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In 1979, David Moody published the first edition of his critical survey of the work of (arguably) the most
significant poet of the twentieth century. It is not usual in these worrying times that a scholarly work
survives to be reprinted. There is a rapid turnover in ideas and methods, but Moody's work, with its
portentous yet oddly modest title, has proved an exception. This second edition is published to coincide
with the appearance of the Eliot volume, which Moody has edited, in the 'Cambridge Companions to
Literature' series.

The Companion is a collection of seventeen articles, all new, by a diverse and international group of
scholars. The essays are arranged into three groups around aspects of his thought, a survey of his
verse, and his relation to literary history. Although it is not an historical anthology, each essay surveys
and responds to the discussion of some major theme in Eliot studies, and most refer to a broad historical
range of scholarship. Any one of its articles could be the starting point for a student beginning to think
about Eliot, and wanting some sense of what has been thought before.

Moody draws attention in his preface to the sense of solid and mainstream scholarship in the essays,
that the emphasis is on reading rather than theorising, and that the language of the essays is not that of
any of the current specialist codes. It is not a 'Preface' but a 'Companion,' on the assumption that one is
already re-reading Eliot, and prepared for critical debate. So there is no potted biography (although there
is a Chronology), chapters of background, or plot summary and exegesis of the poems: it is all criticism.
Even the bibliographical article is critical.

The collection has the effect of presenting Eliot and his work as a still lively arena of passionate
intellectual debate - which is as it should be. Eliot spent much of his career trying, in one way or another
to define the nature of a classic. For all the radical and experimental nature of his poetic practice, today's
literary scholars have been familiar with his poetry all their working lives. It has become classic. It is
poetry that still has the power to attract devotees - and behind the professional veneers, most scholars
are devotees, for whom lines and whole stanzas of Eliot's verse echo in the memory: his work has
become as quotable as any of the literature to which it constantly alludes.

The practice of allusion and the related poetic technique of assuming voices, both of which disturb the
reader's sense of the narrator, are a focus of a number of these essays, particularly the final one,
Bernard Sharratt's "Eliot: Modernism, Postmodernism, and after," and James Longenbach's on Eliot's
"allusive practice." Eliot once wrote, only half tongue-in-cheek, "Immature poets imitate; mature poets
steal;" the second half of which Longenbach takes as his title. Source-hunting was long a preoccupation
of Eliot studies, but Longenbach asserts that it is more important and productive to consider why allusion
is (or seems to be) so characteristic of Eliot's poetic practice. He identifies both cultural and personal
factors in this, and similar themes are pursued by Jean-Michel Rabaté's essay on "Tradition and T.S.
Eliot," and the essay that opens the collection, James Olney's "Where is the real T.S. Eliot?," which is
concerned with the relationship between Eliot's poetry and his life. This has been a major theme of Eliot
studies, at least since Hugh Kenner's The Invisible Poet (1959).

Eliot was unwilling to be biographied, and his widow and Faber and Faber (his publishers, for whom he
worked as a director from 1925), have been able to some extent control the release of relevant materials.
This led over the years to much speculation about, for instance, the potential personal references in The
Waste Land, which is not a subject pursued by Harriet Davidson, who has contributed the essay on that
controversial poem-sequence. She says,"The Waste Land can be read as a poem about the proper and
the improper," and shows this to be a productive approach. Central to her reading is the question of his
use of allusion, which she sees not so much as a means of making connections with other texts, but as
"a dispersive figure," undermining the sense of the poem's voice and coherence. (None of the
contributors mention the similarities between Eliot's The Waste Land and the obscure poem "Waste



Land" by Madison Cawein, which Eliot must have seen when it was published a few years earlier; (see
TLS, 18 December, 1995.)

As one would expect, our contemporary critical preoccupations wind themselves in and out of the
essays. There are discussions guided by notions of place and voice, quotation and allusion, the proper,
and cultural politics. The essay by Peter Dale Scott, about Eliot's social criticism, explores the topical
issues of his prejudices, racial and cultural. In leaving America, Eliot sought to become not so much
British as European. The challenge for him, as Scott describes it, was to envisage "a cultural perspective
that would allow him to be doctrinal...without being exclusionary." After some rather worrying false starts
in his early prose, it seems, he managed to sketch something of this poetically in the Four Quartets .

Bernard Sharratt observes that in the `postmodernist' phase of literary history, "Eliot is a somewhat
neglected figure." He prophesies for Eliot a continuing positive influence (among some more negative
possibilities), as a voice which must be heard, "if we are not to develop merely a continent-sized
EuroDisney."

To mention each essay would be tedious, and it will be obvious that this is a stimulating, wide-ranging
and thoroughly contemporary collection. It is the design of the 'Cambridge Companion' series to give as
wide as possible a coverage of their subject. In such a case, Eliot's social criticism and philosophical
work can hardly be ignored (although it seems to me a pity not to have devoted an essay to his
specifically theological positions), but one essay each on The Waste Land and Four Quartets (by the
editor) seems insufficient and unbalanced. Whilst it represents the range of (potential) interest in Eliot, it
does not take account of the greatly varying proportions of that interest.

I turn briefly now to the new edition of Moody's masterly survey of Eliot's poetry. There is added to this
work a new preface and a fourth and fifth appendix. Moody is a devotee ("devoted, not devout," as it says
in a review quoted in the blurb), his passion manifesting itself in a sense of his commitment to the poetry,
of his struggle with it, and to the various struggles within it. There is a determination to read carefully and
not to hurry the reader to easy answers. Above all, Moody takes the poetry seriously. He treats Eliot as a
writer who means his meaning, even when his meaning is unclear or deliberately deflected. He is not
afraid to paraphrase, but is also sensitive to prosody, and insists that readers read and re-read the actual
words on Eliot's page. He knows precisely how far to push an explanation, detecting in Eliot a humility to
which he responds with sympathy. It is a dense and detailed book, speculative, yet exhaustive and
authoritative.

Taken together, these two books represent the maturing of Eliot studies. His work is beyond speculation
about his life and loves, and the digging out of possible references to scraps of his reading. They offer a
contemporary and many-voiced discussion, and a more than contemporary commentary, about a writer
who is still troubling and fascinating.


