Poetry
Fourth year-Second semester
‘The Waste Land’
T.S. Eliot
The 9th lecture:                                                                                                                                       د.فوزية
Today we will concentrate on themes, characters and the technicalities that are used in ‘The Waste Land’. We will start with the structure and the technicalities:
-The title:
We will find that the title in itself is a symbolic one. (It is the central symbol of the devastated land. The title evokes all the associations of a barren landscape blighted by drought and Famine, leading on to wide-scale human starvation, misery and death.)
So, the title in itself is symbolic because it represents this blighted land. When Eliot wrote the poem, he wrote it in a period of crisis on his time. It was a period after the end of World War I. this war was started in 1915 and ended in 1918. The poem was published 1922. It was written in a period of crisis for the poet himself. Besides, it was the period when Eliot had a kind of a nervous breakdown. He was in Switzerland recovering and at the same time, there was again his devastated relationship with his wife. All of these three causes were taking into consideration for the title. The poem has its own influences and sources. You remember the influences on ‘The Waste Land’: Jessie L. Weston’s book ‘From Ritual to Romance’, the myth of the Holy Grail. All of these are very significant. These two books represent again the myth of the Fisher King. 
(At another level, this symbolic title recalls the ancient vegetation or fertility myths and primitive folklore associated with the sterility of a land affected by the impotence of its ruler. Both the land and its people could be saved by a virtuous and daring youth whose life was ritually sacrificed so as to renew the earth. Eliot uses it to refer to the post-war devastation of Western civilization as a modern counterpart to the mythological waste land. 
Eliot here feels that after the war the whole western civilization is blighted by the destructive outcomes of the war. The people here have shaken beliefs and they have lost faith in every traditional value in their lives. They have lost faith in religion itself. They have lost faith in all the established governments/ all of the political systems. People here felt that they are living a kind of a mechanical life/ a life that is devoid of faith, passion or emotion and of even the meanings of life.
-The epigraph:
It was about Sibyl. She was granted immortality but she forgot to ask for perpetual youth and she shrank into a size of grasshopper and she was kept in a cage. And everyone who will pass by her, especially, children asking her, what do you want? She says I want to die.
The epigraph was taken from ‘The Satyricon’ of Petronius.
(The Sibyl accepted but failed to ask for perpetual youth and hence, withered into old age. Thus, her death wish is linked to her desire to be rid of her antiquated life, just as the walking dead of the modern "Unreal City" have nothing to look forward to in life but death. Eliot, perhaps, suggests that we are about to be led into a kind of Dantean descent into the "hell" of a modern waste land just as the Sibyl guided Aeneas through Hades.)
You remember the flowing workers on William Street passing by the chapel or the church. We have movement/ flowing. It reminds us of the people in inferno/ hell who walk waiting for their judgment.
Then we move to the structure of the poem where we have five sections. I made them in a kind of circle because even though every section presents different characters and sometimes different themes, yet all are linked together. If you look at ‘The Burial of the Dead’ and ‘Death By Water’, you will see clearly that they share the major theme which is death. When we look at ‘A Game of Chess’ and ‘The Fire Sermon’, we feel that they share the theme of love and lust. ‘What the Thunder Said’ is another section that talks about the dead land/ the barren land, but at the end it offers some glimpse. There is a reference to hope that is for the people if they tend to look at life from a different perspective. That is why I use this form of a circle.
The Major Themes:
The poem has many themes as much as you can find.
(The poem also has a number of reoccurring themes, most of which are pairs of binary oppositions. Some of the most common themes are, Sight/Blindness, Resurrection/Death, Water/ Drowning, Fertility/Impotency, Civilization/Decline, Love/ Sex, and Voice/Silence.)
All of these themes are reoccurring in a kind of binary oppositions; you could see them sometimes connected, but each one is in a different way. Now we move to each theme separately. 
1-Death:
 If we consider the poem, we will find that the poem is having this kind of cycle which is related to the cycle of nature, the cycle of history, and the cycles of so many things. After death, there is always a rebirth because birth and death are linked together. Out of death, life comes out. After the death of nature in winter, spring is a season of regeneration and rebirth and so on. After the death of human being, another human being is born. We notice the theme of death in ‘The Burial of the Dead’ and in ‘Death By Water’. In ‘The Burial of the Dead’, we have death means life. You remember the title of ‘‘The Burial of the Dead’ is from the Book of Common Prayer which is a ritual in Christianity that the dead must be respected and buried. After this death, there is resurrection which is again connected to Christianity. After Christ was crucified, he resurrected in order to offer salvation. Christ death here redeemed life. If we look at ‘Death by Water’, we will find that even though water is the source of life, but also it could be the source of death through drowning. Drowning here is not only physical, but it is also spiritual. If man has no faith, he will drown in his sins.  
2-Rebirth:
I made a kind of a figurative classification when we look at Christ as a major symbol in the poem. Christ death recurred again in resurrection. Before his death when he was in prison he was tortures the night before his crucifixion, then he was crucified and his blood was on the Holy Grail and everybody was searching for this cup in order to find salvation/ to find inner peace. So, Christ after his death, he was resurrected and he was joining the group walking, but nobody recognized him until he revealed himself. This kind of rebirth is linked to this waste land that the speaker or the narrator who talks about it says that this is a desolate land and it does not have any thing and at the end he will start fishing. Fishing here indicated that there is hope. The fisher can catch a fish which means that there is hope. If hope is lost from man, he will die and end. The myth of the Holy Grail is related to the Fisher King who was impotent. His own impotency is reflected on his land, so he searches for a knight to search for the Holy Grail because the Holy Grail represents salvation and inner peace. At the end, he could not retrieve all of his land, but at least he could find some kind of hope. So, we could find the rebirth theme in Christ and in the Holy Grail.
3-The seasons or the cycle:
 In the theme of seasons, we will find that these seasons reoccur in a kind of a cyclical movement that does not stop. This is similar to man’s life. He is born, he grows, becomes adult, ages and starts to decay and then he dies, but another life continues. Again it is a cycle. If you look at the cycle in civilizations, sometimes you have a new civilization starting like all the past civilized cultures like the Greek, the Roman, the Phoenicians, the Egyptians, the Pharaohs civilization and the Islamic civilization. All the civilizations start and they become strong energetic powerful and they reach to their climax and then decline starts. This reminds us of Yeats>>>’The Gyres’ >>>> the gyre that starts widening and widening. This related to the cycle of history.
So, all of this leads us that the world is created upon a certain order and what started must end and then another cycle will go. So, we feel this kind of season or cycle that it goes. After winter, we have spring, summer, autumn and then winter. Again the theme of seasons is there. 
4-Love:
 Love here is taken into consideration as lust or sex and love. What we could see in the love theme in ‘The Waste Land’ is that it is desolate. It is sterile. It is sinful and it is destructive kind of love. If we go over all of these themes of love, we will go with the rich lady who is waiting for her lover (you do nothing, you think nothing, nothing and nothing)>>which means that she is in a desolate state. And also we have the typist>>>> the destructive kind of love that she receive. And we have Lil and all the other characters. And you remember the Hyacinth girl Marie when she was talking about her past childhood memory which represented for her innocence and peace. Even the flowers which represent love did not give her enough moral support. And if you look at Philomela myth, she was not in love with Tereus, the husband of her sister. He loves her but his love was not pure kind of love; it was destructive/ lust/ it was a sterile. That is why he avenged her. So, there is no reference to pure love and there is no reference to love that could regenerate. Love is not for regeneration. Even physical love is not for regeneration and fertility. You remember Lil; she had an abortion because she thinks marriage is not only for reproduction and continuity of life.

5-Water:
 Water is very significant because water is the source of life. Without water the land will become dusty/ a land that is not fertile. It is infertile; it does not reproduce. Water here is a source for rebirth and at the same time it is a source for death. You remember eh Phoenician sailor.
History:
History again links us to the past. Eliot used a lot of references. He borrows from the classical time/ from the 16th, 17th, 18th, and 19th centuries. But he did not borrow any line from the modern literature that was written in his time. Most of his borrowings are from the past and this refers to the significance of history/ to the significance of the traditional past. And this is as you studied in ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’ when he talked about the significance of tradition in the modern art which means that he feels that there is a link between past and the present and history. We could see this through all the references that he refers to in his work (the borrowings, the allusions, and the quotation that he presented from the past). 
These are the major themes, but here we have some other themes that are relevant:
 Desolation and moral decay of society, empty and meaningless relationship in love, lack of communication, the pursuit of materialistic and earthly things at the expense of human emotions and hope which is represented by rain.
The characters:
We have so many characters in ‘The Waste Land’. Critics sometimes consider even the tarot cards as characters. You can consider the mythological characters as major characters.
-Tiresias
The major one is Tiresias (I Tiresias watching the scene between the typist and the clerk). In a way, he is considered the speaker himself because Tiresias represents male and female genders. 
(Tiresias is representation of man. He is spectator to the Waste land episodes. He rarely participates in any action in the poem, while he comments on its events, places and personalities. Yet he is the most important personage in the poem uniting all the other characters. Tiresias moves across time and space. He provides an insight into the dramatic experiences of all the other characters in the poem. Thus, he depicts for us the failure of human interaction and the tragic loss of most values - personal and societal, aesthetic and spiritual - in our modern world.)
Tiresias is a mythological figure. He was passing by snakes copulating and he separated them and he was transformed into a female. After experiencing female and male for several years, again he saw the snakes copulating and he intentionally separated them, then he was transformed back to a man.
-Marie. (Marie refers to Countess Marie Larisch. A near relative of the mentally unstable king Ludwig of Austria. She was also confidante and niece of the Austrian Empress Elizabeth. She wrote her famous autobiography My Past (in 1913). Eliot seems to have met her in his travels through Europe before World War I broke out. Her memories of her staying at the arch-duke's create a sense of innocence with images of happiness and freedom and natural imagery of “mountains” “sunlight”.)
Here we do not have specific details to talk about her as a character. We could feel that Marie represents a state of innocence/ a state before the war where everything was peaceful, pure and heavenly in a way. She keeps living in the past with all of the past memories of happiness, innocence, purity and peace.
 Madame Sosostris: She is presented as a famous fortune-teller in contemporary London. She utters her fake predictions using the mystical deck of Tarot cards, so as to impress her gullible superstitious clientele who place undue faith in such questionable activity as reading the future. She cancels the …..and provides false security ………. Destiny.)
Everyone is desperate enough to believe her. They have no faith and that is why they think that she is Madame Sosostris as a source of heaven for the people. But she does not have all the answers for everything. She herself needs answer. She is only unfolding the cards. She is incapable of offering solutions or giving answers. Maybe she is wise as she is described, but she does not have all the answers. The speaker and the characters in ‘The Waste Land’ have to search for the answers; otherwise, this is not going to be a gradual search for the inner peace and the reach for salvation.
Stetson:
(Sometimes taken to be a warrior in the famous battles between the Romans and the citizens of Carthage or else to be a soldier in the battle of Mylae in the First Punic Wars. Some critics also read him as a persona or mask for Ezra Pound whom, along with Eliot, read widely into the ancient classics and the stirring accounts of historic wars.)
What is the relation between Ezra Pound and Eliot? Both were friend. Both were literary men. Both were interested in studying history and talking about wars. Ezra Pound worked as an editor for Eliot’s work. If we go back to the incidents about stetson, he was mentioned as the person who planted his crop/ buried it in the land. So, as if he is trying to bury again memories of the past.
The rich lady:
The rich lady was portrayed in the poem as a very rich wealthy lady who enjoyed all of the lavishness of her life. She has beautiful house with fancy lavish decoration.
(Never referred to by name, she sits in the resplendent drawing room of "A Game of Chess." She seems to be surrounded by luxury, but unable to appreciate or enjoy it. She might allude to Eliot's wife Vivienne.)
Many critics described the rich lady as Vivienne who is Eliot’s wife and who was enjoying a kind of luxurious life.
The typist:
(Lonely, a creature of the modern world. She is visited by a "young man carbuncular," who sleeps with her. She is left alone again, accompanied by just her mirror and a gramophone.)
She is left with the mirror shows reflection and vanity and the gramophone which is the music that she can only listen to alone without a companion. She can be seen to represent generalization of the common poor women. They are described as poor women because they need love/ passion/ a kind of a supporting life in this mechanical world which means that they cannot strive or survive alone.
Mr. Eugenides:
A merchant from Smyrna. Probably the one-eyed merchant to whom Madame Sosostris refers.
He is symbol of the worldly pleasures that tempt man.
Phlebas:
(A Phoenician merchant who is described lying dead in the water in "Death by Water." Perhaps the same drowned Phoenician sailor to whom Madame Sosostris refers.)
Some critics consider Phlebas as a character similar to the other cards and some do not consider him that.


The Cockney Women:
(These two women appear in a London pub almost at closing time. They gossip loudly about a third woman, Lil, whose husband Albert is die home from the war and has saddled her with a number of kids. They appear lively and vibrant compared to the jaded and bored Lady of Situations in the preceding portrait.) 
What does a woman do late at night in a pub? This means that she has no family to go back to which means that she is alone. She needs company. Unfortunately, they are wasting their time in gossip because they have an empty kind of life/ a life that is devoid of sympathy and love. Even though they gossip about Lil, we could feel that there is a kind of envy because Lil has a husband and children.
The young man carbuncular:
(He visits the typists apartment one evening and has a sordid and loveless sexual encounter with her. He hardly leaves any impression on her of true passion or romance. He shows how modern man has become …….) 
He is ready for a real relationship. He is not ready to start a family.
The Bartender:
(He repeatedly utters the refrain "Hurry up please its time" as the two cockney women go on chatting in the bar. He seems to be reminding them that it is almost the legal closing time for pubs in Britain.) 
His speech reflects the modern mechanical life. He was listing to the gossip of the Cockney women and every time he repeats ‘hurry up please it’s time’, but he continues listening which means that he has this kind of mechanical life.

The techniques:
-The stream of consciousness. 
William James who wrote ‘Principles of Psychology’ in 1890 is the first one to use the term stream of consciousness. He described the unbroken flow of perceptions and feelings in the waking mind. It is a narrative method that he produces without a narrator's intervention, the full spectrum and continuous flow of a character's mental process, in which sense perceptions mingle with conscious and half-conscious thoughts, memories, expectations, feelings, and random associations.
You remember we said earlier that Robert Browning paved the way for the stream of consciousness method. Some critics may consider the stream of consciousness is actually the interior dramatic monologue. Some critics believe that they both share common things. There are some common traits. If you remember ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’, we have a speaker who speaks and he keeps going on. It is similar to the stream of consciousness. But here we have one speaker. In the interior dramatic monologue, we have one speaker who speaks to himself or to another, but in Prufrock, we have only Prufrock.
So, it is considered as a technique that stands on its own and it was developed greatly in the 20th century.  
-Parallelism: 
(The basic method used in The Waste Land may be described as the application of the principle of complexity. The poet works in terms of surface parallelisms which in reality make ironical contrasts, and in terms of surface contrasts which in reality constitute parallelisms. (The second group sets up effects which may be described as the obverse of irony.) The two aspects taken together give the effect of chaotic experience ordered into a new whole, though the realistic surface of experience is faithfully retained. The complexity of the experience is not violated by the apparent forcing upon it of a predetermined scheme.)
To give an example on parallelism, we have the narrator of ‘The Waste Land’ a speaker who sat fishing by the Thames and as we said earlier, the whole poem takes only twelve hours of time, but it travels into history through the past and till the present of the speaker’s time. Here we have the speaker or the narrator of the poem who speaks about the description of the world that is surrounding him. He sits surrounded by rats, garbage, and waste land and by a river that is infertile. This is one of the services, but it parallels the myth of the Fisher King who was impotent and his land become infertile. He is sending knights to search for the Holy Grail to find answers. So, we have this kind of parallelism.
-Fragmentation:
It is a modern technique that is developed in the modern period. It is the use of foreign languages Greek, Latin, French, German and Hindu. We have all these references/ all of this fragmentations. 
(The fragmentation/disjointed nature of the poem is also seen through the structure, where the stanzas jump from past to present, as well as talking about seemingly unrelated topics. This increases the feeling of alienation in readers unfamiliar with the source material.)
If we go back to the poem, ‘The Burial of the Dead’ we started with the title which talks about the seasons. Then within the lines we have foreign language. 
This technique was intentionally used to let the reader feel the same feelings of the poet/ the writer. He wants us to feel this kind of alienation/ absurd world. He wants us to feel it exactly. It is a beautiful technique but at the same time, it is difficult. The difficulty is if you do not know the foreign language/ if you do not have the translation for the foreign language. It is as is it cut the continuity of reading of the poem.
-Borrowings:
 Eliot borrowed from many works of art (from Shakespeare, Dante, other Roman and Greek writers, Spenser, Elizabethan writers). Notice the borrowing was all from the past history. There were no references/ no quotation to the modern life.
Borrowing is a very rich technique and it is not an easy one to borrow. This is what we call it Intertextuality. You use the same idea, you try to insert it inside your own work to be part to it, so as if you cut pieces and recreating them in your own word. As if you have taken something from the past and try to put something modern in a way to create a modern art/ modern technique. So, the borrowing is a very significant technique that Eliot used because he felt that man has to be linked to his past. If you do not have past, you do not present or future. So, borrowing here enriches the work. It gives it density and skillfulness and at the same time it is challenging because if the poet does not know how to borrow and how to use it, this work will be confusing. 
-Allusion:
We have multiple allusions (historical allusions, Biblical allusions, literary allusions, mythological allusions)/ allusions to Milton, to Dante/ to the Bible.
-Imagery:
The poem is rich with imagery. We notice sometimes some passages that they are beautifully lyrical work of art. We have the lyrical passages. Some passages are proverb. Some are colloquial. Some are free verse. So, we have all of these technicalities impressed together. 
We have some of the classical imageries, natural imageries, sexual imageries, religious imageries and so on. They are combined all in one work of art. 
-Symbols:
There are so many symbols, for examples, the Fisher King and and water as a source of life.
-The style:  
It is considered a modern style because we have free verse or blank verse, some lyrical stanzas and colloquial ones and we have also some monologues from the speakers. We have also dialogue. And we have the first person speaker and the collective narrator. All of these styles are combined in one work.  When you see this great immense work with all of these technicalities, you consider Eliot a genius. He is a genius to combine all of this in one literary work. That is why he is the most influential poet in modern period. We will see other poets came after Eliot and they tried to follow and imitate his style and they tended to be obscured using ambiguous style and all of that. 
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