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Foreword

To many of his earliest English readers T. S. Eliot proved to be
a source of suspicion with cosmopolitan affinities, shared in part
with his fellow-American Ezra Pound, disquieting to admirers of
the Georgian Poetry books. However, while Pound was not to be
absorbed into the national culture, being too pugnacious, Eliot
proved more accommodating. In due course he came to write
poems about English country churchyards and to track his family
roots to give himself a more stable identity. Where the little-known
Somerset village of East Coker had lost a seventeenth-century
Puritan named Andrew Eliot it gained one of his descendants as
a High Anglican whose memorial remains there to commemorate
the poet’s place in his adoptive country (see p. 187). He had no
choice of human ancestors as an Eliot, but as a twentieth-century
artist he asserted the right to select his own poetic precursors; the
traditions that he called upon to give a history and a hidden
strength to what he was writing are most clearly exemplified by
Ronald Tamplin in Chapter 3. Where he was familiar with his
natural biases and individual emotions Eliot dedicated himself to
a search through European poetry for traditional roots which
added conscious depth and history to his form of rhetoric. Over
the years, as we shall discover, he supported his opinions in many
a critical essay and professorial lecture on the role of the poet in
society, time and eternity.

Ronald Tamplin goes on to show the parts played by various
earlier poets in the formation of Eliot’s style. He can then read the
poems discussed from the roots in meditative and metaphysical
writing to the seamless and memorable words and images that are
the poetic creation of a single most prominent artist. It may be
noted that as Eliot’s standing advanced from the avant-garde to
the forefront of mid-century writing, the authors whom he had
publicly acknowledged as of the greatest significance for himself
entered the mainstream with him: poets such as Donne or Herbert,
and Baudelaire or Laforgue in France. As an example, I recall first
encountering the unique and lucid writing of Dante through pass-
ages cited or imitated by Eliot so that superficial resemblances
became easy to spot. And similarly I would attach a particular
importance to the austere and incantatory tone of the lines of the
saint and the chorus in Murder in the Cathedral. Here 1 find the voice
also of the private meditations in the non-dramatic poetry. Becket
is both an Eliot persona and a spokesman from a medieval tradition
felt to be most viable when the poet moved from the avant-garde
to the forefront of the English poetic stage.
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Unquestionably the greatest expression of Eliot’s revolutionary
period is The Waste Land (1922) whose colloquial style, irony,
syntax and its dependence on a wide cultural range of idioms and
symbols will, no matter how difficult it appears, hold an
outstanding position in English poetry. Ronald Tamplin, himself
a poet, and most eloquent in the development of the argument of
his book, gives this most famous poetic sequence or long poem
considerable attention. It is seen as an expression of Eliot’s concern
for that ‘ache of modernism’ - to take a phrase from a Thomas of
whom Eliot did not approve, the creator of Tess of the D’Urbevilles.
However, the principal emphasis of this Preface, the ending of a
hard-won spiritual journey, is found at Little Gidding and the poem
printed exactly 20 years after The Waste Land. This last of the Four
Quartets shows the poet at the height of his powers opening up a way
in which some of the world’s pains might be relieved.

MAURICE HUSSEY
General Editor

Maurice Hussey died suddenly in June 1991. The Publishers and
author would like to pay tribute to his wisdom, inspiration and
friendship as Editor of Preface Books. He will be sadly missed.

RONALD TAMPLIN, who read English at Merton College, Oxford,
1955-59, has since taught in the Universities of Auckland and
Waikato (both in New Zealand) and, from 1967, at the University
of Exeter, where he is currently Senior Lecturer, teaching mainly
American and Commonwealth poetry. His previous books are a
long poem, Vivald: (1968), and Wynkyn de Worde’s Gesta Romanorum
(1974). He has published many articles, and his poems have
appeared in anthologies and many magazines.
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