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1. A ‘music of imagery as well as sound’: Eliot’s musical poetics
2. To the ‘realm of the infinite’: Beethoven’s absolute music
3. The ‘innermost essence of all things’: Schopenhauer’s will
4. Eliot’s musical pattern: An approach to la poésie pure
5. A Continuous Search

1. A ‘music of im agery as well as
sound’: Eliot’s mu sical po et ics
The re la tion ship between music and words is most defined in Eliot’s
1942 essay, ‘The Music of Po etry’: ‘the music of po etry is not some‐ 
thing which ex ists apart from the mean ing. Oth er wise, we could have
po etry of great mu sical beauty which made no sense, and I have
never come across such po etry’. He con tin ues to ex plain that while
‘there are poems in which we are moved by the music and take the
sense for gran ted, just as there are poems in which we at tend to the
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sense and are moved by the music without no ti cing it’, sense and
sound are two in dis pens able ele ments in com pos ing a ‘mu sical poem’
(Eliot, Chin itz and Schuchard 2017� 313).

My pur pose here is to in sist that a ‘mu sical poem’ is a poem which
has a mu sical pat tern of sound and a mu sical pat tern of the sec ond ‐
ary mean ings of the words which com pose ‘it, and that these pat ‐
terns are in dis sol uble and one’ (Eliot, Chin itz and Schuchard 2017�
316).

Eliot’s em phasis on the mu sical prop er ties in po etry could be traced
back to the in flu ence of French Sym bol ists in the late nine teenth
cen tury. Dur ing his un der gradu ate years at Har vard, Eliot en‐ 
countered Jules La forgue’s works while read ing Ar thur Sy mons’s The
Sym bol ist Move ment in Lit er at ure. He was pro foundly af fected by the
French poet’s style, tech nique and ex pres sion. The sen su ous mu sical
flow, in par tic u lar, gave much in spir a tion to the young Eliot. Some of
his poems pub lished in The Har vard Ad voc ate had titles that held mu‐ 
sical ref er ences, ‘Noc turne’, ‘Hu mor esque’ and ‘Song’. Later, in his
note book ‘In ven tions of the March Hare’, Eliot con tin ued to draft
poems that clearly in dic ate an in terest in the mu sic al ity of po etry.
There were frag ments of ‘Pre ludes’, ‘The Love Song of J. Al fred Pru‐ 
frock’, ‘Rhaps ody of a Windy Night’, as well as un pub lished verses
titled after mu sical styles, like ‘First Caprice in North Cam bridge’ and
‘Suite Clownesque’.

2

Eliot’s fre quent ad op tion of epi graphs, as ob served by Robert J. Nico‐ 
losi, fur ther points to an af fin ity with the use of a key sig na ture and
tempo mark ings in music: both func tion to evoke a mood or char ac‐ 
ter of a piece. These early ex per i ments, how ever, re veal only a ‘su per‐ 
fi cial ab sorp tion’ of mu sical qual it ies. Nico losi sees them as merely a
‘res ult of in ter ac tion between rhythm, rhyme, al lit er a tion, and mean‐ 
ing’, and it was not till The Waste Land that Eliot star ted to cap ture
the ‘aes thetic con tent’ of music in his po etry (Nico losi 1980� 196).
While Paul Chan cel lor em phas ises how Eliot’s sym bols in The Waste
Land offer ‘a kind of mu sic al ity not heard by the ear’, Nico losi draws
at ten tion to its mu sical form rather than con tent (Chan cel lor 1969�
24). He ar gues that ‘there is a cyc lic re cur rence of the prin cipal
motive’, just as there would be in a son ata or sym phony (Nico losi
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1980� 198). This ob ser va tion is im port ant, for it in forms the poet’s in‐ 
ten tion to allow for a ‘mu sical elab or a tion’ in po etry:

The use of re cur rent themes is as nat ural to po etry as to music.
There are pos sib il it ies for verse which bear some ana logy to the de ‐
vel op ment of a theme by dif fer ent groups of in stru ments; there are
pos sib il it ies of trans itions in a poem com par able to the dif fer ent
move ments of a sym phony or a quar tet; there are pos sib il it ies of
con tra puntal ar range ment of subject- matter (Eliot, Chin itz and
Schuchard 2017� 321).

The fol low ing sec tions will ex plore how Eliot grapples with these
pos sib il it ies as he re fines his tech nique in ren der ing a mu sical poem.
Two con sid er a tions are of par tic u lar rel ev ance: the in flu ence of
Beeth oven’s music, and Schopen hauer’s philo soph ical aes thet ics of
tran scend ence. To gether they deeply in spired Eliot in writ ing po etry
that sur passes it self; po etry that en cap su lates an un con di tional real‐ 
ity bey ond ap pear ances, ex press ing a tran scend ent in di vidual will.
What char ac ter ises ‘Four Quar tets’ is not solely its mu sical po et ics,
but more im port antly, its po ten tial in re veal ing a realm bey ond real ity
through the cre ation of a mu sical pat tern.

4

2. To the ‘realm of the in fin ite’:
Beeth oven’s ab so lute music
In a let ter to Stephen Spender, Eliot med it ates on the emo tions
evoked from Beeth oven’s music:

5

I find it quite in ex haust ible to study. There is some sort of heav enly
or at least more than human gaiety about some of his later things
which one ima gines might come to one self as the fruit of re con cili ‐
ation and re lief after im mense suf fer ing. I should like to get some ‐
thing of that into verse be fore I die (Spender 1966� 54).

The in terior qual ity of Beeth oven’s music fas cin ates Eliot. In par tic u‐ 
lar, the com poser’s late string quar tets pos sess a spir itu al ity that
speaks to the poet. Beeth oven’s music, as J. W. N. Sul li van ob serves,
could ‘stir other ele ments in us’ and ‘re ver ber ate through out a lar ger
part of our being’ (Sul li van 1927� 48-49). His music of spir itu al ity ex ‐
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presses a re sponse to a spir itual rev el a tion in an al tern ate realm, one
that tran scends our usual state of con scious ness. What char ac ter izes
Beeth oven’s last quar tets is their ex pres sion of a ‘growth’ and ‘higher
de gree of con scious ness’, a ‘rev el a tion of ex ist ence’. They offer a por‐ 
trayal of his inner world, his ‘vis ion of life’. This in tim ate and private
ex per i ence fur ther re veals a ‘yearn ing for the un at tain able’ (Sul li van
1927� 220, 227, 232). The music critic E. T. A. Hoff mann sim il arly
praises the power of Beeth oven’s music in trans port ing listen ers
‘through ever grow ing cli maxes into the spir itual realm of the in fin ite’
(Hoff man 1813� 2) He points to an in her ent ex press ive ness and emo‐ 
tion al ity in in stru mental music to argue that it is a dis tinct ive form of
art, be cause ‘its only sub ject is the in fin ite’. In stru mental music is
unique for it can un lock an un known world for man kind, al low ing us
to ‘sur render to an in ex press ible long ing’ (Hoff man 1813� 1). For this
reason, Beeth oven’s music is ex cep tional: spring ing from a spir itual
con text, his music is the portal that opens us to this tran scend ental
realm. It evokes com plex emo tions of ‘fear, awe, hor ror and pain’
mingled with ‘love, hope, joy’, awaken ing an ‘eternal long ing’ (Hoff man
1813� 1). The struc ture of the move ments fur ther height ens a uni fied
ex per i ence. Al though the pas sages are short, con sist ing only of two
or three meas ures and are dis trib uted among vari ous in stru ments,
the music nev er the less com mu nic ates ‘a sense of the whole’, ul ti‐ 
mately achiev ing ‘one single mood’ (Hoff man 1813� 2).

This inner es sence which ‘con sumes but does not des troy’ in Beeth‐ 
oven’s music res on ates strongly with Eliot (Hoff man 1813� 1). In the
mu sical form of Beeth oven’s last quar tets, Eliot finds ex pres sion for
an inner jour ney of ‘re con cili ation and re lief after im mense suf fer ing’.
As Howarth notes (1957� 324), in around 1933, Eliot felt that he had
‘passed through severe dif fi culties, through a state like ill ness, that
de man ded a con front a tion with him self at the pro found est level’. The
in terior qual ity of Beeth oven’s music of fers an in spir a tion for Eliot to
ex am ine and re cord this per sonal ex per i ence through po etry. ‘To be
will ing to suf fer in order to cre ate… to real ize that one’s cre ation ne‐ 
ces sit ates one’s suf fer ing, that suf fer ing is one of the greatest of
God’s gifts, is al most to reach a mys tical solu tion’ (Sul li van 1927� 229).
The way the music is writ ten, and how Beeth oven con nects in stru‐ 
ment a tion and the inner struc ture of move ments to cre ate unity, also
provides in sights into Eliot’s as pir a tion in com mu nic at ing whole ness

7



Musical Poetics in ‘Four Quartets’: A Transcendence of the Individual Will

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

through frag ment a tion. In ‘The Meta phys ical Poets’, he writes, ‘When
a poet’s mind is per fectly equipped for its work, it is con stantly am al‐ 
gam at ing dis par ate ex per i ence; the or din ary man’s ex per i ence is
chaotic, ir reg u lar, frag ment ary… in the mind of the poet these ex per i‐ 
ences are al ways form ing new wholes.’ (Eliot 1932� 287) Eliot’s be lief to
shore frag ments against ruins cer tainly runs deep in his po etic
oeuvre, but in the artistic works of Beeth oven Eliot dis cov ers a novel
rendi tion. In ‘Four Quar tets’, he ex per i ments with fus ing mu sical ele‐ 
ments with po etry to cre ate a co her ent whole. This at tempt will be
dis cussed in fur ther de tail, when we move on to ex plore Eliot’s de vel‐ 
op ment of a mu sical pat tern. It is more im port ant at this point to turn
to how Beeth oven’s ab so lute music in flu ences Eliot’s ex pres sion of
the will, a con cep tion that greatly in trigues the poet.

3. The ‘in ner most es sence of all
things’: Schopen hauer’s will
In one of his Clark Lec tures in 1926, Eliot re marks on the Ger man
philo sopher, Ar thur Schopen hauer’s con cep tion of the an ni hil a tion of
the will:
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It is no tice able how often the words ‘in con scient’ [un con scious],
‘néant’ [noth ing ness], ‘L’ab solu’ [ab so lute] and such philo soph ical
terms from the vocab u lary of Schopen hauer and Hart mann... recur.
La forgue is the nearest verse equi val ent to the philo sophies of
Schopen hauer and Hart mann, the philo sophy of the un con scious and
of an ni hil a tion […] (Eliot 1993� 215)

For Eliot, Schopen hauer’s aes thet ics sheds light on the in suf fer able
human con di tion and the pos sib il ity for tran scend ence. Pub lished in
1818, the philo sopher’s The World as Will and Rep res ent a tion char ac‐ 
ter izes the world as ‘will’ – a mind less, found a tional im pulse of our in‐ 
stinctual drives that is devoid of ra tion al ity or in tel lect. It is the ‘thing
in it self’, the ‘in ner most es sence of all things’ and by no means a rep‐ 
res ent a tion (Schopen hauer 2010� 135, 136). The world is con sti tuted
by ob jec ti fic a tions of the will, which mani fest into a set of uni ver sal
ob jects or Pla tonic Ideas. The in di vidu ation of the will causes its frag‐ 
ment a tion, res ult ing in a world of con stant suf fer ing for human be ‐

9
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ings. Schopen hauer be lieves that this struggle is cre ated by the im‐ 
pos i tion of an in di vidual will which im pris ons it self in a per petual
cycle of suf fer ing, de sire and pain. As in di vidu als, we are the ‘an‐ 
guished products of our own epi stem o lo gical mak ing’; with our de sire
to know everything, we cre ate a world that ‘feasts night mar ishly
upon it self’, and are frus trated with want ing more than we can ever
have (Wicks 2021). Only through an aes thetic per cep tion can the in di‐ 
vidual will be lib er ated. Through an ap pre ci ation of art, know ledge of
the eternal and uni ver sal could be ac quired. In the state of aes thetic
per cep tion, the uni ver sal istic qual ity of the ex per i ence al lows for a
tran scend ence of the in di vidual to wards the uni ver sal will, a con‐ 
scious ness that is pain less and time less. Works of art that are cre ated
in this state of pure per cep tion are cap able in com mu nic at ing Pla‐ 
tonic Ideas – the es sence of things. For Schopen hauer, music in par‐ 
tic u lar pos sesses a dis tinct ive qual ity and reigns su per ior to visual
arts and lit er at ure: it dir ectly rep res ents the uni ver sal will, which is
the ‘in ner most, the ker nel of every in di vidual thing and like wise of
the whole’ (Schopen hauer 2010� 135). He finds a strong cor res pond‐ 
ence between the struc ture of music and that of the phys ical world,
as sert ing that music is a ‘copy of the will it self’ (Schopen hauer 2010�
285, em phasis in ori ginal).

The pro posed im per sonal uni ver sal ity of music speaks to Eliot’s de‐ 
sire ‘to es cape in di vidual ex ist ence’ and ‘the con di tion of per sonal
emo tion and suf fer ing’, which is con sist ent with his early po etic the‐ 
ory of im per son al ity (Virkar- Yates 2017� 82). In ‘Tra di tion and In di‐ 
vidual Tal ent’ (1919), Eliot states that in stead of an ex pres sion of per‐ 
son al ity, po etry is an es cape from it; that ‘the emo tion of art is im per‐ 
sonal’ (Eliot 1999� 22). The ‘busi ness of the poet is not to find new
emo tions’, but to com bine ‘or din ary’ feel ings to cre ate a ‘new art
emo tion’ in po etry. Rather than re col lect ing per sonal ex per i ences or
emo tion, the poet must con cen trate in ‘tran quil lity’ so that his work
is cre ated out of a ‘pass ive at tend ing’ (Eliot 1999� 43). His the ory of
im per son al ity is res on ant with Schopen hauer’s claim that with less
in di vidu ation and ob jec ti fic a tion of the will, more peace ful states of
con scious ness can be ob tained, in par tic u lar through aes thetic per‐ 
cep tion.

10

This meta phys ical qual ity is spe cific ally re flec ted in the idea of ‘ab so‐ 
lute music’, a term that gained prom in ence in the early nineteenth-

11
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 century. It is music that is non- programmatic and non- 
representational, pla cing an em phasis on its ex per i ence as an art
form. Hoff man’s crit ical in ter pret a tion of Beeth oven’s music, as dis‐ 
cussed, pre figured later the or ies of ‘ab so lute music’. The value of pure
music, how ever, drew con flict ing voices amongst music crit ics.
Eduard Hanslick ar gued that the beauty of music lies in its pure
sound and form, not in any extra- musical ele ments. Un sur pris ingly,
Richard Wag ner strongly op posed the view of ab so lute music, claim‐ 
ing that words could en hance the ex per i ence of music, es pe cially
when the lat ter reaches its limit. For the pur pose of the cur rent ana‐ 
lysis on Eliot’s aes thet ics, it mat ters less what con sti tutes the highest
form of music than the in sights the term ‘ab so lute music’ of fers to the
poet. In Schopen hauer’s mu sical aes thetic of the mani fest a tion of the
will, the tran scend ent nature of Beeth oven’s music makes it a rev el a‐ 
tion, ar tic u lat ing a con di tion that is ‘bey ond the human and ma ter ial’
(Virkar- Yates 2017� 82). This con cep tion has im port ant im plic a tions
for Eliot to con vey po etry as ‘trans par ent’ – as ‘es sen tially po etry’
(Mat th iessen 1947� 90). For Eliot, to cre ate po etry in its ‘bare bones’,
akin to the con di tion of ab so lute music, is vital in ex press ing and lib‐ 
er at ing the inner es sence of the in di vidual will. To tran scend to an
un known realm and see the world ‘as it is’, the poet must, like Beeth‐ 
oven, evoke in ar tic u late emo tions.

4. Eliot’s mu sical pat tern: An ap ‐
proach to la poésie pure
‘What mat ters, in short, is the whole poem: and if the whole poem
need not be, and often should not be, wholly me lodi ous, it fol lows
that a poem is not made only out of “beau ti ful words”’ (Eliot, Chin itz
and Schuchard 2017� 316). For Eliot, the lim it a tions im posed by se‐ 
mantics can be lib er ated from de vis ing a mu sical pat tern, so that a
poem is com posed of both sound and sense. In ‘Burnt Norton’,

12

Words, after speech, reach 
Into the si lence. Only by the form, the pat tern, 
Can words or music reach 
The still ness. (Eliot 1963� 194)
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By ma nip u lat ing words to form al lus ive im ages with emo tions of
vary ing in tens it ies through out the quar tets, Eliot’s ‘mu sical pat tern’
frames and amp li fies the two mu sical prop er ties in po etry: the sense
of rhythm and struc ture. Lit er ally, his pat tern ex am ines how words
could be in fused with mu sic al ity to in voke an aud it ory ima gin a tion;
meta phor ic ally, it al ludes to the de sire to as suage the pain of the in‐ 
di vidual will through reach ing time less ness with the uni ver sal will.
With re cur rent themes which come ‘as nat ural to po etry as to music’
(Eliot, Chin itz and Schuchard 2017� 321), the subject- matter and the
style blend to gether to form an in creas ing con scious ness of lan guage,
reach ing to wards the ‘the or et ical goal of la poésie pure’ (Eliot 1949�
339). Achiev ing this goal, how ever, is not Eliot’s in ten tion in ‘Four
Quar tets’. Rather, he aims to ap proach closest to pure po etry by
ming ling mu sic al ity, so that a mu sical ex per i ence of po etry could be
achieved.

13

To re cog nise a melody – in other words, to hear music – it is ne ces‐ 
sary to per ceive sounds as ‘hav ing a cer tain shape or form’ with ima‐ 
gin a tion (War nock 1976� 50). Hence to in fuse music in po etry, a cer‐ 
tain form must be given to lan guage to evoke aud it ory ima gin a tion.
Eliot must dis lo cate lan guage to el ev ate ‘an al lus ive ness which is in
the nature of words’ – to high light the ‘sec ond ary mean ings’ of words
and cre ate strong al lu sions (War nock 1976� 50). With im agery swirl ing
re peatedly through out the four poems in ‘Four Quar tets’, the al lus ive
echo ing in cant a tions suc cess fully con vey a rhythm that is ‘pen et rat‐ 
ing far below the con scious levels of thought and feel ing’ (Mat th‐ 
iessen 1947� 81).

14

The frag men ted im agery of the rose- garden and the yew- tree ap‐ 
pears sev eral times, con stantly stir ring in move ment in a rhythm of
sound. Rep res ent ing un real ised, il lus ory ex per i ences and de sires, the
rose- garden sym bol ises that which might or could have been: it is
‘Down the pas sage which we did not take’, ‘To wards the door we
never opened’ and ‘Through the un known, re membered gate’; the
laughter in the garden that echoes ec stasy is an il lu sion, for it is ‘un‐ 
heard music’ that sig nals ‘the agony | Of death and birth’ (Eliot 1963�
180, 190, 201, 222). The yew- tree, whose chill fin gers are ‘curled |
Down on us’, points to the dir ec tion of a realm bey ond death. It is the
‘next’ world after mor tal ity that is ‘Not too far’, re mind ing us that our

15
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ex ist ence is eph em eral and ‘tem poral’ – for at ‘the mo ment of the
yew- tree’, we are ‘born with the dead’ (Eliot 1963� 194, 213, 222).

Re ceded in the back ground of the po etic ex per i ence is also the em‐ 
phasis on time: the im agery of dust and shafts of sun light con note
sus pense and a sense of tem por al ity. It is the time mov ing and un‐ 
mov ing, the still- point of time less ness, ‘between un- being and being’;
it is the un at ten ded ‘Mo ment, the mo ment in and out of time’, and
‘Marks the place where a story ended’ (Eliot 1963� 195, 212-213, 216).
The most al lus ive image of all, how ever, is the bird that ap pears at the
be gin ning and re turns again at the end of the quar tets: it cap tures
the crux of the poem by height en ing the con scious ness of time
present. With a sense of ur gency, the bird ven tures to be our guide:

16

Go, go, go, said the bird: human kind 
Can not bear very much real ity. 
Time past and time fu ture 
What might have been and what has been 
Point to one end, which is al ways present. (Eliot 1963� 222)

It then re turns at the end of ‘Little Gid ding’: ‘Quick now, here, now,
al ways’. The focus on ‘here’ and ‘now’ is fa mil iar, for it im plies the
‘present’: the same des tin a tion to wards which we have been led by
the bird and by Eliot through out the whole mu sical ex per i ence of the
quar tets. It is a con scious ness of time present that ex ists bey ond
time, for

17

Time past and time fu ture 
Allow but a little con scious ness. 
To be con scious is not to be in time (Eliot 1963� 221)

The quar tets de pict a cyc lical jour ney in which the be gin ning mir rors
the end and vice versa, for ‘to make an end is to make a be gin ning’
(Eliot 1963� 221). With a re cur ring move ment of lan guage, an in cantat‐ 
ory se mantic rhythm is pro duced: it em bod ies ‘an acute feel ing both
for the music of words, and for their richly var ied con nota tions’ (Mat‐ 
th iessen 1947� 82).

18

In his lec tures on meta phys ical po etry, Eliot centres on the sig ni fic‐ 
ance of fus ing sense with thought: the pur pose of po etry is to draw
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out ‘feel ings and sense’ that have ‘ex is ted only in thought’ and make
them ‘more con scious and pre cise’, so to res on ate with read ers’ own
ex per i ences (Eliot 1993� 50). Such feel ings in thought are no doubt
para mount to Eliot: to ex press in ef fable and ab stract emo tions had
al ways been his main aim in po etry, yet un doubtedly also his biggest
struggle in writ ing. His mu sical pat tern demon strates the con tinu ity
of this as pir a tion. Fol low ing Beeth oven’s struc ture of a string quar tet
that con sists of move ments con vey ing vari ous emo tions that ‘ra di ate’
from a ‘cent ral ex per i ence’ (Sul li van 113), Eliot real ises that ‘a rhythm
of fluc tu at ing emo tion [is] es sen tial to the mu sical struc ture of the
whole’. Emo tions of ‘greater and less in tens ity’ must be ex pressed in
vari ous parts of the poem, sim u lat ing not only the me lodi ous, but also
the dis son ant and ca co phon ous sounds. The poem must fur ther take
on dif fer ent voices to cre ate a mu sical rhythm, such that pas sages of
less in tens ity should be ‘pro saic’ (Eliot, Chin itz and Schuchard 2017�
315).

Like an al legro move ment, ‘Burnt Norton’ opens with a brisk and fast
pace. The bird hur ries us to enter the bright and col our ful scenery of
shrub bery, flowers, pool, and sun light; the feel ing of being alive is
heightened with the ‘vi brant air’, ‘heart of light’ and chil dren’s
laughter (Eliot 1963�190). The ex cite ment ceases, how ever, in the
second part; with longer and in cantat ory lines, the poem takes on the
slow and ex press ive move ment of adagio:

20

At the still point of the turn ing world. Neither flesh or flesh less; 
Neither from nor to wards; at the still point, there the dance is, 
But neither ar rest nor move ment…
Neither move ment from nor to wards, 
Neither as cent nor de cline. Ex cept for the point, the still point, 
There would be no dance, and there is only the dance. (Eliot 1963�
191)

With re pe ti tions of the words ‘neither’, ‘still point’ and ‘the dance’, the
poem gradu ally slows to still ness. The quieter and med it at ive tone
con tin ues and moves on to Part III, mark ing a stark con trast with the
earlier an im ated pace. It ar rives at an in- between state, one that
echoes in the third part of each quar tet: dis lo cated, it is ‘a place of
dis af fec tion… With slow ro ta tion’, ‘The va cant in ter stel lar spaces, the
va cant into the va cant’, ‘between the hither and the farther shore’;
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sus pen ded in time, it is ‘time be fore and time after’, ‘the mo ment
which is not of ac tion or in ac tion’ (Eliot 1963� 192, 199, 211). This limbo,
in dif fer ent con di tion of pens ive thoughts gives space for in tro spec‐ 
tion, a ‘way down’ that ‘Des cend[s] lower, des cend only | Into the
world of per petual solitude’, trig ger ing deep emo tions in the inner
core of our being – our in di vidual will (Eliot 1963� 193).

Com par at ively shorter in length, the fourth part of each poem paints
re li gious im ages that ex plore men tal states of cul tiv at ing faith and re‐ 
demp tion. After awaken ing us from our in di vidual will, the rhythm
picks its pace up again and pulls us out from our deep inner world to‐ 
wards the spir itual. Mov ing away from the pre vi ously long and in‐ 
cantat ory lines, the fourth part em ploys short and often rhym ing
lines, re call ing an alla mar cia move ment. For ex ample in ‘Burnt
Norton’, ‘Time and the bell have bur ied the day | The black cloud car‐ 
ries the sun away’ (Eliot 1963� 193); and in ‘Little Gid ding’,

22

The dove des cend ing breaks the air 
With flame of in can des cent ter ror 
Of which the tongues de clare. (Eliot 1963� 221)

Both poems de pict a jour ney, a move ment which sig nals a change in
the in di vidual will. Fi nally, the last part of each poem points to a ref‐ 
er ence of word and music, with emo tions pushed to their highest in‐ 
tens ity. Ap proach ing the end of a po etic ex per i ence that seeks for a
path to wards an un worldly world, Eliot ex presses com plex sen ti‐ 
ments of des per a tion:

23

We die with the dying: 
See, they de part, and we go with them. 
We are born with the dead:
See, they re turn, and bring us with them.

How ever, a hint of de term in a tion and faith is in stilled in the ex‐ 
pressed poignancy:

24

We shall not cease from ex plor a tion 
And the end of all our ex plor ing 
Will be to ar rive where we star ted 
And know the place for the first time. (Eliot 1963� 222)
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It is the ul ti mate emo tion that Eliot, through out his po etic oeuvre,
de sires to ar tic u late: the dif fi culty in a con tinu ance to cul tiv ate and
keep faith des pite ex per i en cing the in ev it able an guish and dis heart‐ 
en ment that comes with the jour ney of life. It is em bed ded in Pru‐ 
frock’s ‘over whelm ing ques tion’ of the wor thi ness of suf fer ing in life;
Ge ron tion’s ‘Thoughts of a dry brain in a dry sea son’; the haunt ing
‘dry sterile thun der without rain’ in The Waste Land; and ‘The hope
only | Of empty men’ in ‘The Hol low Men’ (Eliot 1963� 13, 41, 76, 91).

25

What char ac ter izes ‘Four Quar tets’ from the poet’s earlier pur suits,
how ever, is how it evokes in ar tic u late emo tions by ad opt ing a dis‐ 
tinct ive mu sical pat tern. With music weaved un con sciously in its un‐ 
der tone, it of fers glimpses of pos sib il it ies in achiev ing a ‘com prom ise’
with life’s suf fer ings: it act ively seeks to ar rive at a time less still- 
point, where a higher human con scious ness reaches a new kind of
aware ness – one that pos sesses a rev el a tion of ex ist ence in a realm
bey ond real ity, al low ing us to see things as they are by sur ren der ing
the in di vidual to the uni ver sal will. Music, in ‘Four Quar tets’, is the
gate way to the still- point. Sym bolic of the inner es sence of the uni‐ 
ver sal will, it is the state in which po etry must be ‘so trans par ent that
we should not see the po etry, but that which we are meant to see
through the po etry’; it must ar rive to be ‘es sen tially po etry’ (Mat th‐ 
iessen 1947� 90).

26

Such pos sib il ity has, how ever, proved to be un real ised: the con di tion
of time less ness is never at tained, and the des tin a tion to wards which
the bird points is never reached. Rather, at the end of the poem we
find ourselves back in the rose- garden, the same place ‘where we
star ted’ at the be gin ning of the poem. It is a place that ex ists within
the realm of time be cause ‘only in time can the mo ment in the rose- 
garden… Be re membered’; it is ‘in volved with past and fu ture’ (Eliot
1963� 222, 192). Un able to fol low the bird out of the garden, we have
not ar rived at the still- point where time is time less. The in di vidual
will is al ways bound by time. In the same man ner, it is im possible for
po etry to be la poésie pure, for it is con stantly bound by words and
lan guage that limit a sub ject ive con scious ness. (Eliot 1957� 87). For
Eliot, while an ‘in creas ing self- consciousness of lan guage’ is ne ces‐ 
sary for pure po etry, ‘Words strain, | Crack and some times break’
(Eliot 1949� 339; Eliot 1963� 194). They ‘will not stay in place, | Will not
stay still’. (Eliot 1963� 194) The sub ject mat ter, rep res en ted by words, is
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an ‘im pur ity’ that po etry must pre serve in order to be po etry. Rather
act ing as an ‘end’, the sense of the sub ject mat ter is an im port ant
‘means’ of the poem. (Eliot 1949� 339).

A re turn to the be gin ning, there fore, is cru cial for the poem. Lan‐ 
guage must ‘per petu ally de part and re turn upon it self; but without
the de par ture there is no re turn and the re turn ing is as im port ant as
the ar rival’ (Ricks and McCue 2015� 1041). An ex per i ence of a mu sical
poem must de part and re turn to it self in order to evoke a state of
pure po etry, one that rep res ents the tran scend ent con scious ness of
the in di vidual will. This time less still- point, how ever, can not and in
fact, should never be achieved: ‘We can never emu late music, be cause
to ar rive at the con di tion of music would be the an ni hil a tion of po‐ 
etry’ (Eliot, Brooker and Schuchard 2019� 87). Po etry must ‘re tain its
vi tal ity’ through words; the in di vidual will must also im pose its blind,
striv ing en ergy, which in ac tu al ity con sti tutes its own es sence (Ricks
and McCue 2015� 1041). For a poet to ‘work too closely to mu sical ana‐ 
lo gies’ would res ult in ‘an ef fect of ar ti fi ci al ity’ (Eliot, Chin itz and
Schuchard 2017� 321); for the in di vidual will to ar rive at the realm of
the uni ver sal is to sim ul tan eously de struct a sense of being, ap‐ 
proach ing death:

28

You can re ceive this: “on whatever sphere of being 
The mind of man may be in tent 
At the time of death” – that is the one ac tion 
(And the time of death is every mo ment) 
Which shall fructify in the lives of oth ers: 
And do not think of the fruit of ac tion. (Eliot 1963� 211)

This cyc lical jour ney that prom ises sal va tion yet also an ti cip ates de‐ 
struc tion is not unique to ‘Four Quar tets’. Maud Ell mann ob serves
that ‘The Waste Land’ is haunted by a ‘con tinual ex tinc tion’ of the self;
its ‘nervous ef forts to re con sti t ute the face only drive it to its dis ap‐ 
pear ance’ (Ell mann 1987� 109). B. Rajan like wise notes how the poem
con tem plates an ni hil a tion as ‘the pas sage to a fuller and higher ex ist‐ 
ence’ (Rajan 1974� 12). From ‘A Love Song of J. Al fred Pru frock’, John
Mayer dis cerns a ‘mir ror of our yearn ing troubled selves’ in the
poem’s prot ag on ist. He quotes from Har old Bloom to high light the
para dox of Pru frock’s quest to ‘widen con scious ness as well as to in‐ 
tensify it’, but is ‘shad owed by a spirit that tends to nar row con ‐
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scious ness to an acute pre oc cu pa tion with self’ (Mayer 1989� 16). May
it be the in di vidual will or the self, lib er a tion seems to be al ways con‐ 
di tioned by an ni hil a tion.

What is cent ral to ‘Four Quar tets’, how ever, is not whether the will
suc ceeds in at tain ing the ab so lute. Eliot’s in ten tion lies in ex press ing
the ex per i ence, the quest it self. Through the poem’s jour ney of de‐ 
part ing and re turn ing, the in di vidual will ‘shall be en riched’, and from
it ac quire a ‘wis dom’ that is not a ‘con clu sion’, but a tran scend ence of
it self: ‘For the point to which we re turn should be the same, but
some how is not, but is a higher stage of real ity’. (Ricks and McCue
2015� 1042) In ‘The Dry Sal vages’, ‘You are not the same people who
left that sta tion | Or who will ar rive at any ter minus’ (Eliot 1963� 210).
Lib er a tion of the in di vidual will does not lie in its voy age or trans‐ 
form a tion to the uni ver sal, but in its own self- discovery pro cess. As
the di dactic voice in the third part of ‘The Dry Sal vages’ re marks,

30

‘Fare for ward, you who think that you are voy aging; 
You are not those who saw the har bour 
Re ced ing, or those who will dis em bark. 
Here between the hither and the farther shore 
While time is with drawn, con sider the fu ture 
And the past with an equal mind. (Eliot 1963� 210-211)

The time less realm of the uni ver sal will can never be fully real ized, for
its pure, eth er eal state renders it im possible to be grasped in real ity.
It can only be mo ment ar ily ob tained in the mu sical ex per i ence of po‐ 
etry, through sounds of ‘un heard music’ and ‘hid den’ laughter (Eliot
1963� 190); it can only be ob served from a dis tance, ‘If you do not
come too close, if you do not come too close, | On a sum mer mid‐ 
night, you can hear the music’ (Eliot 1963� 196). At these ‘mo ments of
great in tens ity’ which ‘only music can ex press’, the ex per i ence of the
poem brings one closest to the ‘bor der’ of the ab so lute (Eliot, Brooker
and Schuchard 2019� 87).

31

5. A Con tinu ous Search
For Eliot, ‘the task of the poet will dif fer, not only ac cord ing to his
per sonal con sti tu tion, but ac cord ing to the period in which he finds
him self’ (Eliot, Chin itz and Schuchard 2017� 318). Des pite tak ing on
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dif fer ent forms, mu sic al ity con tin ues to be dis cerned in his later
works, such as in dra matic verses in the the at rical plays The Cock tail
party and The Con fid en tial Clerk. The jour ney is on- going: it marks a
con tinu ation in our sense of self. ‘Four Quar tets’ lays out Eliot’s as pir‐ 
a tion in com mu nic at ing an ex per i ence of the ab so lute, one that can
only be achieved by com bin ing po etry and mu sic al ity. It not only
demon strates his ded ic a tion and pas sion in ex plor ing the po ten tial of
po etry, but also echoes Schopen hauer’s philo sophic aes thet ics in
present ing a de term in a tion in the in di vidual will to tran scend it self.
The in terior qual ity of Beeth oven’s music gives in spir a tion to Eliot in
ex press ing po etry in its purest state, al beit the con straints im posed
by lan guage. Yet, it is per haps pre cisely this ten sion that makes the
po etic ex per i ence of ‘Four Quar tets’ pro foundly res on ant with the in‐ 
di vidual will’s quest in tran scend ence. The pur pose is not about cre‐ 
at ing po etry that emu lates music, just as the aim of the in di vidual will
is not to ar rive at a time less, other- worldly realm. Rather, the mean‐
ing is in her ent in the jour ney to wards the ab so lute. It lies in the heart
of the ef fort, the per sever ance, and the cour age to re turn to where
one star ted. The sig ni fic ance lies in the en riched know ledge that is
gained through the ex per i ence, so that when the in di vidual will re‐ 
turns to the rose- garden, through the ‘un known’ but sim ul tan eously
‘re membered’ gate, it will look at the same world with fresh per spect‐ 
ives, as if it is ‘the first time’. While this re turn to the be gin ning is fa‐ 
mil iar, it is not the same: hav ing gone on its own cyc lical jour ney, the
in di vidual will ar rives at an in- between realm that stretches
‘[b]etween two waves of the sea’ (Eliot 1963� 222). Des pite not hav ing
tran scen ded to the uni ver sal, its ex per i ence has changed its state.
This ‘ex plor a tion’ in life, cap tured most mov ingly in the last lines of
‘The Dry Sal vages’, is a con tinu ous strong- willed search for faith:

For most of us, this is the aim 
Never here to be real ised; 
Who are only un defeated 
Be cause we have gone on try ing; 
We, are con tent at the last 
If our tem poral re ver sion nour ish 
(Not too far from the yew- tree) 
The life of sig ni fic ant soil. (Eliot 1963� 213)



Musical Poetics in ‘Four Quartets’: A Transcendence of the Individual Will

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

CHAN CEL LOR, Paul (1969). ‘The Music of
“The Waste Land”’, in Com pa ra tive Li te‐ 
ra ture Stu dies, 6, 21-32.

ELIOT, T. S. (1932). ‘The Me ta phy si cal
Poets’, in Se lec ted Es says, Lon don: Faber
and Faber, 281-291.

ELIOT, T. S. (1949). “From Poe to Va lé ry,”
in The Hud son Re view, 2, 327-342.

ELIOT, T. S. (1957). On Poe try and Poets,
Lon don: Faber and Faber.

ELIOT, T. S. (1963). Col lec ted Poems 1909-
1962, Lon don: Faber and Faber.

ELIOT, T. S. (1993). The Va rie ties of Me ta‐ 
phy si cal Poe try: The Clark Lec tures at
Tri ni ty Col lege, Cam bridge, 1926, and the
Turn bull Lec tures at the Johns Hop kins
Uni ver si ty, 1933, ed. by Ro nald Schu‐ 
chard, Lon don: Faber and Faber.

ELIOT, T. S. (2017). “The Music of Poe try,”
in Chi nitz, David E. / Schu chard, Ro‐ 
nald, Eds., The Com plete Prose of T. S.
Eliot: The Cri ti cal Edi tion: The War
Years, 1940-46 , Bal ti more: John Hop‐ 
kins Uni ver si ty Press, 310-325.

ELIOT, T. S. (2019). “On Poe try and
Drama,” in Broo ker J. S. / Schu chard,
Ro nald, Eds., The Com plete Prose of T. S.
Eliot: The Cri ti cal Edi tion: Still and Still
Mo ving, 1954-1965, Bal ti more: Johns
Hop kins Uni ver si ty Press, 14-19.

ELL MANN, Maud (1987). The Poe tics of Im‐ 
per so na li ty, Edin burgh: Edin burgh Uni‐ 
ver si ty Press.

EVE RETT, Bar ba ra (1980). “Eliot’s ‘Four
Quar tets’ and French Sym bo lism”, in
En glish: Jour nal of the En glish As so cia‐ 
tion, 29, 1-38.

FUL LER, David (2011). “Music”, in Har ding,
Jason, Ed., T. S. Eliot in Context, Cam‐ 
bridge: Cam bridge Uni ver si ty Press,
134-144.

HO WARTH, Her bert (1957). “Eliot, Bee tho‐ 
ven, and J. W. N. Sul li van”, in Com pa ra‐ 
tive Li te ra ture, 9, 322-332.

MAT THIES SEN, F. O. (1947). The Achie ve‐ 
ment of T. S. Eliot: an essay on the Na‐ 
ture of Poe try, New York: Ox ford Uni‐ 
ver si ty Press.

Wal ter Pater pro claims, ‘all art con stantly as pires to wards the con di‐ 
tion of music’ (Pater 1998� 86; ori ginal em phasis). In a sim ilar vein, to
find mean ing in suf fer ing, the in di vidual will is al ways as pir ing to‐ 
wards the con di tion of the uni ver sal will, just as the self is con tinu‐ 
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It is true that a great piece of music ex presses to us some thing that words
can not ex press, and which there fore we can not ex plain in words; it is true
that music in its own way en larges our range of emo tion. But the mo ment a
poet sac ri fices sense to sound he ceases to write po etry (Eliot, Brooker and
Schuchard 2019� 16). T. S. Eliot.
Un der ly ing the ‘Four Quar tets’, ar gu ably one of Eliot’s mas ter pieces, is a
des per ate search and ex pres sion for the real es sence of life: one that en‐ 
com passes an in ar tic u late, uni ver sal ised emo tion to tran scend the in di‐ 
vidual will. A meta phys ical poem, ‘Four Quar tets’ is a clear al lu sion to Eliot’s
de sire in achiev ing a uni ver sal will that stretches bey ond life and the ex‐ 
ternal real ity to reach the realm of a time less still- point. Aim ing to write po‐ 
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tion in thread ing music and po etry to gether elu cid ates the im port ance of
mu sic al ity in po etry (Mat th iessen 1947� 90). With its power to evoke a ‘world
un con scious’ to re veal the ab so lute, music gives form and pushes po etry
bey ond the lim it a tions posed by the se mantics of words (Virkar- Yates 2017�
82). This art icle ex am ines Eliot’s mu sical pat tern of unit ing sound and sense
in ‘Four Quar tets’ to argue that a mu sical ex per i ence of po etry could tran‐ 
scend time: in ex pos ing both po etry and life ‘naked in their bare bones’, Eliot
as pires to wards a state of ab so lute har mony in sur ren der ing the in di vidual
to the uni ver sal will (Mat th iessen 1947� 90).

Français
Il est vrai qu’une grande œuvre mu si cale ex prime quelque chose que les
mots sont in ca pables d’ex pri mer, et que l’on ne peut donc pas ex pli quer à
l’aide de mots  ; il est vrai qu’à sa ma nière, la mu sique élar git le spectre de
nos émo tions. Mais dès qu’un poète sa cri fie le sens au son, il cesse d’écrire
de la poé sie. 1 T. S. Eliot.
Cet ar ticle étu die la mu si ca li té du chef- d’œuvre de T.S. Eliot, « Quatre qua‐ 
tuors ». Ins pi ré par Scho pen hauer et Bee tho ven, Eliot pré sente une ex pé‐ 
rience poé tique mu si cale qui ex prime une émo tion in di cible mais uni ver‐ 
selle, et qui trans cende la vo lon té in di vi duelle. La mu sique, avec son pou voir
d’évo quer un « in cons cient du monde » qui ren voie à un ab so lu, est vec teur
de forme et pousse la poé sie au- delà des li mites im po sées par la sé man tique
des mots. À pro pos de la qua li té in té rieure des qua tuors de Bee tho ven, Eliot
af firme : « J’ai me rais par ve nir à re pro duire cette sonorité- là dans mes vers
avant de mou rir ». La na ture trans cen dan tale de la mu sique de Bee tho ven
ré sonne for te ment avec l’es thé tique mu si cale de l’ab so lu for mu lée par Scho‐ 
pen hauer : avec son po ten tiel de li bé ra tion de la vo lon té in di vi duelle, la mu‐ 
sique peut com mu ni quer l’es sence in terne de l’émo tion et le monde tel qu’il
est. En ma ni pu lant les mots pour for mer des images évo ca trices d’émo tions
de dif fé rentes in ten si tés à tra vers ses « qua tuors », le «  sché ma mu si cal »
d’Eliot en cadre et am pli fie les deux pro prié tés mu si cales de la poé sie  que
sont la struc ture et le rythme. Au sens propre, son sché ma per met d’étu dier
la façon dont les mots peuvent se char ger d’une mu si ca li té propre à sus ci ter
l’ima gi na tion au di tive ; au sens mé ta pho rique, il évoque le désir de sou la ger
la dou leur de la vo lon té in di vi duelle en at tei gnant la di men sion atem po relle
de la vo lon té uni ver selle.
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