Lec. 4
The Waste Land

T. S. Eliot
We have to know about the intellectual background of Eliot and his deep interest in tradition.  He respects, relies on recurrently all the traditional of human heritage, rather than literature. 
In the Waste Land, we have so many references, direct quotations from so many sources- starting from the remote past of human history to few years before he was writing. 
He is dealing with the waste present. 

To understand the poem, we should put in mind two facts; 

First, we have Eliot's poetic attempt to include his vision of modern life. We have to start reading it by taking the waste land, the whole city, situation, characters, quotations, references as his own vision of modern life. This is his own poetic attempt to present his vision of modern life. This is a human vision of Eliot who is backed with all the human heritage of history, religion. This helps us to approach this poem in a unique way. Gradually, we find that his own vision becomes ours. We find that we really believe in what he is saying. We can see the modern life from his own point of view. We may adapt part of it. 

Second, we need to keep in mind that Eliot is always aware; he has awareness of the importance of the literary tradition which is evident in the allusions the reader frequently encounters while reading the poem.  His awareness of the literary tradition adds to the poem and it is a major factor that we have to take into consideration while reading. We do not pass through these allusions without taking them as part of his own vision. 
Third, the symbolic technique of the poem, the general technique of the poem is another factor that helps in understanding the poem. 

We speak of the different parts of the poem as being movements –symphonic= like a symphony – we feel that they are bits and pieces here and there.

The title is "waste" it is not one unity- not one entity. Yet, through this weaving of the whole poem into a kind of a form of a symphony gives us a sense that there is a string that holds the whole parts together- this is the theme. We have a main umbrella theme and other sub themes. All these are being woven into one form.

We can say that this is his own vision of with designed with an aid of tradition that makes a symphony.  
We need to collect these bits and pieces together. From the title, we may have the feeling that we are going to be imprisoned in a waste- scattered vision. 

The literary tradition he is lying upon as a tool to gather these scattered visions in one unity. 

The poem is divided into movements. He is discussing different issues from different angles. Using this symphonic form and tradition together with his own vision are all expressing his main theme. 

Sometimes, we find ourselves are going into a circle, like the waste Landers. We are moving within the same land. 

thematical organization is that we are trying to  find a unity- the sterile waste land- the theme is not that simple. The variation of the technique based on  the author's understanding or interpretation of one single subject. The main subject- is the waste land. 
We may have so many interpretations of one single subject- the sterility of the waste land. He brings all the interpretations in his own mind that suits the reality of the modern man and the modern life. His interpretations are as varied as human life. There is not one thing that is 100% correct about one subject. There are different approaches, giving us different interpretations. When it comes to an intellectual mind like that of Eliot, we expect so many different interpretations. that is why the themes are as varied as his own interpretations- variation of the subject matter is only a reflection of his own ability to come with so many interpretations- he is wise enough to understand human dilemma from different angles. He does not have one single view. His many approaches add to the poem itself and to our own understanding. 
Under the umbrella theme- one single theme of sterility, there are three important themes related to sterility.  

1- We can detect the theme of sterility in – the Dead land- the disintegrated city   [ a city that is fallen apart- it has no unity] and death in life.   

We find him speaking of London- as a main city- but he refers to all the cities of the world including cities in the Far East and the far west. 
we have three subject matters where we can detect the theme of sterility: the dead land= waste land- sterile- barren- not giving, no trees to grow, no trees to provide shadow to hide, no water to drink. 
It is disintegrated city as it breaks and destroys relations rather than creating ones. The first place where to find sterility is death in life.
Another theme is sexual love, as being productivity of human being. This is found in the impotent. People in the waste land are impotent- sterile- infertile- they do not give birth to children. There is no person on this land who is productive.  Men and women are there but they never had the attempt to develop any relationship because they are living on a dead- sterile land. Their feeling is either dead or busy with something else. They are indifferent to each other. They are either unable to have any relation or to have productivity. They are deteriorating. There is impotence and indifference. The yellow color is creeping. This is the end of life, end of humanity

the third theme is rebirth. It is the only hope that is being lefty for the waste landers.  We detect this theme from the very beginning, from the first movement to the last one.   It is a low voice, low presence, unseen, unnoticed, trying to show itself from time to time. But it is weak enough to be effective. We find rebirth in the fertility gods- to bring a kind of regeneration. It could be a religious voice. The church is there, but people do not go there. 

After the two World Wars, people lost faith in God. 

We are connecting to the main themes through the dead land, the impotent king- Fisher King- through the dream of regeneration-  . Eliot himself admitted that he used two books to help him writing this poem. Eliot is depending on two works that depend on classical subjects: the first work is by Jessie Weston" From Ritual to Romance" it suggested to him the idea of rebirth and regeneration . 
Eliot says that he depends on these two works- he took the title of one of these two works- he took not only the title but the plan  and the good deal of symbolism of the work was suggested to him by  Jessie. He is admitting that his work is being written with the suggestion of these two books "one of the clues to the themes stated is these two books" 

"The Holy Grail" the legend- it is one of the stories that is dealt with in King Arthur and his Knights.  They are in search for the Holy Grail. 

There is something missed in the waste land. They have to find it to go back to sterility and to their life.  
Eliot uses the story of the Holy Grail. All the waste landers arte supposed to be in search for something. 

The other book he feels that he is indebted to is by James Frazer " The Golden Bough " 

These two books have been used by Eliot to help him writing this poem. 

we have the ancient vegetation ceremony- to bring about resurrection- coming back to life- regenerating of life- 
The part of Frazer's work which particularly excited Eliot – drew his attention- is concerned with the myth  associated with Adonis and Osiris  and Attis . These deities= small gods were seen as the powers of nature. They bring about life and resurrection= cycle of nature. Each year ceremonies were performed in the honor of these deities to insure the turn of spring and the fertility of the crops.  water is essential for fertility. 
The relation between man- gods- and nature are closely related in the ancient history. it goes from century to another.

Jessie Waston says that these deities have never disappeared completely but they take another forms- come to us in different forms in literature. The belief on these three deities, the ceremonies that used to be done for these gods have been moved from being ritual= a way to worship gods to romance= literature- cultures.

Waston says that these rituals associated with these three deities did not die out with the arrival of Christianity. These three gods were not being dismissed completely from the life of people but they descended to literature. These three deities were not being dismissed completely on the arrival of Christianity but were incorporated in the material of literature of the medieval Europe. 

The legend of the Holy Grail – search of the Grail that will bring about life . It is one of the cultures that is related to religion. It descended from being religion into being literature- a romance. 

The search for the lost grail was symbolic for man's search for reality . 

according to Eliot, the Holy Grail , is  the church= religion= the idea that the church is the resort- the place where one can hide and find protection- it is the idea of going back to religion  to find truth . 

This Holy Grail might be in the church. People on the waste land are indifferent to the church. They come and go without noticing the church.  this is on reason of living in waste- that they are indifferent to the presence of the church. 

Eliot is referring to the Holy Grail as being in church- but the people will never be able to find it because they are never taught that the church is the place where they can find themselves.  
the search for the Holy Grail is closely related to religion. 

one way to be reborn is to go back to religion. The Holy Grail is a real cup but it takes a spiritual dimension. The over lapping between the spiritual= ritual and the physical  is contained in the story of the Fisher King- the king of the Waste Land- he is impotent- sterile- in a loss search of a loss land  . His search will take him to no place. 

the over lapping between the physical and the spiritual is presented in the figure of the Fisher King. Fisher= reminds us of water. it is one symbol of Christianity- the church. 

One of the characters is the Fisher King. He is sexually wounded- impotent- ruler of a country which has it become infertile. The king is infertile, so consequentially, the land is the same- infertile.  There is no clear reference to the Holy Grail in the poem. Indirectly, we will find harsh reference to the Grail- especially in the second part of the first movement and in the last movement.  The search for the Grail is there all the time- it is continuously a hidden issue- interest of the poem. 
 His knights are in continuous search for the Grail. The only way to find the Grail is to go back to God.

Waston saw in the title of the "Fisher King'" is a definite connection between the fish as a representative of the basic water of life and the fish as a symbol closely associated with the  early Christian church. 

Fish= water= source of life

fish= Christianity= another source of life.

They are dying for a source of life whether it is water= physical or spiritual and religious.  The relation between the lost grail in which we may drink water = source of life, or where we find it in church, there is another source of life. 

For Eliot, the waste land is that area of human life where men exist without guiding faith.  They have no belief that may guide them, when men have turned their backs on spiritual enlightenment. They are not ready to receive spiritual light. They are completely dimmed from inside. On this waste land, the vision is dim. They have turned their backs to any spiritual enlightenment. 

the present title" the Waste Land"  points to this dilemma. 
He is dramatizing his own feelings and vision concerning his life. It is a kind of dramatizing- we have characters- situations- settings- events- it is a drama. 

his feelings can be described as horror – his own horror is from physical deterioration, to  have all these people on the waste land being  impotent . There is also moral and mental deterioration.  Man on the waste land is physically, morally and mentally deteriorated. There is this kind of disintegration in their mentality. They are lost equally to the loss of their land. They are in a state of complete deterioration.

The poem is divided into five sections. Each section has a title 
· The Burial of the Dead

· A Game of chess

· The fire Sermon

· Death by Water

· What Thunder Said

The epigraph is closely connected to what we have said

"Nam Sibyllam quidem Cumis ego ipse oculis meis vidi in ampulla

pendere, et cum illi pueri dicerent: Sibulla ti qeleiz; respondebat illa:

apoqanein qelw."

The poem is preceded by an epigraph- a short poetic note. It is written in Latin. it is given to introduce the poem. It is a kind of suggestion to the reader where to start. At the same time it gives a hint of his own position, the author's attitude, and approach to his own theme.  

what is the meaning of these lines? how far are they related to the main poem?
the character here is a supernatural woman.  it is about  The Sibyl= a prophetic old woman = a fortune teller who used to tell past, present and future. She is unable to  see her own future.  This is a kind of mental deterioration- mental blindness, spiritual blindness.
she is an immortal woman. She is granted this immortality. according to her own wish, she was granted a long life but she forgot when she asked for a long life to ask foe beauty and youth. Now, she is praying for death that will never come. This is the story of this lady. She is now like a tiny thing hanged in a cage, for children to come and play with her.

It is a symbol of deterioration and collapse of the human life. She wishes to die. This is the wish of every one on the waste land. They are kept on the waste land giving a long life with this deterioration of their spirits and mentality. The wish for life that has become their dream, they have been deprived this gift and they were cursed by living a long life on this land.   

She asked for eternal life without asking for eternal youth. She is kept to be tortured with the long life. She can never enjoy life. She is granted long life but she was deprived any youth or health. 

this waste land is not actual waste land. this is the waste land of man = the spiritual side of man. 
there is some prophecy in the poem. with this lady in the epigraph, we are reminded with some prophecies in the poem- there are some prophecy tellers in the epigraph that is warning man against certain events- actions to be taken and not taken. There is the presence of prophecies and prophets in the poem. the presence of this prophetic voices are very early suggested by this epigraph. 

We expect to find deterioration- long life without resolution- no regeneration- they are completely dead in life.  It is a reflection of what we expect to find in the poem. 

We are given this note that in the poem there are prophetic voices. The prophetic voice is there. 

people on the waste land  are being tortured by life- wishing for death- loss of relationship- of any real true love- they are always in need for fertility in their life  . There is nothing to satisfy their thirst.  They never enjoy any kind of rest and peace of mind. They are controlled with fear. They never show care or love to the other men living beside them. What is better for them is to die. 
4

