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ABSTRACT 

T. S. Eliot once remarked: “I have tried to point out the importance of the relation of the 

poem with other poems by other authors and suggested the conception of poetry as a living 

whole of all the poetry that has ever been written.”1
 The interpretation of his poetry depends on 

literary tradition and its understanding. By alluding to dead authors, Eliot created an oeuvre that 

can be fully understood only through research. He also contrasts the contexts of the past and 

present, and reinforces the importance of borrowing in the creative process. One of the authors 

that recurs in Eliot’s writing is William Shakespeare. Eliot paid tribute to the Elizabethan 

playwright through the use of dramatic monologue, quotations and allusions to his themes and 

motifs. In this way, he expresses his longing for English cultural heritage, as Shakespeare is a 

symbol of Englishness. This bachelor thesis explores the influence that Shakespeare had on both 

Eliot’s literary criticism and poetry, primarily in the period from the 1910s to the 1930s. With 

especial emphasis on Hamlet and Coriolanus, the thesis explores those qualities which Eliot 

emphasized and which would prove important for his own work, above all “The Love Song of 

Alfred J. Prufrock,” The Waste Land and Four Quartets, as well as minor poems such as “Ode” 

and Coriolan. 

  

                                                           
1
 T.S. Eliot, “Tradition and the Individual Talent,” The Critical Tradition, ed. David H. Richter (Boston/New 

York: Bedford/St. Martins, 2007) 538. 
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ABSTRAKT 

T. S. Eliot jednou poznamenal: „Zkusil jsem zdůraznit význam vztahu svých básní s básněmi 

jiných autorů a navrhl jsem koncepci poezie jako organického celku, který se skládá z vztahu 

mezi jednotlivými básněmi různých autorů.“2
 Interpretace jeho tvorby vyžaduje pochopení 

literární tradici. Eliotovu dílu lze porozumět prostřednictvím rešerší. Kontrastuje kontext 

minulosti a současnosti a také upozorňuje na roli přejímání v kreativním procesu. Jeden z autorů, 

který se často objevuje u Eliota, je William Shakespeare. Eliot mu vzdal poctu prostřednictvím 

užití dramatického monologu, citací a narážek na jeho témata a motivy. Touto cestou on vyjádřil 

obdiv k anglickému kulturnímu dědictví a Shakespearovi jako symbolu Anglie. Tato práce se 

zabývá vlivem, který měl Shakespeare na literární kritiku a poezii, především v letech 1920-

1940. Se speciálním důrazem na tragédii Hamlet a Coriolanus se tato bakalářská práce zabývá 

vlastnostmi, které Eliot zdůrazňoval a považoval za důležité ve své práci, zejména v Písni lásky 

J. Alfreda Prufrocka, Zpustlé zemi, Čtyřech kvartetech, a také v méně významných jako je Óda a 

Coriolan. 

  

                                                           
2 My translation of T.S. Eliot, “Tradition and the Individual Talent,” The Critical Tradition, ed. David 

H. Richter (Boston/New York: Bedford/St. Martins, 2007) 538. 
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INTRODUCTION  

In a financial metaphor T. S. Eliot once remarked that “Immature poets imitate; mature 

poets steal.”3
 Eliot used quotations to create poetic collage, in which other authors’ words are 

given new implications. As Coleen Lamos points out: 

Through the citations in his poetry, Eliot constructed a self-validating genealogy for 

himself; by placing himself among the dead, he also made a place for himself among 

the living. Eliot’s internal genealogy – fabricated through the related practices of 

allusion, citation and quotation – is a tradition of fathers, and Eliot’s position as heir to 

it depends upon the exclusive authority of masculine literary relations.
4
 

Eliot’s notion of tradition plays a significant role both in his career as a critic and as a writer. 

Frequently alluding to dead authors, Eliot produced a body of poetry that has multiple levels of 

borrowed fragments. Conversely, Eliot’s polyphonic poetry is commonly criticized for its 

complexity, and, as some perceive it, plagiarism. However, it was Eliot’s aim to be a part of a 

larger literary heritage, as “no poet, no artist of any art, has his complete meaning alone. His 

significance, his appreciation is the appreciation of his relation to the dead poets and artists.”5
 

Eliot emphasizes the importance of tradition as it is not just an admiration of the literary canon, 

but rather a restatement of the artist who, by incorporating previous authors, makes an original 

artwork.  

The object of this thesis is to explore the thematic, structural and interpretational layers 

of Eliot’s borrowings from Shakespeare’s tragedies Hamlet and Coriolanus, as well as to reflect 

on his literary criticism related to the topic. There have been many studies of Eliot and his 

intertextuality, yet his poetic borrowings from Shakespeare, although easily identified, have only 

been explored in part. Shakespeare’s direct presence comes to us in almost every literary work 

by Eliot, and, at the same time, it incorporates certain dramatic elements into his poetry. The 

initial hypothesis is that Eliot’s allusions to Shakespeare reshaped his intertextual poetic method 

and its development, as older Eliot stole more from himself than directly from Shakespeare, or, 

to be more precise, from his earlier borrowings. The structure of the thesis corresponds to its 

aims. 

The theoretical basis for the concepts of intertextuality and influence will be provided in 

the introduction, in which an emphasis will be given to the theories produced by René Wellek, a 

member of the Prague Linguistic Circle, Julia Kristeva, and Roland Barthes. The next chapter 

                                                           
3
 T. S. Eliot, “Philip Massinger,” Selected Essays (New York: Brace and Company, 1932) 198. 

4
 Colleen Lamos, Deviant Modernism: Sexual and Textual Errancy in T.S Eliot, James Joyce, and Marcel 

Proust (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2004) 96.  
5
 T.S. Eliot, “Tradition and the Individual Talent,” The Critical Tradition, ed. David H. Richter (Boston/New 

York: Bedford/St. Martins, 2007) 538. 
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will provide a closer look at the duality of Eliot’s thinking, in which an essential part is 

represented by the tension between cosmopolitanism and English domestic tradition. The first 

chapter will also analyse William Shakespeare’s presence in the Anglophone literary tradition up 

to the beginning of the twentieth century. Furthermore, the discussion will explore Eliot’s 

literary criticism of Shakespeare as well as provide background for the following chapters, in 

which his poetic endeavour will be given further attention. Special attention will be devoted to 

Eliot’s criticism of Shakespeare’s late tragedies, as they are important for many of his major and 

minor poems, among which are The Waste Land, “The Love Song of Alfred J. Prufrock,” Four 

Quartets, “Ode,” and Coriolan.  

The second chapter examines T. S. Eliot’s borrowings from Hamlet. Despite Eliot’s 

critical opinion about the play, he uses it as a source for his work, and frequently satirizes it by 

merging into the modernist reality. Therefore the Danish prince Hamlet becomes a constrained 

middle-aged man and noble Ophelia is contrasted to an ugly pub woman. Numerous references 

to the enigmatic character of Hamlet are incorporated into the context of the perplexed 

modernity
6
 through three major poems, namely “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” (1920), 

The Waste Land (1922) and “Little Gidding”(1942). Consequently, the analysis will be ordered 

by the publication date of the poems, so that Eliot’s poetical development can be explored at the 

same time. Furthermore, other characters from the play, such as Ophelia and the Ghost of 

Hamlet’s father, are excessively present in Eliot’s highly condensed poetry.  

Finally, the third chapter will explore Eliot’s minor poems, namely “Ode” (1920) and 

Coriolan (1931), which allude to Shakespeare’s late tragedy Coriolanus. In spite of Eliot’s 

fascination with the play, both poems and the play have been given surprisingly little critical 

attention. Most notably, allusions in these poems are more oblique in comparison with the major 

poems, yet their theme corresponds closely to Coriolanus. The chapter will be concluded with 

the comparison of Eliot’s stealing from Hamlet and Coriolanus, considering both thematic 

variety and intertextual methods employed. 

Influence and Intertextuality: A Brief History of the Terminology 

 

Everything that needs to be said has already been said.7 

– André Gide 

Over the last decades the concepts of intertextuality and influence have intrigued 

literary critics. One of the reasons is the abstract nature of these terms, as it is not that easily to 

                                                           
6
 Martin Scofield, The Ghosts of Hamlet: The Play and Modern Writers (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1980) 6. 
7
 André Gide, Autumn Leaves (New York: Philosophical Library, 1995) 5. 
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define as, for instance, iamb or alliteration; and yet it seems crucial to artistic production. Interest 

in influence and genius appeared as early as in the mid-eighteenth century
8
, with “Conjectures on 

Original Composition” and “An Essay on Original Genius” by Edward Young and William Duff. 

Both essays comment on the importance of originality, and emphasize imagination as the most 

important contribution to it. Shakespeare is praised as a natural genius, who imitated nature 

rather than art.
9
 Moreover, investigation of influences became the central element at the 

beginning of nineteenth century. As Ferdinand Bruteniere, a scholar who contributed to the 

development of comparativism in literature, pointed out: “In considering all the influences which 

operate in the history of literature, the influence of works on works is the main one.”10
 

Twentieth-century literary criticism continued exploring the notion of literary influence, to 

which René Wellek, a member of Prague Linguistic Circle, responds with the term of 

international literariness, which analyses the literary work as a structural body of signs.
11

 

Furthermore, Wellek stressed the importance of interpreting the work of art across national 

borders and analyzing it through the variety of readings. A few decades later, Walter Bate, a 

biographer of Samuel Taylor Coleridge and John Keats, highlighted the importance of influence 

in the creative process:  

We could, in fact, argue that the remorseless deepening of self-consciousness, before 

the rich and intimidating legacy of the past, has become the greatest single problem that 

modern art (art, that is to say, since the later seventeenth century) has had to face, and 

that it will become increasingly so in the future.
12

 

Like Eliot’s notion of tradition, Bate emphasizes the role of “the personal rediscovery of the 

past.”13
 He states: “None of us, as Goethe says, is very ‘original’ anyway; one gets most of what 

he attains in his short life from others.”14
 Along with the notion of influence arises the need for a 

broader concept that includes both the past and the actual work of art. 

In contrast to influence, which seems like an ancient given,
15

 intertextuality is a 

contemporary term that firstly appeared in Julia Kristeva’s Sémiotikè, Recherches pour 

Unesémanalyse (1969). It proves that any work of art “is constructed of a mosaic of quotations; 

                                                           
8
 Jay Clayton and Eric Rothstein, Influence and Intertextuality in Literary History (London: University of 

Wisconsin Press, 1991) 4. 
9
 Clayton, 5. 

10
 Quoted in Clayton, 5. 

11
 “Wellek”, Rima Makaryk, Encyclopedia of Contemporary Literary Theory: Approaches, Scholars, Terms 

(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1995) 484.  
12

 Quoted in Clayton, 8. 
13

 Quoted in Clayton, 14. 
14

 Quoted in Clayton, 15. 
15

Clayton, 21.  
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any text is the absorption and transformation of another.”16
 The theory of intertextuality stresses 

that the text cannot exist independently, as the author is a reader of other texts that influence 

their creative endeavor. The reader also interprets the text in relation to her own life. Roland 

Barthes questions the notion of the authorship, and he argues that any art is a multifaceted 

manifestation of different cultures and temporal dimensions: 

Any text is a new tissue of past citations. Bits of code, formulae, rhythmic models, 

fragments of social languages, etc., pass into the text and are redistributed within it, for 

there is always language before and around the text. Intertextuality, the condition of any 

text whatsoever, cannot, of course, be reduced to a problem of sources or influences; the 

intertext is a general field of anonymous formulae whose origin can scarcely ever be 

located; of unconscious or automatic quotations, given without quotation marks.
17

 

His vision of intertextuality underlines the recurrent anonymity of the sources of intertextual 

quotations.
18

 He stresses the central role of the reader whose interpretation depends largely on 

temporal and cultural context. The notion of intertextuality questions our commonsensical 

understanding of what is inside what outside the work of art, viewing meaning as something that 

can never be restrained within it.
19

 Therefore the birth of the reader introduces a new dimension 

in literary criticism, in which Eliot’s tradition is viewed as something inevitable to any work of 

art. It is the reader’s role to produce the structure of the text: “the unity of the text is not in its 

origin, but in its destination.”20
  

                                                           
16

 Julia Kristeva, “Word, Dialogue, and Novel,” Desire and Language, ed. Leon S. Roudiez, trans. Thomas 

Gora et al. (New York: Columbia University Press, 1980) 91.  
17

 Roland Barthes, “Theory of the Text,” Untying the Text, ed. Robert Young (London: Routledge, 1981) 34. 
18

 Clayton, 22. 
19

 Allen Graham, Roland Barthes (London: Routledge, 2003) 58.  
20

 Roland Barthes, Bruissement de la Langue (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1989) 55. 
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CHAPTER 1: T. S. ELIOT AND WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE: DOMESTIC TRADITION AND 

LITERARY CRITICISM 

I. I.  T. S. Eliot: Cosmopolitanism and Domestic Tradition 

These fragments I have shored against my ruins.21
 

– T. S. Eliot 

Integral to cosmopolitanism is a desire to engage with a wide range of cultural 

traditions, and this is true of Modernism and Eliot’s work. The notion of cosmopolitanism, 

derived from Old Greek kosmopolites “citizen of the world,”22
 can be viewed from three 

different traditions of thought: philosophical, which emphasizes detachment from local cultures; 

anthropological, which highlights multiple attachments to various cultures; and vernacular, 

which values urban mobility.
23

 At first, Eliot’s poetry seems cosmopolitan, especially given the 

numerous quotations in foreign languages and the incorporation of Western cultural heritage. 

The poet’s education at Harvard, Sorbonne and Oxford, his visits to France, Germany and other 

European countries, and, at the same time, his continual contact with the contemporary writing 

elite enabled him to merge cultural and linguistic variety into his work. For instance, in The 

Waste Land, he quotes in Latin, Old Greek, Italian, German, and French. Yet these quotations 

are more tributes to the literary past. Living in London at the beginning of the twentieth century, 

he faced social diversity, rapid urbanization, and the shell-shocked generation of the war 

veterans. As the result, the atmosphere of the modern city is very often portrayed negatively in 

many of his works. Disoriented Prufrock, the sterile Fisher King and many others of his 

characters are the inhabitants of the fragmented urban landscape. Numerous poems explore the 

sense of nostalgia for the past and feature depression cased by the contemporary disorder, mainly 

by the First World War. Therefore one of the major features of Eliot’s creative endeavour can be 

seen in his desire for domestic tradition and the rejection of philosophical, anthropological, and 

vernacular cosmopolitanism. His immigration to the land of his ancestors, conversion to 

Anglicanism, and naturalization as a British citizen are the examples of Eliot’s strong desire to 

become an Englishman.  

Eliot’s overt intellectuality along with his care for tradition are the main features to be 

found in any of his poems and criticism. In “Tradition and the Individual Talent” he disputes that 

literature is “a simultaneous existence and composes a simultaneous order,”24
 and “what happens 

                                                           
21

 T. S. Eliot, The Waste Land, in The Complete Poems and Plays (New York: Harcourt and Company, 

1967) 50.  
22

 Sherwood Thompson, Encyclopedia of Diversity and Social Justice (London: Rowman, 2015) 155. 
23

 Rebecca L. Walkowitz, Cosmopolitan Style: Modernism Beyond the Nation (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 2004) 9. 
24

 T.S. Eliot, “Tradition and the Individual Talent,” The Critical Tradition, ed. David H. Richter 

(Boston/New York: Bedford/St. Martins, 2007) 538. 
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when a new work of art is created is something that happens simultaneously to all the works of 

art which preceded it,”25
 and, therefore, “the past should be altered by the present as much as the 

present is directed by the past.”26
 He introduces the notion of literature as a living organism, with 

its constantly growing body, whose polyphonic voices can be heard in different times and places. 

Later he insists that “the most individual parts of a [poetic] work may be those in which the dead 

poets, his ancestors, assert their immortality most vigorously.”27
 In his speech at the Nobel 

Banquet in Stockholm in 1948 he stated: 

When a poet speaks to his own people, the voices of all the poets of other languages 

who have influenced him are speaking also. And at the same time he himself is speaking 

to younger poets of other languages, and these poets will convey something of his 

vision of life and something of the spirit of his people, to their own. Partly through his 

influence on other poets, partly through translation, which must be also a kind of 

recreation of his poems by other poets, partly through readers of his language who are 

not themselves poets, the poet can contribute toward understanding between peoples.
28

 

Eliot is often regarded as a difficult poet partially because of his frequent incorporation of 

allusions and quotations into his poetry. These inclusions can be seen not only as stylistic 

devices, but also as a way to create an impression of erudition. As Jason Harding states:  

The allusions in his poems are learned, oblique, and obscure; the mottoes he chooses for 

his poems are polyglot, the names that occur… are symbolic . . . known only to book-

minded people.
29

  

As a result, Eliot’s poetry is intertextual, fragmented, and at the same time is addressed to the 

learned reader. Moreover, some of the quotations refer to works written centuries ago. Eliot’s 

allegorical mode of writing permitted the past to be re-established in the conformity with the 

contemporary; and nowhere did he utilise polemical allegory more vividly and persistently than 

in his criticism of English early modern playwrights.
30

 He was aware of the remoteness of the 

Elizabethan period, yet simultaneously he saw it as an immediate part of modernist experience. 

F. R. Leavis highlighted the importance of Eliot’s discussion of Elizabethan drama and its 

influence on the modernist discourse when he pointed out that “the intelligence and insight that 

                                                           
25

 Eliot, 538. 
26

 Eliot, 538. 
27

 Eliot, 538. 
28

 T. S. Eliot, “Banquet Speech,” Nobleprize.org. Nobel Media, 2014 

<http://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/literature/laureates/1948/eliot-speech.html>16 Nov 2015. 
29

 Jason Harding, T. S. Eliot in the Context (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011) 157. 
30

 F. R. Leavis, English Literature in Our Time (London: Chatto and Windus, 1969) 101. 

http://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/literature/laureates/1948/eliot-speech.html
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made Eliot so decisive in his critical comment on the seventeenth century are inseparable from 

his greatness of a twentieth-century poet.”31
  

The seventeenth century brings us to William Shakespeare. From Eliot’s early poems to 

his last major work, Four Quartets, Shakespeare’s presence is clear. It certainly indicates a 

tribute to literary tradition and, at the same time, longing for English cultural heritage. In the 

moment of Eliot’s arrival to the modernist literary arena, Shakespeare had already had a long 

history of influence and already established reputation of a symbol of Englishness.  

 

I.II William Shakespeare and His Legacy 

No poet, no artist of any art, has his complete meaning alone.32
 

– T. S. Eliot 

Before I discuss Shakespeare’s influence on T. S. Eliot’s literary genesis, let us consider 

the development of his reputation up to the beginning of the twentieth century. As literary 

tradition develops, every period refashions Shakespeare in its own way. I will briefly comment 

upon the chronological development of Shakespeare’s position among Anglophone authors from 

the eighteenth up to the end of the nineteenth century, thus providing a context for his modernist 

reception. 

At first, Shakespeare was not as popular as he is now. Among the playwrights of the 

beginning of the eighteenth century he was still overshadowed by John Fletcher and Ben Jonson. 

Thomas Rymer, in his Short View of Tragedy, criticised Othello and called it “plainly none other 

than a Bloody Farce, without salt or savour.”33
 Rymer faulted Shakespeare for his abuse of 

Aristotle’s idea of dramatic unities from Poetics, namely unity of action, space and time. On the 

other hand, not all critics considered it important. John Dryden, in his “Essay on Dramatic 

Poesy,” notes that Shakespeare “was the man who of all modern, and perhaps ancient poets, had 

the largest and most comprehensive soul.”34
 Unlike Rymer, he saw the idea of three unities as an 

obstacle to portraying “lively”35
 human nature. Another prominent critic of Shakespeare was 

Nicholas Rowe, who published a six-volume edition of Shakespeare’s works in 1709. His 

criticism marked a new period of Shakespeare’s reputation, as his editorial practice marks the 

beginnings of the Shakespeare research. Later was Alexander Pope, who edited numerous 

Shakespeare’s plays and The Works of Shakespear… Collated and Corrected by the Former 
                                                           
31

 Leavis, 105. 
32

 T.S. Eliot, “Tradition and the Individual Talent,” 538.  
33

 Thomas Rymer, “A Short View of Tragedy” (1693), reprinted in Brian Vickers, ed., Shakespeare: the 
Critical Heritage (London, Routledge, 1974) 26.  
34

 John Dryden, “Essay on Dramatic Poesy,” The Works of John Dryden (New York: Harper and 

Brothers, 1844) 155. 
35

 Dryden, 160. 
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Editions, by Mr. Pope that appeared in six quarto volumes in 1725.
36

 Pope highlighted both the 

beauties and faults of Shakespeare: “Of all English poets Shakespeare must be confessed . . . to 

afford the most numerous, as well as most conspicuous instances, both of beauties and faults of 

all sorts.”37
 He praised Shakespeare for his originality, as his “characters are so much like Nature 

itself.”38
 A third important edition of Shakespeare in eight volumes was published by Samuel 

Johnson in 1765. Like Pope’s, its appearance largely consolidated Shakespeare’s reputation, 

partly because of the authority of the critic. Like his predecessors, Johnson had reservations 

about Shakespeare’s style, especially for his usage of puns: “Their jests are commonly gross, and 

their pleasantry licentious.”39
 Moreover, Johnson blamed Shakespeare for not distributing good 

and evil fairly in his plays:  

His first defect is that to which may be imputed most of the evil in books or in men. He 

sacrifices virtue to convenience and is so much more careful to please than to instruct 

that he seems to write without any moral purpose. He makes no just distribution of good 

or evil.
40

  

However, these statements are overshadowed by Johnson’s other comments, such as that 

Shakespeare was not only skilful in imitating nature, but also knew how to amuse the readers of 

all types.
41

 Thus the eighteenth century reaction was mixed. 

The nineteenth century offers a wide range of critical perception of Shakespeare. In the 

first half of the century, which was predominantly influenced by Romanticism, Shakespeare was 

frequently analysed by poet-critics such as Samuel Taylor Coleridge and John Keats. Although 

more known for his poetic achievement, Coleridge frequently incorporated logical analysis of 

Shakespeare’s plays into his critical essays. Like Dryden, he dismisses the importance of three 

unities in drama, whereas he highlights “a unity of feeling,” which has its foundations, not in the 

factitious necessity of custom, but in nature itself.”42
 Moreover, he was one of the first to 

comment upon the organic nature of Shakespeare’s plays,43
 which “appealed to the Imagination 

                                                           
36

 Pat Rodgers, Alexander Pope Encyclopedia (London: Greenwood Press, 2004) 268. 
37

 Alexander Pope, “Preface to the Works of Shakespeare,” The Works of Alexander Pope (London: 

Thomas Cradock, 1797) 434. 
38

 Pope, 435. 
39

 Samuel Johnson, “Preface to Shakespeare,” The Works of Samuel Johnson (New York: George 

Dearborn Publisher, 1837) 473.  
40

 Johnson, 473. 
41

 Johnson, 496. 
42

 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Lectures and Notes on Shakespeare and Other Dramatics (London: Read Books, 

2009) 250. 
43

 Coleridge, 251. 
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rather than the senses.”44
 By organic nature, he meant that Shakespeare had an ability to think in 

his medium, and his thoughts were inseparable from his expression.
45

 Furthermore, he gives 

more importance to the character, which is “a representation of abstract conceptions,” than to the 

plot, as the latter is “a mere canvas, no more.”46
 Coleridge supported the idea of application of 

psychology in the analysis of the main characters. Interestingly enough, in his analysis of 

Hamlet, Coleridge identified himself with the character: “I have a smack of Hamlet myself, if I 

may say so.”47
  

Like Coleridge, Keats was an influential poet-critic, and therefore his readings largely 

contributed to the formation of Shakespeare’s reputation. White calls Keats “a creative reader of 

Shakespeare who happened to be a great poet in his own right.”48
 One of the central concepts of 

his criticism was negative capability which stands for a capacity that countermands intellectual 

search for answers, and which “Shakespeare possessed [it] enormously, that is, when a man is 

capable of being in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact and 

reason.”49
 The concept involves a number of factors, one of which is that is that the great poet 

has no fixed identity but instead projects himself into the identities of his creations.
50

 Despite 

Keats’ coinage of the term, he was not the first one to mention the idea of self-projection, as it 

was common in the Romantic period. The Romantic critics tended to employ a subjective 

approach in Shakespeare’s criticism.51
 

In contrast to the Romantics, the Victorian perception of Shakespeare does not draw so 

much on the imaginative and personal aspects of Shakespeare’s works. Charles Dickens, who 

was an active member of Shakespeare Club and even bought Shakespeare’s birth place in 

Stratford-upon-Avon, considered him “the great master who knew everything,”52
 and whose 

plays were an “unspeakable source of delight.”53
 Another example of the glorification, which 

                                                           
44

 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, “Progress of the Drama,” Notes and Lectures upon Shakespeare and Some of the 
Old Poets (London: William Pickering, 1849) 33. 
45

 James, Benziger, “Organic Unity: Leibniz to Coleridge,” PMLA 66.2 (1951): 24. 
46

 Coleridge, 22-23. 
47

 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, “Table Talk,” Coleridge's Writings on Shakespeare (New York: Capricorn, 
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later Bernard Shaw called “bardolatry,”54
 has its powerful expression in Thomas Carlyle’s “On 

Heroes, Heroworship, and the Heroic in Poetry.” For him Shakespeare means the unification of 

English-speaking peoples:
55

 

England, before long, this Island of ours, will hold but a small fraction of the 

English: in America, in New Holland, east and west to the very Antipodes, 

there will be a Saxondom covering great spaces of the Globe. And now, what is 

it that can keep all these together into virtually one Nation...? ... Acts of 

Parliament, administrative prime-ministers cannot. America is parted from us, 

so far as Parliament could part it. Call it not fantastic, for there is much reality 

in it: Here, I say, is an English King, whom no time or chance, Parliament or 

combination of Parliaments, can dethrone! Here, I say, is an English King, 

whom no time or chance, Parliament or combination of Parliaments, can 

dethrone! This King Shakespeare, does not he shine, in crowned sovereignty, 

over us all, as the noblest, gentlest, yet strongest of rallying-signs...
56

 

Here Shakespeare became the representative of the domestic heritage, and therefore acquired 

other than literary functions, such as political and cultural. Perhaps, it was Shakespeare’s “small 

fraction of English”57
 that attracted Eliot a few decades afterwards.  

 

I.III. Eliot’s Literary Criticism of Shakespeare 

I cannot account for such apparent contradictions. 58 

– T. S. Eliot 

Neil Corcoran states that “Eliot’s poetry by no means always practices what his 

criticism preaches,”59
 and he highlights the fragmentary nature of Eliot’s verse and structural 

instability of his essays. Although most of the criticism on Shakespeare is about drama, and 

Eliot’s own poetry is considered to have certain dramatic features, the literary criticism should be 

analysed independently.  

The interrelations between Eliot and Shakespeare are those of anxiety and 

responsibility. Eliot’s confession about his reading Shakespeare at school sounds rather 
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sceptical: “the only pleasure that I got from Shakespeare was the pleasure of being commended 

for reading him; had I been a child of more independent mind I should have refused him at all.”60
 

The tendency to be overly critical about Shakespeare’s work remained throughout his writing 

career.
61

 Frequently, Eliot strove to represent Shakespeare as someone who was fortunate 

enough to live at the time and in the place of the rebirth of literature, and who inherited an 

already advanced poetic apparatus. On the other hand, many of the remarks contain self-doubt 

and appreciation. An example can be found in Eliot’s speech in 1927 at Shakespeare 

Association:  

About anyone so great as Shakespeare, it is probable that we can never be right; and if 

we can never be right, it is better that we should from time to time change our way of 

being wrong.
62

  

One possible explanation for this uneasy relationship can be seen in Eliot’s longing for an 

autochthonous English culture, and partially because of the literary presence of Shakespeare 

throughout the centuries before Eliot. Corcoran goes as far to say “by referring to the ancient 

Englishness, Eliot is responsible for making Shakespeare modern.”63
 It is debatable whether 

Shakespeare can be called a modernist author, yet it is quite clear that Eliot is one of the most 

influential modernist critics of Shakespeare. Furthermore, according to Richard Halpern, “Eliot 

established the basic protocols for twentieth-century Shakespeare criticism.”64
 Helen Gardner 

has a similar opinion about the role of Eliot in twentieth-century Shakespeare criticism: “the new 

criticism of Shakespeare that is developing will not be able to ignore the many accidental 

brilliancies and insights of what may be called the Age of Eliot.”65
 Yet it needs to be emphasised 

that Eliot did not create any large-scale critical work on Shakespeare. However, there are 144 

distinct references to Shakespeare, among which are 47 reviews, 31 lectures and talks, 23 

articles, 18 prefaces, 7 letters, 6 chapters, 2 essays, 1 interviews and 9 miscellaneous items.
66

 In 

these rather sporadic criticism, Eliot quoted and analysed The Sonnets, As You like It, A Comedy 

of Errors, The Taming of the Shrew, Henry VI, The Two Gentlemen of Verona, The Merry Wives 
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of Windsor, and other works. Among the most quoted plays are Romeo and Juliet, Anthony and 

Cleopatra, King Lear, Macbeth, The Tempest, Troilus and Cressida, Othello, Cymbeline, 

Pericles, Measure for Measure, The Winter Tale, The Merchant of Venice, Richard III, and 

Henry IV. It should be noted that the later plays outnumber the earlier in mentioning plays 

written after Hamlet. Despite Eliot’s constant advice to read the whole oeuvre of Shakespeare, he 

himself pays little attention to the comedies.  

Eliot criticised many statements of other critics of Shakespeare; and it seems that he 

neglected most of them, with the exception of Coleridge, whom he considered to be the major 

one: “It is impossible to understand Shakespeare criticism to this day, without a familiar 

acquaintance with Coleridge,” who is “perhaps the greatest single figure in Shakespeare criticism 

down to the present day.”67
 At the same time he criticised Coleridge alongside with Johann 

Wolfgang von Goethe for being too personal in his Hamlet criticism:  

The kind of criticism that Goethe and Coleridge produced, in writing of Hamlet, is the 

most misleading kind possible. For they both possessed unquestionable critical insight 

and both made their critical aberrations.
68

  

Moreover, Eliot was not in favour of those critics who “make him either a Tory journalist or a 

Liberal journalist, or a Socialist journalist,”69
 in other words, those who misinterpreted 

Shakespeare in accordance with their personal preferences. Therefore Eliot disregards “Strachey, 

Murry and Lewis” for their portrayal of Shakespeare with the “remarkable resemblance to 

them.”70
 In this case, it should be useful to consider Eliot’s impersonal theory, in which “the 

progress of the artist is a continual self-sacrifice, a continual extinction of personality.”71
 

Eliot’s early criticism lacks confidence, as he considered it more relevant to a youthful 

critic to write about minor authors, because “for the understanding of Shakespeare, a lifetime is 

not too long.”72
 Yet despite calling himself a minor poet in his early essays, Eliot set a high 

objective: “We should have to understand things which Shakespeare did not understand 

himself.”73
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His first essay on Shakespeare, “Hamlet and His Problems,” used the character of 

Hamlet as a polemical bridge between the Renaissance drama and modernist poetry. It is a 

review of John Robertson's “The Problem of Hamlet” (1919), whose conclusion was that the 

play is “a masterpiece … a perfectly magnificent tour de force.”74
 On the other hand, Eliot 

criticised Hamlet as a poor adaptation of Thomas Kyd’s Spanish Tragedy, and calls it “most 

certainly an artistic failure.”75
 Eliot analysed the motive of revenge, or, to be more precise, the 

delay in it, and Hamlet’s excess of emotions. He went even further and claimed that 

“Shakespeare was merely revising the text of Kyd.”76
 Later he continued his argument:  

We must simply admit that here Shakespeare tackled a problem which proved too much 

for him. Why he attempted it at all is an insoluble puzzle; under compulsion of what 

experience he attempted to express the inexpressibly horrible, we cannot ever know.
77

  

Years later, Eliot acknowledged that his early criticism may have been “jaundiced.”78
 Moreover, 

he acknowledged that his belittlement of the play was driven by the desire to redirect attention to 

Coriolanus.
79

 Perhaps his reason for choosing Coriolanus over Hamlet was its Aristotelian 

catharsis and its confused values, as in this very confusion lies the essence of its tragedy.
80

 

Eliot’s second essay is “Shakespeare and the Stoicism of Seneca” (1927), in which he 

observed the influence of Seneca on Elizabethan drama: “No author exercised a wider or deeper 

influence upon the Elizabethan mind or upon the Elizabethan form of tragedy than did Seneca.”81
 

However, he views the influence of Seneca as indirect, absorbed from the context of Elizabethan 

drama and other writers, such as Kyd. Furthermore, he mentioned that the conventional 

Shakespeare has gradually lost his influence and “the variety of unconventional Shakespeares,”82
 

represented by other critics as multifaceted, occupied the literary criticism. Similar argument is 

made in “Hamlet and His Problems,” where Eliot disagreed with personalisation in criticism. 

When commenting on the emotions, he does not yet advocate escaping them: 

What every poet starts from is his own emotions. Shakespeare, too, was occupied with 

the struggle – which alone constitutes life for a poet – to transmute his agonies into 

something rich and strange, something universal and impersonal.
83
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The aim is to transmute emotions, which suggests that Eliot no longer needed to create the 

formulation which kept the man who suffers so radically divided from the mind that creates.
84

 

A third very important source are the Edinburgh lectures. Although never published, 

Eliot’s two lectures at the University of Edinburgh in 1937 are important as they provide a 

thorough study of Shakespeare’s development. Another central play for the lectures is Pericles, 

or to be more precise its conclusion. Eliot commented on Shakespeare’s development of 

versification, as well as the relationship between form and the way of thinking and feeling that is 

connected with it.
85

 He comments on the importance of dramatisation in Pericles:  

It is a perfect example of the ‘ultra-dramatic,’ a dramatic action of being more than 

human. Shakespeare’s consummate dramatic skill is as bright as ever; his verse is as 

much speech as ever: only it is the speech of creatures who are more than human, or 

rather, seen in a light more than that of a day.
86

 

Eliot views this ultra-dramatisation, which he called “transparent”87
 and, at the same time, 

superior to the excess of emotions in Hamlet. In his essay “Poetry and Drama,” he expands the 

notion of dramatisation to poetry, as “great poetry is essentially dramatic: for the scene has a 

structure of which each line is an essential part.”88
 Together with the notion of impersonality and 

tradition, this is one of the central ideas of Eliot’s criticism.  

It can be clearly seen that despite criticising some elements in Shakespeare’s writing, 

Eliot acknowledged his literary achievement. Moreover, they play a crucial role in Eliot’s poetry, 

as it contains not only numerous allusions to the plays, but takes on certain aspects of their 

dramatic expression, especially through its use of the characters of Hamlet and Coriolanus that 

recur both in criticism and in poetry.  
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CHAPTER 2: T. S. ELIOT’S HAMLET 

A great allusion is a metaphor, created not only out of pertinent likeness but out of 

pertinent unlikeness.89
 

– Christopher Ricks 

II.I. Prufrock and Hamlet Revisited 

 “No! I am not Prince Hamlet, nor was meant to be,”90
 exclaims the narrator of “The 

Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock.” Nevertheless, Prufrock performs in a theatrical manner as “an 

attendant lord, one that will do / To swell a progress, start a scene or two, / Advise the prince” 

(112-114). Even though the lines are not written in blank verse, they are rhymed pentameters and 

the idiom alludes to Hamlet.91
 Moreover, Eliot’s characters display a certain degree of self-

dramatization and his earlier verse frequently employs the form of dramatic monologue. Both 

Hamlet and Prufrock suffer from social isolation, indecisiveness and problematic relationships 

with women, which were perhaps caused by their inability to interpret their sexual identity.  

Even the poem’s epilogue is from Dante’s Inferno, gestures towards Hamlet. Just as the 

spirit of Hamlet’s father returned from Purgatory, the ghost of Dante’s Guido da Montfeltro 

came back from Hell. Although the ghostly visits perform a different function, they color the 

self-perceptions of both characters.
92

 Neither Prufrock nor Hamlet respond to the ghost 

immediately mainly because they are incapacitated by overanalyzing their deepest anxieties.  

Inability to act is a common issue for both Hamlet and Prufrock. For instance, Edward 

Vining identified the main reasons of Hamlet’s troubles in his indecisive nature and worries 

about his cross-gender identity.
93

 What makes Hamlet different from other revenge plays is its 

postponed action, as many uncertainties serve as obstacles to it. In Act III, scene 3 Hamlet has a 

chance to perform his revenge, yet his hesitation stops him. Hamlet’s “I do not know why yet I 

live to say this thing’s to do”94
 shows that he is aware of his weakness and is perplexed by it at 

the same time. There has been a vivid debate about the reasons of his delay. According to 

Coleridge, it happened because of Hamlet’s conflict between thought and action.95
 On the other 
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hand, Goethe saw the reason in Hamlet’s feminine qualities.
96

 In support of Goethe’s theory, a 

Victorian critic of Shakespeare, Vining wrote about Hamlet’s “daintiness and sensitiveness, and 

he stated that Hamlet “lacks… the strength, the readiness for action and that inhere in the perfect 

manly character.”97
 Although Vining’s idea that Hamlet is actually female, or at least feminine, 

was not widely accepted, his theory led to the tendencies to see feminine characteristics in 

Hamlet.
98

 Interestingly, the Danish actress Asta Nielsen recorded the silent film in 1920, in 

which Hamlet was actually a woman and was in love with Horatio.
99

 It is understandable why 

the audience welcomed this step. Hamlet is the successor to the throne of Denmark and is 

therefore expected to defend his land. However, he chooses not to take action. He clearly sees 

that Denmark experiences problems: “The time is out of joint,”100
 yet while complaining about 

his duties, he exclaims in a way that is not appropriate for a prince: “O cursed spite / That ever I 

was born to set it right!”101
 Public affairs do not interest the prince of Denmark, and therefore he 

rejects his role in the male-dominated society.  

Hamlet’s widely quoted “to be or not to be”102
 is in many ways similar to Prufrock’s 

“overwhelming question” (10). Eliot adopts Hamlet’s hesitation into the modern world. Like 

Hamlet, Prufrock has a tendency to doubt his action: “And should I then presume?/ And how 

should I begin?” (68-69). Yet unlike the prince of Denmark he faces everyday routine rather than 

weighty matters of state. In particular, Prufrock seems to be obsessed with social judgment, 

perhaps because of his split gender identity. With a certain sarcastic note, he cannot decide 

whether he “dare to eat a peach” (121) in front of the sophisticated women. His sexual anxieties 

are represented in a number of feminized descriptions, as “his arms and legs are thin” (44). 

Furthermore, Prufrock reminds the reader of Hamlet because of his inability to articulate his 

important question.
103

 Like Hamlet, he experiences the crisis of masculinity. The ageing lover 

struggles to ask a woman to marry him and instead procrastinates in order to keep himself busy. 

The repetition of the line “There will be time” (26) performs a self-defensive role. Yet his lack of 

self-confidence indicates that this time might never come. 

Both Hamlet and Prufrock cannot realize themselves as lovers. Hamlet’s love story did 

not end happily and Prufrock’s case is similar. Unable to fully understand his sexuality, Prufrock 
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questions his ability to attract women: “They will say: How his hair is growing thin!” (44). 

Moreover, the epigraph of the poem with the reference to Hell excludes the romantic atmosphere 

of the love song. The first image of the poem “a patient etherized upon a table” (3) provides a 

clear signal that there is no place for romance. Instead we witness the crisis of masculinity: “I 

have seen the moment of my greatness flicker” (84). The verb flicker signalizes Prufrock’s 

vanishing sexual desire and, at the same time, his ageing. Having classified himself as “no great 

matter” (84) person, Prufrock associates women with boredom and, perhaps more distantly, with 

Veblen’s leisure class. According to Miller, “the poem portrays a man who cannot feel desire for 

women; the question of same-sex desire is not confronted in the poem except by reference, 

obliquely; some might well conclude that it is the main theme, even though not overtly sounded, 

in the poem.”104
 Yet we wonder if Prufrock has any homosexual desire, as there is no explicit 

moment in the poem where it is stated. What can be clearly seen is that his sexual identity is 

hidden, not even understood by Prufrock himself. This all results in a fear of rejection, leading to 

boredom: “I have known them all already, known them all/ Have known the evenings, mornings, 

afternoons” (49). Prufrock becomes bored by self-existence, as he “measured out [his] life with 

coffee spoons” (51). His existential misery is paralleled with his Hamlet-like indecisiveness as 

he is not sure whether “would it have been worth it, after all” (99). Unlike Hamlet, Prufrock does 

not act and all his efforts exist only in his imagination. He also exhibits an unusual fear of female 

eyes that are normally associated with beauty: “I have known the eyes already, known them all 

/The eyes that fix you in a formulated phrase” (55). He is more afraid of criticism that leaves him 

“sprawling on a pin” (57). Prufrock distances himself from feminine sexuality, and at the end of 

the poem refers to magical creatures mermaids: “I shall wear white flannel trousers, and walk 

upon the beach./I have heard the mermaids singing, each to each” (124-125). Prufrock’s 

evocation of mermaids can be seen as referring to Hamlet’s fiancé, Ophelia, who sank tragically. 

Hamlet has problematic relationship with Ophelia and Gertrude. Like Prufrock, he 

seems to simultaneously possess feminine qualities and little respect for females. It has been 

noted that Hamlet’s difficulties center on his sexual problems.
105

 By saying “frailty, thy name is 

women”106
 Hamlet proclaims his neglect for women, in particular for his mother Gertrude. T. S. 

Eliot notes that Hamlet’s “disgust is occasioned by his mother, but… his mother is not an 

adequate equivalent for it, his disgust envelops and exceeds her.”107
 Unlike Prufrock, he has 
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reason to dislike women, as his mother married the murderer of his father Claudius. Moreover, 

Hamlet is disturbed by Gertrude’s overt sexuality: 

Ay, that incestuous, that adulterate beast, 

With witchcraft of his wit, with traitorous gifts, 

O wicked wit, and gifts that have the power 

So to seduce!--won to his shameful lust 

The will of my most seeming-virtuous queen.
108

 

Some critics have interpreted the phrase “adulterate beast”109
 as the proof of Gertrude’s betrayal 

of the king even before his death.
110

 However, if it was true, she would very likely have 

participated in the murder. Linda Bamber supports this idea and, furthermore, concentrates on 

Hamlet’s perception of her sexual life: 

Gertrude's innocence or guilt is not really an issue in the play. She, like Cleopatra, is a 

character of ambiguous morality whom we can never fully know; but whereas Antony 

and Cleopatra continually invites our judgment of Cleopatra, Hamlet continually 

deflects our impulse to judge Gertrude. First of all, we have no firsthand evidence. 

Although Hamlet sees his mother as a disgustingly sensual creature, the relationship that 

we see between Gertrude and Claudius is domestic and ceremonial, never sexual at all... 

The Gertrude that we see – as opposed to the one that Hamlet imagines – is her son's 

mother and a worried, affectionate partner to her husband, who happens to be going 

through a period of political danger.
111

 

Hamlet’s relationship with his mother is colored by his inner gender identity conflict. Like 

Prufrock, he experiences a complex psychological crisis, mainly caused by inability to 

communicate with women. Furthermore, Hamlet’s relationship to Ophelia is bizarre, as he truly 

confesses his love to her only when it is too late:  

I loved Ophelia. Forty thousand brothers 

Could not with all their quantity of love 

Make up my sum.
112

  

Like Prufrock, he cannot confess openly, looking into his lover’s eyes. This feature unites them 

in their sexual hesitation. 

Thirdly, both Hamlet and Prufrock are disillusioned about the world they live in, mainly 

because they believe no one understands them. The images of the city are fragmented and futile, 
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with its “yellow fog” (45), “half-deserted streets” (4) and “sawdust restaurants” (6). Loneliness 

seems to be everywhere, even in the room full of women, who “come and go/ Talking of 

Michelangelo” (13-14). There is no clear interaction involved, as Prufrock keeps questioning 

himself: “And should I then presume?/ And how should I begin?” (68-69). The line “I have 

measured out my life with coffee spoons” (51) sums up the life of the narrator, who introduces 

his objective observation of trivial routine and monotony.
113

 Kathleen McCoy stated:  

For many readers in the 1920s, Prufrock seemed to epitomize the frustration and 

impotence of the modern individual. He seemed to represent thwarted desires and 

modern disillusionment.
114

 

However, the poem is not only a critique of modernity in general, as its central theme is isolation 

in human experience.
115

 The following lines of the poem reinforce the theme of loneliness: “I 

should have been a pair of ragged claws/ Scuttling across the floors of silent seas” (73-74). The 

motif of the sea provides parallels between nature and the streets with “yellow smoke” (15). 

Another allusion to the world of nature can be found in the following statement: “And when I am 

formulated, sprawling on a pin,/ When I am pinned and wriggling on the wall” (56-57). 

“Sprawling on a pin” (56) is related to the image of a pinned insect, which can be compared to 

Prufrock, who feels similarly because of social pressure. Like Prufrock, Hamlet suffers from 

loneliness, as even his best childhood friends, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, plot to kill him. 

Like Prufrock he is misunderstood what is mainly caused by his inability to communicate, and 

he has “lost all [his] mirth, foregone all custom of exercises,” and the world itself “appeareth 

nothing to [him] but a foul and pestilent congregation of vapours.” 
116

 

In conclusion, Eliot’s allusions to Hamlet provide respect to tradition and at the same 

time adopt it to the modernity. Prufrock becomes a modern Hamlet, yet unlike the later he is not 

a hero nor strives to be. Eliot’s way with Shakespeare is highly intellectual, as some of the 

references require an in-depth knowledge of the play. He inherits Shakespeare’s complexity of a 

character, as both Hamlet and Prufrock exhibit a mosaic of emotions and thoughts. They are 

perplexed by their own existence in the universe, and their split gender identity and constant 

philosophizing keeps them distant from the romance. Yet Eliot’s borrowing from Shakespeare 

does not end with Prufrock, as his other major poem The Waste Land contains several allusions 

to the Bard of Avon’s play. Unlike “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,” the poem does not 

feature the character of Hamlet, yet it portrays his inamorata Ophelia. 
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II.II. Ophelia’s Echo in The Waste Land 

The Waste Land differs from “The Love Song of Alfred J. Prufrock” in its structure, as 

it replaces the form of dramatic monologue with fragmented utterances of numerous speakers, 

which incorporate numerous allusions and references. For instance, one of the sections, “A 

Game of Chess” begins from allusion to Shakespeare’s Cleopatra and finishes by borrowing 

from Hamlet, in particular Ophelia’s speeches. Like “The Love Song of Alfred J. Prufrock,” the 

references transpose Shakespeare to a different time and social class,
117

 making Hamlet a 

neurotic middle-class man with no certain purpose in life, and Ophelia an ugly woman in a pub. 

Eliot’s shift from the pub to Ophelia’s mad scene suggests that social differences are irrelevant, 

and what both characters have in common is more important that what separates them.
118

 

Ophelia is a suffering character, and therefore the decaying kingdom of Denmark gets even 

closer to post-war London. Perhaps, it is intended in order to satirize modernity, and to criticize 

the disintegration of moral values. The narrator explicitly quotes Hamlet only once in “A Game 

of Chess,” yet there are a number of indirect references to the play. Ophelia’s drowning provides 

the name for the fourth section which is called “Death by Water,” in which Phlebas the 

Phoenician is a female version of Shakespeare’s heroine. Moreover, the symbol of water, a 

subliminal metaphor, which is also widely used in Hamlet, is clearly present throughout the 

poem. Normally accounted as a key symbol of life and fertility, water signalizes death and 

devastation in The Waste Land. 

The symbol of water in the poem has two contrasting meanings, as it represents both 

devastation and hopes for regeneration. Thus, the rain at the end of the poem brings a possibility 

of regeneration, yet the thunderstorm provides another, more pessimistic, interpretation of the 

future. As it can be seen from the case of Phlebas, water means danger and death. Also, water 

connotes baptism and Christianity. The speakers of The Waste Land perceive it as a warning 

symbol: “Fear death by water.”119
 We recall that liquid kills most of the characters in Hamlet: 

Ophelia, Rosencrantz, Guildenstern, Old Hamlet, Gertrude and Claudius. Having heard about 

Ophelia’s death, Laertes exclaims: “Too much of water hast thou, poor Ophelia,/ And therefore I 

forbid my tears.”120
 This evocation to avoid water parallels the draught in the poem:  

Here is no water but only rock 
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Rock and no water and the sandy road [...] 

There is not even silence in the mountains  

But dry sterile thunder without rain (330-331; 343-344). 

Thus in both works negative connotations of water prevail. Alongside with the theme of 

sexuality and madness, it creates a strong intertextual link between them. 

Ophelia’s words are incorporated into the poem: “Good night ladies, good night, sweet 

ladies, good night good night” (173). Her madness, which was caused by the loss of her father 

and decay of relationship with Hamlet, is contrasted to the women in a pub, whose drama is 

based on the sexual pursuits only. The final fragment of “A Game of Chess” uses the vernacular 

speech of the pub women as a contrast to Shakespeare. Lil’s suffering is caused by her body’s 

travails, even though, unlike Ophelia, she married and gave birth. On the other hand, Ophelia’s 

suffering is caused by despair. Yet what unites two heroines is that their sexuality is not 

regenerative. Similarly to “The Love Song of Alfred J. Prufrock,” Eliot juxtaposes the noble past 

to the ignoble routine of the modernity. 

Overall, the speaker of The Waste Land creates a mosaic of temporal dimensions, 

uniting Elizabethan England and the post-war generation through a number of allusions. 

“HURRY UP PLEASE IT’S TIME” (16) is not only a barman’s cry at closing time; and, as 

Craig Raine points out: “it is also a way of compacting chronology, and of making the sequential 

simultaneous.”121
 Furthermore, the symbol of water plays an important role in this unification, as 

it projects the dooms and glooms of modern society, yet at the same time provides hope for 

regeneration. What’s more, Lil and Ophelia are affected by the society they live in. Both 

characters are perplexed by the pressures of their families and therefore they fail to live a 

harmonious life. Eliot’s intertextual method continued to develop throughout his writing career, 

and there is a difference between his earlier poem “The Love Song of Alfred J. Prufrock” and 

The Waste Land, as he moved from laconic self-scrutiny to abstract notions and multilayered 

verse. The next poem in question provides a facet of later Eliot’s writing, and examines the 

usage of borrowings from Hamlet in it. 

 

II.III. The Ghost of “Little Gidding” 

Christopher Ricks writes: “ghosts who breathe the air of allusion … an apprehension of 

how allusion may itself function as a spirit summoned, at once dead and alive.”122
 Eliot’s notion 

of tradition works in a similar way, as it brings the past into the context of the twentieth century. 

The Ghost from Hamlet revisits Eliot’s poem “Little Gidding,” which is the last one in Four 
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Quartets. Therefore there is a link between the earlier Eliot’s poetry, as ghosts are present in 

“The Love Song of Alfred J. Prufrock” and other poems. Thus, he alludes to himself and to 

Shakespeare at the same time. Marjorie Gaber continues, “a quotation is a ghost: a revenant 

taken out of context, making an unexpected, often disconcerting appearance – the return of the 

expressed.”123
 On the other hand, the poet’s use of the ghost symbol is expected, as he 

incorporates it in the war reality of Britain, at the time of air-raids in 1942. The presence of 

ghostly figures is a frequent theme in Eliot’s poetry, and one of the possible reasons may be 

found in his belief in the Communion of Saints. Yet it can be argued than the actual religious 

views of the poet have little to do with his creative endeavor. What’s more likely is that he used 

the ghost symbol in order to embody the notion of tradition in his works, as they permit the 

narrator to transcend the temporal dimension and incorporate dead authors into poetry.  

Critics have frequently analyzed “Little Gidding” in the light of Pentecostal fire and 

purgation. Yet little attention has been given to the borrowings from Shakespeare. It can be 

argued that the narrator alludes to him in the second half of the poem: 

I caught the sudden look of some dead master 

Whom I had known, forgotten, half recalled  

Both one and many; in the brown baked features  

The eyes of a familiar compound ghost 

Both intimate and unidentifiable.
124

 

One candidate for Eliot’s “dead master” (39) is Shakespeare.
125

 The “familiar compound ghost” 

reminds the reader Hamlet’s story, whose father’s phantom haunted the young price. The ghost 

of Eliot “faded on the blowing of the horn” (81), and the spirit from Hamlet “faded on the 

crowing of the cock.”126
 Furthermore, the speaker from “Little Gidding” exclaims: “Therefore 

speak:/ I may not comprehend, may not remember” (56-57). This quotation corresponds to 

Horatio’s appeal to the ghost: “Speak, speak, I charge thee speak”127
 and Hamlet’s “Thou com’st 

in such a questionable shape/ That I will speak to thee.”128
 According to Martin Scofield, the 

poem is Eliot’s response to Shakespeare’s Hamlet and the play is an integral part of it. 
129
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Obviously, by alluding to Shakespeare, Eliot brings wider literary context into his poetry, and he 

does so concisely.  

Ezra Pound claimed that T. S. Eliot had “actually trained himself and modernized 

himself on his own.”130
 Some critics argue that Eliot reached his poetical zenith when he wrote 

The Waste Land.
131

 However, it has been noted that Eliot developed as a poet throughout his 

creative career, not only by borrowing from Shakespeare and other writers, but also by 

transforming his earlier material in his mature verse, and therefore unifying a complex body of 

poetry.
132

 Therefore Eliot adopts his own critical theory which is expressed in his essay 

“Tradition and the Individual Talent” that tradition “cannot be inherited, and if you want it you 

must obtain it by great labour.”133
 One of the latest poems that seems to be the most appropriate 

example of the result of a hard poetic labor is Four Quartets.  

According to Scofield, Eliot’s portrayal of Hamlet in Four Quartets is more mature and 

intellectually sophisticated, in comparison with his earlier poems: 

Four Quartets is partly the creation of a new, profounder poetic identity. It shows by 

contrast something of the spirit that Shakespeare's Hamlet lacks, the spirit of remorse 

for things ill done, of forgiveness, and the need for the 'refining fire'. Hamlet never 

achieves this kind of profound identity, which sheds the Prufrockian foolery and the 

moralist's self-righteousness. Torn between his command to put an end to an evil 

usurper and his sense of the confusion of his own spirit he can only finally act in a spirit 

of fatalism and egoism.
134

 

Likewise, previous works of Eliot refer to the themes from Hamlet as well, yet the allusions are 

more straightforward and explicit.  

Eliot referred to the supernatural throughout his literary life, as, for instance, in the case 

of The Waste Land. The ghost that is encountered by the reader here differs from “Little 

Gidding,” as it is not a poet, but an ordinary soldier: 

There I saw one I knew, and stopped him, crying: ‘Stetson! 

You who were with me in the ships at Mylae! 

That corpse you planted last year in your garden, 

Has it begun to sprout?’ (69-72). 

The fallen war comrade of the speaker brings the theme of reincarnation and fertility, which also 

links the segment to “A Game of Chess” section. Furthermore, Stetson’s inability to answer 
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connects the poem with the narrator from “Little Gidding,” who pleads the ghost to speak: 

“Therefore speak” (56). The motif of silence is linked to the spiritual theme, as it is clear that 

“dead authors” (39) cannot speak to the reader, yet their art can. 

In conclusion, Eliot’s usage of ghosts serves a triple purpose. First of all, it creates a 

unity in his “broken heap of images” (21), and, secondly, it provides one of the ways to refer to 

tradition. Moreover, by incorporating spirits, Eliot skillfully borrows from Shakespeare’s 

Hamlet, and at the same time alludes to his earlier poetic endeavor.  
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CHAPTER 3: STOLEN CORIOLANUS 

 

We think of the key, each in his prison   

Thinking of the key, each confirms a prison   

Only at nightfall, aetherial rumours  

Revive for a moment a broken Coriolanus.135
 

– T. S. Eliot 

Why is Eliot’s Coriolanus “broken”? (416). While Shakespeare’s hero is a “god… made 

by some other deity than nature, / That shapes man better,”136
 Eliot’s word reflects the post-war 

trauma, and the indefinite article objectifies the Roman warrior. Thus Eliot portrays his 

Coriolanus as static, contrasting it to the dynamism of Shakespeare’s figure. Eliot’s Coriolanus 

is, in fact connected closely to other characters in The Waste Land and other poems, as he 

exemplifies tension between the individual and society. Moreover, his fragmented psyche 

reflects twentieth-century wars and revolutions.  

As I remarked in Chapter 1, Eliot once commented: “Coriolanus may be not as 

interesting as Hamlet, but it is, with Antony and Cleopatra, Shakespeare’s most assured artistic 

success.”137
 A decade later he wrote: “My words were even interpreted as meaning that 

Coriolanus is a greater play than Hamlet.”138
 This late tragedy appears frequently in both the 

poetry and literary criticism.
139

 Perhaps Eliot’s attraction to the character of Coriolanus lays in 

his high-handed refusal to compromise with popular opinion and to humble himself in the eyes 

of plebians in the sake of the consular position.
140

  

 

III. I. The Hidden Voice of Coriolanus in “Ode” 

The epigraph of “Ode” alludes to Coriolanus. Like inscriptions on coins or monuments, 

epigraphs give a text’s lineage and frame the interpretation of the poem.141
 Notably, Eliot 

adopted the original “thee”142
 into more modern “you:” “To you particularly, and to all the 
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Volscians/ Great hurt and mischief.”143
 Unlike other poems, “Ode” has received little critical 

attention, and, as Colleen Lamos points out: “It is a poem that critics love to hate.”144
 One of the 

reasons is that it is omitted from collections of Eliot’s poetry. Published in Ara Vos Prec in 1920, 

it was later excluded from the American edition entitled “Poems.” The reason for the poet’s 

unwillingness to make this poem public might lie in its subject matter.
 145

 Eliot addressed his 

brother in one of the letters: “To you particularly, and to all the Volscians / Great hurt and 

mischief.”146
 Corcoran sees it as the main reason for Eliot’s reluctance to reprint the poem,

147
 yet 

this statement opposes Eliot’s theory of impersonality in art. Possibly, Eliot decided to erase the 

poem from the collection because it would have violated his rule of impersonality in art: “Poetry 

is not a turning loose of emotion, but an escape from emotion; it is not the expression of 

personality, but an escape from personality.”148
 Moreover, the poem differs from Eliot’s earlier 

verse because it is connected closely to a particular emotional experience, and it lacks the satiric 

commentator.
149

  

The poem is comparatively concise, as it consists of three stanzas, and each begins with 

the alliterating adjectives “Tired” (3), “Tortured” (6) and “Tortuous” (18). From the outset, the 

tone is pessimistic. Its themes are gender and political games. Likewise, Shakespeare’s 

Coriolanus portrays a turbulent bitterness of political intrigues and family issues, and represents 

them in the harshest way.  

According to Vicki Mahaffey the unification of the fragmented stanzas of “Ode” is 

provided through the interplay between the brutal reality of an ugly sexual experience and the 

intelligent masks adopted by the narrator.
150

 The verse is elliptical, and its clearest narrative 

subject can be found in the middle section,
151

 set in a bridegrooms’ chamber, and instead of love 

and harmony the reader is given an aggressive description of suffering:  

Tortured.  

When the bridegroom smoothed his hair  

There was blood upon the bed.  
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Morning was already late.  

Children singing in the orchard  

(Io Hymen, Hymenaee)  

Succuba eviscerate. (9-16) 

James Miller interprets the word succuba as monster that deprives the bridegroom of his sexual 

abilities and turns him into the sterile Fisher King that Eliot later described in The Waste Land.
152

 

The theme of gender can be found in Coriolanus as well. 

According to H. A. Mason, “Coriolanus is a man humiliated by women,” and that being 

disgraced by women is part of the theme of “Ode.”153
 However, Corcoran disregards his point, as 

he writes: 

Eliot’s fascination with the figure may have its roots in his own psychology and in his 

relationship with his mother: but the specificity of the epigraph hardly points in that 

direction, even if its general invocation of Coriolanus does.
154

  

Nevertheless, Coriolanus depends on Volumnia and obeys her advice even when she urges him 

towards raids:  

I sprang not more in joy 

at first hearing he was a man-child than now in 

first seeing he had proved himself a man.
155

  

Coriolanus always seeks her nourishment, even after Volumnia becomes excited when her son is 

wounded in the battle:  

….it more becomes a man 

Than gilt his trophy. The breasts of Hecuba, 

When she did suckle Hector, looked not lovelier 

Than Hector's forehead when it spit forth blood 

At Grecian sword, contemning.—Tell Valeria 

We are fit to bid her welcome.
156

   

Volumnia appreciates violence and seems to be busy achieving her own ambitions. Being a 

woman stops her from playing a central role in a male-dominated society, yet she gains power 

through her son. It is important to mention Volumnia’s odd comment about having sexual 

relationship with her son:  

If my son were my  

                                                           
152

 James E. Miller, T. S. Eliot's Personal Waste Land: Exorcism of the Demons (Pennsylvania, USA: 

Pennsylvania University Press, 1977) 50. 
153

 H. A. Mason, “Eliot’s Ode – A Neglected Poem?” Cambridge Quarterly, 19.4 (1990): 308.  
154

 Corcoran, 104. 
155

 Coriolanus, I, iii, 16-18. 
156

 Coriolanus, I, iii, 42-47. 



34 

 

husband, I should freelier rejoice in that absence 

wherein he won honor than in the embracements  

of his bed where he would show most love.
157

 

Volumnia’s message to Virgilia, her son’s wife, proves the fact that she wishes to control her son 

fully. Her feminine qualities are overshadowed by her masculinity that leads to her son’s death. 

Her lack of maternity is compensated by her involvement in politics and desire to rule:  

Pray be counselled. 

I have a heart as little apt as yours,  

But yet a brain that leads my use of anger  

To better vantage.”158
  

However, it turns out that her intentions harm not only her son, but also the whole city of Rome.  

Miller sees the reason for Eliot’s choice of epigraph in the political context of the 

beginning of the twentieth century, as “great hurt and mischief”159
 perpetrated by military 

leaders in the First World War.
160

 He explains the suffering of the speaker in terms of shell-

shock and mental instability. Likewise, Coriolanus is a war tragedy, in which the main character 

strives to gain power in any possible way. However, Eliot’s biggest interest in politics can be 

found in the sequence Coriolan. At the time of its publication, Europe was affected by fascism 

and its crimes against humanity. Albert Gelpi suggests that Coriolan portrays a double view of 

the leader: first from the perspective of the mob in “Triumphal March,” then in the monologue of 

“Difficulties of a Statesman.”161
 

 

III.II. Coriolan or Coriolanus?  

 

Your voices! For your voices I have fought  

Watched for your voices; for your voices bear 

Of wounds two dozen odd.162 

  – William Shakespeare 

Coriolan was published in the Parisian journal Commerce in 1931 and its title is similar 

to Coriolanus, a play that Eliot considered to be superior to Hamlet. Coriolan consists of two 

poems, namely “Triumphal March” and “Difficulties of Statesman.” David Moody states that 
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both poems are concerned with the revelation of a spiritual vision which exposes the vanity of 

the accepted order of things, and in “carrying them into the realm of public affairs they are a 

natural extension of Eliot’s poetic vision.”163
 Underlying the whole Coriolan, it can be seen as 

united by the themes of public degradation and the need of leader, which all parallels 

Shakespeare’s Coriolanus.
164

 

Although there are no direct quotes in “Triumphal March,” Eliot’s dramatic collage 

includes some of the imagery of Coriolanus, opening with a triumphal march on the streets of 

Rome:
165

 

And the flags. And the trumpets. And so many eagles. 

How many? Count them. And such a press of people. 

We hardly knew ourselves that day, or knew the city. 

That is the way to the temple, and we so many crowding the way. 

So many waiting, how many waiting? what did it matter, on such a day? 

Are they coming? No, not yet. You can see some eagles (5-10). 

The speaker fails to identify the number of people that came, and feels indifferent towards them. 

Notably, “I” is absent in the poem, and there is only “we.” Eliot’s Coriolanus lacks individuality, 

and it is blended with crowds. The narrator’s questionable identity allows him to disappear in the 

plurality of voices and be overshadowed by the importance of the collectivity. Shakespeare’s 

Coriolanus is different in his individuality, as dramatic works require an individual to have a 

greater sense of personality.  

Furthermore, the poem echoes the play in its military theme. The first voice of the poem 

speaks in abrupt way as it mentions inanimate objects that mostly start with fricatives: “Stone, 

bronze, stone, steel, stone.”166
 It merely registers an impression and generalizes the emotions 

caused by shell-shock.
167

 Later in the poem the speaker continues to expand his detailed 

description: 

Dust  

Dust  

Dust of dust, and now  

Stone, bronze, stone, steel, stone, oakleaves, horses' heels  

Over the paving (38-42). 

                                                           
163

 David Moody, Thomas Stearns Eliot: Poet (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994) 165. 
164

 Schneider, 148. 
165

 Harding, 166. 
166

 T. S. Eliot, “Triumphal March” in Collected Poems 1909-1962 by T. S. Eliot (London: Faber & Faber, 

1984) 1. All future line numbers of poems will be to this edition and will be included in parentheses in the 

text. 
167

 Moody, 165. 



36 

 

The narrator’s anaphora creates the association of ashes of dead soldiers. The dark and flat tone 

of these lines evokes the imagery of devastation and consequences of war, which actually was 

more than real for the reader at the time of the poem’s publication. Later in the poem the narrator 

continues with the enumeration of weapons, and he does so in the way of the Iliad’s catalogue of 

ships: 

5,800,000 rifles and carbines,  

102,000 machine guns,  

28,000 trench mortars,  

53,000 field and heavy guns… (14-17). 

By borrowing from Homer, Eliot satirizes the modern adaptation. The odd amount of destructive 

weapons present in the poem is used alongside with enjambment, which highlights the idea of 

war that never stops. Paradoxically, the speaker cannot have observed the amount of munitions, 

yet the quantitative exaggeration adds an equable tone that prevails throughout the poem. 

Moreover, the exact numbers are contrasted to the chaos of war, and even though it lacks rhyme 

it does have a strong poetic message. As Hugh Kenner points out:  

… these armaments of course are the spoils the victorious general has brought back 

from the wars; Eliot is in fact transcribing a list of thing surrendered or destroyed by the 

Germans after Versailles, and so contrasting the booty of ancient campaigns with 

modern war’s mass transfers of useless property, superintended by appropriate book-

keeping.
168

 

Kenner’s interpretation of the poem corresponds to Corcoran’s argument that the listing of 

weapons distracts the reader from the actual depiction of the hero:
169

  

There he is now, look: 

There is no interrogation in his eyes 

Or in the hands, quiet over the horse’s neck, 

And the eyes, watchful, waiting, perceiving, indifferent. 

O hidden under the dove’s wing, hidden in the turtle’s breast, 

Under the palmtree at noon, under the running water 

At the still point of the turning world. O hidden (39-45). 

There is a clear perception only when he appears, and what is seen afterwards is a purely poetic 

vision that is contrasted to the dry listing before.
170

 Corcoran suggests that the dove imagery is 

borrowed from Coriolanus.
171

 In the last act of the play, Coriolanus has a conversation with 
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Virgilia: “‘What is that curtsy worth? or those doves’ eyes / Which can make gods forsworn?”172
 

Moreover, the phrase “At the still point of the turning world” (45) appears in “Burnt Norton.” 

Thus, in the case of “Triumphal March,” Eliot alludes to Shakespeare, and later on alludes to 

himself that can be analyzed as a signal of poetic maturity.  

Like “Ode,” the second poem of Coriolan, “Difficulties of a Statesman,” conceptualizes 

Coriolanus’ dependence on his mother. The word mother is anaphoric, as it is used five times 

throughout the poem. Notably, the speaker’s exclamation “mother mother”173
 derives from 

Coriolanus’ speech: 

O mother mother. 

What have you done? Behold the heavens do ope, 

The gods look down, and this unnatural scene 

They laugh at. O my mother, mother! O! 

You have won a happy victory to Rome; 

But for your son—believe it, O believe it!— 

Most dangerously you have with him prevailed, 

If not most mortal to him.
174

 

Eliot’s version of Coriolanus is a sentimental rendering of Coriolanus’ love for Volumnia.175
 

According to Corcoran, “Eliot’s removal of the exclamatory punctuation makes the utterance and 

its repetition more blankly disconsolate, draining exclamatory energy into weary resignation.”176
  

Unlike “Triumphal March,” the poem portrays another type of hero, who has become a 

“telephone operator / At a salary of one pound ten a week” (14-15). Here, Eliot comes back to 

satirizing Shakespeare, thus Edward Cybil Parker becomes a modern Coriolanus, as Prufrock 

represents Hamlet. Whereas both Hamlet and Coriolanus are doomed by their individuality, the 

voice in Coriolanus is condemned to decay because of his split identity and mediocrity. “CRY 

What shall I cry?” (1) is the narrator’s ontological question that alludes to Isaiah. Yet the only 

suggestion appears to be found in “RESIGN RESIGN RESIGN” (54). Thus Eliot anatomizes the 

unsolvable identity quest, and gives his characters a cyclic repetitiveness, which runs throughout 

his poetic career.  

Hamlet provoked Eliot’s criticism and Coriolanus engaged him imaginatively. Though 

it dominated his minor poems, Hamlet frequently overshadowed it by being present in Eliot’s 
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major poems. With the exception of The Waste Land, Coriolanus remained a hidden treasure of 

Eliot, one that he refused to reprint or to finish.
177

 Both plays feature the themes of politics, 

gender and split identity. Yet it seems that allusions to Coriolanus are more oblique, with the 

exception of the epigraph from “Ode.” The poet employs the character of Hamlet in a more 

straightforward way, as the borrowings are in the form of direct quotations. On the other hand, 

Coriolanus enters the fragmented modernist world through a range of intertextual bits and pieces 

that only research reveals. 

Overall, after reading the complex tension of Coriolan, it becomes clear why Eliot left it 

unfinished. Indeed, the poems are united by the theme of lack of maternal care, and therefore 

portray emotional desolation and loss. Both have a political facet, which, perhaps, resulted in 

Eliot’s unwillingness to finish the sequence. Unlike “Ode,” Eliot’s allusions in Coriolan are 

hidden in the turbulent stream of the abrupt verse, which engages with disintegrative emotions, 

and, unfinished, disintegrates itself.
178
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CONCLUSION 

A detailed analysis of sources reveals much about Eliot’s poetry; Shakespeare is one of 

the most important. His presence is ubiquitous, appearing in titles, epigraphs, direct and indirect 

allusions, which vary from quotations to hidden symbols.  

Two Shakespeare plays drew Eliot especially, Hamlet and Coriolanus, tragedies that 

deal with gender, politics and identity. Certainly, other works of Shakespeare also interested 

Eliot, yet these two recur persistently both in Eliot’s earlier and mature poems. Despite its 

irregularity, his essays express a clear opinion about the plays, by disregarding Hamlet for its 

excess of emotions and praising Coriolanus for its structure. In spite of Eliot’s unequivocal 

admiration of the later play, it is surprising that it appears to be incorporated only in his minor 

poems, which were either unfinished or suppressed. Both “Ode” and Coriolan indicate Eliot’s 

fascination with the play, as the voice of Coriolanus is clearly dominating. The same is true of 

Hamlet, with the exception of the fact that it serves as a unification play for the major poems, 

namely The Waste Land, “The Love Song of Alfred J. Prufrock” and Four Quartets. The 

characters from Hamlet and Coriolanus acquire an ironic facet in his modernist verse. Thus the 

allusion to Ophelia occurs in the pub scene, Hamlet becomes a middle-aged man with numerous 

psychological complexes, and Coriolanus works in a low-paid position of operator. By mocking 

these characters, the voices of Eliot’s poems attempt to represent their current reality with its 

rapid technological progress and political instability.  

Turning to Eliot’s poetical growth, it is evident that his earlier verse steals from 

Shakespeare explicitly, as “Ode,” “The Love Song of Alfred J. Prufrock,” and, to some degree, 

The Waste Land include more direct allusions. Used as efficient communicators, indirect 

references and quotations helped Eliot to create an association between the classics of literature 

and his poetry. Frequently, he did not provide explanations or footnotes, thus allowing literary 

critics space for interpretations. This intertextual method brings to Eliot’s poetry great flexibility 

despite its concision. Therefore the reader is given more freedom, and, consequently, the process 

of understanding the poem requires a bigger effort. The reader must identify allusions and 

decode their messages. Eliot’s conception of the past culminated in Coriolan and Four Quartets, 

mainly because he alludes to his earlier borrowings, which later were reshaped by Eliot to the 

degree of bigger resemblance to him rather than to Shakespeare.  
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