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Classical Greece; an era of gloriousness or the genesis of corruption inherent in humanity? 
Explore Eliot’s literary and Waterhouse’s visual depiction of classicism and myth.

Both T.S. Eliot and J. W. Waterhouse explore the ancient past in their artistic mediums of choice. These two artists of different times depict the same Greek myths, however, as if in a rhetoric discourse, both seem to have opposing views. The social contexts in which they look back at antiquity strongly impact their attitudes towards it. In Waterhouse’s late 19th century, many exciting archaeological discoveries were happening. Learning more about a time where life seemed so much simpler and far more beautiful positively inspired Victorian artists. Comparatively, Eliot’s poetry reached its peek after WW1, where he would extensively review ancient mythology to investigate the transitions and patterns in catastrophic human behaviour. Comparing these two creative visions beautifully lends itself into a complex discussion about whether Classical Greece is a time of magnificence or the early ages of human μίασμα / miasma. 

Firstly, Waterhouse’s ‘Ariadne’ and Eliot’s ‘Sweeney Erect’[footnoteRef:2] (1920) are two pieces which perfectly encapsulate these artists’ conceptual/philosophic ideas in relation to ancient Greek legends.  [2:  T.S. Eliot, ‘Selected Poems’, 2014, Mariner Books, Pg. 36] 
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John William Waterhouse Ariadne (1898), oil on canvas, 151 x 91 cm, Private collection. 


In Waterhouse’s painting above, Ariadne’s vulnerable pose, the flower imagery and the harmony of warm hues all hint at a sense of tranquility. Nevertheless, this calmness is distracted by the violent association of the sailing ship behind Ariadne which carries Theseus, her fleeing lover. Having used and abused the young woman, he is now leaving her with an inescapable feeling of abandonment and consequently madness, despair and grief. In depicting such a tragic incident, Waterhouse does not convey a sense of violence like Eliot does, but rather honours such pain and romance with his passionate colour palette of reds and the majesty of tigers. This glorification of human feeling might be a visceral reaction against the frightening sense of mechanisation brought by Industrial Revolution. Like Ariadne who painfully longs for her lover, Waterhouse himself can be considered as longing for something - a past era where all emotions were much more natural without the threat of advancing industrialisation. Therefore, the allusions to Classical Greece and its myths is a vehicle for the artist to contemplate about his own contemporary world through analogy. 

Eliot too refers to the classical myth of Ariadne in ‘Sweeney Erect’. In comparison to Waterhouse, any glorification of love, loss and pain is absent in Eliot’s blunt description of a prostitute who is compared to Ariadne:

“Reviewing the insurgent gales
Which tangle Ariadne’s hair
And swell with haste the perjured sails.”

Giving an allusion to this ancient tragedy reinforces the poem’s idea of progressively deteriorating human morals and the plight of women who timelessly suffer from misogyny. Ariadne ‘is the goddess of vegetation, personification of Spring and returning life, symbol of fertility.’[footnoteRef:3] and hence allusion to her conveys the sterility of erotic intercourses in modern society. Ariadne’s grand and infamous suffering, highlighted with hyperbolic language “insurgent gales / perjured sails”, is contrasted with Sweeney’s sordid sexual affair, “the sheets in steam / the epileptic on the bed”. The mechanic lexis ‘steam,’, reminds the reader of steam engine, which conveys the difference in romantic relationships between Ariadne’s classical time, where lovers suffered for one another, and Eliot’s age where sexual intercourse is sterile, loveless and automated. Another classical reference is given “(Nausicaa and Polypheme)” to further convey the monstrosity ingrained in modern love/lust. The parenthesis creates a poetic claustrophobia which emphasises the odd combination of a princess, Nausicaa and Cyclops, Polypheme. Perhaps, this pairing indicates how relations like Sweeney’s and his sexual partner have a similar dynamic to a monster and a victim. In more depth, the poetic voice in ‘Sweeney Erect’, continues the patronisation and misogyny inherent in Theseus’ act of abandonment and refers to the prostitute in an objectifying and degrading manner, as expressed in the word ‘epileptic’. On that note, Eliot sees his contemporary age as the continuation and accentuation of corruption evident in classical man. In contrast, Waterhouse paints and glorifies classical myths in a way which provides a pure escapist entertainment from the tedious daily life.  [3:  D.E.S. Maxwell, “The Poetry of T.S. Eliot”, 2016, Routledge, Chapter IV] 


Furthermore, Waterhouse and Eliot also depict well-known supernatural creatures like nightingales and nymphs. The painting below ‘Hylas and the Nymphs’ beautifully captures the seduction and the lust all humans have to a certain extent.
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John William Waterhouse, ‘Hylas and the Nymphs’ (1896), oil on canvas, 163.3 x 98.2 cm, Manchester Art Gallery
In the myth of young Hylas, the hero comes across a group of sea-nymphs who, enchanted by his beauty, seduce him into loving them. The vibrant and lively colours used in Waterhouse’s nymphs bodies’ clearly emphasise their sexuality and overtly portrays them as femme fatales. Whereas, there is no colour and beauty in Eliot’s nymphs and rivers. There is a certain tension and ambiguity in Hylas’ position in the painting, which creates questions about whether he willingly jumps into the water, a symbol of his sexual desire, or the nymphs drag him. Like most human beings, Hylas seems to struggle to repress his sexuality when faced with dream-like feminine creatures. What seems clear in the midst of this equivocality is Waterhouse's depiction of how man’s triggered sexual desires can lead to his doom - just like Hylas who was never found after this incident. His blue clothing, which smoothly merges with the colour of water that erotically covers the nymphs’ bodies, conveys him giving into sexuality. Moreover, in contrast to Eliot’s bleak descriptions of the nymphs, there is an alluring realism in ‘Hylas and the Nymphs’. Thus, framing such a moment with attractive natural surroundings debunks any notions that Waterhouse considers ancient life as the genesis of our immorality. He rather limns our sexuality and lust as a part of human experience. 

Comparatively, in ‘The Fire Sermon’[footnoteRef:4] (1922) section of ‘The Waste Land’ Eliot refers to nymphs as well. However, Eliot’s blunt elliptic speech, “The nymphs are departed.”, disproves the classical conception that rivers were filled with nymphs. This allusion reinforces the loss of spiritualism in Eliot’s post-war society - “sweet Thames” lacks any remains of ancient magic and is filled with nothing but rubbish. The modern society is absolutely chaotic as unrelated items, “Silk handkerchiefs, cardboard boxes, cigarette ends”, and the stories these objects carry are listed together. In ancient mythology, the world’s sacred rivers, like the Nile and Euphrates were thought to have a common source and it was there that the poet would go to drink and gain inspiration, but for Eliot inspiration cannot be gained from such dirt.[footnoteRef:5] Waterhouse’s sense of order in the pictorial layout of plants, nymphs and Hylas is replaced with a complete irregular poetic structure in ‘The Fire Sermon’ which further highlights the inharmony in Eliot’s contemporary society. Eliot’s utilisation of Greek myth was an accent of his time, since in Modernism movement, there was a revival of classicism as a way to consider the relationship between past and present. Therefore, the river/nymph imagery provides a platform to contrast a supernatural ‘era of gloriousness’ with a meaningless, empty and miasmic one. Overall, the mythological nymphs may seem to emphasise our sexual impulses in Waterhouse’s work and convey a totally negative progress for humanity in ‘The Waste Land’. [4:  T.S. Eliot, ‘Selected Poems’, 2014, Mariner Books, Pg. 58]  [5:  B. Morden, ‘The Waste Land A Quest for Meaning’, 2010, The English Review] 

[image: ]
The mysterious depictions of Medea and nightingales can be compared in both artists’ works. Waterhouse’s ‘Jason and Medea’ capture another scene of temptation: 




John William Waterhouse, ‘Jason and Medea’ (1907), oil on canvas, 91.5 x 61 cm, Private Collection


Jason amazedly observing Medea’s spell might be a representation of how we can be easily ravished by the dark forces of nature and life. The female symbols of seduction, the nymphs and Medea, all present that being psychologically/sexually tempted and loss of self-control are deeply rooted in human nature. Nonetheless, ‘Jason and Medea’ is not a mere representation of ‘corruption inherent’ in us, but provides a considerably more positive experience for the viewers than Eliot’s un-romanticised poetry works and meanings. Victorian classicist artists, like Waterhouse, longed to belong to a society and culture whose origin went back into the mists of time.[footnoteRef:6] Hence, such magic and mystique is subtly displayed to be from ‘an era of gloriousness’ with the inclusion of materialistic wealth (e.g golden objects and vibrant clothing) and highly captivating tonal contrasts in ‘Jason and Medea’. In fact, artists of the late 19th century would see a certain glory and thrill in Classical Greece where one could not predict what their fate holds. Whereas in Waterhouse’s era, many people were beginning to have set lives, unchanging working hours and dull routines as a result of social advancements and growing labour jobs. Jason’s adventurous journey of finding the Golden Fleece with the aid of sorcerer Medea had a clear disconnect from the modern-day predictable life. By producing extremely intricate and realistic artworks of Greek myths, Waterhouse brings these legends into three-dimensionality and provides a delicate connection between the ancient past and present.  [6:  Many artists of Waterhouse’s time recognised the importance of ancient past and Morris memorably said “The past is not dead, it is living in us, and will be alive in the future, which we are now helping to make” - From his preface to R. Steele’s ‘Medieval Lore’, 2014, Project Gutenberg] 


Eliot’s nightingales do not have a captivating presence as Medea, but still offers a link between modern-day and Classical Greece. The rapid and extreme changes in social conditions, which Waterhouse had experienced, would increase in Eliot’s age. Hence, his poetry contains a message about the growing darkness in human morals rather than an aesthetically pleasing amusement like Waterhouse’s. In ‘Sweeney Among the Nightingales’[footnoteRef:7] (1919), the tragic mariticide of Agamemnon is referred: [7:  T.S. Eliot, ‘Selected Poems’, 2014, Mariner Books, Pg. 46] 


“The nightingales are singing near
The Convent of the Sacred Heart,
/
And sang within the bloody wood
When Agamemnon cried aloud”

‘Nightingales’ have two connotations in the poem. One meaning is prostitutes in accordance with modern low slang and with their sexually vulgar actions, “tries to sit on Sweeney’s knees / draws a stocking up”. The other connotation is ‘nightingale’ birds who cry in mourning of king Agamemnon, ‘sang with the bloody wood’. These meanings combined indicate that there was a time (Agamemnon’s ancient Greece) when the ‘nightingales’ were able to reflect back the virtue in human nature by singing in mourning of people. However, now that chastity and purity faded away in Eliot’s confused and imbalanced modern society, these birds stand as symbols of prostitutes. In more depth, Aristotle’s well known ‘Politics’ mentions how speech is the quality that distinguishes man and animals.[footnoteRef:8] However, the prostitutes in ‘Sweeney Among the Nightingales’ does not utilise speech and are controlled by their sexual impulses as conveyed through the violent imagery ‘Tears at the grapes with murderous paws’. This further highlights the corrupted morals of the modern humanity whose differences with animals are portrayed to be rapidly fading. In Hellenic rituals like Lenaia and Eleusinian Mysteries, fruits were offered to the gods in religious festivals. A twisted version of this concept is mentioned with fruits being suggestive of sexual genitals, “banana figs and hothouse grapes”. Eliot makes a clear distinction between Classical Greece where polis maintained prosperity through devotion to religion, chastity and piety and the morally decayed/ugly 20th century. Whereas, Waterhouse does not provide an obvious contrast between past and present. He simply captures a single/still moment through his visual medium -  encouraging one to investigate whether he praises such antique occasions or focuses on corruption inherent in these moments.  [8:  ‘Man alone of the animals possesses speech.’, Aristotle, ‘Politics’, Book 1, Section 1253a] 
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The myth of Circe was certainly an engaging one for both artists who produced works which were only based on her. While, Eliot focuses on Circe’s ability to seduce in ‘Circe’s Palace’, Waterhouse depicts the inevitable destruction which would arise if her seductions fail to allure men. ‘Circe Invidiosa’ (left) portrays Circe, poisoning the water to turn Scylla, her rival into a monster.




‘Circe Invidiosa’ (1892), oil on canvas, 180. 7 x 87.4 cm, Adelaide Art Gallery of South Australia


Circe’s cunning facial gesture while poisoning the water reminiscence the visual that one might imagine in thinking of infamous women of ancient Greek and Victorian poisoning trials.[footnoteRef:9] This backlash of underlying historical realism reinforces how feelings of jealousy, deception and revenge are timeless and extends to modern-day. “Circe Invidiosa” in Latin means “Jealous Circe” and thus the title further reinforces how there are certain malicious qualities attached to human nature. Therefore, Waterhouse’s works might hint that although some qualities of Classical Greece, like Jason’s adventures or Ariadne’s raw love pain is glorious, its myths are still the origins of our vulgar and never-changing human emotions. [9:  Throughout recorded history, there are countless cases of women poisoning their male counterparts. Most famous poisoning trial of Classical Athens would be Antiphon’s ‘Against the Stepmother for Poisoning’, 420 BC. Similarly, a well-known Victorian poisoning in Waterhouse’s time was Madeleine Smith who was the accused in a sensational murder trial in Scotland in 1857.] 


Eliot’s unique and distinctively classicist poem ‘Circe’s Palace’ works in a similar way to Waterhouse’s craft, as it focuses on a specific mythological moment to explore broader issues: 

“Panthers rise from their lairs
 In the forest which thickens below,
 Along the garden stairs
 The sluggish python lies;
 The peacocks walk, stately and slow, 
 And they look at us with the eyes
 Of men whom we knew long ago.” [footnoteRef:10]  [10:  T.S. Eliot, ‘Circe’s Palace’, 1908, The Harvard Advocate] 


What at first might seem as an aesthetically-pleasing sensory imagery carries a subtle layer of menace. These lines describe Circe’s machinations in turning potential mates into panthers, pythons and peacocks. Beneath the poem’s clear gothic and horrific tone, there is a Freudian revelation about Eliot’s own self. It is ‘the first indication of one polarity of Eliot’s view of  woman / as destructive, bent on emasculating men.’[footnoteRef:11]. Indeed, Eliot looks back at classical past partially as a way to better understand his world and feelings. From the origin myths of corruptive behaviour, the poet finds a medium to vocalise his fear of woman as a young man. In his ‘Tradition and The Individual Talent’, Eliot would support that one should study their preceptors to form a link between the remote past, present and future.[footnoteRef:12] He portrays a mythic moment of threat between Circe and men, potentially as a way to comprehend that there was always a tension in the encounter of opposite sexes and that such corrupt tension is immanent since dawn of time. Overall, the similarity of ‘Circe Invidiosa’ and ‘Circe’s Palace’ is chilling and indicates that, for both artists, Circe is the prototype of certain unchanging features of ανθρώπινον ήθος / human ethos such as malignity, spite and gender tension. [11:  J. T. Mayer, ’T. S. Eliot’s Silent Voices’, 1989, Oxford University Press]  [12:  "The past should be altered by the present as much as the present is directed by the past.” – T.S. Eliot, ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’ from ‘Selected Essays, 1917–1932’, 2014, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, pg. 3] 


In reviewing their works, one could certainly observe that while Waterhouse glorifies many aspects of Classics, Eliot predominantly utilises it to establish a strong contrast between his ever-changing era and a remote civilisation/culture. Waterhouse is not as rigid as Eliot about the changes across ages, but through Ariadne, Hylas and Jason, indicates that humankind is prone to manipulation and suffering. The beauty of Greek myths lies in the fact that they are open to the interpretations of the artists. We see the above myths through Waterhouse and Eliot’s eyes and what these legends connote in relation to their artistic vision and social climate. In both cases, contemplating about Greek mythology seems to provide a better understanding and contextualisation of the perplexing humanitas. We are highly emotionally impacted by Eliot and Waterhouse’s mythic methods, because both provide an artistic access into our predecessors, their pathos and their relation to our modern world.
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