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Hello, and welcome to today's session, we continue to look at Eliot's much celebrated essay 

Tradition and the Individual Talent. It is a 1919 essay and incidentally 2019, this year also 

marks the centenary of this much celebrated Modernist essay.  

Though Eliot has not used the term Modernism in his work, we begin to realize that his 

critical writings his attitude towards criticism and critical tradition is in stark contrast, it is 

almost a significant departure from the Romantic ideas. He is not without stating that directly, 

he is insinuating that Romanticism is almost dead and that Modernism is the new king. 

So this is evident almost throughout his works in this particular essay that we are taking a 

look at, Tradition and Individual Talent, the Metaphysical Poets and Hamlet and his 

Problems when he highlighted the idea of the ‘objective correlative’. So we find that this idea 

of the need to move away from Romanticism and to focus on the Modernist ideas, it is very, 

very clear in most of his critical writings.  

And in the first section of this essay, where he argues for the need to talk about tradition, to 

make it palatable for the English ears, he begins to argue that there is a way in which tradition 

cannot be, need not be seen as a blind imitation, it is a result of hard labour, it does not get 



automatically inherited, and that it is something which is continually in the state of flux. It is 

not something that stays static, but it continues to change. 

And towards the end of this first section, he is also aware of the many criticisms that such a 

doctrine might entail. In fact, he very directly states, ‘the objection that the doctrine requires a 

ridiculous amount of erudition, pedantry, a claim which can be rejected by appeal to the lives 

of poets in any Pantheon, it will be even affirmed that much learning deadens or perverts 

poetic sensibility.  

Why? However we persist in believing that a poet ought to know, as much as well not 

encroach upon his necessary receptivity, and necessary laziness, it is not desirable to confine 

knowledge to whatever can be put into useful shape for examinations, drawing rooms, or the 

still more pretentious modes of publicity, some can absorb knowledge, the more tardy must 

sweat for it. 

Shakespeare acquired more essential history from Plutarch than most men could from the 

whole British Museum. What else to be insisted upon is that the poet must develop or procure 

the consciousness of the past, and that he should continue to develop this consciousness 

throughout his career.  

Ofcourse, Eliot in the first half of this essay, in the first part of the essay focuses on the need 

of hard labour, about how hard work, engagement with the past will also lead to the 

absorption of the past which in turn will heavily influence the individual work, but he is also 

very much aware of the pedantic nature of such an exercise, which is why he says he gives 

this example of Shakespeare who acquired much from his reading of other works and not 

necessarily from a very direct kind of knowledge consumption. 

So, he is also alerting us to the possibility that there could be different ways in which you 

absorb the past, but the most important thing is to develop this consciousness of the past, 

which becomes extremely important in asserting the individual character of the poet as well.  

And as we have noticed, this is a very significant move away from the Romantic notion 

where the poet's personality was of utmost important. Here, Eliot is over and again telling us 

that the poet's personality is only secondary, what is more important is the way in which the 

past works with the present and produces something very radically different, which is a mix 

of both the tradition as well as individual talent. 
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In the next short passage, he clarifies this with a lot of directness. What happens is a 

continual surrender of himself. He is talking about the poet, as he is at the moment to 

something which is more valuable. So, the self, the poet’s self, needs to be surrendered to 

something which is above which is much much elevated than his own mind.  

In the previous passage, we also saw how Eliot refers to the mind of Europe, the mind of the 

country as being greater, bigger than the mind of the poet himself. So here he again says the 

poet has to continually surrender his own self, to this consciousness of the past to this greater 

mind which continues to influence his individual talent. 

The progress of an artist is a continual self-sacrifice, continual extinction of personality. This 

is in very, very stark contrast to what romantics believed in that the poetry should be an 

expression, should be an extension of the poet's own personality, it should be a letting loose 

of emotions, it should be the spontaneous overflow of powerful emotions, we will very soon 

see how Eliot very directly contradicts and challenges these notions which were put forward 

from Wordsworth onwards.  

There remains to define this process of depersonalization and its relation to the sense of 

tradition and this depersonalization, that art may be is set to approach the condition of 

science. And this sort of a comparison is very-very important, especially in the Modernist 

period, we know that a lot of modern science is developing at a fast pace in the early 20th 

century.  



And we also realize that most of these Modernist writers, they continue to be in endless 

fascination with these newer technology which are emerging with modern science. And of 

course, there are certain things which they entirely disapprove of, like the War which is also 

the result of all these advancements. But at the same time, they are in endless, continuous 

fascination of what modern science has to offer. 

So, here we find Eliot trying to bring in an interdisciplinary kind of a comparison where he 

compares the poetic principles with the scientific principles like he says, I therefore invite 

you to consider a suggestive analogy, the action which takes place when a bit of finely 

filiated platinum is introduced into a chamber containing oxygen and sulphur dioxide. 
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So here when he is giving this scientific analogy, he is referring to platinum as a catalyst and 

that remains unchanged. So, that is what happens to the poet as well, he says the poet should 

remain unchanged, the poet's personality should remain unchanged, he should only be an 

agent, which will initiate these actions which will expedite these actions and accelerate these 

actions. Otherwise, poet like platinum in this chemical reaction will remain entirely 

unchanged.  

The poet's personality will not undergo any significant change in this entire process of 

creative production. 
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In the second part of this essay, he begins to talk about the impersonal theory of poetry. 

Eliot's entire critical tradition if we analyse it, impersonality and objectivity where the 

highlights of his work, we could say. So he talks about the impersonal theory of poetry in 

such terms, ‘I have tried to point out the importance of the relation of the poem to other 

poems by other authors, and suggested the conception of poetry as a living whole of all the 

poetry that has ever been written’.  

So here he is seeing poetry not as a provincial thing, not as something authored by individual 

writers. He is seeing it as a whole, he is seeing the entire set of poetry written as a single 

homogeneous tradition. But this is also a very Eurocentric kind of tradition we would see at a 



later point, and this is also one of the criticisms against Modernist particularly Eliot's 

criticism that it was very White.  

It was very Eurocentric, and it was very male, and there was not any other kind of 

inclusiveness that he was able to talk about. ‘And I hinted by an analogy that the mind of the 

mature poet differs from that the immature one, not precisely in any evaluation of personality, 

not being necessarily more interesting or having more to say, but rather by being a more 

finely perfected medium in which special or very varied feelings are at liberty to enter into 

new combinations.  

So, what is the poet's mind being seen as over here? The poet's mind, a mature poet's mind is 

seen as a perfect medium, nothing more, nothing less, which is why he clarifies, he talks 

about when he refers to the mature poet, it is not necessarily because they are more 

interesting, or they have more to say, by virtue of their maturity, but it is because they begin 

to work as a perfect medium and that is what maturity does to a good poet, Eliot believes. 

Maturity helps this poet to stay as a good medium and stay unaffected and stay unchanged 

throughout this entire process of creative production. This is again, I reiterate, this is in stark 

contrast to what the Romantics believed in, that the personality gets poured out into the 

creative work.  

Eliot says, it is an escape from the personality, it is a moving away, it is a detachment, it is an 

impersonality that is at work more than the personality being poured out into the creative 

work.  
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Now he is coming back to the analogy that he referred to towards the end of the first section. 

The analogy was that of the catalyst when the two gases previously mentioned are mixed in 

the presence of a filament of platinum, they form sulphurous acid. 

So he is talking about chemical reaction as an analogy to the poetic production to the creative 

exercise. This combination takes place only if the platinum is present. So platinum, like the 

poet is a medium over here, it remains unchanged, but it also accelerates, it also facilitates 

this entire process.  

Nevertheless, the newly formed acid contains no trace of platinum, so when sulphurous acid 

is formed after this process after this chemical reaction, we do not find the presence of 



platinum over there. In the same way when poetry is eventually produced, one should not 

find any trace of the poet over there, the poet's personality should be completely erased. 

And the platinum itself is apparently unaffected has remained inert, neutral and unchanged, 

the mind of the poet is a shred of platinum, it is very-very clear and this objective scientific 

analogy has helped much to make sense of what Eliot is trying to convey, ‘it may partly or 

exclusively operate upon the experience of the man himself’.  

Yeah, and he does not deny that entirely, the experience what the man has undergone, what 

the man is about, that will certainly have a bearing on the kind of production, the more 

perfect the artist, the more completely separate in him will be the man who suffers and the 

mind which creates and this sums up his theory of impersonality. 

The mind which suffers and the mind which creates has to be different, has to be distinct. 

These two entities should be essentially divorced from each other, if the mind which suffers 

also becomes a mind which creates, he believes that there is no impersonality and there is no 

possibility for perfect poetry to get produced.  

The more perfect the artist, which is where he talks about the maturity of the artist, a mature 

artist will also know how to disassociate himself from that process, from that product which 

is being created. The mature artists will also know how to situate himself as this perfect 

medium which will remain in his own words inert, neutral and unchanged. 

The more perfect the artist, the more completely separate in him will be the man who suffers 

and the mind which creates. The more perfectly will the mind, digest and transmute the 

passions which are its material. So here again we will see that Eliot is trying to very-very 

evidently, very-very deliberately moved away from the Romantic ideals which were in place 

from the end of 19th century onwards.  
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What were two other chemicals which were at work when platinum was accelerating the 

action? Here, he further clarifies it saying the two other elements were emotions and feelings. 

So emotions and feelings are extremely important. 

When he is talking about an impersonal theory of poetry he is not asking the poet to get 

detached from emotions and feelings, but he is also talking about a way in which the poet is 

able to be present over there by engaging with emotions and feelings, but not necessarily 

pouring his personality out in that final product.  

The effect of a work of art upon the person who enjoys it is an experience different in kind 

from any experience, not for art, it may be formed out of one emotion, or maybe a 

combination of several. Eliot is no point make no mistake, he is not denying the significance 

that emotions and feelings have in this potent creative production, and various feelings 

inherent for the writer in particular words or phrases or images may be added to compose the 

final result. 

And here he is again alluding to ‘objective correlative’, which we shall be taking a closer 

look at in one of the other sessions. A great poetry may be made without the direct use of any 

emotion, whatever composed out of feelings solely. He is here trying to do something very 

delicate, very fine without really clarifying it any further unfortunately, he is making a fine 

distinction between emotions and feelings.  

These are two separate things in Eliot's mind, but in this essay, he has not really bothered to 

clarify this better. 
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He gives the example of Inferno and says it is a working up of the emotion evident in the 

situation. But the effect though single is that of any work of art is obtained by considerable 

complexity of detail. And he continues to develop on that example and says the poet's mind is 

in fact a receptacle for seizing and storing up numberless feelings, phrases, images, which 

remain there until all the particles which can unite to form a new compound are present 

together.  

So he is talking about this entire creative production, the process of creative production in 

terms of scientific analogies, in terms of chemical reactions, the poet just needs to be present 

over there to facilitate and accelerate all these reactions and actions and the end product will 

emerge by itself. 



But for this, what needs to be present in very potent forms is a mature poet, someone who can 

remain as a perfect medium.  
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In this passage, the next passage that we shall be taking a look at, Eliot is on to talking about 

some of the classical notions that we have taken a look at while in the previous sessions.  If 

you compare several representative passages of greatest poetry, you see how great is a variety 

of types of combination and also how completely any semi-ethical criterion of sublimity 

misses the mark. So there is no, one exact formula for perfect aesthetic production. 

For it is not the greatness, the intensity of the emotions, the components, but the intensity of 

the artistic process, the pressure, so to speak, under which the fusion takes place that counts. 

This is very significant, just like Eliot emphasizes the need for hard work, the need for labour 

in producing a work of art, in comprehending a work of art, he is also talking about the 

pressure which is involved over here. It is not entirely about leisure, it is not entirely about 

pleasure. In fact, it is more about the pressure, the conditions under which the work of art gets 

produced. The episode of Paolo and Francesca employs a definite emotion, but the intensity 

of the poetry is something quite different from whatever intensity is supposed to experience it 

may give the impression off. 

He gives examples from Shakespeare from Dante to talk about the combination of these 

different elements. And he says, the effect would be varied, the kind of combinations, the 

processes would be varied, but what remains the same is that in either case, there has been a 

fusion of elements. So this fusion is particularly important, the fusion between emotions and 



feelings, and in what sense, Eliot had made a distinction between the two and unfortunately, 

we do not really get to know.  

The Ode to Nightingale contains a number of feelings which have nothing particular to do 

with the nightingale, but which the nightingale partly perhaps because of its attractive name, 

and partly because of its reputation, serve to bring together, so this is the kind of fusion that 

he is talking about. 

It is not as if the nightingale and the emotions which are being talked about have a direct link 

to each other, it is up to the, the onus is upon the poet to make this fusion possible. It is upon 

this mature mind in this perfect medium, it entirely depends on in this perfect medium, the 

poet to make this fusion happen in such pleasing terms.  

And it does not necessarily mean that it is an easy process that is this is a process which 

works under pressure, which is why he also uses the scientific analogy to make sense of it for 

us to make sense of it rather.  
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So he again reiterates this point that the poet does not have a personality to express, it is not 

about the poet's personality at all, but it is about a particular medium, which is only a medium 

and not a personality, in which impressions and experiences combine in peculiar and 

unexpected ways. 

So, that is the uniqueness of this process, the poet moves away from his personality, he 

continues to remain only as a medium, but the combinations that he accelerates, the fusions 



that he makes possible, they are peculiar and they come together in very unexpected ways 

and that is where individuality also comes in.  

So here is where Eliot in these painstaking ways he tries to drive home the idea that tradition 

is extremely important, but at the same time the uniqueness, the individuality of the poet is 

also in making possible and facilitating these combinations which are unique, as well as 

unexpected. 

Impressions and experiences which are important for the man may take no place in the poetry 

and those which become important in the poetry may play quite a negligible part in the man, 

the personality. So, this is what he means by impersonality and the ideas of objective 

correlative, which we shall be taking a look at in greater detail.  

We will also take a look at one of his finest poems, one of the most representative poems of 

Modernist period, “The love song of Alfred Prufrock” to see how this impersonality is at 

work over there. How aesthetically, the idea of objective correlative gets represented over 

there as well. 
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While giving some examples from classical texts, he also talks about the presence of emotion 

in varied ways. And he talks about the balance of contrast and emotion, and it is in the 

dramatic situation to which speech is pertinent, but that situation alone is inadequate to it.  

So, he talks about the need to bring together different kinds of emotions in order to produce 

the kind of effect that poetry entails while celebrating this need to move away from 

personality. Eliot also finds it important reiterate that the experience that the poet had, it need 

not be unique any way, he says it is not in his personal emotions, the emotions provoked by 

particular events in his life that the poet is in any way remarkable or interesting. 

It is not about the kind of experiences the poet had at all. His particular emotions may be 

simple, crude or flat, a poet can lead an extremely uneventful life and still write about 

complex things. He argues, the emotion in his poetry will be a very complex thing, but not 



with the complexity of the emotions of people who have very complex or unusual emotions 

in life.  

So that is not the kind of equation that he is trying to bring over here. On the contrary, he is 

trying to break that equation which the Romantics tried to solidify. That the artistic 

expression is an extension of the poet's personality. On the contrary, Eliot is here saying that 

the artists need not have a complex life, a complex experience in order to produce a complex 

emotion. 

One error in fact, of eccentricity in poetry is to seek for new human emotions to express and 

in this search for novelty in the wrong place, it discovers the powers. So there is absolutely 

no need to go in search of a novel emotion that one experiences. Poetry is not about that at 

all, he tells again and again, ‘the business of the poet is not to find new emotions’ it is very, 

very clear, let us underscore this statement.  

The business of the poet is not to find new emotions, but to use the ordinary ones and in 

working them up into poetry, to express feelings which are not in actual emotions at all. Here 

we find very ironically, certain kinds of continuity is being established with Romanticism. 

If you recall the Lyrical Ballads, the preface to Lyrical Ballads by William Wordsworth, he 

also spoke about how certain ordinary things could be transformed into elevated things 

through the presence of this poet's mind, that it is not about the inherent exoticity, not about 

the inherent sublimity of any experience or of any object, but it all happens in the mind of the 

poet.  

And of course, Eliot thinks he is deviating radically from the Romantic principles by focusing 

or rather entirely defocusing the idea of personality. But in a certain way, it also appears that 

both of them are also perhaps trying to say the same thing that everything happens in the 

mind of the poet that the poet is actually an ordinary person who has the capacity to 

transform the ordinary into something else, something poetic, something exotic, which is 

what Eliot is also in a different way arguing over here. 

The business of the poet is not to find new emotions, but to use the ordinary ones, and in 

working them up into poetry to express feelings which are not in actual emotions at all. So, 

there is an entire change which happens when the poet's mind is at work and emotions which 

he has never experienced will serve his turn as well as those familiar to him.  Consequently, 

we must believe that emotion recollected in tranquillity is an inexact formula.  
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Here he is very, very directly disagreeing with Wordsworth’s notion that poetry is emotion, 

be collected in tranquillity, a spontaneous overflow of powerful emotions, recollected in 

tranquillity.  

And he very directly says it is an inexact formula, but the ironical thing continues to be that 

we can always find a kind of continuity being built, being established from Romanticism to 

Modernism, the ways in which the individuality of the poet is being asserted, in spite of the 

different modes of aesthetics and different modes of artistic productions that these different 

poets celebrate.  

It is a concentration and a new thing resulting from the concentration of a very great number 

of experiences which a practical and active person would not seem to be experiences at all. 



Romantic poetry also, if you care to remember they also did the same. If you look at a 

number of poems produced during the romantic period, “Ode to a Nightingale, or Ode to a 

Grecian Urn we find that it is not entirely about that object.  

But it is about a certain kind of fusion, which happens in the poet's mind, where the sort of 

fusion which is new, which is unexpected, and it gives a different kind of an experience to the 

reader. These experiences are not recollected, and they finally unite in an atmosphere, which 

is tranquil only in that it is a passive, attending upon the event. 

So he seems to be disagreeing with Wordsworth’s notion of emotions recollected in 

tranquillity, but we find that the focus continues to be on the poet's mind which is at work. 

‘both errors tend to’... In fact, the bad poet is usually unconscious where he ought to be 

conscious and conscious where he ought to be unconscious.  

We did not know whether way he is indirectly calling the Romantic poets as bad poets, both 

errors tend to make him personal. Poetry is not a turning loose of emotion, but an escape 

from emotion. It is not the expression of personality, but an escape from personality but of 

course, only those who have personality and emotions know what it means to want to escape 

from these things. 

Here we find a striking similarity with Keats's notion of negative capability. It is not about 

the lack per se, but the knowledge of that lack enables the poet to move away from that rather 

than knowledge of that thing which should not be there, enables a poet to move away from 

that as well. It is not the expression of personality but an escape from personality.  

But of course, only those who have personality and emotions know what it means to want to 

escape from these things. So here another thing which comes to our mind is, even when 

Wordsworth spoke about emotions recollected in tranquillity, it was not about the direct 

pouring out of emotions, direct pouring out of personality into the work of art. 

There was also a certain kind of detachment that he spoke about, which is why it had to be 

emotions recollected in tranquillity, it was not emotion, it was not the experience in the fresh 

way that the poet had undergone, but it had undergone a certain transformation in the poet's 

mind. So, in a certain level, essentially both of them are talking about what happens within 

the poet's mind.  



Both of them are talking about this entire process and both of them if you recall, they also 

had used scientific analogies to talk about this entire process which is at work. 
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So in the final section, it is a very, very short section, this is how he wraps up this discussion. 

The emotion of art is impersonal so that is one point that Eliot continues to drive home, his 

theory of poetry which is rooted in personality. The emotion of art is impersonal and the poet 

cannot reach this impersonality without surrendering himself wholly to the work to be done.  

And he is not likely to know what is to be done unless he lives in what is not merely the 

present, but the present moment of the past unless he is conscious, not of what is dead, but of 

what is already living. He is trying to bring this discussion back into focus to where he began 

by talking about the need to bring back tradition, the need to have a fusion of the tradition as 

well as the present.  

He is again reminding the poetry that the business of the poet is to remain impersonal. And 

this impersonality cannot be achieved unless the poet is willing to surrender himself entirely 

to the work of art which is going to be produced. And in that work of art, one should not find 

any trace of this poet, the poet’s mind which had created this work, and this he says this 

entire knowledge, this entire exercise could be engaged with only if one is very-very 

conscious of what had gone by about the tradition and about how the poet's work, the poet’s 

decision is situated within that. 

So, here is how he talks about the combination of tradition and individual talent by arguing 

that tradition is not a dirty word, tradition is not something that could be swept under the 



carpet, but on the other hand, it is a very live thing which continues to undergo a change and 

the poet’s personality and the poet's individual work will get significance, will produce 

fruition only if there is an act of engagement with what is past, with what is now referred to 

as tradition.  

I read the final sentence again, And he is not likely to know what is to be done unless he lives 

in what is not merely the present, but the present moment of the past, unless he is conscious, 

not of what is dead, but of what is already living. 

He is also refering to canon, tradition, which never dies, which continues to live on, whether 

this is a right way to engage with theory of poetry or not, that is a different question 

altogether. But the significant thing is that he is reiterating the significance of canon and we 

find that it is the entire discipline of literary studies, this is also heavily rooted in what is 

canon and how to move away from it.  

So this is again, a very significant seminal moment in the history of literary criticism, where 

canon becomes extremely important, tradition becomes extremely important in order to 

evaluate a work of art, in order to engage with the work of art creatively as well as critically. 

With this, we wrap up for today. Thank you for your attention, and I look forward to seeing 

you in the next session. 

 

 


