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EXTRACT

Indic texts acted not only as a repository of images and jocal allu-
sions for Eliot and, in time, as 2 preparation for certain important
Christian insights, but often, and often more deeply, 85 a deliberately
evoked catalyst for fundamental changes in his thought and style. In
the major classics of Hindu and Buddhist traditions Eliot fou.nd
persfrectives that intersected at crucial points with his own growm.g
religious convictions, his work in philosophy, and his interest in
technigues of meditation and their tefation to writing, In generz'xL

however, these classics offered not simply points of confirmation
of previously held ideas but valuable challenges to established poims
of view. Eliot learned, then, to appreciate the multipie perspectives
involved in his Indic and Western studies less for their sameness than
for what he calted “the difference they can make {0 one another”.

Readers of Eliot's poetry in India and elsewhere have been ﬁ?r
jong puzzled by the enigmatic ending with the words “Shantih
shantih shantih” to The Waste Land and those almost nonchalant .
references to Krishna in “The Dry Salvages”. What may have
Eliot meant to convey in these lines? How far did his knowledge
of Indian texts extend? Is the presence of “Indic traditions” to
be detected through a larger part of his poetical works, or is it

confined to a few stray passages?
The aforementioned guestions and many others are explored

in exhaustive detail in Cleo McNelly Kearns’ T.S. Eliot and Indic
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Traditions. Part-I of her study surveys the Indic texts and tradi-
tions with which Eliot was familiar and discusses how Eliot
came to acquire his knowledge of Eastern philosophy and
modes of speculation. His initiation in Indian thought began
when he was a boy with Sir Edwin Arnold’s The Light of Asia.
As an undergraduate at Harvard, he was introduced to a more
sophisticated understanding of Buddhism by Irving Babbitt, a
lcading exponent of the “New Humanism” and later translator
of the Dhammapada. Eliot returned to Harvard, after a few
years in Paris, for further studies in philosophy. “Two years
spent in the study of Sanskrit (and Pali) under Charles Lanman,”
Eliot was to write in After Strange Gods, “and a year in the
mazes of Patanjali’s metaphysics under the guidance of James
Woods, left me in a state of enlightened mystification.””  The
“gubtleties” of the Indian philosophers, Eliot then felt, made
“most of the great European philosophers look like school boys™,
but he also came to the conclusion that the categories of Indian
thought were so different from the distinctions common to
European philosophy that he would have to forget, and this he
did not wish to do, “how to think and feel as an American or
a European” if he at all hoped to penetrate “to the heart of
that mystery” of Eastern speculation.

The Eliot papers at Harvard and King's College, Cambridge,
which contain inter alia his class and lecture notes, and the
syllabi of the courses that he took, suggest that his knowledge
of Sanskrit texts extended to small portions of the Vedas, the
Upanishads, the Bhagavad Gita, the Pancatantra, and the epics;
and among scholarly works, he knew of Deussen’s studies in
Indian philosophy. At Harvard Eliot also attended a series of
lectures on Buddhism by a visiting scholar, Masaharu Anesaki,
and he studied parts of the Jatakas, Nikayas, and the Saddharma-
pundarika, and Henry Clarke Warren’s Buddhism in Translations.
In 1918 he even teviewed, for the International Journal of Ethics,
a book on Upanishadic philosophy. Kearns also points out that
the whole climate at Harvard was conducive to taking Eastern
texts seriously.  The Philosophy Department counted among its
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@ii!iam James, from whose Varieties of Religions Experf.
o (/€h‘ot took carefu) notes, and Josiah Royce, the most wej)-

LW idealist philosopher in the United States, and the teacher
under whose Supervision Eliot wrote a doctoral thesis op Bradley,
Indeed, there was at Harvard such 4 constellation of figures and
forceg converging to “influence™ Eliot and veer him towards an
exploration of Indic traditions, that j would have been surpris-
ing if Eliot had somehow Mmanaged to remaip immune o these
new trends,

In his early critjeat writings, Eliot had insisted on the primacy
of facts, ang even claimed that “the work of art cannot pe
interpreted; there is nothing' to interpret.” Only when interpret-
ation puts “the reader in possession of facts” s j legitimate,
The groundwork for understandf'ng the place if any of “Indic
thought” jn Eliot's work is admirably Jaid in Kearns® study and

{and largest) section of her study discusses the various influences
——religious, philosophical, angd literary—on Eliot; and indeed
her entire study revolves, rather unhappily, around the question
of “influence”. Not to mention the ancients or Dante or the
Elizabethean dramatists, among his contemporaries alone Eliot
is said to have been “influenced” by William James, Royce,
Bradley, Babbitt, pPayj Elmer More, Whitman, Bertrand Russell,
T.E. Hulme, Yeats, and many others. For Kearng this is perfectly
apposite : “Of a]] the moderns, Eliot had the greatest susceptj-
bility to influence, both conscious and unconscious” ; 5 gift for
appreciating the mugic of poetry, the many “nuances of tone
and style”, was happily joined Lo wide buy Systematic reading
and to *zp ability to meet work on its own terms. . .which no
other poet of his time could match” (p.177). But with these
bold observations, and the rather obvious distinction between
“influence” ang “imitation”, the question of whay constitutes

' INDIAN LITERATURE

and of the contrary tendency to resort ad in].‘ininm':’ fo s‘t‘ud.wS
such as “Eliot and Hulme”, “Eliot and Whitman™ or “Eljot
155¢l™, .

ﬂnd'}'l;(;Sappropriaticm of the term “inﬁucm?c" as an analylu;al

device, though it lacks the rigour to func!.:on as stmh,. ?nab es
Kearns to assimilate Eliot to the more unn:’crsa! tradmonsgf
“metaphysical literature” and “wisdom poetry (f:.g., pp.I?{I,z .
231). Thus it becomes possible to argue, anc‘i‘ 50 in cf'l:ec.t earns
does, that as Eliot wag greatly influenced by w:sdon} E:feraturc,
it was but natural that he should be moved by Indaa‘? h-teratu‘r’e
as one of the supreme embodiments of man’s quest for “wisdom"".
This commonplace view of Indic literature leads to rffthcr
predictable readings of Eliot's poetry, tflough th'e analysis of
The Waste Land and the Four Quartets, which constitutes the final
part of the book, is not unrewarding_ at ?iaces. Kearns cogentgy
argues, for example, that the opening lines of The Waste Lan A

April is the erueljest month, bfet:ding
Lilacs out of the dead land, mixing
Memory and desire, stirring

Dull réots with spring rain L}

are informed partially “by the concept of unconscious. motiva’:
tion in the Yoga-sutras and ig many texts of the Pali canon

(p. 201), and that the lines “On Mal:gate Sands/_ Ican connect/
Nothing with nothing”, reflect *a universal experience of 'a‘ukk’!’:.a
. . .stemming from the ‘deception of all wordly ex perience’”,
Similarly engaging is the suggestion, apropos The Waste Land,
that the voice of the thunder is taken frcm_ thn? Briizadar;z.myaka
Upanishad (p. 33), or that (he “wz‘zter-dnppmg_ song™ owes
something to “many technical treatises on mcdzfat:.on, both
Indic and Christian” (p. 217, However, even jf it can be
inferred that Eliot's references to Indian texts were not merely
scattered and arbitrary, but rather part?ok of s.ome orde.:r.and
perhaps of some not merely ephe‘mera! Interest in the spiritua)
traditions of the East are we entitled to conclude that 4 sense
of Indic traditions informs Eliot’s poetical and prose works fo
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texts were for Eliot 3 fount of Wisdom and 2 preparation for
certain importan, Christian insights a6 well (p.vii), Eliot
undoub[cdly found ajse that certain principleg and normg he
Prized were even more highly valued in (e Indian tradition. 1,
his Famoys £55ay on “Tradition and the Individyg) Talent»

of personaljs » fothing of {he #rHst mysgt Temain in hig work,
What elge was the Indiin literatyre with which Eliot was
familiar , testimony o but the imperatjve lo merge the indivi-
dual Personality ing the whole? In whay other classica] literatyre
had anonymity been 50 sanctified? More s:'gmﬁcant!y, in appre.
hending tyo different iraditiong, Eliot wag discovering the
difference that the WO tradijtions Can make o One another,

understandable why the Bhagayayq Gita, g considerab!y later
work where the idea of 5 recejves g more Drominens ¢Xposition,
femained Eljos's favourite Indic text, “the next Breatest philosg.

fonetheless she unf‘ortunately dttempts g mitigate this difference
between Chn’stianily and Eastern traditions,

“The Indic traditions” of which Kearns SPeaks ampyny in
reality tg ng more than g handfuj of books, principaHy a few of
the major Upanishads and the Giyg, The Indiy of Eliot, and

i
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infleenceg through whom Ejjot found pjs way to some Indic
traditions Occupy g Promineny place jn Kearng’ study, the author

voyaging inte far-off jands the Westery Writer has Benerally
dared to do,

Vingy Lal
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