About the Essay
"Tradition and Individual Talent" (1919) is one of the popular essays in literary criticism. The essay is divided into three parts. In the first part, the conception of tradition is given. The second part deals with Eliot's theory of the impersonality of poetry. The third part summarises Eliot's views given in the earlier two parts. The views of Eliot on the importance of Tradition and Individual Talent can be discussed as follows.
Introduction : In the first half of his essay "Tradition and the Individual Talent, Eliot has expressed his views on the relationship between tradition of the writers of the past and the individual talent of the poet. These views can be reproduced as follows.
(1) Meaning of the Tradition :'By "tradition", Eliot mans the poets of the past as a whole. However, Eliot has used the term in a wider sense. It means more than a literary tradition. In addition,it refers to social, historical, economic and cultural factors which influence the poet.
111) Dynamic Nature of Tradition .:
According to Eliot, tradition does not mean the mere copy of the writing of the generations of authors in the past. Tradition cannot be inherited but obtained by hard work. It can be obtained by those who have the historical sense. The person who has the historical sense feels that the whole literature of Europe from the ancient time of Rame to his own century forms one continuous literary tradition. He is conscious of his relation with these writers of the past. Eliot's conception of Tradition is dynamic and not static . This means that it is never fix but changes constantly. The writer (or poet) in the present must seek guidance from the past. The past guides the present i.e. the new work and the present alters and modifies the past i.e. tradition. For example, great poets like Virgil, Dante and Shakespeare have added something to the literary tradition. The addition guided future generation of poets in writing poetry.
I) Function of Tradition : Importance of Both Tradition and Individual Talent According to Eliot, tradition has typical function. The works of the past are judged by the new works of art. The purpose is not seen whether the new works are better or worse than the works of the past. The comparison is reciprocal. The past (tradition) helps to understand the present and the present (individual talent) throws light on the past. Thus, the comparison reveals the importance of both, tradition and the individual talent. Both are 'valid' and 'valuable' in their own ways. However, it is their combination ('blend') which can crate a good work of art. In fact, 'tradition' and the 'individual talent' go or should go hand in hand.
II) Sense of the Tradition and its Importance :
III) Eliot also speaks about the sense of tradition. It does not mean that the poet in the present should try to know the past as a whole. Actually, only the significant from it should be acquired. The poet should not know only the authors whom he admires. On the contrary, he should know all small and great poets of all the Ages. Similarly, in order to know the tradition, the poet must judge critically what the main trends are and what are not.
IV) Conclusion : Thus, Eliot has given his views on the nature of the tradition of teh past authors and its relationship with an individual poet. Eliot concluded that it is the sense of tradition which is more important than the personality of an individual artist.
V) Impersonality of Poetry :
Eliot says that in poetry, the emotion of the poet is not essentially present. He criticises Wordsworth's views that poetry has its origin in emotions recollected in tranquillity. In fact, poetry is not the expression of personality but an escape from personality. Art of poetry is completely depersonalized. Honest criticism is directed not on the poet but on the poetry.
111) Analogy of a Catalist :
Eliot, then, explains the poetic process- with analogy (= comparison) of a catalist. According to him, the poet must be impersonal like .
scientist. The important thing is not the personality of the poet but his sense of Tradition. The poet must forget his personal joys and sorrows and get absorbed in acquiring a sense of tradition Thus, the poet's personality is merely a medium. To explain this fact, Eliot uses a fine analogy which can be stated as follows.
The poetic process is just like a catalytic chemical process. There is a jar which contains oxygen and sulphur dioxide. When a thin filament of platinum' is put into the jar, the two gases combine to form sulphurous acid. This combination takes place only in the presence of teh piece of platinum. However, the metal (platinum) does not undergo any change during the chemical process. The combination of the gases. too does not bear any trace of platinum. in the poetic process too, the poet's mind functions like a catalytic agent. It combines the emotions and experiences into poetry. However. like the piece of platinum, it remains free from the trace of teh combination. In tile same way, the new combination (poetry) does not containing trace of the poet's mind.
Poetry : Escape from Personality :
The above discussion shows that Eliot opposes the Romantic theory of poetry as self-expression. For Eliot, poetry is not merely the expression of personality of personality. Thus, the subject-wise view of poetry stressed by the Romantic poets is replaced by the impersonality in art. Eliot says :" Poetry is not turning loose of emotion, but an escape from emotion; it is not expression of personality, but an escape from personality".
Poetic Emotions are Refined :Finally, Eliot says that the emotions of poetry differ from the personal emotions of poet. The poet's personal emotions may- be simple or crude. But the emotions of his poetry are complex and refined. It is not necessary that the poet should express his own emotions. Even the emotions which are not personally experienced by the poet can serve the purpose of poetry.
Conclusion : Thus Eliot has given his famous theory of impersonality in art or poetry. It remains one of the better-known theories of Eliot.
