T. S. Eliot’s Swan Song: Forgiveness and Family in The Elder Statesman
Basis in Sophocles’ Oedipus at Colonus
The blinded Oedipus, led by his daughter Antigone, is not welcomed in Colonus, the sacred village of the Furies, because of the pollution he had brought upon himself and his city by his past deeds. Oedipus believes that he is not guilty for he committed incest and patricide unknowingly. Theseus, the ruler of Athens, believes Oedipus is to be pitied and makes him a citizen of the city. Oedipus’s other daughter, Ismene, arrives with news of the in-fighting at Thebes. Creon, the representative of Thebes, comes to Oedipus pretending to care for the blind man and his family, but actually hoping to take him and bury him without sacred rites, and thus appease the gods. Creon, unable to deceive them, threatens to kill Oedipus and bury him. Oedipus continues to insist that he is not guilty. The Athenians, led by Theseus, fend off Creon and the Thebans attempt to kidnap Oedipus and his daughters. Oedipus’ son Polynices arrives, having been banished by his brother, Eteocles, who has taken over Thebes. Antigone persuades Oedipus to listen to the angry Polynices, who insists that he and his father share the same fate. Oedipus prophecies that the two brothers will kill each other, and he departs off-stage to die in a flash of light. His daughters return to Thebes in hopes to do some good for the coming family conflict.
Discussion: How does the plot of The Elder Statesman parallel that of Oedipus at Colonus? How does it differ?

Other Questions
1. Why do you think that Eliot dedicates the play to his second wife?

2. Why is the changing of names important to the theme of the play?

3. How would you describe the nature of the love that Charles and Monica feel for each other?

4. What does Lord Claverton fear about retirement?

5. Why do Fred Culverwell/Federico Gomez and Maisie Montjoy/Mrs. Carghill reenter Claverton’s life?

6. What is the difference in the play between a public and a private self?

7. Is anything resolved in Claverton’s relationship with his son, Michael?

8. What role does forgiveness play in The Elder Statesman?

Development and Resolution across the Four Domestic Dramas
In each play, one or more protagonists must come to terms with their past deeds and take a step forward toward spiritual healing and the discovery of true love:
The Family Reunion—Harry learns of his family curse, and must take the first steps towards expiation.
The Cocktail Party—Edward and Lavinia must face their loveless past and choose the little way of daily sanctity, while Celia must seek atonement in a medical order and in martyrdom.
The Confidential Clerk—Colby, Kaghan, and Lucasta must discover their true identities, while Sir Claude and Lady Elizabeth must finally take responsibility for their actions.
The Elder Statesman—Lord Claverton must end his denial about his past and seek forgiveness and love.
From “Poetry and Drama” (1951)

[T]he ideal towards which poetic drama should strive. It is an unattainable ideal: and that is why it interests me, for it provides an incentive towards further experiment and exploration, beyond any goal which there is prospect of attaining. It is a function of all art to give us some perception of an order in life, by imposing an order upon it. The painter works by selection, combination, and emphasis among the elements of the visible world; the musician in the world of sound. It seems to me that beyond the nameable, classifiable emotions and motives of our conscious life when directed towards action – the part of life which prose drama is wholly adequate to express – there is a fringe of indefinite extent, of feeling which we can only detect, so to speak, out of the corner of the eye and can never completely focus; of feeling of which we are only aware in a kind of temporary detachment from action. There are great prose dramatists – such as Ibsen and Chekhov – who have at times done things of which I would not otherwise have supposed prose to be capable, but who seem to me, in spirit of their success, to have been hampered in expression by writing in prose. This peculiar range of sensibility can be expressed by dramatic poetry, at its moments of greatest intensity. At such moments, we touch the border of those feelings which only music can express. We can never emulate music, because to arrive at the condition of music would be the annihilation of poetry, and especially of dramatic poetry. Nevertheless, I have before my eyes a kind of mirage of the perfection of verse drama, which would be a design of human action and of words, such as to present at once the two aspects of dramatic and of musical order. It seems to me that Shakespeare achieved this at least in certain scenes – even rather early, for there is the balcony scene of Romeo and Juliet – and that this was what he was striving towards in his late plays. To go as far in this direction as it is possible to go, without losing that contact with the ordinary everyday world with which drama must come to terms, seems to me the proper aim of dramatic poetry. For it is ultimately the function of art, in imposing a credible order upon ordinary reality, and thereby eliciting some perception of an order in reality, to bring us to a condition of serenity, stillness, and reconciliation; and then leave us, as Virgil left Dante, to proceed toward a region where that guide can avail us no farther.

