Some Major Modernist Poets

William Butler Yeats and T.S. Eliot

Birth of modernism in connection with a revolt against Romanticism: 

more symbolist, more cerebral, more intellectual.

3 important contributors: T.S. Eliot, T.E. Hulme and Ezra Pound.

Hulme: “I object even to the best of the romantics (“Romanticism and Classicism”)

The impact of symbolism and the Imagist movement (Hulme and Pound). 

Turning away from Tennysonian elegiac mode with its enjoyment of self-pity to the more complex intellectual poems of John Donne.

Eliot’s “Tradition and the Individual Talent” (1917)

No complete vacuum between modernists and romantics, the Georgian poets of the early 20th c. often showed skill and originality: Gordon Bottomley, Harold Monro, Wilfred Owen, Isaac Rosenberg, Gerard Manley Hopkins, Thomas Hardy
The way to modernism in poetry

Traditional ideas but new modes of expression:

Gerard Manley Hopkins (1844–1889)

The Windhover
To Christ our Lord
 

 

I CAUGHT this morning morning’s minion, king-

  dom of daylight’s dauphin, dapple-dawn-drawn Falcon, in his riding

  Of the rolling level underneath him steady air, and striding

High there, how he rung upon the rein of a wimpling wing

In his ecstasy! then off, off forth on swing,       5
  As a skate’s heel sweeps smooth on a bow-bend: the hurl 


and gliding

  Rebuffed the big wind. My heart in hiding

Stirred for a bird,—the achieve of; the mastery of the thing!

 

Brute beauty and valour and act, oh, air, pride, plume, here

  Buckle! AND the fire that breaks from thee then, a billion       10
Times told lovelier, more dangerous, O my chevalier!

 

  No wonder of it: shéer plód makes plough down sillion

Shine, and blue-bleak embers, ah my dear,

  Fall, gall themselves, and gash gold-vermillion.

1877 1918

New ideas but traditional modes of expression:
Thomas Hardy (1840-1928),
The Impercipient
THAT from this bright believing band


  An outcast I should be,


That faiths by which my comrades stand


  Seem fantasies to me,


And mirage-mists their Shining Land,
        5
  Is a drear destiny.


 


Why thus my soul should be consigned


  To infelicity,


Why always I must feel as blind


  To sights my brethren see,
        10
Why joys they’ve found I cannot find,


  Abides a mystery.


 


Since heart of mine knows not that ease


  Which they know; since it be


That He who breathes All’s Well to these
        15
  Breathes no All’s Well to me,


My lack might move their sympathies


  And Christian charity!


 


I am like a gazer who should mark


  An inland company
        20
Standing upfingered, with, “Hark! hark!


  The glorious distant sea!”


And feel, “Alas, ’tis but yon dark


  And wind-swept pine to me!”


 


Yet I would bear my shortcomings
        25
  With meet tranquillity,


But for the charge that blessed things


  I’d liefer have unbe.


 


O, doth a bird deprived of wings


  Go earth-bound wilfully!
    .      .      .      .
        30
Enough. As yet disquiet clings


  About us. Rest shall we.


 












1898
Outrage against the war: 
Wilfred Owen (1893-1918)
Anthem for Doomed Youth

What passing-bells for these who die as cattle?

Only the monstrous anger of the guns.

Only the stuttering rifles' rapid rattle

Can patter out their hasty orisons.

No mockeries now for them; no prayers nor bells,

Nor any voice of mourning save the choirs,—

The shrill, demented choirs of wailing shells;

And bugles calling for them from sad shires.

What candles may be held to speed them all?

Not in the hands of boys, but in their eyes

Shall shine the holy glimmers of good-byes.

The pallor of girls' brows shall be their pall;

Their flowers the tenderness of patient minds,

And each slow dusk a drawing-down of blinds.




1917







1920

F.C. McGrath, characterizes modernist thinking under “eleven cardinal principles” based on Walter Pater’s texts as (1) subjectivity and (2) relativity of knowledge, (3) epistemological scepticism, (4) the primary of sensory experience, (5) an observance of the Kantian limits on knowledge, (6) aesthetic and (7) historical idealism, (8) functionalist attitude toward all the products of imagination and intellect, (9) the notion of a unified sensibility of mind, body and feeling, (10) an expressive orientation toward the creative process and (11) ascetic devotion to aesthetic craftsmanship. See F.C. McGrath, The Sensible Spirit: Walter Pater and the Modernist Paradigm (Tampa: U of South Florida P, 1986) 6. 

Some literary magazines promoting modernism:
The English Review  published in London from 1908 to 1937. At its peak, the journal published some of the leading writers of its day.

The Egoist published in London from 1914 to 1919
published a number of controversial works, such as parts of Ulysses,
became a leading publication for imagist poetry, also published 

· Eliot’s “Tradition and the Individual Talent"

· James Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man,  and sections of Ulysses
The New Age, from 1907 to 1922.

The Freewoman, a feminist weekly published in 1911-1912 

Blast, medium for the Vorticist movement.
William Butler Yeats (1865-1939)
Began under the influence of Edmund Spenser, Percy Bysshe Shelly and Dante Gabriel Rossetti and the aesthetic movement of the late 19th century, then was influenced by poets at the Rhymers’ Club in London, and by Irish national movement in Dublin, and Irish folklore and folk speech he found in Sligo. He continually sought for a new religion, had a deep interest in mysticism, unorthodox speculation, theosophy and neo-Platonism. Poetic themes and modes extremely wide ranging. 
Some major poems: “Lake Isle of Innisfree” (1890), “Easter, 1916” (1916), “Sailing to Byzantium” (1926), “Byzantium” (1930), “The Tower” (1928), “The Winding Stair” (1933)
Impact of romanticism:

When you Are Old

When you are old and grey and full of sleep,

And nodding by the fire, take down this book,

And slowly read, and dream of the soft look

Your eyes had once, and of their shadows deep;

How many loved your moments of glad grace,

And loved your beauty with love false or true,

But one man loved the pilgrim soul in you,

And loved the sorrows of your changing face;

And bending down beside the glowing bars,

Murmur, a little sadly, how Love fled

And paced upon the mountains overhead

And hid his face amid a crowd of stars.

1891





1892
(Also, influence of 16th c. French poet Pierre de Ronsard)
Christianity and Yeats’s own mythology; view of human history: 

The Second Coming
Turning and turning in the widening gyre

The falcon cannot hear the falconer;

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere

The ceremony of innocence is drowned;

The best lack all conviction, while the worst

Are full of passionate intensity.

Surely some revelation is at hand;

Surely the Second Coming is at hand.

The Second Coming! Hardly are those words out

When a vast image out of Spiritus Mundi
Troubles my sight: somewhere in sands of the desert

A shape with lion body and the head of a man,

A gaze blank and pitiless as the sun,

Is moving its slow thighs, while all about it

Reel shadows of the indignant desert birds.

The darkness drops again; but now I know

That twenty centuries of stony sleep

Were vexed to nightmare by a rocking cradle,

And what rough beast, its hour come round at last,

Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?

January 1919







1920, 1921

Things Fall Apart, Chinua Achebe’s novel (1958). 

[Recommended reading:
Ady Endre, “Kocsi-út az éjszakában”
Minden Egész eltörött,
Minden láng csak részekben lobban,
Minden szerelem darabokban,
Minden Egész eltörött.
1909 (published in the collection Szeretném, ha szeretnének)
József Attila, “Eszmélet”
Akár egy halom hasított fa,
hever egymáson a világ,
szorítja, nyomja, összefogja
egyik dolog a másikát
s így mindenik determinált.
Csak ami nincs, annak van bokra,
csak ami lesz, az a virág,
ami van, széthull darabokra.





1934]
T.S. Eliot (1888-1965)

Born in St. Louis, Missouri

Harvard, anti-Romanticism of Irvin Babbitt, critical and philosophical interest, enthusiasm for Elizabethan and Jacobean lit., Italian Renaissance.  Dissertation on English idealist philosopher F.H. Bradley. Studied in France, Germany, Oxford. Unsuccessful marriage, friendship with Ezra Pound (The Waste Land)   

Wrote for the Athenaeum, the TLS, was assistant editor of The Egoist, founded The Criterion, “The Love Song” was published in Poetry magazine (US) in 1915, short poems in Blast.

Collection of poems: Prufrock and Other Observations 1917

1922: The Waste Land, decay of culture, veiled in the Grail legend quest, influence of Jessie L. Weston’s From Ritual to Romance (1920) and James Frazer’s The Golden Bough (1890-1915) – archetypal fertility myth, Fisher King 
“Four Quartets”
“Ash Wednesday”
Critical essays publishes in: The Sacred Wood (1922) and Selected Essays (1932)
Director of publishing firm Faber and Faber

British subject in 1927.

Eliot reads “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock”

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JAO3QTU4PzY
Some features of his poetry

Juxtaposition of images, interaction

No connective passages

Symbolic landscape

Concealed allusions, not necessarily known sources, own body of references

Dramatic monologue

Readers often get the “feel of the poem”

Interest in philosophy and religion, 

Considered himself “classicist in literature, royalist in politics and Anglo-Catholic in religion,” preferred order to chaos, tradition to eccentricity authority against individuality – yet his on poetry is highly individual.

His plays are directly or indirectly on religious themes:

Murder in the Cathedral (1935) on the murder of Thomas Becket,

Family Reunion (1939) , guilt and redemption in a  modern upper-class English family

The Cocktail Party, The Confidential Clerk and The Elder Statesman: (1950s) religious theme in modern social comedy.

Nobel Prize

Some important critical essays:
“Tradition and the Individual Talent” (1919)

emphasis on tradition, the order of all literature, against value judgements, depersonalization, “The progress of an artist is a continual self-sacrifice, a continual extinction of personality”, catalyst, relation of the poem to other poems, poetry as a living whole of all the poetry that has ever been written, the poet as medium, “the poet has not a personality to express, but a particular medium,” “The business of the poet is not to not find new emotions but use the ordinary ones . . . to express feelings which are not in actual emotions,” poetry is “an escape from emotion; it is not an expression of personality but an escape from personality.”
“Hamlet” (1919)
Hamlet is an artistic failure; idea of the “objective correlative.”
“The Metaphysical Poets” (1921)

“Tennyson and Browning are poets, and they think; but they do not feel their thought as immediately as the odour of a rose. A thought to Donne was an experience; it modified his sensibility. When a poet's mind is perfectly equipped for its work, it is constantly amalgamating disparate experience; the ordinary man's experience is chaotic, irregular, fragmentary. The latter falls in love, or reads Spinoza, and these two experiences have nothing to do with each other, or with the noise of the typewriter or the smell of cooking; m the mind of the poet these experiences are always forming new wholes. 
We may express the difference by the following theory: The poets of the seventeenth century, the successors of the dramatists of the sixteenth, possessed a mechanism of sensibility which could devour any kind of experience. They are simple, artificial, difficult, or fantastic, as their predecessors were; no less nor more than Dante, Guido Cavalcanti, Guinicelli, or Cino. In the seventeenth century a dissociation of sensibility set in, from which we have never recovered.”
Idea of a “dissociation of sensibility.”
“William Blake” (1920)
“. . . we are not really so remote from the Continent, or from our own past, as to be deprived of the advantages of culture if we wish them.” Thus, Eliot was compelled to say: “about Blake’s supernatural territories, as about the supposed ideas that dwell there, we cannot help commenting on a certain meanness of culture. They illustrate the crankiness, the eccentricity, which frequently affects writers outside of the Latin traditions, and which such a critic as Arnold should certainly have rebuked. And they are not essential to Blake’s inspiration.”
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