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The American-born Nobel-Prize winning poet and influential literary critic T. S. Eliot (1888-1965) published his famous poem The Waste Land in 1922. Thus, 2022 marks the centennial of its publication.
By coincidence, the self-exiled Irish novelist James Joyce’s massive experimental novel Ulysses was also published in 1922. Eliot helped promote Joyce’s 1922 novel. For specific page references to Joyce’s Ulysses, see the “Index” entry for Joyce in volume 2 of The Complete Prose of T. S. Eliot, covering the years 1919-1926, edited by Anthony Cuda and Ronald Schuchard (Johns Hopkins University Press, 2021, pp. 888-889).
The standard text of Eliot’s 1922 poem The Waste Land can be found in The Poems of T. S. Eliot: Volume I: Collected and Uncollected Poems, edited by Christopher Ricks and Jim McCue (Johns Hopkins University Press, 2015, pp. 53-77). But also see the “Commentary” section (pp. 547-709).
After Eliot’s American-born friend and fellow poet Ezra Pound (1885-1972) helped him winnow down the unwieldy manuscript of poetic fragments, the standard text of The Waste Land was published in 1922 with five parts:
Part I: The Burial of the Dead (verses 1-76);
Part II: A Games of Chess (verses 77-172);
Part III: The Fire Sermon (verses 173-311);
Part IV: Death by Water (verses 312-321);
Part V: What the Thunder Said (verses 322-433).
Evidently, Pound suggested the five-part structure. The late Canadian Renaissance specialist and media ecology theorist Marshall McLuhan (1911-1980; Ph.D. in English, Cambridge University, 1943) has likened the five-part structure to the tradition five parts of an oration in his article “Pound, Eliot and the Rhetoric of The Waste Land” in the journal New Literary History, volume 10 (1978-1979): pp. 557-580.It is reprinted in the 2011 book Theories of Communication by Eric McLuhan and Marshall McLuhan (Peter Lang Publishing, pp, 31-52). However, it strikes me as equally plausible that the five-part structure resembles the five-act play.
Now, to help me personally commemorate the centennial of its publication, I ordered the 1992 book Reading “The Waste Land”: Modernism and the Limits of Interpretation by Jewel Spears Brooker (born in 1940) of Eckerd College in Florida and the late Joseph Bentley (1932-1988) of the University of South Florida (University of Massachusetts Press).
Jewel Spears Brooker is the sole author of the 2018 book T. S. Eliot’s Dialectical Imagination (Johns Hopkins University Press), which I have not yet seen – but I look forward to reading it soon.
She also edited the 2004 book T. S. Eliot: The Contemporary Reviews (Cambridge University Press). 
In addition, she served as the co-editor (with Ronald Schuchard) of volumes 1 and 8 of The Complete Prose of T. S. Eliot (Johns Hopkins University Press, 2021), both of which I have seen (and I have also seen the other six volumes).
Now, on the subject of interpretation, I am deeply impressed with the American Jesuit Renaissance specialist and media ecology theorist Walter J. Ong’s article “Hermeneutic Forever: Voice, Text, Digitization, and the ‘I’” in the journal Oral Tradition, volume 10, number 1 (March 1995): pp. 3-36. It is reprinted in volume four of Ong’s Faith and Contexts, edited by Thomas J. Farrell and Paul A. Soukup (Scholars Press, 1999, pp. 183-204). In my estimate, Brooker and Bentley could have further enriched their rich discussion if they had also worked with Ong’s account of interpretation.
Ong also discusses interpretation in his article “Before Textuality: Orality and Interpretation” in the journal Oral Tradition, volume 3, number 3 (1988): pp. 259-269. It is reprinted in volume three of Ong’s Faith and Contexts, edited by Thomas J. Farrell and Paul A. Soukup (Scholars Press, 1995, pp. 215-225).
In addition, Ong discusses interpretation in his article “Text as Interpretation: Mark and After” in the 1986 book Oral Tradition in Literature: Interpretation in Context, edited by John Miles Foley (University of Missouri Press, pp. 147-169). It is reprinted in volume four of Ong’s Faith and Contexts, edited by Thomas J. Farrell and Paul A. Soukup (Scholars Press, 1999, pp. 143-168).
In my estimate, Ong’s most important examples of literary interpretation can be found in his 1977 book Interfaces of the Word: Studies in the Evolution if Consciousness and Culture (Cornell University Press) and in his 1986 book Hopkins, the Self, and God (University of Toronto Press), the published version of Ong’s 1981 Alexander Lectures at the University of Toronto.
Ong’s most sustained discussion of Eliot can be found in his article “T. S. Eliot and Today’s Ecumenism” in the journal Religion and Literature (University of Notre Dame), volume 21, number 2 (Summer 1989): pp. 1-17. It is reprinted in volume two of Ong’s Faith and Contexts, edited by Thomas J. Farrell and Paul A. Soukup (Scholars Press, 1992b, pp. 211-226).

Chapter by Chapter Highlights of Brooker and Bentley’s 1990 Book

Brooker and Bentley’s 1992 book Reading “The Waste Land”: Modernism and the Limits of Interpretation unfolds through the following parts:
Acknowledgements (pp. xi-xii);
Introduction (pp. 3-12);
Chapter 1: A Wilderness of Mirrors: Perspectives on the Twentieth Century (pp. 13-33);
Chapter 2: Unifying Incompatible Worlds: The Sibyl of Cumae and Tiresias (pp. 34-59);
Chapter 3: Relational Consciousness and Transcendent Reading: “The Burial of the Dead” (pp. 60-93);
Chapter 4: Amalgamating Disparate Experience: Myth and Gender in “A Game of Chess” (pp. 94-120);
Chapter 5: Transcending the Moral Point of View: “The Fire Sermon” (pp. 121-153);
Chapter 6: Annihilation and Utter Night: The Hermeneutic Cycle in “Death by Water (PP. 154-171);
Chapter 7: Before and After Meaning: “What the Thunder Said” (pp. 172-207);
A Speculative Postscript: Infancy and Immediate Experience in Reading The Waste Land (pp. 208-222);
Notes (pp. 223-231);
Index (pp. 233-239).
Now, in Brooker and Bentley’s “Introduction,” they refer to the literary “scholars loosely called the New Critics” (p. 3). However, even though Eliot himself was not an academic, he was also generally regarded as a New Critic, because he also published literary criticism. Brooker and Bentley also say, “These critics tended to read texts closely and carefully, and their work is still indispensable for an understanding of The Waste Land” (p. 3). In addition, Brooker and Bentley subsequently say, “Our book is a return to close reading, a return characterized by an awareness of the scholarship on Eliot’s philosophy and also an awareness of the new critical theories. Because our main interest is the poem itself, we move quickly through the philosophical backgrounds and try to avoid the language theorists have developed for talking among themselves” (p. 6).
Now, in Brooker and Bentley’s Chapter 1: A Wilderness of Mirrors: Perspectives on the Twentieth Century, they say, “That the process of reading generates a type of platform in space-time forms part of the argument [about The Waste Land] in our book” (p. 32) – a part of their argument about The Waste Land that I will highlight later in the present essay.
Also in Brooker and Bentley’s Chapter 1, they say that Eliot was “trying to find his own way. He spent most of the decade before writing The Waste Land as a close student of philosophy, comparative religion, and Buddhism, and his understanding of these subjects is part of the basic context of his art” (p. 33). We now have access to certain surviving documents about Eliot’s education in the tears before he wrote his challenging 1922 poem in volume I of The Complete Prose of T. S. Eliot, covering the years 1905 to 1918, edited by Jewel Spears Brooker and Ronald Schuchard (Johns Hopkins University Press, 2021) and in volume 2, covering the years 1919-1926, edited by Anthony Cuda and Ronald Schuchard.
Now, in Brooker and Bentley’s Chapter 2: Unifying Incompatible Worlds: The Sibyl of Cumae and Tiresias,” they open the chapter with an epigraph from Eliot’s 1964 book about the philosophy of the British idealist philosopher F. H. Bradley, the published version of his doctoral dissertation in philosophy at Harvard University on Bradley (p. 34). Later in the chapter 2, Brooker and Bentley say the following:
Bradley divided experience into three phases: [1] immediate, [2] relational, and [3] transcendent. [1] Immediate experience is pure consciousness; it is consciousness but consciousness of nothing; it comes prior to intellectual consciousness. It is a state in which subject and object have not yet separate into related entities. [2] Relational experience is intellectual consciousness, the state in which structuring activities must be continued from moment to moment entirely within the closed system of one experiencing consciousness. [3] Transcendent experience is the result of a mode of consciousness capable of perceiving both diffusion and unity by contriving a unifying point of view.
	Mythic consciousness exists under the category of [3] transcendent experience and in The Waste Land functions as a counterpoise to [2] the relational cognition upon which secular knowledge depends. (pp. 58-59)
Eliot’s dissertation on Bradley is reprinted and annotated in volume 1 of The Complete Prose of T. S. Eliot (pp. 238-386).
Now, in Brooker and Bentley’s Chapter 3: [Bradley’s] Relational Consciousness and [Bradley’s] Transcendent Reading: “The Burial of the Dead,” they say, “In his dissertation, as we have pointed out, Eliot endorses this concept of an all-inclusive experience that begins in unity, falls apart, and returns to unity. As we have also pointed out, Eliot shares Bradley’s view that relational experience is a trap. Many of his early personae, such as Prufrock and Gerontion, are caught in this trap. We have also pointed out that most of the characters in The Waste Land – the Sibyl, Marie, Stetson, the son of man, and many others – are trapped in systems of relations [as Bradley and Eliot use this term]” (p. 71).
Also in Brooker and Bentley’s Chapter 3, they say the following:
Bradley, as we have discussed in some detail, analyzes knowledge into three sequential phases of [1] immediate, [2] relational, and [3] transcendent experience. [1] The first is unified and unconscious, [2] the second is disunified and conscious, and [3] the third transcends the first two in a complex in which the paradox of their union, along with all other paradoxes, vanishes from the cognitive setting altogether. The kind of consciousness that transcends contraries enough to see no obstruction to belief in gods and their doctrines, or to accept a field of mere juxtapositions as a unity, is both mythic consciousness and the kind of consciousness The Waste Land asks its readers to achieve as the final phase of a series of transcendences in reading. (pp. 92-93)
Now, in Brooker and Bentley’s Chapter 4: Amalgamating Disparate Experience: Myth and Gender in “A Game of Chess,” they say, “The focus in “A Game of Chess” is primarily on women. Taking doomed female characters from art, history, myth, and contemporary life, Eliot creates a cubistic woman, a multi-perspective portrait of women in waste lands, of wasted women in history. . . . Certain details are recognizable from Eliot’s first marriage [in 1915 to Vivien Hugh-Wood], but the picture here is a fiction, an aesthetic construction by a highly conscious artist” (p. 95).
Also in Brooker and Bentley’s Chapter 4, they say, “In “A Game of Chess,” the focus is upon the disconnection of men from women and upon all that such a rupture implies. In “The Fire Sermon,” as will shall show, the focus is upon the consequences of a loss of desire. That loss has awesome implications as, soon, we shall see” (p. 120).
Now, in Brooker and Bentley’s Chapter 5: [Bradley’s] Transcending the Moral Point of View: “The Fire Sermon,” they aptly say that “this section of the poem does not even remotely resemble a sermon. Its language can be called descriptive and mimetic, but by no means can it be called hortatory or any other term appropriate to a sermon” (p. 122).
Also in Brooker and Bentley’s Chapter 5, they say the following:
Most preachers against physical passion, including the Buddha and Augustine, are mindful of the fact that sex and religion constitute rival modes of achieving unity. . . . But for all the genuine differences between physical and spiritual transcendence, they share one result: an abolition of quotidian or relational consciousness [as both Bradley and Eliot understand this term]. Eliot’s secular city is a place where people cannot imagine transcendence of any kind. They are incapable of spiritual transcendence, but also they are incapable of physical transcendence. They are bound upon the wheel of relational consciousness [as both Bradley and Eliot use this term], as incapable of lust as of mystical experience.
It should be noted that both the Buddha and Augustine associate knowledge of good with knowledge of evil. The lovers in “The Fire Sermon” are creatures for whom good and evil would be unintelligible concepts. In The Waste Land, these lovers point to the ideas of Charles Baudelaire, whose work provides much of the moral underpinning of the poem and whose “cite pleine de reves” and “hypocrite lecteur! – mon semblable, -- mon frere” we discussed in our chapter on “The Burial of the Dead.” In one of his journals, called Fusees (Rockets), Baudelaire recounts being involved in a discussion about the greatest pleasure of making love. One of his companions, a hedonist, suggests that the greatest pleasure is in giving pleasure; another, a patriot, suggests that the greatest pleasure is in generating future citizens. The third, a moralist, maintains that “the supreme and singular joy of making love resides in the certainty of doing evil. Being human means knowing good and evil and being able to choose between them. Baudelaire suggests that sanitizing sex removes one of the glorious occasions for knowing and choosing evil [meaning that taking the greatest pleasure in making love is evil?] and thus greatly impoverishes the human spirit. In a 1930 essay, Eliot discusses Baudelaire’s satanism and his preoccupation with evil and damnation. He quotes Baudelaire’s aphorism “la volupte unique et supreme de l’amour git dans certitude de faire le mal” [translation: “the Sole and Supreme pleasure of Love lies in the absolute knowledge of doing Evil”] and adds: “this means, I think, that Baudelaire has perceived that what distinguishes the relations of man and woman from the copulation of beasts is the knowledge of Good and Evil [as in the story of Adam and Eve in the book of Genesis?]. . . . he was at least able to understand that the sexual act as evil is more dignified, less boring, than as the natural, ‘life-giving,’ cheery automatism of the modern world. For Baudelaire, sexual operation is at least something not analogous to Kruschen Salts. So far as we are human, what we must do must be either evil or good; so far as we do evil or good, we are human; and it is better, in a paradoxical way, to do evil than to do nothing: at least, we exist. It is true to say that the glory of man is his capacity for salvation; it is also true to say that his glory is his capacity for damnation.” (pp. 124-125; ellipsis here is Brooker and Bentley’s; but the material in square brackets is mine, but the translation is not mine, as I will explain momentarily)
Eliot’s essay “Baudelaire” is reprinted in volume 4 of The Complete Prose of T. S. Eliot, covering the years 1930 to 1933, edited by Jason Harding and Ronald Schuchard (John Hopkins University Press, 2021, pp. 155-167; the portion quoted here by Brooker and Bentley, pp. 162-163; my quotation of the translation is from the editors’ note 42, p. 166). In the editors’ note 44, p. 166, they say, “Kruschen Salts: a popular patent medicine advertised in the Graphic of 1 Feb 1919 [p. 153] as ‘Entirely British for 160 years,’ and as a laxative and tonic that restores good health: ‘Vague aches and pains steadily disappear: gout, rheumatism, sciatica, lumbago and associated inflammation yield surely to the body-cleansing properties of Krushen Salts.”
Now, in Brooker and Bentley’s Chapter 6: Annihilation and Utter Night: The Hermeneutic Cycle in “Death by Water,” they once again open the chapter with an epigraph from Eliot’s 1964 book on Bradley, Knowledge and Experience (p. 154). Then Brooker and Bentley say the following to lead into their discussion of The Hermeneutic Cycle:
In the introduction to his mother’s poem Savonarola, referred to earlier in this study, Eliot offers a few passing remarks on the nature of interpretation [also known as hermeneutics]. The date of these remarks is 1926, a dozen years after he had taken a course on interpretation from Josiah Royce at Harvard, ten years after he had completed his dissertation on Bradley, and four years after he had published The Waste Land. The comments on his mother’s poem, brief though they are, indicate that his understanding of the nature of interpretation had remained fairly constant for a number of years after writing his dissertation, years encompassing the composition of The Waste Land. “Some years ago [in 1913-14, in the Royce seminar], in a paper on The Interpretation of Primitive Ritual, I made an humble attempt to show in many cases no interpretation of a rite could explain its origin. For the series of acts is to the performers themselves an interpretation; the same ritual remaining practically unchanged may assume different meanings for different generations of performers; and the rite may even have originated before ‘meaning’ meant anything at all. (p. 154; bracketed material is Brooker and Bentley’s)
Eliot’s “Introduction to Savonarola: A Dramatic Poem, by Charlotte Eliot” appears in volume 2 of The Complete Prose of t. S. Eliot, covering the years 1919-1926, edited by Anthony Cuda and Ronald Schuchard (Johns Hopkins University Press, 2021, pp. 771-776).
Brooker and Bentley are here quoting from Eliot’s essay “The Interpretation of Primitive Ritual” that is now reprinted in volume 1 of The Complete Prose of T. S. Eliot, covering the years 1905 to 1918, edited by Jewel Spears Brooker and Ronald Schuchard (Johns Hopkins University Press, 2021, pp. 106-119).
Also in Brooker and Bentley’s Chapter 6, they say, “Some philosophers would urge that perception is interpretation, that to perceive is to interpret, by definition. But Eliot in the Royce seminar paper and in his dissertation uses the word to refer to an activity that comes after and builds upon perception. He distinguishes between a ‘fact’ as ‘a point of attention which has only one aspect’ and the ‘interpretation’ of that fact as an assignment of meaning, a movement beyond the fact to something else. Interpretation is a first-order process of [Bradley’s] transcendence, a mental movement beyond the object focused on in a given moment. Fact perception can be confined to a single instant or, conceptually, to a position outside time altogether [Bradley’s transcendent experience?]; interpretation, on the other hand, implies a time sequence [and Bradley’s relational consciousness?]. Put another way, perception involves two terms, the perceiver and the thing perceived. Interpretation adds a third term, the meaning assigned to the thing perceived. In the process of adding that third term, relations are multiplied [in Bradley’s relational consciousness]” (p. 155).
In addition, in Brooker and Bentley’s Chapter 6, they operationally define and explain what they refer to as the hermeneutical loop that they use to interpret Eliot’s 1922 poem (p. 158). They note certain “techniques of closure” in poetry, and they also say that “Eliot parodies the experience of closure in art and in thought” – for example, in “Death by Water” (p. 159). Brooker and Bentley also say, “Having come through the experience of the [hermeneutical] loop, the reader of The Waste Land will be in possession of the experience of the poem’s existence before and after meaning. This is another manifestation of Bradley’s movement from [1] immediate through [2] relational to [3] transcendent experience” (p. 165).
Concerning closure, I should point out here that Ong works with systems terminology about open systems and closed systems and what he refers to as open closure in the essays “The Poem as a Closed Field: The Once New Criticism and the Nature of Literature” and “Voice and the Opening of closed Systems” in his 1977 book Interfaces of the Word: Studies in the Evolution of Consciousness and Culture (Cornell University Press, pp. 213-229 and 305-341). “Voice and the Opening of Closed Systems” is reprinted in volume two of Ong’s Faith and Contexts, edited by Thomas J. Farrell and Paul A. Soukup (Scholars Press, 1992a, pp. 162-190).
Subsequently in Brooker and Bentley’s Chapter 6, they say that “Eliot was reading Joyce’s Ulysses in installments as The Waste Land was taking shape in his mind” (p. 168). They say the following:
In a number of ways, Joyce served as Eliot’s contemporary inspiration. He illustrated for his fellow artists the importance of making word take on a life of their own. . . . But the prototypes of Joyce’s Ulysses are possible drowned sailors. Dante’s Ulysses – which seems to have been foremost in Eliot’s mind – dies at sea. The deleted lines [from the unwieldy manuscript that Ezra Pound helped Eliot cut] just prior to the present text of “Death by Water” are an allusion to Ulysses’ last voyage as told in the Inferno, in which disaster blocks the aged hero from sailing into the mount of Purgatory. The impossibility of achieving secular purification is Dante’s message and is an aspect of Eliot’s. In a sense, Dante’s Ulysses is a Pelagian whereas Eliot’s, like Joyce’s, is a utilitarian. (p. 168)
Now, in Brooker and Bentley’s Chapter 7: Before and after Meaning: “What the Thunder Said,” they say, “‘It is a test,’ wrote Eliot in an essay on Dante (1929), ‘that genuine poetry can communicate before it is understood.’ This pronouncement can be taken as a reference to the music of poetry, its symbolist suggestiveness, or to some sort of ‘auditory imagination.’ It can also be taken as a reference to Bradley’s speculations about experiences of meaning at sequential stages of cognitive process” (p. 172). In accord with Eliot’s pronouncement, his 1922 poem may be “genuine poetry” if it “communicate[s] before it is understood.”
In any event, Eliot’s essay “Dante” is reprinted in volume 3 of The Complete Prose of T. S. Eliot, covering the years 1927 to 1929, edited by Frances Dickey, Jennifer Formichelli, and Ronald Schuchard (Johns Hopkins University Press, 2021, pp. 700-745; his pronouncement, p. 701; as a literary critic, Eliot liked to dispense succinct pronouncements).
Also in Brooker and Bentley’s Chapter 7, they say the following:
Eliot’s focus on the nature of interpretation and limits of interpretation is particularly intense in the last section of The Waste Land. The title – “What the Thunder Said” – calls attention to interpretation, to what the thunder meant. In a poem in which the privileged metaphor [expressed, for example, in the title The Waste Land] is that of a desert or waste land, what the thunder says is automatically privileged, for in such a context, thunder announces the possibility or likelihood of rain and, consequently, of revival. This section begins with references to thunder, references which compel the reader toward interpretation, and then moves to the climactic passage about the thunder god [Prajapati in the fable of India that Eliot studied in his graduate studies of Eastern religion at Harvard University; but also alluding indirectly to other sky goods such as Zeus and the ancient Hebrew monotheistic deity], what he says and how he is interpreted. In reading the poem’s concluding section, we will build on our previous discussion of the stages of experience (before and after meaning), on our distinction between internal and external interpretation, and on our articulation of the effect we call the hermeneutical loop. (p. 172)
No doubt Brooker and Bentley carry out these promises about how they will proceed in the chapter 7. But we should pause briefly here to note just how multi-layered there way of proceeding in Chapter 7 is compared to what Eliot says in his pronouncement that “genuine poetry can communicate before it is understood.” 
In any event, Brooker and Bentley characterize “the poem’s final paragraph [as] one of the most notorious passages in the history of English poetry” (p. 199). About it, they also say, “The poem now moves outside of Western culture, to India and the fable of the thunder god Prajapati. The story, as indicated by Eliot’s note, is found in the Brihadaranyaka – Upanishad, 5, 1. Prajapati, the god who speaks through thunder [In the Genesis account of creation in seven days, the ancient monotheistic Hebrew sky God is imagined as speaking creation into existence], says ‘Da! Da! Da!’ and the three orders of beings – gods, men, and devils – interpret the ‘message’ as three cardinal commands, ‘control, give, sympathize.’ Eliot, as B. P. N. Sinha notes, alters the sequence to ‘give, sympathize, control’” (pp. 187-188).
Brooker and Bentley make the rather circumspect following comment: “The value of the poem comes in the process of reading it and of collaborating with Eliot in making it. We have tried to work with him in ways that cohere with his habits of thinking and feeling, insofar as that project is possible. The final result of [our] intense reading is an awareness of having been involved in creating. We do not imagine that our readings are the only (or even the best) ways of collaborating in reinventing the poem. We have only offered some samples of what can be done in reading The Waste Land” (p. 207).
Now, in Brooker and Bentley’s A Speculative Postscript: Infancy and [Bradley’s} Immediate Experience is aptly characterized a Speculative. In my estimate, their detailed Speculation about the pertinence of “Jean Piaget’s account of infantile experience” (p. 210) in his book The Construction of Reality in the Child, translated by Margaret Cook (Basic Books, 1954; orig. ed., 1950) in their Postscript should have appeared at or near the beginning of their book and their book’s chapters restructured to illustrate their Speculation.
Fortunately, Brooker and Bentley’s “Index” is nicely differentiated both in its main entries and its sub-entries. However, now that we have the eight printed volumes of The Complete Prose of T. S. Eliot, edited by Ronald Schuchard and other (Johns Hopkins University Press, 2021), it would be fascinating to use the “Indexes” in those volumes to see how many of the people that Brooker and Bentley discuss in their “Perspectives on the Twentieth Century” are discussed by Eliot.

Further Considerations of Eliot’s 1922 Poem The Waste Land

Now, in volume 5 of The Complete Prose of T. S. Eliot, covering the years 1934 to 1939, edited by Iman Javadi, Ronald Schuchard, and Jayme Stayer (Johns Hopkins University Press, 2021), the editors have published two previously unpublished lectures that Eliot delivered in 1937 (and revised in 1941), collectively titled “The Development of Shakespeare’s Verse” (pp. 531-561) – which is enormously important for understanding Eliot’s thought in certain other contexts.
In the “Introduction” to volume 5 (pp. xi-xxxvi), the editors say, “Each of Eliot’s author criticisms from this period [1934-1939] hinges on a core biographical insight such as this one [in Eliot’s 1937 essay “Byron,” which he reprinted in his 1957 book On Poetry and Poets (pp. 223-239)]: Milton’s blindness, Tennyson’s depression, Shakespeare’s ‘private mystery,’ and Marston’s rebelliousness” (p. xxix).
So what exactly is the core biographical insight about Eliot that we need to understand about him in order to understand his famous fragmentary poem The Waste Land? For example, is it his unhappy marriage (in 1915 to Vivien High-Wood)?
In any event, Brooker and Bentley correctly characterize the fragmentary nature of Eliot’s 1922 poem as involving parataxis (pp. 206-207; also see pp. 211-214). Why in the world did Brooker and Bentley wait until pages 206-207 to introduce the term parataxis to characterize the fragmentary nature of the entire poem?! Ong incisively discusses paratactic structures (versus subordinative structures) as orally based in his most widely read and most widely translated 1982 book Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word (Methuen, pp. 37-38).
Now, not surprisingly, the editors of volume 5 of The Complete Prose of T. S. Eliot do not spell out what the core insight about Eliot is that we to understand about him in order to understand The Waste Land, but they do provide a hint. They say, “[Eliot’s] essay ‘Religion and Literature’ (1935) [pp. 218-229] further refines his moral theory of literature, begun some years earlier in his engagements with Baudelaire. ‘All first-rate poetry is occupied with morality, Eliot declared in 1921: ‘this is the lesson of Baudelaire. More than any poet of his time, Baudelaire was aware of what mattered most: the problem of good and evil’” (p. xxvii).
Eliot’s 1921 essay on Baudelaire is reprinted as “The Lesson of Baudelaire” in volume 2 of The Complete Prose of T. S. Eliot, covering the years 1919-1926, edited by Anthony Cuda and Ronald Schuchard (Johns Hopkins University Press, 2021, pp. 306-308; quoted passage, p. 306).
Now, because Eliot discusses morality and the problem of good and evil in his 1921 essay “The Lesson of Baudelaire,” should we assume that Eliot himself expresses his own personal experience of morality and the problem of good and evil in his 1922 poem The Waste Land? In The Waste Land, is Eliot “aware of what most mattered: the problem of good and evil”? If he is not, then it is not first-rate poetry, because he himself says that “All first-rate poetry is occupied with morality.”
However, if The Waste Land is occupied with morality, is its occupation with morality at the service of simply denouncing the morality of others (in the spirit of Juvenalian satire) – or is Eliot also somehow covertly occupied with his own personal morality and perplexing moral quandaries concerning his marriage at the time when he wrote it (perhaps in a Christian spirit of humility)?
At the time he wrote it, he was unhappily married to his first wife, Vivien Haigh-Wood Eliot (1888-1947), whom he impulsively married on June 26, 1915. In fairness to Eliot, both he and Vivien High-Wood acted impulsively in getting married. Perhaps not surprisingly, their precipitous marriage turned out to be a living hell for them both.
Out of the living hell of their marriage, Eliot wrote what eventually became, with the editing help of Ezra Pound, The Waste Land.
Now, Juvenalian satire (named after the ancient Roman satirist Juvenal) is but one of the three major kinds of literary satire that the late Eric McLuhan (1942-2018; Ph.D. in English, University of Dallas, 1984), a Joyce specialist and media ecology theorist who was the eldest son of Marshall and Corinne McLuhan, discusses in his 2015 book Cynic Satire (Cambridge Scholars Publishing). He uses the terms Menippean satire and cynic satire interchangeably.
In his “Bibliography of Works Cited” (pp. 233-246), he lists nine works by Eliot (pp. 237-238). In addition, Eric McLuhan explicitly discusses The Waste Land as one example of Menippean satire (pp. 196-197, 213 [and note 224], and 230).
Eric McLuhan also discusses Menippean satire in his most important scholarly book The Role of Thunder in “Finnegans Wake (University of Toronto Press, 1997; see the “Index” for the various entries on Menippean satire). In the “Bibliography” (pp. 325-334), he lists eight entries by Eliot (for specific page references to Eliot, see the “Index” [p. 336]).
Now, in addition to Juvenalian satire, the other two major forms of literary satire, according to Eric McLuhan in his 2015 book, are Horatian satire (named after the ancient Roman satirist Horace) and Menippean satire (named after the ancient Greek satirist Menippus).
I used the “Index” in each of the eight volumes of The Complete Prose of T. S. Eliot (Johns Hopkins University Press, 2021) to look up the names of Horace, Juvenal, and Menippus. I found that Eliot was familiar with both Horace and Juvenal but that he did not discuss the ancient Greek cynic philosopher and satirist Menippus.
Now, because there supposedly are three distinct kinds of literary satire, we may wonder how Eric McLuhan in his 2015 book is going to differentiate one kind of satire from another kind. He begins by noting that all three traditions of literary satire have in common some kind of attack or ridicule. So far, so good. Then he proceeds to use the three ancient verbal arts of (1) grammar, (2) rhetoric, and (3) dialectic (also known as logic) to schematically characterize each of the three kinds of satire:
(1) he sees Menippean satire as involving basically the ancient verbal art of grammar “in active mode – on the attack” (p. 184);
(2) he sees the urbane and civilized style of Horatian satire, “setting aside crude and barbarous forms of attack,” as involving basically the ancient verbal art of “literary rhetoric on the attack”; (p. 182); and
(3) he sees Juvenalian satire as “Appl[ying] the verbal lash, to drive out wickedness and sin,” as involving basically the ancient verbal art of “Dialectic (moral philosophy) in attack mode” (p. 183).
The ancient verbal art of dialectic (also known as logic) involves philosophical reasoning in the Western tradition of philosophy, which Eliot studied -- as well as logic and moral philosophy. But did Eliot know that the English Renaissance poet John Milton (1608-1674) wrote and then subsequently published in 1672 the textbook in Latin titled, in English translation, A Fuller Course in the Art of Logic Conformed to the Method of Peter Ramus [1515-1572]?
The English translation by Ong and Charles J. Ermatinger is published in volume eight of Yale’s Complete Prose Works of John Milton: 1666-1682, edited by Maurice Kelley (Yale University Press, pp. 139-407). Ong’s “Introduction” (pp. 144-207), slightly shortened, is reprinted in volume four of Ong’s Faith and Contexts, edited by Thomas J. Farrell and Paul A. Soukup (Scholars Press, 1999, pp. 111-142).
For further discussion of the French Renaissance logician and educational reformer and Protestant martyr Peter Ramus (1515-1572), see Ong’s massively researched 1958 book Ramus, Method, and the Decay of Dialogue: From the Art of Discourse to the Art of Reason (Harvard University Press).
Concerning Ong’s philosophical thought in his massively researched 1958 book and elsewhere, see my lengthy OEN article “Walter J. Ong’s Philosophical thought” (dated September 20, 2020):
https://www.opednews.com/articles/Walter-J-Ong-s-Philosophi-by-Thomas-Farrell-Communication_Communications_Communications_Consciousness-200920-664.html
In any event, Eliot published two essays about Milton (in 1936 and 1947) that he later considered significant enough to reprint as “Milton I” and Milton II” in his 1957 book On Poetry and Poets (Farrar, Straus & Cudahy, pp. 156-164 and 165-183, respectively).
“Milton II” is also reprinted in volume 7 of The Complete Prose of T. S. Eliot, covering the years 1947 to 1953, edited by Iman Javadi and Ronald Schuchard (Johns Hopkins University Press, 2021, pp. 21-43). It includes an important “Textual Note” (pp. 35-38), in which the editors reprint an extended passage in Eliot’s 1947 draft that he omitted from the published version of the essay. In the drafter version, Eliot says that “Milton employs devices of eloquence and of word-play in which poets of his time were practiced [through their education in Latin and Greek in the ancient verbal arts of grammar, rhetoric, and dialectic (also known as logic)]” (p. 37).
See, for example, the American scholar T. W. Baldwin’s massive two-volume study William Shakspere’s Small Latine & Lesse Greeke (University of Ilinois Press, 1944a and 1944b).
Ah, but above I have quoted Eliot on Baudelaire and morality in poetry. But does it now follow, in accord with Eric McLuhan’s characterizations, that The Waste Land must be an example of Juvenalian satire – when he himself characterizes it as a Menippean satire? To resolve this classification issue, I turn now to something that Brooker and Bentley say in their 1992 book, which will help us understand how Eliot’s fragmentary 1922 poem is an example of a Menippean satire, as Eric McLuhan says it is. He contends that a Menippean satire involves an attack on the reader because it is designed to elicit user response” (p. 184).
In various places in Brooker and Bentley’s 1992 book (pp. 5, 54, and 228, note 14), they discuss Anne C. Bolgan’s 1973 book What the Thunder Really Said: A Retrospective Essay on the Making of “The Waste Land” (Queen’s University Press). On page 228, in note 14, Brooker and Bentley say, “In What the Thunder Really Said, Bolgan remarks that ‘[The reader] has some difficulty in accepting the allegations and in understanding just what he has done to deserve them’ (p. 51). Like a number of other readers of the poem, Bolgan seems to have taken offense at Eliot calling all of us hypocrites, twins, and brothers.”
Verse 76 in The Waste Land says, “’You! Hypocrite lecteur! – mon semblable, -- mon frere!’” (as we will see momentarily, this is a quote from Baudelaire.)
But Anne C. Bolgan (1924-1992), who wrote her doctoral dissertation on Eliot’s doctoral dissertation on the British idealist philosopher F. H. Bradley (1846-1924) and had published an article about Eliot’s dissertation, takes offense at “Eliot calling all of us hypocrites, twins, and brothers” because she senses that this is an attack on her – which is part of what Eric McLuhan says that a Menippean satire is designed to do.
As we noted above, Eliot’s 1916 doctoral dissertation on Bradley is reprinted in volume 1 of The Complete Prose of T. S. Eliot (pp. 238-386). Volume 1 also includes numerous papers that Eliot wrote as part of his doctoral studies in philosophy at Harvard University (in 1912-1913 and 1913-1914) and Oxford University (in 1914-1915) (see, respectively, pp. 29-164 and 165-237). As part of Eliot’s graduate studies of philosophy at Harvard, he studied Eastern religion – certain fragments of which appear in The Waste Land. In the front matter in volume 1, the editors first feature the “General Editorial Introduction” (pp. xiii-xxvi), which is followed by the more particular introduction to the volume titled “Apprentice Years, 1905-1918: Introduction” (pp. xxvii-lxii).
In it, among other things, the editors say, “Eliot’s interest in interpretation is at the center of arguably his most important surviving Harvard paper, ‘The Interpretation of Primitive Ritual” [pp. 106-119]. It was written for Royce’s seminary [sic] in logic, a course that, according to Kuklick, was ‘the core of the graduate curriculum. . . . For his long paper [delivered on December 9, 1913, in Royce’s seminar, as we today would call it], ‘The Interpretation of Primitive Ritual,’ Eliot chose the question that the department had been preoccupied with for decades, the conflict between science and religion. By focusing on the role played by interpretation, Eliot carves out a position of his own” (p. xxxix).
What Eliot refers to in his 1913 paper as primitive ritual involves peoples in what Ong refers to as primary oral cultures (i.e., cultures before the invention of phonetic alphabetic writing) and residual forms of primary oral cultures after the invention of phonetic alphabetic writing. Ong (1912-2003; Ph.D. in English, Harvard University, 1955) served as the elected president of the Modern Language Association of America in 1978, the only Roman Catholic priest ever elected MLA president to this day. In my estimate, there is no excuse for Brooker and Bentley in their 1992 book, not to be aware of his work and related work about oral tradition.
Ah, but does Brooker and Bentley’s discussion note about Bolgan mean that they do not feel the Eliot’s challenging 1922 poem The Waste Land is also an attack of them somehow? Well, no, not exactly. Let me explain.
Brooker and Bentley say, “The last line of the ‘Unreal City’ paragraph [in Part I: The Burial of the Dead] addresses the reader directly, but as continuation of an address to Stetson it also identifies him as a hypocrite lecteur, an identification which provides a fascinating twist. . . . Baudelaire’s poem ‘Au lecteur’ (from which Eliot’s last line was taken) clearly functions as a comment on the conventions of reading. It is composed as a poem to be spoken or heard, but it insists on the fictive quality of the transaction [Question: the fictive quality of the transaction over against what -- a non-fictive transaction in a live oral-aural transaction?]. The fact is that the poem is written and read. It is hypocrisy to pretend that one is a listener where one is only a decoder of visual signs. Most important, the issue draws attention to the fundamental synaesthesia of written language. The reader sees words and as a result hears them. In the passage at hand, Eliot uses Baudelaire to bring the fact of synaesthesia into conscious (in Bradleian terms, ‘relational’) focus. By bringing the conventional synaesthesia of reading into relational consciousness, he deconstructs it by forcing the reader to note that it is a convention. In other words, he is writing a poem which shows the most deeply rooted convention in poetry falling into pieces; that is, he reveals the dualistic underpinning of the convention of reading” (pp. 86-87).
Apart from this rather specialized way in which Brooker and Bentley see The Waste Land as attacking the reader, the reader of Eliot’s fragmentary 1922 poem most likely feels challenged by it, to say the least – which is to say the reader feels under attack by its seeming obscurity.
In my estimate, Eliot in his challenging 1922 poem The Waste Land is trying to prompt its readers into experiencing something like the consciousness of what Ong refers to as peoples in primary oral cultures -- and in residual forms of primary oral cultures after the invention of phonetic alphabetic writing.
The Swiss psychiatrist and psychological theorist C. W. Jung and his followers posit the existence of the collective unconscious in the human psyche. At least in theory, people in Western culture who read The Waste Land could feel reverberations in the collective unconscious reminiscent of human consciousness and experience in primary oral cultures.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Eliot claimed in his 1921 essay on Baudelaire that “All first-rate poetry is occupied with morality.” In Brooker and Bentley’s Chapter 5, they do say that The Waste Land does have a “moral underpinning” in Baudelaire’s work (p. 124). But the main title of their Chapter 5 directs our attention to Transcending the Moral Point of View – where the moral point of view is linked to what Bradley refers to as [2] relational conscious, and transcending it is linked to what Bradley refers to as [3] transcendent experience. However, we may reasonably wonder if the experience of reading and processing and presumably interpreting The Waste Land prompts many readers to experience what Bradley refers to as [3] transcendent experience. But Brooker and Bentley make no explicit claims about Eliot’s 1922 poem The Waste Land being explicitly occupied with morality or with “the problem of good and evil.” Thus, according to Eliot’s own announced 1921 standard about “All first-rate poetry,” it seems to me that we could conclude from Brooker and Bentley’s under-development about how The Waste Land can be understood as “occupied with morality” that his challenging 1922 poem is not first-rate poetry, regardless of its prominence in modernist literary studies. Ah, but is their under-development about this possible dimension of the poem just a typical academic stance? In other words, are there possible other ways to understand the poem that would salvage it as perhaps first-rate poetry -- in accord with Eliot’s own 1921 claim about first-rate poetry?
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