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The lecture will focus on T. S. Eliot’s Ariel Poems as topical poetry, that is, poetry written in response to current affairs and public concerns. Embedded in diverse contexts—theological, political, broadly intellectual—the poems offer space in which Eliot “writes his time.” For instance, they include his veiled response to the dispute about Giorgione’s paintings, his reaction to the parliamentary debate about the revision of the Book of Common Prayer, and his interest in Józef Piłsudski. The collection comprises six pieces written for the Faber series of illustrated Christmas pamphlets issued between 1927 and 1931, and in 1954. The beginning of the series coincided with Eliot’s conversion to Anglo-Catholicism. At that time, he was the editor of an influential journal The Criterion and worked in publishing, while also asserting his position as a public man of authority. In those years, he was mostly writing prose—critical essays, reviews, commentaries, and editorials—many of which have only recently been made available. Indeed, the commission to create the first Ariel poem helped him to break his writer’s block at the time he feared his poetry had stopped after the apocalyptic verses of The Waste Land and “The Hollow Men.” Ariel Poems are different from his early poetry. In fact,  their critics complained about his poetry becoming too discursive, devoid of former succinctness, and about Eliot having betrayed high modernism. But Peter Monro Jack (in 1936)  observed that, in those years, Eliot reached a broader audience—that he became “a people’s poet.”  
The monographic lecture will have two aims. First, the poems will be discussed as Eliot’s intellectual yearly diary—as engaging with various current affairs and debates which he also addressed in his prose. Second, it will strive to show how these miscellaneous poems connect. Their unity will be presented as coming from Eliot’s consistent perspective on his era. This is, undoubtedly, the point of view of a recent convert to Anglo-Catholicism, but also of a Christian thinker who is far from complacent and who remains an insightful observer of his times and a creator of poetry open to those who do not share his faith.
 

