


Ars Lyrica 29

The Music of T. S. Eliot’s Four Quartets

George Gopen
Duke University

... Only by the form, the pattern
Can words or music reach
The stillness . . .

(“Burnt Norton,” V)
I: “Music"?

The most common critical assumption concerning the
“music” of Eliot’s Four Quartets related Eliot’s structures to
recognizable musical forms—especially sonata allegro form.'Here

is a typical attempt:

The first movement of the quartet (that is, the first numbered
section of his text), answering to the musical sonata form, is
in three divisions; the two divisions at the beginning cor-
respond to the exposition and development of the themes, the
initial division being complemented or modified by the
second; the third is a recapitulation, In “Burnt Norton” the
first is attached to the second by a bridge passage, and the
third is a brief da capo.?

There are many reasons why this kind of formal paraliel will
not withstand close scrutiny. It oversimplifies sonata allegro

' Of the many such attempts, see especially Grover Smith, T. S.
Eliot's Poetry and Plays: A Study in Sources and Meaning, 2™ ed.,
(Chicago: University of Chicago, 1974); Stephen Spender, The
Destructive Element (London: Jonathan Cape, 1936); Hugh Kenner, The
Invisible Poet: T. S. Eliot (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1959); Helen
Gardner, The Art of T. §. Eliot (New York: E. P. Dutton, 1959) and The
Composition of the Four Quartets (London: Faber, 1978). For an
interesting treatment of the effect titling this work “Quartets,” see
Robert C. Schweik, “T. S. Eliot’s Four Quartets and the Uses of
‘Referred Forms’,” Cithara 28 (1989): 43-64.

2 Smith, T §. Eliot, 253.
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