
T.S. Eliot’s concept of tradition and individual talent, set forth in his seminal 1919 essay 
"Tradition and the Individual Talent," redefined how modern literature views originality, 
history, and the creative process. Writing at the height of Modernism, Eliot challenged the 
Romantic obsession with individual genius and self-expression, arguing instead that true literary 
achievement relies on a poet's deep engagement with the past. 

1. Defining "Tradition": The Historical Sense 
For Eliot, tradition is not a static, passive inheritance—it cannot be handed down automatically, 
nor is it merely a blind adherence to previous generations. Instead, it must be earned through 
hard labor. 
Central to acquiring tradition is what Eliot calls the "historical sense": 

●​ Perception of Timelessness and Temporality: The historical sense involves a 
perception "not only of the pastness of the past, but of its presence." 

●​ Simultaneous Order: A writer with the historical sense writes not just with their own 
generation in their bones, but with a feeling that the whole of European literature—from 
Homer down to the present—has a simultaneous existence and composes a 
simultaneous order. 

●​ Depersonalization: Understanding tradition forces the writer to look beyond their 
immediate individual consciousness and place their work within a larger cultural 
continuum. 

2. The Dynamic Relationship: How the Past and 
Present Interact 
Eliot presents a revolutionary view of literary history: the relationship between past works and 
new works is a two-way street. 
Existing Literary Canon (Past) <---> New Work of Art (Present)​
 

1.​ The Past Directs the Present: A new writer is judged by the standards of the past. This 
is not a judgment of "better or worse," but a test of fitting into an existing order. 

2.​ The Present Alters the Past: When a truly new, significant work of art is created, 
something happens simultaneously to all the works of art that preceded it. The entire 
existing dynamic order of the canon shifts slightly to accommodate the newcomer. 

3.​ Re-alignment of Value: The relations, proportions, and values of each work of art toward 
the whole are readjusted. Thus, the present modifies the past just as much as the past 
directs the present. 

3. "Individual Talent" Redefined 
If tradition is so dominant, what happens to the artist’s individual talent? 
Eliot argues that originality is not the rejection of tradition, but its fulfillment. 

●​ An artist’s value does not lie in how distinct or radically separate they are from their 
predecessors. 

●​ True individual talent manifests in how effectively a writer absorbs the past and uses it to 
express the consciousness of the present. 



●​ Novelty for its own sake is superficial; meaningful novelty happens when the historical 
sense is brought to bear on the contemporary moment. 

4. The Theory of Impersonality 
The essay connects the concept of tradition directly to Eliot’s famous Theory of Impersonality: 

●​ Self-Sacrifice: The progress of an artist is a continual self-sacrifice, a continual extinction 
of personality. 

●​ The Mind as a Medium: The poet's mind is not a vessel for expressing personal 
emotions, but a receptacle or catalyst—much like a filament of platinum in a chemical 
reaction—that transforms raw feelings and experiences into "art emotion." 

●​ Art as Escape: As Eliot famously concluded: "Poetry is not a turning loose of emotion, 
but an escape from emotion; it is not the expression of personality, but an escape from 
personality." 

Key Takeaways and Influence 
Concept Traditional/Romantic View Eliot's Modernist View 
Tradition Static, backward-looking, 

restrictive rulebook. 
Living, dynamic canon that 
reshapes with every new 
masterpiece. 

Originality Spontaneous expression of 
unique personality. 

Mastery of the historical sense 
and integration into the canon. 

The Poet's Role A visionary expressing personal 
feeling. 

A catalyst transforming emotion 
into impersonal "art emotion." 

Eliot’s essay established the foundational ethos of New Criticism, shifting literary study away 
from authorial biography and toward the text's relationship with the literary canon. 
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