The Enduring Relevance of
T. S. Eliot’s Metaphysical Poetry in the 21st Century
Khelsoril Wanbe

ABSTRACT

This article explores the enduring relevance of T. S. Eliot’s engagement
with metaphysical poetry, particularly in the context of 21st-century
literary and cultural discourse. Eliot not only revived critical interest in
17th-century metaphysical poets such as John Donne and Andrew Marvell
but also incorporated their techniques—especially the fusion of intellect
and emotion—into his own poetic and critical work. Through close
analysis of Eliot’s essays and poems, the study highlights key themes such
as the unification of sensibility, spiritual dissonance, poetic impersonality,
and the creative use of wit and conceits. Eliot’s critical concepts, including
the “dissociation of sensibility” and the impersonality of the poet, remain
deeply influential in contemporary literary theory. His revitalization of
metaphysical traditions has not only shaped modernist poetics but continues
to provide insight into issues of fragmentation, alienation, and the search
for meaning in today’s world. The article ultimately positions Eliot as a

modern metaphysical poet whose legacy extends far beyond his time.
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T. S. Eliot’s engagement with metaphysical poetry continues to resonate
in the 21st century, both for its intellectual depth and its exploration of
universal human values. As a major figure of literary modernism, Eliot not
only revived interest in 17th-century metaphysical poets like John Donne
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and Andrew Marvell but also absorbed their techniques and themes into his
own work, crafting a modern sensibility deeply rooted in the metaphysical
tradition. His insights into the fusion of intellect and emotion, his
philosophical reflections on poetry, and his innovative techniques remain

strikingly relevant in today’s cultural and literary landscape.

EL10T’S REVERENCE FOR METAPHYSICAL POETRY

Eliot’s high regard for metaphysical poetry is evident in his seminal essay
The Metaphysical Poets, where he challenges earlier criticisms—most
notably those of Samuel Johnson—and argues for the enduring value of
the genre. He felt that if the shrewd and sensitive critic like Johnson failed
to define metaphysical poetry by its flaws, he wondered whether we would
not have more success by employing a different method. If we assume that
the poets of the seventeenth century directly descended from the previous
age, and without using such demeaning adjective as ‘metaphysical’, try to
see whether they did contribute something that is permanently valuable,

gradually disappeared, but should not have disappeared. (T. S. Eliot, 285.)

Eliot aligns 17th-century metaphysical poets with canonical figures
like Dante and Guido Cavalcanti, signaling his belief in their timeless
significance. His admiration especially for Donne underlines the kinship

he felt with their intellectual rigor and emotional authenticity.

REVIVAL AND INFLUENCE

The 20th-century revival of metaphysical poetry, spearheaded by Herbert
Grierson’s editions of Donne and Eliot’s critical essays, marks a turning
point in the reevaluation of metaphysical literature. Eliot’s own poetry—
complex, erudite, and allusive—mirrored the metaphysical style. E O.
Matthiessen observed that the similarities between Eliot’s technical devices
and those of Donne have often been conversational in tone, the vocabulary
is colloquial and surprisingly strange—both of these were a product of
Eliot’s belief in the relationship between poetry and actual speech, and
paralleling his use of ‘non- poetic’ material; the rapid association of ideas
which demands constant alertness of the reader; the irregular verse and
difficult sentence structure are the direct reflections of thought and feeling;
and, especially, the flash of wit resulted from the shock of such unexpected
contrasts. (E O. Matthiessen 15)
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Eliot’s poetry revitalized the metaphysical spirit through modernist
forms, laying the foundation for a new poetic movement that challenged

Victorian sentimentality and embraced philosophical ambiguity.

EXPLORATION OF UNIVERSAL THEMES

Eliots poetry deals with themes of alienation, disillusionment, spiritual
emptiness, and the modern quest for meaning—all of which remain
intensely relevant. In an age of technological acceleration and cultural
fragmentation, Eliot’s work continues to articulate the inner dissonance
of the modern soul. His advocacy for poetic complexity, rooted in
metaphysical traditions, addresses the multifaceted nature of modern life.
As he explains in The Metaphysical Poets that our civilization comprehends
great variety and complexity, which playing upon a refined sensibility, have
to produce varied and complex results. The poet, he says, must become
more comprehensive, allusive, indirect to force and, if necessary, to dislocate

language into his meaning. (T. S. Eliot 289)

“D1SSOCIATION" vS. “UNIFICATION’’ OF SENSIBILITY

One of Eliot’s most enduring contributions to literary criticism is the
idea of the “dissociation of sensibility”—a rupture between thought and
feeling in post-17th-century poetry. He laments this split, arguing that
metaphysical poets possessed a rare “unified sensibility.”” He says, although
Tennyson and Browning think they are poets, they do not feel their
thought as immediately as the sweet smell of a rose. But for Donne, a
thought was an experience that modified his sensibility. Eliot says when
a poet’s mind is fully equipped for its work, it is constantly combining
disparate experience; the ordinary man’s experience is chaotic irregular,
fragmentary. The ordinary man falls in love, or reads Spinoza, and these
two experiences have nothing to do with each other, or with the noise
of the typewriter or the smell of cooking, but in the mind of a poet, all
these experiences are always forming new wholes. (T. S. Eliot 287). This
concept of amalgamating disparate experiences into poetic unity remains
pertinent in discussions about emotional intelligence, authenticity, and

artistic expression today.

Vol. XXIII, No. XXVI, ISSN No. 2347-4777 (Peer-Reviewed, UGC-CARE listed Journal) 491



International Journal of Cultural Studies and Social Sciences

WAT AND THE USE OF CONCEITS

Eliot admired the metaphysical use of wit and conceits—ingenious, often
startling metaphors—as essential tools for fusing intellect with emotion.
Like Donne, Eliot used conceits not merely for decorative effect, but as
instruments of insight. Matthiessen observed that there was a close similarity
between Donne and Eliot. He said that it was essential to emphasize that
by using wit and conceits in their writings, neither Donne nor Eliot was
engaging in intellectual stunts or decorating his verse with brilliant but
pointless ingenuity. He said that conceit existed not just for shocking or
startling, though that is one of its valuable attributes. It is an integral part
of the metaphysical style as it is the most compelling means of unifying
emotion and thought by bringing together widely different materials in a
single image. It is not merely ornamental but wholly functional, by its use
alone, the poet feels that he can express the precise bend of his meaning.
(E O. Matthiessen 29) Wit, paradox, and layered meaning—all hallmarks of
metaphysical poetry—feature prominently in Eliot’s major works, such as
The Waste Land and Four Quartets.

INNOVATION IN POETIC FORM AND LANGUAGE

Eliot’s experimental use of diction, rhythm, and structure owes much to
metaphysical poets’ ability to push linguistic boundaries. Critics such as
S. K. Sen observed how Eliot, like Donne, brought poetry closer to the
cadence of speech, refreshing poetic language with colloquial vitality. His
use of pun, paradox, and multiple allusions—as R onald Tamplin and George

Williamson noted—connects him directly to the metaphysical tradition.

INFLUENCE ON LITERARY CRITICISM

Eliot’s theoretical essays, especially Tiadition and the Individual Talent, reshaped
modern literary criticism. He argued that poetry must be evaluated
independently of the poet’s biography—an idea that deeply influenced
New Criticism. Many critics and scholars have held in high regard his
theory of poetry that he expounded in his essay, Tradition and the Individual
Talent. In this connection, E O. Matthiessen observed that ‘Tradition and the
Individual Talent’ is now a classic equal to that of Matthew Arnold’s ‘The
Study of Poetry’; by putting these two essays, one can observe that Eliot’s is
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equally packed with incisive remarks on the relation between the present
and past, as well as on the nature of poetry itself. (E O. Matthiessen 3)

In this classic essay, Eliot discusses some essential aspects of poetry. One
revolutionizing view he expresses in this essay is that, in order to achieve
an objective assessment of poetry, one should avoid judging a poetic work
based on the poet’s life and experiences. Eliot says, “Honest criticism and
sensitive appreciation is directed not upon the poet but upon the poetry.”
(T. S. Eliot 17). Closely related to this is what he refers to as ‘impersonality’
of the poet. He compares the mind of the poet to a filament of platinum
that is used as a catalyst in a mixture of oxygen and sulphur dioxide to
produce sulphurous acid. Without the presence of the platinum, sulphurous
acid cannot be formed; yet the sulphurous acid does not contain any
trace of platinum and the platinum is unaftected. Through this analogy,
Eliot is suggesting that the poet’s mind, while writing a poem, should not
be influenced by his experiences. (T. S. Eliot 18) Again, Eliot compares
the poet’s mind to a vessel used for collecting and storing up numerous
feelings, phrases, images, that are united to form new compounds. ‘Emotion

recollected in tranquility’,in Eliot’s view, is an inaccurate formula for poetry.

R ELEVANCE TO CONTEMPORARY [SSUES

Eliot’s work continues to speak to our age of uncertainty and transformation.
His reflections on spiritual yearning, cultural decay, and the search for
authenticity mirror the anxieties of the 21st century. The following aspects

underscore his ongoing relevance:

Universality: Eliot viewed metaphysical poetry as expressing timeless
truths, more enduring than the sentimentalism of the 18th or the idealism
of the 19th century.

Permanent Value: The intellectual rigor and emotional depth of
metaphysical poetry, in Eliot’s view, represent qualities that modern poetry

must strive to recover.

Synthesis of Human Experience:The unification of disparate emotions
and thoughts into coherent artistic expression is a goal that remains relevant

in an era of fragmentation.
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Urban Consciousness and Moral Complexity: Eliot’s poetry, like
Donne’s, reflects on changing human values in a rapidly urbanizing

and secular world.

CONCLUSION: A METAPHYSICAL POET FOR THE MODERN AGE

T. S. Eliot was not only a critic and admirer of metaphysical poetry—he
was arguably its 20th-century successor. As Ronald Schuchard suggests,
Eliot represented a modern metaphysical moment, paralleling Donne’s in
its depth and complexity. His poetic vision and critical insight have left an
indelible mark on both literary history and contemporary discourse. In the
tumultuous, pluralistic, and intellectually fragmented 21st century, Eliot’s
engagement with metaphysical thought offers a model for poetic integrity,

intellectual depth, and emotional resonance.

His work is not merely studied for historical interest—it is a living force

in on-going conversations about meaning, artistry,and the human condition.
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