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INTRODUCTION 

When T. S. Eliot announced his conversion to Christianity in 1928, Virginia Woolf wrote to 

her sister that “poor dear Tom Eliot [. . .] may be called dead to us all from this day forward.  

He has become an Anglo-Catholic, believes in God and immortality, and goes to church [. . .] 

There’s something obscene in a living person sitting by the fire and believing in God” (qtd. in 

Lewis 142).  Woolf’s appraisal of Eliot’s declaration of religious conviction, while it is 

noticeably acerbic, nevertheless reflects a fairly widespread attitude towards religious faith 

amongst intellectuals of the time.  Eliot’s The Waste Land (1922), with its confusing form, 

dense allusiveness, and bleak tone, had cemented his status as one of the century’s most 

important modernist writers.  With his conversion six years later, a reviewer in the Times 

Literary Supplement “pointed out that [Eliot] had suddenly arrested [his] progress” (Eliot, 

“Thoughts After Lambeth”, n.p.).  Somehow, Eliot wrote, he had become “a lost sheep, [. . .] 

a kind of traitor” (ibid.) 

 Eliot’s conversion shaped his literary output tremendously.  Much of his post-

conversion literary work (“Journey of the Magi”, “Ash Wednesday”, and Murder in the 

Cathedral) focused on religious themes, and he continued to address the relationship between 

religion and literature in his criticism.  His last major poetic work, Four Quartets, represents 

in many ways a culminating artistic expression of his faith, and is considered to contain some 

of “the greatest twentieth-century achievements in the poetry of philosophy and religion” 

(Kirk 7).   

 Four Quartets is a structurally complex work comprised of four poems, each of which 

alludes to a unique feast in the Christian liturgical year (the Ascension, Good Friday, the 

Annunciation, and Pentecost, respectively); one of the classical elements (air, earth, water, 

fire); and a location (Burnt Norton, an abandoned manor house in Cotswald, England; East 

Coker, Eliot’s ancestral parish; the Dry Salvages, a cluster of rocks off the coast of 
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Massachusetts; and Little Gidding, a Huntingdonshire religious community).  Each quartet 

contains five “movements”, and each of these movements corresponds to its analogous 

movement in the other quartets.  Finally, there at least four distinct poetic voices (lyric, 

didactic, colloquial, and deliberative) at work throughout (Kenner, quoted in Bellin 423).  In 

Eliot’s own words, this complex structure allows him to make “a poem by weaving in 

together three or four superficially unrelated themes: the ‘poem’ being the degree of success 

in making a new whole out of them” (qtd. in Moody 143).  These themes include time and 

individual consciousness, human efforts to remember moments of experienced 

transcendence, and the relationship between human language and Logos.1  

 Critical attention has often focused on this last theme.  One example of such criticism 

is George A. Knox’s 1951 essay, which argued that through the “yoking together of 

heterogeneous images and ideas”, “the poetic word [. . .] as the poetical instrument, fuses 

with the quest for the Word, the Logos” (311-312).  The Quartets, according to Knox, 

explore the tension between the poet’s urge to speak about the divine, and the impossibility 

of human words to ever do so accurately (313).  This thematic tension inspired later critics to 

approach the poem using concepts derived from negative theology (cf. Anderson, Bellin, 

Harmon) and from deconstruction (cf. Melaney, Farahbakhsh, Jackson).   

 The Four Quartets’ treatment of human language in relation to the divine Word is 

intimately related to its exploration of the Incarnation, a connection frequently noted by 

critics (e.g. Cook, Donoghue, Harmon).  The Gospel of John’s depiction of Christ as Logos 

made flesh was a central concern of Eliot in his new faith, for it combined “the theological 

and historical significance of the Incarnation and the status of language in relation to the 

                                                
1  Logos is an important term in Western philosophy.  It can be translated as “reason”, “word”, “speech”, 
and “account”, but it took on a spiritual significance with the pre-Socratic philosopher Heraclitus (whom Eliot 
quotes in the epigraph to Four Quartets). Heraclitus’ use of the term “refers to an objective law-like principle 
that governs the cosmos [and . . .] directs all things” (Curd n.p.).  The Gospel of John connects this Greek 
concept to Christianity by introducing Jesus Christ not just as God-made-man (the doctrine of the Incarnation), 
but as Word (i.e. Logos)-made-flesh (King James Version 1: 1, 14). 
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divine revelation embodied by Christ. Even for [a] Christian poet[]”, writes Pauline 

McAlonan, “Eliot [. . .] focused upon the Incarnation with unusual frequency and intensity” 

(225).  Eliot draws explicit attention to the Incarnation only towards the end of the third 

quartet (DS V. 32).  However, as will become apparent, the whole Four Quartets can be 

understood as an extended meditation on the nature and effects of the Word having been 

made flesh. 

 The status of flesh itself, of physicality (both of the human body and of the material 

world), is an important concern in incarnational theology.  The Gospel of John’s meditation 

on the Incarnation, in its deliberate echoing of Genesis, connects a historical moment in the 

year zero to the creation of the material world itself at the beginning of time.  Doctrinally 

orthodox (as opposed to Gnostic) strands of Christianity have emphasized the redemptive 

power of the Incarnation not just on the souls of individual believers, but on the very 

structure and material of the world itself.  This approach to the Incarnation emphasizes the 

carnal aspect of the Incarnation, not only in terms of valuing the human body, but also in 

terms of how humans ought to relate to the material world. 

 Critics have begun to extend their discussion of Four Quartets’ incarnational themes 

beyond the verbal and towards this carnal aspect, though they are divided as to how it 

functions within the poem: “The place of the material is a vexed issue at the heart of Four 

Quartets” (Anderson 16).  Anthony Domestico, following Karl Barths and David Tracy, 

proposes a “dialectical” view of Four Quartets’ materiality that emphasizes “the abyssal gap 

separating the eternal from the temporal” (2).  Domestico points to Eliot’s choice of the word 

“intersection” to describe the Incarnation, which highlights its bisecting, singular nature.  His 

reading suggests that human understanding of the Incarnation only comes in brief epiphanic 

moments that “derive their intensity precisely from all the non-epiphanic time that precedes 

and follows them” (17).  In a dialectical reading, the world of Four Quartets is not “a world 
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charged with the grandeur of God, but [is] a fallen world that only occasionally and violently 

is intersected by transcendence” (3).  It is a world which, in William Pratt’s words, “remains 

largely what it has been after the poem ends, more Waste Land than Promised Land” (585-6). 

 The opposite view is generally described as “analogical” or “sacramental’ (e.g. 

Arsenau, Domestico, Goodwin), and it understands physical reality as constantly shadowing 

forth the divine.  Cornelia Cook’s analysis of Four Quartets is a good example of an 

analogical approach.  Cook bases her argument on how the Quartets’ use of scriptural 

symbols replaces the “requirement for divine intervention in the course of history [. . .] with 

an emphasis on the presence of the Spirit in history and in the world of ordinary human 

experience” (85-6).  According to Cook, “the emphasis in The Dry Salvages on Incarnation 

validates the physical in nature and the human body” (95). 

 Both dialectical and analogical movements can be seen in Four Quartets, which leads 

to readings that emphasize its irony and paradox.  Elizabeth Anderson recognizes this 

“paradoxical quality” (16), which she explains as existing between “a negative way that seeks 

to transcend desire, history and place in an unsaying of sensory experience, and an emphasis 

on material particularities expressed in image and metaphor” (14).  While she resists the urge 

to resolve this tension too quickly, her conclusion favours redemption of the material world, 

for “the divine is [ultimately] revealed as immanent in the natural” (19).   Domestico 

acknowledges the same tension, but argues that it remains unresolved, resulting in a 

brilliantly ambiguous poem (20).  For Anderson, Four Quartets aims at transcendence and 

collapses into unavoidable immanence; for Domestico, it “wants to be an analogical” poem, 

but cannot avoid transcendence (20).  Both critics recognize the opposed impetuses in the 

poem and both seek to privilege one over the other, though their choice of which to privilege 

differs. 
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 McAlonan takes a slightly different approach, grounding her analysis of Four 

Quartets’ materiality in biographical information on Eliot.  She agrees with Domestico that 

Barthes had a profound influence on Eliot, but argues that Eliot’s views on the body and 

materiality shifted due to the influence of Charles Williams and Reinhold Niebuhr.  Because 

he encountered these writers after he read Barthes and after he had finished writing Burnt 

Norton, she sees the later quartets as validating physicality in a way that Burnt Norton might 

not.  According to McAlonan, 

[Williams] believed that “without the body the soul cannot be consummated in 

God” (Dove 138).  Eliot’s greater acceptance of the body and sexuality in 

these later poems suggests that he is more willing to subscribe to the idea that 

the body was redeemed when “the Word was made flesh” and therefore need 

not be denied. (268) 

As evidence for Eliot’s “greater acceptance of the body” and materiality, McAlonan points to 

the way in which Four Quartets, unlike earlier poems, “ground[s] its theological dimension 

in [. . .]  recognizable” locations (243). She also cites Little Gidding’s references to “the faces 

and places” that are “renewed, transfigured, in another pattern” (267). 

 Any critic who explores the Incarnation in Four Quartets, whether in terms of 

language or the body, must, like McAlonan, pay at least some attention to Eliot’s 

Christianity.  Many critics (e.g. Kramer, Pratt, Farahbaksh) note the specific branch of 

Christianity to which Eliot subscribed, Anglo-Catholicism.  Some make additional reference 

to more uniquely Anglo-Catholic practices, like personal confession or liturgical worship, in 

their discussion of his work (e.g. Anderson, Cook, McAlonan, Spurr). 
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 However, there has been limited critical exploration of one important Anglo-Catholic 

doctrine which relates to Four Quartets’ depiction of the material world: sacramentality. 2   

Literary critics discussing Eliot sometimes refer to the idea of “sacrament” in a cursory way, 

but rarely provide an explicit definition for the term.  Anderson, for example, speaks of 

“extend[ing] the sacramental into a new space” (5), but does not clarify what she understands 

“the sacramental” to be.  Cook associates sacrament with community and tradition and refers 

vaguely to “the sacramental realities of the here and now” (95); McAlonan refers to “the 

sacraments”, i.e. Confession and Communion (44), pointing to examples without giving a 

definition.  Barry Spurr goes further, explaining the origin of the ritual sacraments to be “the 

doctrine of the incarnation and its validation of the goodness and beauty of the created order” 

(138).  There is, therefore, at least a critical association between the idea of sacrament and 

ritual, and an emphasis (through ritual) on materiality, though the precise relationship 

between sacrament, ritual, and materiality is often not explained. 

 This relationship can be fruitfully explored by examining the historical roots of 

Eliot’s Anglo-Catholic faith: the nineteenth century Tractarian movement (Spurr 138).  There 

has been a surge in recent critical interest in Tractarian poetry and poetics (Mason 2), but 

critics have not yet examined the connections between materiality in Four Quartets and the 

poetic theories which the Victorian Tractarians developed.   

 In this essay, therefore, I intend to support Anderson and Cook’s analogical reading of 

Four Quartets by offering a complementary but distinct argument based on the Tractarian 

theory of Analogy, as outlined by John Keble.  The first section of this essay will outline this 

theory, contextualizing it within the theological doctrine of sacramentality.  I will extend 

                                                
2  The most usual meaning of “sacrament” is one of the prescribed rituals of the Church.  According to 
the Article XXV of the Book of Common Prayer, Christ formally instituted two sacraments, Baptism and the 
Eucharist.  Five other rituals “commonly called Sacraments” are Confession, Holy Matrimony, Confirmation, 
Ordination, and the Anointing of the Sick.  The meanings of “sacrament”, “sacramental”, and “sacramentality”, 
however, extend beyond this list of ritual practices. 
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academic literary engagement with this topic by exploring the technical meaning of 

“sacrament”, focusing particularly on materiality and spiritual efficacy, in order to bring a 

more precise understanding of sacramentality to the analysis of Four Quartets than critics 

have yet brought.   

 The second section will analyze Four Quartets’ presentation of the material world in 

terms of Analogy.  In this section, I propose a new distinction, between “formed” and 

“unformed” natural images, and show how this this distinction can support an analogical 

reading.  I also trace how language develops throughout Four Quartets from being 

inarticulate noise to measured prayer, finally achieving communicative efficacy in poetic (as 

opposed to prosaic) form.  This development, I argue, is dramatized through the motif of a 

sea voyage, which begins as mere drifting but ends with a consciousness of purpose and 

arrival.  Related to this transformation of language is the Christian doctrine of Christ as 

Logos-made-flesh, a doctrine that ties together thematic concerns with materiality, language, 

and redemption.  Ultimately, I argue that Four Quartets, in its portrayal of the natural world 

as a source of redemption, exemplifies the theory of Analogy proposed by Tractarian 

theorists a hundred years earlier. 

 

I. THE OXFORD MOVEMENT: LITURGY AND POETICS 

The Tractarian, or Oxford Movement, lasted from 1833 till the mid 1850s.3  Its earliest 

leaders had been trained or held posts at Oxford University.  John Henry Newman, John 

Keble, and Edward Pusey were the three most important figures in the movement, which also 

included Isaac Williams, Frederic Faber, Richard Hurrell Froude, and others.  From 1833 till 

                                                
3  For a detailed summary of the movement’s development, see Owen Chadwick’s “Introduction” to The 
Mind of the Oxford Movement. 
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1841, members of the movement published a series of “Tracts for the Times” (from which 

the name “Tractarian” derives), articulating their theological beliefs. 

 These ninety tracts formed a defense of the Thirty-Nine Articles, the basic statements 

of faith accepted since 1562 by the Anglican Communion.  The tracts argued that the Church 

of England constituted a via media, a “middle way”, between Reformed Protestantism and 

Roman Catholicism.  Tractarians emphasized the Church of England’s apostolic nature—that 

is, that it was the same church founded by Christ and the Apostles—and argued that it had an 

authority separate from (and indeed, superior to) the state.  In common with the High Church 

tradition from which they came, the Tractarians supported the rights and roles of ordained 

clergy within an institutional church, used patristic4 sources alongside Scripture to support 

their theological claims, and took a dogmatic approach to matters of faith.  However, two 

aspects made the Tractarian movement unique: its effect on the liturgical practices of 

Anglicans, and its approach to poetry, which derived from its liturgical preferences. 

 The Tractarians’ focus on early church history  

made the clergy better acquainted with the primitive liturgies, and with the 

ancient service-books of the Church of England.  This study of ecclesiology, 

as the science came to be called, was soon brought to bear upon the 

restoration of old churches and the construction of new ones, as well as upon 

the service of the Church. (M’Clintock, n.p.)  

While the Tractarians tended to be highly academic in their focus on doctrinal issues, they 

provided the historical and theological justification for Ritualism, a popular liturgical 

movement that grew throughout the nineteenth century.  In contrast to simpler “Low” Church 

services, a “High-Church” Ritualist ceremony would include vestments, burning candles, 

incense, and the celebrant facing eastwards (with his back to the congregation) (ibid.).  

                                                
4  “Patristic” refers to influential early Christian writers considered “Fathers of the Church”. 
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Tractarian clergymen began to adopt these practices in their services, and the Tractarians’ 

support for ritualistic liturgy “transform[ed] the atmosphere of English worship [. . . and] 

lift[ed] English eyes, not only to their own insular tradition, but to the treasures of the 

Catholic centuries” (Chadwick 58).  However, this emphasis was not based merely on a 

desire to mimic ancient ritual, or for aesthetic pleasure.  As the Tractarians continued to 

research and write about Church history, and incorporate ancient liturgical practices into their 

worship, they became more familiar with the exegetical practices of the early Church fathers.  

This resulted in a new appreciation and development of ancient critical methods, which the 

Tractarians began to apply to poetry and to the physical world. 

 This focus on poetry, which differentiated the Oxford Movement from the earlier 

High Church tradition, first appeared in John Keble’s The Christian Year, a volume of his 

poetry published anonymously in 1827.  It proved to be enormously popular, and by the time 

he died, it had been published in ninety-five editions.  According to critic Gregory H. 

Goodwin, it was his “greatest contribution to the Oxford movement and to English literature” 

(475).  As its name suggests, The Christian Year is a collection of devotional poems, one for 

every Sunday of the year as well as for significant Anglican feast days.  Partly as a result of 

this publication, Keble was awarded a professorship of poetry at Oxford in 1831.  This post 

enabled him to develop, through a series of university lectures and the Tracts for the Times, 

the poetic theory he had proposed in The Christian Year. 

 This theory became known as the doctrine of Reserve, and was one of the Tractarians’ 

most influential teachings.  According to the theory of Reserve, the purpose of both reading 

and writing poetry is to calm one’s feelings: poetry “provides an outlet for feeling, without 

the shameful immodesty that comes from the direct emotional expression” (Blaire 28).  For 

Keble, the most powerful emotions are religious, for “nothing can take such utter possession 

of the heart as the thought of God and immortality” (qtd. in Chadwick 70).  Poetic form—
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meter, rhyme, and structure—helps to maintain emotional reserve because such forms 

channel intense feelings into regular and acceptable patterns.  As a result, much Tractarian 

poetry is full of tension between emotional expression and repression (Blaire 25). 

 Ritualistic liturgy mirrored the theory of Reserve because it likewise sought to 

channel religious experience through strict formal patterns.  However, Tractarians believed 

that their liturgy and their theory of Reserve had more than merely therapeutic benefits.  

Ritualistic liturgy invokes a real relation between visible things and what they signify—or 

even, in the case of sacraments, what they enact.  Hence, liturgy is essentially symbolic, and 

its use of material objects such as candles, incense, and wine extends the theory of Reserve to 

the symbolic realm of language.  What begins, in Keble’s early articulation of the theory, as a 

tension between expressing and repressing feeling, becomes an exploration of how 

symbolism both reveals and hides meaning. 

 

II. ANALOGY 

 In Tract 89, published sometime between March 1840 and January 1841, Keble 

develops this tension between revelation and concealment into the theory of Analogy.  He 

begins by defending the early Church Fathers against contemporary critics who dismissed the 

Fathers’ “mystical” method of scriptural exegesis (I. 1). Keble gives an example of the 

patristic method in Part II of the Tract.  What they do, he explains, is look for evidence of 

Christ in the Old Testament, interpreting certain events or things as prefiguring his coming.  

As an example, he describes how St. Barnabas interpreted the number “318”, the number of 

men circumcised in Abraham’s household, as prefiguring Christ, because the Greek letter tau 

stands for the number 300, and the letter tau looks like a cross.  For Keble it did not matter 

whether Abraham, who certainly did not speak Greek, knew the meaning of what he was 

doing; it was enough that he knew there was some significance to his actions, significance 
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that would be “long after receiv[ed]” by later generations (II. 12, 17).  With a long list of 

similar examples, Keble persuasively shows that the Fathers all seemed to follow the same 

method. 

 In the rest of Tract 89, he shows that this method relies on a defined set of scriptural 

symbols (e.g. earth, water, air, light, seeds, etc.).  He argues (with limited success) that it is 

highly improbable for the Fathers to have derived the same method and the same set of 

symbols independently, and concludes that both method and set must have been divinely 

inspired.  This also meant, for Keble, that Old Testament events and images were actually 

intended by God to prefigure the coming of Christ; it was not simply a case of later 

interpreters making reasonable connections between the Old and the New Testaments. 

 Thus far, Keble’s approach to scriptural interpretation is fairly standard biblical 

typology, with the Old Testament images being “types”5 of the realities that would come later 

with Christ.  These types could be developed almost indefinitely.  For example, if “good 

seeds” are scriptural symbols of the word of God, then (by opposition) “bad seeds” are the 

word of the Devil, and (by composition) bread formed from the grain of many seeds 

represents the Christian community.  One can also extend a type either by its form or by its 

matter: Christ’s cross is prefigured not only in the similarly shaped pole upon which Moses 

set the brazen serpent, but also in the wood of Noah’s ark.  Biblical typology therefore creates 

a surprisingly rich array of symbols that can then be used in a variety of contexts within a 

Christian culture. 

 Where Keble and the Tractarians propose something new is in extending this set of 

types even further, beyond the boundaries of Scripture and into the natural world, and in 

connecting it explicitly to poetry.  Keble makes this leap in Part VI: 

                                                
5  From the Greek túpos, meaning “impression” (pressed by a seal into wax).  In biblical typology, the 
Old Testament reference is the “impression”, and the sacred truth is analogous to the seal that left its impression.  
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If we suppose Poetry in general to mean the expression of an overflowing 

mind [. . .], may it not be affirmed that [God] condescends in like manner to 

have a Poetry of His own, a set of holy and divine associations and meanings, 

wherewith it is His will to invest all material things? (VI. 5) 

Rather than being a meaningless wasteland, the physical world according to Keble is infused 

with spiritual meaning.  It is, in essence, a poem, a verbum visibilium (VI. 9), a word-made-

visible (verbum here indicating the mental concept signified through physical speech).  

Further, Keble notes that the associations an observer might make between natural objects 

and divine truth “are not the meaningless sport or fancy of a clever mind, but are true 

evidences of Nature’s voice—in truth, of Him who created Nature” (Chadwick 70).  Just as 

God specifically intended Old Testament types to prefigure Christ, so is the whole natural 

world intended to shadow forth its divine author.  Sunlight does not just happen to be an apt 

image that can represent Christ; it is, in its very essence, ordered towards that meaning. 

 This poetic doctrine is intimately related to the theological doctrines of Original Sin 

and the Incarnation.  According to Keble, Original Sin brought about the disruption of the 

material world’s natural order: “the world ceased to be an image of the supernatural and 

became instead a mere shadow of it” (Arsenau 81).  The Incarnation restored grace and a 

“moral sense” to human souls and also redeemed the entire material world.  The Incarnation 

is, therefore, “the source of the analogy which is central to Keble’s poetic [. . .] The moral 

sense leads the individual to God, but only because the symbolic sense enables him or her to 

see the symbolic representations of the supernatural world within the physical world that God 

has created” (ibid.).  Keble’s description of the world as a visible poem that can be “read” by 

the disciplined observer parallels the doctrine of Christ as the incarnate Word, who can be 

“read” by the faithful Christian.  Eliot describes poetry in similarly incarnational language: 

“Poetry [. . .] is not the assertion that something is true, but the making of that truth more 
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fully real to us; it is the creation of a sensuous embodiment.  It is making the Word Flesh” 

(qtd. in McAlonan 291).  Writing poetry, for Eliot and the Tractarians, thus becomes a 

religious activity not insofar as a poem is about a religious topic, but because by using natural 

symbolism the poet is imitating the creative act of God in forming and redeeming the 

material world. 

 

III. SACRAMENTALITY 

While any and all parts of the natural world can be “read” symbolically by the initiated 

faithful, a particular set of symbols in Anglican theology is raised to full “sacramental” 

status, since their meaning is explained directly by Christ.  Article 25 states that these 

sacraments 

ordained of Christ be not only badges or tokens of Christian men's profession, 

but rather they be certain sure witnesses, and effectual signs of grace, and 

God's good will towards us, by the which he doth work invisibly in us, and 

doth not only quicken, but also strengthen and confirm our Faith in him. (Book 

of Common Prayer n. p.) 

The fundamental notion of a sacrament may be that of a symbol (“badges or tokens”), but 

sacraments go beyond mere symbolism: they do not merely signify sacred meaning, but they 

effect, in reality and for the participant, the meaning which they symbolize: a new reality of 

grace.  A sacramental understanding of Baptism, for example, proposes that water not only 

signifies spiritual cleansing, but also causes it. 

 Physicality is an important component of the sacraments, because for a sacrament to 

be valid, it must adhere both to the correct form (the specified words of the ritual), and to the 

specified materials.  Only water is “efficacious”, to use the technical term, in Baptism—one 

cannot be baptized with milk or wine or any other liquid.  Thus, not only is invisible grace 
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conveyed through a physical object, but it must be conveyed through a physical object of a 

certain kind, and without this particular physical thing—whether it be oil, or water, or bread, 

or wine—the sacrament is void (Grafton 104).  Physicality is per se necessary for the 

transmission of grace, and therefore redemption, in a sacramental theology.  A religion that 

emphasizes a sacramental liturgy, therefore, affirms the power not just of “the goodness and 

beauty of the created order” in general, as Spurr says (138), but of that order in its particular 

materiality.   

 This valuing of physicality is further emphasized in the doctrine of the resurrection of 

the dead “with flesh, bones, and all things appertaining to the perfection of Man’s nature” 

(Article IV), and in the doctrine of a post-apocalyptic creation of a new, physical earth, in 

which resurrected humans will live eternally.  Thus, while the theory of Analogy might 

propose that the physical world represents spiritual realities, it does not follow that 

knowledge or experience of those spiritual realities is the goal of human endeavor.  For 

Tractarians, the ultimate state of human existence remains an embodied existence in a 

material world, one in which the divine is no longer hidden from immediate sight.  Moreover, 

if (as the theory of Analogy proposes) by contemplating and properly “reading” the material 

world an individual can come to know God, then the symbolism inherent in the material 

world is at least to some extent efficacious in redemption.  The physical world can thus be 

considered a kind of lesser sacrament, not only in the sense that it is a visible sign of invisible 

realities, but also in the sense that it is an actual conduit or occasion of grace.  Understood in 

this way, materiality is not only redeemed by the Incarnation, but it is also itself redemptive.    

 Attention to a sacramental faith that expresses itself through materiality is evident 

throughout Four Quartets, for Eliot makes clear references to sacramental and liturgical life.  

The chiming of a cloister bell echoes in Burnt Norton when “time and the bell [bury] the day” 

(BN IV. 1).  An allusion to his own sacramental reception into the Anglican Church appears 
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in “the moment of smokefall” (BN II. 41).  In East Coker, he refers to marriage as a 

“commodious sacramente” (I. 31), and explicitly references Holy Communion: “The dripping 

blood our only drink / The bloody flesh our only food” (IV. 21-22).  The Dry Salvages 

recommends “prayer, observance, [and] discipline” (V. 31), and liturgical echoes of Ash 

Wednesday and Pentecost can be found in Little Gidding (II, IV).  

 The presence of such images alone is not enough to support a sacramental reading of 

Four Quartets, and one must be wary of employing biographical information too liberally in 

a literary analysis.  However, given the place of Four Quartets as the last of Eliot’s post-

conversion poems, and as his last major poetical work, and given his own statement about 

poetry being incarnational, it is reasonable to examine the poem in light of theological and 

literary concepts associated with Anglo-Catholicism.  Hence, the next part of this thesis will 

explore the extent to which the poem can be understood as reflecting the Tractarian theory of 

Analogy within a sacramental context, particularly focusing on the status of materiality in 

relation to redemption.  

 

IV. BURNT NORTON AND EAST COKER: FORMED NATURE 

An analogical reading aims to determine how or to what extent divine presence appears 

within the material world.  The main analytical focus, therefore, is on imagery drawn from 

nature.  Eliot establishes the importance of such imagery with the first mention of the rose 

garden in Burnt Norton, and he develops the focus on nature through a set of motifs that 

appear in all subsequent quartets.  One might categorize Four Quartets’ material imagery 

into five landscapes (garden, agricultural, urban, cosmic, and marine), the human body, and 

finally images such as light and darkness that are abstracted away from any particular place. 

   Criticism on the Quartets’ various images is extensive.  What has received less 

critical attention, however, is the relative absence of wild nature from the set of images Eliot 
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employs.  Nature almost always appears in the Quartets in a state which has been formed by 

human hands, or it appears as having some sort of relationship with humans.  Arguably, the 

shaping of nature by humans is crucial to understanding the poem’s analogical core, as are 

the few instances of untamed nature, which appear more strongly defined in contrast. 

 Garden landscape dominates the first movement of Burnt Norton.  Domestico claims 

that Burnt Norton negates physical presence through references to “invisible” spirits, 

“unheard” music, the “empty alley”, and the “drained pool” (20), but his claim can be 

countered with the numerous examples of natural things shaped by the agency of humans 

interacting with their physical world.  Space in the rose garden is framed by human intention: 

the garden is bounded by door and gate, and divided by a passage.  The formal pattern in 

which the unknown “they” move is replicated in the “box circle” of the shrubbery.  A man-

made pool contains water (or the absence thereof), and rose-leaves, rather than falling to 

earth, have been collected into a bowl.  Burnt Norton’s second movement develops this 

relationship between humans and the natural world.  Imagery pertaining to the human body—

“the trilling wire in the blood”, “inveterate scars”, arteries and the lymph system—is 

replicated in the cosmic landscape of the stars (II. 3-8).  A purely natural image, a tree, is 

joined with human technology, the axle (II. 2), and the wild boar only appears as hunted by 

man, a relationship also described as a pattern mirrored in the stars (II. 13-15). 

 In Burnt Norton’s third and fourth movements, a sharply different pattern emerges, 

though these movements maintain the focus on interactions between humans and the natural 

world.  The third movement shifts to an urban cityscape and introduces wind for the first 

time. Wind moves in and out of belching lungs and between gloomy districts in a city “empty 

of meaning” (III. 13)  On the Tube, no purifying darkness can be found, but only 

“inoperancy” and “evacuation” (III. 31-32).  The juxtaposition of this depressing depiction of 

urban life with the hidden laughter of the rose garden (BN I. 43-44) suggests a perversion in 
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the way that humans live and occupy space.  Given the Edenic overtones of the “first world” 

of the rose garden (I. 23), this juxtaposition could suggest a fall from grace.  

 In the fourth movement, garden imagery reappears when the speaker wonders 

whether a sunflower and clematis will “turn” and “bend to us”, and whether “tendril and 

spray [will] clutch and cling” (IV. 3-5).  The shift in verbs from the benevolent “bend” to the 

more ominous “clutch” and “cling” signals a shift to the yew-tree of the rural churchyard (IV. 

7), the rural or agricultural landscape being another important setting for the poem. Thus, in 

the third and fourth movements, natural images are given not as having been shaped by 

human hands, but as interacting with the human body—the “unwholesome lungs” (III. 17) 

and the dead corpse in the churchyard—in an ambiguous way. 

 It is only in Burnt Norton’s final movement that the first wild natural landscape 

appears: the desert.  Even here, however, humanity is present, for “the Word in the desert / 

[. . .] attacked by voices of temptation” (V. 19-20) refers to Jesus’ forty days of fasting in the 

gospel narratives (Luke 4: 1-13, Matthew 4: 1-11).  The only truly “wild” images of nature in 

Burnt Norton are the lotos, sunlight, the passing cloud of the first and fourth movements, and 

the kingfisher, all of which exist and act independently of human agency. 

 Divine presence is most apparent in these relatively more “wild” natural images.  The 

vision of the lotos rising “out of heart of light” (I. 38), for example, is one of the epiphanic 

moments of Four Quartets which the speaker strives to remember and understand.  The cloud 

taking away the sunlit vision alludes to the Ascension, when a cloud came and took Jesus 

from the sight of the disciples (Acts 1: 9). This Christocentric connection is developed 

through a pun (sun/son) in the fourth movement, when “the black cloud carries the sun away” 

(IV. 2).  “Sunflower” in the following line then takes on a new meaning through the pun, for 

the speaker’s question about whether or not the sunflower will “turn to us” can be understood 

as a question about whether Christ will turn his attention or grace to humankind.  Thus, the 



	   Murphy 18 

text first represents Christ through images uncontrolled by humans—the lotos, the glittering 

“heart of light”—and then shifts to the domesticated sunflower.  Immediately following this 

is a shift back to the untamed, for the wild kingfisher is another Christ image: the phrase 

“light to light” echoes the Nicene creed’s description of God the Son6, and the kingfisher 

itself is a composite reference to Christ as king and Christ as fisher of men (Matthew 4: 19). 

 The divine is thus introduced as immanent in imagery drawn not from the natural 

world simply speaking, but from the natural world insofar as it is uncontrolled by human 

agency.  Yet it is also present, to a lesser extent, within the context of a humanized natural 

world: in the framing shape of the pool in the garden, and less obviously, perhaps, in the 

cultivated sunflower.  If one interprets the celestial heavens as representing divinity, then the 

text’s association of a cosmic pattern with the circulatory system also implies a divine pattern 

in the human body.  These examples of humanized nature contain and reveal divine meaning, 

preserving its likeness in physical substances, and offering a counterbalance to the brevity of 

vision. 

 The wildness through which such divine patterns are first introduced suggests the 

necessity of revelation.  Revelation is like sunlight or a wild kingfisher—unharnessed, 

unsought, unformed by human efforts; God’s disclosure of himself to humans is independent 

of human efforts to know him.  Yet it is also defined through human shaping, interacts with 

humans in their physicality, and leaves, after the first sudden burst of illumination, physical 

markers of its presence in the natural world as changed through human activity. 

 In the second Quartet, East Coker, humans have an even more intimate relationship 

with the material world.  East Coker shifts focus from the garden to an agricultural landscape 

of “cornstalk and leaf”, “deep lane[s]”, and “the time of milking and the time of harvest” (I. 

8, 15, 44).  The rural dancers develop the motif of form, dance, and pattern introduced in 

                                                
6  “God of God, Light of Light” (“The Communion”, Book of Common Prayer n.p.). 
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Burnt Norton, but this time instead of being associated with the abstract “still point” or the 

circulatory system (BN II. 6-16), the dance’s physical relationship with the earth itself is 

developed.  The dancers are 

[l]ifting heavy feet in clumsy shoes 

Earth feet, loam feet, lifted in country mirth, 

Mirth of those long since under earth 

Nourishing the corn. (EC I. 37-40) 

Here, the dancing body is conflated with the physical stuff of nature (“earth feet, loam feet”), 

and the corpse of Burnt Norton IV, earlier penetrated by the curling roots of the yew tree, is 

now a source of nourishment.  The dancers, in an embodied, “time-ridden” reality (BN III. 

11), have a preservative effect on the “pattern”, for they keep “the rhythm [. . .] in their living 

in the living seasons” (EC I. 41-42, emphasis added).  Form here is maintained not in a 

moment out of time, but in the actual cycle of the natural world. 

 It is also fair to say, however, that East Coker problematizes physicality, for 

immediately after his relatively positive portrayal of the rustic dancers Eliot lists the 

“coupling of man and woman” alongside “that of beasts”, and the dance with mere “eating 

and drinking.  Dung and death” (I. 45-47).  The cosmic war described in its second 

movement also threatens the physical world with “destructive fire” (II. 16), and the speaker 

questions the value of lived experience: “There is, it seems to us, / At best, only a limited 

value / In the knowledge derived from experience. / The knowledge imposes a pattern, and 

falsifies, / For the pattern is new in every moment” (EC II. 31-35).  Perhaps the physical 

world is only a “bold imposing façade”, like theatrical backdrops of hills and trees that are 

“rolled away” to reveal only “mental emptiness” and “nothing” behind (EC III. 17-21).  

 Yet these bleak statements are always balanced by an alternative perspective or by a 

redemptive transfiguration.  The vacant city-scape described in East Coker III parallels the 
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similarly depressing urban scene of Burnt Norton III.  By the last movement of East Coker, 

however, the city is incorporated into the cycle of time earlier emphasized in its opening rural 

setting: in East Coker V, there is a time not only for a rural “evening under starlight”, but also 

for an urban “evening under lamplight” (EC V. 51-52).  Both stars and lamps, “wild” and 

“formed” versions of light, become part of a pattern.  Similarly, Burnt Norton’s only wild 

landscape, the desert setting of Christ’s temptation, is analogous to East Coker’s wild “dark 

wood, in a bramble, on the edge of a grimpen”, a place where “is no secure foothold” and 

where “monsters [and]fancy lights” threaten (II. 40-42).  Yet East Coker transforms darkness 

itself into “the light” (III. 28), and this hinted-at transfiguration comes, significantly, just as 

the text refers to the purely wild for the second time:  

Whisper of running streams, and winter lightning.  

The wild thyme unseen and the wild strawberry. 

The laughter in the garden, echoed ecstasy 

Not lost, but requiring, pointing to the agony 

Of death and birth. (EC III. 29-33) 

The technique of listed sentence fragments associates all the listed items with each other: the 

whisper of the running streams, the winter lightning, the wild thyme and strawberry, and the 

laughter, are all examples of an epiphanic moment which is significantly “not lost” but which 

is preserved through material imagery. 

 East Coker ends by establishing the context for the powerful image of the sea, which 

is explored more thoroughly in The Dry Salvages: 

We must be still and still moving 

Into another intensity 

For a further union, a deeper communion 

Through the dark cold and the empty desolation, 
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The wave cry, the wind cry, the vast waters 

Of the petrel and the porpoise.  In my end is my beginning. (EC V. 58-63) 

One way to understand these closing lines is to interpret the marine setting as the place 

through which “we must be [. . .] still moving” in order to arrive at “a deeper communion”.  

In this interpretation, the ocean is merely something to be crossed or overcome.  However, 

the syntax is ambiguous, since the word “through” can also mean “by means of”.  That is, the 

ocean can be understood as a substance by means of which “a deeper communion” is 

achieved, an achievement that would be impossible without experiencing the material reality 

of the ocean.  This reading opens up the possibility of a sacramental interpretation of the 

ocean, for a sacrament similarly effects spiritual growth by means of its physicality.  More 

support for a sacramental reading lies in way that wild natural images have functioned thus 

far in Four Quartets, as manifestations of the divine, and in the phrase “deeper communion”, 

which adds a Eucharistic implication to the idea of “further union”.  Finally, the opening and 

closing sentences of East Coker call to mind the Alpha and Omega of the Book of Revelation 

(1: 8), emphasizing the Christocentric relevance not only of the ocean, but also of the cyclical 

nature imagery with which the Quartet opens.  

 

V. THE DRY SALVAGES: THE VOYAGE TRANSFORMED 

The last lines of East Coker suggest a mode of interpretation for the following Quartet, The 

Dry Salvages, which describes the sea voyage that East Coker implies may lead to a “deeper 

communion”.  Unlike Burnt Norton, however, The Dry Salvages I does not open with a 

moment of transcendence, and it does not describe a harmonious framing of nature by human 

hands.  Rather, as A. David Moody writes, it is a “study in an unsatisfactory way of putting 

man’s relation to nature, [connecting] the elemental rhythm of the ocean with instinctive fear 

and terror, and the sense of man’s helpless subjection to fate” (qtd. in Domestico 16).  
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Domestico, concurring with this assessment, argues that The Dry Salvages does not “embody 

God’s presence, nor [does it] offer a sacramental vision of creation” (19).  However, by 

approaching The Dry Salvages with the “deeper communion” of East Coker in mind, and 

with a sense of how its five movements relate to each other, one can indeed arrive at a 

sacramental or analogical interpretation. 

 The distinction between “wild” and “formed” nature, which is helpful in considering 

the first two quartets, is less useful here, for The Dry Salvages’ significantly wild elements 

(the river and the ocean) do not suggest moments of Christian revelation.  “Sullen, untamed 

and intractable” (I. 2), the river god is not the god of Christianity, and Eliot’s reference to the 

sea’s “many gods” (I. 25) suggests a pantheon.  Moody’s claim about the first movement of 

The Dry Salvages is quite accurate: both river and sea are source of “fear and terror”, 

threatening the “evening circle in the winter gaslight” (I. 14) and offering only the menace of 

“granite teeth” to the seafarer (I. 32).  The ocean permeates the boundaries that protect human 

spheres of control, leaving its salt “on the briar rose” and sending fog into the fir trees (I. 26-

27).  Like the river, it is a destroyer, reminding men of what they “choose to forget” (I. 9).  

“The starfish, the horseshoe crab, the whale’s backbone” are “hints of earlier and other 

creation” (I. 18-19), suggesting human irrelevance within the context geological time, and 

“the shattered lobsterpot, the broken oar / And the gear of foreign dead men” (I. 24) washed 

up on the beach reveal human impotence against the forces of nature.  In contrast to the rose 

garden of Burnt Norton and the fields of East Coker, the ocean in The Dry Salvages’ opening 

movement utterly evades human efforts to frame or contain it. 

 It is not simply the ocean’s physical power, however, that is so terrifying; the ocean 

symbolizes the horror of time.  Material existence is necessarily temporal, and The Dry 

Salvages I emphasizes this temporal aspect of physical life.  “We cannot think of a time that 

is oceanless,” the speaker says later (II. 21), and throughout the first movement a bell is 
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tolling, measuring “a time / Older than the time of chronometers” (I. 39-40).  The last two 

lines of the movement (“clangs / The bell”) call to mind Burnt Norton IV, with its similarly 

disjunctive lines: “Clutch and cling? / Chill / Fingers of yew be curled” (IV. 5-7), and in both 

places the bell is funereal.  Death and time are associated through the yew tree and the bell, 

hence giving The Dry Salvages’ opening movement its atmosphere of impending doom.   

 If the first movement of The Dry Salvages establishes the setting of the voyage, the 

rest of the quartet describes the voyage itself, and the voyage—and the bell—undergo a 

significant transformation by the end of the quartet.  This transformation is hinted at in the 

second movement.  “Where is there an end of it?” asks the opening stanza (I. 1), and the 

second stanza answers, “There is no end, but addition” (II. 7).  “End” here can mean either 

destination or purpose, but the voyage has neither, only the succession of “years of living 

among the breakage” (10).  The seafarers are not necessarily doing anything worthwhile, but 

the speaker cannot admit this brutal reality: he cannot think that they are “making a trip that 

will be unpayable / For a haul that will not bear examination” (II. 29-30).  The voyage is, in 

short, dangerous, meaningless, and endless.  

 However, the repeated word “annunciation” suggests some redemption for this 

voyage through time.  The first annunciation is “calamitous”, “the unprayable / prayer” of 

“the bone on the beach” (II. 5-6), which is later defined as a prayer “to Death its God” (II. 

35).  The second annunciation is similarly devoid of redemptive meaning.  Announced with 

the “clamour of the bell” as a “drifting boat” slowly leaks, it likewise seems to suggest the 

arrival of death within the context of a meaningless sea voyage.  However, “the hardly, 

barely prayable / Prayer of the one Annunciation” (II. 35-36) is different.  “Annunciation” 

here is capitalized and alludes to the meeting between Gabriel and Mary, when—significantly 

for an analogical reading of Four Quartets—the “intersection of the timeless / With time” 

occurred (DS V. 18-19).  This Annunciation is offered as an alternative to the endless “drift 
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of the sea and the drifting wreckage” (II. 34), and its prayer is only “barely prayable”, as 

opposed to the completely “unprayable” prayer of the “calamitous annunciation”. 

 The “prayer of the one Annunciation” is the Angelus, an ancient prayer that 

remembers the Incarnation: 

 ℣.The Angel of the Lord declared unto Mary, 

 ℟.And she conceived of the Holy Spirit. [. . .] 

	 ℣.And the Word was made Flesh. 

 ℟.And dwelt amongst us. (Thurston, n.p.) 

 The Angelus is ritually prayed at 6:00 a.m., noon, and 6:00 p.m. as part of the devotional life 

within both the Roman and Anglo-Catholic traditions, and is thus related to the liturgical 

ordering of time.  Such an order provides a sense of stability, in contrast to the fear of time 

that earlier oceanic imagery suggests.  Moreover, it is announced by a ringing bell, so the 

“sea bell’s / Perpetual angelus” in The Dry Salvages’ fourth movement is arguably a 

transfigured version of the bell as it appears in the quartet’s first two movements, where it 

symbolizes death and unredeemed time.  Therefore, while The Dry Salvages might indeed 

begin without “a sacramental vision of creation” (Domestico 19), its second movement at 

least implies that such a vision is possible.  The meaningless voyage through time towards 

death could, perhaps, be given meaning, and the quartet suggests that this meaning would be 

grounded in the Incarnation. 

 A discursive reflection on this possibility comprises the second half of The Dry 

Salvages II.  Reflecting on the moment of “sudden illumination” in the rose-garden, the 

speaker says that he “had the experience but missed the meaning” (II. 44-45).  The epiphany, 

as Domestico notes, was fleeting and must be remembered in time.  Yet this remembrance 

does not occur abstractly, in the memory.  In fact, it is not really a remembrance at all, but a 

“restoration”, a “revival” of the experience itself, though “in a different form”, achieved 
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through an “approach to the meaning” (II. 46-49).  The verb “approach” here connotes the 

motif of the voyage, and “meaning” suggests the “deeper communion” achieved by means of 

a voyage through the ocean at the end of East Coker.   

 Hence, while the original experience of transcendence might be a “moment in and out 

of time [. . .] / Lost in a shaft of sunlight” (DS V. 24-25), it can be restored in time, in the 

embodied existence of a human attempting, through “prayer, observance, discipline, thought 

and action” (DS V. 31), to arrive at the end of his voyage.  The Dry Salvages III transforms 

the horrific voyage of the quartet’s first two movements into a noble quest, and assigns to it a 

“real destination” (III. 43): not death, but the “sphere of being / The mind of a man may be 

intent [on] / At the time of death” (III. 33-34).  This quotation from the Vedic scriptures, and 

the references to fruit (“fructify in the lives of others”, “the fruit of action”, 37-38), echo the 

“Hail Mary” prayers that form parts of the Angelus (“blessed is the fruit of your womb”, “the 

hour of our death”), thereby connecting the voyage’s end with the Incarnation.  Even if “this 

is the aim / Never here to be realised” (DS V. 43-44), the voyagers are heroically “undefeated 

/ Because [they] have gone on trying” (V. 45-46). 

 The Dry Salvages validates the physical world explicitly in its closing lines: 

We, content at the last 

If our temporal reversion nourish 

(Not too far from the yew-tree) 

The life of significant soil. (DS V. 47-50) 

These lines call to mind Burnt Norton (“Chill / Fingers of yew be curled / Down on us”, IV. 

6-8) and the rustics of East Coker who dance above the bodies of those who are “nourishing 

the corn” (EC I. 40).  In East Coker, the cycle is one of “dung and death” (I. 47) and the 

people involved are separate from speaker, but by the end of The Dry Salvages the speaker is 

identified with those under the soil and accepts his role in a continuing cycle that gives life 
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and significance to soil.  Thus, a Tractarian reading of The Dry Salvages can acknowledge 

the sea as a symbol of unredeemed, destructive materiality (in the first movement) without 

denying the overall analogical mode of the quartet.  If Burnt Norton and East Coker 

emphasize the suddenness of divine revelation, The Dry Salvages traces the transformative 

effects of the Incarnation on the traveler’s voyage through life: Incarnation provides a real 

destination, thereby giving meaning to the voyage itself.   

 

VI. LITTLE GIDDING: LANGUAGE TRANSFORMED 

The transformed voyage of The Dry Salvages is a development of the bleak train journey first 

described in Burnt Norton (III. 10-36) and then again in East Coker (III. 18-21).  In Little 

Gidding, however, “the images of the terrestrial journey have been sloughed” (Weatherhead 

32), for the last quartet is a meditation on arrival.  Its opening movement reflects upon what 

“you would find [. . .] at the end of the journey” (I. 24, 26), and its last movement states that 

“the end of all our exploring / Will be to arrive where we started / And know the place for the 

first time” (V. 28-30).  In concluding the whole work, Little Gidding collects the material 

images of the earlier quartets (the “children in the apple tree”, the hedgerows and yew tree, 

the dance, the bell, the sea’s throat) and subsumes them into a new image: “tongues of flame 

[. . .] infolded / Into the crowned knot of fire” (V. 45).   

 This multivalent, ambiguous image relates to a different “journey” that has occurred 

over the four quartets.  It can be understood as representing the redemption of language itself, 

a theme with which each quartet engages in its own way.  Liturgically, Little Gidding’s 

parallel in the calendar is the feast of Pentecost, which marks the descent of the Holy Spirit 

upon the Apostles, giving them the ability to speak in foreign languages:  

And when the day of Pentecost was fully come, they were all with one accord 

in one place. [. . .] And there appeared unto them cloven tongues like as of fire, 
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and it sat upon each of them. And they were all filled with the Holy Ghost, and 

began to speak with other tongues, as the Spirit gave them utterance. (Acts 1: 

1-4) 

Allusions to this scriptural passage can be found in “the dark dove with the flickering tongue” 

(LG II. 28) and “the dove descending [that] breaks the air / With flame of incandescent terror 

/ Of which the tongues declare / The one discharge from sin and error” (LG IV. 1-4).  

Pentecost is associated with the sacrament of Confirmation, a ritual in which the person being 

confirmed receives “manifold gifts of grace” from the Holy Spirit through the laying-on of a 

bishop’s hands (Book of Common Prayer n.p.).  Unlike infant baptism, in Confirmation 

“children being now come to the years of discretion [. . .] may themselves, with their own 

mouth and consent, openly before the Church, ratify and confirm” the promises made on their 

behalf by their godparents at baptism (ibid.).  As a coming-of-age sacrament, therefore, 

Confirmation signals a kind of “arrival” that aligns well with the end of the voyage in Four 

Quartets. 

 Because Pentecost is a feast particularly associated with the communicative power of 

language, in choosing to end Four Quartets with Pentecostal tongues of fire, Eliot not only 

resolves the problems of language presented in the earlier quartets, but also focusses attention 

on the status of language in Four Quartets as a whole.  Burnt Norton describes how  

[. . .] words strain 

Crack and sometimes break, under the burden, 

Under the tension, slip, slide, perish, 

Decay with imprecision, will not stay in place, 

Will not stay still. (V. 13-17) 

Language in Burnt Norton is utterly inadequate to the task of signification.  Words only 

“reach / Into the silence”, and silence seems to be a more apt response to the impossible task 
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of communication.  Subsequently, in East Coker, the speaker complains about his “not very 

satisfactory” “way of putting it [. . .] / A periphrastic study in a worn-out poetical fashion, / 

Leaving one still with the intolerable wrestle / With words and meanings” (II. 18-21).  Later 

in the same quartet, Eliot describes the attempt to write poetry as “a different kind of failure”, 

“a raid on the inarticulate / With shabby equipment always deteriorating” (V. 30-34).  

Language in The Dry Salvages, however, appears differently.  No longer merely a failing 

attempt to communicate, language becomes prayer: first the unprayable “prayer of the bone 

on the beach” (II. 4-5), but then the “barely prayable / Prayer of the one Annunciation” (II. 

35-36).  Then it becomes a prayer for prayer, a request for Marian intercession: “Pray for 

those who were in ships, and / ended their voyage on the sand, [. . .] Or wherever cannot 

reach them the sound of the sea bell’s / Perpetual Angelus” (IV. 11-15).  Finally, prayer 

completes the “hint half guessed, the gift half understood, [which] is Incarnation” (V. 31). 

 Little Gidding takes up this motif of language as prayer and develops it beyond 

speech, within the context of a communal history of prayer and physical observance: 

   You are here to kneel 

Where prayer has been valid.  And prayer is more 

Than an order of words, the conscious occupation 

Of the praying mind, or the sound of the voice praying. (LG I. 47-50) 

That which could not be communicated in life—the meaning which the clumsy words of 

Burnt Norton and East Coker could not convey—can be communicated by the dead, through 

tongues of fire “beyond the language of the living” (I. 53).  Significantly, “the timeless 

moment” intersects with physicality during an experience of prayer at the end of Little 

Gidding’s first movement, where connotations of poetic language associated with Pentecost, 

the Annunciation, and the Incarnation combine to suggest a redemption of language itself. 
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 As language becomes prayer, the struggle to find the proper words for conveying 

meaning also finds resolution: 

   Every word is at home, 

 Taking its place to support the others, 

 The word neither diffident nor ostentatious,  

 An easy commerce of the old and the new, 

 The common word exact without vulgarity, 

 The formal word precise but not pedantic, 

 The complete consort dancing together. (V. 4-10) 

In contrast to the apophatic tendencies of Burnt Norton and East Coker, Little Gidding is a 

celebration of the power of language.  “Our concern was speech,” says the dead master in 

Little Gidding II, “and speech impelled us / To purify the dialect of the tribe” (II. 73-75), a 

purification accomplished the “refining fire” of Pentecost (II. 93) 

 The redemption of language in Little Gidding implies a parallel redemption of 

materiality.  This is because the doctrine of the Incarnation is not simply that God was made 

flesh, but that Word was made flesh: Incarnation gives visible form to Logos.  On a 

theological level, Incarnation means that Christ reveals the divine essence through a 

physically instantiated human form.  On a linguistic level, though, the doctrine implies that 

logos (as abstract concept) is best communicated through a form of logos (as spoken word) 

that employs concrete images.  

 This is, in essence, poetry itself, as Eliot claims: poetry makes “truth more fully real 

to us” in a way that prosaic assertion cannot (qtd. in McAlonan 291). Poetry clothes the Word 

(or a concept) with physical images that convey meaning obliquely through repetition, 

layering, juxtaposition, and modification.  If the brokenness of language is healed through the 

Pentecostal fire of Little Gidding, then the proper analogy between the thing signified and the 
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word/image signifying it is restored. Thus, the value of materiality in Four Quartets lies not 

simply in the fact that the redeemed physical world is per se good, but in the world’s 

mirroring, through its very materiality, the communicative power of the Incarnation.  In the 

words of Julian of Norwich, whom Eliot quotes in Little Gidding, “all manner of things shall 

be well” (III. 20): not just the fallen human soul, but language, the body, and the physical 

world itself.  

 

CONCLUSION 

Moments of epiphany in Four Quartets are without exception communicated through 

material imagery drawn from the natural world: sunlight, wild thyme, winter lightening, snow 

on a hedgerow, etcetera.  Sacred presence appears in images of wildness, suggesting the 

uncontrolled, revelatory nature of divine communication.  However, its intrusion into the 

world of Burnt Norton and East Coker often appears in a humanized context, either through 

interaction with the human body or as framed by human agency.  This interaction not only 

implies the intrinsic goodness of the body itself, but also suggests that the shaping of the 

material world by humans is a kind of imitative, creative act that mirrors divine interaction. 

 The Dry Salvages shifts attention to the temporal nature of materiality, using the 

symbol of a sea voyage to transform the lived experience of time into a meaningful journey.  

At the same time, by presenting human language as prayer, it anticipates the healing of 

language that will occur in Little Gidding when arrival and resolution occur.  Through its 

engagement with the flaws and transformation of language, Four Quartets (and more 

specifically, Little Gidding) implicitly suggests that the Incarnation frames time and 

materiality in a redemptive way, so that the world of Four Quartets is not a meaningless 

wasteland, but a sacramental sign of redemption. 
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 In these ways, Four Quartets exemplifies the Tractarian theory of Analogy proposed 

by John Keble in “Tract 89”.  The material particularity of the images Eliot employs, and 

their efficacy in conveying the thematic concerns of Incarnation and redemption, align with 

the analogies Keble saw in Scripture and in the material world.  Keble, like Eliot, argued that 

poetry can convey divine truth better then prose because of the way it uses symbolic 

language: “The chosen vehicle for the most direct divine communications,” writes Keble, 

“has always been that form of speech, which most readily adopts and invites [symbolic] 

imagery; viz. the Poetical” (“Tract 89” VII. 3).  Moreover, the motif of the journey in Four 

Quartets and the arrival of the speaker “in a secluded chapel” at Little Gidding suggest that 

the poem has dramatized a movement towards grace.  Its use of material imagery in doing so, 

therefore, is in a sacramental sense “efficacious”.  Keble might say that Four Quartets itself 

can be considered sacramental, for the language that is its subject and the language that forms 

the poem itself can have transformative power on its readers. 

 The Tractarian analysis proposed by this essay supports the analogical readings given 

by Cook and Anderson.  Further research could explore the ways in which the other 

important Tractarian poetic theory, Reserve, might function within Four Quartets, perhaps 

connecting Reserve to the tension between transcendence and immanence identified by 

Domestico and Anderson.  Alternatively, exploring Reserve might help to reveal more about 

the persona(e) of the speaker(s) in Four Quartets and the confessional or therapeutic modes 

which the Tractarians advocated in reading and writing poetry.  The Tractarians assigned an 

important role to God’s authorial intention in “writing” the world, and exploring 

intentionality in Four Quartets could be another way to situate Eliot within a Tractarian 

tradition.  Finally, it would be interesting to examine to what extent a spiritualized approach 

to the natural world appears differently in Tractarian and Neo-Romantic poetry and poetics, 

and how Four Quartets responds to Neo-Romanticism. 
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 While the critical method that this essay employs is fairly traditional, reading Four 

Quartets from a Tractarian perspective can reveal new patterns in imagery.  A Tractarian 

approach to Four Quartets, which critics have commented extensively on for decades, can 

uncover unique connections between Eliot’s last poem and the historical development of the 

Anglo-Catholic faith to which he converted, and new intersections between theology, 

literature, and literary history. 
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