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“We’re sea bathing, but you have to avoid sharks.”
In this season of holiday postcards, one sent from Plettenberg Bay, South Africa, by TSE
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Editorial
This has been an unusual summer, our second in the grip of Covid-19. Last year, we were all ‘eating out to
help out’ in glorious weather, which meant in my case that afternoon tea at a local National Trust property
came in at half-price. Nice to think I was helping the nation! But this year, it’s almost as if last year’s golden
summer and half-price teas never happened. Extraordinary weather – temperatures lurching from one extreme
to another, violent rainfall, localised flooding, the warmest July ever recorded worldwide – has been making
palpable the reality of the climate crisis. Add to a global pandemic a climate emergency, and the prospect for
the planet and for humanity looks increasingly ominous ….
But one feature of this summer at least has been uplifting, even faith-renewing. The internationally
renowned actor Ralph Fiennes has taken Eliot’s ‘Four Quartets’ on tour, and tickets have been hot property,
for very good reasons. Together with fellow Committee members from the Society, your editor was fortunate
to be at the Cambridge Arts Theatre on July 8th (double-vaccinated, masked, and socially distanced!) to
experience the performance, and this edition of Exchanges offers a medley of responses and evaluations from
committee members.
This ‘Exchanges’ opens with a substantial and fascinating article by Society Chairman Paul Keers, on
Eliot’s fly-leaf blurbs, both those Eliot wrote himself and those written for his own books by Faber colleagues
and American publishers. Paul raises the question, to what extent the blurb is ever an attempt to tell the truth
about, even accurately to describe, the work within the book. Illuminatingly, he compares different blurbs for
the same text and concludes that all is not always what it seems ….
Lest this edition might be altogether too high-toned for the Summer holiday, adopting too severe a note of lofty,
Eliotic seriousness, we conclude with a balancing piece sourced from Eliot’s Harvard friend and contemporary
Conrad Aitken, one which is new to me. The piece shows Eliot in a somewhat different, even rather endearing,
light: the great poet and critic, ‘the eminent man of letters’, is also – if we accept Aitken’s testimony – a rather
fallible and frivolous human being!
John Caperon
Editor
Exchanges is the quarterly newsletter of the T.S. Eliot Society (UK). If you would like to contribute or if you
have queries or suggestions please contact the Editor direct at Exchanges@tseliotsociety.uk
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Publishers’ practices: Eliot and the Blurb
The descriptive text on the dustjacket of a book is known in the trade as a ‘blurb’. Written by the publishers,
and often printed on the inside front flyleaf, its object is to summarise and promote the contents to potential
purchasers. After the First Edition, it is often replaced with enthusiastic quotes from reviews. But that First
Edition ‘blurb’ stands as a record of the way in which publishers presented a book at the time of its publication.
That in itself would make the ‘blurbs’ on TS Eliot’s books of poetry interesting. Do we still feel that
those initial descriptions are valid? Are they how we would describe Eliot’s poetry to an audience today? What
makes them doubly interesting is that Eliot was, of course, a Director of his own publishers, Fabers – and that
he actually wrote the blurbs for other Faber authors. ‘Everyone admitted that he was our best blurb-writer’,
wrote Frank Morley, one of Faber & Faber’s founding directors. And Eliot was clearly proud of his work, as
he kept Faber catalogues recording those blurbs he had composed himself.
Eliot’s US publishers were effusive about his work. Alfred A Knopf said on their jacket of Eliot’s
Poems (1920) that “They are conspicuous for their subtlety of humor and rhythm, the freshness of the author’s
vision and the keenness of his observation, the originality and fineness of his style.”
The dustjacket of the First Edition of The Waste Land, published in the US, quoted at some length
from an article about the poem in the New York Tribune by Burton Rascoe, describing The Waste Land as “A
thing of bitterness and beauty, which is a crystallization or
synthesis of all the poems Mr. Eliot has hitherto written”. It
went on to say that the poem “is, perhaps, the finest poem of
this generation.”
And in 1936, Harcourt, Brace and Company
published Eliot’s then Collected Poems in the US, with a
blurb asserting that since The Waste Land, Eliot had been in a
“second phase” of creativity, which might or might not have
been completed with The Rock. ‘What is, however, certain’
they declared, ‘is that Mr Eliot’s second phase, whether it
has come to an end or not, is already more extensive, more
various, and no less ‘loaded’ than the first.’
Eliot himself was wary of such descriptions.
In a talk to the Society of Young Publishers in 1952, he
described the ‘utmost difficulty’ of writing blurbs for poetry.
‘If you praise highly,’ he said, ‘the reviewer may devote a
paragraph to ridiculing the publisher’s pretensions; if you
try understatement, the reviewer may remark that even the
publisher doesn’t seem to think much of this book: I have
had both experiences.’
Perhaps that is why his own collections at home
were published with relatively minimal blurbs. AshWednesday (1930), a work which we now regard as seminal,
avoided any kind of explication; the flyleaf of its First
Edition stated briefly and simply (if repetitively): “A new
sequence of six poems with certain recurrent themes. They

are certain developments of a style used by the author in at least one
of his recent Ariel poems.”
Similarly, the blurb for Four Quartets failed to attempt any
summary of the themes or structure of the work, settling instead
for the publishing history of the four poems. However, even this
proved troublesome.
		
The First Edition of 1944 lists the previous publication
dates of the individual poems; but then states: ‘the author, however,
has always intended them to be published as one volume, and to be
judged as a single work.’
		
That was not, of course, the case. Eliot only conceived
of the idea of the whole sequence during the composition of East
First Printing
Second Printing
Coker; and the wording perhaps also suggests that there had been
some error, against Eliot’s intentions, in Faber previously publishing individual sections in pamphlets by
themselves. The First Edition blurb was rewritten, to state in subsequent printings that Burnt Norton ‘led to its
three successors’ [my italics] – and also to warn purchasers that they may already own that part of the contents.
What was retained includes the interesting conclusion; that the author ‘always intended’ (or
subsequently ‘wishes’) the contents ‘to be judged as a single work’. Am I alone in finding strange the choice
of the word ‘judged’? Most authors surely think primarily of their audience ‘reading’ or ‘enjoying’ their work;
few announce a primary concern for those who will be ‘judging’ it.
It was left to his colleague John Hayward to put Eliot’s work into its contemporary context, when he
wrote the flyleaf copy for the Penguin edition of Eliot’s Collected Poems (1948): ‘Readers who are familiar
only with the ‘traditional’ poets,’ it declares, ‘must revise their attitude to poetry if they are to get on terms with
TS Eliot, the major poet of this modern age.’ Hopefully by now we have been able to ‘get on terms’ with him.
The longest, most entertaining and most revealing of Eliot’s blurbs appeared on the First Edition of Old
Possum’s Book of Practical Cats (1939). Here, the description of the author as ‘Mr Eliot’, standard for the period,
takes on a deliciously ironic quality given that the contents are for children; and the blurb is so entertaining that
it merits quotation in full. (It was sadly replaced with enthusiastic reviews on subsequent printings.):
‘It is more than three years since we announced a book of children’s verses by Mr Eliot under the title
of Pollicle Dogs and Jellicle Cats.
‘We have sometimes been accused, by members of the public who have complained that this book
was not obtainable through their booksellers, of having invented it out of our own heads. This accusation is
baseless. Many of the poems have been in private circulation for some years; and their privileged recipients (of
ages varying between six and twelve) have exerted the strongest possible pressure upon the author in favour
of more general publication.
‘In resisting this pressure Mr Eliot is believed to have been fortified by a growing desire for the
company of cats, and a growing perception that it would be impolite to wrap them up with dogs. The cat
poems, however, are now numerous enough to make a book by themselves.’
In 1952, Eliot told an audience of Young Publishers that ‘Everyone engaged in publishing knows what
a difficult art blurb-writing is; every publisher who is also an author considers this form of composition more
arduous than any other that he practises.’ Sometimes, clearly, the labours succeeded more than others.
Paul Keers

Ralph Fiennes’ Four Quartets – a medley of perspectives
Put a bunch of Eliot enthusiasts together to hear a famous actor reciting Eliot, and what do you get? Differing
responses, inevitably. And when some Society Committee members heard Ralph Fiennes in July at the
Cambridge Arts Theatre, that was certainly the case. Here are just three reactions:
I have heard ‘Four Quartets’ read several times; I have myself read
it aloud with others; but on a Summer’s evening in Cambridge I
sat for eighty minutes, without a break, watching and listening to
Ralph Fiennes not reading, but delivering Eliot’s poem. It was not
just a tour de force of memory but a performance of depth and
variety, which held my attention all the way.
In many ways it didn’t feel like a performance at all.
Fiennes was barefoot and casually dressed, and opened with a
conversational tone which enhanced the credibility of his voice. Ralph Fiennes by Matt Humphrey
He sounded as if he really understood the poem as well as knowing it by heart and in this production, which
he also directed, he animated the poem, bringing it to life with his voice and body.
The overall tone was serious, often sombre, but there was plenty of movement and changes of mood
enhanced by lighting and sound. The set of big, slanting slabs changed with each poem, giving it a different
scenario. ‘The Dry Salvages’, for instance, was introduced by a great roar which sounded like the sea or a
river, ‘sullen, untamed and intractable’, and the use of lighting and darkness added to the effect.
One critic, while admiring the production, suggested that the poem is really best suited to an audio
production, but I disagree. Seeing it performed added depth and colour to Fiennes’s interpretation. In East
Coker, for example, he became one of the dancers round the fire:
‘Lifting heavy feet in clumsy shoes,
Earth feet, loam feet, lifted in country mirth’
in an earthy, sexy, primitive rite expressing the birth and death of the seasons.
There was humour at times, sometimes in unexpected places. There was a moment in East Coker when
we were plunged into darkness as Fiennes began: ‘O dark dark dark. They all go into the dark’; but as the list
of those who go into the dark - ‘the captains, merchant bankers, eminent men of letters’ - went on, there were
quiet chuckles from the audience. And later, when he came to:
‘You say I am repeating something I have said before. I shall say it again. Shall I say it again?’
he invited us to laugh with him; and perhaps at Eliot?
I found Little Gidding the most moving, particularly the meeting with the ‘dead master’, where Fiennes
enacted the dialogue in a way that sounded like a real conversation, so that I heard the words; ‘Let me disclose
the gifts reserved for age’ as I’ve never heard them before. My only criticism was that the ending was more
sombre than I expected. There was a tender moment when Fiennes knelt at ‘The dove descending’, and the last
section was serious and beautiful, but lacked for me the hope and the joy that I hear in those last lines.
Friends have told me that on some nights Fiennes received a standing ovation, and perhaps those were
occasions when the mood was more upbeat, but from our audience there was quite a long, rapt, even reverent
silence before Fiennes moved and we broke into applause. It seemed the right response to a wonderfully
thoughtful and creative interpretation.
Pauline Davison

Before going to the performance I read the ‘Guardian’ review. I got the
impression that the author had not really understood Eliot as the two standout points she made were one: that Ralph was barefoot; and two: that he
was ‘word perfect’. My first reaction was that neither of these observations
were particularly relevant or insightful.
However, having now seen the production, I have to admit that it is
actually difficult not to admire someone who can remember eighty minutes’
worth of poetry without hesitation or error.
The key was probably in his included movement which may have given
the actor a hook on which to hang the words. So sitting down barefoot, at a
radio set, moving pieces of scenery to direct light, putting his jacket off and
on or including other gestures to emphasise a point may have been useful
choreography to boost both meaning and memory.
Ralph Fiennes by Matt Humphrey
Kathy Radley
Oh Boy. Such a splendid recital. Ralph Fiennes’ performance of ‘Four Quartets’ was a joy to experience:
it mesmerised, it surprised, and it soothed. For those eighty minutes on stage Fiennes conjured the essence
of Eliot, man and poem. His use of voice, his subtle incantations, slow and serious, captured the gravity of
Eliot’s reading voice without being impressionistic. The way Fiennes inhabited an ordinary brown shirt was a
choreography in and of itself: he evoked so many imagined poses and postures, expressing and bringing to life
the emotion behind a line or image. To this end, his bare feet made perfect sense. I do hope that at least one of
the performances is filmed so that I can watch it again and again? For me it was the precision and physicality
of the performance that will stay with me for a very long time.
Christina Percy
What to make of these varying responses? There’s unanimity that ‘performance’ seems a good word to
describe Fiennes’ delivery of Eliot’s poems. Unanimity, too, that Fiennes’ appearance and dress were part of
this: here was an actor, after all; and the stage set and the actor’s movement were both elements in the overall
impact. So this wasn’t a simple ‘reading, or ‘recitation’; it was, arguably, a kind of reaching back into the
foundation era of oral poetry, where the bare-foot bard would both perform the work, and be part of that work
himself. Not that Fiennes was channelling Homer, exactly; rather that his performance recalled what poetry
must once have been like, and can still be, when it’s liberated from the page.
Fiennes was a revelation. He revealed the sheer power, the force of Eliot’s words. Not tired or
desiccated, as Eliot’s own recorded voice may sound, these were words with physical presence and profound
spiritual resonance, too. And Fiennes brought the unity of the ‘Quartets’ to the fore. The trickiest shift, as it
has seemed to me, from the earthiness of ‘Burnt Norton’ to the wild seascape of ‘The Dry Salvages’, became
a natural transition in a developing, thematic ‘argument’. And the poems’ close, as the ‘tongues of flame are
in-folded/ Into the crowned knot of fire’, created a deep sense of meaning and unity, as ‘the fire and the rose are
one.’ A standing ovation would have been all wrong. Reverence – the silence of holiness – seemed right.
John Caperon
Ralph Fiennes’ world premiere stage adaptation of Four Quartets will transfer to London’s Harold Pinter
Theatre for a strictly limited run of 36 performances only from 18 November to 18 December 2021. Tickets
are available now; full details are on the Events page of our website.
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Conrad Aiken on Eliot: ‘ … in a way I became his younger brother ….’
Eliot and I must have met at the end of my freshman year, when I was
elected to the Harvard Advocate. We saw a great deal of each other, in spite
of the fact that we were a year apart, and remained very close.
Of course, at the beginning, on the Advocate, we talked chiefly about
poetry, or literature in general. But as the friendship, or kinship, developed—
for in a way I became his younger brother—it widened to take in everything.
And we met on very, very many quite frivolous occasions. Sports, comics,
everything. We developed a shorthand language of our own which we fell
into for the rest of our lives whenever we met, no holds barred—all a matter
of past reference, a common language, but basically affection, along with
Conrad Aiken
humor, and appreciation for each other’s minds, and of Krazy Kat…
…When [years later] he paid his infrequent visits here, we invariably met to get drunk together. There
was a splendid occasion when he and I and our wives dined at “The Greeks’” after he’d received a silver bowl
from the Signet Society; he was wearing a cowboy hat, and we all got plastered. We went on to the Red Lion
Grill, after many drinks at the Silver Dollar Bar, the two toughest and queerest joints in Boston. He couldn’t
walk, for his ankles were crossed, so Valerie [his wife] lifted him into the taxi.
From: ‘The Writer’s Chapbook’, edited by George Plimpton (Penguin Books, 1989)
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