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Abstract : 

Thomas Streams Eliot (1988-1965) was one of the accomplished literary personality of the 20th 

century. His poetry made him one of the important symbol of English literature. Apart from poetry and 

play he also mucilage to the literary and cultural scenes during his life. As a renowned Anglo-American 

poet, playwright, essayist and social critic his poems influenced the poets of that generation, more than 

anybody else. This was the time when English poetry become dull, stale and lifeless in the hands of 

Georgians. Eliot suffused into it a new virility and elongated the field of  the subject matter available for 

poetic treatment. His work as a poet was as contributor to modern literature. He experiments his writing 

with a new style, diction and authentication which rejuvenate the English poetry at that time. The Present 

Article shows how Eliot put his style as a complex and how he provided more than any other poet to be 

self attainment. 
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Introduction 

It is of supreme importance to view T. S. Eliot against the background of Georgian poetry, the 

practitioners of which were his immediate predecessors, to determine the nature of his achievement. From 

1900 until the first world war poetry in England followed for the most part the paths opened up by the 

later nineteenth century Romantics, unaware that the paths had become blind alleys and a new diversion 

was now the exigency of the day. Literary critics often place poetry with an immediate popular appeal in 

contradistinction with poetry commanding only a limited audience. The excellence of the former, 

however, undergo a kind of diminution when written during the decadence of a tradition. The Georgians 

express in their poetry a facile thought, dispensing with subtlety, metrical, linguistic, intellectual, or 

emotional. 
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Discussion 

Eliot began his poetic career at a time, when the impact of the Second World War oil European 

civilization had been terribly shattering and frustrating. A strongly clumsy type of disillusionment, 

accompanied by a sordid and morbid cynicism, was gripping the mind of the people. As C. Day Lewis has 

expressed it, 'The Georgian poets, a sadly pedestrian rabble, flocked along the roads their fathers had built, 

pointing out to each other the beauty spots, and ostentatiously drinking small beer in a desperate attempt 

to prove their virility." Eliot's undergraduate poetry, which forms a short-lived phase, is fairly influenced 

by the Georgian practice. It was however his later reaction to their work that led to his formulating the 

literary theories from which all his poetry since has sprung. To discover these, it is necessary to read his 

criticism, for there "at the back of the poet's mind, if not as his ostensible purpose, he is always trying to 

defend the kind of poetry he is writing, or to formulate the kind he wants to write'" (The Music Of Poetry). 

It was, in one word, the escapist character of the contemporary poetry which, to a very large extent, 

actuated Eliot to make some appreciable departures in his poetry. 

The major characteristics of Eliot's poetry owe their nucleus to two important schools widely 

separated from each other : the Jacobeans and French Symbolists. Both expressed their sensibility in a 

common mode, reintroducing in poetry the colloquial idiom. Hence, Eliot goes to establish analogues 

between the poetry of the English Metaphysical and that of. French Symbolists in his essay on The 

Metaphysical Poetry. The methods of these two schools are wonderfully unified in his Prufrock And 

Other Observations. The poem opens with a highly excellent piece of scene-setting in which is established 

the nature of the surroundings and incidentally of Prufrock himself. As there exists a similarity between 

Prufrock and the evening, so is there between him and the "restless nights in one-night cheap hotels' and 

the streets that follow like a tedious argument". The Love Song closes with a reiteration of the desire to 

escape to the "chambers of the sea" beyond the tangled skein of social associations. Prufrock does not 

recognize in the water symbol the significance so often attached to it elsewhere in poetry : the extract of 

life. To him it is only a detached place of seclusion from the workaday world. Prufrock, by virtue of his 

shaky character, .typifies all the characters in Eliot's first volume of poems. He and the lady in The 

Portrait of A Lady equally suffer from spiritual depression. The following lines from it speak for the 

refined delicacy of Eliot's sensibility: 

Now that the lilacs are in bloom She has a bowl of 

lilacs in her room 

And twists one in her finger while she talks 

'Ah, my friend you do not know, you do not know, What life is, you 

who had it in your hand; 

(Slowly twisting the lilac stalks) 

 
Here he establishes a similarity between life as lived by the lady and Prufrock and lilac stalks in 

their hands; The last line gives a cue to the death-in-life theme which occupies so much of Eliot's later 

poetry. 

Eliot's first poem—in the real sense of the term—`The love song of Alfred J. Prufrock,' was a 
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product of his pessimistic and defeatist attitude towards the war torn world. The poem expresses the 

frustration and boredom of the life of Europe through a character Prufrock, who is always wavering and 

hesitating, having completely failed to form a constant and fixed attitude towards life. He has a desire to 

express his love to his beloved—sing the song of love to impress upon his beloved, that he is her true 

lover. 

Prufrock is afraid that by singing his song to his beloved he might disturb the entire universe :— 

"Do I dare 

Disturb the universe ? In a minute there is 

time 

For decisions and revisions which a minute will reverse." 

 
Being unable to take a decision and execute it with firmness, poor Prufrock withdraws into the 

world of despairing, introspective day dream. The middle-aged Prufrock with his lamentations, 

"I grow old. I grow old…….. 

I shall wear the bottoms of my trousers rolled." 

 
and the pathetic, love-lorn lady who knows she has nothing to give to her lover but "only the 

friendship and the sympathy of one about to reach her journey's end." 

"I shall sit here, serving tea to friends," symbolises the vacuity of modern life and point out to the 

decadence of a society which tried to live upon and console itself with the memories of a glorious past. It 

was a generation torn to pieces by a war, which had forced them to realise the meaninglessness of life; 

"Evenings, mornings, afternoons 

I have measured out my life with College spoons." 

Phrase repetitions in Tile Portrait of A Lady and in Prufrock invest the conventional rhythm with a 

sense of resonance, and the boredom of the lady's life. This device is taken from the work of the French 

poets : Verlaine and Verhaeren. This instance of Eliot's technique finds a rhythmically adapted and 

structurally integrated usage in his poetry. Besides, the abrupt shift of tempo, which is so frequent in 

Eliot's poetry, also owes its origin to the metrical precedents of the French poets, while the impact of 

Donne cannot be wholly denied. , The Jacobean habit of loosening the blank verse that had been practised 

previously is emulated by Eliot both in Prufrock and The Portrait of A Lady. 

This should not lead us to think that Eliot effects a sleazy reconstruction of the traditional meters. 

He, on the contrary, integrates the usage with the need of a poem and co-ordinates the symbolist technique 

with an adaptation of the Jacobean blank verse to build a new structure. 

The poetic tension in Eliot is very much akin to that in Donne and Webster whose contemporary 

world was filled with broken fragments of systems. The Waste Land, in which man knows only a heap of 

broken images; is to very great extent, an experience like that of Webster's. His world of skepticism and 

incertitude, as symbolised by Julia and Vittoria, is again recreated with a different intensity by Eliot in 

these lines from Prufrock : 

Time for a hundred indecisions 
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And for a hundred visions and revisions. 

 
However, the dichotomy between Eliot and Webster lies in the fact that the characters in Webster's 

drama are more aware of the existence of true spiritual experience than are Prufrock and the others. They 

are among those whom Eliot calls in his After Strange Gods the 'half-alive, hungry for any form of 

spiritual experience, or what offers itself as spiritual good or bad.' 

The characteristics of Eliot's mode of communication can be put under various groups. Blending 

vague descriptive phrases with words grammatically precise used in an ambiguous sense, as expressed in 

'restless nights in one-night cheap hotels' is a recurrent instance of the Eliotic mode. The highly suggestive 

juxtaposition of past and present, of human distress with the singing of the mermaids, of 'decisions and 

revisions which a minute will reverse,' evokes effectively in the reader the nature of Prufrock's dilemma 

and his incapability ever to solve it. The same technique is employed in The Portrait of A Lady to quicken 

the communication by way of repetition and analogy. Eliot seems to be appreciably influenced by Marvell 

in this instance of his poetic technique. 

He, too, communicates indirectly by means of metaphors and symbols instinct with a suggestive 

association of ideas. His symbols and metaphors are, however, not private and more often beyond the 

grasp of an average reader. His associations are with past literatures and eras, and it is by allusion to these 

that his symbolism evokes meaning. As compared with the French Symbolists, Eliot is greatly 

commendable for his originality in sustaining the link between symbol and reality. Sometimes, his 

symbols are binary : passages from past literatures are taken as symbols while the presentation of actuality 

is a social phenomenon of our own day. 

His basic symbolism is likewise reinforced by some other devices: the cumulative effect of the 

setting in relation to the human beings, the contrast of works and ideas, the delicately phrased indecisions 

revealed in their various manifestations. This is what Paul More calls the 'conscious creation of the field of 

present out of the past'. Eliot accepts a great deal of the French method while rejecting the Romantic. The 

English Romantics are virtually shorn of this kind of symbolism by the very nature of which Eliot 

achieves communication. 

The Waste Land gradually unfolds the meaning of the symbols in each section: they are entirely 

independent. The first section presents one virtually isolated from his race and family, then the numbers of 

his fellow-victims. A Game of Chess deals with the symbols of unfruitful lust and the lost father. Further 

development in The Fire Sermon shows that while these are not purely modern phenomena, the modern 

sin is one even more difficult to uproot. Death By Water confronts us again with the merchant now 

transfigured by his 'sea-change.' To him water has brought relief from temporal  agonies. The beliefs of 

the poems appear to be Buddhist in character in so far as it offers torment as a means to salvation. But all 

this has at its back a deep pity for the distracted humanity in which the poet includes himself. The 

Upanishadie benediction at the close Shantih Shantih Shantih reaffirms the possibility of a final 

redemption. 

Each of the five sections of The Waste Land introduces a journey made by the inhabitants, 
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generally a journey of no spiritual significance but part of a social routine. Only in section IV and V, 

Death By Water and What The Thunder Said, does the travelling assume any wider import. The first three 

sections of the poem concern the social realities of the waste land and what its people see and do. In the 

fifth part there appears a change of emphasis towards making the reader conscious of the crisis of the land 

and its people. Being conscious of the preceding background, we are aware now of the partial feasibility 

of concealing from the people the true nature of their position. The following lines from The Burial of The 

Dead 

And when we were children, staying at the arch-duke's, My cousin' s, he 

took me out on a sled. 

 
tell us that the speaker is virtually detached from the national life as well as from that natural unit, 

the family, on the importance of which Eliot has so many things to say in his Notes Towards the 

Definition of Culture. The journey symbol is briefly introduced in the remark' I read much of the night and 

go and south in the winter', which speaks for the tedium of the social routine so wonderfully glimpsed in 

the following lines; 

What are the roots that clutch, what branches grow Out of this stony 

rubbish ? Son of man, 

You cannot say, or guess, for you know only A heap of broken 

images, where the sun beats, 

And the dead kree gives no shelter, the cricket no relief I will show fear 

in a handful of dust. 

 
Cleopatra' s, desire to forgo power and empire for the sake of love, alluded to in the opening lines 

of The Game of chess, is not the state of affairs here. We are meant to recall Middleton's play where the 

game of chess is played to detract attention from an act of seduction. 

T. S. Eliot's fame as a poet, however, spread after the publication of his 'The Waste Land,' which 

was acclaimed by critics as well as readers, as a landmark in the history of English literature. 

The Waste Land has been called T. S. Eliot's Inferno. It is the vision of a world which has lost all 

its beauty and seems to have no confidence in itself. But this vision is not without beauty—though Eliot 

has used it only to heighten the effect of horror and ghastliness that he wants to produce in his readers. 

The lovely description of the hyacinth (Jacinth) girl in the first movement calls up a vision of great lyric 

beauty. 

It was only natural under these circumstances that his poetry should become erudite and esoteric. 

'The Hollow Men,' Ash Wednesday' and 'Four Quartets' are his later poems. 

In 'Hollow Men' he has again depicted a grey, chimerical country- 

'Death's dream kingdom.' It is a terrible world. We are the hollow 

men. 

We are the stuffed men. Leaning together. 

Headpiece filled with straw. 
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Conclusion 

"Poetry is" according to him, "neither emotion, nor recollection, nor, without distortion of 

meaning, tranquility Poetry should seek to explain how, in the wilderness of a 'godless world,' escape 

from it is impossible through the development of self- surrender, sympathy and self control." In fact 

reading Eliot requires a lot of mental activity, Christianity. The squalid life of the industrial city, the 

background of European history, the lovely world of Renaissance art, classic legend and natural beauty are 

superimposed upon the ugly life of tavern and brothel. Thus the discussion results that he has given a new 

life and breath by his creative works which certainly breakup the old fashioned valued in the heart of 

poetry lovers of his time. 
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