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The Artist as a “Little Old Man”: A Reading of T.S. Eliot’s “Gerontion”


Of all the offerings from T.S. Eliot’s Poems of 1920, the first poem “Gerontion” has drawn the most scrutiny from critics and scholars. Because it is the only vers libre poem in English in the volume, and Eliot had established himself as a vers libre poet in Prufrock and Other Observations in 1917, “Gerontion” appears to be the poem that links Prufrock and one of the most important poems in the twentieth century, The Waste Land. The connections between Prufrock, in particular ”The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufruck” and “Portrait of a Lady,” and “Gerontion” and The Waste Land go beyond the poet’s choice of rhythm and meter. The two volumes and “Gerontion” involve isolated, insecure characters in decaying, spiritless, and fragmented societies, all of which Eliot presents in a sea of references and allusions. “Gerontion,” though, is much more of an autobiographical poem, and the reader soon recognizes that the “little old man” of the poem is Eliot himself. The uneven and fragmented stanzas, the tensions created by contrasts in the poem, and the recurring images of wind and the decaying house all come together to present an artist at an impasse in his writing career who claims, “I have lost my passion” (59).


The interpretation that “Gerontion” is about a writer struggling with his art is supported by a biographical study of Eliot at the time he was working on Poems, which were written in the period 1916-1919. Eliot was working at Lloyd’s Bank in London at the time, in addition to giving lectures to supplement his income. Having been turned down for military service in the Great War because of a medical condition, Eliot tried to get a job in the U.S. intelligence service in 1918.
 The war ended before his paperwork went through. Life as a poet was also difficult. Five of his poems appeared in editor Ezra Pound’s Catholic Anthology, and the volume was not selling well. He was working two jobs and his wife Vivien was sick; consequently, he was not doing much writing. He also worried that his first volume of poems had been his penultimate poetic achievement because he told his brother that “Prufrock” might be “a swan song.”
 


Even though Eliot was only 32 at the time of the publication of “Gerontion,” artistically he worried that he hand entered a metaphorical old age. The inscription and the first two lines of the poem alert the reader that this poem is about the contrast and struggle between youthfulness and old age. The inscription from Measure for Measure suggests there is no distinction between “youth” and “age,” but the image of the old man being read to by a boy in the first two lines emphasizes a tension between these two periods of life. Additionally, the contrast between the “dry month” and the anticipation of rain establishes a tension that will never be resolved. The boy, a Percival, will not free this Fisher King from his dry and decaying place. Instead, the old man poet will be lost in a “wilderness of mirrors” (67) and then pushed “to a sleepy corner” (71) of the earth by Trade winds.


As quickly as the narrator, the gerontion, establishes who he is and what he is doing, he then reveals who he is not: “I was neither at the hot gates/ Nor fought in the in the warm rain/ Nor deep in the salt marsh, heaving a cutlass” (3-5). The narrator has not been through heroic, romanticized struggles, and is hard here for the reader not to think of an Eliot snubbed by the military. Simply by the placement of the next words after the list of struggles the narrator has not experienced, the reader is led to believe that the absence of a traditional heroic struggle in the old man’s life has somehow fostered a life in “a decayed house” (7) with a sneezing servant, a “peevish” fire, and surrounded by coughing goats, but in the fourth stanza, when the narrator has switched to a first person plural point of view, the reader learns that “[u]nnatural vices/ Are fathered by our heroism” (45-46). Eliot finds his anti-Romantic voice here, which is only a part of the sexually charged, antagonistic attitude about the past, or history, that characterizes stanza four, which will be discussed shortly.


At the end of stanza one, Eliot introduces the motif of wind and whispering. The old man is “[a] dull head among windy spaces” (16) and “in a draughty house/Under a windy knob” (32-33) where “[v]acant shuttles/ weave the wind” (30-31). In stanzas two and three, Christ the tiger is “[t]o be eaten, to be divided, to be drunk/ Among the whispers” (22-23). Stanza four presents a personified and feminized “history” who “deceives with whispering ambitions” (36). The poem ends with an image of a “[g]ull against the wind, in the windy straits of Belle Isle” (71-72) and the gerontion taken far away by trade winds. Not only does Eliot create a haunting, hollow sound to this poem with these images, he also presents the wind as a symbol of a constant presence and force against the old man poet. On one level, especially in connection with the images of the draughty house, the wind represents decay from age, the unstoppable pressure asserted on a person, or “rented house,” by Time. On another level, the wind and whispers come from the populace—Mr. Silvero, Hakagawa, Madame de Tornquist, and Fräulein von Kulp—the readers of Eliot’s poetry. And on an even further level, the wind is the past and the Prufrock poems. Aging, his readership, the past—all of these winds and whispers strand the old man poet with “a dry brain in a dry season” on a far-removed, “sleepy corner” of the globe.


Stanza four may seem to be the most problematic of all of the stanzas, but in it Eliot is able to express the tension between his attraction to and repulsion of the past that has paralyzed him as a poet, making him feel like a gerontion. The opening phrase of the stanza is seemingly oblique: “After such knowledge, what forgiveness?” (34). The knowledge the old man has gained is indeterminate, as is the provider of forgiveness. Yet, in stanza three, the old man has made the strikingly bold and arrogant claim that “I have no ghosts.” This statement is the knowledge the old man has gained, but he recognizes so quickly that this knowledge is false, that he indeed does have “ghosts,” that he must ask for forgiveness. By no coincidence, then, does the old man begin a long metaphor comparing history—the past—to a seductress. She is something that is craved, yet she “gives with such supple confusions/ That the giving famishes the craving” (39-40). She “has many cunning passages, contrived corridors/ And issues,” and she “deceives with whispering ambitions,/ Guides us by vanities” (35-37). The sexual overtones of Eliot’s descriptions suggest that the past is a kind of femme fatale from which he can not completely escape.


Eliot speaks directly about his artistic frustration and the discussion of it in the poem in stanzas five and six. The reader sees his paralysis and his feeling of financial inadequacy: “We have not reached conclusion, when I/ Stiffen in a rented house” (51-52). Eliot then reemphasizes again his connection to the past by citing, as he did in the first stanza, where the source of the poem, “this show,” does not come from: “I have not made this show purposelessly/And it not by any concitation [moving
]/Of the backward devils” (53-55). Backward devils are fortunetellers in Dante’s Inferno who were condemned to walk backward.

Because the backward devils are about the future, Eliot is suggesting that the poem comes out of his attachment, whether he likes it or not, to the past. Eliot carries the presentation of his static state as a poet to a further degree in stanza six, in a stanza that is uniquely void of any crypticism. He speaks plainly and “honestly” about his stasis:



I have lost my passion: why should I need to keep it



Since what is kept must be adulterated?



I have lost my sight, smell, hearing, taste and touch (59-61).

For a poet to lose his senses and not be able to create imagery means the end of his poetry.


There is hope for the poet at the end of the poem. The landscape may be bleak, Eliot’s “delirium” may be “chilled,” but the strong sensory imagery of stanza seven indicates the loss of his senses was only temporary, as will be his case of writer’s block. Eliot may not be any closer to a “conclusion,” because he still is in a wild, fractious “wilderness of mirrors” where the representative Europeans (De Bailhache, Fresca, Mrs. Cammel) are “whirled” to a far corner of the universe, out beyond the constellation Ursa Major “in fractured atoms” (69-71), and the old man poet is whirled by the ever-present wind to a far corner of the earth, but the situations in stanza seven are so fragmented that they can not be real. Instead, Eliot realizes, they are merely “thoughts in a dry brain in a dry season” (77). The thoughts that have invaded the corridors and have filled the rooms of his brain are paralyzing, but fortunately only seasonal.

� Manju Jain, A Critical Reading of the Selected Poems of T.S. Eliot (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), p. 21-22.


� Quoted in Jain, p. 75.
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� Jain, p. 93





