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tury, and particularly the influence of ideas proposed in Tradition and the Individual [ Whereas if we approach a poet without this prejudice we

Tulent. was immense. Like Hulme's Romanticism and Classicism, the essay is an
attack on certain critical emphases in Romanticism, particularly the cult of originality
and the idea that a poem is primarily an expression of the personality of the poet. Eliot
argues that a great poem always asserts its relation to the works of dead poets and
artists and that the poet must develop a sense of the presentness of the past. The poet
is not expressing his personality but instead a medium. He is continually surrendering
himself to “something which is more valuable.” Poetry is not “‘a turning loose of
emotion, but an escape from emotion.” Some commentators have accused Eliot, on
the basis of such remarks, of antipoetic coldness. Eliot’s point. however, is more like
the one Keats makes with his term negarive capabiliry. Eliot is suggesting that a sort
of psvchical distance, to use Edward Bullough's term, is a condition of successful
composition. Eliot provides what many Romantic critics tended to neglect, a concern
for the medium in which the poet must work. and he protests the so-called Romantic
virtues of originality and self-expression.

Eliot's Hamlet and His Problems is printed below because it contains the well-
known remark about the “objective correlative,” which carries Eliot’s concern for
problems of the medium into a discussion of artistic practice. The term is perhaps
finally more mystifying than useful, since Eliot’s definition of it provides no clear way
of determining when an “objective correlative™ is present or in what it really consists.

Eliot's view of critical practice emphasizes the ability of the critic to read the
literary text before him carefully and sensitively. This attention to the text and concern
with language had been missing in much of the criticism of Eliot’s immediate
predecessors.

Eliot's critical works include The Sacred Wood (1920), The Use of Poetry and the
Use of Criticism (1933), After Strange Gods (1934), Essavs Ancient and Modern
(1936), Christianity and Culture (1940), Selected Essays, rev. ed. (1950), and On
Poetry and Poets (1957). On Eliot see F. O. Matthiessen, The Achievement of T. S.
Elior, rev. ed. (1947); Leonard Unger, ed., T. S. Elior, A Selected Critigue (1948);
Victor Brombert, The Criticism of T. S. Elior (1949); Elizabeth Drew. 1. 8. Eliot: The
Design of His Poetry (1949); Sean Lucy. T. 8. Eliot and the Idea of Tradition (1960);
Lewis Freed. T, 8. Elior: Aesthetics and History (1962); Hugh Kenner, ed.. 1. S. Eliot:
A Collection of Critical Essavs (1962); Northrop Frye. 7. S. Eliot (1963); Roger
Kojecky, T. S. Elior’s Social Criticism (1971): Allan Mowbray. T. 8. Elior’s Impersonal
Theory of Poetry (1974): Lewis Freed. T. 8. Eliot: The Critic as Philosopher (1979).
Brian Lee, Theorv and Persenality (1979); Edward Lobb, 1. S. Eliot and the Romantie
Critical Tradition (1981): Gregory Jay, 7. S. Eliot and the Poetics of Literary History

wrting we seldom speak ol tradition, though we
wstonally apply its name in deploring its absence. We
anol reter o “the tradition™ or o “"a tradition™; at most,
¢ employ the adjective in saying that the poetry of so-and-
s "l ional™ or even oo traditional.”” Seidom. per-
i, does the word appear except in a phrase of censure, If
erwise, 1t is vaguely approbative, with the implication, as
he work approved. of some pleasing archaeological re-
m. You can hardly make the word agreeable to
ears without this comlortable reference to the reas-
science of archaeology.

inly the word is not likely to appear in our appre-
sons of living or dead writers. Every nation, every race,
I turn of

sre eritical ™ than we, and sometimes even plume our-
elves a littde with the il the French were the less
cous, Perhaps they ares but we might remind our-
<lves that eritcism is as inevitable as hreathing, and that we
would be none the worse for articulating what passes in our
s when we read o hook and teel an emotion about it for
izing our own minds in their work of eriticism, One of
o lacts that might come Lo light in this process 1s our ten-
ey Lo insist. when we ¢ a poet. upon those aspects of
s+ work in which he least resembles anyone else. In these

pects or parts of s work we pretend to Find what 15 idi-

shall often find that not only the best. but the most individual
parts of his work may be those in which the dead poets, his
ancestors, assert their immortality most vigorously, And 1 do
not mein the impressionable period of adolescence, but the
peried of full maturity.

Yet if the only form of tradition. of handing down, con-
sisted in following the ways of the immediate generation be-
fore us in a blind or timid adherence to its successes. “‘tra-
dition™ should positively be discournged. We have seen
many such simple currents soon lost in the sand: and novelty
15 better than repetition. Tradition 1s a matter of much wider
significance. It cannot be inherited, and if you want it you
must obtain it by great labor, It involves, in the first place,
the historical sense, which we may call nearly indispensable
to anyone who would continue to be a poet heyond his
twenty-fifth year: and the historical sense involves a percep-
tion. not only of the pastness of the past. but of its presence:
the historical sense compels a man o write not merely with
his own generation in his bones, but with a feeling that the
whaole of the literature of Europe from Homer and within it
the whole of the literature of his own country has a simulta-
neous existence and composes a simultaneous order. This
historical sense, which is a sense of the timeless as well as of
the temporal and of the timeless and of the temporal to-
eether, is what makes a writer traditional. And it is wm the
same time what makes a writer most acutely conscious of his
place in time, of his own contemporaneity.

No poet, no aitist of any art. has his complete meaning
alone, His significance, his appreciation is the appreciation
of his relation to the dead poets and artists. You cannot value
him alone: you must set him, for contrast and comparison,
among the dead. | mean this as a principle of aesthetic, not
merely historical, criticism. The necessity that he shall con-
form. that he sha ere, is not one-sided: what happens
when a new work of art is created is something that happens
simultaneously to all the works of art which preceded it The
existing monuments form an ideal order among themselves,
which is modified by the introduction of the new (the really
new) work of art among them. The existing order 1s complete
belore the new work arrives: for order to persist after the
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supervention of novelty, the whole existing order must be, if

values of cach work ol art oward the whole are readjusted:
ty between the old and the new. Whoever

should be altered by the present as much as the present is
directed by the past. And the poet who is aware of this will
he aware of great difficulties and responsibilities.

In . peculiar sense he will be aware also that he must
inevitably be judged by the standards of the past. | say
I amputated, by them: not judged to be as good as,
or worse or better than, the dead: and certainly not judged by

which two things are measured by each other. To conform
merely would be for the new work not really to conform at
.1t would not be new, and would therefore not be a work

it is true. which can only be slowly and cautiously applied,
{or we are none of us infallible judges of conformity. We say:
1t appears to conform, and is perhaps individual, or it appears
individual. and may conform; but we are hardly likely to find
that it is one and not the other.

To proceed to a more intelligible exposition of the re-
lution of the poet to the past: he can neither take the past as
a lump, an indiscriminate bolus, nor can he form himselt
wholly on one or two private admirations, nor can he form
himself wholly upon one preferred period. The first course
is inadmissible, the second is an important experience of
youth, and the third is a pleasant and highly desirable supple-
ment. The poet must be very conscious of the main current,
which does not at all flow invariably through the most distin-
puished reputations. He must be quite aware ol the obvious
fact that art never improves, but that the material of art 1s
never quite the same. He must be aware that the mind of
Europe—the mind of his own country—a mind which he
learns in time to be much more important than his own pri-
vate mind—is a mind which changes, and that this change is
a development which abandons nothing en route, which does
not superannuate either Shakespeare, or Homer, or the rock
drawing of the Magdalenian draftsmen. That this develop-
ment, refinement perhaps. complication certainly, is not,
from the point of view of the artist, any improvement. Per-
haps not even an improvement from the point of view of the
psychologist or not to the extent which we imagine: perhaps
only in the end based upon a complication in economics and
machinery. But the difference between the present and the
past is that the conscious present is an awareness of the past
ina way and to an extent which the past’s awareness of itself
cannot show.

Someone said: “The dead writers are remote o
because we know so much more than they did.” Preoi
and they are that which we know.

[ am alive to a usual objection to what is clearly pa
my program lor the métier of poetrv. The objection 1:
the doctrine requires a ridiculous amount of erudition (|
antry). a claim which can be rejected by appeal to the it
of poets in any pantheon. It will even be affirmed that n
learning deadens or perverts poetic sensibility. While. I
ever, we persist in believing that a poet ought to knuw
much as will not encroach upon his necessary receptivity
necessary laziness, it is not desirable to confine knowle ()
1o whatever can be put into a useful shape for examinition
drawing rooms, or the still more pretentious modes of !
licity. Some can absorb knowledge. the more tardy wi
sweat for it. Shakespeare acquired more essential hi
from Plutarch than most men could from the whole Brit
Museum. What is to be insisted upon is that the poet ni
develop or procure the consciousness of the past and thar |
should continue to develop this consciousness throup
his career.

What happens is a continual surrender of himself ar =
is at the moment to something which is more valuable. 1+
progress of an artist is a continual self-sacrifice. a contini:
extinction of personality,

There remains to define this process of depersonalizs
tion and its relation to the sense of tradition. It is in this 4o
personalization that art may be said to approach the ¢
tion of science. 1, therefore, invite you to consider, i ¢
suggestive analogy. the action which takes place when a I+
of finely filiated platinum is introduced into a chamber co
taining oxygen and sulfur dioxide.

[

Honest criticism and sensitive appreciation are directed ni
upon the poet but upon the poetry. Iff we attend to the con
fused cries of the newspaper critics and the susurrus' of pon
ular repetition that follows, we shall hear the names of poct:
in great numbers: il we seek not blue-book knowledge b
the enjoyment of poetry, and ask for a poem, we shall seldos
find it. | have tried to point out the importance of the relats
of the poem 1o other poems by other authors, and suggesicd
the conception of poetry as a living whole ol all the poetrs
that has ever been written, The other aspect of this impe
sonal theory of poetry is the relation of the poem to its au
thor. And I hinted. by an analogy, that the mind of the matus

“Muttermy, ™

i

t dters from that of the immature one not precisely in
ition of “"personality.”” not being necessarily more
. or having “‘more 1o say,” but rather by being a
mely perfected medium in which special, or very var-
<lings are at liberty to enter into new combinations.
IMe unalogy was that of the catalyst. When the two
v previously mentioned are mixed in the presence of a
ment of platinum, they form sulfurous acid. This combi-
akes place only if the platinum is present: neverthe-
he newly formed acid contains no trace of platinum, and
¢ vlimum itself is apparently unaffected; has remained
it neatral, and unchanged. The mind of the poet is the

w0 wilters and the mind which creates; the more perfectly

1 mind digest and transmute the passions which are its

the experience, you will notice, the clements which
ter the presence of the transforming catalyst, are of two
uiv: emotions and feelings. The effect of a work of art
< the person who enjoys it is an experience different in
W from any experience not of art. It may be formed out of
w emotion, or may be a combination of several: and vari-
w lechings, inhering for the writer in particular words or
ws or images, miy be added to compose the final result,
# ureat poetry may be made without the direct use of any
sonon whatever: composed out of feelings solely. Canto
Vol the Inferno (Brunetto Latini) is a working up of the
m evident in the situation; but the effect. though single
of any work of art, is obtained by considerable com-
s of detail, The lust quatrain gives an image, a fecling
fiching 1o an image. which “*came.” which did not develop
dnply out of what precedes, but which was probably in sus-
n in the poet’s mind until the proper combination ar-
110 add itself to. The poet’s mind is in fact a recep-
clefor seizing and storing up numberless feelings. phrases,
iwes, which remain there until all the particles which can
de to form a new compound are present together.

If you compare several representative passages of the
“alest poetry you see how great is the variety of types of
ibination, and also how completely any semiethical eri-
n of “sublimity™ misses the mark. For it is not the
iiness,” the intensity, of the emotions, the components,
atthe intensity of the artistic process, the pressure. so 1o

(eak. under which the fusion takes place, that counts. The

wsorde of Paolo and Francesca employs a definite emotion,

at the intensity of the poetry is something quite different

um whatever intensity in the supposed experience it may
ve the impression of. It is no more intense, furthermore,
i Canto XXV, the voyage of Ulysses, which has not the
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direct dependence upon an emotion. Great variety is possible
in the process of transmutation of emotion: the murder of
Agamemnon, or the agony of Othello, gives an artistic effect
apparently closer to a possible original than the scenes from
Dante. In the Agamemnon, the artistic emotion approximates
1o the emotion of an actual spectator: in Othello to the emo-
tion of the protagonist himself. But the difference between
art and the event is always absolute; the combination which
is the murder of Agamemnon is probably as complex as that
which is the voyage of Ulysses. In either case there has been
a fusion of elements. The ode of Keats contains a number of
feelings which have nothing particular to do with the night-
ingale, but which the nightingale. partly, perhaps. because of
its attractive name. and partly because of its reputation,
served to bring together.

The point of view which I am struggling to autack is
perhaps related to the metaphysical theory of the substantial
unity of the soul: for my meaning is, that the poet has, not a
“personality” to express, but a particular medium, which is
only a medium and not a personality, in which impressions
and experiences combine in peculiar and unexpected ways.
Impressions and experiences which are important for the
man may take no place in the poetry, and those which be-
come important in the poetry may play quite a negligible part
in the man, the personality.

1 will quote a passage which is unfamiliar enough to be
regarded with fresh attention in the light—or darkness—of
these observations:

And now methinks I could ¢'en chide myself
For doting on her beauty. though her death
Shall be revenged after no common action,
Does the silkworm expend her yellow labors
For thee? For thee does she undo herself?
Are lordships sold to maintain ladyships

For the poor benefit of a bewildering minute?
Why does yon fellow falsify highways,

And put his life between the judge’s lips.

To refine such a thing—Kkeeps horse and men
To beat their valors for her? . . 2

In this passage (as is evident if it is taken in its context) there
is a combination of positive and negative cmotions: an in-
lensely strong auraction toward beauty and an equally in-
tense fascination by the ugliness which is contrasted with it
and which destroys it. This balance of contrasted emotion is
in the dramatic situation to which the speech is pertinent, but
that situation alone is inadequate to it. This is, so to speak

Cyril Tourneur, The Revenver's Fragedy, 1L v,
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the structural emotion, provided by the drama. But the whole
effect. the dominant tone, i+ due 1o the fact that a number of
floating feelings. having an arfinity to this emotion by no
means superficiully cvident. have combined with it 1o give
Us 4 new ar cmotion

It is not in his personal emotions, the emotions pro-
voked by particular ¢venis in s life, that the poet is in any
way remarkable or inicresting. His particular emotions may
be simple. or crude. or tat. The emotion in his poetry will be
a very complex . but not with the complexity of the
emotions of people who have very comiplex or unusual emo-
tions in lite. One error, in fact, of eceentricity in poetry is to
seek for new human emotions to express: and in this search
for novelty in the wrong place it discovers the perverse. The
business of the poel is not o find new emotions. but to use
the ordinary ones and, in working them up into poetry, 10
express leehngs which are not in actual emotions at all. And
emotions which he has never experienced will serve his turn
as well as those familiar o him. Consequently, we must be-
lieve that “emotion recollected in tranguility ™" is an inexact
formula. For it is neither emotion. nor recollection, nor,
without distortion of meaning, tranguility. It is a concentra-
tion, and a new thing resulting from the concentration, of a
very great number of experiences which to the practical and
active person would not seem 1o be experiences at alliitis a
concentration which does not happen consciously or of de-
liberation. These experiences are not “recollected.” and they
finally unite in an atmosphere which is “tranquil™ only in
that it is a passive atiending upon the event. OF course this is
not guite the whole story. There is o great deal. in the writing
ol poetry. which must be conscious and deliberate. In fact,
the bad poet 1s usually unconscious where he ought to be
conscious. and conscious where he ought to be unconscious,
Both errors tend to matke him “personal.”™ Poetry is not a
wrning loose of emotion. but an escape from emotion: it is
not the expression of personality. but an escape from person-
ality. But, of course. only those who have personality and
emotions know what it means to want to escape from these
things.

111

0 8 volis lows BetoTepor Ti kal draBes EaTie.”

This essay proposes
ics or mysocism, and

o hali at the frontier of metaphys-
tsell to such practical conclu-

Ser Wordswarth, Preta
“The mind may be we d

sions as can be applied by the responsible person intere:
m poetrv. To divert mierest from the poet to the poetry |
laudable ann: for it would conduce (o 4 juster estimation
actual poetry, zood and bad. There are many people who o
preciate the expression of sincere emotion in verse, and il
is a smaller number of people who can appreciate techni
excellence. But very few know when there is un expressu
of significant emotion. emotion which has its life in |l
poem and not in the history of the poet. The emotion of 4
is impersonal. And the poet cannot reach his impersonalil
without surrendering himsel wholly 10 the work to be do
And he is not likely to know what is to be done unless i«
lives in what is not merely the present, but the present i
ment of the past. unless he is conscious: not of what is deat
but of what is already living.

Hamlet and His Problems

Few critics have even admitied that Hamlet the play is the
primary problem. and Hamlet the characier only second:
And Hamlet the charucter has had an especial lemptation
that most dangerous type of cntie: the eritic with a mind
which is naturally of the creative order, but which through
some weitkness in creative power exercises itsell in eriticisn
instead. These minds often find m Hamler a vicarious exis
tence for their own artistic reahization. Such a mind had Gos
the. who made of Hamlet a Werther: and such had Coleridge
who made of Hamlet a Coleridge: and probably neither o
these men in writing about Hamlet remembered that his firs
business was (0 study a work of art. The kind ol enticisg
that Goethe and Coleridge produced, in writing of Hamlet
is the most misleading kind possible. For they both pos
sessed unquestionable critical insight, and both make thei
critical aberrations the more plausible by the substitution. -
of their own Hamlet for Shakespeare’s— which their creanye
2ift effects. We should be thankful that Walter Pater did nit
fix_ his attention on this play.

Two writers of our own time, Mr. J, M. Robertson and
Professor Stoll of the University of Minnesota. have issucd
small books which can be praised for moving in the othe
direction.! Mr. Stoll performs a service in recalling to o
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the labors of the critics of the seventeenth and
iventh centuries, observing that

hey knew less about psychology than more recent
ITamlet critics, but they were nearer in spirit o
Aakespeare's art; and as they insisted on the im-
wrtance of the effect of the whole rather than on
lie importance of the leading character. they were
acarer, in their old-fashioned way, to the secret of
Jdramatic art in general.

tna work of art, the work of art cannot be interpreted;
“wre s nothing to interpret; we can only criticize it accord-
stundards, in comparison to other works of art: and for
pretation” the chief task is the presentation of relevant
“uonieal facts which the reader is not assumed to know. Mr.
‘oberison points out, very pertinently, how critics have
in their “interpretation™ of Hamlet by ignoring what
to be very obvious: that Hamlet is a stratification, that
presents the efforts of a series of men, each mauking what
< vonld out of the work of his predecessors. The Hamler of
hukespeare will appear to us very differently if, instead of
cuting the whole action of the play as due to Shakespeare's
loven, we perceive his Hamlet to be superposed upon much
uder material which persists even in the final form.
We know that there was an older play by Thomas Kyd,
extraordinary dramatic (if not poetic) genius who was in
b probability the author of two plays so dissimilar as The
punish Tragedy and Arden of Feversham; and what this
duy was like we can guess from three clues: from The Span-
i Tragedy itself., from the tale of Belleforest upon which
“yd's Hamler must have been based, and from a version
wied in Germany in Shakespeare’s lifetime which bears
nong evidence of having been adapted from the carlier, not
rom the later, play. From these three sources it is clear that
i the earlier play the motive was a revenge motive simply;
the action or delay is caused. as in The Spanish Tragedy,
dely by the difficulty of assassinating a monarch sur-
wnded by guards; and that the “madness’™ of Hamlet was
cigned in order to escape suspicion, and successfully, In the
nal play of Shakespeare, on the other hand, there is a mo-
ive which is more important than that of revenge. and which
«plicitly “blunts™ the latter: the delay in revenge is unex-
*d on grounds ol necessity or expediency: and the effect
4 ihe “madness™ is not to lull but to arouse the king's sus-
‘wion. The alteration is not complete enough, however, 1o
« convineing. Furthermore, there are verbul parallels so
wse to The Spanish Tragedy as 1o leave no doubt that in

! have never, by the way, seen a
ans to Ethelio.

on of Thomas B
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places Shakespeare was merely revising the text of Kyd. And
finally there are unexplained scenes—the Polonius-Laertes
and the Polonius-Reynaldo scenes—tor which there is little
excuse: these scenes are not in the verse style of Kyd, and
not bevond doubt in the style of Shakespeare. These Mr.
Robertson believes to be scenes in the original play of Kyd
reworked by a third hand, perhaps Chapman, before Shake-
speare touched the play. And he concludes, with very strong
show of reason, that the original play of Kyd was, like cer-
tain other revenge plays, in two parts of five acts each. The
upshot of Mr. Robertson’s examination is, we believe, irre-
fragable: that Shukespeare's Hamlet, so far as it is Shake-
speare’s, is a play dealing with the effect of a mother’s guilt
upon her son, and that Shakespeare was unable to impose
this motive successfullv upon the “intractable’ matenal of
the old play.

Of the intractability there can be no doubt. So far from
being Shakespeare’s masterpiece, the play is most certainly
an artistic failure. In several ways the play is puzzling. and
disquieting as is none of the others. Of all the plays it is the
longest and is possibly the one on which Shakespeare spent
most pains: and yet he has left in 1t superfluous and inconsis-
tent scenes which even hasty revision should have noticed.
The versification is variable. Lines like “Look, the morn, in
russet mantle clad, / Wulks o’er the dew of yon high eastern
hill."™ are of the Shakespeare of Romeo and Juliet. The lines
in Act V. scene i,

Sir, in my heart there was a kind of fighting
That would not let me sleep . ..

Up from my cabin,

My seu-gown scarf"d about me, in the dark
Groped 1 to find out them: had my desire:
Fingered their packet:

are of his quite mature period. Both workmanship and
thought are in an unstable position. We are surely justified in
attributing the play, with that other profoundly interesting
play of “intractable™ material and astonishing versification,
Measure for Measure, 1o a period of crisis, after which fol-
low the tragic successes which culminate in Coriolanus.
Coriolanus may be not as “‘interesting™” as Hamler, but it is,
with Anteny and Cleoparra, Shakespeare's most assured ar-
tistic success. And probably more people have thought Ham-
let a work of art because they found it interesting, than have
found it interesting because it 1s a work of art. It is the Mona
Lisa of literature.

The grounds of Hamlet's failure are not immediately
obvious. Mr. Robertson is undoubtedly correct in concluding
that the essential emotion of the play is the leeling of a son
towards a guilty mother: “*|Hamlet's| tone is that of one who




