CLASSICISM AND ABSTRACTION IN T.S.ELIOT 'SFOUR QUARTETS:
POETRY AND DANCE

CATERINA GUARDINI

ABSTRACT

Eliot's Four Quartetstend to be identified with the struggle for classi
order and the music analogy implicit in the titfelte poem, but, as some
scholars have tried to demonstrate, Eliot's coneath the visual avant-
gardes, in particular ballet, does have an infleemic his poetry. These
pages are an attempt to analyse the images, mesaphd terminology
borrowed from dance which are used in the poemcantpare them to a
recent transposition of the poem into ballet by t@anadian
choreographer Deborah Dunn: the reciprocal conmedietween word
and image testifies to the visual dimensiofrofir Quartets

1.INTRODUCTION

The first part of Eliot's poetry, frorRrufrock and Other Observations
to The Waste LandndThe Hollow Menjs generally considered the
more innovative and, as far as the visual artcaneerned, the more
influenced by their techniques and experimentationss certainly
possible to observe a development in Eliot's paégproduction and
his conversion to Anglo-Catholicism in 1927 may éawincided with
a public concern in the social and cultural fielowever, since
fragmentation is part of Eliot's Modernism, the waof his works
cannot be interpreted separately. Eliot’s latertqyp@nd in particular
the Four Quartets is considered as being characterized by a shift
towards different topics and an explicitly religgoogontent, along with
a strong step towards — or possibly backwards -ssi@lsm and
tradition. The meaning of these terms can deternfiaeconsideration
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and the weight that Eliot's poetry acquire: as ll wy to demonstrate,
the influence of the avant-gardes does not disappeéais limited to
certain fields of interest.

Burnt Norton that appears in 1936, is the first quartet amaoat
ten years pass before the publication ofkbar Quartetsas a whole
in 1944. One of the consequences of this pecutldoral history is
the perception, at least in England, of the poemaasingle and
autonomous entity Considered in its entirety, the poem in four part
is about the mind discovering ‘religious truth’ ia complex
relationship with time and language (Gardner 1986). the poet
struggles to express an immaterial dimension ared attempt of
conquering time (Moody 1994: 143). Each quarteinggr from a
geographical landscape, evokedthg title, and is linked to the four
elements: air, earth, water and fire respectivilythe analogy with
music, implicit in the title, readers and scholbhes/e always looked
for hints of unity and meaning: however, even tholgiot declares
that there exists a common path between music aethyp in The
Music of Poetryhe makes it clear that his knowledge of musicahfo
is far from detailed (Kermode 1975: 197-114). Theusival
connection is strictly linked with Eliot's interesh dance: many
scholars testify to Eliot's direct acquaintancehwitallet shows and
protagonists, giving evidence of both biographicaiolvement and
actual references in his poemsVhen Eliot is in Paris in 1911, the
Ballets Russesare running their third season, with Vaslav Niips
and Tamara Karsavina as leading dancers: if Etbtadly sees these
ballets is only a plausible supposition, while st ¢ertain that he
attends the London seasons in the 1920s (Hargré9@: £1-88). In

! The four poems are first published in collectimispoetry and separately as
pamphlets. See Moody (1994: 142-143). From hereaotsvthe poems will be
referred to by abbreviationBour Quartets FQ; Burnt Norton BN, East Cocker
EC; The Dry Salvage®S Little Gidding LG. Punctual references to lines within
the poems will be quoted from Eliot (1974a) andrabiated withCP.

2 See Hargrove (1997; 1998; 2001); Hoydis (2011j1e30(2009; 2013); Koritz
(1995); Lepecki (2000); Mester (1997; 2011); Sclandi1999).
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England, Eliot’'s friends are great supporters @& Ballets Russes
especially the Bloomsbury Group, and when in 191li8gbilev’s
company returns on stage, Eliot and Massine aresopaly
introduced, at the insistent request of the for(ivster 2011: 118).

In 1921 Eliot sees Massine’s choreography to Stskif's The Rite
of Spring,whose influence ofihe Waste Lantlas been often pointed
out, although in this case Eliot's attention is tcapd by the music
rather than the choreography: in Hisndon Letterfor The Dial
magazine Eliot (1921a-b) especially praises itther ‘tribal’ nature of
its notes. Even later, ballet still interests amfluences Eliot, in
particular in his works on drama, providing himlwthe example of
how theatre should take a step forward in meetivegpopular taste.
As a matter of fact, it is in his articles and ews forThe Dialand
the Criterion that we find Eliot’'s assertions on Massine andebaih
general, as well as in pieces of criticism regagdwoetic drama and
theatre such a¥he Beating of a Drunfl1923), Dialogue on Poetic
Drama (1928) and private correspondence of the 1920soring to
Eliot, ballet — and thdallets Russes particular — constitutes the
starting point for a new drama «if a new drama eamnes» (1921b:
214). What strikes Eliot’s attention is the impenrality of the dancer
in performance and the communion of tradition anademnity, in
both cases particularly referring to Massine’siabd as dancer and
choreographer in transforming popular and folkloelements into a
new form of elite art. Thanks to these charactedstthe ballet
becomes an ideal model for poetic drama, sincastdunconsciously
concerned itself with a permanent form» (1928: xw)Massine and
Nijinskij, Eliot also sees and praises the devalocommitment to
practice and perfection. The ascetic attitude efdhncer, implied in
order to achieve impersonality, likens dance toreverm of ritual:
for Eliot «primitive ritual was not only the sourcé ballet, it was the
origin of all art and religion» (Mester 2011: 1120). On different
occasions Eliot expresses the strong relationsétwden rhythm and
words, the movement of the body and emotions, digkhem to the
origins of classical drama and observing the ioaffy of words to
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express these binary oppositions in poetical terssJones (2009:
37; 2013) sums it up, starting from Aristotle’s idéfon of the
essential of drama being dance, music and poetipt Hefines
Massine and Chaplin as the two major exemplaryesoporary actors
(1923b: 303-6). Moreover, when Eliot refers to Ballets Russes
stating that «here seemed to be everything thatvaed in drama
except poetry» (1928: xv), he refers both to thentes and to the
physical training required by dancers, which regadccording to
Jones, the physical and spiritual abnegation oficels experience.
Along with the liturgical and ritual essence ingim to dance, Eliot
praises Massine’s ability to create new forms stgrtfrom and
sublimating into traditional elements, both in terof themes and of
technical aspects of Romantic and Classical balihat is more
important, in theCriterion, Eliot defines Massine as «the most
completely human, impersonal, abstract» among twecets, and
recognizes in him the utmost characteristic ofgbet, that is to say,
the detachment that leads to impersonality: «tlilerdnce between
the conventional gesture of the ordinary stageclwis supposed to
express emotion, and the abstract gesture of Massivhich
symbolises emotion, is enormous» (Eliot 1923b: 8p5-Jones
interprets Eliot’s use of the adjective ‘abstrantterms of the dancer
as a medium «of verbal expression distinct from $ubjective
personality» (2009: 38-39; 2013: 234-235). Richandsemarks the
connection Eliot establishes between dance, dramé @tual,
observing how for the poet «thHgallets Russesloesn’t necessarily
convey meaning, but rather participates in a rmeligi and
metaphysical form of expression accessible to allltuces»
(Richardson 2013: 163-164).
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2.CLASSICISM AND TRADITION

The survey of Eliot's main literary theories shelight on the
interaction between poetry and dance in his walrkslradition and
the Individual Talent(1919), Eliot defines tradition in terms of
historicism, as a mutual process between past aagept which
leaves both dimensions inevitably altered to thatgbat «no poet, no
artist of any art has his complete meaning aloKesngode 1975: 38).
Only by acquiring this consciousness can the apisisue order,
which is what really builds a tradition capable aoinnecting every
single work of art to each other: Eliot states thgtmeans of this
never-ending continuity every new work of art somehaffects a
whole tradition (Kermode 1975: 38-39). Finally, &ldefines poetry
as an instrument of expression and comprehensiogabty, of which
the poet is an impersonal medium that reshapesamgdemotions «to
express feelings which are not in actual emotidnalla (Kermode
1975: 43). Impersonality becomes necessary to aehg precise
expression of feeling, independent from the persbmsory of the
poet: what makes poetry universal is the mutuatess of tradition
previously introduced, a process the poet canndt raaost not be
aware of because it can only be perceived by pddéter generations
(Kermode 1975: 43-44). In these terms, the predanue of cultural
continuity over historical chronology makes it pbtes for Eliot to
better understand, as reader and writer, the wafrk$her great artists
of all ages. In analysing JoycdByssesEliot comes to the definition
of a «mythical method» as opposed to a «historicaks Eliot defines
Joyce’'s employment of myth as a «scientific revolut since it
shapes a new form that cannot be labelled as ‘hargt longer
(Kermode 1975: 177-178). Curiously enough, accgdmHargrove,
the two main points about the impersonality of #réist and the
importance of tradition in the development of n@snis of art would
have been influenced by Withworth’s monograph vauoh 1913 on
Nijinskij (1997: 62; 86-88).
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Almost twenty-five years after these statements, ¢bncepts of
tradition and impersonality are pushed to theiresxe peaks in an
essay originally written for the Virgil Society i0944: «What is a
Classic?». In this piece of criticism Eliot firstefthes the term
‘Classic’ by referring to Latin and Greek literaggrin general and to
the leading figures of those literatures. He detaclirom the
Romanticism/Classicism debate and praises Virgiltlaes utmost
example of Classicism within the context of botHihditerature as a
closed system and European literature in generafniiide 1975:
115-16§. The main features Eliot detects in order to defifassicism
hinge on the concepts of maturity of mind, manreard language,
with a strong connection with the comprehensiveirgadf tradition as
defined in 1919, both in terms of history and ofgaage.

Steve Ellis (1992) extensively investigates thes€ildsm at work
in FQ, and how it has to be understood in the light dbtis
conception of the term as a broader set, mainlycewed with
language and form, in which Greek and Latin cukuce-exist with
Dante and the Metaphysical poets. Comparing EliGtassicism with
general tendencies in contemporary architecturethadvisual arts,
Ellis builds a bridge between Abstractism and a Ipes¥scovered
interest in neo-Classicism, as promulgated bytaras Le Corbusier
and the Bauhaus movement. Eliot is not alone ikilgpat Classicism
and Classical authors in order to find models faoatemporary way
of expression: architecture develops the same uddtittowards
classical forms intended as rational, simple, linéand not just
‘Classical’ in the sense of historic neo-Classiqgisiallis acutely
observes how critics usually define tR® in comparison to Eliot’s
early poetry as ‘abstract’ in a «condemnatory wayt with little
thought for its historical relevance» (1992: 18-19)

3 For a comparison between the themes of descentiandarity in FQ and book
VI of Aeneid,seeRutledge (1966); on the role of tradition in Virgihd Eliot, see
Kennedy (1995); Reeves (2005). The most extensiagysis of Virgil's influence
on Eliot’s poetry is provided by Reeves (1989).
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The Hollow Memmarks a turning point in Eliot's career, espegiall
as regards the poet's interest in a new form ofjuage devoid of
what he defines, in an essay on Dante, as «poetigament», aiming
at the «greatest economy of words» (Kermode 197%).2nWhat is
a Classic?Eliot explains that, because the English langusggill in
constant evolution, it fails to reach the perfactmf Classicism and
needs to pursue a common style (Kermode 1975: EN&.observes
that Eliot's models of Classicism, mainly Dante avidgil, are not
English (1992: 11); moreover, the poet’s relatiopstvith these
models is peculiar, especially as far as languagmmncerned. IFQ,
Eliot almost opposes Dante’s ideas about the waaktanguage and
the rich polyphony that populatéehe Waste Lands replacedin
favour of a poetry that, as Eliot writes, aims atlbeauty which shall
not be in the line or isolable passage, but wovda the dramatic
texture itself» (Kermode 1975: 255). This remahgttrefers to drama
and in particular to Yeats, suits th€) as well, where the stress is
more on language itself, rather than on what thet pan do with it
(Ellis 1992: 12). The importance of the whole othex peculiar details
of single passages or lines is to be found in g BN, where the
poet asserts the efficacy of his words in term$osm’ and ‘pattern’,

a theme that recurs G, where the exactness of words is evoked and
praised CP. 208). The poet goes on in the same section giving
specific hints of how the linearity of this langeags to be shaped,
creating innovation on the basis of traditi€@P( 208). Eventually, it

Is with a dance metaphor that Eliot sums up alldharacteristics of
language, with an image that suggests circulant; ¢herefore, again,
pattern, order, linearity: «the complete consortailag together»QP:
208).

3. FrROM DANCE TOFOURQUARTETS

Bearing in mind Eliot’s theories, in particular thedationship between
tradition, ritual and the impersonality of the poet of the artistic
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voice in general, it is possible to approach theges the poet
borrows from the dance scenery in order to develome of the
thematic and stylistic elements that form parth&RQ. In particular,
the elements most exploited are those referringht® linguistic
representation of the ecstatic contemplation andowkedge of
transcendence and to the innate relationship betwhgthm and
words. Hargrove (1997: 84-85), Mester (2011: 123) &ichardson
(2013: 169-171) enlist the places in @ in which dance language,
metaphors, images and symbols occur. In the fingtsl of BN the
«dance of the artery» is mentioned in circular &2am an expression
of triumphant vitality CP: 178). In section V the «crying shadow of
the funeral dance»CP. 182) somehow evokes an impersonal
abstraction of the figure of Narcissus’'s dance akligious
purification» (Mester 2011: 123)likewise, in section Il oLG, the
purifying agency of fire alludes to dance in terwis rigour and
devotion, exhorting to move «in measure/like a éandCP. 205). In
Section IlIl of LG (CP: 207) Eliot refers td_e Spectre de la rosa
choreography commissioned to Michel Fokine by Seaghilev,
with Nijinskij and Karsavina as leading dancers.tthe manuscript,
Eliot replaces the term ‘ghost’ with ‘spectre’, @ase in which a word
change significantly implies a definite referencel &liot explicitly
mentions the ballet in his private correspondenitk wohn Hayward
(Gardner 1980: 202)In Fokine’s choreography, the rose — Nijinskij's
character — functions as an objective correlatioe the female
protagonist who, smelling the scent of the flowemembers her first
ball. The rose is transformed into a young danedrer dreams, only

* Protagonist of an early poem by Eliihg Death of St. NarcissuNarcissus, «a
dancer to God», has often been identified withri$kij. See Hargrove (1997: 69-
70); Bernstein (1976; 1981).

® Hargrove (1997: 69) notes a mistake by Gardneo, elsimed Eliot actually saw
Nijinskij dancing in this role, while the dancerchalready been dismissed by the
Company in the late 1910s. However, another passiburce for Eliot could be
the portraiten pointeof Nijinskij, provided by W. Lewis for Madam Stdberg’s
Cabaret Theatre Club. See Richardson (2013: 159).
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to vanish leaving her with the fallen flower at f@mvakening. In the
FQ, memory is evoked by means of similar rhetorica@chanisms
and objective correlatives, often involving roseas-in the opening
scene of the rose gardenBiN. According to Hargrove (1997: 61-88),
Eliot’s memory of this ballet affects almost eveefjerence he makes
to the rose, symbolizing human or divine love. Hegre the two main
explicit dance images occurring b are the one of the «still point of
the turning world» CP: 179) in section | oBN, and the rural dance of
the first section oEC (CP: 184-5)

In the very beginning dBN Eliot establishes the temporal paradigm
of his investigation, introducing the concept ofi¢iin terms of eternal
circularity (CP. 177): this conception of time has much to do, in
Eliot's case, with Heraclitean thought rather tHalato, along with
other elements of oriental philosophy, Buddhism &hdAugustine’s
meditation on temporal dimension. In particular,uldli (1961)
investigates how the use of paradox in Bi@ mirrors a Heraclitean
methodological thought, rather than direct attaafini@ Heraclitus. In
these terms, the two fragments by Heraclitus pld=fdreBN — and
later to the whold-Q — announce the two main themes of the poem:
the reality of a universal truth behind materiargeption and the
concept of time as «constant state of flux» (CluBB1: 19-21). «The
still point of the turning world»@P: 179) is the figure Eliot uses in
order to give form to this particular concept ahdé. The temporal
dimension is not flattened to the present time, th& present
constitutes the segment in which past and futuexisbin a dynamic
of intention and experience. In other terms, ihdtafor the grasping,
or intuition, of a transcendental truth that candmdy exploited in
terms of contraries and opposites in oxymoronimser

Neither flesh nor fleshless;

Neither from nor towards; at the still point, théine dance is,

But neither arrest nor movement. And do not cdlkity,

Where past and future are gathered. Neither moverdmem nor
towards,

Neither ascent nor decline. Except for the pohw, gtill point,
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There would be no dance, and there is only theedanc
(CP: 179)

The image of the ‘still point’, already implied bgliot in the
Coriolan poems and indebted to Charles Williams's nov&he
Greater Trumpshas been read in different ways. Clubb assumes it
terms of the mathematical point: an element in theclidean
geometry which detains no dimension whatsoever,whith is the
first and essential constituent of every form aigdre (1961: 26-27).
Martz notices that the image of the ‘still pointh\caof the ‘wheel’
often occur related to each other in Eliot's poetis,latter meaning a
pattern of action and suffering endlessly turnirngttee axis that
remains still: moreover, the two images are alsoked in the two
quotes by Heraclitus (1972: 128-9). What links éhegmbols together
iIs the conception, expressed by Eliot The Idea of a Christian
Society that the responsibility of the individual belortgssociety as a
whole, thus reminding the multiple meaning of tleebv‘to suffer’ as
‘undergoing pain’ but also ‘permitting, consentiflylartz 1972: 127).
The symbol of the wheel, standing for the «eteyndéicreed pattern
of suffering, which is also action, and of actiomhich is also
suffering» (Martz 1972: 128), recurs throughoub&i poetry, as for
instance inAsh Wednesda{CP: 92) and in the Coriolan poemSR:.
132). As it becomes clear, stillness is strongiikdid to the Word with
a capital letter, while suffering an action pertato the realm of the
material world. Thus «the still point of the turginvorld» becomes
the moment of consciousness that transcends tirdetren material
world and is the theme that links all of Eliot’s tkpfrom the words of
Buddha and St. Augustine in the second halfleg Waste Lantb the
mystic and ascetic dimensionlos (Martz 1972: 130). That is to say,
as Eliot himself expresses in an essay on Paseakttuggle towards
the union of «the knowledge of worldliness» andcetisism» (Eliot
1931: 411). In particular iBBN, a moment of such an «individual
union» is given in the recollection of the momenthe rose garden:

® Triumphal March(1931).
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the sensual memory is only possible in a processedémption of
time, in other words, only by the transcendentglegience of the ‘still
point’ (Martz 1972: 136). On the other hand, thgexnence of
memory is deceptive, implying the ambivalence amibiguity of the
experience describe€P: 177). As a consequence, the ineffability of
«the still point of the turning world» only acqusreneaning and
consistency in a transcendent, if not overtly ielig dimension,
despite the difficulty of its comprehension in terrof experience
(Martz 1972: 133).

More recently the same image has been read stimchgllet terms,
given the explicit reference to the semantic fiefdmovement and
Eliot’s interest in ballet. Lepecki (2000: 334-42pds the ‘still point’
from a physiological point of view, identifying Blis reference with
what actually happens to the body of the dancea imoment of
equilibrium in neuroscientific terms and with thefidition of dance
in terms of stillness instead of movement. Jon@9%233-36; 2013:
227) resumes this reading, even though she rejkeefsecki’s
assumption of a reference to Nijinskij's performann The Rite of
Spring (1910). Jones’s scepticism arises from the faat tiot’s
relationship with dance cannot be forced too muuth that it is not
possible to demonstrate that Eliot actually saw tRarisian
performance of 1913, while he certainly sees Ba#let Russesn
London in 1921: in that circumstance Massine hasadly replaced
Nijinskij and, as mentioned, in that occasion EBbiost dispraises
the choreography. Furthermore, Jones observes hdiwt'sE
employment of dance and the figure of the stillnpoare to be
necessarily read in the light of modernism and bé tpoet's
preoccupations in the literary and meta-poeticdssaf tradition. In
other words, the «still point of the turning worlgrovides, according
to Jones, nothing more than an objective corredatif the «human
experience of timelessness, a moment of spiriwléilment that can
be experienced physically, an activity for whichli¢gg found
expression as physiological balance in the danstat® of poise and
equilibrium — a timeless, yet temporal, phenomen®@009: 32-35;
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2013). As a matter of fact, quoting Sally Ann Nesdefinition of

balance (2008), Jones maintains that Eliot's phggioal description
of the ‘still point’ is something that occurs natlp in modernism, but
in every system of dance: it describes an instheixsteme muscular
tension and balance loaded with potential movenasit before it

actually happeris

Jones finally compares the opening3® in the garden scene to the
choreography ote Jardin aux lilas by Anthony Tudor. During the
writing of BN, both Eliot and Tudor are working at the Mercury
theatre in London: according to Jones, the coexisteof opposites
described in Eliot's poem is equivalent to therafiein the ballet to
grasp a moment inside and outside human tempornaériexce,
achieved by the juxtaposition of movement andn&fk on the stage.
As far as the ‘still point’ is concerned, the chageapher and the poet
aim to and achieve the same expression of inteethlimoment of
intensity and sublimity (2009: 41; 2013: 235-239).

The second explicit dance scene occurring@concerns the ritual
revels ofEC. In section I, set in the rural village from whetgot’'s
ancestors arrive in Boston, memory recovers thestfjhacene of a
country wedding. The villagers dance in couple aredthen joined by
other members of the community:

In that open field

If you do not come too close, if you do not come ¢ttose,
On a summer midnight, you can hear the music

Of the weak pipe and the little drum

And see them dancing around the bonfire

the association of man and woman

In daunsinge, signifying matrimonie

A dignified and commodious sacrament.

Two and two, necessarye coniunction,

" Martha Graham and Merce Cunningham will furthervedep the stillness-
movement dynamic in relation to body’s perceptiontime and space. See,
among others, Jones (2009: 48; 2013); Franco (2003)

Lingue antiche e moderi3(2014)
ISSN 2281-4841



CLASSICISM AND ABSTRACTION INT.S.ELIOT'SFOURQUARTETS 215

Holding eche other by the hand or the arm

Whiche betokeneth concorde. Round and round tae fir
Leaping through the flames, or joined in circles

(CP: 184-5)

The ritual element is present both in the weddwigich is referred
to as ‘daunsinge’ — a consciously archaic lexidabice (Gardner
1980: 30; 202) — and in the act itself of danciwbich connects itself
to the primitive nature of rituals as the first améin constituent of
civilised communities. Dance is the primordial aatithe same time,
artificial means through which the villagers cebldbr understand and
scan the time of their own lives — the psychologoeception of their
being; and the time of nature and of the earth ing, harvesting,
but also seasons and constellations:

Keeping time,

Keeping the rhythm in their dancing

As in their living in the living seasons

The time of the seasons and the constellations
The time of milking and the time of harvest
The time of the coupling of man and woman
And that of beasts. Feet rising and falling.
Eating and drinking. Dung and death.

(CP: 185)

The pervasive element that functions as bindingiagetween the
internal reception of time and its external meas@es and
representation through the dance is, again, rhyifms is lexically
stressed by the presence of ‘the weak pipe’ and fitie drum’,
evoked by the images of circularity — the gatheangund the bonfire
— and by the euphonic repetitions of anaphoric eflds) depicted
ekphrastically by the lyrical voice: ‘keeping timi&eping the rhythm
in their dance’, ‘the time of...". The choice ottlense is also incisive:
gerunds predominate the passage and suggest thefidmntinuity
and circularity of the action. The never-ending leyof life-death-
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rebirth is then re-affirmed in the very last oxymorthat closes the
scene and that resumes an alliteration in /d/,ipusly introduced by
«drinking»: «Dung and death». As Reeves obsertesalliteration,
that is kept through the following four line€R: 186-189), remarks
the cyclical pattern as it «hints that ‘death’ lgagen way to ‘dawn’
and ‘another day’ in the cycle around which the t@gonist is
continually moving ‘here/Or there, or elsewhereB®eéves 1989:
123). The social dimension of the ritual is givegntbe representation
of a rural community, though these peasants arg lorihg in the
past, as ghosts evoked by memory: again, tradiggists on a
complexity of temporal levels that affect each ottenstantl§.

It is possible to conclude the brief survey on tthésce image by
pointing out a further connection with Virgil, wiidooth testifies to
the general range of Eliot’s classical sourcestanithe strict relation
between dance and ancestral rituals or traditiGesierally speaking,
Reeves states thBC is the place ifFQ where «Virgilian agrarianism
can be sensed most strongly» (Reeves 1989: 118)ibderms of
themes and poetic strategies. The dance scenéCofecalls the
Virgilian pietas— with the word humility recurring several timas i
FQ — as both referred to the human acknowledgemedeath and of
a past which is beyond recall (Reeves 1989: 11§-IMlge vision of
an «agrarian community» also exemplifies a cleaigiWan poetic
strategy: the seventeenth-century dance is prebevitein the dance
of the seasons, with a movement from the partidoléine general that
can be read as a «metaphysical pattern [that] mmddEliot's social,
political and religious thought» in the light of rgilian agrarianism
(Reeves 1989: 123-124).

As a matter of fact, Eliot's landscape maintaingrgilian allure in
its evocative traits and there can be assumedliotiEHines, a poetic
memory — if not a punctual reference — of a spedfirgilian scene
taken from theGeorgics In the first book (VergGeorg.1, 345-350),

8 Concerning this aspect, Ellis (1992) also compaireshe light of Classicism,
the absence of pictorial landscapes inkigeto the treatment of the same subject
in contemporary painting.
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Virgil describes a country sacrificial rite accompad by the triple
dance of the community of peasants, in which bodvement and
circularity are expressed from a linguistic andntaéc point of view
(ter... eat; chorusjl. 345; 346). Moreover, these lines are preceded
and followed by an extensive description of seascsd
constellations: in particular at line 33&agli mensis et sidera selya
Virgil seems to resound almost literally in thediian «time of the
seasons and constellations». The link between dandeancestral
tradition can also be compared in Eliot and Virgis a matter of fact,
Thomas stresses the ‘rarity’ and ‘clumsiness’ ofthim in this
passage as an emphasis of the «uncouth natme@r(positoy of the
rustic dance» (Thomas 1988: 126) and observes Hhuaw ritual
described overlaps an archaic frame to the prdasaetin which the
action takes pladeOther oblique references can be observed, among
which a few can be mentioned, such as the presehbee in the
famous praise of country life (VerGeorg 2, 528ignis ubi in medip
and Tityrus’tenuis avena (Verg. Ecdl,2), a symbol of Arcadia itself,
somehow revived by the “weak pipe” of Eliot’s owegsants.

Actual dance-scenes or elements connected to theerge
environment of ballet present in thEQ function as objective
correlatives that, besides helping the poet to esgpmhat he needs,
are justified in the light of his concerns in thual and liturgical
dimensions linked with dance. The connection heraips between
these elements and the ontological essence of dramsace its
classical origins — is also crucial in a way thaard@her (1968)
extensively demonstrates, illustrating how the eowgoraneity of

® «Though thesearminaare presumably hymns to Ceres, in juxtapositiot wi
motus incompositahey look to the archaic, even specifically Sa@mmnverses of
2.386 (iersibus incomptis ludun{...].As at 347, the archaic flavour of the line
distinguishes it, and the account of rustic piebjah it closes, from more modern
realities of the bulk of the poem. The activity da@sed in these lines belongs to
the age of Saturn, not Jupiter (2. 538)» (Thom&81926-127).

191 would like to thank professor Oniga for suggegtihese Virgilian parallels to
me. For an in-depth analysis of Virgilian agrargmiin Eliot and of the presence
of Virgil in FQ, see Reeves (1989: 96-157).
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Eliot’s involvement in theatre and the draftingtbé FQ influenced
the theological and poetical language of the |latipt sees a social
function for poetry that culminates in verse draasaa physical and
topological place in which the ritual gatheringaf audience fulfils
and completes the utmost scope of poetry. Howewves,in FQ that
Eliot achieves the highest peaks of linguistic miea and expression,
especially in those lines which explore the in&pibf language to
express the ineffable nature of reality and of i@t dimension
(Gardner 1968: 74-75).

4.FROM FOURQUARTETSTO DANCE

As much as dance influences the composition anctldd@oration of
some of the main themes &0, the poem itself inspires ballet: a
reciprocity that testifies to the visual dimensairEliot’s later poetry.
Susan Jones investigates the possibility that Hinght have
actually influenced modern choreography in the éthiStates. In
particular, the scholar investigates Martha Gralsaafioreographies
in the light of her quotes of Eliot's poems in iéotebookg1973).
Moreover, quoting Mark Franko, Jones points outamalogy of
themes between Eliot and Graham in terms of «cousoess of
materials» deriving from «the primitive» and «ritttlalones connects
Graham’s attitude towards tradition to Eliot's alkdg mentioned
theories on impersonality and the role of primgmi in the
renovation of tradition. The scholar illustratessmh@&raham adopts
her reading of Eliot's poems in order to invoke te&@l point’ as a
means to express themes such as memory and trdescen(2009:
43-47; 2013: 239-244). Eliot’'s poetry does not ee&s provide a
source of inspiration for choreographers and dancdre musical
Cats (1981) is perhaps the most famous adaptation pbem by
Eliot, even though certainly not Eliot's most camatly rewarded
work. Eliot's Old Possum Book of Practical Cafgst published in
1939, is a collection of almost nonsensical podmas the poet writes
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for his godchildren in 1930. While working on thbacacters and
choreography, Andrew Lloyd Webber consulted withlevia Eliot

and, in some of the musical's songs, the lyricsmade with the
poems.

The most recent experiment of a ballet inspiredElgt’'s poetry is
that of a Canadian dancer, Deborah Dunn, who ir® 2@0nposed a
solo-choreography to thEQ. Dunn, who approached dance during
her university years while studying visual artsars eclectic artist,
especially dealing with theatre, who often exploties relationship
between movement and language, in particular titeza Inspired by
the listening of Alec Guinness’s reading of th@, Dunn has been
promptedto dance to it. The choreography is composed af $oio-
ballets in which Dunn is the dancer: in the fitsee parts she wears a
man tweed-suit, while in the last one she dances ned tulle dress
inspired by a rose. Curiously enough, the uppet parthe rose-
costume resembles the one used by NijinskijarSpectre de la rose.
The likeness is not a coincidence, as Dunn hehsafconfirmed: «l
was inspired by Nijinsky’'sSpectre de la rosd remember reading
that Eliot saw and liked that dance very mu¢hMijinskij’s costume,
designed by Léon Baskt, created a sensational tefbéc de-
personification of the dancer who appeared almasixless» in it
(Hargrove 1997: 723. A similar intent in terms of gender-treatment
lies behind Dunn’s choice @fearing a man'’s suit: «I wanted to recall
Eliot, to bring out the modernity of the poem armd disturb the
reception of my body as 100%, | wanted the femitiody to have to
work its way out of the grid.

According to McCallum (2011), Dunn’s achievementhis work
is that of establishing a correspondence betweely, bmovement,

1 Deborah Dunn agreed to be interviewed and personahfirmed this in an
email she sent me on"2&ebruary 2012.

2 Dunn’s costume can be seen on her website: hitpw/trialanderos.com/
eng/stills.html; for Nijinskij's costume, see htfwww.vam.ac.uk/users/node/
8923.

13 My interview.
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language and words, avoiding the narrative thabtseven present in
the source text. McCallum especially praises Dunatslity to
translate Eliot's words to physical form on destovip and
metaphorical levels, as if really words were giViéer the reviewer
goes on explaining and describing how the imagas@unn creates
with her movements are «subtle but eminently legibMcCallum
2011). The beginning of the poem is rendered indh@eography
with the mimic of time passing by means of a ciacuhovement of
her arms, «establishing an imagery connected tgespad time»
(McCallum 2011). Likewise, the «deception of theuh» CP: 177)
iIs almost recited in a literal way, by means of thevement of the
dancer’s hands.

As a matter of fact, whereas the subjectF® is extremely
complex and elevated, Eliot struggles over allgogms in order to
achieve the «exactness» of words, a linearity efigit and language
that functions as a grid to grasp the meaning lgelnords: some
reviewers define the movement language Dunn display this
choreography as very simple and linear, as fahagposition of feet
and hands are concerned. Perhaps a correspondetmezeb Dunn’s
attempt and Eliot’s pursuit of abstract forms can drawn, even
though there always lies a risk of pushing the |prioo far. At the
same time, one of the negative criticisms that ge®rfrom the
reception of the ballet is that, at times, the Bodiion Dunn operates
in transposing words into images might result ongrieasized. In my
opinion, however, these sort of inter-semiotic stahons play the
explanatory role that the most visual and intdbligiparts have in the
poems, such as the garden, the sea-landscapeatbbtdr of the
children, the Chinese jar and other objective datinees that guide
the reader through the poem.

| think it is worth noting another aspect of coniiy with the
tradition of Le Spectre de la rosdn many interviews, Nijinskij's
daughter has pointed out how Fokine and her fdteed the circular
movement, or, in Eliot's words, the ‘pattern’ ofnd@rs in general,
and of their arms in particular:
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My father choreographed one way, my aunt choredgap
another way and | choreographed another way. Howevat
binds us is a family choreography and it's theleirg...] He
[Fokine] would liberate the dance with a movemanmtihstance
like this [mimes] that goes on transcendentally.wrild never
stay confined within the circle. He would use végrmonious
arm movements, the flow of arm moveméhts

In addition to this, as suggested also by the abmemtioned
Heraclitean element present in the poem, circylatihs throughout
the FQ not only as a topic, but also from a structurahpof view:
Dunn often resumes the circular pattern, for examylten she enters
the scene pirouetting onto the stage. McCallum rid#ss Dunn’s
interpretation of LG as an «euphoric, regal culmination to the
performance» pulling the audience «out of the tihoiud
contemplative mood of the first three acts and ymagp them in the
sweet, heady aura of this stately but romanticimtpact» (McCallum
2011). This description might sound overenthusiagitompared to a
canonic reading of G, according to which the last quartet is not less
contemplative than the others, but it should be embered that
McCallum does not react directly td5, but to Dunn’s perception,
reception and translation of Eliot's poem. Wheneaskvhether she
had in mind more the transcendental element optinsuit of pattern
and order of the poem when composing the chorebgrapunn
replies that her role as a dancer is to work wigeasual response to
words and ideas, stressing that in Eliot’'s caselibs been even more
necessary and challenging, given the complexitytheimes of the
poem:

| have no more reverence for the transcendentadapas of
poetry than those exploring order. In fact | wosldy | tried to
keep God out of it as much as possible though thas

14 My transcription of Kyra Nijinskij being interviesd by Margot Fonteyn:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Gs4MyvujNfA (minuted4 - 3.16).
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impossible. | told myself | was working with detadlevotion and
discipline. | put the body first more than | usyadb in my work
because | knew Eliot was taking care of the redtlamanted to
give a predominantly sensual response, as | anmeedand not
an intellectuar.

However, Dunn's use of the terms ‘detail’, ‘devatioand
‘discipline’ certainly sounds very Eliotean in therms the poet
expresses to refer to the physical, mental andopatsxperience of
the dancer, a commitment he wished could be astiibeéhe actor
and poet too.

| find it revealing that Dunn encountered the pdénough an oral
reading of it: the fact that she decided to givemfand shape to a
specific succession of sounds confirms, in my auina synaesthetic
dimension in the poetry of Eliot, in which it istnonmediate or even
possible to detect where music ends and images Btamn confirms
this reading by declaring that «it was the musdiatension of the
poetry that struck me first, though Eliot's musitsalis intimately
linked to image¥. Along with Guinness’s and her own voice, Dunn
dances to a minimalist music composed by Diane dsda&. InThe
Rite of SpringEliot praises the role of rhythm and of primitive
attitude in the music of Stravinskij and, generalbgaking, tribal and
rhythmical sounds remind him of the noiselué modern age and the
interior angst of modern man. The music choice ohiDs ballet, and
the result of her dancing to a human voice migéb dlave conscious
or unconscious relations with Eliot’s conceivingtbé musicality of
poetry.

15 My interview
1% Ibid.
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4.CONCLUSION

Several attempts have been made to read the pafelrys. Eliot as
related to the visual arts, or, better to say,nalyse the influence of
avant-garde techniques on the poet’'s work. In bigrd it needs to
be pointed out that such a comparison can be daog, in Eliot’s
circumstances, from both a biographical and a wllfpoint of view.
The poet certainly has a strong interest and esereontacts in the
artistic field. Nonetheless, it can be legitimatelysumed that there
exists a general common ground among the artceftain historical
and cultural period that does not imply a directndentional contact
between artistS. Eliot’'s interest in the visual dimension rangentr
the pictorial avant-gardes to the multidimensioadl of Diaghilev’s
Ballets Russeswith their conflation of music, dance and paigtin
The poet’s approach is much more speculative ratihean
descriptive: what emerges from the analysis of s@w&eholars is that
the influence of art techniques on Eliot's poemsneofrom an
intellectual knowledge of theory rather than dirdatiition of
paintings or sculptures. On the other hand, inevitable that Eliot
saw some of these works, whether actual ones wodaptions in
books: in the avant-gardes techniques Eliot finds tools he is
looking for in order to mould his thought into poef. Contrary to a
general tendency on Eliotean criticism, a few satsolcontribute in
providing evidence of a permanent influence of &isart techniques
in Eliot's later poetry, even though with differergsults. Dance in
particular gives Eliot imaginative elements and enat suitable to

17 See, among others, Curtius (1948); Auerbach (192@) (1925; 1971); Pinelli
(1993); Pagnini (1970; 1980).

18 Dickey (2006); Roper (2002); Roston (2000); Thoomp$1980); Tomlinson
(1980). | have investigated the relationship ob&i poetry and the visual arts in
my MA dissertation: YWhat might have been is an abstractioh. Visual
Perspective on the Poetry of T.S. Eliot” (Universdf Udine, 2011). On the
relationship with dance, see above n. 2; F. Didkegurrently co-editing with J.
Morgenstern a collection of essays on this topicS. Eliot and the Arts, Essays
on Eliot and Art, Music, Dance, and Film.
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shape objective correlatives appropriate for timeweed religious and
philosophical interest of his late production.

An even less attention has been given to the oslstip between
Eliot's poetry and the visual arts in reversed terrdespite the
existence of examples of this reciprocal influendbeborah Dunn’s
transposition of the whole &fQ into dance constitutes an interesting
statement of inter-semiotic translation and tesdifto the visual
dimension of thé-Q from many different points of view. First of all,
the link with dance springs somehow directly frome tpoem, as it
constitutes one of the visual sources of Eliotterlgoetry. Moreover,
the creative process from one form of artistic espron to another
mirrors Eliot’s own theories on literary criticisamd on the pursuit of
a mature literature that could aspire to a certdegree of
‘Classicism’.

From this brief analysis, | think it is possibledoggest that there
exists a reciprocity in the relationship betwde@ and dance that
testifies to a visual dimension of Eliot's poetiMoreover, when
considering the act of translation from poetry &nce it is worth
observing how much a poem, as a text, is newlyvegliat each
performance, somehow manifesting its traditionagl @lement. In
Tradition and the Individual TalentEliot speaks of «order» and
«alteration» when referring to the interaction ledw the existing
canon and the creation of a new work of°ain Eliot's terms, both
an aesthetic and intellectual consequence of Duoh&eography
provides a possible alteration of the poem itself.

Universita degli Studi di Udine
Dipartimento di Lingue e Letterature Straniere
caterina.guardini@uniud.it

19 «What happens when a new work of art is createsbisething that happens
simultaneously to all the works of art which preeedt. [...] The existing order is
complete before the new work arrives; for ordepéosist after the supervention
of novelty, thewhole existing order must be, if ever so slightly, altbre

(Kermode 1975: 38).
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