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TherehasbeenlittlediscussionuptonowaboutincidencesofAfrican

heritageinT.S.Eliot.However,ifwepayattentiontothebiographicalfact

thatEliotspenthisearlydaysinSt.Louis,wecantakeitforgrantedthat

Eliotwillhavehadmuchinspirationfromhisearlychildhoodsurroundings

intheMidwest,where,asayoungmemberofabourgeoisfamily,hecould

easilygetintouchwithnativeIndiansandblacks.

PeterAckroydexplainsthatEliotwasborninasingularlyfortunate

familyenvironmentwhichhadgreatinfluenceontheformationofhis

characterasapoet.AckroydsaysinTS.JE;Ylbt:

Hisplaceofbirth,2635LocustStreet,wasalarge,two-storeyedhouse;there

wouldhavebeenseveralservantshere- acook,asecondmaid,anurse,a

laundress,agardener,andsoon.ItwasaquintessentiallylateVictorian

household,atleastintheAmericanfashion,andjustasEliotwasbornatthe

endofacentuⅣStillpopulatedbygrandanddyingfigures,sohewasraisedin

ahouseholdofpeoplemucholderthanhimself.Hewasthelastchild,alittle

boỳratherovenvhelmed'byhisfamily.Forsomewriters,thefamilyismerely

somethingfromwhichtoescape,butforEliotitwastheformativein且uence;

noman,hewastowritelater,escapesfromtheculturewhichitimposesandit
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becameforhimamodelforboththeprivateandpublicrelationshipswhichhe

feltobligedtoestablish.I

AckroydarguesthatthelandscapeofSt.Louishadmuchtodowiththe

formationofthepoet'simagination.

‥.StLouis,whichinHenry'sadolescencewasstillàfrontiertown'between

whiteandIndianAmericans,closetothatborderwiththesavageand

primitivewhichwastobeoneofhisson'sownpreoccupations.Asaboy,

HenryWareEliotwouldfollowthetroopsofIndianstotheircampingplaces

andtheretauntthemwithrenditionsoftheirowǹwarwhoops';theywould

endureitaslongastheycould,andthentheywo血dtumand̀makeadash'at

himandhiscompanions‥.2

Ackroydpointsoutthattheabovementionedstoryoccursinamemoryof

Eliot'sfather'slifeentitled"TheReminiscencesofaSimpleton'writtenby

Eliothimself.3RobertCrawiordarguesthat"theWildWestwasatitsendin

Eliot'schildhood,butitwaswellremembered."41tcanbesaidthatEliot

alwayskeptinhismindtheoriginalfrontierlandscapeinSt.Louiswhenhe

wrotepoems.Historicallyspeaking,nativeblackcultureinst.Louisalso

influencedEliot'slaterpoeticimaginationthrough thebluesandjazzmusic.

IntheSt.Louisarea,therewereacertainnumberofAfro-Americanswho

weresubjectedtoanoppressedwayoflifeunderwhite-dominatedsociety.

Eliotmightwellhaveabsorbedthejazz-likerhythmswhichrepresentedthe

souloftheblacksinSt.Louis.5 Thefollowingpassagein"Prufrock"Could

reflecttherhythmofthisjazzthatEliotheardinhischildhood.
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Igrowold‥.Igrowold‥.

Ishallwearthebottomsofmytrousersrolled.

ShallIpartmyhairbehind?Doldareeatapeach?

Ishallwearwhiteflanneltrousers,andwalkuponthebeach.

Ihaveheardthemermaidsslnging,eachtoeach.

OnemightarguethatthepassageissignificantbecauseinitEliotlaments

hisagingstateofmindthroughthejazz-likerhythmjustasastereotypical

oldblackmightexpresshissadness.Onecanfindseveralotherpassages

thatalsoseemtobeillfluencedbytherhythmofblackmusicinEliot'searlier

poems.Forexample,in"PortraitofaLady":

Thevoicereturnsliketheinsistentout-of-tune

OfabrokenviolinonanAugusta允ernoon:

Ìamalwayssurethatyouunderstand

Myfeelings,alwayssurethatyoufeel,

Surethatacrossthegulfyoureachyourhand.

Withitsrhymesandassonancesin"-n",thispassagehasaveⅣComforting

soundasifitwereakindofnurseryrhyme.Onemightarguethatin

passageslikethisthejazz-likerhythmsEliotheardinst.Louisinhis

childhoodo洗enreappearinhisearlierpoems.ThecolloquialwayEliotuses

rhymesandassonancesinsuchpassageswillhavebeenquitechallengingfor

theliteraⅣtraditionofthattime.Hereisanotherexample:

- Letustaketheair,inatobaccotrance,

Admirethemonuments,

Discussthelateevents,
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Correctourwatchesbythepublicclocks.

Thensitforhalfanhouranddrinkourbocks.

Thereadermightgettheimpressionthatthepoetisinvitingthereaderto

joininthedialogue;thewordsdirectlyappealtotheconversationalinstincts

ofthosewhoreadthepoem.Thisisalsoaprominentfeatureofmostjazz

lyricsand,forsomereadersatleast,thiscolloquialtonemightsoundlikethe

phrasingofjazzandbluesamongblackAmericans.RobertF.Fleissner

arguesinthefollowingwayforaninfluenceoflocalSt.Louiscultureon

Eliot:

AsaSt.Louisresidentduringhisformativeyears,youngTomEliotwas

subjecttotheinfluencesofmuchlocalculture,thesurnameofPrufrock,for

example,orlglnatingthere,atleastdenotatively,eventhoughthepoethimself

claimedoncenottorecollectthat.Eliotnaturallylookeduponhishomecityas

thelastfrontier,thebeginningofthefederalWest,includingallthatthat

represented,suchasredpeople.NearthecentralForestPark,forexample,

WereprehistoricIndianmoundshewouldhaveknownabout(seeCrawford13-

14).Andthisfrontiercitynaturallyincludedalsotheenvironsofmanyblack

personswiththeirrhythmicways.Nodoubtsomereadersmaybeproneto

thinkimmoderatelyonlyof"st.LouisBlues"andotherjazz-ageeffectsorof

popularmelodieswhichwendedtheirway,tosomerhythmicextentatleast,

throughsomeofhisearlyversesinparticular,asnotablyevidentin7鮎 WaSte

Land(alsoindebtedofcoursetothemusicalityofLeSacned/PTjbtemps)and

Sweeney,蜘 血tes(alsoindebted,ifsomewhatnegatively,tothedrumbeats

ofVachelLindsay'S"TheCongo'つ.6

Jazzchantsmayalsobeheard,perhaps,inthefollowingdialoguein7加

WasteLand ItisquiteconceivablethatEliotunconsciouslyacquiredthe
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rhythmicsensethroughthein且uenceoflocalcultureinst.Louis.7Itreads:

ẁhatisthatnoise?'

Thewindunderthedoor.

ẁhatisthatnoisenow?Whatisthewinddoing?'

Nothingagalnnothing.

D̀o

Youknownothing?Doyouseenothing?Doyouremember

Ǹothing?'

Iremember

Thosearepearlsthatwerehiseyes.

Àreyoualive,ornot?Istherenothinglnyourhead?I

But

0000thatShakespeherianRag-

ThiskindofjazzchantingstylehadconsiderableinnuenceontheEpilogueof

RalphEllison'snovelhvTilbhMalI.FleissnerdiscussesEliot'simpactupon

Inレ元JZljTeManinthefollowingterms:

AsforEliot'Sspecificimpactuponblackwriters,themostobviousone

wasonRalphEllisonandhisIJZTqiJZIJeMan,aSeminallysurrealisticwork

whichnotunexpectedlycommenceswithanepigraphfromtheSt.Louispoet;

itscloseassociationswith7乃eWasteLaJZdhavebeenwelldocumentedfor

theCollegeLanguageAssociationbyMaryEllenWilliamsWalsh.(Seealso

StevenHelmling'smorerecentarticle.)Atypicalenough,ifsomewhatobvious,

literalechoisEllison'swordplayuponthèS̀hakespeherianRag,"namely"Oh,
oh,oh,thosemultimillionaires!"(hTqilb/aMan29).Walshwrites,"Justas

7万eWasteLaDdcloseswiththeancientanswersfortherestorationofthe
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FisherKing'sdomain,theEpiloguetoInvJilZ,JeManCOntainstheanswersthe

protagonistfindsfortherevitalizationofAmericaandtherestorationof

humanitytoblackpeople"(157).AccordingtoLloydBrown,itwasT.S.Eliot's

majorearlypoetⅣwhich"changedthedirectionof[Ellison'S]life";asthekey

blacknovelisthimselfputit,"EliotsaidsomethingtomysensibilitiesthatI

couldn'tfindinNegropoetswhowroteofexperienceslmyselfhadgone

through"(ascitedbyBrown99).Wh ereas,admittedly,thevarietyofliterary

influencesuponEllisonwasconsiderable...8

OneexampleofapassageinIJIVlilZ2jbManthatseemstohavebeenmuch

in且uencedbyEliot'spoeticdictionisthefollowing,whichremindsusofthe

soliloquyin"AgameofChess":

''Youngman,I'minahurry,"hesaid,cuppingahandtohisear."Wh yshouldI

knowyou?""BecauseI'myourdestiny.""Mydestiny,didyousay?"Hegavea

puzzledstare,backingaway."Youngman,areyouwell?Whichtraindidyou

saylshouldtake?""Ididn'tsay,"Isaid,shakingmyhead."Now,aren'tyou

ashamed?'‥Àshamed?ASHAMED!"hesaidindignantly.9

StevenC.Tracy,too,stressesthefactthatEllison'sreadingof乃eWaste

LandpermeateshI始IbJeMan:10

AsEllisonreadEliot,hefeltasensibilitythatworkedclosetothesame

sensibilityheencounteredin"thecultureofjazz''("Onlnitiation"39).Indeed,

the"spontaneltyandimprovisation,rejectionofmiddle-classvalues,emotional

andsexualfreedom,seemingprimitivism,theconceptoftheartistasan

òutsider,'disjunctionandcacophony"characteristicofsomemodernist

works,Eliot'samongthem,isclosetothesensibilityofsegmentsofthejazz

community(Tracy19).ll
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Inotherwords,ifEliot,asamodernist,hadanin且uenceonEllison,itwas

becauseEllison,too,waschallengingtheliterarytraditionoftheepochhe

belongedto.WhileTracyagreesthatEllisonhasfrequentlyacknowledged

thegeneralin且uenceofEliotonhiswork,healsostressesthatEllisonuses

thisinfluencetomal(etheAfrican-Am ericanculturaltraditionbehindEliot

partofthemainstreamofAmericancultureatlarge.12

Asamatteroffact,theEpiloguetoIDVlilbJeMan,asWalshwrites,

containstheanswerstheprotagonistfindsfortherevitalizationofAmerica

andtherestorationofhumanitytoblackpeople.13

"SweeneyAgonistes"Canbecalledtheidealexampleofapoeminwhich

EliotembodiesAfricanculturethroughjazzrhythms.RachelBlauDuPlessis

notesinGe〟dem,Races,3〟d物 'ousCuJtuTleSlbModemAme17とTaJl月フetq

that"SweeneyAgonistes"waswrittenin1923-24,immediatelyafter7加

WasteLaDd14 Fleissnersaysthatthisworkwasfirstpublishedwiththe

"black-sounding"titleof"WannaGoHome,Baby?"15Thetitlesounds

appropriatewhenonereadsthepassagewhichrepresentstheanimated

rhythmofAfricandmms:

Underthebamboo

Bamboobamboo

Underthebambootree

Twoliveasone

Oneliveastwo

Twoliveasthree

Undertheban

Undertheboo

Underthebambootree.
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Theword"bamboo"remindsthereaderofthelivelyrhythmofhumanlifein

theAfricancontinent.Togetherwith"bamboo,"theword"Hoo"soundsveⅣ

exotictotheearsofwesternersatlarge.

Andperhapsyou'realive

Andperhapsyou'redead

Hoohaha

Hoohaha

Hoo

㍍oo

Hoo

ThereadermightwonderwhyEliotusedsuchanexoticwordas"Hoo"atthe

endofthepoem.DuPlessisarguesthattheword"Hoo"makesthewhite

audiencefeelasenseofhorror:16

Inthiswork,Eliotisexperimentingwithamomentofconfrontationthat

deploysAfricanistmaterialsbothasthehorrorandtoframethehorror- a

usebothracistandsympathetic.Theendofthisworkscaresthe[white]

audiencewithanominous"HOOHOOHOO.''Thisscarewordalludesto

blacksandtoaprimitivecharacterwhoisaproto-blackperson;thewordis

sunginastyledesignedtoalludetoblackfaceminstrelsy.CitingAfrican-

Americansongwriters(ColeandJohnson),deployingwhiteAfricanist

representations(minstrelsy,thecannibaltrope),andusingmetonymic

equivalencesforblacks(Sweeney),Eliothasresourcefullybricolagedapacket

ofracializedmaterialstojolt,amuse,andsoberupawhiteaudience.Heis,at

bottom,scarlngWhiteswith"blacks,"withtheirowndarkimpulses,cross-

codedasAfrican,andwithallthat"Africa"implies,allsuccinctlyevokedin

thephoneme"Hoo.''17
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DuPlessisfurtherdiscussestheroleofthishorrorwhichliesinAfricain

makingthewhitesfeelambiguousabouttheirsocialposition.

Thehorrorisinus,saysEliot;weareAfrica,justasConradsaid;thisis

anincorporative,hauntedconfrontationmakingwhitenessanambiguous

socialpositionfilledwithpowerlesssuperioritybecausefloodedwiththe

energiesanddemandsofthedarkinstinctual.Eliot'smelodramaminglesthe

racialpositionsofblackandwhite,produclngmultipleironies.Thesemay

seemtobedifferentopinions.Yetinbothwriters,Africaisleftashorror,the

immobilizedsiteofpejorativemeaningsfortheseEuro-Americanmodernists,

madesobytheirconstructionofwhitenessasapoliticalandculturalposition.

Layersofwhiteconjure,ofprimitivistdiscourses,andofcontradictionson

racialmattersallconstitutiveofwhitenessasapositionhavebeenrevealedby

thissocialphilologyof"Hoo":racialsuperiorityversusequality;identification

withandwardingoffofblacks;desireforandfearofpleasure;noble

sentimentsandstigmatizlngattitudes;whiterightsinblackmaterialsand

whiteguiltforappropriation;denialandcovertacknowledgementofblack

agency;thedesiretoextirpateracialprejudice,andtorevelinitscultural

connotationsandthesocialpoweritofferswhites.18

Onemightarguethatreadingtheseracialbinaryvaluesintothepassageis

quitefarfetched.However,ifsuchanapproachtoEliot'sworksseⅣesto

makethemarginalortheinvisibleinhumansocietymoreclearlyvisibleto

thereader,itischallengingandsignificantforthosewholiveina

multiethnicsociety.

Ingeneral,Eliotdidnotrefertospecificblackwritersinhispoems,

however,hefromtimetotimemadeuseofAfrican-Americanthemesinhis

works.19 1fthereaderissensitiveenoughtoacknowledgethiskindof

invisibletheme,he/Shewillbeabletoenjoyamoreprofoundreadingof
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Eliot'spoeticworks.
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