Spring 1995

The Four Quartets

‘The Dry Salvages’

by T.S. Eliot



The Four Quartets, by Thomas Stearns Eliot, covers the four poems: Burnt Norton, East Coker, The Dry Salvages, and Little Gidding. The structure and method of the Quartets is influenced by the work of Beethoven.  Eliot recognized the philosophy inherent in the work of Beethoven.  He said, “Those of us who love Beethoven in find his music something that we call its meaning, though we cannot confine it in words: but it is this meaning which fits in, somehow, to our whole life: which makes it an emotional exercise and discipline, and not merely an appreciation of virtuosity”  (Murray 23).



Each of Eliot’s quartets has five movements: the first consisting of introduction and statement; the second, the transcendence of the theme of the first in lyrical form, followed by a meditative passage; the third, illustrative, throughout he metaphor of journey and pilgrimage, of the theme of exploration; the fourth, lyric; the fifth, a summary of the whole, and a return tot he theme of the opening of the first movement (Spender 161).


 Throughout the Four Quartets, Eliot draws on distinct philosophies, ranging from the Christian ideas to classical Greek, and Eastern philosophical concepts.  Moreover, the Four Quartets are notably religious, resounding the doctrine and principles of Christian faith.  Holloway comments: “...this four part poem is perhaps uniquely impressive and artistically definitive religious, indeed a Christian religious synthesis...” (Holloway 159).


Yancy (64) notes that the Quartets are marked with the symbolic insight of Eliot’s own religious pilgrimage through Christianity.  Not only are the Quartets a pious Christian and philosophical testimony, but they also draw upon the essential and fundamental philosophical questions common to all reasoned doctrines, such as faith, the mystery of time, the importance of history, the wonders of nature and their relationship to the Divine, the cycle of death and rebirth, and morality.  


The structure of the Quartets move along a deeply personal, historical course, resounding these themes.  As Ishak (107) synopsizes:


The poet in the Quartets gives a glimpse of reality, a mystical


moment of peeping into the “heart of light,” and relates it to


the time-movement and to the eternal flux of the four elements


of existence that used to busy the minds of the Greek philosophers


of the pre-Christian era.  He uses for his location places that are


reminiscent of childhood (the Gloucestershire Garden of Burnt

Norton). Ancestry (the village of East Coker from which the 


poet’s ancestors emigrated to America in 1627), of craggy 


shores (the rocks of the Dry Salvages at Massachusetts) and 


of religious devotion (Little Gidding of Nicholas Ferrar).  They 


introduce the theme of history as servitude-means serving certain


ends-and as freedom-timeless moments.”


The passage explicated in this paper is of the fifth movement of The Dry Salvages, first published in February 1941.  The Dry Salvages are a small group of rocks off the northeast coast of Cape Ann.  The rocks impart a special religious symbolism:  Christ, the moments of agony, the periodicity and permanence of Nature (Sinha 72).  Cook (311) suggests that the choice of the name salvages, itself readily suggests the biblical metaphor of the rock of salvation 

The Dry Salvages encompass many different themes of philosophical and religious importance, offering the ways humanity may come to know the Divine on Earth.  They move from discourse on the quandary of time to a philosophical examination of experience and then an invocation of the Christian reflection on the subject of Incarnation (Bush 219).  


This line-by-line poetry explication will identify and examine the various themes that guide this particular passage of the Dry Salvages, as discerned by a selection of scholars.  For example, Moody points out just a few of the prominent themes that can be identified in this passage of the Dry Salvages:  The New World, Death and Birth, Re-founding of the Christian society, illumination of mind, and Annunciation/Incarnation (Moody 1979, 239).


The poems then concern themselves thematically with the route mankind must follow in order to achieve some dimension of understanding of the Divine or Still Point.  The themes of existence are established across various philosophies, but the scope of and route to illumination and enlightenment available to mankind in time is decidedly Christian.  



“But to apprehend 

The point of intersection of the timeless

With time, is an occupation for the saint-

No occupation either, but something given 

And taken, in a lifetime’s death in love,

Ardour and selflessness and self-surrender.

For most of us, there is only the unattended 

Moment, the moment in and out of time,

The distraction fit, lost in a shaft of sunlight,

The wild thyme unseen, or the winter lightning

Or the waterfall, or music heard so deeply

That it is not heard at all, but you are the music

While the music lasts.  These are only hints and guesses,

Hints followed by guesses; and the rest

Is prayer, observance, thought and action.

The hint half-guessed, the gift half-understood, is


Incarnation.

Here the impossible union

Of spheres of existence is actual,

Here the past and future 

Are conquered, and reconciled, 

Where action were otherwise movement

Of that which is only moved

And has in it no source of movement - 

Driven by daemonic, cthonic 

Powers.  And right action is freedom

From past and future also.

For most of us, this is the aim

Never here to be realised;

Who are only undefeated

Because we have gone on trying;

We, content at the last

If our temporal reversion nourish

(Not too far from the yew-tree)

The life of the significant soil.”



           “But to apprehend 




 The Point of Intersection of the timeless




 With time,...”


The concept of time is the central theme of the Quartets, particularly the notion of the intersection of time and eternity.  This intersection of the timeless with time is interpreted in the literature as a reference to the concept of eternity, particularly the how, why, and where aspects of  eternity as it exists in the human world of experience: 


(The point of intersection refers to the starting point of 


experience and reflection - (Blamires 119).


(In these lines, the concept of time reflects the concept of the


“timeless moment” and the “yearning always for some impossible


 stasis”  (Davie 68).


(“These lines imply a symbolic relation which may be called 


a relation between sign and fulfillment, between literal meaning 


and spiritual meaning, or between type and anti-type; in The Dry


Salvages, the two categories are called time and timeless” 


(Bergsten 230).


(“The point represents a union of two spheres of existence; time 


with the timeless (Riebentanz 129)


(This intersection is also depicted as “words moving in time 


reaching toward silence” (Manganiello 123).


(“The moment of reality in eternity is outside time, but it is only


in time that it has any meaning for man” (Clubb 31).


The emphasis on the concept of timelessness  and its relationship with time is a classical Western philosophical-religious enigma, particularly with Christian undertones.  That is, the paradoxical union of opposites (a philosophical mystery) is connected with the Christian concept of revelation:


(“The idea of time and timelessness is connected with the Christian


 revelation...”  (Ungar 143).

 
(“The Four Quartets is an exploration of spiritual experience: the 


experience of God (or, if we prefer it, timeless reality, timeless value) 


in time”  (Brooks 132).


(...We visualize a vertical line, a line of ascent in time in the upward


way to God.  And let there be a horizontal line, as it were drawn across


the vertical line by a procession symbolizing time.  When these lines


meet...there Beatrice comes - as Christ...” (Rodgers, 76)



(“...Christian thought rests, first and foremost, on the reality of the 


instant in Time which places man in the context of Eternity...This 


is the concept which marks the fundamental difference between 


certain aspects of Platonism and Christianity.  For Plato, such 


instants could not exist and they could not even be thought of, 


for he would not even admit to the complete marriage between 


Time and Eternity...(Chiari 102).


(The reference to the concept of Time in this passage “deals with


Christian realities - sin and grace - in terms of time” (Blissett 122).


(The “moment not of action or inaction is the moment of waiting


 intent towards God, waiting for Him... Time is a deterministic force 


of nature that keeps man open to God.  The coming of God in time 


as we know it is the cornerstone of Christianity (Chiari 96).


Eliot’s presentation of the conception of time is also influenced by the theses of notable philosophies on the quandary of Time:


(Heraclitus does not define a “still center,” but does recognize


a central harmony that transcends the apparently meaningless


movements in the world.  As Heraclitus wrote, “That which is in 


opposition is in concert; and from things that differ comes the


most beautiful harmony: harmony consisting of opposing tension,


like that of the bow and the lyre” (Rodgers 77).


(Hamilton (100) recalls usage of the point of intersection of the


 timeless with time as a “geometrical presentation of the truth.”


(St. Augustine’s concept of “eternal presence” is an influence in


Eliot’s conception of time.  But also the Bergsonian concept of 


“real time” and the Bradleyan notion of “immediate experience.” 


The intersection is the “still point” or Incarnation where “Eternity 


takes on a human form.”  (Rajnath 166).   


(Eliot’s awareness of the point of intersection, and it’s religious


connotations may be influenced by Eliot’s reading of Soren 


Kierkegard’s Neo-Orthodox 
works,
notably the stress on a 


“luminous moment.”  Murray 
(260) notes that during the time 


of the writing of the Dry Salvages, a controversy or debate in 


which Eliot took a great interest in was the struggle between 


the two new schools of theological thought:  the Liberal Protestant 


school and the Neo-Orthodox school, which Kierkegard was the


forerunner of.


Within Eliot’s presentation of time in the Dry Salvages, the influence of Eastern philosophical-religious themes can also be identified:   


(In the Bhagavad Gita, Krishna describes himself as “time, never


ending time”, “the beginning and the middle and the end of all 


that is” and “all-powerful time.” ...The Divine which is Time is 


the still point and man’s quest should be to reach that point 


(the Divine) by apprehending the point of intersection of the


 timeless with time.”  (Naik 46).




.....is an occupation for the saint-





No occupation either, but something given

                              And taken, in a lifetime’s death in love,




Ardour and self-surrender.


The next verse states that the apprehension of the point of intersection with time, i.e., the understanding of the Divine, is not an everyday occurrence in the life of common men.  Rather, this awareness is an occupation for the saint.  Eliot then repudiates the claim that apprehension is an occupation, and stresses the role of the Divine in bestowing this understanding upon those that are saints.  Their, occupation then is the lifelong discipline of self-surrender and death, to the world.  


There are several significant themes in these lines, identified in the literature:  The first theme deals with the distinctively recognizable Christian element of sacrifice and saintliness, and the contrast between how these notions should work within the lives of Christians and how they do work in reality:


(The understanding of the Divine is an occupation for the saint

“who is truly capable of total sacrifice, such that Christ made, for 


love.  Man does not appear to sustain ardour, selflessness, 


self surrender, the supreme virtue discovered by Arjuna, Dante, 


and all mythical heroes” (Rodgers 91).


 (The choice of the word occupation relates “to the time-consuming 


exercises of man’s time-bound activity...the use of the word is intended 


to call for its abandonment, to suggest through its inadequacy the 


nature of unitive commitment...”  As occupation is superseded by 


something given, these lines imply the nature of expanding time into 


lifetime as a bounty, rather than something to be worked for in this 


lifetime. (Rajan 116).


 (The occupation of apprehending the point of intersection requires 


 a lifetime’s effort, “a lifetime spent on the negative way in the dark 


 night of the soul,” denoting the Christian notions of sacrifice and 


 selflessness (Reibetanz 130).


However, the majority of humanity does not lead a saintly life, this is why the apprehension is reserved for those that posses the qualities of the saint.  This principle is also evident in the Eastern religious traditions, which Eliot frequently draws upon:


( “With sacrifice as the essence of love, the carnal self is conquered,


 and the true Self, the real Hinduistic or, more specifically, the 


Upanishadic Atman, emerges in the spirit of self-submission.”  


(Ishak 121).


Eliot says that this is no occupation either, but something given meaning that even the saint, being a mortal in time cannot posses the intersection of timeless with time.  Rather, it is a gift or reward for undefiled living:


(Eliot does not mean “occupation” here in the professional sense.  


Rather, “there is only the lifelong discipline of ardent self-surrender” 


that is the occupation.  The something given is that surrender, while the 


something taken is the apprehension, humbly taken by the saint


(Blamires 119).


(Even the saint cannot posses, but is possessed by, the intersection of 


the timeless with time.  Rather it is something given, and also paid for


with a lifetime’s death in love, ardour and self-surrender (Drew 186).


(“In the mystical way, the soul’s quest for God is not only an ascent


but a movement inward, a long and arduous process, ‘costing not less


than everything’”  (Jain 226).


(“... the root sense of the word ardour has to do with fire, so that


its filiations run back through “a lifetime burning in every moment”


to the “purgatorial fires”...  (Moody 1994, 150).


The notion of  “paying,” so to speak for this enlightenment with a lifetimes death in love is an important concept, for it is reinforces the assertion that timelessness is the dimension of the Divine.  


(... “[the saint] is detached form action and suffering, and no 


longer conscious of time...In this condition, he is able to see that


the time of death in every moment, for if death is an entry into


eternity, the awareness of eternity - the detachment from time - 


is like death...So, the full life, as led by the saint is a lifetime’s


death in love...”  (Preston 46).

A second theme conveyed in these lines is the human, saintly and religious philosophy of Love:


(“The saint, the only one who can recognize those moments when 


human beings glimpse the eternal reality, and the only one who sees 


them for what they are, possesses this ability because of having lived 


a lifetimes death in love.  His/her life is a death to the world, spent in 


ardour and selflessness and self-surrender, but it is encompassed by 


that love.”  (Thormahlem 144).


(Jones (140) also notes the theme of love, specifically that the fifth 


movement, particularly these lines “naturally stress the theme of


Charis, above all as it is embodied in the Incarnation...the ideal human 


attitude to the three aspects of love --- ardour, selflessness, and 


self-surrender.



 For most of us, there is only the unattended




 Moment, the moment in and out of time,...


Most of us, i.e., ordinary people, are not saints, but does that mean we have no hope at all to apprehend Eternity in time?  Eliot offers some hope for most of us, i.e., this is what is possible for most of mankind.  He contends that there is some phenomenon occurring in time that gives a glimpse of out of time -- the unattended moment, the moment in and out of time:

(“...ordinary people share the experience of getting outside 


time...” (Spender 179)


(The unattended moment refers to glimpses or short-lived instances 


(moments) of illumination that occur outside of time in time. 


Torrion (458).


(“The moment is unattended, it is not ministered to and served


at the sovereign value; not watched and waited for with our


full attention.  It is just an unexpected visitation of ecstasy, a 


sudden madness, as we ‘lose ourselves’ in the beauty of nature


and art”  (Drew 187).


(“These moments (the moments of transitory glimpses of the Divine 


manifested in nature) must not be relied on or indeed hoped for very 


much, but received in thankfulness as they occur.  The Dry Salvages 


is a poem about ordinary people; its annunciations are the common 


annunciations of danger, calamity, and death.  It is not about special 


people with special gifts; it mentions the saint, only to turn back to 


most of us who are given no special revelation...”  (Gardener 50).


(The moment is unattended “it is not ministered to and served as 


the sovereign value; not watched and waited for with our full attention.  


It is just and unexpected vision of ecstasy, a sudden madness, as we 


‘lose ourselves’ in the beauty of nature and of art” (Drew 186).


(There is for most of us the unattended moment, i.e., the sudden 


revelation, “...occasionally fully savored, but more often half-glimpsed,


by which we are jerked out of our habitual enslavement to time” 


(Blamires 119).


These glimpses of the Eternal are possible because of the Christian doctrine of the Incarnation, i.e., the manifestation of the Eternal (God) in Time (Jesus Christ).  Since time and the timeless intersected in nature during the course of history, timelessness is ever-present in time.  Thus:


(The moment of the realization of the Eternal in Time is


“the moment of Incarnation, an event in history whose 


 meaning comes from outside of history..., “a moment 


when meaning from outside time is injected 


into the temporal process, and because the 


meaning is timeless, it becomes immanent in 


all time, and the fact of the Incarnation can be 


perceived in every moment (Hough 112).


(“Eliot’s elucidation of time reflects Dante’s elucidation 


of time in “Paradiso” (Paradiso, Canto, 31).  When Dante 


arrives at Paradise he says that he had come from “time unto 


eternity itself.”  Conversely, in the timeless moment in 


time, i.e.,  the moment in and out of time, one may feel the 


presence of divinity”  (Balakrishnan 80).    




 The distraction fit, lost in a shaft of sunlight,




 The wild thyme unseen, or the winter lightning




 Or the waterfall,...


In the next few lines, Eliot undertakes to explain the nature of the moment in and out of time, i.e., the lay persons’ occasion at understanding the enlightenment otherwise coveted by the saints.  There are several elemental motifs that can be identified; the perception of beauty in nature, Faith, the nature of the Timeless in Time, Eastern religious doctrine, and the influence of political havoc on the Self in time.   


The subliminal images of Eternity are manifest as beautiful images in nature, betraying only flashes of immortality:    


(The imagery of the shaft of sunlight, wild thyme, and winter 


lightning are derived from and symbolize air, water, and fire  


(Sinha 100).


(Water, implied by Eliot’s reference to the waterfall is a central


theme of the Dry Salvages.  “Each Quartet emphasizes one of 


the four elements of the material universe identified by medieval


European thought:  air in Burnt Norton, earth in East Coker, 


water in The Dry Salvages, fire in Little Gidding.”  (Calder 135).


(For most of us who are not saint-like and given to a lifetime’s 


death in love, the unattended moment is of beauty and illumination.  


“The moment in and out of time comes to us in a distraction fit, and 


comes and goes as easily as the vision did in the rose garden”  


(Reibentanz 131). 


(The shaft of sunlight is one of a few earthly experiential visions 


that for most of us (who are not saints) comes closest to the 


“beatific vision” enjoyed by the saints (Smidt 1961, 174; 1971, 97).


(“The shaft of sunlight, the wild thyme unseen, and the music 

are all invisible energy manifesting itself in the phenomena of 


human sense. And on the human level this same principle is 


active in the moral and emotional spheres in every experience 


of spiritual death and rebirth during the individual lifetime” (Drew 187).


The glimpses are in and out of time since they occur in reality, but merely intimate the Divine, i.e., Eternity.  However, still the transitory glimpses are unseen, since mankind understands nature in reality as final.  This interplay of divine hints in and mankind’s “blindness” to these glimpses is a distinctly orthodox Christian concept, implying the crucial role of Faith in religious life:


(“-these experiences all actualize the same intersection of 


the timeless with time that was first accomplished in the 


incarnation of Christ” (Balakrishnan 133).

 
(“The suddenness of the distraction fit that is lost in the sunlight

betray a flash of immortality.  Yet it will remain unseen to a world in 


which the wild thyme, the winter lightning and the waterfall are 


understood as the final realities”  (Ishak 122).


(“Eliot recognized the glimpses of the divine as illuminating faith...


The mystical moment opens a channel to promote mediation between 


human beings and God which has been broken down since the 


Enlightenment...In the Puritan view, the human soul is too unclean 


to achieve immediate unity with the Godhead; thus, the transitory 


glimpses of the divine in Eliot’s mystical moments are an invitation 


to a new life which involves the willing sacrifice of self made to the 


will of God, much like the sacrifice of people’s sinful nature to 


God in Mather’s Puritan teachings” (Kim 110).


(“...An imaginative and partly intellectual insight which 


reproduces on a lower plane some of the conditions of


mystical intuition.  A sudden hint of eternity is obtained,


and the time process seems momentarily suspended.  The


timeless moment is usually associated with certain sensible 


images that lead up to it”  (Storman 103).


(“The moment is the wild thyme unseen, which is meant for the 


mind’s ability to recall or create sensory images, so that the 


experience transports the poet form the world of time to the 


timeless...In the Puritan view, the human soul is too unclean to 


achieve immediate unity with the Godhead; thus, the transitory 


glimpses of the divine in Eliot’s mystical moments are an 


invitation to a new life...(Kim 111).


(Eliot parallels the Protestant and the Catholic mythical 


religious temperaments.  “The immediate communion with 


God is the experience of the Catholic, expressed in the more 


mystical fashion of that religion; the reasoned deliberation 


which fears the complacency that the unattended moment 


may bring, arises from the Protestant temperament”  


(Maxwell 160).


(Eliot suggests that natural images such as these are not reliable, 


but ordinary men should be grateful for them, since all of life 


for the ordinary men is danger, calamity and death.  


“...Most of us are given to no special revelation, but one 


Annunciation which is for all men”  (Gardener 50).


(The illumination that occurs out of time is “consistent with the 


strange absence...of any allusion to the Hebrew-Christian meaning 


of faith without vision.”  These visions, shaft of sunlight, wild 


thyme unseen... are glimpses of faith  (Torrion 458).


The philosophical concept of Time is also important in these lines.  The crystallization of Eliot’s conception of Time can be traced to Bergson’s philosophical discourse on the issue:    


(Eliot draws on Bergson’s Essai sur les donnees immediates de 


la conscience, which asserts that the human intellect is concerned 


with spatial while the intuitive consciousness gathers all experiences 


into a pattern, duree.  Duree is a moving present which accumulates 


all the past and holds preparedness for the future. “Eliot’s vision of 


concrete phenomena...is related to Bergsen’s perception of distinct 


qualities in a heterogeneous world.”   The shaft of sunlight suggests 


“both drowsiness and suddenness.  Illumination comes in an unattended 


moment, a distraction fit.”  Bergson believes that certain states of  


“detachment are favorable to intuitive insight”  and “all time is 


eternally present.” (Smidt 174-5). 


(These experiences produce the “timeless moment” which Eliot


“possibly may have borrowed a formula from Kierkergard...this


seems to be an imaginative and partly intellectual insight which


reproduces on a lower plane some of the conditions of a 


mystical intuition.  A sudden hint of eternity is obtained, and the


time process seems momentarily suspended...these are the sensible


images that lead up to it...”  (Gregory 2).


Some scholars also comment on the role of patriotism in the composition of the denotation of some of the selected lines of the Dry Salvages:


(Schneider points out the influence of war in these lines:  


“This is the wartime present, with our futile attempts to escape 


responsibility or to understand or deal with it.  Over against this 


is set the timeless moment, which is also the moment in and out 


of time, of which a hint reaches us in a shaft of sunlight... 


(Schneider 198).


(“In these natural images, Eliot adopts and adapts the tradition 


of New England seeing and hearing...” (Baskett 213). 

Eliot’s again alludes to Eastern religious concepts harmonic with Christian traditions: 


(The Bhagavad Gita similarly uses references to light to describe 


the Supreme Spirit.  Krishna calls himself ‘Of luminaries the 


radiant sun’  The experience of self-realization is depicted 


as sunlight, a shaft of sunlight...  (Nark 52).




 ...or music heard so deeply

 


 That it is not heard at all,...


These lines refer to a timeless moment, where man for a moment, “hears” the music of the Divine.  The music is not heard at all by the human ear in time.  Rather, it is heard subliminally by the soul:


(The music unheard  is the “timeless moment of eternity”  (Chiari 84).


The hearing of this “unheard music” is the much sought after detachment of the human Self from reality.  Reality, of course, is in time.  In contrast, the Divine is out of time, or timeless.  Thus, the realization of timelessness in time is an important paradox that Eliot expounds upon in this reference to “unheard music”:


(“...the escape briefly from the world of time...For most of the 


unattended moments, we escape, but unaware - This unawareness


is a paradox between humanity and death, i.e., the experience


of time and timelessness...The structuring principle is the paradox of


the realization of timelessness in time”  (Servotte 377).    

The allusion to silence and musical noise is also quite significant. Eliot is alluding to the relationship between the melodies of silence and those of words or voices.  For example, the words of a poem are heard, but the quintessential meaning is not heard at all: 


(“The title [Four Quartets] and Eliot’s deliberate interweaving 


of themes invite comparisons 
between the way we listen to 


music and the way we listen to poetry - to that music, as Eliot 


puts it in The Dry Salvages (V), heard so deeply that it is not 


heard at all  (Wright 159).   


(“Getting the better of words is the essence of the Four Quartets.


It’s major concern is to use words as to make them mean what is


beyond words; or, to put the same idea another way, to so transform


the understanding of the world which is in its words that it will be


perceived as the divine Word in action...words are the medium by


which the mind may attain the consciousness which transcends


time”  (Moody 1994, 147).



Commentators note that behind the music imagery is the “silent music” mentioned in the fourteenth stanza of St. John’s Spiritual Canticle:


(Behind the music imagery, is the “silent music” of the 


“Spiritual Canticle” of St. John the Cross. (O’Conner 127).


(Smith quotes from the Spiritual Canticle, “In that aforesaid 


tranquillity and silence of the night, and in that knowledge of the


Divine light...[the soul] seems to hear a harmony of sublimest


music...The Bride calls this music silent because...it is tranquil 


and quiet intelligence, without sound of voices; and in it are thus


enjoyed both the sweetness of music and the quiet of the silence.


And so she says that her Beloved is this silent music, because 


this harmony of spiritual music is known and experienced in Him”


(Smith 280).


Eliot’s referral to the sensation of music as it relates to human nature in time/reality has philosophical undertones that trace back to the most famous of Greek philosophers - Plato:


(Full consciousness can be characterized as a musical condition.  


The concepts of language as music and of music as something 


which is truly unheard by the human ear, can be traced to Platonic 


and Pythagorean notions that the universe is musically constructed, 


but the human soul cannot hear through the sensorial apparatus of 


the body.  The music is heard so deeply, but not at all, since heard 


music is inferior (not part of the “really real”, i.e., the Platonic 


world of transcendental truth) and unheard music is the true music 


of wisdom (not part of this world) (Aldritt 121).




...but you are the music

 


 While the Music lasts...

On the human experience of actually becoming the music, Murray (84) suggests that Eliot was influenced by his own reading of the work of Henri Bremond before actually composing the Four Quartets.  Bremond was concerned with the various states of nature through which mankind can decipher the mystical forms of the soul.  Bremond uses the example of music, i.e., specifically the “rapt absorption in music.”  According to Murray, Bremond describes how, “while listening to a melody, the effort to understand relaxes, and the soul simply delights itself in the beauty which it divines.”  That is, the effort to comprehend relaxes, so that at this instant man becomes the object of that which he seeks to understand.  


This type of perception is outside of the realm of the human senses, and also outside of time (since, as has been established, the object of understanding is the essence of the Eternal and Timeless).  Precisely, the imagery here alludes to the consideration of individual, personal consciousness in time:


(This experience of perception is “...[beyond the] visible spectrum 


of human feeling”  (Reibentanz 131).


(These lines elucidate the concept of concern with individual 


consciousness expressed as a provisional sense of involvement 


with present actuality (Aldritt 125).


(These lines depict the theme of the relationship between self-


consciousness and the nature of the external world:  “There is 


no independent ‘real world’ outside of our experiences but 


simply a multitude of interacting points of view...” (Allan 106).

(“...By the same token, in the still moment, man himself is that 


timeless moment, say the Eternal or the Divine, if some will 


have it so, or God if others will have it so. The way to pursue 


the quest...will be to study the intrinsic nature of the moment 


itself, the moment per se, and also man as the moment by 


implication, and try to understand the two in terms of each 


other.”  This means that while the music lasts man is (are).  


Understanding the Self as the music, in time is the first step in 


understanding the role of man in Eternity (Balakrishnan 80).


And, as in many parts of the Four Quartets, these lines impart the tenets of Christian mysticism:  


(“In terms of Christian mysticism, this is the state in which the 


soul, not yet wholly united with its object, is illuminated with 


the intelligence of it:  the state in which darkness becomes the 


light, or in which the meaning is heard so deeply by the soul 


that the soul is the meaning  (Moody 237).






 ...These are only hints and guesses, 




 Hints followed by guesses;...


The moments of “spiritual exaltation” and “aesthetic awareness” are hints and guesses at the Divine, later to be identified as Incarnation (Brett 97).  Moreover, these hints are reasons to have faith, particularly on a personal level:


(... “ hints and guesses are for most of us only personal revelation...”  


(Waggoner 99).


(“By allusions to the rose garden and other moments of illumination


...he [Eliot] suggests that the common basis of such moments in 


their hints of grace...”  (Mathiessen 187).



( “Eliot has made it possible for the unbeliever to read, and make 


something of, St. John the Cross as well as Virgil, and other 


Christian images...”  The For most of us, is “for those who cannot 


go beyond hints and guesses.”  (Jarrett-Kerr 248).


Perhaps the most significant and relevant connotation of Christian mysticism in these lines is the question Eliot is raising when he implies the notion of hints and guesses.  The question then arises: hints and guesses at what? The innuendoes, as experienced by humanity in the sensory realm, are merely glimpses of the dimension of God, in the constraints of dimension of Time.  Moreover, they give the lay person reason to have faith, even though he is not in the character of the saints:


(“Only the saints can apprehend the intersection of timeless 


with time; but certain experiences give ordinary men hints.   


Hints and guesses are the “fleeting revelations of what 


Christianity has preached as the eternal made temporal in Christ.” 


(Benziger 247).


(“...The last movement talks of how men try to learn from the 


past and foresee the future - all but the saints, who try to 


apprehend the Incarnation, where time and timeless intersect...


The rest of us have to live with hints and guesses.” (Dale 145).


(“...Eliot’s hints are the landmarks in the succession of time...” 


(Ishak 122).




  ...and the rest




 Is prayer, observance, thought and action.


Eliot begins to detail how humanity may come to “know” the Divine in Time.  Prayer, observance, thought and action are the ideal activities of the practicing Christian.  Further, they present the Christian concept of faith.  That is, with only hints and guesses, the rest must be faith.  As Kirk puts it, “But what hope exists for those who are not saintly?, Most of us must turn to prayer, observance, discipline, thought and right action...”  Other scholars comment:

(Each of these concepts is an integral part of the ideal of Christian 


life.  These lines stress behavior rather than belief, on the conduct 


of life, rather than theological concepts.  The rest of our lives find 


meaning in the practice of prayer, observance, discipline, thought, 


and then action (Reibentanz 132).   


(Thought and action is a reference to “the need to achieve consistency 


between belief and life, doing the will of God and not merely knowing 


it.”-Observance and Prayer are the customary religious rights


-thought and action is the need to achieve consistency between belief 


and life (O’Connor 128). 


(Ungar (143) argues that the Four Quartets are a treatise


on how redemption is to be attained through Christian revelation


and lifework.

Through the appropriate personal action, humankind can also understand God, by becoming God-like in action: 


(“The besetting problems of time and relation here find perfect 


reconciliation...the action in time and place of an Eternal Being 


has two aspects:  there is the completed action in time and place 


and there is the eternal act of the Eternal Being, being time and 


place and outside time and place; because it was the act of an 


Eternal Being, it happens at all times and places and in all places... 


Accordingly, the timeless has come into time, the invisible has 


come to be seen, the intangible palpable, God has become 


man... “ (Weinig 94). 


(“The Dry Salvages is about the frontiers of action where a 


significant life is made.  There are two struggles, first with 


the ghosts of the past, then with the ghosts if the future...


The injunctions he offers prayer, observance, discipline, 


thought, action - like the Ten Commandments have the 


advantage of being plain and attainable...” (Gordon 97).


It is also argued that the Four Quartets are Eliot’s own religious pilgrimage through Christianity.  These lines, then represent his own struggle with the active purpose of life, rather than simply the belief:


(“At a certain stage, he [Eliot] feels the need for a “purpose,” 


and he wants a purpose which is reactionary and not progressive;


the immediately available refuge is the Church, which demands


intellectual absurdities of its members; so his work becomes


a continuous nibbling round those absurdities, an attempt to 


make them acceptable to himself”  (Orwell 60).

These ideas of action are analogous to those discovered in Eastern religious tradition:


(This is the “path of the Karma Yoga, the path of consecrated action 


in the “Bhagavad Gita.”  (O’Conner 128).


(... “prayer for the time-sojourners, his observance of their chaotic


life, his thought of the prospect of humanity and the possibility of


salvation through the mysticism of action crystallized in Krishna’s 


dictum “fare forward”  (Ishak 122).




The hint half-guessed, the gift half understood, is





Incarnation.


There are two extraordinary themes in these two lines -- the “thing” that is “hinted at” and the nature of this thing, it’s historical significance in Time, it’s consequences, and how humankind can expect to understand it in reality, i.e., everyday life.

Eliot says that the hint half-guessed, the gift half-understood is Incarnation, meaning that the human understanding of the Divine for those who are not saints, i.e., the rest of us, is manifest in the Incarnation. The innuendoes in nature are all glimpses of this one central happening in time.  It is only half-guessed and half-understood by man since, as stated at the outset, man is not saint-like.

(“This line points to the central and unitive character of Incarnation.  


The Incarnation is named here explicitly as the identity of all the other 


hints and guesses we have had so far; for all those moments of sudden 


illumination meet in the Incarnation and find their plenary meaning 


there” (Reibentanz 132).


(“The hint half guessed is the incarnation of the timeless in time, 


the reconciliation of being and becoming”  (Williamson 226).


(Here “Eliot sets severe limits on what man can foresee, create, 


or hope for” in this life.  But the hints and guesses do mean 


something, as they are hints at Incarnation”  (Rosenthal 101).


(The lack of “half” understanding, the hint half guessed, the 


gift half understood is what Grant calls the “strangeness” that 


is ground for “religious wonder”  (Grant 114).


(“...For most of us, the hints and guesses are missed.  The moments 


of awareness or knowledge are intermittent”  (Sinha 73).


(The half understood “parallels the Puritans’ stripping of worldly 


affections in their drive for sanctification”  (Kim 112).  

(“Incarnation is the gift that is half-understood by the voyagers


in time”  (Ishak 122).


(“Perhaps Eliot felt that the Incarnation itself was too sacred


a subject for verse, for though it is the pivot around which the


four poems move, he does not approach it [the Incarnation] 


directly again...”   That is, the Incarnation is essentially 


unknowable.  (Brett 97).


As the apprehension is a something given to the saints, the half-understood is a gift given to man:


(“Affirmed here is the path all mythic heroes have followed 


in their search for the gift...but since all men are not heroes,


there is the unattended moment in which the gift is half-

understood”  (Rodgers 92).  

Waggoner notes the death blow that Eliot delivers to the role of the discipline of science in explaining the “moments of illumination,” occurring in nature.  The traditional conflict between the Church and the scientific community is touched upon:


(“Science, then, is dismissed only insofar as it distracts us from 


reality or denies or discredits that reality: this is obscurantism 


only in the view of the naive positivists whose attitudes reflect the 


scientism of the twenties but who still frequently pass as 


enlightened in our day”  (Waggoner 98).  


Incarnation


Eliot, being a devout Christian, openly acknowledged his belief that “the fullness of Christian revelation resides in the essential fact of the Incarnation” (Quoted in Murray 85).  The Incarnation is the traditional Christian conception of the historical birth and earthly life of Jesus Christ.  As Murray (85) explains, however, the Incarnation is not only this, but also a “perpetual Cosmic and personal process.  It is an everlasting bringing forth, in the universe and also in the individual ascending souls, of the divine and perfect life.”  


Thus, the Incarnation is God’s great gift to mankind;  a joining of humanity with the Eternal; a resolution of all paradoxes, and a redemption of all history and time: 



(“For Eliot, the human and the divine are united only in the 


Incarnation, which is a unique event, a revelation, and act of 


God’s divine mercy and grace...” (Jain 231).





(The one great intersection of time and eternity had occurred 


at the Incarnation, an irreversible and unrepeatable event, which 


had redeemed time for the human race (Dale 143).


(“The Incarnation unites the space-time continuum of words 


and actions...”  (Manganiello 123).


(Incarnation is the Christian doctrine of God’s Son becoming 


man in the person of Jesus of Nazareth (Servotte 377).


(“The Incarnation is the incarnation of Christ, unassailable 


testament to the union of human and divine: the impossible 


union (Rodgers).


(“The Incarnation was a moment in time, but not like a 


moment of time, because it was also a moment out of time; 


and in this intersection of the timeless with time, time was 


given meaning, direction, and redemption...To perceive and 


understand such a union is an occupation that belongs only 


to the saint” (Reibetanz 130).


(“There is an indissoluble marriage of time and eternity, and 


that is symbolized first in the Annunciation...The Incarnation 


alone is the indisputable link between time and eternity”  


(Malagi 137).


(Kirk suggests that Eliot’s focus on Incarnation has political 


roots in the nineteenth century’s romantic heresies of Deification.  


He states:  “The distinction between thinking of God become 


Man through the Savior, or of Man becoming God through 


his own divine potentialities, can be at the root of political 


as well as of religious belief...the above passage, therefore, 


expresses the core of Eliot’s thought on time, history, and 


the destinies if man”  (Kirk 188).


(“The problem of dualism is resolved by the Incarnation...


[Incarnation is] that miraculous fact which somehow unites 


the multiplicity of finite experiences with the almost felt and 


almost intellectually comprehensible whole...”  (Freed 1979, 58).


(“The supreme example of the meeting of Time and Eternity, 


for the Christian, is the Incarnation.  It is this which gives 


meaning to the whole of history and turns it from being an 


endless process into a significant pattern (Brett 97).


(“The Incarnation is the one great intersection of time and 


eternity, an irreversible and unrepeatable event, which had 


redeemed time for the entire human race” (Dale 143).


(“For Christianity the fundamental relationship between 


Time and Eternity is embodied in the Incarnation, the union


 of God with one man [of the saintly lot] at a given moment 


and place in Time..” (Chiari 115).


(Incarnation is “to our Christian civilization, the ultimate 


symbol of the union of sense and spirit, the resolution of the 


paradoxes of life and death, time and timeless; a symbol of 


totality, of wholeness, to which all time-experience is relative...


it is a principle active throughout he universe”  (Drew 186).




 Here the impossible union




 Of spheres of existence is actual,




 Here the past and future




 Are conquered, and reconciled,...


Eliot continues on to describe the characteristics of the Incarnation, i.e., what seems impossible is actual because of the Incarnation.  The union of Time and Eternity is actual; it is occurring here at this temporal moment and impossible:


(Eliot alludes to the “mystery of paradox” in these lines.  


“As a function of our thought, paradox remains impossible: 


the timeless is the opposite of time, flesh is the opposite of 


fleshless, and movement is the opposite of stillness.  But 


what the poet tells us here is that the Incarnation of God 


among men made the impossible actual”  (Reibentanz 135).


(“...the union is impossible both because it is beyond human 


comprehension and because, very literally, it is not possible, 


since it is actual...” (Smith 281).

(“The impossible union is the Christian equivalent to Hulme’s 


point of intersection between vertical and horizontal, and divine 


and natural  (Gillum 130).


(“For most of us, the experience of a religious mystic will 


never occur, but we know its truth, the reality of its meaning 


as it is asserted here, doctrinally (Schneider 198).


(“The possibility of making man’s activity and efforts the 


visible sign of inward grace is possible because in man’s 


reality, the Incarnation has occurred,” a seemingly impossible 


union”  (Blissett 122).


(The impossible union, i.e., the point of intersection between 


timelessness and time is the Incarnation, which is the  “supreme 


image of the [Christian] sacramental consciousness”  



(Moorman 143).


(“The impossible union is the moment of Incarnation, the 


still point whose meaning comes from outside of history - 


a moment when meaning from outside history is injected 


into the temporal process, and because the meaning is 


timeless it becomes immanent in all time, and the fact 


of Incarnation can be perceived in every moment, i.e., 


it is actual”   (Hough 112).


(“The impossible union is the union of human and divine...


In Christ men can try to understand that which is otherwise 


inscrutable, the reconciliation of all opposites: past and future, 


time and eternity, matter and spirit, death and life, end and 


beginning, the flux and the Still Point  (Rodgers 92).


(“In this [ the Incarnation] both time and place are given 


meaning...The triumph is the reconciliation of opposites...” 


(Thwaite 52).


The Incarnation’s time redeeming function allows for the past and future to be reconciled in the present:



(“The influence of St. Augustine’s concept of time as 


espoused in “The Confessions,” is evident in the depiction 


of time in these lines.  “For St. Augustine, time was rooted 


in the imagination.  The past existed in the mind’s ability to 


recollect; the future existed in its expectations. The present 


came from the imagination’s fusing of the memory of the past 


and the anticipation of the future”  (Dale 142).


(“...Prayer and work and a pilgrimage to the end of life - is 


to be a gift - where past and future may be regarded as undistracted - 


a pattern of timeless moments in time...”  An inner history of the 


Church. (Blissett 122).


(According to Brooker (161) this passage describes the principle 


of Incarnation as “dynamic, open-ended”, and containing both the


 past and future.  


(The impossible union, i.e., Incarnation is actual, as realized here 


in the past and future.  However, “achieving the union [here] is 


reserved for those few who are saints...”  (Antrim 72). 

(“...If past and time are in some sense thought to be reconciled 


with the realm of Eternity, it is only because - through the 


Incarnation - they have been finally conquered, and are, as it 


were, almost wholly absorbed into a world of transcendent 


spirit..” (Murray 87).




 Where action is only moved




 And has in it no source of movement-




 Driven by daemonic, chthonic 




 Powers.  


Certain aspects of Aristotle’s philosophy are noted in these lines of the Dry Salvages.  Principally, Aristotle’s theory of immanent form and activity explicate the notion of action and source of movement in these lines.  According to Aristotle, the form of an object is its actuality.  The form of an inanimate object is its soul, i.e., the ordering principle of which the body is constituted.  The soul of a human being is evident in its activities.  Thus, Eliot thinks we must find meaning in final causes, or activities rather than in the origins of movement:


(“Eliot draws on Aristotle’s concept of “final causes.”  “Eliot thinks 


we must find meaning in final causes rather than in origins...


The final cause is the attraction towards God...Since reality 


to Aristotle, is in activity, reality, Eliot infers, must be in the 


‘here and now’” (Smidt 165).


God, who is the final cause or unmoved mover (because God is the original mover, he must remain unmoved, for if he were moved by some other force, he would no longer be the original mover or Creator) is distinctly separate from that which is only moved and has in it no source of movement:

(“Aristotle’s doctrines of potentiality and actuality, of being and 


becoming, of the unmoved mover and of that which is only 


moved and has in it no source of movement...”  (Allan 164).


The forces that move action are:

(Daemonic which derives from Greek mythology, meaning in-


dwelling, evil, malignant forces.  Chthonic also derives from 


Greek mythology, meaning “in the earth,” indicating the 


forces of nature  (O’Conner 130).


The Incarnation essentially saves man from these evil powers, by actually including man in the source of movement, at the expense, however, of casting man into Time:


(“A union of time and eternity, the human and the divine, has


married forever the contrary partners in man’s fatal dualism.


By enduing time with the primal source of movement, Incarnation 


has made man a partaker in that source: man exalted to the center


of action and movement, is delivered from the daemonic, cthonic

Powers of hell, which would otherwise move him as their 


pawn...In every moment man, through Christ, is in eternity...”


Smith 281).



(“Incarnation, the Logos made flesh, gives us possibility of


conquering past and future.  If we do not know the divine, 


we are driven by the diabolical impulses of the underworld”


(Kirk 304).


(“If mankind does not know the Divine through the 
unattended


 moments or transitory glimpses of divinity, he is driven 


solely by the diabolical impulses of the underworld.  Kirk 


contends that “our bodies are sown in corruption..., and 


the moral order joins the dead, the living, and those yet 


unborn,” i.e., the past, present, and the future is dependent 


on the sustenance of the moral order   (Kirk 304). 







And right action is freedom




From past and future also.


Eliot begins to explore how mankind can liberate himself from the throes of time.  Though he cannot escape Time completely, or understand the Eternal wholly, he can conquer the past and future, in a similar way as the Incarnation had originally done.


(Right action is the way to liberate the self from time (Hirsch 611).


(This allusion to freedom from past and future also is an attempt 


to reconcile the temporal and the timeless (Unger 56).


(Because the rest of us  are not saints, “mankind must work to 


redeem the time by taking the right action - responsible involvement 


with the community here and now,” not in the past or future  


(Dale 143).


 The ideal right action would be a Christian society united in one right action of Incarnation (Moody 1979, 237).  Interestingly, the idea of right action can also be traced to Eastern religious and other philosophical traditions.  Some scholars suggests that Eliot was attempting to integrate Eastern doctrine with Christian belief:


(These lines reflect Eliot’s allusion to Eastern tradition, notably 


the stress of Hinduism and Buddhism on the reconciliation of right 


action and belief, with an “even mind,” i.e., freedom from past and 


future.  “...We can see realized finally , as perhaps nowhere else in 


the religious poetry of the West, the living integration of Eastern 


philosophy and wisdom with one man’s authentic Christian 


experience and Christian belief...” (Murray 140-41).


(“The Quartets suggest ways in which those who move in time, 


in the world, may attempt to escape from that movement.  Liberation 


from worldly desires forms part of that effort.  In this respect, the 


mysticism of St. John the Cross and the tenets if Buddhism are 


joined together...” (Thormahlen 144).


(Stephenson notes that a similar phrase about right action can be 


found from Erigena, a mystical philosopher of pre-scholastic times, 


who says, “Authority comes from right reason”  (Stephenson 88).


(Smidt compares Eliot’s And Right action is freedom/from past


and future also to Krishna’s “Action rightly performed brings 


freedom”  (Smidt 188)

The purposes of right action are manifold in man’s quest for understanding of the Eternal while he is still in Time.  The performance of right action must be both indifferent to time, i.e., in the spirit of sacrifice; and purposeful, i.e., free from the urges of primitive impulse.  Right action that meets these criteria liberates man from time:


(As Krishna taught, “Right action is a way of conquering time 


because it takes no account of effects and is done in a spirit of 


sacrifice.  The allusion here works to define the conduct valid 


in a world where time is endless, aimless and destructive”  


(Gish 110).


(As Krishna taught, right action is the action that is “free from 


the tyranny of time...it is the disinterested action, the non-attachment 


which does not look for fruits.”  (Drew 187)


(“Unless our action is raised from mere movement to connect 


itself to the source of movement, ‘the still point’, ‘The Beloved’, 


the ‘Incarnation’, it is but a species of the Primitive Impulse”  


(Malagi 138).


(Release from time and the cycles of history can only be achieved 


by the kind of right action advocated by Krishna, the Middle Way


(Pinion 228).


Since Eliot wrote during a wartime, the influence of patriotism and the violence of war cannot be overlooked as influential factors in the composition of the Four Quartets, particularly the Dry Salvages:


(Pinion maintains that the Second World War influenced Eliot 


during the writing of The “Dry Salvages” that “there could be 


no political solutions without true religion,” which requires “the 


flame of the monastic life”, i.e., right action  in the present


(Pinion 228).




 For most of us, this is the aim




 never here to be realised;




 Who are only undefeated




 Because we have gone on trying;...


After examining the ways in which humanity can seek understanding of the Divine, Eliot appears to come to a concluding point concerning what man can hope to achieve at the close of his life.  Because we are human, not saintlike, the goal of pure right action and the resulting liberation from Time is not attainable for most of us.   It is never to be realized here, i.e., in reality or Time as we know it.  But, because of our faith in Christ and the redemption of the Incarnation, we are undefeated and go on trying to accept our fate:


(“Man’s dreary progress through time in itself is a redemption...


[this is] the incredible reconciliation of all actuality by man’s 


concentrated unity, within time and out of it, in Christ”  (Smith 281).


(“For us, there is only the trying.  The rest is not our business...”


Preston 49).


(“Right action releases man from the burdens of time, frees him, 


is part if the gift brought by Incarnation. The ultimate union of 


disparities, of Self with God through sacrifice is what man yearns



toward but cannot fulfill.  Yet the undefeated aspiration and the 


elusive moments of insight bring some measure of contentment


...(Rodgers 92).


(Drew also maintains that these lines reflect an attempt by Eliot 


to identify himself with all other men; in the failure of right action, 


but we must go on trying to achieve the “fruitfulness of action” that 


will lead to death and rebirth (Drew 187).



(The goal of human life is the freedom from the past and future 


also, i.e., the “intersection” or “eternity.”  Because most of us, 


not being saintly, cannot achieve this aim, “we must go on trying 


while accepting our fate with humility”  (Chiari 98).

Eliot’s own words on why he chose Beethoven reflect his concern with humility and the reconciliation of life and death at the end of existence:


(Spurr (97) quotes Eliot’s words on why Beethoven was chosen:  


“...There is a sort of heavenly or at least more than human gaiety 


about some of his later things which one imagines might come to 


oneself as the fruit of reconciliation and relief after immense 


suffering; I should like to get something of that into verse before I die.”  


Despite the Incarnation and right action, the forces of evil endure, and make life an endless  struggle.  Though it seems that man is defeated, he is sanctified only if he has gone on trying:  


(The doctrine of Incarnation “enters as a kind of deus ex 


machina in the drama of the poet’s psyche, determines to 


resolve this dispute.  But even at this point the daemonic, 


chthonicPowers hold their ground against the forces of 


right action, as the poet renews the theme of struggle in 


the next few lines, where we are only undefeated because 


we have gone on trying”  (Spurr 98).


Again, the influence of war on the meaning of the Dry Salvages is significant.  Because the Dry Salvages were actually written during the “Battle of the Atlantic” - a battle by the British people to get essential supplies past German boats, Eliot may be alluding to the war experience in these lines:


( “In the dreadful months of early 1941, when British people 


were trying to keep trying despite short rations, enemy bombing 


and no serious prospect of victory, the phrase significant soil would 


have seemed like a reminder of the need to preserve English soil from 


foreign occupation”  (Calder 152).




 We, content at the last




 If our temporal reversion nourish




 (Not too far from the yew-tree)




 The life of significant soil.”


At the final lines of this passage, Eliot approaches the end of the process of human existence itself -- death.  The symbolism in these lines connotes the physical death that is inevitable for man in time and nature: 


(“the phrase temporal reversion is not just a recherché


equivalent for return to dust, or for one’s earthly remains;


it connects the statement with the poet’s constant struggle


to reach, through time, that which is before time.  Our bondage


to nature...ends with physical dissolution, which can now be 


faced calmly” (Preston 50).



(Temporal reversion means “physical death” and derives from the 


Bible: Genesis 3.19.  The yew tree  is an ancient symbol of 


resurrection, found often in graveyards (O’Conner 131).


(“The phrase temporal reversion...connects the statement with 


the poet’s constant struggle to reach, through time, that which 


is before time.  Our bondage to nature- so powerfully presented 


at the beginning of the poem, ends with physical dissolution, 


which can now be faced calmly”  (Preston 50).


 We have gone through life with unattended moments of grace, hints and guesses supplemented by our faith in the Incarnation of Christ, and trying in vain to perform right action in the footpath of evil powers.  This leads us to a seemingly grim end where our lives and history are futile.  But, Eliot contends that we are content at the last:

    
(“History, then, has its significance in the opportunity it offers 


for a lifetime of disinterested right action...On the temporal 


plane, it is because we have gone on trying to live such a life 


that we may hope to have done our part to enrich temporal 


existence by a contribution not too far from the yew tree, 


not too remote from the true, central, human tradition; a 


contribution that will help maintain the meaning of history, 


and so to keep it a significant soil for other fertile lives” (Brooks 142).


(At the end of this passage, we come to realize that even though 


we are not saints, but have gone on trying can count our 


lives as redeemed by the nourishment of the life of significant soil.  


The central doctrines and emotions of the poem allude to 


Eliot’s own religious experiences, Christianity, and F.H. 


Bradley.  Bradley and Eliot share the conviction that “feeling” 


is something similar to one’s “whole being.”   Thus, the “feeling” 


that one’s life has bee exalted fosters a completion of the human 


life and soul  (Brown 65). 


(These lines affirm the “limited but real creative achievements of life 


are wryly and soberly given heir due...”  “The temporal reversion 


is both our return to time after the unattended moment and our 


reversion to earth in death: and the significant soil is both the 


social bed out of which art and civilization grow, and the literal 


earth of the grave”  (Scofield 228).


(“With release effected in the soul, we can resign ourselves to the


operation of the cosmic cycles on the body”  (Storman 105).


So, we are assured at the end of our lives that we will pass onto the dimension of the Eternal, i.e.,  that which we were not capable of apprehending in life. This is the Christian doctrine of life eternal and resurrection that gives meaning to the existence of mankind on Earth:


(The “Dry Salvages closes on a “quiet note of secure commitment 


and assured direction...”  ...”The yew tree keeps us mindful of our 


immortality”...the significant soil betokens resurrection as the 


meaning missed in former interpersonal experience becomes 


genuinely sacramental...”  (Weinig 95).


(“Although our bodies must be sown in corruption, we pass in to 


our successors the life of the spirit; beside the yew tree, the verdant 


symbol of resurrection and immortality, we are part if an eternal 


continuity”  (Kirk 304).


( Headings (119) states that: “...Between the rose garden 


moments and those of agony, we are content if our turning 


back to the life of time contributes to the making of 


significant soil...”


(“...the recapitulation of earth...The return is symbolic.  “...


we are back symbolically, from water to earth”  (Sinha 100).


The final lines are also explicated as an affirmation of the soil of New England as the homeland in a time of war; and also as a meditation trying to make sense and meaning from history and contemporary wartime events:


(“The last lines of the Dry Salvages...show the poets’ attempt 


to find meaning in the contemporary events by regarding then 


in a wider historical perspective...”  (Bergsten 198). 


(“...With the sea of the Old World carrying us beyond the earth 


of the Old World, toward the life of the significant soil...In this 


Eliot is shaping his American experience into a significant pattern, 


at one point by adapting the pattern of Arnaut Daniel’s sestina, 


but more radically by following the inner form of Dante’s Catholic 


sensibility”   (Moody 87).


(“The Second World War is crucial.  The soil imagery at the end 


is an acknowledgment of England as homeland”  (Malkoff 234).



Where Eliot was interpreted as dismissing science earlier, for its explanations of the unattended moments of illumination, one commenter argues that here at the end of the verse, he actually implies that the final lines of the poem affirm both science and Christian mysticism: 


(“[the final verse dismisses] science only insofar as it distracts 


us from reality or denies or discredits that reality...this is a soil 


enriched not by soil chemistry but by a grasp of values which 


include and transcend naturalism.  This is significant soil.  


The significance has been found in the realm of value, which 


science says nothing about or the wrong things” (Waggoner 99).
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