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Of all the western modernists, T.S Eliot has been the most pervasively 

influential through both his poetry and his literary criticism and this ‘The Waste 
land’ might be said to enact both the disintegration of western culture and a search 
into previous mythology and tradition for forms of reintegration and spiritual 
regeneration. The poem is also marked by a perception of the complex roles of time, 
memory and history in the mutual construction of self and world, Time past, present 
and future as discrete elements in linear relation, rather it is viewed as dynamic with 
these elements influencing and changing one another. Human history is thus not 
already written; even the past can be altered in accordance with present human 
interests, motives and view points. 

 
Introduction  

T.S Eliot’s The Waste Land was published in 192. It was written during the 
autumn of 1921 in Lausanne, Switzerland where the poet was just recovering after a 
serious breakdown in health caused by domestic worries and overwork. Personal 
health problems, the mental derangement on his wife, who ultimately died in a mental 
hospital and the nerve shattering impact of World War I, all account for the bleak and 
gloomy picture of the human predicament as presented in the poem. The gloom and 
despair of the poet are mirrored in the poem. 

In considering our presentplignt we have also to take account of incessant 
rapid change that characterises the machine age. The result is a breach of continuity 
and the uprooting of life. This last metaphor has a peculiar aptness, for what we are 
witnessing today is the final, uprooting of the immemorial ways of life, of life rooted 
in the soil. 

The remoteness of the civilization celebrated in The Waste Land from the 
natural rhythms is brought out, in ironical contrast, by the anthropological theme. 
Vegetation cults, fertility rituals,with their sympathetic magic represent a harmony of 
human culture with the natural environment, and express an extreme sense of the 
unity of life. In the modern Waste Land: “April is the cruellest month, breeding Lilacs 
out of the dead land.”1 

Sex here is sterile, breeding not life and fulfilment but disgust, accidia, and 
unanswerable questions. It is not easy today to accept the perpetuation and 
multiplication of life as ultimate ends. 

In the concept of the ‘objective correlative’, 2Eliot’s doctrine of poetic 
impersonality finds its most classic formulation. For Eliot’s theory of impersonality 
presupposes that although the poet starts with a basic emotion, he finds for this 
emotion a body of expressive symbols in which emotions, feelings and thoughts are 
so inextricably fused that they become the formula for the original emotion. It is the 
intensity of this fusion which may be said to account for poetic quality of a poem. The 
personal emotions are thus transmuted in the fused images and ideas and become the 
symbolic representation for them. 

As Eliot formulated his doctrine of the ‘objective correlative ‘in his Essay on 
“Hamlet and his problems’, it would indeed be proper to consider his theory and 

Abstract 
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illustrate with Shakespeare’s great tragedy which Eliot calls ‘an artistic failure’. The 
reason for this is that the central theme or dominant emotion of the play, which the 
feeling of a Son-towards a guilty mother, is for Eliot ‘intractable material’. And in this 
play, Shakespeare fails to find the proper ‘objective correlative’ for Hamlet’s feelings. 
As Eliot goes on to explain: “The artistic ‘inevitability’lies in this complete adequacy 
of the external to the emotion; and this is precisely what is deficient in Hamlet.Hamlet 
(the men) is dominated by and emotion which is inexpressible because it is in excess 
of the facts as they appear.”3 

On a close analysis of the above statement, it becomes apparent that the 
concept of the ‘objective correlative’ is a continuation and application of his 
impersonal theory of poetry, which is based on the idea that it is neither the intensity 
of the emotion nor the greatness of its component  that determines the poetic quality 
of a poem but what matters is the intensity of the fusion, and one of the ways in which 
the poet achieves this intensity is through the embodiment of and emotion in a 
concrete object, as Eliot himself puts it: The artist keeps them alive by his ability to 
intensity the world to his emotion.”4 

Matthiessen, however, thinks that the theory of the ‘objective correlative’ 
indicates that Eliot conceives all poetry as dramatic. Matthiessen justified in so far as 
he uses the word ‘dramatic’ in the sense of concrete objectification. In keeping with 
Eliot’s ideas regarding the primacy of the images, Mathiessen interprets the term 
‘objective correlative’ to mean a situation which represents the poet’s emotion. 

Although in the doctrine of the ‘objective correlative’, Eliot maintains that 
object in poetry is a correlative of the emotion of the poet, he means more the natural 
object conveyed by and image. As a matter of fact, Eliot throughout his critical 
writings interprets the world ‘object’ in two different senses. In the first place, the 
word ‘object’ implies anything which arouses emotion in any one. In the second 
place, the work ‘object’ represents anything which signifies the poet’s emotion and 
evokes same emotion in the mind of the reader’. It is in this sense that Eliot uses the 
word ‘object’in his theory of the objective correlative. 

Although for Eliot the word ‘object’ represent anything which either evokes 
and emotion or is a correlative of the emotions of the poet, he often uses the word 
‘emotion’ interchangeably with the word ‘object’. 

The ‘objective correlative’ may be either “a set  of objects” , such as Eliot’s 
description of lady at the beginning of  “A Game of Chess” , where the lady is 
identified by the room and the set of object in contains, or an image ‘such as the 
events leading up to Macbeth’s death. 

In ‘The Waste Land’the central theme of the dominant emotion of the poem, 
which is a feeling of disenchantment and disillusion generated by the First World War 
has not been given expression directly and spontaneously. Although the poem has so 
much power and intensity,the poet views the world not through the eyes of the blind 
seer Tiresias, who is endowed with a new importance. Tiresias can give a vision of 
life which is comprehensive because he has experienced life both as a man and 
woman. And within his comprehensive vision, he can present life in all its complexity 
and variety. This complexity of life is also seen in some of the isolated images used in 
the poem. In ‘The Waste Land’  the poet presents a fleeting   glimpse of the world 
where grandeur is woven into squalor and romantic vision and reaqlism are mingled 
with the mundane and inane realities of life. For example, in the following lines of 
‘The Waste Land : 

 Above the antique mantel was displayed 
 As though a window gave upon the sylvan scene 
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 The change of Philomel by the barbarous king  
 To rudely forced; yet there the nightingale 
 Filled all the desert with inviolable voice 
 And still the cried, and still the world pursues, 
 ‘Jug Jug’ to dirty ears.” 5 
We have here a romantic Keats—like vision of the nightingale with its 

inviolable voice but we are at once reminded of how as Philomel she was violated and 
deprived of human speech. But although Philomel was changed into a nightingale, her 
inviolable voice has continued to inspire men through the ages. Unfortunately, her 
melodious voice no longer appeals to the ‘dirty ears’ of men living in the ‘Waste 
Land’ but it sounds coarse and ugly as is implied by the words ‘Jug Jug’. 

And throughout the poem- The Waste Land the poet expressesthe dominant 
emotion of the poem, the feeling of disenchantment and despair at the loss of moral 
values, through the presentation of a Kaleidoscopic picture of object, situation and 
images which may be said to be the  ‘objective correlative’ for the poet’s emotion. In 
order to participate in tradition, recollection is no doubt and aid, but is not sufficient 
in itself, we become partakers of tradition, participants in the heroic exploits of our 
ancestors, not by remaining in passivigty and isolation like Gerontion, but by  
morally allying ourselves with the cause of civilization against the in-roads of the 
barbarians. Gerontion’s wilful rejection of tradition, his mental and physical inaction, 
are behind the old man’s shadowy death like our place in the pattern is a form of self-
destruction. As Eliot has said in Four Quartets, we cannot revive the old factions, 
but we can become partakers of tradition precisely because the past is a present 
reality, we cut ourselves of from the spring of tradition by our inability to feel for the 
righteous cause. It is exactly the inability to ally himself with the forces of good, to 
participate in tradition that is the root cause of concluding section of The Waste 
Land, ‘what the Thunde Said’, Eliot describes the widespread desolation and despair 
by objectifying his feeling through clear visual images, As for example, in the 
following lines:  

 Ganga was sunken, and the limp leaves 
 Waited for rain, while the black clouds 
 Gathered far distant, over Himavant 
 The Jungle crouched, humped in silence.”6 

 The images of a dry Ganga, the limb leaves waiting anxiously for the rain 
have all been appropriately fused, and the feeling of rampant desolation and despair 
prevailing throughout the universe—from Ganga to distant Himavant to the far off 
sky has been conveyed through the ‘objective correlative’. Thus Eliot’s theory of the 
‘objective correlative’finds complete expression through his poem The Waste Land. 
 The third section, “The Fire Sermon”, seems to be the most important part of 
the poem, and it gathers all the subsuming myths and subsidiary themes in one central 
‘objective’ of the Buddha’s” The Fire Sermon”. Here Eliot explains that passion and 
sensuousness are inherent elements in human nature and that they cause suffering. 
The theme of Buddha’s “Fire Sermon” thus provides a convenient symbol. 
 The Budha tells the assembled thousand and one priest: “All things, O priests 
are on fire ..... The eye, O priests, is on fire, forms are on fire; eye-consciousness is on 
fire; and whatever sensation, pleasant, pleasant, unpleasant, or indifferent originates in 
dependence on impression received by the eye, that is also on fire, And with what 
these are on fire?”7 
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 “The Fire Sermon”, therefore, enables Eliot to give universality to his theme 
of passion ( here the passion of sex). Lord Buddha, passion causes suffering and if 
one can get rid of passion, “one becomes free from rebirth.”8 
 It is this aspect of Buddha’s teaching which Eliot connects with Augustine’s 
doctrines. According to Augustine, sin, which causes passion and concupiscence, 
causes misery. Eliot’s specific allusion is to Augustine’s experience as describe in the 
words of the third book of the confessions. 
 The last words of this chapter” and I becomes to   myself a barren land’----- 
have furnished T.S Eliot the title for ‘The Waste Land’,”9 
 This shows that St. Augustine’s analysis of human suffering as presented in 
the Confessions is in Eliot’sminds as he writes this poem and that he finds here a 
suitable title. The anthropological framework is only of secondary importance and it 
is used only to express the Augustinian notions of evil and sin which Eliot also holds. 
 The theme of sensuality is given three different treatments by using three 
separate symbols. The first is by making use of the ‘objective correlative’ of 
Spenser’s ”Prothalmion” ,  the second by the story of the modern typist and the  
“young man carbuncular”. But Tiresian, the blind old seer whom time has not 
destroyed, is a witness t their loveless sensuality. Hence their affair is the some as 
other people both in the past and the present. It is the presence of the Tiresias as a 
witness t this modern love-incident and his subsequent comments on it that enable us 
to conclude that ‘The Waste Land’  deals not with the modern perversions but with 
the sinfulness and sensuality which lie at the heart of everyman. The third subsidiary 
symbol is the “Song of the Thames daughters”, which contain a reference to an affair 
between Queen Elizabeth and Lord Robert. 
 The reference to Sweeney and Mrs. Porter, to the “Philomel” myth, to 
Mr.“Eugenides”, theSmyrana merchant, all accentuate the emphasis on human slavery 
to passion and the sexual perversions of mankind. This section is so charged with 
emotion, and so full of characters that it becomes a dramatic lyric. 
 In “What the Thunder Said” the quest for salvation, freedom “from passion 
and rebirth”, and the restoration of vitality find poetic expression through two 
objective correlatives, that of the “quest mentioned in the “Grail” legends, and that of 
the incident of the journey of the disciples of Christ to Emmaus. As Eliot tells us in 
the “notes”: “three themes are employed here: The journey to Emmaus, the approach 
to Chapel Perilous and the present decay of Eastern Europe.”10 
 An essential aspect of tradition is the presentness of the past. “The past is 
accessible to us at the present time in the form of tradition because the memory of it 
exists in our consciousness? In this reverie Gerontion recalls the heroic deeds of the 
men of the past at, Thermopyles and in Gerontion’s decay. The method of bringing 
together all times and place, which is the tangible realityof the past of mankind is 
further amplified and extended the ‘The Waste Land’. In this article, “Reflections on 
Contemporary Poetry”, Eliot found fault with the modern poetry for its deficiency in 
tradition. “No dead voice speaks through the living voice, no reincarnation, no-
recreation.”11 
 In this attempt to grapple with the complexity of modern life and bring the 
seemingly chaotic material of contemporary life within the confines of ordered art, 
Eliot has perforce to be allusive. It is the poet’s recourse to allusiveness that has 
enabled him to compress, within decent compass, the complexity and variety of life 
portrayed the ‘The Waste Land’. Yet another device that Eliot employs to give shape 
and significance to his vision of life is the mythological method and allusive 
technique. 
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 The contrast suggested in ‘The Waste Land’ is between ancient times when 
there existed a perfect harmony between human culture and the natural environment, 
and the destruction of this balance in modern times. The mythological framework is 
of great value to Eliot in bringing out the remoteness of our civilization from the 
rhythms of natural life. Through the fusion of the myths which has their origin at 
different stages of human development through the stories of fertility rituals, the 
legends of the Fisher King, and references to sterile societies chastened by prophets 
such as Ezekiel, Augustine, Buddha and Tiresias , Eliot also bring out the important 
idea that ‘The Waste Land’ is an ever present dimension human civilization. 
 Here is the explanation why Eliot’s poems which are so individual appear at 
the same time, so wholly impersonal. He starts with facts of personal experience and 
“proceeds to construct a form that will shift the focus from fact as facts to the 
relation” in disregard of all differences of time and place and “somehow achieves a 
transcendent vision.”12  
 This is the technique consistently revealed in all early poems including ‘The 
Waste Land’. As a result, reality in the poetry seems as it were to assume the strange 
character dream. His character, though so realistic in their externals are found to have 
little independent life. In ‘The Waste Land’, none of the characters is recognisably 
real. He puts all ordinary men with none of the character is recognisably real. He puts 
all ordinary men with their several occupations and beliefs. No wonder he could only 
discover “fear” (not life) “in a handful of dust”13.  
 Eliot’s idea of tradition or his sense of participation in the mind of Europe is 
expressed by means of a variety of techniques such as the use of quotation, allusions, 
image, symbol and myth. Allusiveness is madepossible by the presence of the past in 
the form of tradition. 
 The most noteworthy feature of allusions in Eliot is that they serve a creative 
function. In Eliot’s poetry, the past which we experience through its association with 
the literary tradition is made real by relating it with present day experiences, the two b 
lend to form a new whole. The memory presents day experience, the two blend to 
form a new whole. The memory of the past literature which constitutes the poetic 
tradition links the individual poet to his cultural past. A  Eliot in his essay “Tradition 
and the individual Talent” says: “.... the difference between present and the past is that 
the conscious present is an awareness of the past in a way and to and extent which the 
past’s awareness of itself cannot show’. 14 
 In ‘The Waste Land’,modern life is compared to life in the past. Eliot’s ironic 
contrasts between the past and present have led many readers to conclude that the poet 
is glorifying the past and denigrating the present. This view misses the main point of 
the technique of contrast. Often the purpose is to point the universality of experience. 
The boredom, mechanical routine, sex-perversity, and commercial instinct of the 
modern man is responsible, for what the psychologists call the ‘death-wish’.  
 The ‘death-wish’ is evident in the second stanza (20-29) refer to the Bible. 
“Then shall the dust return to the earth.”15 The Tarot pack of cards which was used in 
ancient Egypt for forcasing the rise and fall of Nile riveris today used by Madame 
Sosotris for fortune telling. The creative function of water is evident in the line of The 
Tempest:  “Those are pearls that were his eyes”.16 
 The contrast between the River Thames of Spenser and Thames of Eliot is 
vivid. Nymphs on the river bank listened t the song of the waters. Today, the Thames 
is polluted by empty whisky bottle, sandwich papers and cigarette ends. Water which 
is an agent of purification as mentioned by Shakespeare in The Tempest—“Those are 
peals that ware his eyes”is now a source of population – The river sweats oil and 
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tar”17. The physical pollution has led to the moral pollution of the daughter of 
Thames, young girls are openly raped. 
 Another remarkable contrast is between the girl of the eighteenth century and 
the modern typist girl. The girl who lost her virtue in Goldsmith’s ‘The Vicar of 
Wakefield’ committed suicide; the modern girl after the sex act feels no remorse or 
shame; she merely takes it as a matter of routine and puts “a record on the 
gramophone with automatic hand”18( L.256). Another contrast is given in the final 
section. Christ lives through crucifiction though the Wastelanders have killed him 
through neglect. There is a kind of ‘death-in life’. ‘What the Thunder Said’ about the 
salvation of man in the past applied to the conditions of today. The parallel between 
the past and the present is continued till the very end of parallel between the past and 
the present is continued till the very end of the poem. The solution offered by Eliot is 
the ancient wisdom “Da , Da, Da”19 i.e. Give, sympathise, control. 
 The allusive technique is closely connected with the theory of the objective 
correlative. In Eliot allusions are not simply citations of parallels. They bring together 
and relate different planes of experience past and present. For example, when Eliot 
suggests Prufrock’s state with the words quoted from Dante’s Divine Comedy, he is 
making use of an ‘objective correlative’i.e. words producing the mental state which is 
as close as possible to that of the poet when he composed the lines. Thus his use of 
allusion is closely bound to his poetic theory. It fulfils his idea of the historical sense 
in poetry. Eliot defines historical sense in his essay “Tradition and the Individual 
Talent”... historical sense involves a perception not only of the pastness of the past but 
of its presence; the historical sense compels a man to write not merely with his own 
generation in his bones, but with a feeling that the whole of the literature of Europe 
from Homer and within it the whole of the Literature of his own country has 
simultaneous existence and composes a simultaneous order. This historical sense, 
which is a sense of the timeless as well as of the temporal and of the timeless and the 
temporal together, is what makes a writer traditional”20... 
 The rapid shifting from the scene of the past to the present and the exploitation 
of myths helps in producing a sense of the continuity of time, but in the process the 
sequence of tenses is thrown to the wind. The past mixed with present as in the 
following line: “And still she cried, and still the world pursues”21. 
 There is a feeling of pathos in Eliot’s final words at the end of the poem. 
There is an artistic use of the word prison”( in L.413 and L.464) where each prisoner 
while thinking of finding the lost key of the prison door only thinks of his own 
personal freedom confined within his own ego cell: “We think of the key, each in his 
prison/ Thinking of the key each confirms a prison.”22 
 Eliot’s use of certain images, metaphor and symbols also constitutes a 
dimension of his historical awareness. Ezra Pound has defined the images as “that 
which presents an intellectual and emotional complex in an instant of time, a 
unification of disparate ideas”23. In the imagist credo, the stress was on particularity 
and the union of sense and thought, not specially on pictorial representation. When 
images function as symbols they tend to become metaphorical. For example, the 
image of a rose symbolizes feminine beauty. “Fire is a natural symbol ( i.metaphor) of 
life and passion though it is the one element in which nothing can live. Its mobility 
and flare, its heat and colour, makes it an irresistible symbol of all that is living 
feeling and active.”24 The reiterated use of metaphor constitutes a poetic symbol. 
 In Eliot,the quality of the image is determined by the requirements of the 
poem as a whole. Each image combines with the other images in the poem to produce 
an artistic activity. The famous opening simile in Prufrock in which the evening is 
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compared to a patient etherized upon a table is not a discrete image. The image of 
helplessness and disease sets the whole tone of the poem; it also combines with other 
images to produce the total effect of the poem. The opening image gives added 
meaning to future images and these throw a backward glance upon the earlier image, 
thereby completing the circle of meaning. 
 The vast majority of Eliot’s symbols are drawn from tradition. In going to the 
literacy tradition for his stock of symbols, Eliot affirms the continuity of past and the 
present. It is in part the suggestiveness of symbols that makes Eliot’s poetry so rich 
and profound. To insist on a single interpretation is to rob it of its rich suggestiveness. 
It is only in the light of the poetic tradition that Eliot’s poetry can be fully enjoyed. 

The recurrent mythical symbols are taken from the cycles of seasons. Winter 
stands for death, spring for re-birth, drought for spiritual barrenness, rain for spiritual 
rebirth and productivity, Rocks represent spiritual progress. Planting of crops stands 
firstly for death and secondly for re-birth. Water is used in two senses. Water is an 
agent of destruction. It also means purification and production. Fishing stands for 
spiritual re-birth and regeneration. 

Eliot uses his own personal symbols in a very meaningful way. The‘dog’ (L. 
74) is a symbol of human conscience. Red rock stands for Christian church which 
offers a place of refuge for the lost soul of man. Broken Coriolanus’, (L. 416) stands 
for moment of inspiration, when the ego disappears temporarily. Similarly, the images 
and patterns on the Tarot pack of cards are entirely Eliot’s own. 

There are certain symbols invented by Eliot from the facts of modern life. 
Eliot makes reference to “a taxi throbbing waiting” which symbolises two things - 
firstly impatience for returning to her home and secondly her willingness to be hired 
as Taxi for sex purposes. ‘The broken fingernails of daily hands (L303) represent the 
aimless and cheap life of three daughters of the Thames river. “A silk hat on a 
Bradford millions” (L.234) represents the unbecoming self-confidence of the young 
clerk. The journey of the German princess to different places stands for rootlessness 
of modem persons; her visit to the south in winter stands for her love of fun and 
sensuous pleasure. The well-known symbol of rats alley (L. 115) stands for the 
monotony and emptiness of the city life. Around the composition of ‘The Waste 
Land’  Eliot’s critical essays were full of attempts to describe the poetic processes; the 
essays were, as he says much later, ‘a prolongation of the thinking that went into the 
formation of my own verse.”25 His analysis of the origins and evolvement of a poem 
did not change over the years, and perhaps his clearest and most intimate account of 
the composition of poetry can be read in “The Three Voices of Poetry”. 

In his early essays, one can sense Eliot moving uncertainly among these 
thoughts, but there is no single coherent account of the poetic process as in “The 
Three Voice of Poetry”. For instance, as in “Tradition and the Individual Talent”; the 
poet is seen not as parent to ‘inert embryo’, but analogously, both as a ‘transforming 
catalyst’ fusing, emotions andfeelings Into new artistic compounds, and as a medium 
‘in which impressions and experiences combine in peculiar and unexpected ways.”26 

The lines from part V of ‘The Waste Land’ belong to the second voice of 
poetry - ‘the voice of the poet addressing an audience’: “The second voice, is in fact, 
the voice most often and most clearly heard in poetry that is not of the theatre, in all 
poetry, certainly, that has a conscious social purpose - poetry intended to amuse or to 
instruct, poetry that tells a story, poetry that preaches or points a moral, or satire 
which is a form of preaching.”27 

The distinctive qualities of part V extend to the scope of the poem. The story 
of the crucifiction, The Journey To Chapel Perilous and the interrogation invite an 
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explicit metaphysical interpretation. Eliot seems to be seeking objective validation in 
myth and history for that view of man’s condition that is implicit elsewhere in the 
imagery and symbolism of the poem. The poetry is moving towards that of the second 
voice towards prescribing action, or a use for suffering - and away from the 
descriptive depersonalised mode of expression which Eliot calls the first voice. It is as 
if he were saying: ‘Christ’s agony and death corroborates what I have been 
describing; so does the Grail legend.”28 

There are two movements in the poetry of part V: the main creative impulse, 
which has its origin in the ‘dark embryo’ of the poet’s unconscious, and which 
provides images for states of feeling and mind; and a post-creative organization of the 
verse which attempts to suggest that there is some purpose in the spiritual and mental 
suffering of the Waste Land consciousness. 

The first paragraph of part V is an imaginative reconstruction of the agony and 
passion of Christ in the mind of the poet. In Christ’s sufferings is concentrated the 
Waste Land experience. ‘The torchlight red on sweaty faces’ evokes the sense of 
physical disgust and of garish. ‘The frosty 
silence in the gardens’ echoes the cold, ambiguously hale satisfactory half-
communication of the hyacinth garden; ‘the crying/prison and reverberation of 
thunder of spring’ is intended to remind us of the opening passage of ‘The Waste 
Land’  and to anticipate themes taken up in later part V. Eliot is saying that after these 
experiences, the vegetation God(Christ) has achieved death, the death for which the 
Sybil at Cumae and the speaker in The Journey of the Magi both long. The 
wasteland sufferers (we) who ‘were living’ (and are partly-living) seem, after their 
suffering within sight of death. 

In this section, the enigmatic confessions of the speaker need some 
explanation. Moments of surrender are moments such as those in the hyacinth garden, 
or moments such as Marie experiences sledging, when the whole self is involved; they 
are particularly moments of sexual surrender in the terms of the cliche, of giving 
oneself to another. A series of antitheses are carefully established within the verse: 
moment/age, daring/prudence; existence/emptiness. We are led to a full understanding 
of the awful daring of a moment’s surrender’, by a picture of its opposite the prudent 
public face which even death preserves. 

The passage is very good poetry of the second voice. There is the nice 
ambiguity of ‘age’ (youth is the time for love) and the allusiveness of ‘draped’ , where 
the spider’s web is both clothing and a curtain for the memories, concealing and 
adorning, dressing them up to their best advantage and hiding what should not for 
decency’s sake be seen. In addition the web is a reminder of how soon men are 
forgotten. Of course, these ‘memories’, which are memorial tablets, or carefully 
edited biographies or autobiographies, are very different from the memories of 
moments of surrender: “The third voice is ‘the voice of the poet when he attempts to 
create a dramatic character speaking in verse; when he is saying, not what he would 
say in his own person, but only what he cansay within the limits of one imaginary 
character addressing another imaginary character.“29 

Of course in many places in ‘The Waste Land’ the distinctions between the 
three voices become blurred. But it is rare for Eliot to point a moral. 

In ‘Death by Water’, the first two paragraphs lead one to suppose that the lyric 
is of the first voice. But the third paragraph cuts right across this contemplative mood, 
transforming what might have been an image in and of the poet’s mind into a warning 
to Everyman that he must die,however, handsome and tall he may be. 
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If the total intention of the passage is to remind us that all men are mortal, it 
seems a trite simplification of the ‘emotion’ of ‘The Waste Land’. Some clue to the 
symbolism of the second and third lines can be found in Gerontion, a poem with 
which ‘Death by Water’ appears to have 
more in common than it has with The Waste Land. 

 
Gull against the wind, in the windy 

   Of Belle Isle, or running on the Horn, 
                White feathers in the snow, the Gulf claims, 

  And an old man driven by the Trades 
To a sleepy corner.”30 

In their sea-tossed lives, both man and gull (signifying perhaps man’s spirit) 
suffer like Phlebas, from the restless elements and the demands of the world.  

Phlebas, too finds his sleepy corner, His death is in part a judgement. The 
‘current under sea’ ‘picks’ over his deeds, whispering as a priest night in a 
confessional. His life is examined, and rises or falls in the scales before his final 
dissolution in the whirlpool. And his death is also a 
purification (his bones are picked clean) in which he transcends the mortal state by a 
sort of reverse progress into the innocence of original chaos (the whirlpool) in which 
all life seems to end, and from which it presumably springs. 

There is a general consensus of evidence to the effect that the main object of 
the ‘quest’ is the restoration to health and vigour of a king suffering from infirmity 
caused by wounds, sickness, or old age, which infirmity, for some reason reacts 
disastrously upon his kingdom, either depriving it of vegetation, or exposing it to the 
ravages or war. 

The gist of the story is this : a whole land suffers vicariously on account of the 
infirmity of one man, its king. If we transfer the same idea to mankind in general, we 
see the whole of humanity suffering on account of the infirmity of one man, i.e. 
Adam, thus mankind on the whole resembles the inhabitants of ‘The Waste Land’ 
which becomes a convenient mythological story to express the idea of the original sin 
and consequent universal and vicarious suffering. The quest for redemption from 
suffering is an arduous one, as in the Grail stories. The physical condition of The 
Waste Land’ is compared to the spiritual condition of humanity. And the fact that the 
Grail story subsumes (a number of myths gives Eliot an opportunity to develop the 
double significance of sex. Sex is the source ofife, and ‘as such was personified and 
worshipped in ancient days by primitive communities. They also somehow imagined 
that there is as some relation between sexual intercourse and growth of the vegetation. 
At the same time, sexual relationship was thought to be dangerous. As Sir James 
Frazer says, “It would be easy to prove by a long array of facts that the sexual relation 
is associated in primitive minds with many a seriousperil.”31 

It is this unwholesome aspect of sex (or lust) which Eliot associates with the 
Augustinian View of coucuniscence and which he develops in ‘The Waste Land’. In 
the note to “The Fire Sermon”, Eliot tells us that: “Tiresias, although a mere spectator 
and not indeed a “character”, is yet the most important personage of the poem, uniting 
all the rest. Just as the one eyed merchant, the seller of currants melts into the 
Phoenician Sailor, and the latter is not wholly distinct from Ferdinand, Prince of 
Naples, so all women are one woman, and the two sexes meet in Tiresias. 
WhatTiresias sees is,infact, the substance of the poem.”32  

This helps us to conclude that the substance of the poem is man’s slavery to 
sex and its consequences. What Tiresias sees, is the sordid love affair of the typist and 
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the “young man carbuncular”. In spite of the anthropological allusions and myths, the 
poem is primarily a religiouspoem and the treatment of sex is essentially christian. 
The anthropological framework of the poem gives it only an ‘objective correlative’ 
and does not show the poet’s essential belief in those mythical themes on account of 
some inexplicable insufficiency in human nature. Man is liable to the temptations of 
flesh. Sexual temptations lead to suffering and death, or as Sweeney puts, it, man’s 
history is nothing but “Birth, and copulation, and death” CS. Lewis avers; “The 
creature causes pain by fig born and live by inflicting pain, and in pain they mostly 
die.”33 But Eliot makes passion the source of pain and death, and thus connects the 
Buddha and St. Augustine in his poem. 

The poem is dominated by a note of anxiety which differentiates the fear about 
specific objects in the poem. The reason for this anxiety which differentiates lies in 
man’s estrangement both from God and from Nature on account of original sin. Helen 
Gardner observes that: “The common note in all these scenes (of ‘The Waste Land’) 
is fear; the contrast arises from the various attitudes to fear.”34 But anxiety is a more 
suitable word, for fear is always fear of a particular object, event or situation. Such 
particular objects of fear are rarely mentioned in the poem. There is only a vague 
apprehension of danger. But anxiety is a vague sense of fundamental insecurity when 
we recognise the precarious and the contingency of our existence. It is that feeling of 
apprehension which comes as a premonition of evil, a feeling of horror at an 
undefined possibility. The characters inthe poem are all anxiety ridden. 

The rock is an ambivalent symbol, expressing both spiritual fertility and 
physical aridity and barreness at the same time. The redness of the rock indicates the 
spiritual passion. The robe put on Christ before crucifixion was scarlet in colour. 

 There is spiritual life only under this “red rock”. If men will come in “under 
the shadow of this red rock”, the protagonist of the poem promises to show mankind 
its spiritual past and future and the true spiritual condition of man. 

              And I will show you something different from either 
Your shadow at morning striding behind you 

   Or your shadow at evening rising to meet you, 
1 will show you fear in a handful of dust.”35 

“Handful of dust” symbolises man. Eliot points out that fear exists even in the 
substratum man’s being and man’s only a “handful of dust.”35 

Eliot  employes the Tarot Cards to prognosticate the course of civilization. 
Madame Sosotris, who symbolises “primitive wisdom”, predicts death by water for 
the protagonists. The ambivalence of the water symbol points to its life giving aspect 
as well as the life, destroying aspect one must die and be born again to deserve 
eternity. A reference to baptism is also implied here. But Madam Sosotris misses the 
fundamental life-giving agency “The Hanged God”, with whom Eliot arbitrarily 
associates Christ. The inability to see this Divine element is explained by 
thecorruption of all secular, faithless civilizations. 
 
Conclusion  

The common note in all the scenes of the ‘The waste land’ is fear; the 
contrasts arises from the various attitudes to fear. But anxiety is a more suitable word 
and the poem is dominated by a note of anxiety and the reason for this anxiety lies in 
man’s estrangement both from God and from Nature on account of original sin. The 
inability to see the divine element is explained by the corruption of all secular, 
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faithless civilizations. The poem is also about man’s slavery to sex and its 
consequences. 

Eliot ironic contrasts between the past and present point to the universality of 
experience. The boredom mechanical routine, sex-perversity and commercial instinct 
of the modern man is responsible, for what the psychologists call the ‘death wish’. 
Through the fusion of the myths which had their origin all different stages of human 
development through the stories of fertility rituals, the legends of the fisher king and 
reference to sterile societies chastened by prophets such as Ezekiel, Augustine and 
Buddha, Eliot brings out the important idea that the ‘The Waste land’ is an ever 
present dimension of human civilization.  
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