e d i n h i m s e l f , he " i s t r a n s f o r m e d i n h i s whole b e i n g , 

moving f r o m knowledge t o s i n and f r o m s i n t o judgement and f r o m 
9 

judgement t o f o r g i v e n e s s . " Love i s t h e c o n t e x t and t h e power 

behind t h e t r a n s f o r m a t i o n t h a t r e s u l t s n o t i n s e l f - a f f i r m a t i o n 

but i n r e l a t i o n s h i p . 

U n d e r l y i n g t h e s t r u c t u r e of The E l d e r Statesman i s t h e 

r i t u a l movement towards d e a t h , b u t t h e myth of t h e d y i n g god f i n d s 

f u l f i l m e n t i n C h r i s t i a n terms as Lord C l a v e r t o n ' s response t o 

death b r i n g s new l i f e . The approach of d e a t h does n o t c o n f i r m 

h i s g r e a t n e s s b u t i l l u m i n a t e s and consummates the process of 

d i s s o l u t i o n o f s e l f t h a t he has begun t o d e t e c t upon h i s 

r e t i r e m e n t f r o m p u b l i c l i f e . The a c t i o n of t h e p l a y c e n t r e s 

around the g r a d u a l l a y e r by l a y e r exposure of Lord C l a v e r t o n 

t h a t d e a t h p r o v o k e s . F i r s t i t exposes the f l i m s y p u b l i c s e l f 

as a sham p r o v i d i n g an ever more t a t t y c o v e r i n g f o r t h e i n n e r 

s e l f which i t s e l f emerges as ,in danger of l a c k of s u b s t a n c e . 

He r e c o g n i z e s h i m s e l f as one of "the f a i l e d successes, t h e 

s u c c e s s f u l f a i l u r e s " " ^ f o r whom p u b l i c l i f e i s a l l . Images 

p e r t a i n i n g t o p e r s o n a l r e a l i t y and u n r e a l i t y h e l p t o d e p i c t 

h i s l o s s of a sense of s e l f . The r a p i d l y d i m i n i s h i n g newspaper 

coverage i s a gauge of t h e i n s u b s t a n t i a l i t y of p u b l i c l i f e . 

The press photographs by which he i s known emphasize h i s 

i d e n t i t y as a p r o j e c t e d image and a pose. The s i l v e r s a l v e r 

he r e c e i v e s upon r e t i r i n g i s an i r o n i c comment on t h e v i s i t o r s 

he w i l l n o t r e c e i v e . I t i s a k i n d of ransom f o r h a v i n g s o l d 

h i m s e l f . W i t h o u t h i s " p u b l i c l a b e l " , no l o n g e r "the p u b l i c 

personage" dressed " w i t h a u t h o r i t y ' s costume" (528) t h e d o u b t s 

t h a t C h a r l e s expresses as t o "whether t h e r e was any .../ P r i v a t e 
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s e l f t o p r e s e r v e " a r e h i s own. Without h i s p u b l i c s e l f , t h e 

"empty engagement book" ( 5 2 9 ) and "the empty w a i t i n g room" 

(530) d e p i c t h i s e x p e r i e n c e , a s he s e e s "the mental e m p t i n e s s 

deepen", a s E l i o t s a y s e l s e w h e r e , " L e a v i n g o n l y the growing 

t e r r o r of n o t h i n g t o t h i n k about.""''''" He t u r n s Monica's p h r a s e , 

" T h i n k i n g of n o t h i n g " , a n e g a t i v e o c c u p a t i o n i n d e e d , i n t o 

" C o n t e m p l a t i n g n o t h i n g n e s s " , ( 5 2 9 ) a p o s i t i v e and empty and 

h a u n t i n g e x p e r i e n c e . And the o b j e c t of h i s w a i t i n g , "no one 

... n o t h i n g " (530) becomes t h e s o m e t h i n g t h a t h a u n t s him i n 

the g h o s t s from h i s p a s t . 

F e a r i s L o r d C l a v e r t o n ' s d e e p e s t r e a l i t y . Monica r e c o g 

n i z e s i t s d u a l a s p e c t : "His t e r r o r of b e i n g a l o n e " and " h i s 

f e a r of b e i n g exposed t o s t r a n g e r s " ( 5 2 7 , 8 ) . So the image t h a t 

b e s t c a p t u r e s h i s s e n s e of u n r e a l i t y and the r e a l i t y of f e a r i s 

the " g h o s t " ( 5 3 1 ) . B e r e f t of h i s p u b l i c s e l f , he s e e s h i m s e l f 

a s a g h o s t , dead, u n r e a l , h a u n t i n g t h e s c e n e s of h i s former 

l i f e . He i s a ghost more f r i g h t e n e d t h a n f r i g h t e n i n g , however, 

haunted and t e r r o r i z e d by f e a r s and s e c r e t s of h i s p a s t , who 

descend i n b o d i l y , g h o s t l y form i n Gomez and M a i s i e , a f r i e n d 

and a l o v e r of h i s y o u t h . G i v i n g s h a p e t o L o r d C l a v e r t o n ' s 

f e a r and p e r s o n a l u n r e a l i t y i s h i s s e n s e of two s e l v e s : 

What i s t h i s s e l f i n s i d e u s , t h e s i l e n t o b s e r v e r , 
S e v e r e and s p e e c h l e s s c r i t i c , who can t e r r o r i z e us 
And urge us on t o f u t i l e a c t i v i t y , 
And i n t h e end, judge us s t i l l more s e v e r e l y 

F o r t h e e r r o r s i n t o which h i s own r e p r o a c h e s drove u s ? ( 5 4 5 ) 

H i s p u b l i c a c t i o n has been a c o m p e n s a t i o n f o r a l a c k of p e r s o n a l 

peace and t h u s doomed t o i s s u e o n l y i n " d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n " ( 5 4 5 ) . 

A k i n d of p u b l i c c o n s c i e n c e t h a t Gomez i d e n t i f i e s a s t h e 

"prudent d e v i l " ( 5 3 7) i n s i d e L o r d C l a v e r t o n , d i c t a t e s t h e r o l e -

p l a y i n g t h a t h a s been h i s p u b l i c p e r s o n a g e . S t i l l , t h e p r e t e n c e 

t o o t h e r s i s not the w o r s t k i n d . Gomez i d e n t i f i e s "the w o r s t 
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k i n d of f a i l u r e " a s t h e p r e t e n c e t o h i m s e l f , a c c o m p l i s h e d by 

t h e man who has t o keep on p r e t e n d i n g t o h i m s e l f 
T h a t he i s a s u c c e s s - the man who i n the morning 
Has t o make up h i s f a c e b e f o r e he l o o k s i n the m i r r o r . ( 5 4 0 ) 

C l a v e r t o n r e c o g n i z e s h i m s e l f i n t h i s d e s c r i p t i o n . M a i s i e 

r e i n f o r c e s t h i s p e r c e p t i o n , i n d i t i n g him f o r the p u b l i c d i s p l a y 

of i n t e g r i t y t h a t has c o v e r e d h i s f a l s e n e s s : 

At bottom I b e l i e v e y o u ' r e s t i l l t h e same s i l l y R i c h a r d 
You a l w a y s were. You wanted t o pose 
As a man of t h e w o r l d . And now y ou're p o s i n g 
As what? I presume, a s an e l d e r s t a t e s m a n ; 
And t h e d i f f e r e n c e between b e i n g an e l d e r s t a t e s m a n 
And p o s i n g s u c c e s s f u l l y a s an e l d e r s t a t e s m a n 
I s p r a c t i c a l l y n e g l i g i b l e . And you l o o k t h e p a r t . 
Whatever p a r t you've p l a y e d , I must s a y you've 

a l w a y s l o o k e d i t . ( 5 5 2 ) 

He r e c o g n i z e s t h e a c c u r a c y of h e r a s s e s s m e n t , c o n f e s s i n g , " I ' v e 

no l o n g e r any p a r t t o p l a y , M a i s i e " . ( 5 5 2 ) 

From t h e o u t s e t , Monica has been c e r t a i n of h e r f a t h e r ' s 

r e a l i t y and aware of t h e f e a r t h a t d e f i n e s i t . B e c a u s e of h e r 

b e l i e f i n him t h a t i s founded i n l o v e , he i s a b l e t o r e c o g n i z e 

and c o n f e s s and r e p e n t of h i s u n r e a l i t y : 

I ' v e s p e n t my l i f e i n t r y i n g t o f o r g e t m y s e l f 
I n t r y i n g t o i d e n t i f y m y s e l f w i t h t h e p a r t 
I had c h o s e n t o p l a y . And the l o n g e r we p r e t e n d 
The h a r d e r i t becomes t o drop the p r e t e n c e , 
Walk o f f t h e s t a g e , change i n t o our own c l o t h e s 
And s p e a k a s o u r s e l v e s . So I ' d become an i d o l 
To Monica. She w o r s h i p p e d the p a r t I p l a y e d : 
How c o u l d I be s u r e t h a t she would l o v e t h e a c t o r 
I f s h e saw him, o f f t h e s t a g e , w i t h o u t h i s costume and makeup 
And w i t h o u t h i s s t a g e words. Monica! 
I ' v e had y o u r l o v e under f a l s e p r e t e n c e s . 
But I hope t h a t y o u ' l l f i n d a l i t t l e l o v e i n y o u r h e a r t 
S t i l l , f o r your f a t h e r , when you know him 
F o r what he i s , t h e broken-down a c t o r . ( 5 6 9 ) 

A n o t h e r image t h a t f u r t h e r s t h e theme of p e r s o n a l i d e n t i t y 

i s the name. Lord C l a v e r t o n i s s t r i p p e d not o n l y of h i s p u b l i c 

r o l e , not o n l y of " a u t h o r i t y ' s costume" but of h i s v e r y i d e n t i t y , 

a s h i s e v o l u t i o n from " D i c k F e r r y " t o "Lord C l a v e r t o n - F e r r y " i s 

exposed and t h e p r o c e s s r e v e r s e d . As Gomez s a y s , t h e change was 
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e f f e c t e d "so s l o w l y and s w e e t l y " t h a t Lord C l a v e r t o n had 
"never woken up/ To the f a c t t h a t D i c k F e r r y d i e d l o n g ago" 
( 5 3 6 ) . M i c h a e l r e c o g n i z e s h i s f a t h e r ' s a c q u i s i t i o n of a t i t l e 
a s an a t t e m p t t o a c q u i r e a semblance of d i g n i t y upon r e t i r i n g , 
"Being no l o n g e r wanted", ( 5 5 9 ) t o f l a u n t b e f o r e h i s w i f e ' s 
f a m i l y - "To Lord i t over them, i n f a c t " , a s M i c h a e l p u t s i t . 
Gomez has undergone a l i k e t r a n s f o r m a t i o n , but c o n s c i o u s l y and 
d e l i b e r a t e l y : " I p a r t e d from m y s e l f by a sudden e f f o r t " , ( 5 3 6 ) 
he s a y s and l e f t E n g l a n d f o r San Marco, "To f a b r i c a t e f o r 
m y s e l f a n o t h e r p e r s o n a l i t y / And t o t a k e a n o t h e r name." ( 5 3 5 ) 
M a i s i e t o o has a c q u i r e d new names w i t h new s e l v e s . L i k e F r e d 
C u l v e r w e l l i s t o Gomez, M a i s i e B a t t e r s o n i s dead t o h e r , a s 
h e r f a u l t y and r o m a n t i c memories s u g g e s t , and she r e l i s h e s t h e 
f a l s e images - of p a s t fame, f o r M a i s i e Montjoy, and b o u r g e o i s 
r e s p e c t a b i l i t y , f o r Mrs. John C a r g h i l l - t h a t h e r names 
r e p r e s e n t . A g a i n , t h e t r a d e i n f a l s e names i s redeemed by l o v e 
Lord C l a v e r t o n does not f i g h t t o r e t a i n f a l s e g l o r y but a c c e p t s 
h u m i l i a t i o n . And though M i c h a e l r e j e c t s h i s name and a l l t h a t 
i t r e p r e s e n t s , he i s i n t h a t r e j e c t i n g o n l y h i s f a t h e r ' s s u p e r 
f i c i a l i d e n t i t y : "For t h e me. he r e j e c t e d , I r e j e c t a l s o " ( 5 8 2 ) 
Monica a f f i r m s h e r b e l i e f i n h i s r e a l s e l f and h e r i d e n t i t y 
w i t h him i n w a n t i n g t o be known a s " F e r r y " o n l y ( 5 4 6 ) . N e i t h e r 
w i l l s h e a c c e p t M i c h a e l ' s r e j e c t i o n of t h e f a m i l y : " I s h a l l 
a l w a y s p r e t e n d i t i s the same M i c h a e l " , she t e l l s h e r b r o t h e r . 
(579) Monica a f f i r m s h e r f a t h e r ' s e s s e n t i a l and t r u e s e l f ; 
h a v i n g been s t r i p p e d of f a l s e i d e n t i t i e s he i s , she s a y s , 
"only my f a t h e r now, and M i c h a e l ' s " ( 5 8 3 ) . 

Thus t h e a c t i o n of e x p o s i n g L o r d C l a v e r t o n ' s s o u l i s 

redeemed by l o v e , s u c h t h a t r a t h e r t h a n b e i n g undone, he i s 

l e f t b a r e but whole and co m p l e t e and e s s e n t i a l l y h i m s e l f -
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f o r g i v e n and redeemed. H a v i n g begun i n t e r r o r a t " C o n t e m p l a t i n g 

n o t h i n g n e s s " , Lord C l a v e r t o n a r r i v e s a t a p l a c e of peace where 

" i n becoming no one", he s a y s , " I b e g i n t o l i v e . " ( 5 8 2 ) T h i s i s 

the c u l m i n a t i o n of "the p a t t e r n of t h e r i t u a l c u r e " on which 

the p l a y i s b a s e d , and which i s a l s o " t r a n s l a t e d i n t o t h e s u r f a c e 
12 

a c t i o n " , to be redeemed i n C h r i s t i a n t e r m s . I t d r a m a t i z e s t h e 

r i t u a l c u r e but a l s o t h e p e r s o n a l , s p i r i t u a l c u r e t h a t t e s t i f i e s 

t o the power of r e d e m p t i o n . The r e a l s t r u g g l e d r a m a t i z e d i n 

t h i s p l a y i s an i n t e r n a l one, between L o r d C l a v e r t o n ' s o l d s e l f , 

r e p r e s e n t e d i n h i s a g e i n g , f r a i l body, and h i s new emerging 

s e l f , t h e young and f r a i l s p i r i t w h i c h i s b o r n and j u s t b e g i n s 
13 

t o l i v e i n t h e p l a y . 

A l t h o u g h on t h e one hand i t i s the r i t u a l d e a t h of t h e o l d 

and t h e a s c e n d a n c e of t h e young t h a t i s d r a m a t i z e d , t h e p l a y 

f o c u s s e s on t h e o l d p e r s o n who, i n the imminence of d e a t h and 

the m e l a n c h o l y a s p e c t of t h e l i f e t h a t i s l e f t b e h i n d l i k e a 

r u i n e d and r u i n o u s c a r c a s s , p r e s e n t s t h e u l t i m a t e c h a l l e n g e t o 

the a f f i r m a t i o n and r e d e m p t i o n of l i f e . I n a s e n s e t h i s p l a y 

i s Amy's t r a g e d y r e w r i t t e n i n new terms of r e d e m p t i o n and 

t r i u m p h . Images of s i c k n e s s and h e a l t h f e a t u r e i n t h e p a t t e r n 

of t h e r i t u a l c u r e but a r e redeemed, t o p o r t r a y t h e r e c o v e r y of 

s p i r i t u a l h e a l t h , t h e redem p t i o n of l i f e , t h e " l i b e r a t i o n " ( 5 7 3 ) 

t h a t comes w i t h t h e d e a t h of t he body. L o r d C l a v e r t o n p e r c e i v e s 

t h e s i g n i f i c a n c e of t h e s t r o k e t h a t provoked r e t i r e m e n t not i n 

i t s p h y s i c a l r e p e r c u s s i o n s but i n i t s exposure of h i s s p i r i t u a l 

b a n k r u p t c y . I t f i l l s him w i t h " f e a r of t h e e m p t i n e s s ... A 

f e a r of t h e vacuum, and no d e s i r e t o f i l l i t " ( 5 3 0 ) . H i s f e a r 

of l i f e i s g r e a t e r t h a n h i s f e a r of d e a t h . "Nobody l o o k s i l l " 

( 5 4 6 ) a t B a d g l e y C o u r t , "A c o n v a l e s c e n t home/ With t h e atmos

phere of an h o t e l " ( 5 2 8 ) and, more i m p o r t a n t , no one t h e r e 
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" l o o k s i n c u r a b l e " ( 5 4 6 ) . The i m p l i c a t i o n t h a t e v e r y o n e i s i l l 

f o l l o w s r e a d i l y and Lord C l a v e r t o n e x p e r i e n c e s a f l e e t i n g 

"sense of w e l l b e i n g " (544) i n a r r i v i n g t h e r e , t h a t s u g g e s t s t h a t , 

i n a d m i t t i n g v u l n e r a b i l i t y and s i c k n e s s , he i s coming c l o s e r t o 

r e a l i t y and h e a l t h . B a d g l e y C o u r t e p i t o m i z e s the r e v e r s a l of 

v a l u e s of the C h r i s t i a n C h u r c h , f u l l of p eople whose s i n 

q u a l i f i e s them f o r r e d e m p t i o n and new l i f e , who a r e s a v e d i n 
14 

d y i n g i n i m i t a t i o n of t h e i r "wounded s u r g e o n " . F o r C h r i s t i a n s , 
Our o n l y h e a l t h i s t h e d i s e a s e 
I f we obey t h e d y i n g n u r s e 
Whose c o n s t a n t c a r e i s not t o p l e a s e 
But t o remind of our, and Adam's c u r s e , 
And t h a t , t o be r e s t o r e d , our s i c k n e s s must grow w o r s e . 

The whole e a r t h i s our h o s p i t a l 
Endowed by t h e r u i n e d m i l l i o n a i r e , 
Wherein, i f we do w e l l , we s h a l l 
D i e of t h e a b s o l u t e p a t e r n a l c a r e ^ 
T h a t w i l l not l e a v e us, but p r e v e n t s us e v e r y w h e r e . 

T h a t new l i f e w i l l come i n d e a t h i s t h e i m p l i c a t i o n of t h e " v e r y 

ominous" o v e r t o n e s t h a t L o r d C l a v e r t o n h e a r s i n Mrs. P i g g o t t ' s 

r a p t u r e s o v e r t h e " p e r f e c t p e a c e " of B a d g l e y C o u r t . ( 5 4 5 ) A ' r e s t 

c u r e " ( 5 6 3 ) i s not what he n e e d s ; r a t h e r " r e s c u e " ( 5 5 4 , 5 ) . R e a l 

peace comes t o L o r d C l a v e r t o n w i t h c o n f e s s i o n : " I t i s t h e peace 

t h a t e n s u e s upon c o n t r i t i o n / When c o n t r i t i o n e n s u e s upon know

ledge of the t r u t h " ( 5 8 1 ) . So d e a t h can be " l i b e r a t i o n " ( 5 7 3 ) 

f o r h i s body i n the d i s c o v e r y of s p i r i t u a l h e a l t h , a s he contem-
16 

p l a t e s b e i n g " d e l i v e r e d from t h e burden of the f l e s h " , a s t h e 

b u r i a l p r a y e r h a s i t . "You t h i n k I am s i c k e n i n g " , he t e l l s 

Monica, "when I am j u s t r e c o v e r i n g " (573)« He who has been 

" b u r i e d i n t h e l i b r a r y " ( 5 2 5 ) a t t h e b e g i n n i n g of t h e p l a y , 

b e g i n s a new l i f e a t t h e end, i n t h e freedom and new l i f e of 

h i s s p i r i t . 

I t i s Monica's l o v e t h a t h a s redeemed t h e p r o c e s s of r i t u a l 

d e a t h t o r e c r e a t e i t i n new l i f e . T h i s i n v o l v e s t h e r e d e m p t i o n 
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of t i m e , which i s r e f l e c t e d i n t he r e d e m p t i o n of the n a t u r a l and 

s e a s o n a l imagery of r i t u a l drama i n t e r m s of a new C h r i s t i a n 

o r d e r of t i m e . The a c t i o n moves from "The drawing-room of Lord 

C l a v e r t o n ' s London home" ( 5 2 4 ) t o "The t e r r a c e of B a d g l e y C o u r t " 

( 5 4 4 ) . T h i s r e f l e c t s t h e movement t o w a r d s e s s e n t i a l s t h a t i s 

both a p r e p a r a t i o n f o r d e a t h and a move to w a r d s r e a l i t y . "We 

brought n o t h i n g i n t o t h i s w o r l d , " t h e l i t u r g y r eminds us, "and 
17 

i t i s c e r t a i n we can c a r r y n o t h i n g o u t . " D i v e s t e d of h i s 

C i t y l i f e , L o r d C l a v e r t o n c o n t e m p l a t e s l i f e i t s e l f and d e a t h . 

H i s m o r t a l i t y and i m p l i c a t i o n i n t h e r i t u a l c y c l e of l i f e and 

d e a t h i s w r i t l a r g e and i r o n i c a l l y i n t h e c u r i o u s t r e a c h e r y of 

the s u n s h i n e , a s he s e n s e s : 
I hope t h i s b e n i g n a n t s u n s h i n e 

And warmth w i l l l a s t f o r a few d a y s more. 
But t h i s e a r l y summer, t h a t ' s h a r d l y s e a s o n a b l e , 
I s s o o f t e n a h a r b r i n g e r of f r o s t on t h e f r u i t t r e e s . ( 5 4 4 ) 

T h i s i s r e m i n i s c e n t of Amy's r e s p o n s e t o t h e imminence of d e a t h 

" W i l l t h e s p r i n g n e v e r come?" ( 2 8 5 ) - r i f e w i t h t h e a m b i v a l e n c e 

of t h e o l d whose l o n g i n g f o r l i f e i s a l o n g i n g f o r t h e i r own 

d e a t h . The o l d must d i e t o make way f o r t h e young, bound up a s 

they a r e i n t h e p r o c e s s of n a t u r e . And though Lord C l a v e r t o n 

f i n d s peace and l i b e r a t i o n and new l i f e i n d e a t h , he i s o v e r 

t a k e n by t h e c h i l l y s p r i n g dusk. The r i t u a l s t r u c t u r e i s s e e n 

t o be i n t r i n s i c t o r e a l i t y and the r e a l i t i e s of l i f e and d e a t h 

assume r i t u a l p r o p o r t i o n s . 

At t h e same time a n o t h e r t e m p o r a l o r d e r works w i t h i n and 

a c r o s s t h i s r i t u a l s e a s o n a l one. The p l a y i s f u l l of r e f e r e n c e s 

t o t i m e , r e v e r b e r a t i n g t h e s i g n i f i c a n c e of e v e r y moment and t h e 

r e d e m p t i o n of time a c c o m p l i s h e d t h r o u g h l o v e . Young l o v e , w i t h 

which t h e p l a y opens, s p a r k l e s w i t h t h e e x c i t e m e n t and import 

of e v e r y moment. F o r t h o s e who l o v e , "minutes a l o n e " ( 5 2 3 ) 
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and whether t h e l o v e r s t o p s t o t e a and spends t h e "whole a f t e r 
noon" ( 5 2 6 ) a r e i n t e n s e l y i m p o r t a n t i s s u e s . J u s t a s l o v e f i l l s 
t h e i r time w i t h s i g n i f i c a n c e , t h e absence of l o v e l e a v e s L o r d 
C l a v e r t o n f e e l i n g t h a t h i s time i s d r a i n e d , f u l l now of empty 
hours and d a y s . I n c o n t r a s t t o t h e l o v e r s he w a i t s w i t h o u t 
hope, w i t h o u t a s e n s e of the f u t u r e . He w a i t s o n l y f o r t h e end 
of time, h a v i n g a l r e a d y come t o the end of h i s l i f e . G h o s t s 
from h i s p a s t remind him of h i s c h o i c e t o deny t h e s i g n i f i c a n c e 
of time. Gomez h i g h l i g h t s t h e s i g n i f i c a n c e of "One time i n 
p a r t i c u l a r " ( 5 4 0 ) and M a i s i e r e c a l l s "the t u r n i n g p o i n t of a l l 
my l i f e ( 5 4 9 ) when Lo r d C l a v e r t o n made a wrong c h o i c e . Thus 
they maximize t h e s i g n i f i c a n c e of h i s r e s p o n s i b i l i t y and 
minimize t h e i r own - s u c h t h a t t h e i r p a s t assumes t h e u n r e a l i t y 
of " a n c i e n t h i s t o r y " ( 5 7 5 ) or a m u s i c - h a l l r e v u e - showing t h a t 
t h e y , w i t h him, a r e bound up i n u n r e a l i t y and unredeemable t i m e . 
The power of l o v e makes i t s d u r a t i o n seem "a l o n g t i m e , a l o n g , 
long t i m e " ( 5 2 6 ) f o r Monica and C h a r l e s ; t h e power of h a t e i s 
a s s t r o n g . B o t h Gomez and M a i s i e t a u n t t h e i r v i c t i m w i t h t h e 
l o n g e v i t y of t h e i r a t t a c h m e n t : "we're s t i l l t o g e t h e r ... we may 
always be t o g e t h e r " ( 5 5 3 ) , s a y s M a i s i e , e c h o i n g Gomez's t a u n t i n g 
"bond" ( 5 3 7 ) . Her song, " I t ' s Not Too L a t e F o r You To Love Me" 
( 5 5 2 ) , i s a h a u n t i n g melody t h r o u g h o u t and Gomez c o n f i r m s t h a t 
" I t w i l l n e v e r be t o o l a t e " ( 5 6 4 ) f o r t h e i r h a t r e d t o f i n d 
s a t i s f a c t i o n . 

M a i s i e and Gomez p r e c l u d e r e d e m p t i o n , bound i n t h e i r f a l s e 

p r i d e and h a t r e d . M a i s i e t e l l s L o r d C l a v e r t o n , " Y o u ' l l s t i l l 

be p l a y i n g a p a r t / I n y o u r o b i t u a r y , whoever w r i t e s i t " ( 5 5 2 ) . 

"She h a s n ' t f o r g o t t e n or f o r g i v e n me" ( 5 7 2 ) , he knows. The 

"bond" between him and h i s g h o s t s i s h a t r e d , i n v e r t e d l o v e . 

M a i s i e ' s q u o t a t i o n ( t h e o r i g i n of which i s g i v e n i n Gomez's 
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18 San Marco ) "Where t h e r e f i r e s a r e n e v e r quenched" (553) 
s u g g e s t s t h e p a s s i o n t h a t makes i t s home i n h e l l . The h u m i l i a t i o n 
f o r which t h e y blame Lord C l a v e r t o n has t u r n e d t h e i r o r i g i n a l 
l o v e f o r him i n t o a h a t e t h a t i s f i x e d and e t e r n a l . By t h e same 
t o k e n , t h e power of l o v e works t h e r e d e m p t i o n of t i m e . Lord 
C l a v e r t o n ' s h u m i l i a t i o n upon b e i n g c o n f r o n t e d w i t h h i s wrongs 
i s t r a n s f o r m e d t h r o u g h l o v e i n t o h u m i l i t y . "Come, I ' l l s t a r t 
t o l e a r n a g a i n ./ M i c h a e l and I s h a l l go t o s c h o o l t o g e t h e r ... 
And s u f f e r t h e same h u m i l i a t i o n s " , ( 5 6 5 - 6 ) he t e l l s Monica. 
And t h i s " s t a r t i n g t o l e a r n a g a i n " , w h a t e v e r t h e p a s t , w h a t e v e r 
the t i m e , s i g n i f i e s t h e C h r i s t i a n u n d e r s t a n d i n g of t h e 
r e d e m p t i o n of t i m e . L o r d C l a v e r t o n t u r n s t o Monica - "But have 
I s t i l l t i m e ? / ... I s i t t o o l a t e f o r me, Monica" ( 5 6 6 ) - and 
i n t h i s makes a c h o i c e i n h u m i l i t y f o r l o v e , t h u s a s s u r i n g t h a t 
t h e r e w i l l be time f o r him. "There i s t i m e f o r M i c h a e l " , he 
knows ( 5 6 6 ) and m i n i s t e r s t h e r e d e m p t i o n of M i c h a e l ' s time i n 
h i s p romise t o l o v e him u n c o n d i t i o n a l l y : " I s h a l l n e v e r 
r e p u d i a t e you/ Though you may r e p u d i a t e me" ( 5 7 8 ) . T h i s 
t r i u m p h of l o v e o v e r time i s u l t i m a t e l y t h e t r i u m p h over d e a t h 
by e t e r n a l l i f e , t i m e l e s s l o v e . And though t h e dusk o v e r t a k e s 
Lord C l a v e r t o n he r i s e s t r i u m p h a n t t o meet i t knowing " I s h a l l 
l e a v e you f o r a w h i l e " , as he t e l l s Monica and C h a r l e s , " I 
s h a l l not go f a r " ( 5 8 2 ) . Monica t o o knows h i s l i f e beyond 
d e a t h and h i s union w i t h them: "He i s c l o s e a t h and" ( 5 8 3 ) . 

She and C h a r l e s know the same e t e r n a l l o v e a s they 

d i s c o v e r t h e s i g n i f i c a n c e of t h e i r moments of l o v e t o be r o o t e d 

i n the p l a c e of t h e s e moments i n e t e r n i t y , i n a l o v e " t h a t was 

a l w a y s t h e r e " ( 5 8 3 ) w h i c h now i n c l u d e s h e r f a t h e r . Thus t h e 

p r e - C h r i s t i a n r i t u a l o r d e r , and time i t s e l f , i s u l t i m a t e l y 

redeemed when d e a t h i s d e f e a t e d and t r a n s f o r m e d i n t o new l i f e , 
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as Lord C l a v e r t o n ' s p a s s a g e from t h e t e m p o r a l o r d e r i s s e e n t o 

be h i s e n t r a n c e i n t o e t e r n i t y , and l o v e i s s e e n t o h o l d t h e 

promise of t he r e d e m p t i o n of time i n e t e r n i t y . L o r d C l a v e r t o n 

r e c o g n i z e s t h e s i g n i f i c a n c e of h i s p a s t misdeeds and t h u s h i s 

s u b o r d i n a t i o n t o time but a l s o l e a r n s t h a t "Only t h r o u g h time 
19 

time i s c o n q u e r e d " . Love undoes t h e power of h a t e and a l l o w s 
him t h e freedom t o use a s i g n i f i c a n t " f i v e m i n u t e s " ( 5 7 3 ) f o r 

20 

" r i g h t a c t i o n " i n t h e p r e s e n t . C o n f e s s i o n t o Monica opens 

the way f o r a f u t u r e t h a t i s more tha n j u s t the end of t h e 

p r e s e n t , and t h u s j u s t a s a few " p a r t i c u l a r " moments have 

de t e r m i n e d t h e u n r e a l i t y and s a d n e s s of h i s l i f e u n t i l now, a 

few p a r t i c u l a r moments redeem a l i f e t i m e . 

The r i t u a l s t r u c t u r e u n d e r l y i n g t h e a c t i o n l e n d s a 

m y t h o l o g i c a l and c o s m i c d i m e n s i o n t o t he a c t i o n , which i s 

h e i g h t e n e d by t he s i m p l i c i t y of t h e p l a y ' s d e s i g n . And 

s i m u l t a n e o u s w i t h t h i s i n v e s t m e n t of t h e a c t i o n and c h a r a c t e r s 

w i t h a s i g n i f i c a n c e beyond t h e m s e l v e s t h e r e i s a movement i n 

th e o p p o s i t e d i r e c t i o n , c o n s i s t i n g i n t h e d i v e s t m e n t of L o r d 

C l a v e r t o n of a n y t h i n g t h a t i s e x t r i n s i c t o h i s b e i n g . The 

r e s u l t i s t h e g r a d u a l emergence of Everyman - t h e o r d i n a r y 

e v e r y d a y and u t t e r l y s i g n i f i c a n t i n d i v i d u a l . B e r e f t of e v e r y 

t h i n g but h i s p e r s o n , endowed w i t h "luminous m i r a c l e - p l a y 

21 

s i m p l i c i t y " , he has assumed m y t h o l o g i c a l and c o s m i c 

s i g n i f i c a n c e . Spanos compares E l i o t w i t h t h e M e d i e v a l r e a l i s t s 

i n t h e i r a t t e m p t "to d i s c o v e r a u n i v e r s a l s t r u c t u r e of meaning 
22 

i n the immediate c o n c r e t e p r e s e n t As we mentioned, 

E l i o t l o o k s t o t h e M e d i e v a l d r a m a t i s t s i n t h e i r r e c o g n i t i o n of 

what i s e s s e n t i a l and i n t h e i r u n d e r s t a n d i n g of one of t h e s e 

e s s e n t i a l and permanent and r e l i g i o u s t r u t h s a s t h e d i g n i t y and 

s i g n i f i c a n c e of t h e i n d i v i d u a l . The E l d e r S t a t e s m a n r e p r e s e n t s 
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t h e c u l m i n a t i o n of E l i o t ' s s t r u g g l e t o b e l i e v e i n the s i g n i f i 
c a n ce of the "here and now". The p l a y b e a r s few marks of 
e n f o r c e d o r d e r or " d o u b l e n e s s " . I n s t e a d i t s s i m p l i c i t y 
r e p r e s e n t s t h e meaning i n h e r e n t i n t h e a c t i o n and t h u s i n 

23 
o r d i n a r y l i f e . E v e r y l i f e i s a " l i f e of s i g n i f i c a n t s o i l " 
and "The E l d e r Statesman can be about Everyman p r e c i s e l y 

24 

b e c a u s e i t i s about Lord C l a v e r t o n " . From H a r r y ' s c r y t h a t 

"the p a r t i c u l a r has no l a n g u a g e " ( 2 9 4 ) E l i o t has a r r i v e d a t t h e 

v e r y p a r t i c u l a r s t o r y of Lord C l a v e r t o n , which i s a t t h e same 

time the p a r t i c u l a r and u n i v e r s a l s t o r y of Everyman. The q u a l i t y 

of i n d i v i d u a l s i g n i f i c a n c e i s what d i s t i n g u i s h e s the C h r i s t i a n 

c h a r a c t e r of the p l a y ; l i f e i s s i g n i f i c a n t and redeemable 

b e c a u s e of t h e one l i f e of C h r i s t . 

L o rd C l a v e r t o n ' s s i n s a r e p a r t i c u l a r and shame and g u i l t 

o v e r them has made f e a r of h u m i l i a t i o n t h e dominant m o t i v a t i o n 

of h i s l i f e , which he has t r i e d t o c o n t r o l by "Managing, 

manoeuvring, c a j o l i n g or b u l l y i n g " ( 5 2 8 ) e v e r y o n e , i n p u b l i c 

and p r i v a t e l i f e . He has k e p t h i s w i f e a t a d i s t a n c e : " I 

n e v e r knew y o u r mother," he c o n f e s s e s t o Monica, "as she n e v e r 

knew me ... And s o we l i v e d , w i t h a deep s i l e n c e between u s , / 

And she d i e d s i l e n t l y . " (570) M i c h a e l t h i n k s h i m s e l f doomed 

t o be " g e t t i n g i n t o t r o u b l e " ( 5 5 6 ) , c o n t r o l l e d as he i s by h i s 

f a t h e r ' s g u i l t and f e a r o v e r h i s own p a s t . Monica t o o , though 

she l o v e s h e r f a t h e r , i s i n h i s c o n t r o l - "I'm s u r e I want t o 

marry you", s h e t e l l s C h a r l e s , "when I'm f r e e t o do s o " ( 5 2 7 ) 

- a c o n t r o l t h a t becomes o b s e s s i v e w i t h the a s c e n d a n c e of h i s 

f e a r s . She t o o i s k e pt a t a d i s t a n c e : " F a t h e r , " she s a y s , 

" c a n ' t you b e a r t o be a l o n e w i t h me?" ( 5 4 3 ) 

L o r d C l a v e r t o n ' s s i n s and f e a r s a r e p a r t i c u l a r , and 
25 

embodied i n Gomez and M a i s i e , h i s g h o s t s , a s w e l l a s M i c h a e l 



- 212 -

who i s a k i n d of g h o st of h i s y o u t h . They must be c o n f e s s e d 

i n a l l t h e i r g r o s s and p e t t y , g r i m and h u m i l i a t i n g p a r t i c u l a r i t y 

Having begun by d e n y i n g any r e s p o n s i b i l i t y - " I c e r t a i n l y admit 

no r e s p o n s i b i l i t y / None w h a t e v e r " ( 5 3 7 ) , he t e l l s h i s f i r s t 

ghost - he c o n f e s s e s h i s blame i n d e t a i l . "Was I r e s p o n s i b l e 

. . . ? " ; he comes t o r e a l i z e , " Y e s , I was" ( 5 7 1 ) . Y e t the 

s i g n i f i c a n c e of h i s s i n s i s dependent upon t h e i r s i g n i f i c a n c e 

as i n d i c e s of h i s c h a r a c t e r . "Each of them remembers an 

o c c a s i o n / On w h i c h I r a n away", ( 5 7 2 ) he s a y s , r e a l i z i n g t h a t 

the s p i r i t u a l m a l a i s e t o which t h e s e s i n s p o i n t i s t h e r e a l 

problem: 

You t h i n k t h a t I s u f f e r from a morbid c o n s c i e n c e , 
From b r o o d i n g o v e r f a u l t s I might w e l l have f o r g o t t e n . 
You t h i n k t h a t I'm s i c k e n i n g , when I'm j u s t r e c o v e r i n g ! 
I t ' s h a r d t o make o t h e r p e o p l e r e a l i s e 
The magnitude of t h i n g s t h a t a p pear t o them p e t t y ; 
I t ' s h a r d e r t o c o n f e s s t h e s i n t h a t no one b e l i e v e s i n 
Than t h e c r i m e t h a t e v e r y o n e can a p p r e c i a t e . 
F o r t h e c r i m e i s i n r e l a t i o n t o t h e law 

And t h e s i n i s i n r e l a t i o n t o t h e s i n n e r . ( 5 7 3 ) 

At t h e same time h i s g u i l t and r e s p o n s i b i l i t y i s o n l y p a r t 

of t h e s i n . When t h e f e a r t h a t h a s made " s p e c t r e s " of M a i s i e 

and Gomez i s gone, he s e e s them a s " l i v i n g p e r s o n s ... o n l y 

human b e i n g , / M a l i c i o u s , p e t t y ..." ( 5 6 9 ) and r e s p o n s i b l e f o r 

t h e m s e l v e s . The s i g n i f i c a n c e of p e r s o n s and a c t i o n s i s s u c h 

t h a t t h e y n e v e r c e a s e t o be " o c c a s i o n s " f o r good, even when 

they have been o c c a s i o n s f o r e v i l : s u c h i s the g l o r y of redemp

t i o n . One of "the g i f t s r e s e r v e d f o r o l d a g e " t h a t E l i o t 

i d e n t i f i e s e l s e w h e r e i s 
... t h e r e n d i n g p a i n of r e - e n a c t m e n t 
Of a l l t h a t you have done, and been; t h e shame 
Of m o t i v e s l a t e r e v e a l e d , and the a w a r e n e s s 
Of t h i n g s i l l done and done t o o t h e r s ' harm 
Which once you took f o r e x e r c i s e of v i r t u e . 
Then f o o l s ' a p p r o v a l s t i n g s , and honour s t a i n s , 
From wrong t o wrong the e x a s p e r a t e d s p i r i t 
P r o c e e d s , u n l e s s r e s t o r e d by t h a t r e f i n i n g f i r e 
Where we must move i n measure, l i k e a d a n c e r . 26 
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When L o r d C l a v e r t o n meets Gomez and M a i s i e a g a i n , e a c h of t he 

t h r e e i s g i v e n an o p p o r t u n i t y t o make a n o t h e r c h o i c e , e i t h e r 

t o p e r p e t u a t e t h e wrong done i n t h e p a s t or t o redeem i t by 

making a c h o i c e f o r good. L o r d C l a v e r t o n a c c e p t s t h e g i f t of 

age and t u r n s i t t o a c c o u n t a s an o c c a s i o n f o r r e s t o r a t i o n . 

With h i s f a m i l y a s w e l l , t h e p a s t i s no more s i g n i f i c a n t 

t h a n t h e p r e s e n t , h i s own r e s p o n s i b i l i t y i s no g r e a t e r t h a n 

each of t h e i r s . H i s s e l f - r e p r o a c h i s thorough and p a r t i c u l a r , 

a s he c o n f e s s e s h i s s i n a g a i n s t h i s w i f e , as we have s e e n , and 

a g a i n s t h i s c h i l d r e n : 

Why d i d I a l w a y s want t o dominate my c h i l d r e n ? 
Why d i d I mark out a narrow p a t h f o r M i c h a e l ? 
B e c a u s e I wanted t o p e r p e t u a t e m y s e l f i n him. 
Why d i d I want t o keep you t o m y s e l f , Monica? 
B e c a u s e I wanted you t o g i v e y o u r l i f e t o a d o r i n g 
The man t h a t I p r e t e n d e d t o m y s e l f t h a t I was, 
So t h a t I c o u l d b e l i e v e i n my own p r e t e n c e s . ( 5 8 1 ) 

Y e t M i c h a e l , t o o , i s a " f r e e a g e n t " ( 5 7 7 ) and must be f r e e d t o 

t a k e r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r h i m s e l f and t o f i n d h i s r e d e m p t i o n : 

"You a r e r i g h t t o hope f o r s o m e t h i n g b e t t e r " , h i s f a t h e r t e l l s 

Monica ( 5 8 0 ) . She too i s now f r e e d , a s h e r f a t h e r commits h e r 

t o C h a r l e s ' c a r e : " I l e a v e Monica t o you", he t e l l s C h a r l e s 

( 5 8 2 ) . 

C o n f e s s i o n t o Monica i s "the f i r s t s t e p t a k e n toward 

freedom" ( 5 7 2 ) f o r h i m s e l f and f o r o t h e r s . He r e c o g n i z e s i t s 

s i g n i f i c a n c e : 

What has made the d i f f e r e n c e i n t h e l a s t f i v e m i n utes 
I s not t h e h e i n o u s n e s s of my misde e d s 
But t h e f a c t of my c o n f e s s i o n . And t o you, Monica, 
To you, of a l l p e o p l e . ( 5 7 3 ) 

F o r g i v e n e s s i s r e t r o a c t i v e "And r i g h t a c t i o n i s freedom/ From 
27 

p a s t and f u t u r e a l s o . " The s i g n i f i c a n c e of c o n f e s s i o n t o 

Monica l i e s i n i t s r e p r e s e n t i n g t h e re d e m p t i o n of a l i f e - t i m e 

of i s o l a t i o n . I n r e v e a l i n g h i s t r u e s e l f t o h e r he redeems 
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the c o w a r d i c e and l o v e l e s s n e s s t h a t has haunted him. I n s u c h 
c o n f e s s i o n , he has s a i d , "your s o u l i s s a f e " ( 5 6 8 ) . Through 
c o n f e s s i o n comes "the i l l u m i n a t i o n / Of knowing what l o v e i s . " 
( 5 8 1 ) C o n f e s s i o n t hrough which your s o u l i s s a f e i s t h e most 
d i r e c t l i t u r g i c a l r e f e r e n c e i n the p l a y . The u n o b t r u s i v e 
r i t e does not m e r e l y d e c l a r e t h e s i g n i f i c a n c e of p e r s o n s and of 
l i f e , but t h e i r s a c r e d c h a r a c t e r and a r e s p o n s i b i l i t y towards 
one a n o t h e r w h i c h i s h o l y . Love i t s e l f i s t h u s p r e s e n t e d as 
the h o l y c a l l i n g , i n the m idst of l i f e . I t i s l o v e t h a t i s the 
power b e h i n d t h e r i g h t a c t i o n s t h a t s e c u r e L o r d C l a v e r t o n ' s 
l i f e . 

As p a r t i c u l a r i n c i d e n t s have been symptoms of a d i s e a s e 

of s p i r i t , s o t h e s e p a r t i c u l a r r i g h t a c t i o n s a r e symptoms of 

r e c o v e r y , t h e v i t a l s i g n s of a r e s t o r e d s p i r i t . Love i s the 

h e a l e r t h a t i s a t work, m i n i s t e r i n g "the a b s o l u t e p a t e r n a l 

c a r e " . L o r d C l a v e r t o n ' s s i n s i n h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p s have 

c o n s i s t e d i n a p e r v e r s i o n of a p o t e n t i a l l o v e , c a u s e d by h i s 

f e a r of h u m i l i a t i o n . When h i s g h o s t s c o n f r o n t him, l o v e 

empowers him t o a c c e p t h u m i l i a t i o n , t h u s a l l o w i n g i t s t r a n s 

f o r m a t i o n i n t o h u m i l i t y , and t h e t r i u m p h of l o v e . An e a r l y 

d r a f t of t h e m a t e r i a l a r t i c u l a t e s t h i s , r e i t e r a t i n g t h e 

h u m i l i a t i o n a t t h e r o o t of h i s f e e l i n g s , w i t h L o r d C l a v e r t o n 

d e s c r i b i n g h i s p e r s e c u t o r s a s " d r i v i n g me o v e r t h e h u m i l i a t i o n 
2 8 

l i n e / Beyond whi c h l i e s h u m i l i t y ..." T h i s h u m i l i t y a l l o w s 

h i s new e x p e r i e n c e and u n d e r s t a n d i n g of u n c o n d i t i o n a l l o v e : 

Of M i c h a e l , he s a y s , " I l o v e him, even f o r r e j e c t i n g me,/ F o r 

the me he r e j e c t e d , I r e j e c t a l s o " ( 5 8 2 ) . He goes on 

d e s c r i b i n g h i s p r o g r e s s a s "a b e g i n n e r i n the p r a c t i s e of 

l o v i n g " : 
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I t i s worth w h i l e d y i n g , t o f i n d out what l o v e i s . 
And I l o v e you, my d a u g h t e r , t h e more t r u l y f o r knowing 
T h a t t h e r e i s someone you l o v e more tha n your f a t h e r -
T h a t you l o v e and a r e l o v e d . ( 5 8 2 ) 

H u m i l i a t i o n i s not c o m p l e t e u n t i l he has l o s t t h e s e l f t h a t 

engenders p r i d e . The e a r l y d r a f t c o n t i n u e s : 

But I have a t l a s t found my l o v e f o r you, my d a u g h t e r , 
The l o v e t h a t l a y b u r i e d , i n my l i f e - t i m e , i n s e l f - l o v e . 
I am a l o n e a t l a s t , y e t a l w a y s w i t h you. 29 

The p l a y t r a c e s t h e i n s t r u c t i o n of t h i s " b e g i n n e r i n the 

p r a c t i s e of l o v i n g " ( 5 8 2 ) but a l s o t h e growth and r e f i n e m e n t of 

the l o v e t h a t i s w i t h Monica from t h e o u t s e t . The p l a y opens 

w i t h an exchange between two young people e x p e r i e n c i n g t h e 

e x c i t e m e n t and danger of awakening l o v e . Underneath t h e i r 

p l a y f u l n e s s i s t h e i n t e n s e s t r u g g l e between the d e s i r e f o r l o v e 

and the s a f e t y of s e l f - c o n t a i n m e n t , t h e p r i d e of i n d e p e n d e n c e . 

I n c o n f e s s i n g h i s l o v e f o r Monica, and h i s b e l i e f i n h e r l o v e 

f o r him, C h a r l e s r i s k s t h e h u m i l i a t i o n of r e j e c t i o n and t h e p a i n 

of l o s i n g h e r . So he i s , T b a d l y f r i g h t e n e d " ( 5 2 6 ) a s he d e c l a r e s 

h i m s e l f ( i n t h e t r u e s t s e n s e ) and even a f t e r h e r c o n f e s s i o n of 

l o v e he needs a r e p e t i t i o n . "For I need s o much a s s u r a n c e ! " , 

he s a y s , d o u b t i n g h e r i m m e d i a t e l y ( 5 2 6 ) . Courage, t h e n , i n 

abandoning p r i d e , i s n e c e s s a r y i n t h e p u r s u i t of l o v e . Monica 

t a k e s no s u c h r i s k s , shows no s i g n of need, but o n l y r e s p o n d s 

i n k i n d . A l t h o u g h she i s c o n s c i o u s of t h e i r growth towards 

one a n o t h e r , a s she wonders, " A l r e a d y / How much of me i s y o u ? " 

( 5 2 6 ) , t h e l i m i t s of h e r i n v o l v e m e n t a r e c l e a r . With h e r 

r e m i n d e r , "we're not engaged y e t " ( 5 2 7 ) she reminds him of t h e 

p a r t i a l and c o n d i t i o n a l n a t u r e of h e r commitment and t r u s t . 

Monica's l o v e f o r C h a r l e s i s c o n d i t i o n a l upon h i s w a i t i n g 

f o r h e r u n t i l , i t i s u n d e r s t o o d , h e r f a t h e r d i e s . The need and 

commitment t h a t a r e l a c k i n g i n h e r l o v e f o r C h a r l e s c o n s t i t u t e 
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the s u b s t a n c e of h e r l o v e f o r h e r f a t h e r , whose dependency 
upon h e r d e f i n e s t h e i r r e l a t i o n s h i p and r e q u i r e s h e r f u l l 
commitment. Her d e v o t i o n t o him amounts t o a k i n d of p o s s e s s i o n , 
a s C h a r l e s s a y s : "You b e l o n g t o h i m " ( 5 2 6 ) , o r what h e r f a t h e r 
comes t o c a l l i d o l a t r y . "You're not t o assume t h a t a n y t h i n g I ' v e 
s a i d t o you/ Has g i v e n you t h e r i g h t t o c r i t i c i z e my f a t h e r " , 
she t e l l s C h a r l e s , r e l e g a t i n g h e r l o v e r t o a c l e a r second p l a c e . 
Monica's e x p e r i e n c e of l o v e i s e x c l u s i v e , t h e n , not o n l y i n t h e 
s e n s e t h a t h e r l o v e f o r C h a r l e s i s c o n f i n e d t o a " p r i v a t e w o r l d " 
( 5 2 6 ) , but a l s o i n the s e n s e t h a t h e r l o v e f o r h e r l o v e r and 
h e r l o v e f o r h e r f a t h e r a r e s e p a r a t e and m u t u a l l y e x c l u d i n g . 
Her f e e l i n g f o r h e r b r o t h e r t a k e s up a n o t h e r compartment, 
l a b e l l e d p i t y or sympathy. "Poor M i c h a e l " , she c a l l s him ( 5 2 7 ) . 
I n a l l t h r e e r e l a t i o n s h i p s t h e r e i s l o v e , but of an unequal 
r a t h e r t h a n r e c i p r o c a l q u a l i t y . She i s t h e p e r s o n who u n d e r 
s t a n d s h e r f a t h e r and b r o t h e r , n e e d i n g them no more tha n she 
needs C h a r l e s . 

Monica s e e s h e r s e l f a s p r o t e c t i n g h e r f a t h e r from t h e 

s o l i t u d e and e x p o s u r e t o s t r a n g e r s t h a t he f e a r s . But t h e 

p r o c e s s of l a y i n g Lord C l a v e r t o n b a r e i n c l u d e s , a s we have s e e n , 

h i s i s o l a t i o n even from h e r . A c t One ends w i t h Monica's 

dawning a w a r e n e s s of t h e i n a d e q u a c y of a l o v e t h a t i s h i n d e r e d 

by- i g n o r a n c e and f e a r from a l l o w i n g even t h e l i m i t e d under

s t a n d i n g t h a t h e r p r i v a t e w o r l d w i t h C h a r l e s r e p r e s e n t s . Her 

r e a l i z a t i o n t h a t h e r f a t h e r " c a n ' t b e a r t o be a l o n e w i t h " h e r 

i s an i n t i m a t i o n t h a t he i s a l o n e , c o n f i n e d w i t h h i s g h o s t s 

and q u i t e a p a r t from h e r . A c t Two f i n d s them a t B a d g l e y C o u r t , 

where L o r d C l a v e r t o n ' s s e p a r a t i o n from h i s d a u g h t e r i s pronounced 

y e t more c l e a r l y , as t he o l d and s i c k a r e s e p a r a t e d from the 

young and h e a l t h y . Her s o l i c i t u d e i n p r o t e c t i n g h i s h e a l t h and 
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h i s p r i v a c y c a s t s h e r v e r y much i n the r o l e of n u r s e and 

m i n i s t e r t h a t s h e has c h o s e n . Her p r o t e c t i o n e x t e n d s t o 

p r o t e c t i o n from h i s s o n , as she m e d i a t e s between them t o 

encourage r e c o n c i l i a t i o n . " I would g i v e my l i f e f o r y o u " ( 5 6 1 ) 

she p l e a d s w i t h h e r f a t h e r , o f f e r i n g h e r s e l f a s a k i n d of 

s a c r i f i c e f o r t h e i r wrongs or a token of t h e k i n d of l o v e t h a t 

they must p r a c t i s e . Monica's s e n s e of "How s i l l y t h a t p h r a s e 

s o u n d s " ( 5 6 1 ) e x p r e s s e s h e r f r u s t r a t i o n a t not f i n d i n g an 

a p p r o p r i a t e form f o r h e r s a c r i f i c e . I t i s a l s o a r e a l i z a t i o n 

t h a t h e r f a t h e r and b r o t h e r must make t h e i r own s a c r i f i c e s . 

She d e s c r i b e s t h e u n c o n d i t i o n a l l o v e whose e s s e n c e i s s e l f -

s a c r i f i c e , t h e f r e e g i v i n g of s e l f , w i t h o u t thought of r e t u r n : 

However M i c h a e l has behaved, F a t h e r , 
Whatever F a t h e r has s a i d , M i c h a e l , 

You must f o r g i v e e a c h o t h e r , you must l o v e e a c h o t h e r . ( 5 6 2 ) 

Confounded by t h e i r r e s i s t a n c e , and even more s o by t h e 

a p p e a r a n c e of h e r f a t h e r ' s p e r s e c u t o r s , Monica t r i e s t o c o n v i n c e 

him t o " e s c a p e " from B a d g l e y C o u r t ( 5 6 5 ) . 

I n t h i s s t a t e , " w o r r i e d , and r a t h e r f r i g h t e n e d " ( 5 6 7 ) , she 

s e n d s f o r C h a r l e s . H a v i n g undergone a p r o c e s s of s e l f - e x p o s u r e 

p a r a l l e l t o h e r f a t h e r ' s , h e r u n d e r s t a n d i n g of l o v e has been 

changed. Her f a t h e r ' s i s o l a t i o n from h e r has made h e r r e a l i z e 

t h a t h e r r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h him o p e r a t e s on a l e v e l t h a t l e a v e s 

h e r e s s e n t i a l s e l f f r e e t o be "engaged" i n t h e f u l l e s t s e n s e . 

F o r t h e f i r s t t i m e she c o n f e s s e s h e r need and h e r commitment 

and t a k e s t h e r i s k of s a c r i f i c i n g h e r s e l f t o C h a r l e s , a s he 

h i m s e l f h a s a l r e a d y done t o h e r . Thus she e x p e r i e n c e s a 

h u m i l i a t i o n t h a t i s a s e s s e n t i a l and d r a m a t i c a s h e r f a t h e r ' s 

a s she g i v e s h e r s e l f i n h u m i l i t y and l o v e t o a n o t h e r p e r s o n . 

I t i s a g a i n s t t h e background of the new q u a l i t y of t h e 

l o v e t h a t i s betokened i n the engagement of Monica and C h a r l e s 



- 218 -

th a t the r e s t of the play u n f o l d s . I n i t s context Monica f i n d s 
t h a t i t i s as her f a t h e r ' s confessor t h a t she can give substance 
t o her s a c r i f i c e . And w i t h her f a t h e r ' s confession of dishonest 
love, as he t e l l s her, "I've had your love under f a l s e pretences' 
(569), Monica i s able, from w i t h i n the p r e c i n c t s of her love 
w i t h Charles, t o make the s a c r i f i c e demanded by uncon d i t i o n a l 
love : 

I t h i n k I should only love you the b e t t e r , Father, 
The more I know about you. I should understand you b e t t e r . 
There's no t h i n g I'm a f r a i d of l e a r n i n g about Charles, 
There's nothing I'm a f r a i d of l e a r n i n g about you. (569) 

Love - the perfect and complete love she knows w i t h Charles - has 
cast out her fears and created a world t h a t draws her f a t h e r 
i n t o i t s e l f . When she pleads w i t h her f a t h e r t o " t e l l us_ ... 
those who love you" (571) she i s t e s t i f y i n g t o the d i s s o l u t i o n 
of i n d i v i d u a l i t y t h a t has made her one w i t h Charles, and t h e i r 
w i l l i n g n e s s together t o be committed t o her f a t h e r . Although 
i t i s confession t o h i s daughter "of a l l people" t h a t i s so 
s i g n i f i c a n t t o Lord Claverton, i t i s her i d e n t i t y i n love w i t h 
Charles t h a t allows her t o bear the weight of the confessor r o l e 
The s t r e n g t h and s i g n i f i c a n c e of her love are not i n t r i n s i c t o 
her, but a r i s e out of her r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h Charles. Thus the 
r e a l i t y and power of love i t s e l f i s suggested. The romantic 
Mrs. C a r g h i l l detects "the change i n ( h e r ) expression" (573) 
th a t i s i n d i c a t i v e of a fundamental change wrought upon Monica 
by t h i s l o v e . Again, i n her commitment t o Michael, i t i s the 
context of her r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h Charles t h a t allows her t o 
f r e e l y give h e r s e l f t o her b r o t h e r . "Take the card Charles" 
she says, thus i n c l u d i n g him i n her commitment t o Michael i n 
having him receive her brother's address. Her promise of 
l o y a l t y t o him i s un c o n d i t i o n a l and at the same time i s not 
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b i n d i n g upon him. She allows him freedom and f o s t e r s hope 
th a t what i s good i n him w i l l triumph. "I'm sure he loves us" 
(580) she t e l l s her f a t h e r . His f a t h e r i s not able t o put 
aside h i s f e a r s but recognizes t h a t b e l i e v i n g the best of a 
person i s of the essence of l o v e : "... you are r i g h t t o hope 
f o r something b e t t e r " , he t e l l s Monica. 

Monica's demonstration of love - f o r Charles, f o r Michael, 
f o r himself - a f f o r d s Lord Claverton "the i l l u m i n a t i o n / Of 
knowing what love i s " (581). His confession t o Monica cleanses 
h i s s o u l , t h a t the i l l u m i n a t i o n might p e n e t r a t e . He r e a l i z e s 
t h a t love e n t a i l s knowing another person and being known t o 
them despi t e the r i s k s involved i n the exposure of s e l f . I t 
must i n v o l v e an o f f e r i n g of s e l f t h a t i s not contingent upon 
acceptance or r e t u r n i n k i n d . And i t must i n v o l v e a d e n i a l of 
one's r i g h t t o oneself and a loss of s e l f , i n exchange f o r 
which, regardless of response, comes a sharing i n a l a r g e r 
r e a l i t y of l o v e . Both Monica and her f a t h e r l e a r n t h a t the 
possessiveness and dependency,that had dominated t h e i r r e l a t i o n 
s hip must be replaced by the freedom t h a t love a l l o w s , and w i t h 
out which the greatest s e l f - s a c r i f i c e i s meaningless. Love 
requires the f r e e i n g of the beloved, despite the danger of 
r e j e c t i o n and e v i l . Thus they commit themselves t o Michael, 
as we have seen. As Charles puts i t , the love of h i s f a t h e r 
and s i s t e r "Make the force t o a t t r a c t him: you and Monica 
combined" (581). 

That love i s indeed a " f o r c e " and not merely a passive 
sentiment gives substance t o Monica's hopes f o r Michael, as 
w e l l as t h e i r commitment t o him. I t i s a power t o change him, 
even as she and Charles have experienced the changes wrought 
by t h e i r l o v e . "You are changing me", Charles has s a i d , "And 
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I am changing you" (526). And i t has been a q u i e t and constant 
power at work t o change Lord Claverton. Monica declares her 
love f o r her f a t h e r : 

Oh Father, I've always loved you, 
But I love you more since I have come t o know you 
Here, at Badgley Court. And I love you the more 
Because I love Charles. (581) 

Her love f o r her f a t h e r has become a love founded upon knowledge 
of him and thus shows i t s e l f t o be u n c o n d i t i o n a l . And, i n place 
of the exclusiveness t h a t had compelled her t o d i v i d e her love 
f o r Charles and her love f o r her f a t h e r i n t o separate compartments 
Monica experiences the expansiveness and i n c l u s i v e n e s s of l o v e , 
and the endlessness of i t s s e l f - g e n e r a t i o n . The more she loves 
and i s loved, the more love she i s able t o g i v e . 

With Monica's expression of love f o r her f a t h e r as he i s , 
a f t e r h i s confession -

I t ' s the r e a l you I love - the man you are, 
Not the man I thought you were (581) 

- Lord Claverton knows the forgiveness t h a t i s e s s e n t i a l t o h i s 
experience of l o v e . I n an e a r l y poem E l i o t had expressed the 
question t h a t i s answered here i n Lord Claverton's experience: 

30 
"After such knowledge, what forgiveness?" This captures 
something of the unthinkable q u a l i t y of s e l f l e s s love whose very 
n o n - r a t i o n a l i t y i s only e x p l i c a b l e i n terms of grace. His 
h u m i l i t y and honesty have i n f a c t been honoured and he has begun 
t o l e a r n of l o v e . At the same time he recognizes the e s s e n t i a l 
"otherness" t h a t defines love as something t h a t cannot be 
learned or earned but must, i n the f i r s t instance and the l a s t , 
be given, through " i l l u m i n a t i o n " (581). And i t i s t h i s 
acceptance of e s s e n t i a l unlovableness and u t t e r dependence upon 
being given what he does not deserve and cannot win t h a t 



- 221 -

i d e n t i f i e s h i s own f i n a l h u m i l i a t i o n as the s e l f l e s s n e s s t h a t 
i s l o v e . Grace and mercy, and j o y , are expressed thus: 

I n s p i t e of e v e r y t h i n g , i n defiance of reason, 
I have been brushed by the wing of happiness. (581) 

This experience of the f r e e g i f t of love i s such t h a t he can 
then f r e e l y love, l o v i n g Monica a l l the more f o r her love of 
Charles and l o v i n g Michael without thought of h i m s e l f . He i s 
thus s t r i p p e d f i n a l l y of h i s need t o be loved and i n t h a t of 
a l l thought of hi m s e l f ; and i n t h i s g i v i n g up of himself he 
dies t o himself and l i v e s t o o t h e r s . His o l d s e l f dies and 
h i s s p i r i t r i s e s t o new l i f e . 

The s i m p l i c i t y of the a c t i o n enhances and i l l u m i n a t e s i t s 
e s s e n t i a l and r e l i g i o u s dimension. As the l i t u r g i c a l confession 
i s i n t r i n s i c t o the a c t i o n , thus s a n c t i f y i n g the human a c t i o n 
and s i m p l i f y i n g and humanizing the l i t u r g y , so, imbedded i n 
the f i n a l scene are unobtrusive sacred r i t e s . Lord Claverton 
"gives h i s daughter away" t o Charles - " I leave Monica t o you. 
Look a f t e r her, Charles,/ Now and always" (582) - thus enacting 
the r i t u a l passing of l i f e from one generation t o the next and 
b l e s s i n g t h e i r union, but i n c o r p o r a t i n g t h i s i n t o an adumbration 
of the ceremony of Matrimony, and thus p o i n t i n g t o the redemption 
of the old r i t u a l i n the love t h a t b r i n g s new l i f e . 

S i m i l a r l y Lord Claverton's r i t u a l death i s redeemed through 
3 

love. Having achieved "the only wisdom we can hope t o acquire", 
the "endless" wisdom of h u m i l i t y , and r e c o n c i l i a t i o n through the 
m i n i s t r y of forgiveness i n l o v e , he knows r e a l "peace". This 
allows him t o s u f f e r death, r i s i n g t o meet i t i n d i g n i t y and 
j o y . He o f f e r s himself f o r h i s c h i l d r e n , undergoing the r i t u a l 
s a c r i f i c e of the o l d f o r the young, but redeeming i t i n h i s 
s p i r i t of l o v e , t h a t allows him t o transcend the r i t u a l and 
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achieve a newness of s e l f and l i f e through death „ " I t i s worth 
while d y i n g , " he says, "to f i n d out what l i f e i s " (582). 
Charles understands t h a t Monica's happiness i n her f a t h e r ' s 
death i s a j o y i n t h i s new l i f e t h a t they share through the 
r e c o n c i l i a t i o n t h a t death has achieved : "The dead has poured 
out a b l e s s i n g on the l i v i n g " (583). Thus again a l i t u r g i c a l 
r i t e a r i s e s out of the simple human drama, and 'Tor a moment 
l i f e i s elevated t o the d i g n i t y of dance of l i t u r g y , w i t h a 
gaiety which i s i n a l l great poetry, and the greater s e r i o u s -

32 
ness behind the g a i e t y . " 

I t t r u l y i s a r i t u a l i n t h a t i t i s a seal and a s i g n of 
what has taken place already, as we have traced the process of 
change. S i g n i f i c a n t l y , however, i t i s only w i t h t h i s r i t u a l 
t h a t Charles and Monica recognize and begin t o understand the 
t r a n s f o r m a t i o n t h a t they have undergone. They are aware of 
having been "alone t o g e t h e r " (582) i n a new way throughout t h e i r 
time a t Badgley Court t h a t day. Lord Claverton had t o l d them 
tha t i n a completely open kind of love "your soul i s s a f e " 
(568) and reminiscent of t h i s i s the s a f e t y t h a t t h e i r u n i t y 
a f f o r d s them, as they speak of the "awareness ( t h a t ) somehow 
we'd begun t o belong together "as a s h i e l d p r o t e c t i n g both of 
us ..." (582) amidst a l l the events of the day. During t h e i r 
i n i t i a l encounter at the beginning of the play , the existence 
of t h e i r love and i t s j u r i s d i c t i o n w i t h i n c e r t a i n prescribed 
l i m i t s was given expression i n a sh o r t duologue whose poetry 
and antiphon evinces the separation of t h e i r love i n a " p r i v a t e 
w o r l d " (526) where, f o r the words " I _ and you" , "the meanings 
are d i f f e r e n t " (526) - d i f f e r e n t but as yet unknown. Here 
again a p o e t i c and antiphonal exchange gives expression t o 
t h e i r shared and intense understanding. Charles speaks f o r 
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them both: "... now we are conscious of a new person/ Who i s 
you and me t o g e t h e r " (583). And t h i s time h i s thoughts r e a l l y 
are Monica's thoughts as w e l l , as she does not balk at h i s 
d e c l a r a t i o n but confirms i t . " I f e e l u t t e r l y secure/ In you; 
I am a part of you", she says, s i g n i f y i n g t h a t her g i f t of 
h e r s e l f t o him i s now complete. 

The c r e a t i o n of t h i s "new person" (583) which they are 
together has taken place during t h e i r time at Badgley Court, 
having begun w i t h Monica's surrender of h e r s e l f t o Charles upon 
h i s a r r i v a l t h e r e , i n answer t o her c a l l f o r help. I n i t s 
occurrence through the ensuing a c t i o n i t s e s s e n t i a l s e l f l e s s n e s s 
and other-centredness are manifest. I t i s not generated and 
fost e r e d as they focus on themselves or one another or t h e i r 
love, but as they act i n love t o others. Thereby, unconsciously 
and without any c o n t r o l of t h e i r s other than t h e i r w i l l i n g n e s s 
t o love, they are gripped by the power of love i t s e l f and r e 
created i n i t . This sense of a r e a l i t y of love t h a t e x i s t s 
apart from them and i n which they p a r t i c i p a t e i s expressed by 
Monica : 

I've loved you from the beginning of the world. 
Before you and I were born, the love was always there 
That brought us together. (583) 

"We l o v e " St. John w r i t e s , "because he f i r s t loved us". 
(1 John, 4:19) 

This love has not only brought them together but has also 
r e c o n c i l e d them t o the world i n which they l i v e as w e l l as t o 
Lord Claverton, even i n h i s death. The " p r i v a t e w o r l d " t h a t 
they had discovered at the beginning of the play terminated 
w i t h the "public w o r l d " (526). The separation and i r r e c o n c i l 
a b i l i t y of the two was s i g n a l l e d by the " d i f f e r e n t meanings" 
belonging t o each world. Their abrupt landing i n the everyday 
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world was represented i n the d i s j u n c t i o n between the p o e t i c 
language of t h e i r excursion and the prosaic entrance of 
Lambeth w i t h the q u i t e mundane tea. Mention of Monica's 
f a t h e r closed the door on t h e i r p r i v a t e world and brought the 
r e a l i t y of the p u b l i c world t h a t he dominated i n t o the f o r e 
ground . The two worlds, f o r Monica, cannot c o e x i s t , as her 
sense of love i s at t h a t point undeveloped, and hampered by 
the " f a l s e pretences" (569) under which she labours. 

This second exchange w i t h which the play closes reveals 
what they, and e s p e c i a l l y Monica, have learned of love through 
the a c t i o n of the p l a y . This time t h e i r p r i v a t e world has 
r e a l l y e x i s t e d unconsciously, and i n the midst of l i f e . Thus 
the r e a l i t y of love i s seen not t o stand apart from l i f e but 
t o a r i s e out of l i f e and be completely i n t e g r a t e d i n t o i t , 
w i t h those who love being not only i n a p r i v a t e world of love 
but p a r t i c i p a n t s i n l i f e and m i n i s t e r s of love i n i t . Thus the 
r e c o n c i l i a t i o n of the two i n t o one i s a l s o the r e c o n c i l i a t i o n 
of t h e i r p r i v a t e and p u b l i c selves, as they are simply them
selves i n wholeness and honesty, "alone t o g e t h e r " (582) regard
less of t h e i r circumstances. I t i s a l s o the r e c o n c i l i a t i o n of 
t h e i r world of love w i t h the everyday world. As the two worlds 
become i n t e g r a t e d the g l o r y of t h e i r love i n f i l t r a t e s the world 
around them, and the mundane events of l i f e assume a grandeur 
and s i g n i f i c a n c e t h a t i s merited by t h e i r p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n 
love. Thus the h u m i l i a t i o n t h a t Charles and Monica have 
undergone f o r the sake of love i s seen t o be p a r a l l e l t o Lord 
Claverton's experience, from which they emerge, l i k e him, 
complete and recreated . 

Their r e c o n c i l i a t i o n w i t h him i s another p a r t of t h i s 
process, as they accept h i s g i f t of l i f e and thus a l l o w him 
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t o share i n t h e i r love. This time mention of him i s not 
mention of an i n t r u d e r i n t h e i r p r i v a t e world but the 
i d e n t i f i c a t i o n of him as p a r t of them. "Oh Father, Father!/ 
I could speak t o you now" (583), Monica says, conscious t h a t 
the meanings are now shared, being i n t e r p r e t e d even beyond 
death, by love. Thus communion has been achieved, not only 
between Charles and Monica but between them, the young and the 
l i v i n g , and Lord Claverton, the o l d and the dead. 

Love i s dramatized as the agent of redemption, whereby 
33 

"the human i s taken up i n t o the d i v i n e " . The words of the 
play are meant t o r e f l e c t the Word becoming f l e s h , i n p a r t a k i n g 
of the f a b r i c of l i f e , such t h a t they r i s k being unheard as 
poetry at a l l , and yet r e t a i n the essence of t h e i r communi-

34 
c a t i o n , which i s l o v e . "The poetry does not matter" because 
i t has become the matter f o r a word of love; "The word w i t h i n 

35 
a word/ Unable t o speak a word" simply loves and i s l o v e . 
For much of The Elder Statesman t h i s i n c a r n a t i o n a l p r i n c i p l e 
holds sway, as the verse i s submitted t o the purposes of 
communication, between characters and w i t h the audience. We 
have noticed some of the p o e t i c imagery, such as i n Lord 
Claverton's d i s c l o s u r e of h i s "emptiness", which i s employed 
f o r dramatic u t i l i t y and power. The rhythm of the verse serves 
dramatic purposes as w e l l , f o r i n t e n s i f y i n g and e l a b o r a t i n g the 
f e e l i n g s behind the words. Gomez's long and i n s i n u a t i n g speeches 
and Maisie's gushing and suggestive tone, f o r example, help t o 
convey t h e i r devious and deceived natures. 

I t i s i n the f i n a l scene, when the power of love i s meant 
t o be most c l e a r l y at work, t h a t the poetry tends t o d e t r a c t 
from i t s drama. Although i t i s the most intense scene, of 
death and love, the self-consciousness of the poetry undermines 
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i t s power. " C o n t r i t i o n " , f o r example, i s perhaps too formal 
a l i t u r g i c a l expression t o seem n a t u r a l t o Lord Claverton's 
f e e l i n g s . And being "brushed by the wing of happiness" (581) 
i s too p o e t i c and too obscure l i t u r g i c a l l y t o seem a happy 
choice. I r o n i c a l l y , i t i s the f i n a l exchange between Monica 
and Charles t h a t most v i o l a t e s the n a t u r a l and human q u a l i t y of 
love . The self-consciousness of the f i r s t scene of the play 
r e f l e c t s the self-consciousness of the l o v e r s , i n t e n t upon 
themselves and t h e i r l o v e . Meeting then at Badgley Court 
t h e i r new sense of t r u s t and t h e i r concern f o r others r e l i e v e s 
them of the need f o r self-consciousness, and f o r poetry, such 
t h a t they are only aware of t h e i r p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n two worlds 
- the p u b l i c world and t h e i r p r i v a t e world - a f t e r the f a c t . 

The d i f f i c u l t y i n t h i s i s t h a t Charles and Monica, having 
become aware of the "mysterious" (582) sense i n which they have 
been "alone t o g e t h e r " and of which they have been unconscious, 
i n becoming conscious r e t u r n t o a measure of the s e l f -
consciousness t h a t i s excusable i n love but r a r e l y achieved 
w i t h success on the stage. E l i o t ' s model f o r t h i s scene would 
seem t o be the balcony scene of Romeo and J u l i e t , which he 
considers t o mark the apex of Shakespeare's achievement, as 

3 6 
w e l l as t h a t of p o e t i c drama i t s e l f . Perhaps, then, as i n 
the l a s t p l a y , he s l i p s out of the modern world, f o r a moment, 
and i n t o the Elizabethan. He admires the way Shakespeare 
"shows h i s l o v e r s m e l t i n g i n t o unconsciousness of t h e i r 
i s o l a t e d s e lves, shows the human soul i n the process of 

37 
f o r g e t t i n g i t s e l f " . Curiously enough, i t i s h i s compulsion 
t o comment on t h i s process,as Charles and Monica emerge i n t o 
self-consciousness and remember themselves, t h a t undermines 
the drama of the scene, and the consistency of h i s p o e t i c 
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i d e a l . Though, as Charles says, "the lover must s t r u g g l e f o r 
words" (583), the dramatist must sometimes s t r u g g l e f o r s i l e n c e 
and allow the a c t i o n and the world he has created t o express 
what can only have words and meanings i n p r i v a t e worlds. 
Charles's "asthmatic s t r u g g l i n g f o r b r e a t h " and Monica's 
"Age and decreptitude ... loss and v i c i s s i t u d e " , as w e l l as 
her somewhat forced r e p e t i t i o n of her f a t h e r ' s words i n " I n 
becoming no one, he has become h i m s e l f " t r a n s p o r t the audience 

3 8 
i n t o the "unaccustomed, a r t i f i c i a l w o r l d " t h a t the dramatist 
has so f a r succeeded in a v o i d i n g . 

Again, then, the self-con s c i o u s character of E l i o t ' s 
emotion i n h i b i t s i t s n a t u r a l expression. This time, however, 
i t seems t h a t the impetus comes not from h i s fear of l i f e and 
human love, but from the f u l l n e s s of the "happiness" t h a t 
tempts him t o say too much. The word has become f l e s h f o r him, 
and i s l o v e , manifest i n i t s p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n l i f e . I n t h i s 
play the d i v i n e p a r t i c i p a t e s i n human l i f e through the medium 
of love and thus C h r i s t i s discovered not i n some s p e c i a l 
s p i r i t u a l c a l l i n g t h a t draws men away from humanity and l i f e , 
but i n m i n i s t e r i n g forgiveness and love towards one another. 
At the same time the "ordinary l i f e " i s thus s a n c t i f i e d and 
achieves a new " d i g n i t y and s i g n i f i c a n c e " through l o v e . From 
the s p e c i a l s a c r i f i c e of the e x t r a o r d i n a r y i n d i v i d u a l l i k e 
C e l i a and Harry and Colby, E l i o t comes t o the ordinary everyday, 
s i g n i f i c a n t and dramatic s a c r i f i c e of any i n d i v i d u a l . Although 
t h i s i s s t i l l hindered by i t s self-consciousness and perhaps 
r e f l e c t s the f a c t t h a t E l i o t i s "only a beginner i n the 
p r a c t i s e of l o v i n g " (582), each experience of love i n the play 
i s seen t o i n v o l v e s a c r i f i c e of s e l f , and the s a i n t s "dwell 
among us". The word of love t h a t Lord Claverton experiences 
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i s , as we have seen, " f u l l of grace and t r u t h " , as he discovers 
the peace and joy of the forgiveness t h a t f o l l o w s upon "the 
knowledge of the t r u t h " , and knows the grace t h a t gives joy " I n 
s p i t e of e v e r y t h i n g , i n defiance of reason" (581). This 
suggests new depths i n E l i o t ' s understanding of forgiveness and 
redemption, t h a t a f f o r d him now r e a l peace. 

The Elder Statesman r e f l e c t s a growth i n E l i o t ' s under
standing of love and f a i t h . The keystone of the C h r i s t i a n 
f a i t h i s the I n c a r n a t i o n and i t s word i s lov e , d e f i n i n g not 
only the terms i n which God meets man, but also the terms i n 
which men meet one another. I n the three previous plays d i v i n e 
communion precluded human communion, and human communion was 
d i s t i n g u i s h e d f o r i t s m e d i o c r i t y . Thus ordinary human l i f e was 
denigrated and unredeemed. Love was not seen as the foundation 
of r e l a t i o n s h i p but instead the basis of se p a r a t i o n : human love 
separated men from God; d i v i n e love separated men (and men and 
women) from one another. I n t h i s l a s t play the change i n 
E l i o t ' s experience of love, human and d i v i n e , i s r e f l e c t e d . In 
a kind of p e r f e c t answer t o h i s dilemma the word becomes f l e s h 
indeed when he marries V a l e r i e F l e t c h e r . This p l a y , produced 
i n the f o l l o w i n g year, dramatizes the i n t e g r a t i o n of h i s human 
and d i v i n e loves. As he p a r t i c i p a t e s i n the mystery of human 
love, he f e e l s t h a t he p a r t i c i p a t e s i n the mystery of d i v i n e 
love as w e l l . Thus the I n c a r n a t i o n , w i t h i t s coinherence of 
the human and d i v i n e i n the h u m i l i t y of s a c r i f i c i a l l ove, i s 
i m i t a t e d . E l i o t ' s d e d i c a t i o n t o h i s w i f e expresses the new 
meaning t h a t love has assumed f o r him, represented i n the p l a y : 
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TO MY WIFE 
To whom I owe the leaping d e l i g h t 
That quickens my senses i n our waking time 
And the rhythm t h a t governs the repose of our sle e p i n g t i m e , 

The b r e a t h i n g i n unison 
Of lover s ... 
Who t h i n k the same thoughts without need of speech 
And babble the same speech without need of meaning: 
To you I dedicate t h i s book, t o r e t u r n as best I can 
With words a l i t t l e p a r t of what you have given me . 
The words mean what they say, but some have a f u r t h e r meaning 

For you and me only. (522) 
The intimacy and sensuous q u a l i t y of t h i s , and some very 

personal moments i n the play, r e f l e c t a change from the " l o a t h i n g " 
f o r l i f e t h a t we have sensed i n the other plays. L i f e and human
k i n d , because of love, shines w i t h a new g l o r y f o r him. But 
s t i l l the dramatic q u a l i t y of the play i s l a c k i n g i n s u b s t a n t i a l 
l i f e . Since Lord Claverton's triumph i s a triumph of broken-
ness, of s u f f e r i n g r a t h e r than a c t i o n , the climax of the play i s 
a kind of r e s t r a t h e r than a peak of a c t i o n or emotion. This 
occurs when, at the end of the second a c t , he decides t o "go 
t o school" and " s u f f e r h u m i l i a t i o n s " . The drama of the play i s 
contained i n Lord Claverton's dialogues w i t h h i s "tempters", 
the focus of the s t r u g g l e t h a t i s i n t e r n a l , r a t h e r than an overt 
one. Thus the play depends h e a v i l y on the verse which, as we 
have seen, i s l a r g e l y s u c c e s s f u l , although the o v e r a l l tone i s 
measured and mellow, thus u n d e r s t a t i n g i n t e n s i t y . The s i g n i f i 
cance of the " f i v e minutes" i n which he makes h i s confession 
t o Monica, "of a l l people", as w e l l as the s i g n i f i c a n c e of the 
confessed s i n s and of the sin n e r h i m s e l f , i s undercut s e r i o u s l y 
by her very f l a t and p e r f u n c t o r y response. Her "Poor Father!" 
(572) seems not so much compassionate as i n d i s c r i m i n a t e . She 
i s not given dramatic space t o take her f a t h e r ' s confession 
s e r i o u s l y enough, and thus i t i s robbed of dramatic impact and 
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he i s robbed of s i g n i f i c a n c e . Part of the problem i s Monica 
h e r s e l f , who i s not s u f f i c i e n t l y developed as a person i n the 
play, never emerging from the "devoted daughter" stereotype. 
The personal development t h a t we have traced i n her i s not 
cl e a r enough d r a m a t i c a l l y . E l i o t ' s d e d i c a t i o n captures the 
basic problem w i t h the dramatic q u a l i t y of Charles and Monica's 
r e l a t i o n s h i p . "The words mean what they say, but some have a 
f u r t h e r meaning/ For you and me onl y " , the d e d i c a t i o n ends, and 
t h i s p r i v a c y l i m i t s the dramatic c r e d i b i l i t y and development of 
the young l o v e . The audience does not observe the s u b s t a n t i a t i o n 
of t h e i r words i n enough dramatic a c t i o n t o appreciate the depth 
and intimacy of the love t h a t t h e i r words bespeak. Thus, i n a 
sense, the word remains unincarnate . 

There i s a sense i n which E l i o t performs h i s own act of 
s a c r i f i c e i n dramatizing the experiences of h u m i l i a t i o n , s e l f -
d i s c l o s u r e , confession, f e a r , and even love at such an i n t i m a t e 
l e v e l t h a t something of h i s own experience of them i s exposed 
t o the audience. Thus we are not only spectators of a play 
but spectators as w e l l of i t s c r e a t o r , as he i n v i t e s us t o 
become p a r t i c i p a n t s w i t h him. S i m i l a r l y , he i s no longer the 
dramatist who i s the spectator of l i f e or the a r t i s t who i s 
imposing an order on l i f e , but becomes himself p a r t i c i p a n t 
w i t h us i n our l i v e s , t h a t our l i v e s might be recreated i n 
" d i g n i t y and s i g n i f i c a n c e " , as he submits t o the new order of 
love . And i n t h i s i s i m i t a t e d the u l t i m a t e s a c r i f i c e of the 
Creator who gives himself f o r the redemption of h i s c r e a t i o n . 

Thus the f i n a l scene of the play represents the f i n a l 
h u m i l i t y of one who i s l e a r n i n g t o l o v e , and we greet i t w i t h 
embarassment because i t i s we t o whom i t i s addressed, as the 
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playwright says t o h i s audience: " I love you". He i s no 
longer preaching the Word but i s himself b r i n g i n g i t t o l i f e , 
though s t i l l "a beginner i n the p r a c t i s e of l o v i n g " , which i s 
endless. The c o n d i t i o n of complete s i m p l i c i t y has cost not 
less than e v e r y t h i n g . 
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"One of the a w f u l t h i n g s about w r i t i n g when you a r e a 

C h r i s t i a n " , s a y s a modern C a t h o l i c w r i t e r , " i s t h a t f o r you t h e 

u l t i m a t e r e a l i t y i s t he I n c a r n a t i o n , the p r e s e n t r e a l i t y i s t he 

I n c a r n a t i o n , and nobody b e l i e v e s i n the I n c a r n a t i o n ; t h a t i s , 

nobody i n y o u r a u d i e n c e . " ^ The i m p e r a t i v e of t h e I n c a r n a t i o n 

i s double-edged : the C h r i s t i a n must b e l i e v e t h a t i t i s God 

who i s w i t h us i n C h r i s t - "the 'beyond' i n t h e m i d s t of our 
2 

l i f e " , a s B o n h o e f f e r c a l l s him - and t h a t i t i s w i t h us, h e r e 

and now, t h a t God i s . As F l a n n e r y O'Connor p u t s i t : "... i f 

you b e l i e v e i n t h e d i v i n i t y of C h r i s t , you have t o c h e r i s h t h e 
3 

w o r l d a t t h e same time t h a t you s t r u g g l e t o endure i t . " 

B e l i e f i n t h e "beyond" of the s u p e r n a t u r a l and s p i r i t u a l 

came q u i t e n a t u r a l l y t o E l i o t , i n p a r t a s a r e s p o n s e t o h i s 

mother's m y s t i c a l c a s t of mind and h i s f a m i l y ' s g e n e r a l l y 

" r e l i g i o u s " p e r s u a s i o n , and i n p a r t a s a r e a c t i o n t o t h e 

e t h i c a l and p h i l o s o p h i c a l humanism whose a e s t h e t i c and 

s p i r i t u a l v o i d gaped a t him a s an u n r e a s o n a b l e and u n s a t i s 

f a c t o r y a l t e r n a t i v e t o d e i s m . The p o e t i c s e n s i b i l i t y t h a t 

r e c o i l e d from e m p i r i c i s m found k i n s h i p i n a s p i r i t u a l i t y of 

t he "beyond". The f a s c i n a t i o n t h a t a s c e t i c i s m and m y s t i c i s m 

h e l d f o r him was i n p a r t an e a g e r n e s s t o f o r s a k e t h e 

encumbrances of the f l e s h and t h i s w o r l d . So t h e c o n c e p t of 

d i v i n i t y i t s e l f found no r e s i s t a n c e i n him, but t h e C h r i s t i a n 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g of t h e h o l y God w i t h us, the beyond i n t h e 

m i d s t of our l i f e , p r e s e n t e d him w i t h a f u n d a m e n t a l p r o b l e m 

t h a t we have s e e n r e f l e c t e d i n the p l a y s . 

The development of E l i o t ' s u n d e r s t a n d i n g of t h e c h a r a c t e r 

of t h e C h r i s t i a n God I n c a r n a t e i n v o l v e s the development of h i s 
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u n d e r s t a n d i n g of the n a t u r e of God and t h e n a t u r e of man and 

t h e l i f e i n which t h e y meet. I n The F a m i l y Reunion we s e e t h e 

d e f i n i t i v e p a r t i c u l a r i t y of C h r i s t a v o i d e d i n t h e p r e v a l e n c e 

of a vague s e n s e of " o t h e r n e s s " t h a t i s u n d e r s t o o d t o be God, 

and an e q u a l l y vague s e n s e of s i n t h a t i s u n d e r s t o o d t o be man. 

The p a r t i c u l a r h o l i n e s s of God and t h e p a r t i c u l a r s i n f u l n e s s of 

men a r e u n d e r s t a t e d , s u c h t h a t t h e p l a y r e f l e c t s H a r r y ' s s e n s e 
4 

t h a t "the p a r t i c u l a r has no l a n g u a g e " . S a l v a t i o n i s p r e s e n t e d 

a s a m a t t e r of p e r c e p t i o n , i n v o l v i n g t h e r e v e l a t i o n of t h e 

t r u t h and r e s e r v e d o n l y f o r t h e few, i n s o f a r a s t h e y deny 

o r d i n a r y l i f e i n t h e w o r l d . Thus t h e w o r l d i s not c h e r i s h e d 

but d e s p i s e d . The I n c a r n a t i o n of C h r i s t i s v i o l a t e d i n t h e 

d e n i a l of l i f e t h a t p r e c l u d e s i t s r e d e m p t i o n , and i n t h e l a c k 

of a s e n s e of God's h o l i n e s s and man's s i n f u l n e s s , and t h e 

e f f i c a c y of f o r g i v e n e s s i n C h r i s t . 

The i n c a r n a t e r e a l i t y of C h r i s t p r e s i d e s o v e r The C o c k t a i l 

P a r t y . w i t h t h e f o c u s on him b r i n g i n g a g r e a t e r p a r t i c u l a r i t y 

t o t h e p l a y ' s r e p r e s e n t a t i o n of who God i s and what s i n i s , as 

w e l l a s t h e medium of l i f e i n w h i c h t h i s i s g i v e n s h a p e . Y e t 

f u l l w e i g h t i s not g i v e n t o t h e t h e o l o g i c a l c o n c e p t of d i v i n e 

f o r g i v e n e s s . S p e c i f i c s i n s a r e t o o mean f o r God's a t t e n t i o n 

and g r e a t e r s i n s a r e t o o g r e a t f o r h i s f o r g i v e n e s s t o c o v e r . 

G u i l t l i n g e r s f o r men t o b e a r a s t h e y work out t h e i r s a l v a t i o n . 

O r d i n a r y l i f e i s a f i e l d of r e d e m p t i o n but t h e r e a l g l o r y l i e s 

w i t h t h e e x t r a o r d i n a r y s a i n t s who d i v e s t t h e m s e l v e s of "the 
5 

l o v e of c r e a t e d b e i n g s " , d e v o t i n g t h e m s e l v e s t o t h e d i v i n e . 

So r e d e m p t i o n i s p a r t i a l and t h e beyond i s not i n our m i d s t , 

but we a r e l e f t w i t h a d i s t i n c t s e n s e t h a t he i s C h r i s t , t h a t 

he i s h o l y and t h a t he f o s t e r s r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h God and among 

men and women. 
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The C o n f i d e n t i a l C l e r k d e n i e s t h e v a l u e of o r d i n a r y l i f e , 
i n t a k i n g i t s " s a i n t s " out of the w o r ld i n t o a C h u r c h which i s 
" s e p a r a t e " , f u l l of d u l l l i f e l e s s f o l k ; and i n l e a v i n g t h e 
world i n unredeemed o b l i v i o n . God i s not only not i n our midst 
a s he i s s e e n t o d w e l l i n t h e Church and not i n t h e w o r l d or 
even i n l i f e ; he i s a l s o not s e e n t o be h o l y and f o r g i v i n g , a s 
the c h a r a c t e r s a r e not d r a m a t i z e d a s h a v i n g a " s e n s e of s i n " 
(414) or any s e n s e of a need f o r f o r g i v e n e s s . Man's w o r k i n g 
has c r e a t e d a C h u r c h and a s o c i e t y i n which t h e r e a r e no p l a c e 
and no need f o r C h r i s t . 

T h e s e t h r e e p l a y s r e f l e c t , i n t h e i r d r a m a t i c and i n t h e i r 

t h e o l o g i c a l c h a r a c t e r , s o m e t h i n g of E l i o t ' s s t r u g g l e " t o 

apprehend/ The p o i n t of i n t e r s e c t i o n of the t i m e l e s s / With time 

t h a t i s t h e I n c a r n a t i o n of C h r i s t - God w i t h us, t h e beyond i n 

the m i d s t of our l i f e - and t o d r a m a t i z e i t . I n t h i s , a s i n 

o t h e r t h i n g s , E l i o t ' s i n t e l l e c t u a l a p p r e h e n s i o n p r e d a t e d h i s 

e m o t i o n a l c o n g r u e n c e , s u c h t h a t t h e F o u r Q u a r t e t s , one of w h i c h 

was w r i t t e n b e f o r e t h e s e p l a y s and the o t h e r s between t h e f i r s t 

two of them, r e f l e c t s a p o e t i c " a p p r e h e n s i o n " t h a t a n t i c i p a t e s 

the d r a m a t i c one. F o r a l l C h r i s t i a n s t h i s a p p r e h e n s i o n i s t h e 

o c c u p a t i o n of a l i f e t i m e and t h e a r t i s t , g i f t e d and p l a g u e d 

w i t h a p e c u l i a r s e n s i b i l i t y of t he h o r r o r and t h e g l o r y of 

l i f e , or a t l e a s t a p e c u l i a r r e s p o n s i b i l i t y t o r e c r e a t e them, 

f i n d s t h e a p p r e h e n s i o n of t h e i r r e s o l u t i o n i n C h r i s t of p e r h a p s 

more p e r p l e x i n g u r gency t h a n i t i s f o r t h e r e s t of u s . 

The v a l u e and meaning of l i f e f o r E l i o t t h e poet had 
7 

d e r i v e d from t h e moments of "sudden i l l u m i n a t i o n " , when 

"drowsing i n s u n l i g h t " , o r " i n t h e s t i l l n e s s / Between two 
9 

waves of the s e a " , one p e r c e i v e d t h e p a t t e r n u n d e r l y i n g 

o r d i n a r y e v e r y d a y l i f e . I n i t s p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n t h i s p a t t e r n , 
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l i f e found " r e d e m p t i o n " of s o r t s , and the p o e t r y s e r v e d a s t h e 
" n e c e s s a r y a n g e l " ^ whereby t h o s e moments were apprehended and 
r e o r d e r e d , t o enhance t h e s i g n i f i c a n c e of l i f e . The poet had 
c u l t i v a t e d a c e r t a i n i m p e r s o n a l i t y , p l a c i n g h i m s e l f a t a 
d i s t a n c e from t h e w o r l d i n o r d e r t o p e r c e i v e t h e p a t t e r n i n t o 
which e x p e r i e n c e f i t s and from w h i c h i t d e r i v e d i t s meaning. 
To t h i s s p e c t a t o r of l i f e , C h r i s t i a n i t y seemed i n i t i a l l y t o 
o f f e r i t s e l f as t h e most r e a s o n a b l e and s a f e p a t t e r n . On t h e 
one hand i t s h i s t o r y i s f u l l of examples of t h o s e who would 
deny the f l e s h and f l e e t h e w o r l d , and s o o f f e r e d E l i o t t h e 
s p i r i t u a l s a n c t i o n t h a t h i s a e s t h e t i c and a s c e t i c a v e r s i o n t o 
l i f e r e q u i r e d . H a r r y and C o l b y a r e t h e most extreme e x p o n e n t s 
of t h i s , w i t h C e l i a s a v e d f r o m s u c h f a n a t i c i s m by t h e l i f e 
w i t h w h i c h she i s wrought. 

At t h e same t i m e , t h e o r d e r l i n e s s t h a t E l i o t longed f o r i n 

s o c i e t y c o u l d f i n d e x p r e s s i o n i n t h e s u b m i s s i o n of h i s p o e t i c 

g i f t s t o t h e good of h i s f e l l o w men t h a t C h r i s t i a n i t y e x p e c t e d . 

And the o r d e r of C h r i s t i a n t r u t h and l i t u r g y was not o n l y 

c o m prehensive but a l s o amenable t o t h e uses of p o e t r y . E l i o t ' s 

f o c u s on t h e " s o c i a l u s e s " o f p o e t r y t e s t i f i e s t o the n a r r o w i n g 

o f the d i s t a n c e between h i m s e l f and o r d i n a r y l i f e , the C h r i s t i a n 

f i n d s h i m s e l f no l o n g e r s a f e l y d e t a c h e d but c h a r g e d t o d i s c o v e r 

not o n l y o r d e r and s i g n i f i c a n c e but h o l i n e s s i n t h e v e r y m i d s t 

of l i f e . Soon, t h e n , t h e most s a t i s f y i n g and s u s t a i n i n g o r d e r 

of a l l i s d i s c o v e r e d t o demand not detachment from l i f e but 

abandonment t o l i f e . "A h i g h e r paradox confounds emotion a s 

w e l l as r e a s o n " , O'Connor s a y s , "and t h e r e a r e l o n g p e r i o d s i n 

t h e l i v e s of a l l of us, and of t h e s a i n t s , when t h e t r u t h a s 

r e v e a l e d by f a i t h i s h i d e o u s , e m o t i o n a l l y d i s t u r b i n g , down

r i g h t r e p u l s i v e . S u c h a p a r a d o x , t o most of us, and 
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c e r t a i n l y t o E l i o t , i s the I n c a r n a t i o n . I t b e s p e a k s the d i v i n e 

o r d e r t h a t u n d e r g i r d s the world but a t the same time i t c o n v e y s 

the u l t i m a t e r e a l i t y of o r d e r i n the i m p r o p r i e t y and r u d e n e s s 

and p a r t i c u l a r i t y of the f l e s h of one Man who i s God. 
12 

As E l i o t s a y s e l s e w h e r e , t h i s " s h o c k i n g " q u a l i t y of the 

I n c a r n a t i o n i s a l l too e a s i l y a b s o r b e d i n t o our d a i l y l i v e s . He 

r e a d L a n c e l o t Andrewes, who reminded h i s s e v e n t e e n t h c e n t u r y 

c o n g r e g a t i o n , on c o n s e c u t i v e f e a s t s of the N a t i v i t y , of t h e 

s c a n d a l of t h e Word becoming f l e s h : 
... i s i t meet f o r God t o be m a n i f e s t e d t h e r e i n ? 
"Without c o n t r o v e r s y " , i t i s n o t . Why, what i s 
f l e s h ? I t i s no m y s t e r y t o t e l l what i t i s ; i t 
i s " d u s t " , s a i t h the P a t r i a r c h Abraham. I t i s 
" g r a s s " s a i t h t h e prophet E s a y ; ... " g r a s s c u t 
down, and w i t h e r i n g . " I t i s " c o r r u p t i o n " , not 
c o r r u p t i b l e , but even c o r r u p t i o n i t s e l f , s a i t h 
t h e A p o s t l e P a u l . T h e r e b e i n g t h e n ( a s Abraham 
s a i d t o him,) "so g r e a t a g u l p h , s o huge a s p a c e , 
s o i n f i n i t e a d i s t a n c e " between t h o s e two, 
between God and d u s t ; God, and hay; God, and 
c o r r u p t i o n ; a s no coming of one a t t h e o t h e r , 
" t a l k not of f l e s h . " 13 

Y e t God would t a l k of f l e s h and assume f l e s h , i n o r d e r t h a t 

f l e s h might be redeemed. T h e , n e x t y e a r Andrewes p u r s u e s t h e 

theme i n t h i s way: 

... what f l e s h ? The f l e s h of an i n f a n t . What, 
the Word an i n f a n t ? The Word, and not a b l e t o 
s p e a k a word? ... a s t a b l e f o r h i s p a l a c e ; a 
manger f o r h i s b e g i n n i n g ... what f l e s h a f t e r 
ward? ... i n c o l d and h e a t ; hungry and t h i r s t y ; 
f a i n t and weary. I s h i s end any b e t t e r ? ... 
b l a c k and b l u e ; bloody and s w o l l e n ; r e n t and 
t o r n ; t h e t h o r n s and n a i l s s t i c k i n g i n H i s 
f l e s h ; and s u c h f l e s h He was made ... t h e r e i s 
not t h e meanest f l e s h but i s b e t t e r . So t o be 
made, and s o unmade; t o t a k e i t on, and l a y i t 
o f f , w i t h s o g r e a t i n d i g n i t y : weigh i t , and 
wonder a t i t , t h a t e v e r He would endure t o be 
made f l e s h , and t o be made i t on t h i s manner. 
What was i t made t h e Word t h u s t o be made 
f l e s h ? 14 

The answer t o t h i s q u e s t i o n , of c o u r s e , i s t h e answer t o t h e 

paradox, and t o t h e q u e s t i o n E l i o t p o s e s i n F o u r Q u a r t e t s . 
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15 

"Who then d e v i s e d the t o r m e n t ? " I t i s l o v e , a s Andrewes 

s a y s , who e n d u r e s "any em p t y i n g , humbling, l o s s of r e p u t a t i o n ; 

l o v e r e s p e c t s i t n o t , c a r e s not what f l e s h He be made, s o the 
16 

f l e s h be made by i t . " 

As we saw The E l d e r S t a t e s m a n i m i t a t e s the I n c a r n a t i o n 

i n f i n d i n g e x p r e s s i o n i n t h e p a r t i c u l a r i t y of one man and h i s 

e x p e r i e n c e of h u m i l i t y and l o v e . L o r d C l a v e r t o n ' s s i n s and 

h i s f o r g i v e n e s s a r e p a r t i c u l a r l y e x p r e s s e d s o t h a t not o n l y 

the c o r r u p t i o n of t h e f l e s h b u t t h e redemption of the f l e s h 

a r e d r a m a t i z e d , and the m i n i s t r y of l o v e and f o r g i v e n e s s i s 

se e n t o be t h e r e p r e s e n t a t i o n of t h e beyond i n the midst of 

our l i f e . Thus t h e d i s t a n c e between t h e poet and l i f e i s 

exposed a s p r i d e and f e a r and c l o s e d i n h u m i l i t y and l o v e , a s 

he p a r t i c i p a t e s i n l i f e . And t h u s t h e r e c o n c i l i a t i o n between 
17 

God and man i n t h e f l e s h of C h r i s t p r o j e c t s "a humble shadow". 

So, f o r t h e s a k e of r e d e m p t i o n of t h e f l e s h and t he w o r l d , 

E l i o t a l l o w s t h e Word t o t a k e p r e c e d e n c e over t h e word, and t h u s 

l i f e t o t a k e p r e c e d e n c e o v e r l a n g u a g e . He g i v e s up, D e n i s 

Donoghue s a y s t h e " S a i n t l a n g u a g e " of t he p o e t : "The e f f o r t of 
the p l a y s i s t o a l l o w p e o p l e , now, t o l i v e and a c t by a h o l y 

18 
l a n g u a g e . " But a l t h o u g h t h i s i s t h e e f f o r t , "the p r a c t i s e " , 

19 

a n o t h e r c r i t i c s a y s , " i s d i s i n c a r n a t e d s p e e c h " . T h i s i s 

s t i l l t r u e i n t h e l a s t p l a y , a s we have n o t e d , a l t h o u g h 

E l i o t ' s a p p r e h e n s i o n of t h e I n c a r n a t i o n a s a s p i r i t u a l and 

d r a m a t i c r e a l i t y i s r i c h e r t h e r e t h a n b e f o r e and s u g g e s t s h i s 

p e r s o n a l " a p p r e h e n s i o n " by l o v e . I t r e p r e s e n t s t h e c u l m i n a t i o n 

of E l i o t ' s e n deavour t o d r a m a t i z e t h e most d e e p l y s h o c k i n g 

o f f e n c e of a l l , t h e p r e s e n c e of God w i t h e v e r y man. T h i s 

endeavour i s r e f l e c t e d i n t h e movement i n the language of t h e 

p l a y s towards i n c o r p o r a t i n g d i v i n e t r u t h s i n t o t h e s p e e c h and 
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i n t o t h e l i v e s of t h e i r c h a r a c t e r s . I n s t e a d of b e l i e v i n g i n 

the r e d e m p t i o n of o r d i n a r y l i f e , and m a n i f e s t i n g t h i s i n an 

o r d i n a r y l anguage t h a t s p e a k s d i v i n e t r u t h s , E l i o t uses p o e t i c 

language a s an i n s t r u m e n t t o e n a b l e t h e r e d e m p t i o n of o r d i n a r y 

l i f e t h r o u g h i t s t r a n s f i g u r a t i o n i n t o s o m e t h i n g beyond i t s e l f . 

Thus l i f e a s i t i s i s not s e e n a s redeemed e x c e p t i n s o f a r as 

i t i s not i t s e l f . 

I n p a r t t h i s i s a r e s u l t of E l i o t 's l i f e l o n g p o e t i c 

p u r s u i t . T h e r e i s a s e n s e i n w h i c h h i s s t r u g g l e w i t h the 

I n c a r n a t i o n f o c u s s e d the a r t i s t ' s s t r u g g l e between form and 

l i f e . H i s c r e a t i v e s t r u g g l e was w i t h words t h a t 

s t r a i n , 
C r a c k and sometimes b r e a k , under t h e burden, 
Under the t e n s i o n , s l i p , s l i d e , p e r i s h , 
Decay w i t h i m p r e c i s i o n , w i l l not s t a y i n p l a c e , 
W i l l not s t a y s t i l l . 20 

Words can o n l y " r e a c h / The s t i l l n e s s " of p e a c e , of p e r f e c t i o n , 
21 

of b e i n g , "by t h e form, t h e p a t t e r n " . They a r e t h r e a t e n e d 
w i t h b e i n g s w a l l o w e d up by c h a o s : 

S h r i e k i n g v o i c e s 
S c o l d i n g , mocking, or m e r e l y c h a t t e r i n g , 
A lways a s s a i l them. 22 

I n h i s " C h o r u s e s from The Rock", a s i m i l a r p a s s a g e on the 

c r e a t i v i t y of man e x p r e s s e s t h e s t r u g g l e t o c r e a t e "Out of t h e 

s l i m y mud of words, out of t h e s l e e t and h a i l of v e r b a l 

i m p r e c i s i o n s ... t h e p e r f e c t o r d e r of s p e e c h , and the b e auty 
23 

of i n c a n t a t i o n . " The C h r i s t i a n poet a s k s : 
L o r d , s h a l l we not b r i n g t h e s e g i f t s t o y o u r s e r v i c e ? 
S h a l l we not b r i n g t o y o u r s e r v i c e a l l our powers 
F o r l i f e , f o r d i g n i t y , g r a c e and o r d e r , 
And i n t e l l e c t u a l p l e a s u r e s of t h e s e n s e s ? 

And the p o e t ' s g r e a t t e m p t a t i o n i s i d e n t i f i e d i n the a nswer: 
24 

"You must not deny the body." 
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The c h o r e o g r a p h y of " l i f e , d i g n i t y , g r a c e and o r d e r " i n t o 

a dance of l i v i n g l i t u r g y w h e r e i n "you a r e the music/ While the 
25 

music l a s t s " i s t h e aim of E l i o t ' s a r t . I t i s a c h i e v e d i n 
26 

"the t r y i n g " i n the Four Q u a r t e t s and impeded i n the p l a y s 

l a r g e l y b e c a u s e of h i s l a c k of f a i t h i n t h e d i g n i t y , g r a c e and 

o r d e r of l i f e . I n s t e a d of r e f l e c t i n g i t he i s i n t e n t upon 

t r y i n g t o r e c r e a t e i t , t h r o u g h an imposed l a n g u a g e . The p l a y 

t h a t i s most i n t r i g u i n g i n i t s r e f l e c t i o n of l i f e i s t h e 

u n f i n i s h e d Sweeney A g o n i s t e s i n which l i t u r g y i s combined w i t h 

m u s i c - h a l l w i t h a crude and b a s i c d i r e c t n e s s t h a t i s c a p t u r e d 

i n t h e pounding and snappy rhythm of i t s v e r s e . Other p l a y s , , 

and p a r t i c u l a r l y The C o c k t a i l P a r t y and The F a m i l y Reunion, 

a r e p r e f i g u r e d i n i t , w i t h i t s image of the wedding and the 

murder, and t h e c a n n i b a l i s m theme t h a t p a r o d i e s Holy Communion 
w h i l e a t t h e same time d r a m a t i z i n g t h e "Death i s l i f e and l i f e 

27 

i s d e a t h " paradox of c r u c i f i x i o n and r e d e m p t i o n . But E l i o t 

t u r n s away from the c r u d e power of i t s rhythms t o the more 

r e f i n e d v e r s e t h a t he d e v e l o p s from Murder i n the C a t h e d r a l t o 

The E l d e r S t a t e s m a n . 

P e r h a p s Sweeney A g o n i s t e s f r i g h t e n s him, i n t h a t i t 

r e f l e c t s t o o d i r e c t l y and t o o a b u n d a n t l y the d e a t h t h a t he 

d i s c o v e r s i n t h e midst of l i f e , i n s t e a d of t h e redemption t h a t 

he wants t o f i n d and f e e l s he ought t o f i n d , a s a C h r i s t i a n and 

a s an a r t i s t . I n a s e n s e , t h e n , he d e c i d e s t o r e f l e c t what he 

ought t o s e e r a t h e r t h a n what he does s e e , i n t h e hope t h a t t h e 

p o e t i c i d e a l w i l l p ropagate o r d e r and l i f e and i t s word w i l l 
28 

" p u r i f y t h e d i a l e c t of the t r i b e " , c o n t r o l the " s h r i e k i n g 

v o i c e s " and i n s p i r e the s l i m y mud of f l e s h t o the beauty of 

i n c a n t a t i o n . I n t h i s he works a g a i n s t what Malcolm MacKenzie 
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Ross c a l l s "the C h r i s t i a n rhythm" w h i c h , i n the h i s t o r y of 

c u l t u r e " i s a l w a y s away from the s a n c t i f i c a t i o n of t he p r o f a n e 

to the p r o f a n a t i o n of t h a t which i s no l o n g e r s a c r e d b e c a u s e 
29 

no l o n g e r e x p e d i e n t . " E l i o t c h o o s e s t o work towards the 

s a n c t i f i c a t i o n of t h e p r o f a n e , o n l y t h u s a b l e t o p e r c e i v e i t s 

r e d e m p t i o n . P e r h a p s i t i s not he s o much a s h i s C h u r c h t h a t 

was t o blame f o r t h e imprisonment of t h e Word i n a word t h a t 

was not a b l e t o s p e a k a word t o men of i t s day. I f t h e Church 

of The C o n f i d e n t i a l C l e r k b e a r s any r e s e m b l a n c e t o t h e Church 

t h a t he e x p e r i e n c e d , i t i s not s u r p r i s i n g t h a t he found 

d i f f i c u l t y i n d r a m a t i z i n g a r a d i c a l r e d e m p t i o n a t work. 

I n s t e a d of p o i n t i n g t h e way t o r e l i e v e i t s language of 

u n n e c e s s a r y " S a i n t l a n g u a g e " and r e p l a c e i t w i t h l i f e , the 

l i t u r g y of E l i o t ' s C h u r c h seemed p e r h a p s the " d i s i n c a r n a t e 

s p e e c h " of dead s a i n t s , e x p r e s s e d i n "a worn-out p o e t i c a l 

f a s h i o n . 

The I n c a r n a t i o n and P a s s i o n of C h r i s t , a s A u e r b a c h s a y s , 

a b o l i s h e d t h e d i s t i n c t i o n between " h i g h " and "low" s t y l e : i n 

i t the H i g h e s t was t r e a t e d as the L o w e s t , a s Andrewes expounds. 

Thus was " c r e a t e d an e n t i r e l y new k i n d of s u b l i m i t y , i n which 

the e v e r y d a y and t h e low were i n c l u d e d , not e x c l u d e d , s o t h a t , 
i n s t y l e a s i n c o n t e n t , i t d i r e c t l y c o n n e c t e d t h e l o w e s t w i t h 

31 

the h i g h e s t . " Andrewes' r e c o g n i t i o n of t h i s i s r e f l e c t e d i n 

the l i v e l i n e s s of h i s p r o s e , and Cranmer's i n t h e l i f e of t h e 

language of h i s P r a y e r Book. They shame not o n l y t h e " d i v i n e s " 

but t h e p o e t s of t h i s c e n t u r y , bound up i n the dead c a d e n c e s 

and s t a l e metaphors of a m e c h a n i s t i c and p r o f a n e age or the 

" s a i n t l a n g u a g e " - r e l i g i o u s or a e s t h e t i c - t h a t i s out of 

p l a c e i n our m i d s t . I n s p i r e d by t h e I n c a r n a t i o n and P a s s i o n of 

C h r i s t , A u e r b a c h s a y s , m e d i e v a l C h r i s t i a n drama r e p r e s e n t s 
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s i m p l e and s u b l i m e t r u t h s : " B e i n g a l i v i n g r e p r e s e n t a t i o n of 

B i b l i c a l e p i s o d e s a s c o n t a i n e d , w i t h t h e i r i n n a t e l y d r a m a t i c 

e l e m e n t s , i n the l i t u r g y , i t opens i t s arms i n v i t i n g l y t o 

r e c e i v e the s i m p l e and u n t u t o r e d and t o l e a d them from the 
32 

c o n c r e t e , the e v e r y d a y , t o the h i d d e n and the t r u e " . 
33 

D e s p i t e " c o n d i t i o n s / T h a t seem u n p r o p i t i o u s " , i n h i m s e l f 

and i n the w o r ld i n which he l i v e d , E l i o t ' s c e a s e l e s s 

e x p l o r a t i o n i s the f i n a l t e s t i m o n y t o t h e r e a l i t y of r e d e m p t i o n . 

And h i s l a s t c r e a t i v e work r e a c h e s t o w a r d s t h e s i m p l i c i t y of 

s t y l e and c o n t e n t t h a t adumbrates the I n c a r n a t i o n . Most of us, 

he s a y s , " a r e o n l y u n d e f e a t e d / B e c a u s e we have gone on t r y i n g " , * ^ 

f o r we walk not by s i g h t , not by t h e l i g h t of a v i s i o n , but by 

f a i t h . The w o r l d and o n e s e l f o f f e r s o l i t t l e e v i d e n c e of God 

b e i n g w i t h us t h a t t h e I n c a r n a t i o n i s o f t e n a m a t t e r f o r s h e e r 
35 

f a i t h and " r i g h t a c t i o n " w i t h o u t a c l e a r s i g n of t h e o v e r 

coming power of l o v e . As D a n t e ' s v i s i o n of H e l l and P a r a d i s e 

and the P u r g a t o r y between was "consumed" i n "the e t e r n a l 
36 37 l i g h t " of "The l o v e t h a t raoyes the sun and the o t h e r s t a r s " , 

so E l i o t ' s v i s i o n of p e r f e c t i o n and h i s c o n v i c t i o n of i m p e r 

f e c t i o n were consumed i n the " c e r t a i n t y of l o v e unchanging" 

( 5 8 3 ) . Dante w r i t e s t h a t he 
saw how l o v e had bound 

I n t o one volume a l l the l e a v e s whose f l i g h t 
I s s c a t t e r e d t h r o u g h the u n i v e r s e around ; ... 38 

A l l t h e p o e t s words a r e s w a l l o w e d up and f u l f i l l e d i n t he one 

word of l o v e . I t i s "the d r a w i n g of t h i s l o v e and t h e v o i c e of 
39 

t h i s c a l l i n g " t h a t r e a l i z e s r e d e m p t i o n f o r E l i o t , a s f o r 

Dante, and l e n d s s u b s t a n c e t o t h e f a i t h and t h e v i s i o n t h a t 39 " a l l s h a l l be w e l l / And a l l manner of t h i n g s h a l l be w e l l . " 
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