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Introduction 

An interesting phenomenon in' the world of art dfiring 

the early half of the twentieth century was a movement to 

revive poetic drama. The attempt was not a great success 

although some of the brightest names in literature are 

associated with it: Yeats, Syng~, O'Neill, Claudel, 

Brecht, Beckett, and Eliot. 1 T. S. Eliot, who brought a 

new rhythm and idiom to twentieth-century poetry and gave 

it an entirely new direction, spent the last half of his 

lifetime trying to do the same for modern theater. The 

modern verse dramas that came out of those years of unflag-

ging devotion to his task have not as yet had the impact 

that his poetry achieved. However, the last four plays 

which Eliot wrote, The Family Reunion, The Cocktail Party, 

The Confidential· Clerk, and The Elder Statesman, merit 

special study because as a cycle they become the repository 

of a mythology that grew out of the life and genius of a 

man on a spiritual quest in a world to which he gave the term 

waste land. The purpose of this thesis is to explore the 

l h. . T 1· t P t d D t• t Joseph C 1ar1, . S. E 10 : oe an rama 1s 
(New York: Barnes & Noble, 1972), p. 115. 
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ways these last plays of Eliot dramatize that quest and its 

outcome. 

Eliot began the first of his plays on the contemporary 

scene in 1937 during the period of his most militant 

Christianity. In 1927 he had found the answer to his per-

sonal quest by joining the Church of England, and all of 

his writing after that event is based on his Christian 

beliefs. He turned to drama as a means of converting 

other persons; he wanted the very act of attending'the 

theater to be a religious experience, as it had been in the 

time of the great Greek dramatists. lfuen a Greek in the 

fifth century went to the theater, he went there to worship 

his gods. Greek drama was meant "to order the soul," and 

Eliot wanted to return to that purpose. 2 To accomplish 

this end, he chose a Greek play as a model for each of 

his plays, giving the modern play ties to a time of strongly 

held spiritual beliefs. 

Each of the following chapters deals with one play by 

Eliot and its Greek model, showing the parallels between 

ancient and modern plays in plot, characters, and themes; 

studies Eliot's handling of the common theme; and examines 

assessments of his play made by Eliot and other critics. 

2 Russell Kirk, Eliot and His Age: T. S. Eliot's 
Moral Imagination in the Twentieth Century (New York: 
Random House, 1971), p. 267. 
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The forms Eliot chose for his plays also are discussed. He 

used various types of drawing-room comedies with easily 

recognized characters of the genre who are mouthpieces, 

much as Greek characters were, to speak to the "ultimates 

of the human situation--sin, loneliness, failure, despair, 

death." 3 

This study does not attempt to bring in the world 

situation or Eliot's personal life at the time his plays 

were written and produced. Its ~im is to understand the 

plays themselves, individually and in relation to each 

other. Once the plays were begun, they took on a life of 

their own, as any work of art does. It was the course of 

the plays' life cycle that Eliot set in motion which was 

the final concern of this paper. Understanding Eliot's 

last four plays as a tetralogy for the modern stage opens 

up additional possibilities for verse drama and might yet 

lead to a new kind of theater. 

3 K. s. Misra, The Plays of T. S. Eliot: A Critical 
Study (Ne\v York: Asia Publishing House, Inc., 1977), 
p. 168. 



Chapter I 

In Pursuit of Bright Angels 

The first play that Eliot wrote for the commercial 

theater is The Family Reunion. H~s .model for the play was 

The Oresteia by Aeschylus, the only extant Greek trilogy. 

Eliot did not, of course, slavishly rework the Greek 

tragedy; the theme, structure, and characterizations do 

not simply transmogrify the model but evoke recognitions 

that delight and clarify. They do, .that is, if the audience 

is capable of recognizing the kinship between the two plays. 

The ability to bring to Eliot's play knowledge of the 

Orestes legend, and especially the Aeschylean treatment of 

it, is crucial to a full appreciation of the message and 

the art of The Family Reunion. To illuminate both artistry 

and theme, this chapter explores the relationship between 

the ancient play and the modern. 

The theme of both The Family Reunion and The Oresteia 

is sin and its expiation. In each play the protagonist is 

the scapegoat who must carry the burden of sin and atone 

for it. In The Oresteia the sin is a curse which has fallen 

on the House of Atreus because of violence within family 

relationships. Tantalus, founder of the line, fed his 



son's flesh to the gods. The gods punished him and 

restored his son Pelops, who later won a wife in a ruse 

which killed her father. Pelops' son Thyestes seduced his 

brother Atreus's wife, and Atreus feasted Thyestes on all 

but one of his children. The surviving son of Thyestes, 

Aegisthus, now plots the murder of Agamemnon, one of the 

sons of Atreus. 1 This is the burden of sin that Orestes, 

son of Agamemnon, must bear. 

Sin in Eliot's play becomes Original Sin, which means 

"all men after Adam [have been] born outside divine love." 2 

To Eliot, "Absence of love ... [was] the essence of 

evil." 3 His hero, Harry, Lord Monchensey, has lived his 

5 

life outside love. His father and mother did not love each 

other, and he perpetuated the curse by marrying someone 

whom he did not love and who did not love him. Harry and 

Orestes are the "chosen" ones who must free their families 

of their curses. In each case the family to be saved is 

ultimately the human family. 

1 W. B. Stanford, "The Serpent and the Eagle," in The 
Oresteia, by Aeschylus, trans. Robert Fagles (New York:--
The V~k~ng Press, 1975), pp. 4-5. 

2 A. D. Moody, Thomas Stearns Eliot, Poet (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1979), p. 176. 

3r.1oody, p. 180. 
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In The Family Reunion Eliot's hero, Harry, unaware of 

his real mission, returns to his home, a country estate in 

northern England, for his mother's birthday dinner. He 

comes back a very different person from the man who left 

eight years earlier. In rebellion against his mother, 

Harry had married a woman his family did not approve of and 

then filled the lonely, unhappy intervening years by travel-

ing the world. Orestes too has been in exile and comes back 

to Argos, his home. Orestes appears in disguise because his 

mother, Clytemnestra, and her paramour, Aegisthus, fear his 

vengeance over the murder of his father. Both Harry and 

Orestes are brought home by forces they do not understand 

and without a clear understanding of the curse that plagues 

them. 

For the classically informed, Harry is immediately 

identified with Orestes in his first appearance in The 

Family Reunion. That Harry believes himself pursued and 

that his pursuers are the Furies is evident when, instead 

of greeting his family, he cries, 

Can't you see them? You don't see them, but I see them, 
And they see me,4 

4 T. s. Eliot, The Complete Plays of T. S. Eliot 
(New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc., 1967), p. 64. 
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echoing Orestes in The Libation Bearers, the first play in. 

which he appears in the trilogy. When Orestes sees the 

Furies for the first time, he tells the Chorus, 

You can't see them--
I can, they drive me on! I must move on--. 5 

The Furies stay with Harry and Orestes from that time on 

and only become the Eumenides, the Kindly Ones, when both 

escape into new lives. 

The idea of renewal, or rebirth, is another of the 

themes Eliot borrowed from Aeschylus. The Oresteia begins 

"in the darkness-before-dawn of a Mycenaean citadel be-

nighted by curses and crimes" and "ends with a triumphant 

torchlit procession in an Athens radiant with civic faith 

and justice." 6 Orestes' rite of passage becomes ancient 

Greece's passage from the law of vengeance, represented by 

the Furies, to the law of justice iri the Areopagus. Harry, 

on the other hand, must be the instrument of rebirth for 

twentieth-century man. He comes back to Wishwood in March, 

end of winter, when the family is waiting for spring. His 

mother, Amy, has kept everything the same; she is not 

capable of renewal. But somehow she knows Harry is. She 

5 Aeschylus, The Oresteia, trans. Robert Fagles (New 
York: The Viking Press, 1975), p. 234. 

6 Stanford, p. 4. 
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wants him to take charge of Wishv;ood, to give it new life. 

The Family Reunion ends in triumph as does The Oresteia, 

but not on Amy's terms. Just as a new order is born in The 

Oresteia, Harry moves from one order of life to another. 

Harry's passage requires guidance. Instincts have 

brought him home to his "point of departure," 7 where he 

finds his "guardians," characters which appear in all of 

Eliot's plays on contemporary life. One of the guardians 

is Harry's cousin Mary. Mary grew up with Harry at Wish-

wood and had been handpicked by Amy as the ideal wife for 

him. She could have loved Harry if he had been responsive, 

and it is painful for her to have him return to Wishwood. 

She wants to get away, but Agatha tells her that they are 

"watchers and waiters: not the easiest role." 8 Mary brings 

Harry his first glimpse of hope as they remember their 

childhood together, and their lyrical duet, one of two such 

duets in the play, pays tribute to the moment. He tells 

Mary, 

You bring me news 
Of a door that opens at the end of a corridor, 
Sunlight and singing.9 

7 Eliot, p. 80. 

8 Eliot, p. 77. 

9 Eliot, p. 82. 



Just at that moment, when Harry is in danger of connecting 

this new-found hope to Mary, the Furies appear, to remind 

him that his quest is not over. 

9 

Mary plays the same role in Harry's journey to salva

tion as Electra does for Orestes in The Oresteia. Mary and 

Electra are the watchers and waiters who are spiritually 

aware and give hope and purpose to those who act. Electra 

spurs Orestes on to the action which is necessary to lift 

the curse on their family. She meets Orestes at the tomb 

of their father and tells him of her grief at Agamemnon's 

death, and she helps her brother get into the house where 

he can kill Clytemnestra and Aegisthus. Harry and Orestes 

are the actors, the chosen few; Mary and Electra are the 

many who know that to act is to suffer and who are willing 

to share in the suffering. They must give up the possible 

lover and the brother and go on with their mundane lives. 

The second guardian is Downing, Harry's servant and 

chauffeur. Like Pylades, who is companion to Orestes, 

Downing travels with Harry and knows the dilemma he faces 

as he returns home. Pylades was Apollo's emissary and, 

therefore, a surrogate god. Downing knows all about the 

Furies, sees them before Harry does, and seems to have 

powers of prophecy. At the end of The Family Reunion, when 

Harry leaves to go 



Somewhere on the other side of despair. 
To the worship in the desert, the thirst and 

deprivation, · 
A stony sanctuary and a primitive altar, 
The heat of the sun and the icy vigil, 
A care over lives of humble people,lO 

10 

Downing knows that "his Lordship won't need him I Very long 

now," 11 implying that Harry is destined for martyrdom. 

Chief guardian is Harry's Aunt Agatha. The pivotal 

scene in the play is one between Harry and Agatha in 

Part II, Scene II. Agatha rev·eals to Harry that she and 

his father loved each other and that the elder Monchensey 

contemplated killing Amy because of his love for her 

younger sister. Agatha who knew Amy was carrying the 

unborn Harry, prevented the meditated murder. Harry 

realizes love was responsible for bringing him into the 

world and he recognizes Agatha as:his "real" mother. Their 

duet and the earlier love song with Mary establish the two 

women as the sources of love that will free Harry to move 

from one order of life to another. 

The lyrical duet between Harry and Agatha marks the 

dramatic moment of insight on the part of Harry, and 

immediately the Furies appear as Eumenides. Harry addres-

ses them: 

10 Eliot, p. 111. 

11 Eliot, p. 118. 



I know that you are ready, 
Ready to leave Wishwood, and I am going with you. 
You followed me here, where I thought I should · 

escape you--
No! you were already here before I arrived. 
Now I see at last that I am·following you, 
And I know that there can be only one itinerary 
And one destination. Let us lose no time. I w±ll 

follo'\'1. 12 

·11'• 

Destination for Harry is the life of an ascetic or p~~haps' 

even a martyr. Agatha has been his chief guide because she 

has known love and been able to renounce it for a greater : 

good; she has known both heaven and hell ("a presentmoment. 

of pointed light I When you want to burn") . 13 

Harry's progress "through the purgatorial flame" 14 has 

its counterpart in Orestes' ordeal in The Oresteia. "The 

Greek hero returns to his home, Argos, torn between the 

desire to avenge his father's murder·and horror at the.: 

thought of killing his mother, the murderess. The god 

Apollo has told him he must avenge his father; the Furies, 

lesser gods, will hound him if he commits matricide. 

Orestes follows what he believes to be the higher authority, 

Apollo, and kills his mother; then the Furies appea~ and 

pursue him to Delphi and on to Athens where Athena becomes 

his "guardian." Athena establishes the Areopagus to 

12 Eliot, p. 108. 

13 Eliot, p. 107. 

14 Eliot, p. 105. 



determine Orestes' fate and casts the deciding vote to 
' ' i 

exonerate him so that he may take his rightful pi~ce ~s 

leader of Argos. The final play in the trilogy, The 

Eumenides, ends in a triumphant procession celebr~ting a 

new day in the life of Athens. 

Before a new day can dawn for Harry, he must de~i~e, 

like Orestes, what to do about his mother. Amy is the 

immediate link to the sin which must be expiated. She is 
. ·. 

the dominant character in the play and is entirely this:'7 ·, .. 

worldly. Her obsession is with Wishwood, a mansion of this. 

world. Before she dies, she wants to know that the est~te 

will be in good hands, in Harry's hands, but she does.not. 

know her eldest son. Earthly mansions are not for him; 

She has dominated Harry since birth and does not understand 

that keeping him at vlishwood is condemning him to "her own 

condition of living without love." 15 This state of love-

lessness is the curse of Harry's family. He left once but 

it was for a marriage without love and as a reaction 

against his mother. Now Dr. Warburton tells Harry that his 

mother's health is such that any shock, such as Harry's 

leaving, would very likely cause her death. Harry follows 

the dictates of his "higher gods." He leaves and Amy dies. 

15 . r.1ood y , p . 1 7 6 . 
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In Eliot's play Amy becomes something more than a 

bearer of the family curse. She is the curse of modern 

civilization. She lives in a "pattern of timed moments, 

by the clock. She is a machine." 16 Throughout the play 

she is identified with time. In her opening lines she 

talks about the seasons and her youth when 

clocks could be trusted, tomorrow assured 
And time would not stop in the dark!l7 

Her last words, which announce her impending death, are 

"The clock has stopped in the dark." 18 

Although Amy is portrayed as the archetypal domineer-

ing mother, she actually turns out to be a sympathetic 

character, as did Clytemnestra. Eliot himself became more 

sympathetic with Amy than Harry. He later wrote that the 

mother seemed the "only complete human being in the play" 

and his hero an "insufferable prig." 19 Both Amy and 

Clytemnestra are strong, but unfortunately their allegiance 

is to the things of this world. Clytemnestra kills 

16 Philip R. Heading, T. s. Eliot (New York: T\vayne 
Publishers, Inc., 1964)' p. 198. 

17 Eliot, p. 57. 

18 Eliot, p. 119. 

19 Misra, p. 87. 
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Agamemnon because he sacrificed their daughter Iph{genia 
' ; ./ 

and brought home a mistress, Cassandra, from Troy. Amy , , 

drives away her husband and is willing to live on in',Wish-

wood, a cold place, as long as she can control it arid her 

sons. These two women are tragic heroines who know before 

they die that they have lost everything they prize~ 

Clytemnestra understands Orestes' purpose as he prepares 

to kill her: "I see murder in your eyes, my child-~mother's 

murder!" 20 When Amy learns that Harry will leave, she 

blames Agatha: 

Thirty-five years ago 
You took my husband from me. Now you take my son 

You knew that you took everything 
Except the walls~ the furniture, the acres; 
Leaving nothing.Ll 

Her humanity is assured when she achieves some last-minute 

insight: 

So you \vill all 
An old woman alone in a damned 
I will let the walls crumble. 
To keep the tiles on the roof, 

weather, 

leave me! 
house. 
Why should I worry 
combat the endless 

Resist the wind? fight with increasing taxes 
And unpaid rents and tithes? nourish investments 
With wakeful nights and patient calculations 
With the solicitor, the broker, agent? Why should I? 

20 Aeschylus, p. 2~6. 

21 Eliot, p. 112. 

,. 



It is no concern of the body in the tomb 
To bother about the upkeep. Let the wind and 

rain do that.22 

The characters with few redeeming features are t~e' 

four who make up the chorus in The Family Reunion. Tw6:of 

Harry's aunts, Ivy and Violet, and two of his uncles, 

Gerald and Charles, serve as a modern·version of the Greek 

chorus. Like their classical counterparts, the four com-

ment on events, but unlike the wise old men who usually'made 

up Greek choruses, they understand nothing. Eliot's chorus 

is close in spirit to the choruses in Aeschylus' plays. In 

Agamemnon, the first of the trilogy, the old men of Argos 

are the "old, dishonored ones; I the broken husks of 

men. " 23 Their chorus reflects their terror at what is· 

about to happen: the murder of Agamemnon and Cassandra·. 

vlhen Agamemnon is being killed, they panic, scattering and 

speaking singly. In The Libation Bearers, the second play, 

the chorus is made up of slave women who do not seem to know 

why they are at the tomb of Agamemnon or what they are to 

do. The Furies are the chorus of the last play, The 

Eumenides, and their function is to present the case of 

matricide against Orestes. Under the benevolent 

22 5 Eliot, p. 11 .. 

23 Aeschylus, p. 94. 



influence of Athena, they undergo a transformation to the. 

Eumenides. 

The aunts and uncles who make up Eliot's chorus undergo 

no transformation. They begin in the dark and remain in 

the dark. They represent the world which has nothing on 

which to pin its beliefs. In the first scene, when Amy 

instructs the family members on how they must treat Harry 

on his return, in other words what roles they are to play, 

the chorus's lines reflect panic and dislocation: 

~7hy do we feel embarrassed, ·impatient, fretful, .. 
ill at ease, 

Assembled like amateur actors who have not been 
assigned their parts? 

Like amateur actors in a dream when the curtain 
rises, to find themselves dressed for a 
different play, or having rehearsed the 
wrong parts. 

Waiting for the rustling in the stalls, the 
titter in the dress circle, the laughter and 
catcalls in the gallery?24 

Amy has assigned a role to everyone, and the chorus reflects 

the falsity of roles that cover up the real drama that is 

taking place: 

Why do we all behave as if the door might 
suddenly open, the curtain be drawn, 

The cellar make some dreadful disclosure, the 
roof disappear, 

24 Eliot, pp. 62-63. 



And we should cease to be sure of what is 
or unreal? i· · 

Hold tight, hold tight, we must insist tha~· the · 
world is what we have always taken it 

The final choral dialogue shows that the aunts and uncles 

still fear the real drama that they sense has been taki~g 

place and know they have "lost [their] way in the dark."26 .. 

Fortunately for modern audiences, Eliot did not use 

the chorus as extensively as did Aeschylus. His limited 
·: '\ 

use of the chorus is highly effective, however, in .that it 

tightens the structure of the play. Most of the ·scen~s 

close with choral dialogues which heighten the drama. The 

only scenes that do not end with lines from the chorus are' 
those which need no dramatic emphasis, such as the scene 

between Harry and Agatha when he achieves his epiphany ~nd 

cries, "I must follow the bright angels."27 

According to many critics, Eliot's use of the Greek 

chorus was much more successful than his handling of the 

Furies. 28 Audiences find their presence incongruous in· a 

modern play. However, they must be shown if they are to 

represent something outside the hero with which he must come 

25 Eliot, p. 74. 

26 Eliot, p. 121. 

27 Eliot, p. 111. 

28 Chiari, p. 125. 
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to grips, as Elidt t/·., '',d·· 2 9 
' 0 o. In the early part 

of the play; they a~e det{n{tely'F~ries because Harry, 
•r , . ,' .~ ,... 

terrified, :flees them~-· T'hey represent Harry's revolt 

against the .smothering type of -love with which his mother 
. ~ \ ' .. ., 

and his wife tried to-co~fi61 ~is l{fe, and thei suggest a 

kind of. madness~ V.Jhenever Harry becomes aware of the 

Furies, his behavior is ve~j irrational, just as Orestes 

becomes mad for -~:-while as· the_, Furies pursue him. Not 

until Harry understands ·the role of the Furies c~n he make 

a sane decision about. his future, ~or is Orestes free to be 

the leader of.Argos until.the Furies are placated. In The 

Oresteia the Furies are persuaded by Athena to become 

benevolent patrons of.Athens and in The Family Reunion they 

become Harry's '.'bright :angels.~' ,who will accompany him on 

his "pilgrimage~. of expiation. ·~_3° 

Passage to salvation by Harry and Orestes is through a 

libation ritual.: . The central play of The Oresteia is The 

Libation Bearers, in ~hich~Orestes, his sister Electra, and 

Clytemnestra's sJave women come· to Agamemnon's tomb to 

honor the murdered king of. Argos ... , The ritual is the ca ta-

lyst vlhich spurs Orestes .on. to ,_.avenge his father's murder. 

2 9 Heading, p. 208. 

30 Eliot, p. 122. 
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In the: consurninat'ion' ·of 'tl1~ ma.tri~ide, Orestes achieves a 
·,~./· '( ;:; 

semblance' of 'a "family reur1i'o~.'' · . .Aft~r he kills his mother' 
, . . . . . . ~, ' ' / , , 

< :.. . ,_.. . j •• :' • ." .• '·· \ 

he unwinds the· robes· that'had entangled Agamemnon and dis-

plays the~ just ~~ Clytemriestr~·h~d done after she murdered 

her husband~ 31 - ·Thtis the·'6~6cidy:rcibes become a symbol of 

family unity and or·estes has',.the .only· family reunion that 

is possible. in his .curse-ri'dden family·. 

In ·Eliot's play the libation· ritual takes the form of 

a birthday dinner·. The dinner; which .. is. not shown, takes 

place between Part I and Part· II. (.J:t ·is the birthday din

ner for his mother that brings Harryhome, just as Orestes 

comes back to honor and avenge his·· fath.er. These rituals 

are the occasions whidh'give Orestes and Harry the insight 

and determiriation:to expi~te __ the sins that have been com

mitted. Orestes kills:his mother t~ av~nge his father's 

murder, .knowing full well.that.he must suffer from his 

actions. tvhen Harry. ,obeys ,hi-s mother •. s summons to her 

birthday dinner~.:he gains·the.self-knowledge which enables 

him to reject Amy's claims on him, even though his rejec-

tion causes her. death. Thus the ceFemonial pouring of 

liquid in the:Greek·play and the:breaking of bread in the 

modern play mark the passage of the hero from the tortures 

of sin to release from guilt through atonement. 

31 Aeschylus, p. 230. 
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:That saiv~t{6ri for preste§.i~ clearer than it is for 
<, t •; I,.~ ' 

Harry cwould ~ppear to b~ ·~ fl.aw il}. ,.The. Family Reunion. 
; , I '} 

Eliot's aim: to present· ·~~·~'·m,odern' C:'ounterpart to the uni-

versal eiq)erience of rel'i,gio.us purgation " 3 2 is not realized 
I' 

if the goal of that ·experience· is not made clear. While 
(, ' '~ . 

Orestes ·is· freed df blame l~ his mother's death and joins 
,·, 

Athens in. celebratiOn. of. a n.ew day, Harry's depa~ture from 

Wishwood ::··leaves many questions. Harry's statement that he 

is going 

To the worship in the desert, the thirst and 
··-'deprivation, 

A stony sanctuary and a primitive altar, 33 

would imply ·that ·he will be·· a missionary. But Harry says, 

"I never said that I was going tp be a missionary." 34 
. ' 

Ambiguity ·C'oricernrn·g ~Harry's destination led Michael Red

grave, who< played 'the -part of· Harry',· to ask Eliot to clear 
: .· '~.! ~~ .• ~ ' ~ .. , •• - ' • ' ¥ 

up this point. Eliot said, "I think he and the chauffeur 

go off and get jobs in the East End,"3S which helped very 
~· l :· ; ., -

3 2 Carol" ·H~·, Smith, T. ·~:L .Eli~t' s. Dramatic Theory and 
Practice from Sweeney Agonistes .to The Elder Statesman 
(Princeton: Princeton UniversityPr.ess, 1963), p. 117. 

33 Eliot, R· 111. 

34 Eliot, p. 116. 

35 Moody, p. 174. 
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little~ :'·It is . nO't enough tha.t Harry should anticipate 
,.··,, t.'•' •i ; 

release· from ·.<Juil t. ·' The aud.ieri'c.e 'has "the right to wonder 
>) '' 

in what _way ·Harry's '1.{£~.· aft.er he departs from Wishwood will 

differ Spiritually frOID. 'hiS • pre~ent· COndition • II 3 6 

Not just Harry's ultimate fate,· b'ut Harry himself is 
" ' • • • ' f ' : -~ 

the weakest elementin The Family Reunion. The early 

stages·of Ha~ry's spiritrial.dev~lopm~~t are left vague. 37 
' f . ,,. 

' . 

In additi-on, he· is a . spiritual• snob in his dealings with 

members· of his family. ··Mary tells Harry, "I think I could 

understand,". and he resplies·, "If· I tried to explain, you 

:38 
cou1d never understand." Aga·tha'· asks him to "try at once 

to make us understand/· And we musf'tf.y to understand you." 
. ' :- ~ -.. ~- . ·.: ( ~ ; . 

Harry remains aloof: 

You will..understand less after I have explained it. 
All that I.could~hope to make you understand 
Is only ··events :r: not what has happened. 
And people to whom nothing·has ever happened 39 
Cannot understand the unimportance of events . 

.r •• 

36 Grover Smith, T. S. Eliot's Poetry and Plays: A 
study in ·sourc~:s~·'and Meaning, 2nd ed. (Chicago: The Uni
versity of Chicago Press, 1974) 1 p. 200. 

37 David'E. Jones, ~h~ ~l~ys ~f ~- S. Eliot (London: 
Routledge & Keg an. Paul 1 1962) 1 p. __ 9,9 ... 

i '<. 1,. " " \ 

38 Eliot·;·p. 81. 

39 Eliot, p. 65. 
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He·is ~~llbus .tciward.his brot~er JRhn, who has had an acci-
. \' 

dent'.' remarking .that. a ;sligh_t·_~q-~c-~ssion can make little 
i .. : : .•· ·'; L y •;> :: ~ 

difference to him. When Dr •. Warburton informs Harry of his 
\ ...... ~ '' ! • • ' I 

ffiOther IS. failing health I he .. has nO, reactiOn bUt perSiStS in 
: , ·' ' ~', ( ·. ·,, , ·, . • I 

questioriih~ the doctor·~bo~~ ~h~ father he never knew. Be-
,··;",-.·. 

cause Elio~ ha~ written a tragicomedy, his hero should 
'.1 . .. j ' • 

.. ·· ':' 

evoke more pathos than does.:Harry. 

·The ··be~t characterizat.ion in. the play is that of Amy, 

the dowager: of Wishwood. She,·· ·a·i strong woman, assigns 

roles to·· ~very·:·mernbe~: of her family but is thwarted at 

every · turn.: 

_What distinguishes her is force of character. 
dShe is the one person. in the play whose exis
tence is not conferred by conventions or by 

·c·"fate.'. A:'matriarch with .a strong sense of 
what she wants and a strong will to dominate, 
:she·ciean~· to make Harry happy as master of 
l'Vishwood. 4~ 

As Amy sees'everything crumbling for her, she becomes a 

tragic figure.~ 'Affer H~iry l~aves, ·she has a glimpse of 

what she h~s missed: ' I 

At my age, I on~y just begin to apprehend the 
truth · · 

About thinqs too late to ~end; and that is to 
be ·old. 41 

40 Moody, p. 176. 

41 Eliot, p. 117. 
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Amy_is too much of this' world to fully apprehend, and as a 

re~~esentativ~ of. the, tyranny 6i*the real world over the 

spiritual world, her characte~ .~~cceeds. In addition, un-

lovely: as she is ,as a person, she makes pathos possible 

wher~ Harry·does n~t·~ 

The Furies.have beeri criticized more than any other 
I• '' 

element in The .. Family_,Reunion·, but this criticism does not 

fully,. take into account :Eliot's aims. The Furies are an 

important link between Eliot'~- pl~y and The Oresteia. They 
: ~ _.;'., --

app~~r,?nly twice,- s~lently, and their purpose is made 

clear.. The first, ti~~ they warn Harry away from settling 
i 

back in~o ~he way pf,t~is ~orld when Mary holds out love 

to him. The seconc:l: t,ime 'they come when Agatha has show·n 

him his mission. . T~~Y, "flicker in the corner of the eye" 

of the audience, just:~s they did for Harry, 42 as a reminder 
' . ~ ' ~- .. 

of somet~ing pri~ev~~ in man that must be dealt with. 

Athena dealt with them in The Oresteia and Agatha steps 

. . '1 . 43 into their place. when:: they dJ.sappear ln The Faml y ReunJ.on. 
• •• - - - • < ~ • • .-

They may ~e difficult_ to hahdle on the stage, but their 

place in th~ play is not incong~uous. 

Eliot felt that he .should_ have "stuck closer to 
!'- f. 

Aeschylus or else taken a great deal more liberty with his 

42 Eliot, p. 80. 

43 Eliot, p. 108. 
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th 11 44 my .... In spite· of §uch ~~j~r~fion on his part, Eliot's 
,·. 

instincts were sO'und· ... The re.~'f art is in the distancing. 

His intent was not.- to :p,reE;_ent···.·a: modern version of The 
. ' ' 

Oresteia-but to u~e if a~ ~:spi{~g~oard for his own ideas 

on the, Christian experie'nce. .LThe, Family Reunion must be 

judged on·· how -it follows· the spl.r it, not the letter, of its 
,I,, 

' . 

model~ The .title . of Ellot 's' 'pl~·y conveys an irony common 
1,.·· 

to both~ . The _.family reuni.~n Affiy plans . is a sham. The 

aunts and uncles want to.be so~e~here else; her other two 

sons, John a.-.~~. Ar..t~u~ ,. never show up; Mary wants to escape; 
.f .··' • 

and Amy and-Agatha are antagonists. This absence of unity 

is echoed .'.in .'Orestes'. family.' 
' '. ~ ' \ 

ciytemnestra takes a lover 

while her~husband~is busy a~· Tro~, kills Agamemnon when he 

returns, and_banishes~her'son. In each play the action 

takes place.against·the background of fragmentation in the 

family and.~.the: world ;..·_·.and. in each a reunion of a higher 

order is achieved~:. I ' ' ' 

Violence within family relations is at the core of the 

dilemma that·· faces: Harry and· Orestes. In The Oresteia 

violence takes the form of.murd~r;·but in The Family Reunion 

there is no actual murder, just murderous hatred. Helen 

Gardner may be correct in saying that there is no "real" 

44 T. s. Eliot, Poetry and Drama (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1951), p. 36. 
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''.; ' :j ~ ·,, 

action in The Family" Reun'ion'~ ·-_~Sh~ ·feels that for this 

reason the subject of this play is'·'l• in'c.~pable of dramatic 
1 .... 

treatment. n45 · It· is t'rue'·that:,the:acti.'.6n is not real in 
i ''• ' ' .~·~ • I, ' 

' j • ~ < :·· • ~ / t .f 

the sense that it· is in ·The· Oresteia, but modern audiences 

are familiar with the.re~lity, of'domiri~ering motherhood and 
' -· ·, . ·,••" . 

\, /' 

rebellious-sons, murderous thoughts and·tormenting guilt. 

Primitive action is rep~ac¢d by p~ychological action, but 

the link in spirit exists~ 

In its broadest sense·, the·. theme of each play is re

newal. In.~he Oresteia O~est~s- and Athens find renewal in 
• ' ~ f 

the ligh~·of their times.~ Elio~'s~artistry in using that 

play as his inspiration must be jtidg~d-.by the success of 

his hero in the light of his ·times .. ,David Jones believes, 

"As a profound exploration of a compl'ex.spiritual state, 

and an attempt to cornrnunicat.e' with. the audience on the level 

of spiritual experience, ·The Family Reunion is unique in our 

drama." 46 As Joseph Chiari. puts it, 

However unlovable its main character may be, 
Harry's painful ascent towards the light is 
deeply human,. moving-, · a~d the .. source of compas
sionate feelings. All in all, and bearing in 
mind the mastery. ;of· the form and the beauty of 
the poetry, this is undeniably a great play.47 

4 5 Helen Gardner, The Art of,T. S. Eliot (New York: 
E. P. Dutton & Co. 1 Inc. 1 1950), p. 157. 

46 Jones, p. 122. 

4 7 Chiari, p. 133. 



. Chapt'er ·II 

Tw6::Patl1s 'Emerge 

Ten yea.~s separated E1;iot:1,.s; }irst play on contemporary 

life and his second, The·Cockt~il Party, which was produced 

for the Edinburgh Festiva:L:.:in 1~4 9. Eliot's dissatisfac

tion with his first attempt .. resulted in a play that acceded 

to the demands of. modern ~heater. and, therefore, found a 

. more receptive audience: The .. Cocktail Party had a very 

successful run in London a~~ N~~ York in 1950 and has been 
- ' 1 

revived several times. This second play takes the form of 

a comedy o~ manners 'vith characters typical of that genre. 
~ '. . - ' . \' 

Eliot's un.fai thf~l cou.ple,. agin51. ~layboy, and gossipy 

dowager of The Cocktail Party are m6re successful at engag-

ing the interest of the audience than were his priggish 

Harry Monchensey,a~d Harry'~ domineering mother, Amy, of 

The Family Reunion. The box office appeal of The Cocktail 

Party has not_ bee~ overwhelming, but its positive reception 

by a considerable body of theatergoers is due to a much 

subtler use by Eliot of his Greek model. 
''. 

As he did:fbr The ·FamilY ·Reuri~on, Eliot found his 

source and theme in a Greek play of the fifth century B. C., 

1 Kirk, p. 338. 
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Euripid~s'~plki Aice~fis, which "ends in re-
< :;·,,>~' 

joicirig and; glad·n~ss aga.~~s"t; th~ _tragic conventions. " 2 In 
,. .~. 

the pla~ Alcestis ·sabriiice~_her _ii~~ for her husband, 

Admetus, king of· Pherae iri,Thessaly, for Apollo had rescued 

Admetus from the ·grave but''· .. onl.y ·on,···'the condition that he 
' ; ·'£ ', . < ~- \. ,'' ; ' 

"pay to·· Them Below· in~ fee./ ·Another living soul. " 3 Although 
\ 

Alcestis ·is "death..:.wounded, n·;·she :is wrested from Death by 

Heracles, "the. one hero who ··existed always in an atmosphere 

of Satyrs and the Ko'mos ubt'il Euripides made him the 

central c figure of a traged~'~· II 4 Since Alcestis is a Satyr

play,·· it; is "connected in ancient religion with the Renewal 

of the ··Earth in ,·spring -and the ·resurrection of the dead. uS 

Eliot's play,'however; takes t!'le form of a comedy of 

manners. The witty, ·fast-paced dialogue of the first act 

demands no-knowledge· of th~ Greek ·source. Easily recogniz-

able are the typical. c~ar~c_ters_ and,, plot of eighteenth

century drama. · T_he fove- .triangl~· in Eliot's hands becomes 

a circle. Edward· Ch-amberlayn-·e, a barrister, has been having 

an affair with Celia C~plestone while his wi~e, Lavinia, is 
,. ' 

2 Euripides, The Alcestis of Euripides, trans~ Gilbert 
Murray (New York: Oxford-University Press, 1915), p. vii. 

3 Euripides, p. 3. 

4 Euripides, pp. viii-ix. 

5 Euripides, p. viii. 
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interested in P~t~t Qriilpe; ~hd'ioves Celia, who loves 
.~ \ ) 

?.:: ... -\\' ,!f':·:.: ... .' .. i '' 
Edward •... In.'attendance On these misguided affairs of the 

/! : ,' ' I ~ 

' ·.• 1. 

heart are an aging playboy~ _·Alexander MacColgie Gibbs; a 

gossipy dowager, Julia. s6uttiethwaite; and an understanding 

friend, ·Sir Henry Harcour~I~eilly~ The play begins in the 
1 . ,·;. f .~ 

best tradition of comi~ ·en~ertainment, and by t~e end of 

Act One.·the interest of even the most superficial in the 

audience is engaged. 

~he first act·of The·c6bktail Party carries the burden 

of the 'link with· its.: model, Alcestis. The modern ritual of 
., 

a cocktail: party becomes. a Christian ritual of sacrificial 

death and.rebirth, underscored by the incongruity of its 

comic form. ·. Lavinia, _like Alcestis, "departs," sacrificing 

her life ·as Edward '.s wife so. that he might live as a "real" 

person. Lavinia ·tells Edward: : 

. . 

I thought that if I died 
To you,. I who, had been only a ghost to you, 
You might be able to find the road back 
To a. time ~hen·you were rea1.6 

' ' '· 
Edward, like Admetus, finds he cannot live without his 

'~ ' ' ;; ' ' ··~ ' 

After all of the other guests leave the party, Edward 

fides in an Identified Guest, who is later discovered 

Reilly, the Heracles of Eliot's play. Reilly assures 

wife. 

con-

to be 

6 T. S. Eliot, The Complete Plays ofT. S. Eliot, p.l68. 



Edward that Lavinia will be back. The ritual seque~ce of 

sacrificial death and rebirth, borrow~d from Alcestis, is 
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thus presented in the first act as .aprologue to the "real" 

drama which follows in Acts Two and Three. 

Euripides' Prologue is a conventio'rial one in which 

Apollo sets forth the circumstances ie~ding to the tragedy 

confronting the house of Pherae. Admetus has sought some

one who will give up life for him .. No one except his wife 

Alcestis will die in his place; not 'evenhis aged parents 
''· 

will do so. Alcestis is willing to sacrifice her life not 

only for her husband but also for het.children and the land 

her husband rules. She feels she is.~ore dispensable than 

Admetus, but still she is greatly con6erned for her chil-

dren. They must not be left without a father, so she makes 

her husband promise he will not remarry for fear a step

mother will mistreat her son and daughter. Alcestis thus 

represents spiritual love within the family and community. 

In The Cocktail Party Alcestis becomes two women, 

Lavinia and Celia, who represent two aspects of femininity 

and two levels of life. 7 Lavinia ,belongs at the hearthside; 

she is the perfect hostess. When she suddenly leaves on 

the day of her planned cocktail party, Edward tries to 

7 Chiari, p. 134. 
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cancel it but .to. reac~~hdse who do attend. The 
_,-<; :·: .' ,f. \j I' 

party is clear~y. a failure ~itho~t Lavinia. Although she 
t ; ·' / ' ..- . '': /'' .•. ,.1!?·~ 

is indispensable .to· the ·s~~oth· 'operation of Edward's house-
, y 

hold, love plays no part~~n thei~S~arriage: 

r··, 

Why sp~~k of ~6ve~ 
We were used td each :other~ 

On the other hand, Celia is capable of great love. Her 

need for love causes her to create a lover out of the 

essentially unloving Edward. Lavinia's unexpected departure 
1/: I'' ' 

not only shocks Edward __ into:~ealizing that he needs her but 

also jolts Celia into .. s~e~ng Edward as "only a beetle the 

size of a man." 9 \vi th: their old lives dead, Edward, 

Lavinia, and Celia ar~·ready· for rebirth. 

Act Two carries out the ritual cure, effected by 

Eliot's Guardians. As in.The Family Reunion, the Guardians 

form a trinity, but uplike i;:h_~ ~trinity in the previous 

play, the three in The Cocktail Party are characters un-

likely to be suspected. of- such serious roles. Reilly, a 

psychiatrist who has been; _treating~- Lavinia, behaves at the 

at the cocktail party in-~~boori~h~and n6nsensical fashion. 

He frequently asks for gin and he sings a song, "One-Eyed 

8 Eliot, p. 134. 

9 Eliot, p. 134. 
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Riley," which is Eliot's sanitized version of an old, bawdy 

10 song. His ritual identity with Heracles is in his drink-

ing and singing. Heracles, who is kept in the dark about 

the cause for mourning at Admetus' castle, drinks heavily, 

becomes boisterous, and offends the servants. When he dis-

covers his faux pas, he brings Alcestis back from the qead 

in atonement for his bad behavior. Reilly, in the tradition 

of the wise fool, by giving sage counsel to both Edward and 

Lavinia, saves their marriage. 

The other two Guardians are Julia, a veteran socialite 
e •. 

who minds everyone else's business, and Alex, a globe-:-. 

trotting modern-day Mercury who has been everywhere and 

knows everyone. Julia's scatter brained antics disguise 

her serious mission. She fails to get the point of a joke, 

invites guests to her horne in one breath and then cancels 

the invitation in the next, and repeatedly returns to 

Edward's flat on one pretext or another. Scattered through 

the play, however, are clues to her real mission. Alex says 

of Julia that she is "really a mine of information." 11 At 

the end of Act One, in a libation ritual which marks the 

end of her affair with Edward, Celia suggests a toast to the 

10 Kenneth J. Reckford, "Heracles and Mr. Eliot," 
Comparative Literature, 16 (Winter, 1964), 6. 

11 Eliot, p. 127. 

. I 



Guardians and then adds, "It may be that even Julia is a 

guardian." 12 Indeed, Julia has powers of prophecy: "Oh 

yes, she [Celia] will go far." 1 3 Julia also shares with 

32 

Alex the role of ritual cook. Both make comic attempts to 

feed Edward since Lavinia has left him on his own. When 

Julia is unable to find anything fit to eat in Edward's 

kitchen, she offers him champagne; Alex, who claims. to be a 

famous cook, concocts an exotic dish from six eggs,,which. 

is all he can find in the refrigerator. 

Although the Guardians are developed characters in the 

play, their ritual identity is as one, a trinity. They are 

collectively a ritual cook-doctor-fool. The three are 

united as well in the imagery of light and darkness. Reilly 

claims in song that he is One-Eyed Riley, Julia has specta-

cles \vi th only one lens, and Alex "resembles the 'one-eyed 

merchant of the Tarot pack'": 14 

The one-eyed Guardians are better than the ordi
nary people, Edward and Lavinia, who are "in the 
dark." In the kingdom of the blind the one-eyed 
man is king.l5 

12 Eliot, p. 155. 

13 Eliot, p. 193. 

1 4 Thomas E. Porter, "The Old Woman, the Doctor, and the 
Cook," in 'rhe Cocktail Party: Myth and Modern American Drama 
(Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1969), p. 71. 

15 
p t 71 or cr, p. . 

1 
. i 



33 

The presentation in Act One of the ritual function of 

the Guardians and the similarity of plot to Euripides' play 

establish the mythological framework for The Cocktail Party. 

Once that is established, the Christian message takes over 

for the rest of the play. Act Two brings Edward,: Lavinia, 

and Celia to Reilly's office for diagnosis and treatment(of 

their "spiritual illness." Through Reilly, Eliot offers 

two paths to salvation: the Negative Way and the Affirma-

tive Way: 

In the history of Christian mysticism from the 
time of the writings attributed to Dionysius the 
Areopagite, there have traditionally been two 
paths by which the soul could come to God--the 
Negative Way and the Affirmative Way. Followers 
of the Negative Way believe that God may be 
reached by detaching the soul from the love of 
all things that are not God, or, in the terms 
Eliot most frequently chose to use, by following 
the council of St. John of the Cross to divest 
oneself of the love of created beings .. The Way 
of Affirmation, on the other hand, consists of 
the recognition that because the Christian God 
is immanent as well as transcendant, everything 
in the created world is an imperfect image of 
Him. Thus, all created things are to be 

16 accepted in love as images of the Divine .. 

This dichotomy in the way of salvation marks a fundamental 

chanae in the direction that Eliot's theology had taken in 

The Family Reunion. In that play Harry chooses divine love, 

16 carol H. S:-:~ith, pp. 157-58. 
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and no one else finds his way to salvation, Affirmative or 

Negative. In The Cocktail Party, though, both Ways have 

their disciples. 

Celia is Eliot's candidate for the Negative Way. She 

makes her petition to Reilly: "Can you cure me?" 17 Reilly 

assures her that her condition is curable but that the form 

of treatment must be her own choice. He describes the 

Affirmative Way, calling it the "human condition": 18 

The condition to which some who have gone as 
far as you 

Have succeeded in returning. They . 
Maintain themselves by the common routine, 
Learn to avoid excessive expectation, 
Become tolerant of themselves and others, 
Giving and taking, in the usual actions 
What there is to give and take. They do not 

repine; 
Are contented with the morning that sep~rates~~ 
And the evening that brings together 
For casual talks before the fire 
Two people who know they do not understand 

each other, 
Breeding children whom they do not understand 
And who will never understand them.l9 

When Celia turns av1ay from this prospect, Reilly offers her 

another way if she has the courage for it, promising that 

"the way leads towards possession I Of what [she has] sought 

17 Eliot, p. 189. 

18 Eliot, p. 189. 

1 9 Eliot, p. 189. 
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for in the \Alrong place." 2 0 Like Harry in The Family Reunion 

Celia has tried to find spiritual fulfillment in human love, 

but her lover, Celia discovers, is only a projection of 

something she aspires to; he is, in a way, a false god. 

Celia elects to follow her "bright angels," just as Harry 

follows his. 

Edward and Lavinia do not so much choose the Affirma-

tive Way as fall into it by default. When Reilly brings 

them face to face in his office, the confrontation shocks 

them into some unpleasant truths about themselves. Edward 

discovers that he has neglected his wife and that his love 

for Celia is an illusion that is shattered when he wants 

Lavinia back. Lavinia, for her part, is forced to admit 

that her breakdown is due not to her husband's unfaithful-

ness but to her lover's defection to Celia. Both are 

strangers to love. As Reilly puts it, 

.. now you begin to see, I hope, 
HoH much you have in common. The same isolation. 
A man who finds himself incapable of loving 
And a woman who finds that no man can love her. 21 

Edward and Lavinia see themselves as mediocre people who 

must accept the terms life has imposed upon them. Their 

20 Eliot, p. 190. 

21 Eliot, p. 182. 



acceptance of the Affirmative Way must be compared to 

Celia's "I am not frightened I But glad": 22 

36 

Edward. It seems to me that I might as well go home. 23 
Lavinia. Then we can share a taxi, and be economical. 

Act Two ends with a libation ritual on the part of the 

three Guardians. First is a toast to those who have chosen 

the Affirmative Way: 

Reilly. Let them build the hearth 
Under the protection of the stars. 

Alex. Let them place a chair each side of it~ 
Julia. May the holy ones watch over the roof, 

May the moon herself influence the bed.24· 

The longest litany is for Celia of the Negative Way: 

22 

23 

24 

25 

Reilly. Protector of travelers 
Bless ·the road. 

Alex. Watch over her in the desert. 
Watch over her in the mountain. 
Watch over her in the labyrinth. 
Watch over her by the quicksand. 

Julia. 

Eliot, 

Eliot, 

Eliot, 

Eliot, 

Protect her from the Voices 
Protect her from the visions 
Protect her in the tumult 
Protect her in the silence.25 

p. 190. 

p. 183. 

p. 194. 

p. 194. 
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The Guardians end their ritual by remembering one who 

remains outside their sphere of influence, Peter Quilpe; 

Peter has not made a choice. His love of a created being, 

Celia, is futile; so, he is off to California to make ~ilms·. 

He is lost for no\v but not forgotten. Alex remarks, "You 

know, I have connections--even in California." 2 6 

If Act One is a prologue, Act Three is an epilogue. 

Eliot is true to the conventions of the comedy of manners 

by having all the dilemmas resolved at the end. The last 
\ 

·act takes place two years later as Lavinia and Edward pre-

pare for another cocktail party. Edward has hurried home 

to be of assistance to Lavinia and compliments her appear~ 

ance and efficiency. Lavinia is still in charge of Edward's 

life, and he has accepted that she is. The couple has 

settled into the life that Reilly had described earlier to 

Celia. They are "maintaining themselves by the common 

routine." 27 The cocktail party for which they make prepara-

tions and which begins as the play ends is symbolic of the 

new life the Chamberlaynes have found. This party will be 

a better communion than the earlier one. The kitchen is 

well stocked this time, as the Caterer's Man assures 

Lavinia, bringing to mind Alex's attempt to feed Edward 

26 Eliot, p. 195. 

27 Eliot, p. 189. 
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with only six eggs in the cupboard. Satisfaction in the 

way they have chosen is expressed in Edward's and Lavinia's 

words which close the play: 

Edward. There's the doorbell. 
28 Lavinia. Oh, I'm glad it's begun. 

All of the characters are reunited in the last act, 

although Celia is there only in spirit. Julia, Alex, ~eter, 

and Reilly come early to the Chamberlaynes' and leave~before 

the party begins. The Guardians stop by on their way to 

another party, where their ministrations are probably 

needed, and Peter comes unexpectedly from America, where he 

has found some success as a film writer. Alex is the .. mes-

senger who brings word of Celia. Celia's way leads to .. 

martyrdom in a remote place called Kinkanja. She goes 

there as a member of a nursing order. When insurrection 

breaks out, she refuses to leave and stays behind vli th.· · n.' 

natives who are dying of pestilence. Alex reports that~ 

Celia "must have been crucified I Very near an ant-hill."~9, 

Like Alcestis, Celia dies not for hearth and home but for a 

community of men. The news of her death has a profound 

effect on everyone present. Peter realizes that he has been 

2 8 Eliot, p. 212. 

29 Eliot, p. 206. 
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living with an image of Celia that he created for himself, 

that his interest was only in himself. Celia gives him a 

glimmer of a world he will never see. He is ambitious for 

worldly success, but having known Celia, he has learned 

there is "another crown more important than the crown of 

- 30 
success." Edward and Lavinia feel somehow responsible 

for Celia's fate, but Reilly explains: 

You will have to live with these memories and 
make them 

Into something new. Only by acceptance 
Of the past will you alter its meaning.31 

At the end of Eliot's comedy everyone is "rescued," but on 

Christian terms as Eliot sees them. Edward and Lavinia 

make the "best of a bad job," 32 and Celia is "triumphant" 3 3 

in the light of her chosen way. 

The Cocktail Party shows a "definite progress in 

various aspects of the drama which Eliot was trying to bring 

to life. " 34 One aspect \vas to bring poetic drama into com-
.. -:, 

petition with modern drama, and Joseph Chiari believes that 

30 Chiari, p. 138. 

31 Eliot, p. 211. 

32 Eliot, p. 182. 

33 Eliot, p. 210. 

34 Chiari, p. 133. 
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in The Cocktail Party "the blend between Greek myth and 

modern situation has been perfected."35 Gone are the 

Furies and the choral speeches of The Family Reunion, the 

Guardians are typical members of upper-class London society, 

and communion becomes a cocktail party where guests do not 

expect to stay long and where sustenance is hors d'oeuvres 

and cocktails. Even the most overt ritual in the play, the 

Guardians' "words for the building of the hearth"36 and the 

"words for those who go upon a· journey," 3 7 which takes place 

at the end of Act Two, can be accepted as toasts to old 

friends. The Cocktail Party can be enjoyed on its own 

terms without sacrificing any of the meaning derived from 

its model. 

One aspect of the drama which still eludes Eliot is 

characterization which can support his themes. One of the 

themes in The Cocktail Party is the freedom to choose 

between the two ways introduced in this play. Reilly 

assures Celia that she must choose her way ,38 but he in a way· 

makes the decision for her when he describes one way as 

35 Chiari, p. 133. 

36 Eliot, p. 194. 

37 Eliot, p. 194. 

38 Eliot, p. 189. 
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reconciliation to the human condition and the other as the 

way "to\'Jard possession I Of what [she has] sought for, in~ .. 

the wrong place." 39 And when Alex asks Reilly if the 

Chamberlaynes have chosen their way, Reilly aptly replies, 

"They accept their destiny." 40 This is scarcely a choice. 

The Guardians, and especially Reilly, who is a "moral pro

jection" of Eliot, are always in charge.41 

It is this that ultimately accounts for the im
poverished characterization noted by critics, 
since by being reduced to marionnettes with the 
illusion of freedom the protagonists are denied 
their full humanity.42 

The lack of free will on the part of the characters brings 

into question the validity of Celia's martyrdom and the 

virtue in Edward and Lavinia's new relationship. 

Thomas Porter is one critic who takes issue with 

Eliot's characterization in The Cocktail Party. He writes, 

"Although Eliot has chosen to cast his drama in a relatively 

realistic mode, his characters seem to suffer from a ·lack of 

39 Eliot, p. 190. 

40 Eliot, p. 194. 

41 David Paul, "Euripides and Mr. Eliot," Twentieth 
Century, 152 (August, 1952), 177. 

42 Vinod Sena, "The Ambivalence of The Cocktail Party," 
Modern Drama, 14 (February, 1972), 400. 
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reality. This proceeds from the ritualistic limitations of 

their roles." 43 In the first act Celia is marked: for mar-
, , • ~ • N 

tyrdom since she feels humiliated because she wants :!'This 

world as well as that," 44 Edward and Lavinia are destined 

to be builders of the hearth when Edward panics because t~e 

keeper of his hearth deserts him and when Lavinia_returns 

meek as a lamb, and the rest of the play "work [ s] out :, 

[their] salvation with diligence'' (Reilly's benediction~to 

all three) . 

If it is true that the Guardians are "pulling the 

strings" and running the show, then the audiencevis·not~per-

mi tted to judge for itself about the value of Eliot ':s 

Christian message. David Paul in Twentieth Century com~ 

ments that "Greek drama is what it is because the.Greeks 

had no set of tabulated religious or moral commandments~, 

Their moral law, apart from the vestiges of the ea~ly 

taboos, \vas one of perpetual inquiry." 45 Eliot presents 

only two choices: the life of the saint and the life:of 

"make-do" of the Chamberlaynes, which he calls the .. human 

condition. This is a narrow view and not in the spiri~ ~f~~. 

inquiry of his Greek model. 

43 Porter, p. 7 2. 

44 Eliot, p. 151. 

45 Paul, p. 179. 
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For the Greeks, open-mindedness perm~tted the'theater 

to provide a religious experience. Howev~r( sine~ their 

time, "whenever the Church has taken over the theater, as 

in the Middle Ages, the theater has been without moral 
: ; ~ {· ' 

independence and consequently without life .. 

Drama ... will not admit of the resolution,, either redemp

tion or damnation, on which religion must f~sist.'.;,46' This 

statement strikes at the very heart of Eliot's purpose in 
~ ·~ . · .. ,; :;; 

reviving verse drama: to make· theater a m?~~~~ re~~gious 

experience which validates the Christian life. ·. _.., 

If Eliot is to succeed in his purpose of cre.,ati.ng a 
. . ' 

new kind of theater, he must not only borro:.:' _.,~hem.e -~pd plot 

from Greek drama, but also risk its open-mindedr1ess,., In 
'~ ~; ~ . r,' ' ' 'i 

The Cocktail Party he is still polarized in ~i~ ~iew of 

life, and this polarization robs his characters of the kind 
\ ~ . ,. 

of reality demanded by modern drama. Admi tted,ly, The Cock-

tail Party is good theater. It may well be ."the most 

enduring of Eliot's plays," 47 as Russell Kirk contends. 

Certainly it is his most popular, but the problem ?f ~char

acterization still haunted Eliot as he began The Confidential 

Clerk, the third of his comedies on the condition of man in 

the twentieth century. 

46 Paul, p. 178. 

47 Kirk, p. 352. 



Chapter III 

The Paths Merge 

In his drive to bring poetic drama into competition 

with modern drama I Eliot \vrote each new play "by correcting 

the faults of the preceding one." 1 The Cocktail Party is a 

more successful blending of ancient and modern drama than' 

The Family Reunion because in the later play he avoided the 

overt conventions borrowed from his Greek model, such as 

the Furies and choral dialogue. His next play, The Confi

dential Clerk, keeps the gains he had made in fusing -~lass.ic 

and contemporary dramatic forms in the previous play .and, 

in addition, achieves much greater success in integrating· 

his characters with theme so that The Confidential Clerk has 

an overall unity not attained in the two earlier plays. In 
{,-,;··, N 

a lecture "Religious Drama: Medieval and Modern" (1937), · 

Eliot declared that what he was opposed to was not "merely 

a division of religious and secular drama into watertight 

compartments" but "the compartmentalisation of life in 

general, to the sharp division between our religious and 

1 Denis Donoghue, The Third Voice: Modern British and 
American Verse Drama (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1959), p. 147. 



our secular life. " 2 Paradoxically, it is this theme of .. 

fragmentation in life which provides The Confidential Clerk 

with the unity of character and message which is lacking ~n 

his previous plays. 

Characters and message in Eliot's third play on con-

temporary life were inspired by Euripides' play Ion. 

Classified as a romantic play( Ion is based on the myth of 

the foundling hero, although the story was made up by 

Euripides: "Ion is invented a·s the eponym of the Ionian 

race, and his name is merely derived from theirs." 4 

Euripides' play is set in Delphi and opens with Hermes pre-

senting the background for the story. The god Apollo had 

raped Creusa, princess of Athens, who gave birth to Ion in 

a cave and then left him there to die. The baby did not 

perish, however, but was brought by order of Apollo to 

Delphi where he is a temple-servant. He has been reared by 
I 

a priestess, the Pythia or Inspired Prophetess of Delphi. 

To the temple at Delphi come Creusa and her husband, Xuthus. 

Although Xuthus is not a citizen of Athens, he had been ! 

awarded Creusa in marriage because of his war service to 

2 Misra, p. 57. 

3 Euripides, Ion, ed. A. S. Owen (Oxford: The Claren-
don Press, 1939), ~xvii. 

4 . 'd Eur1.p1. es, p. ix. 
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her country. The royal couple are childle~s ~n~ have come 

to the oracle of Apollo for help. In order that Ion may 

claim his rightful heritage as son of Creusa ;· Apolla tells 

Xuthus that Ion is his son. Xuthus plans t6' tak~ Ion back 
','''y 

to Athens without telling Creusa what he b~ii~ve~ i6 be the 

truth, that Ion is his son. Xuthus explains: 

I would not wound my wife, now left alone 
Childless, with this good fortune of my own. 
Later, I will persuade her in thy h?tnd. 5 ~, 
To let my sceptre lie, ruling the land. 

This deception almost costs both Creusa and.Io~~~h~ir 

lives, for Creusa attempts to poison Ion, thfnking ··Apollo 

has destroyed her son and is adding insult' ·t'~ inj{iry by 

favoring Xuthus. Creusa's plot is discovei~a, ~nd the 

tables are turned as Ion seeks vengeance against his 
': 

mother, who takes shelter at an altar. All ends weil when 

Creusa recognizes the cradle and other objects left. with 

Ion when he was abandoned. The priestess who has been Ion's 

foster-mother has kept these proofs of Ion's parentage and 

produces them at just the right moment. Ion is happy to 
· ~ r r 

discover that his father is no mortal man but a god. At 

5 Euripides, Ion, trans. Gilbert Murray (New York: 
Oxford University Press, Inc., 1954), pp. 56-57. 
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first he is reluctant to leave the quiet life in the temple 

at Delphi and questions whether he has learned the truth of 

his identity. The god Apollo first says that Xuthus is his 

father, and then Creusa and the priestess tell Ion that he 

is the son of Apollo. Athena comes as emissary from Apollo 

and assures Ion that he is indeed the son of a god. 

Through the intercession of the two gods, Ion finally be-

lieves he has found his identity and decides to take his 

place in the world as the heir to the throne of Athens. 

Like its Greek prototype, The Confidential Clerk has 

as one of its themes the search for identity. This theme 

not only links the modern and ancient plays but effectively 

unites the surface comedy with the more serious search on 

the other level, the search for spiritual identity. The 

surface comedy takes the form of "high farce." 6 At a press 

conference in Edinburgh after the opening of The Confiden-

tial Clerk, Eliot said, "If one wanted to say something 

serious nowadays it was easier to say it in comedy," 7 and 

Eliot's play about lost children, searching parents, and 

multiple-misunderstandings is handled in highly comic fash-

ion. As Shakespeare did in The Comedy of Errors, Eliot 

6 David E. Jones, The Plays of T. S. Eliot (London: 
Routledge & Kegan Paul,· 1962), p. 155. 

7 Jones, p. 155. 
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"doubles the abandoned boys, and even adds for· good measure 

an illegitimate daughter." 8 

The plot of The Confidential Clerk revolves ·around the 

search for identity on the part of the three ''lost~ children 

and their parents. Sir Claude Mulhammer and his wi'fe, 

Lady Elizabeth, are, like Xuthus and Creusa,· "childless" 

because, though each has had at least one child,~ none lives 

with them. Sir Claude believes he has a son, Colby· 

Simpkins, by a former mistress·. Lady Elizabeth hadi·a ::son 

many years before, but her lover had left the infani with 

someone whose name she has forgotten. Sir Claude ~lso has 

an illegitimate daughter, Lucasta Angel, whom he supports 

but does not acknowledge. 

In order that Colby may eventually take his place as 

son and heir to Sir Claude, the latter, a succ~ssful:. 

financier, brings him into the Mulhammer home as 'a: confi-

dential clerk. Sir Claude believes the greatest :·obstacle 

to this plan is winning his wife over to accepting Colby 

into the family. His concern for her feelings echoes· 

Xuthus' reluctance to "wound" Creusa. Sir Claude ·con:... 

fides to Eggerson, his former confidential clerk: 

8 E. Martin Browne, The Making of T. S. Eliot's Plays 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1969), p. 250. 
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Yes, I was thinking of her missing child; .. ; , 
9 In the circumstances, that might make her jealous·. 

Lady Elizabeth is not told of Colby's supposed rel~tionship 

to Sir Claude, and so, when she hears the name ·of~Colby'~ 

Aunt Sarah, who has brought him up, she belie~escshe· recog-

nizes the name Guzzard and decides that Colby is ,her son. 

Just as Ion, when faced with conflicting claims~of~pai~ntage 

turned to the gods, Colby too wants to know the~truth .. and 

asks for an investigation. The investigation, :.\vhich .occu-

pies most of Act Three, is conducted by Eggerson~and 

Mrs. Guzzard, Colby's Aunt Sarah, who are the guardian 

angels in The Confidential Clerk. 

The ministrations of these guardians bring·.'~out. the 

truth, but the truth does not, as it does in Euripides·' 

play, bring to everyone what each has thought he· wants ... _ 

Colby is not the son of either Sir Claude or Lady,Elizabeth, 

but the legitimate son of Mrs. Guzzard; Lady Elizabeth 

finds her long-lost son is a protege of Sir Claude,';~-

B. Kaghan; and Sir Claude's daughter, Lucasta, announces 

she will marry Kaghan, making her daughter-in-law as well 

as daughter to the Hulhammers. In the "never-never land of 

farce, good sense and heart's desire somehow prevail,"
10 

9 Eliot, p. 221. · 

10 Grover Smith, p. 237. 
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and the Mulhammers for the first time find union in·! a family 

with their two real children. 

The entire play moves from fragmentation ~n life to 

union. Sir Claude, Lady Elizabeth, and Hrs ~·· Guzzard have 

all separated themselves from their children·. in .one way or 

another. Even though Sir Claude believes Colby to:be his 

son, he scarcely sees him in his childhood and keeps him 

tucked away until the time is right to acknowledge him. His 

daughter Lucasta he barely endures and passes:her.off as the 

daughter of a friend. Lady Elizabeth makes no attempt over 

the years to locate the son her lover, Tony,~(le~~ in the 

care of Mrs. Guzzard. Mrs. Guzzard renounced her claim to 

her son when she allowed Sir Claude to believe Colby is his 

son. Eggerson is the only parent who does n·ot·~deny his own, 

and when Colby learns his father died before.'.he ::was born, he 

chooses to live in Joshua Park with Eggersonrand·his wife. 

Colby in effect takes the place of their son, ''1;-Jho. had died 

in the war, and makes their family whole again.· Eliot's 

view of parenting is toughminded in this play.!·· Love must 

be earned. Colby tells Sir Claude: 

I begin to see how I have always thought of you-
As a kind of protector, a generous provider: 
Rather as a patron than a father--
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The father who was missing in the years of childhood. 
Those years have gone forever. The empty years.ll 

Sir Claude loses Colby, and in the end the Mulhammers and 

their long neglected children must accept each~oth~r~ 

Lady Elizabeth says, "Claude, we've got to try' to' under~-

stand our children, 11 and Kaghan responds, 11 And we~:r should 

12 
like to understand you." Reintegration has begun,.on the 

family level at least. 

The reintegration on the-family level that Eliot 

achieves by the end of his play is symbolic of theintegra-

tion of life that concerned him. The Confidential Clerk 

may be farce on the surface, but it is as seriously.1religi-

ous as were the earlier plays. The characters' are st±ll 

caught between two worlds, the spiritual and the s~cu~~r. 

However, in this play he brings these two worlds withi~:the 

province of modern audiences by making them the wo~lds-o~ 

commerce and art. Sir Claude had wanted to be an artist~ 

a potter, but chose instead to follow in the footsteps bf 

his fanancier father. The only remnant of that dream is a 

room in which Sir Claude keeps china and porcelain. This 

room is an Eliotian "rose garden" where Sir Claude can 

11 
Eliot, p. 239. 

1 2 Eliot, p. 291. 
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"escape into living, I Escape from a sordid world to a pure 

one." 13 He knows that "it takes the place of religion" and 

that he lives "In two worlds--each a kind of make-believe."14 

Colby too has his rose garden. He had aspired to be a 

musician but has given up because he feels he will always 

be a second-rate organist. Sir Claude wants Colby to:)fol-

low him in every way. He offers to buy the younger man;a 

piano, telling him, 

... when you are alone at your piano, in the evening, 
I believe you will go through the private door ·~ 
Into the real world, as I do, sometimes.l5 

The Confidential Clerk "makes much of the passion·' for,. 

music, and for art in general." 16 This is an important:1ink 

with the play Ion. Ion's father was Apollo, god of music 

and the arts. Ion accepts Apollo as his father, and Colby~ 

chooses Eggerson as his spiritual father when he agrees.~to 

live with him and Mrs. Egger son. Eggerson, the Apollo, of ·· 

of Eliot's play, offers Colby the position of organist in ~~ 

church in Joshua Park, and then adds: 

13 Eliot, p. 236. 

1 4 Eliot, p. 238. 

15 Eliot, p. 237. 

16 A. D. Moody, Thomas Stearns Eliot, Poet (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1979), p. 276. 



I don't see you spending a lifetime as an_organist. 
I think you'll come to find you've another 

vocation. . 
Mr. Simpkins: You'll be thinking of reading for 

orders. 
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And you'll still have your music. Why, Mr. Simpkins, 
Joshua Park may be only a stepping-f7one 
To a precentorship! And a canonry! 

Eggerson makes possible for Colby a vocation which "repre-

sents the integration of religion and art ~on:· i.ts:: highest 

level." 18 
\· . 

Eggerson is a valid guardian for Colby because he is 

the only one in the play who has been able-to unite his two 

worlds. His rose garden is a vegetable gardeniat Joshua 

Park. He goes into his garden and comes out_, wi.th "marrows, 
' 19 

or beetroot, or peas ... for Mrs. Egger son.". 1 His is a func-

tional garden which is a part of his whole life~~hile 

"Colby 1 s music and Sir Claude 1 s art form gardens \vhich have 

nothing to do with their other lives and thus. cause both 

lives to be 1 unreal 1 • "
20 Sir Claude is unable, t-o unite the 

t\vo lives. Like the Chamberlaynes of The Cocktail Party, he 

is one of those persons he describes as 

17 
Eliot, p. 290. 

18 Robert A. Colby, "Orpheus in the Counting House: 
The Confidential Clerk," Pt-1LA, 72, No. 4 (September, 1957), 
796. 

19 Eliot, p. 245. · 

2 0 Carol H. Smith, p. 195. 
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. . . accepting the terms life imposes .:upon Y<;>U 
21 Even to the point of accepting ... make-bel1eve. 

On the other hand, Colby rebels against tho~e- t~rms. In 

choosing the career of church organist, he is ~~jecting 

his secret garden for Eggerson' s kind of garden·,. "where God 

walks among the vegetables." 22 

Lady Elizabeth has a garden, too. She,. has 'a p'assion 

for cults, which she travels the world inve~ti~~tirig. She 

is returning from her investigation of mind.66ritrdl as the 

play opens. Sir Claude knows he does not understand his 

wife, but he does realize that his wife's pu~sti~t ~f exotic 

beliefs is a substitute for religion and that.-she lives in 

a make-believe world. He and Lady Elizabeth have compart-

mentalized not only their own lives but their relationship 

as well. He must call upon Eggerson to meet his wife as 

she returns and prepare her for the entrance of Colby into 

the family. Sir Claude feels his old clerk can handle his 

wife better than he can. 

The surface convention of farcical misunderstanding in 

The Confidential Clerk, when considered seriously, carries 

a devastating message of alienation. It touches most of 

the characters. Lady Elizabeth has never known her son, 

21 Eliot, p. 238. 

22 Carol H. Smith, p. 196. 
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B. Kaghan; Sir Claude does not permit himself to kno~ his 

daughter, Lucasta, because he is ashamed of the affair 

which produced her; and Colby grows up not knowi~g ~ither 

a father or a mother because Sir Claude keeps him 21:· secret 

from Lady Elizabeth and Mrs. Guzzard denies her parentage 

in order that he may benefit from a relationship to 

Sir Claude. The ironies are multiple and extend:to.delu-

sions that Sir Claude and Lady Elizabeth have.::about each 

other. In the final act, as they are preparing for Egger-

son's investigation, Sir Claude discovers that ~hat his 

wife has wanted, all their married years, is ·.t() j,_.n~pire an 

artist: "I should have loved you to be a potter! '.'2 ~ 

Sir Claude tells her: 

I took it for granted that what you wanted 
Was a husband of importance.24 

And Lady Elizabeth replies: 

And I took it for granted that you were not 
interested 

In anything but financial affairs. 25 

23 Eliot, p. 267. 

24 Eliot, p. 267. 

25 Eliot, p. 267. 
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By the end of the play the misunderstandings are resolved. 

Sir Claude and his wife accept each other and their 

estranged children for what they are, and they ~c~~pt what 

cannot be undone. 26 For the Mulhammers, like the.Chamber-

laynes of The Cocktail Party, destiny is accepted, not 

chosen. 

On the other hand, Colby, who inherits the?role of the 

spiritually elect from Harry and Celia, must make.Jsome 

choices. In the first act Sir Claude offers'him~a vocation 

in the world of commerce. He wants Colby to follow his 

example and compartmentalize his life bet~Jeen a career in 

the City and moments with his music. He tells Colby he 

entered the world of commerce because he was a second-rate 

artist: 

Could a man be said to have a vocation 
To be a second-rate potter?27 

As a second-rate potter Sir Claude is "an inadequate sub

stitute for the original Potter," 28 and Colby ultimately 

chooses music and the life of the spirit. 

26 Helen Gardner, "The Comedies ofT. S. Eliot," 
Sewanee Review, 74, No. 1 (January-March, 1966), 169. 

27 Eliot, p. 237. 

28 Carol H. Smith, p. 194. 
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Colby's second choice, which comes in Act Two, is in a 

way made for him. After he has been instal~ed.in an apart-

ment in the mews behind Sir Claude's residence.,: his first 

visitor is Lucasta. It is evident that the two joung 

people are moving toward a romance. Eliot:rescues. him by 

resorting to a convention of the surface cor:nedy,- one of the 

many misunderstandings of the play. During their.conversa-

tion Colby learns that Lucasta is Sir Claude.•·s ··:daughter. 

The tryst is abruptly ended b~cause Colby belieyes she is 

his half-sister. The incident takes on a spiritual dimen-

sian when B., for Barnabas, Kaghan enters and takes the 

offended Lucasta to dinner. He tells Colby: ,., '-··" 

I'm your guardian ange~ 
29 Colby, to protect you from Lucasta. 

~ 

Although Eliot may intend for Kaghan to serve~as·a third 

guardian, his role as an angel is quite limited;in the play. 

Mrs. Guzzard in Act Three presents Colby with his third 

choice. She asks him: 

29 

Whose son would you wish to be, Colby: 
Sir Claude's--or the son of some other man 
Obscure and silent? A d~Bd man, Colby. 
Be careful what you say~ 

Eliot, p. 2 50. . 

30 Eliot, pp. 285-86. 



Colby immediately replies, "A dead obscure man," 31 and 

Mrs. Guzzard grants his wish, telling him his father was 

Herbert Guzzard, "a disappointed musician," 32 who died 
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before Colby was born. With his real father dead, Colby is 

free to choose a "spiritual" father, Eggerson. 

More than once Mrs. Guzzard warns Colby not to choose 

lightly. · She tells him, " . when you have your wish I 

You will have to come to terms with it." 33 Mrs. Guzzard 

knows that choices have their price. When Colby asks her 

who his mother is, she replies: 

I was your mother; but I chose to be your aunt 
So you may have your wish, and have no mother.j 4 

She will always be his Aunt Sarah. 

The theme of choices in life is only one of the themes 

of the earlier plays which are restated in The Confidential 

Clerk. Earlier themes reappear, but with a difference 

which allo\vS this play a "more humane presentation of 

existence and a more harmonious dramatic unity." 35 Some of 

31 Eliot, p. 286. 

32 Eliot, p. 286. 

33 Eliot, p. 286. 

34 Eliot, p. 286. 

35 Donoghue, p. 154. 



59 

the characters still accept a "make-do" situation in life, 

as did the Chamberlaynes in The Cocktail Party, but in The 

Confidential Clerk Eliot adds children to "his treatment of 

Christian marriage as a means of following the Affirmative 

Path to salvation." 36 The human condition that Edward and 

Lavinia accept involves a life of cocktail-party giving'·· 

but the Mulhammers seek understanding and unity within a 

newly formed family that includes a son and daughter. 

In addition to allowing the Mulhammers to find their 

salvation in family relationships, there are other indica-

tions that Eliot is moving away from the Negative path to 

salvation. Colby does reject sexual love but not human ~· ,' 

affection as he goes to his new life in the suburbs with. 

the Eggersons. Furthermore, his choice of vocations as a 

church organist is an affirmation of life in this world 
~ F' f' 

since it combines the spiritual and secular worlds. 

The overall tone of The Confidential Clerk is closer to 
'• <1-j 

the Affirmative Way than the Negative Way. This play is·: 

about "life and its abundance," not about death and rebirth, 

as were the earlier plays. 3 7 Hints of ritual are pres en~ .in 

the play but in symbols of rebirth rather than death. The 

36 Carol H. Smith, p. 208. 

37 Grover Smith, p. 237. 
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action of the play is in the spring, and there are many. 

references to gardening. Eggerson has a vegetable garden 

rather than a rose garden, and his garden is a funct~6rial 

part of his life. Even his name, Eggerson, is broadly:'sig

nificant. The two key characters, Eggerson and Colby, ~are 

both urban and rural. vJhen a flat is prepared for Colby, 

Eggerson tells Sir Claude that it should have window So~~~ 

and a bird bath. Egger son lives in the country but 1'works ·. 

in the city; Colby leaves the ~ity to live and work.~in the 

country. 

Although Eliot has brought his protagonist in The · 

Confidential Clerk into closer fellowship with this"world, 

he "has still not succeeded in depicting a saint in:action 

in the contemporary world. Just as in The Cocktail ~aity· 

much of Celia's goodness must be taken on faith, we:aisent 

to Colby's largeness of soul mainly on the recommendation 

of thers. n3S The surface of naturalism makes dernands·:·upon 

Eliot's "spiritual" characters which they do not meet. The 

"secular" characters look to Colby for direction in their 

lives, but he seems to be drifting until the chance of ful

fillment is offered. 39 In fact, one critic feels that 

38 Colby, p. 801. 

39 Jones, p. 176. 
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11 to\vards the end of the second act Colby goes· numb,. and re

mains so for most of the remainder of the play~," 4 0 

If critics find characterization in this~pl~y .still 

weak, many of them see the blend of dramatic l~vels;more 

successful. Joseph Chiari feels that "No other'. dramatist 

has yet succeeded in blending such a sophisticated~yp~ of 

comedy with the religious seriousness which is .par.t, of his 

[Eliot's] great gifts. 1142 Martin Browne considers The Con

fidential Clerk a better play than The Cocktail Party 

because there are "no onlookers--no Alex or Jul'ia or 

Reilly. Even Eggerson, the clerk himself, i~ involved by 

his final curtain acquisition of Colby as his spiritual 

son." 43 Although Helen Gardner finds Colby characterless 

and Eggerson a "bore," 44 she points out that The~Confiden

tial Clerk "has unity which Nr. Eliot has not achieved 

before in a play. 1145 

Another aspect of his drama in which Eliot~has made 

progress in The Confidential Clerk is his depiction of the 

40 Jones, p. 178. 

41 Jones, p. 176. 

42 Chiari, p. 139. 

43 Jones, p. 174. 

44 Gardner, p. 170. 

45 Jones, 175. p. 
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real world. The earlier plays show life at .the top: the 

Monchenseys are titled landowners; the Chamberlaynes and 

their friends are upper-class Londoners. In The Confiden

tial Clerk the characters reflect real life: Sir Claude 

and Lady Elizabeth are aristocrats, but Eggerson .. is a 

middle-class clerk; Mrs. Guzzard, a poor but genteel widow; 

B. Kaghan, a cockney: and Lucaste, the daughter\of. a woman 

of questionable occupation. 

In spite of the broad spe·ctrum of types in;.·The Confi

dential Clerk, each of the characters experiences;a commun

ion not achieved in the earlier plays. In Th~;Family 

Reunion the gulf between characters is unbridgeable. Harry 

is as aloof from Mary and Agatha and Amy as,:Mary and Agatha 

are from Amy. In The Cocktail Party Celia and~Peter and 

the Chamberlaynes go their separate ways in search of sal

vation. But in The Confidential Clerk all of ~.the: characters 

reach out to touch each other. On the surface the connec-

tions are real or supposed blood ties. In Act.Two everyone 

except Eggerson and Mrs. Guzzard make a pilgrimage to 

Colby's newly refurbished flat as if to a shrine. They all 

want to connect with him because they sense he has a fire 

to warm him that, as Lucasta puts it, "isn't the same kind 

of fire I That warms other people." 46 Because they are not 

46 Eliot, p. 274. 
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like Colby, they settle for a family fireside. Sir Claude 

and Lady Elizabeth with their children attain a family 

reunion which ''is surely an effective parable of contempo

rary society, seeking a unity and an ethos." 47 

In this third play Eliot has succeeded in realizing; 

two expressed goals. The dramatic surface can be easily 

understood because "the comedy on the stage arouses at 

every turn a curiosity which it satisfies with neat comic 

dexterity." 48 ,. 
The other goal 'of "including deeper levels 

... 

of symbolic meaning implicit in the surface but developed 

by mythical analogies beneath" 49 is realized because the 

legend of the search for identity is a myth that modern 
.~ 

audiences live \vith. Colby's attempt to discover his par-
' ( 

entage advances the theory that "man has a dual nature which 

is part human and part divine." 50 Bringing these two parts 

together is what his play is all about. The message sue-

ceeds in The Confidential Clerk because Eliot has taken the 

"aloneness" out. Sharing becomes the key to linking the two 

worlds. 

47 Colby, p. 796. 

48 
I' 

Jones, p. 177. 

49 Carol H. Smith, pp. 212-13. 

50 Carol H. Smith, p. 200. 



Chapter IV 

The Word Is Love 

With The Elder Statesman (1958), Eliot has come full 

circle from his first play about contemporary life. In 

this last play he returns to the "borders of the tragic 

realm, has come back, in fact, to the region of melodrama." 1 

His first play, The Family Reunion, and The Elder Statesman 

are both based on Greek tragedies from which he borrowed 

the tragic sense of man's struggle with sin and guilt; 

however, a transfiguration takes place on Eliot's way to 

his final drama about the condition of man in the twentieth 

century. The theme of The Elder Statesman goes beyond the 

theme of sin and expiation in The Family Reunion to one of 

reconciliation and acceptance. Acceptance within the con

text of love, human not divine, is the goal of the hero in 

The Elder Statesman. Human love is rejected by Harry in 

The Family Reunion, but it is the means of salvation for 

Lord Claverton of The Elder Statesman. 

The Greek play which is the model for The Elder States

man is Oedipus at Colonus (401 B.C.), the last written of 

1 
Jones, p. 179. 
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three tragedies by Sophocles concerning the legend of 

Oedipus, king of Thebes. In Oedipus at Colonus Oedipus has 

come to the Hill of Colonus outside Athens, the place of 

the Grove of the Eumenides. Apollo has prophesied that 

this grove will be the place of Oedipus' death. With him 

is his daughter Antigone, who has loved and cared for him 

during his wanderings. Oedipus is old, blind, and beggared 

after years of exile from Thebes because, as had been pro-

phesied by the oracle at Delphi, he had murdered his father' 

and married his mother. Before Oedipus can go into the 

grove to his secret burial site, he must come face to face 

with persons in his past who played a part in his tragic 

sufferings. Creon, his brother-in-law, comes to take 

Oedipus back to the vicinity of Thebes, by force if neces-

sary, because the latter's presence nearby will insure 

victory to Thebes, now ruled by Oedipus' son Eteocles, over 

the army led by Polynices, Oedipus' other son. Polynices 

also comes pleading his case, telling Oedipus, 

If thy good will 
Is with me all this hope I can fulfil: 2 Without thee, I shall not return alive. 

Oedipus helps neither side. His reply to Polynices is to 

place a curse on him and Eteocles. Polynices returns to 

2 sonhocles, Oedipus at Colonus, trans. Gilbert Murray 
(New York; Oxford Univers1ty Press, 1948), p. 97. 



the Argive army he is leading against Thebes knowing that 

he is going to his death. Oedipus is able to thwart Creon 

with the aid of Theseus, king of Athens, who honors the sin-

polluted Oedipus with citizenship in Athens, making possible 

his protection on Athenian soil. Oedipus' other daught~ri 

Ismene, also comes to join Antigone in loving service to 

their father. When the old-king goes into the grove and 

disappears, much as a god would, he leaves a blessing on 

those who have served him: Th~seus for his helping hand and 

his daughters for their hard toils. His parting words to 

them could serve as a coda for Oedipus at Colonus and an 

epigraph for Eliot's modern version of it: 

one word 
Makes all those difficulties disappear: 
That word is love.3 

The Elder Statesman opens with a love scene between 

Monica Claverton-Ferry, Eliot's Antigone, and Charles Hem-

ington. The lovers are discussing their upcoming separation 

made necessary by the failing health of Monica's father, 

Lord Claverton. The latter has been ordered to a sana-

torium by his doctor because he has had a stroke. Monica, 

who truly loves her father, will go with him in hopes of 

3 Jones, p. 181. 
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prolonging his life. It is clear that the sanatorium is 

Lord Claverton's Grove of the Eumenides. Monica tells 

Charles, 

Father is much iller than he is aware of: 
It may be, he will never return from Badgeley Court.4 

Before father and daughter can leave for the sana-

torium, Lord Claverton must, like Oedipus, deal with ghosts 

from his past. The first ghost to appear is Frederico 

Gomez, formerly Fred Culverwell, who comes to confront 

Lord Claverton with the sins of his youth, committed vvhile 

they were students at Oxford University. Gomez accuses 

Lord Claverton of leading him into a lifestyle he could not 

afford and, therefore, into a life of crime to support it. 

After serving a sentence for forgery, Culverwell goes to 

San Marco in Central America \vhere he makes a fortune. Now 

he is back for a "rest cure." 5 One sin from their past 

which Gomez forces Lord Claverton to recognize is an echo 

of Oedipus' sin in murdering his father, Laius. During one 

of their escapades at Oxford, the car Lord Claverton, who 

was then Dick Ferry, was driving ran over the body of an 

old man. Ferry did not stop but permitted another to suffer 

4 
Eliot, p. 300. 

5 Eliot, p. 305. 



feelings of guilt until the fact that the victim~~as 

already dead was established. 

Lord Claverton's reaction to this first gho~t is to 

hide behind the mask he has created for himself, oyer the 
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years, the mask of the public figure who can evade:responsi

bili ty. He tells Gomez, "You were a free moral: a,gent, " 6 

and "I came to your assistance when you were released [from 

prison]."
7 

The second ghost from Lord Claverton's p~st ~ts .waiting 

"for him at the sanatorium. Mrs. John Carghill has also 

come for a rest cure. Like Lord Claverton and Gomez, she 

has undergone some name changing, which symbol~ca~~y kills 

off the old, real self. Mrs. Carghill was originally 

Maisie Batterson but had become Maisie Montjoy, ,a musical 

revue star, when Dick Ferry became her first lpyer~ She 

revives old memories of their love affair, from-which he had 

been rescued by his father's money. 

For the second time Lord Claverton denie~; respo~sibil

ity for past failures, telling Maisie, 

But we'd settled our account. 
What harm was done? I learned my lesson . 8 
And you learned yours, if you needed the lesson. 

6 Eliot, p. 314. 

7 Eliot, p. 310. 

8 Eliot, p. 323. 



On the heels of these two ghosts from the past comes 

still a third. Lord Claverton's rebellious son,~Michael; 

arrives at the sanatorium to seek his father's ~elp, much 

as Polynices begs assistance from the father~h~)has re-

jected in the past. Lord Claverton has always, ,t]:"ied to 
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dominate Hichael in order to perpetuate hims~lf~, in:-his son. 

The self he perpetuates is the irresponsible,_ self; ~Michael 

has lost his job because of bad debts and philandering. 

Michael wants his father to provide the capital so that he 

may leave England. He wants 

to go far away ·,. 
To some country where no one has heard the name of 

Claverton; 
Or where, if [he] took a different name • ..... . 
No one would know or care.9 

The scene with Michael is the technical climax in The 
'~ <· ' 

Elder Statesman. Michael is the ghost of the young Dick 

Ferry; the sins of the father are being visited upon the son 

and Michael is repeating the mistakes that have been haunt-

ing his father most of his life. Lord Claverton tries to 

convince Michael that he is running away, that he is a 

"fugitive from reality," 10 and that "Those who flee from 

9 Eliot, p. 331. 

10 Eliot, p. 33/.. 
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11 their past will always lose the race." This time 

Lord Claverton does not deny responsibility. ·Li~e ·Harry in 

The Family Reunion, he no longer runs from his 'ghosts but 

sees them as a means to cure his spiritual illness. 

Harry's Furies become Eumenides and Lord Clayerton rids him-

self of spectres from the past at his Grove of=Eumenides. 

Act Two ends with his speech of recognition which prepares 

him for his cure: 

What I want to escape from 
Is myself, is the past. But what a coward I am, 
To talk of escaping! And what a hypocrite! 
A few minutes ago I was pleading with Michael 
Not to try to escape from his own past f~ilures: 
I said I knew from experience. Do I understand the 

meaning 
Of the lesson I would teach? Come, I'll start to 

learn again. 
Michael and I shall go to school together. 
\'Je'll sit side by side, at little desks· -~ 

And suffer the same humiliations 
At the hands of the same master. But have, I. 

still time? 
There is time for Michael. Is it too late fcit me, 

Honica?l2 

Eliot's play follows the form of the ritual cure. 13 

Act One reveals Lord Claverton's illness, Act Tw6 diagnoses 

it, and Act Three accomplishes the cure. Against this 

11 Eliot, p. 333. 

12 Eliot, p. 337. 

13 Leonard Unger, T. S. Eliot (Minneapolis: University 
of Minnesota Press, 1961), p. 233. 



background from Greek mythology, the cure is in Christian 

terms, as it is in all of Eliot's plays. Lord Claverton 

finds peace by confessing his sins to the two_:·}people who 

love him, Monica and Charles. He discovers that_(._ 

If a man has one person, just one in life, 
To whom he is willing to confess everyt~ing~-.. 
Then he loves that person, and his love will save 

him.l4 

After his confessional Lord Claverton can dispose of his 
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. ghosts. He is no longer intimidated by them, and all three 
-~ 

leave the sanatorium. Gomez, with the encouragement of 
.\ 

Mrs. Carghill, offers Michael a very shadowy post in San 

Marco. The two who claim to have been tempted in the past 
~- .... ' 

now become the tempters. They are lost because they use 

people, as Lord Claverton had done. They are usi~~ Michael 

as an instrument of vengeance against the man they blame 
... 

I ~ > ' ' • 

for their loss of reality. Hope is held out for Michael 
•' lj 

because Monica will be his link to his real self, as 
.. { ·; .. 

Antigone was Polynice's link to the rites which would save 
' { 

him. Monica tells Michael that, whoever he becomes, she 

will "always pretend that it is the same Michael." 15 

Lord Claverton does not curse his son, as Oedipus does. 

14 Eliot, p. 3 4 0. 

15 Eliot, p. 351. 
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Instead, he assures him, "I shall never repudiate you I 

Though you repudiate me." 16 Reconciliation and acceptance 

have been achieved; subsequently Lord Claverton goes for a 

walk where he dies "under the beech tree."l7 Monica and 

Charles intuitively know when he dies and also know that 

"The dead has poured out a blessing on the living." 18 

Greek mythology and Christianity come together in the death 

of Claverton-Oedipus. The old ritual god dies that life 

may be renewed. 

In Eliot's play the sin-laden old god is also the re

born new god, so that in it the struggle for rebirth is an 

internal struggle. 19 There is no scapegoat, such as Harry 

in The Family Reunion, on whom to load guilt. Lord Claver

ton does not try to be a saint like Celia in The Cocktail 

Party, nor does he have guardians to lead him to salvation. 

There is no dea ex machina such as Mrs. Guzzard in The Con-

fidential Clerk. Lord Claverton must face up to his "sin

laden" past to be free of it. This is true to the spirit 

of Eliot's model. In Sophoclean tragedy, "action must be 

16 Eliot, p. 350. 

17 Eliot, p. 355. 

18 Eliot, p. 355. 

19 Carol H. Smith, p. 231. 
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defined as the functioning of the hero's will." 20 Eliot 

shows this struggle of the will dramatically through his 

use of ghosts from the past. 

Lord Claverton's first ghost is his doppelganger, 

since Gomez' career shadows his own. They both are stu-

dents when they begin to go astray. Gomez pays for his 

mistakes in prison, but Claverton-Ferry is kept out of 

reach of the law because he has a wealthy father who saves 

him from a breach-of-promise suit brought by Maisie. The 

fortune Gomez amasses in San Marco is acquired through 

systematic corruption. Meanwhile, Lord Claverton's for

tunes have risen because of secret political "mistakes." 21 

Each "matched his morality to the society in which he found 

himsel£. 1122 Both men change their names in similar ways: 

Gomez takes his wife's name because it is more acceptable 

in San Marco and will help him get ahead; Claverton takes 

his wife's name because it is more prestigious and will 

help his career in politics. Finally, Gomez is back in 

England to rest and to find his real identity. 

2° Cedric H. 'vhitman, "Apocalypse: Oedipus at 
Colonus," Sophocles: A Collection of Critical Essays, ed. 
Thomas Woodward (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 
Inc., 1966), p. 147. 

21 Eliot, p. 310. 

22 Carol H. Smith, p. 22~. 



74 

Gomez sees Lord Claverton as his way back to his real 

self. He wants to renew their old friendship because he 

needs someone "who will accept both Culverwell and 

23 
Gomez," the good and the bad, telling him, "I need you, 

Dick, to give me reality." 24 Lord Claverton must accept 

his doppelganger. "You'll come to feel easier when I am 

25 with you,n says Gomez. 

Lord Claverton's second ghost, Mrs. Carghill, forces 

him to realize that she has been with him ever since those 

days at Oxford. She tells him, 11 I've followed your progress 

year by year, Richard.n 2 6 Her demands are the same as those 

of Gomez, that Lord Claverton bring back into being the 

"dead 11 Maisie Montjoy, asking him to "just repeat my 

name--just once: I The name by which you knew me.n 27 

Maisie assures him that because their souls had touched, 

they are still together and may always be together, recall-

ing a phrase she remembers reading: 11 l\There their fires are 

not quenched." 28 He later admits to Monica that Maisie 

23 Eliot, p. 308. 

24 Eliot, p. 309. 

25 Eliot, p. 314. 

26 Eliot, p. 325. 

27 Eliot, p. 321. 

28 Eliot, p. 325. 
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"had a peculiar physical attraction I \~Jhich no. other woman· 

has had. .. 29 Lord Claverton's marriage was a failure like 

his other relationships. Like Oedipus, he had lived with 

his wife without truly knowing her. 30 

The third ghost that Lord Claverton lays to:··rest is his 

failure with Michael. When Lord Claverton asks. ·his.) son if 

he would throw away his inheritance, Hichael strips .. away 

all of his father's masks as great statesman, business exec-

utive, and righteous parent in one bitter speech: 

What is my inheritance? As for your title, 
I know why you took it. And Mother knew. ·•. '', 
First, because it gave you the opportunity 
Of retiring from politics, not without dignityi 
Being no longer wanted. And you wished to be 

Lord Claverton 
Also, to hold your own with Mother's family--
To lord it over them, in fact. Oh, I've .notdo~bt 
That the thought of passing on your name and title 
To a son, was gratifying. But it wasn't for :'IDY·· sake! 
I was just your son--that is to say, 
A kind of prolongation of your existence, 
A representative carrying on business in your absence. 
Why should I thank you for imposing this ~pon·me?31 

'' \ j" ~ •. , 

The ghosts in The Elder Statesman are an amalgamation 

of the Furies and the guardians of the earlier plays. The 

terrors of the goddesses of vengeance and the possibilities 

29 Eliot, p. 344. 

30 Eliot, p. 342. 

3l Eliot, p. 331. 
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of salvation of the guardians are combined in ordina~~ 

people who come out of the past to haunt Lord Claverton. 

Gomez, Mrs. Carghill, and Michael put into words the.·f~el

ings of guilt that have been tormenting the ailing stat~s~· 

man; on the other hand, the Furies are not real people and 

the guardians are merely onlookers. In this last play 

Eliot is finally able to objectify the spiritual stru~gle. 

that is at the heart of all of his plays in a way that.\ ,: · 

modern audiences can understand. 

Most criticism falls on the side of approval o£ The 

Elder Statesman in theme and technique. Although G. Weales 

writing in the Kenyon Review feels this play is "the~leas.t 

successful of Eliot's plays" 32 and Leonard Unger in the 

Virginia Quarterly calls it a "thin and uneventful play,."3 3 

more substantive critics such as David Jones, Helen.·Gardner, 

and Denis Donoghue disagree. Jones feels The Elder·States-

man "has a better balance between introspection and outward 

action than any of the earlier plays in a contemporary 

setting." 34 Gardner finds that "The central subject .is 

32 Gerald \Veales, "The Latest Eliot," Kenyon Review/ 
21 (1959)' 4 77. 

33 Leonard Unger, "Deceptively Simple--and Too Simple," 
Virginia Quarterly Review, 35, No. 3 (Summer, 1959), 501. 

34 Jones , p. 19 9 . 
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powerfully handled and comes home strongly to the con-

. 1135 h . . . sc1ence. Donog ue JOlns them 1n praising Eliot's handl-

ing of subject matter. He believes The Elder Statesman is 

the most "humane" of Eliot's plays. 36 There is no fleeing 

this world for a better one as in The Family Reunion. 

Lord Claverton does not have to choose between two worlds. 

Eliot was working toward this merging of the spiritual and 

secular in The Confidential Clerk, but the greatest differ-

ence between this last play and all three which precede it 

is that "there is no suggestion that the hero has an excep

tional spiritual destiny." 37 

Characterization has been a subject of adverse criti-

cism of all of Eliot's modern plays. Assessment of the 

characters in The Elder Statesman is mixed. Joseph Chiari 

sees all the characters as "recognizably human" except 

Lord Claverton, who "is given extra-naturalistic dimensions 

which prepare the ground for his noble death." 38 Actually, 

this is a tribute to Eliot's hero as a modern counterpart 

of Oedipus, who also goes to a noble death. Taking an 

35 Helen Gardner, "The Comedies ofT. S. Eliot," 174. 

36 Donoghue, p. 161. 

37 Jones, p. 192. 

38 Chiari, p. 142. 
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opposite view is Martin Browne, who directed the first pro

ductions of all of Eliot's plays. Browne feels Lord Claver

ton, whose change of heart and death dominate the last act, 

does not have the "opportunity to establish himself as a 

fully known and fully convincing person." 
3 9 \v. A. Darling

ton, who reviewed the play when it was first produced in 

1958, pointed out that Eliot "has allowed Claverton not one 

gleam of humour, or a suggestion of the charm which must 

have won such a man his worldly success." 40 The above cri-

"ticism does not take into account how far the hero of The 

Elder Statesman has come from the hero of The Family 

Reunion. There is certainly more ironic humor in the dia-

logue Lord Claverton has \vi th his "ghosts" than the bitter 

exchanges between Harry Monchensey and the members of his 

family. Harry can never truly express himself but talks in 

"general terms I Because the particular has no language." 41 

Lord Claverton, with the aid of his shadows, brings to the 

stage a man who is more convincing than Harry because he 

does find words, the words of a confessional which is the 

means of his salvation. 

39 Browne, pp. 337-38. 

40 Browne, p. 339. 

41 Eliot, p. 66. 
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Browne is also critical of Monica. He does not find 

her to be a fully rounded character because she is under

standing of her father from the very first and so does not 

change during the play. 42 However, neither does the char-

acter on which Monica is based, Antigone. In Oedipus at 

Colonus Antigone sustains her father all through his 

trials. If Eliot fails in his main characterizations, it 

is probably because he is too faithful to his source. 

The most successful characters are the "ghosts" Gomez 

and Mrs. Carghill. In this play which borders on melodrama, 

they are "recognizable melodramatic types--the young inno

cent corrupted by his worldly elder and lacking his elder's 

restraint, and the 'old flame' (so often an actress) who 

suddenly and inconveniently lets it be known that she has 

sentimentally preserved the love-letters of a now respect

able man's wayward youth." 43 But these two "villains" are 

not stereotypes. By showing their long connection with 

Lord Claverton, Eliot makes each of them a human being with 

the potential for good who has been led astray but who 

becomes the means for the salvation of another person. 

The Elder Statesman ends as it begins, with a love duet 

between Monica and Charles. His last play is the first in 

42 Browne, p. 338. 

43 Jones, p. 205. 
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\vhich "love between two young people comes to fruition and 

is presented as a normal manifestation of existence." 44 In 

those which precede it, there is always a choice, modified 

to some extent in The Confidential Clerk, between the Nega-

tive Way, rejecting human love for divine love, and the 

Affirmative Way, accepting human love as a reflection of 

divine love. In The Elder Statesman there is still a 

choice, but it is "no longer between community and isola-

tion, but between creative community and a 'community' of 

·mutual destruction." 45 Claverton cuts his ties with the 

ghosts of the past which are destructive and finds recon-

ciliation and acceptance in the love of his daughter and 

future son-in-law. Eliot has come a long way from Harry 

who goes from "a world of insanity" to "somewhere on the 

other side of despair"; 46 Lord Claverton blesses the "crea-

tive community" he leaves behind. The hero finds salvation 

not through rejection of family life, but through renewal 

in family love. The poet-playwright began his career with 

an overwhelming question in The Love Song of J. Alfred 

Prufrock. The overwhelming answer in his last play is 

reduced to one word. That word is love. 

44 Chiari, p. 142. 

45 Joyce M. Holland, "Human Relations in Eliot's 
Drama," Renascence, 22 (1970), 161. 

46 Eliot, p. 111. 



Conclusions 

Greek dramatists such as Aeschylus, when they had 

matters of great concern to present to their audiences, 

permitted their stories to develop through tetralogies. 

There is no evidence that Eliot approached his task of 

writing religious drama with a cycle of plays in mind, but, 

consciously or otherwise, the wheel had begun to move once 

he wrote The Family Reunion. The plays themselves bear 

witness to the fact that Eliot was consciously developing 

his own mythology of Christian beliefs for modern man. 

Each play is a phase of this mythology, and the fourth and 

final play completes the tetralogy. Eliot wrote to Martin 

Browne concerning the first of his plays in a contemporary 

setting and suggested Sophocles' Oedipus at Colonus as a 

way of completing Harry's story. Since Eliot did use 

Sophocles' play as his Greek source for The Elder Statesman, 

he surely meant his last play "to express the final resolu

tion of his theme of the spiritual quest." 1 

The mythology that Eliot develops in his tetralogy is 

centered in the dichotomy of the two paths which Christian 

1 Carol Smith, p. 228. 



82 

belief has long held as leading man's soul to salvation. 

One way is the Negative Way, which means divesting oneself 

of the love of created beings; the other is the Affirmative 

Way, which sees God's creatures as reflections of the 

Creator. Much of Eliot's poetry which precedes his drama

tic verse shows that he was greatly influenced by the 

Spanish mystic St. John of the Cross, whose teachings 

advance the Negative Way as the only viable choice; when 

Eliot began writing for the theater, he was still under 

this influence. 

The Family Reunion offers the Negative Way as the only 

path to salvation. Harry is Eliot's candidate for saint

hood, and his pathway lies through expiating the sins of 

his family by renouncing all human love for "the worship in 

the desert, the thirst and deprivation, I A stony sanctuary 

and a primitive altar." 2 The isolation of man, which con

cerned Eliot throughout his career, set the mood for this 

play. The sin Harry is to expiate is a state of loveless

ness, but Harry neither offers nor accepts love from any 

member of his family but seeks only divine love for himself. 

At the end of the play, Harry indirectly causes his mother's 

death, and everyone else goes a separate way. Harry's 

2 Eliot, p. 111. 
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achievement in realizing his destiny seems hollow because 

no one shares in his triumph. Eliot expressed dissatisfac

tion with this play after it was produced; he realized he 

had not solved his hero's dilemma. 

Tension between the two ways surfaces in the next play, 

The Cocktail Party. Celia inherits Harry's role as one who 

is elected to sainthood. Like Harry she first looks for 

spiritual fulfillment in human love and then rejects it for 

divine love. However, the possibility of another way is 

·introduced by a second plot involving Edward and Lavinia, 

whose salvation revolves around saving their marriage. 

Eliot's own struggle ~.vi th the dichotomy of the two ways is 

evident in his handling of the two plot lines. Dramatic · 

attention is not evenly divided between the two because the 

"human condition" plot overshadows the "saint" plot. For 

example, the resolution in the last act is mostly concerned 

with the happy new life the Chamberlaynes have found. 

Celia's martyrdom is reduced to an announcement, and sig

nificantly it is announced to the community of people whose 

lives are affected by her death. Strangely enough, this 

dramatic emphasis on the human side of love is contradicted 

in large part by the dialogue. All of the characters spe~k 

words which present the Negative Way in a much better light 

than the Affirmative Way. It is almost as if Eliot is 
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pulling against the way in which his play is drifting. 

Nevertheless, The Cocktail Party shows both ways existing 

side by side and dramatizes a second phase in Eliot's devel

opment of the Christian experience as he sees it. 

In the third play, The Confidential Clerk, Harry's 

successor for the first time is not a saint. The two ways 

merge in Colby, whose ties to Ion establish him as part 

human and part divine. Like Ion,who is the son of Apollo, 

Colby chooses a "spiritual father" at the close of Eliot's 

play. The pull in this play is toward community. Colby 

rejects romantic love with Lucasta to follow a life of the 

spirit, but he does not reject human affection to go to a 

"desert" as Harry does or to martyrdom in Kinkanja as Celia 

does. Colby becomes a church organist in a suburb and finds 

human love in the Eggerson family. This third phase in 

Eliot's mythology advances the theory that a choice does 

not have to be made between the two ways and acknowledges 

the dual nature of man, part human and part divine. 

In The Elder Statesman the cycle is completed. 

Lord Claverton is like a reincarnation of Harry's father, 

who has an unexpected second chance. 3 Because Harry's 

father loaded on him his burden of sin, Harry always feels 

3 Donoghue, p. 161. 
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that the sin and its expiation are something outside of 

himself. The Furies in The Family Reunion are used to show 

this detachment. When they become the Eumenides, Harry 

simply follows his bright angels to his spiritual destiny. 

However, the view of sin has changed by the last play. In 

The Elder Statesman Lord Claverton uses his second chance 

to do battle with the sins of his past, and he leaves his 

children with blessings instead of curses. His salvation 

becomes possible when he confesses his sins, which act re-

moves the barriers between him and the one person he loves, 

his daughter Monica. There is only one way in The Elder 

Statesman, the Affirmative Way. Because Monica loves him 

in spite of his faults, he finds "the peace that ensues 

upon contrition I When contrition ensues upon knowledge of 

4 the truth." He dies happy that Monica has found a man, 

h II 1 f h 11 ' uS Charles, whom s e can ove or the man e rea y 1s. '!'he 

isolation of the first play gives way to the community of 

love in the last. Harry's bright angels look ever home-

ward throughout Eliot's cycle of plays, turning the invoca

tion to divine love at the start to a celebration of human 

love at the last. Eliot may not have had a tetralogy in 

4 
Eliot, p. 3 53. 

5 Eliot, p. 353. 



86 

mind as he wrote his last four plays, but they can be done 

justice only if viewed as a connected whole, as a tetralogy 

for the modern stage. 
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