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Abstrakt 

Užitím mytické metody vytvořil T. S. Eliot vzorec archetypálních obrazů v básni Pustá 

země (1922). Tato práce se zaměřuje na rozličné interpretace Pusté země z hlediska 

archetypální kritiky. Eliotovi kritici často vykládali tuto báseň jako moderní kulturní artefakt, 

který vypovídá o rituálu smrti a znovuzrození. Prozkoumání přístupů k archetypálním obrazům, 

které jsou obsaženy v Eliotově tvorbě, umožňuje poznání hlavních tematických konceptů 

tohoto literárního díla, mezi které patří konkrétně nedostatek vitální energie a touha po obnově. 

Báseň obsahuje obrazy založené na archetypech ve svém symbolickém rámci a současně 

odhaluje prameny těchto variant na primární představy. Archetypální kritici považují vegetační 

mýty a Artušovskou legendu za hlavní zdroje tematické struktury Eliotovy básně. 

Archetypální analýza Eliotova díla převládala v období mezi padesátými 

a sedmdesátými lety dvacátého století. Kritici se zaměřili na myšlenku vytoužené obnovy 

produktivních sil, která byla v básni vyjádřena. Tento tematický koncept vychází 

z antropologického základu a navazuje na teorie Jamese G. Frazera. Eliot vytvořil a poprvé 

použil termín „mytická metoda“ v eseji o Jamesi Joyceovi, Odysseus, řád a mýtus (1923). 

Kritici rozeznali tuto metodu jako jemu vlastní básnický styl. Mytická metoda transformuje 

archetypální obrazy do nových kontextů, vytváří pro ně tedy nový význam. Díky ní se Eliotovi 

podařilo stvořit moderní mýtus pusté země. Práce se pokouší určit povahu tohoto mýtu a vést 

k rozpoznání archetypální obrazů, které Eliotova tvorba zahrnuje, a to s přihlédnutím na 

rozmanité přístupy k mytickému tématu básně. 



Abstract 

 By the use of mythical method, T. S. Eliot created a pattern of archetypal imagery in his 

poem The Waste Land (1922). This work focuses on the various interpretations of The Waste 

Land written from the perspective of archetypal criticism. Eliot’s critics frequently interpreted 

the poem as a modern cultural artefact testifying to the ritual of death and rebirth. Examination 

of the approaches towards archetypal imagery contained in Eliot’s work enables an exploration 

of the main thematic concepts of this literary composition – namely the lack of vital energy and 

longing for renewal. The poem incorporates archetype-based images into its symbolic frame, 

and at the same time exposes the sources of these variations on primal ideas. Vegetation myths 

and the Arthurian legends are recognized by the archetypal critics as the main references for 

the thematic structure of Eliot’s poem. 

 The archetypal analysis of Eliot’s work was prevalent in the 1950-70s. Critics expanded 

upon the idea of the desired renewal of productive forces expressed in the poem. They identified 

this concept as anthropological in its origin, and traced the influence which James G. Frazer’s 

theories about primitive ritual had on The Waste Land. Eliot coined the term “mythical method” 

in his essay on James Joyce “Ulysses, Order, and Myth” (1923). Critics recognized this method 

as his own poetic mode. Mythical method introduces archetypal images into new contexts, and 

thus creates new meaning for them. Eliot inscribes a modern myth into The Waste Land. This 

work attempts to determine the nature of the myth, and to discernibly present the archetypal 

imagery which is involved in its creation by examining the diverse approaches to the poem’s 

mythical theme.  
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Chapter I: Introduction 

The publication of The Waste Land by T. S. Eliot in 1922 signalled the advent of the 

modernist literary movement.  Eliot rejected poetic formulas of the old literary establishment 

and adopted new formal means. This shift towards unconventional verse forms shaped the 

poetic expression in the post-war period. The British literary critic F. R. Leavis affirms that 

Eliot’s The Waste Land showed out the Georgians “as gracefully but as finally as his 

Bloomsbury lady pours out tea”.1 The poem became an indicator of a new tendency that 

appeared in the literature written in the English language. It found its context in the modernist 

literary movement, to whose momentum such works as James Joyce’s Ulysses (also published 

1922) and Ezra Pound’s The Cantos (the first three sections published in 1919) contributed. 

More than thirty years after its publication The Waste Land continued to be described as “an 

extremely eccentric work”.2 Its innovative structure and imagery became the subject of 

miscellaneous critical readings. Archetypal criticism in particular had a distinct influence on 

the way the poem’s themes had been understood. 

 Maud Bodkin introduced archetypal criticism in her book Archetypal Patterns in Poetry 

(1934). Her critical theories follow Jungian tradition of the collective unconscious. Aware of 

the archetypes present within literary works, she presents a book recording the reoccurrence of 

myth and legend in modern poetry. She applies Carl Jung’s theories to various modern writings 

and addresses archetypes utilized by the authors. She seeks for the primitive meanings behind 

recurring poetic images, symbols, situations. For instance, she recognizes the archetype of 

Heaven and Hell, or the archetype of rebirth. Bodkin notes the patterning in The Waste Land, 

and remarks that “the reading over of certain of the lines come to seem like a ritual entrancing 

                                                           
1 F. R. Leavis, Common Pursuit (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1962) 293. 
2 Jacob Korg, “Modern Art Techniques in the Waste Land,” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism Jun. 

1960: 456. 
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the mind with ancient memories”.3 Archetypal literary criticism explores the images and 

patterns recurring throughout literature as a whole. The idea of archetypal patterns in poetry is 

further developed by Northrop Frye. 

 In his book Anatomy of Criticism: Four Essays (1957), Frye recognizes critical 

movement which interprets literature primarily as a social fact. He describes archetypes as 

communicable units, typical or recurring images connecting one poem to another. They are 

communicable as a result of being part of a shared culture. Frye expands: “From such a point 

of view, the narrative aspect of literature is a recurrent act of symbolic communication: in other 

words a ritual.”4 He distinguishes fictions with respect to the hero’s power of action, and 

describes myth as the most abstract of fictional and thematic designs. According to Frye’s 

classification, the hero of myth is a divine being, superior in kind to other men and to the 

environment of other men. The hero of romance then remains essentially human although he is 

superior in degree to other men and to his environment.5 The Waste Land is based largely in 

both myth and romance, as Eliot fuses the myth of a dying god and the chivalric romance of the 

Holy Grail quest. 

 The poem’s Notes direct the reader to James G. Frazer’s Golden Bough (1890-1915) 

and Jessie L. Weston’s book From Ritual to Romance (1920). These works of anthropological 

research are chief sources of the archetypal symbolism employed in The Waste Land. Frazer’s 

work concerns myths shared within communities across the globe, as well as rituals and 

superstitions which are connected to them. Weston traces dramatic sources and ritual origins of 

the Grail legend. Eliot utilizes their interpretations of myth, legend, and ritual to create a poetic 

pattern of the poem. He inserts images borrowed from the vegetation myths into The Waste 

Land’s symbolic frame. 

                                                           
3 Maud Bodkin, Archetypal Patterns in Poetry: Psychological Studies of Imagination (London: Oxford 

University Press, 1974) 303. 
4 Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism: Four Essays (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1971) 104-5. 
5 For complete genre classification, see Frye 33. 
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Frazer examines the vegetation ceremonies in primitive societies.  These are largely 

based on the natural cycle of the disappearance and reappearance of vegetation in autumn and 

spring. The idea of death and resurrection of a vegetation god appears almost universally in 

primitive cultures. Frazer documents the annual slayings of the representative of the vegetative 

powers of nature. On the more secular level the representative becomes the ruler of the people, 

and on analogical principle the belief is found that “the king’s life or spirit is so sympathetically 

bound up with the prosperity of the whole country, that if he fell ill or grew senile the cattle 

would sicken and cease to multiply, the crops would rot in the fields, and men would perish of 

widespread disease”.6 In many cultures, the health of the god-king figure is believed to be 

directly bound to the well-being of the land and its people. This belief is adopted in the character 

of the Fisher king in the Grail legend. 

Weston’s book From Ritual to Romance informs of the original sources of the Grail 

legend. The various literary adaptations of the legend are approached as “a confused record of 

a ritual”7 which was performed in order to ensure fertility of the land and sufficient supply of 

water. This ritual derives from ancient vegetation rites. Eliot found the title for his poem in the 

Grail tale, and admits in the Notes to The Waste Land that the plan and a good deal of the 

incidental symbolism of the poem were suggested by Weston’s book. The American critic 

Edmund Wilson points out that “[t]he poet of ‘The Waste Land’ is living half the time in the 

real world of contemporary London and half the time in the haunted wilderness of the medieval 

legend”.8 Weston’s interpretation of the Grail legend gives the poem its underlying structure, 

and it works as an organizing device. 

The mythical structures and archetypal patterns in Eliot’s poetry were recognized by 

critics mainly since publication of Frye’s book. Archetypal analysis remained the main 

                                                           
6 James G. Frazer, The Golden Bough: a study in magic and religion. (Ware: Wordsworth, 1993) 268. 
7 Jessie L. Weston, From Ritual to Romance (London: Cambridge University Press, 1920) 4. 
8  Edmund Wilson, Axel’s Castle: A Study in the Imaginative Literature of 1870-1930 (London: Collins, 1967) 

90-1. 
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interpretative device of The Waste Land till the early 1970s. The American writer Robert 

Langbaum remarks that later critics of the poem “find progression, unity, and positive meaning 

through the built-in analogy with the Grail and vegetation myths”.9 For instance, Helen 

Williams discusses vegetation myths and the Grail legend as the pattern that determines the 

poem’s form and connects the separate parts of the poem by emotional links.  She compares 

Joyce’s and Eliot’s methods and concludes that they “both resort to a back-cloth of mythology 

to hold their material in a shape”.10 Milton Miller observes that “one of the most inclusive of 

the narrative metaphors of the poem is that of the active quest, the Grail quest, which gives the 

poem its name, shape, and movement”.11 Helen Gardner points out that the poem achieves its 

unity “by constant references to the underlying myth, and to related myths of death and re-

birth”.12 The original myths and legend create a structure for the poem on which Eliot’s varied 

imagery is built. 

In his essay “Ulysses, Order, and Myth” first published by Dial in 1923, Eliot discusses 

employment of the mythical method. It is a favourable critique of Ulysses by James Joyce. He 

praises Joyce’s use of “the parallel to the Odyssey, and the use of appropriate styles and symbols 

to each division”.13 Eliot comments on the ingenuity of this method, and states that “[i]t has the 

importance of a scientific discovery”.14 Eliot’s own exercise of this literary mechanism in The 

Waste Land manifests in the continuous poetic presence of an underlying myth, and in the 

corresponding imagery divided into five separated sections of the poem. Each of these parts 

compiles its own distinct cluster of archetypal images although these are interconnected by the 

greater theme of regeneration ritual. Moreover, Eliot creates in The Waste Land the “continuous 

                                                           
9 Robert Langbaum, “New Modes of Characterization in The Waste Land,” Eliot in His Time: Essays on the 

Occasion of the Fiftieth Anniversary of “The Waste Land”, ed. A. Walton Litz (Princeton: Princeton University 

Press, 1973) 96. 
10 Helen Williams, “T. S. Eliot: The Waste Land” (London: Edward Arnold, 1968) 11. 
11 Milton Miller, “What the Thunder Meant,” ELH Jun. 1969: 442. 
12 Helen Gardner, The Art of T. S. Eliot (London: The Cresset Press, 1949) 87. 
13 T. S. Eliot, Selected Prose of T. S. Eliot, ed. F. Kermode (London: Faber and Faber, 1975) 175. 
14 Eliot, Selected Prose 175. 
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parallel between contemporaneity an antiquity”15 which he recognizes and appreciates in 

Ulysses. He does so by setting adjacent the modern scenery, primitive myths and allusions to 

the past literary traditions. He simultaneously narrates episodes of contemporary life and 

references the inheritance of literary and cultural tradition. Eliot promotes the mythical method 

as the new literary technique which will stand in the place of narrative method in the art of 

modern era. The Waste Land is in part an exploration of the possibilities of the application of 

the mythical method.

                                                           
15 Eliot, Selected Prose 175. 
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Chapter II: Myth 

The Waste Land recounts a mythical narrative. Its symbolism originates in myth and 

romance, combining the two genres. Frye writes that “myth and romance both belong in the 

general category of mythopoeic literature”.1 By their employment, Eliot creates mythos which 

contrasts the symbolic ideal against current realities. The states and actions depicted in the poem 

lack concrete temporal and spatial reference. The protagonist’s journey is presented as timeless 

and universal, made so by its similarities to other mythical narratives. Frye further states that 

“myth operates at the top level of human desire”.2 Therefore it presents the ideal, the desirable, 

and its opposite. In the vegetation myths, the productive forces are successfully renewed. In the 

Grail legend, the quest’s completion commences new time of fertility in the land.  In their 

narratives, the myths and the Grail legend expose the undesired elements, for instance 

interruption of the natural cycle and fear of death. The poem’s modern waste land comes to no 

conclusion which would fulfil the ideal, and the reader is confronted mostly with a demonic 

vision of contemporary life. The literary scholar Jacob Korg writes about the contrasts inherent 

in the The Waste Land symbolism: 

 

The poem as a whole is a twolayered structure which presents the banalities of modern 

life side by side with the wealth of dark, suggestive myth explored in The Golden Bough. 

It attempts to see at once what is hidden in the memory of the race and what is obvious 

in the present; the grotesque mingling of contradictory elements that results recalls the 

true Surrealist vein.3 

 

The surrealist tone of the poem is produced by the contrariety between the meaning of the 

completed quests and cyclical myths and the meaning they procure by being incorporated with 

the poem’s contemporary content. The discrepancy between the myth of renewal and actuality 

proves to be the central conflict of the poem. By including these discrepancies, extremes, and 

                                                           
1 Frye, 188. 
2 Frye, Anatomy of Criticism 136. 
3 Jacob Korg, “Modern Art Techniques in the Waste Land,” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism Jun. 

1960: 461. 
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opposites, the apocalyptic and the demonic, the poem unites varied expressions of human 

experiences and comprises its own mythical narration. 

 In his book Myth, Rhetoric, and Voice of Authority (1992), Marc Manganaro discusses 

the rhetorical strategies of Frazer, Eliot, Frye, and Joseph Cambell. He points out the 

insufficiencies of the comparative method employed by these authors, such as that cultural 

comparisons tend to lead to generalization and that they disregard the existing cultural 

differences and diversifications. He comments on the polyphony which is strongly present in 

their works: “A profusion of voices may stand out as diversity, but they ultimately move toward 

the system or idea that unites, destroying variation in the process.”4 Manganaro is wary 

particularly of the ideology behind Eliot’s use of the mythical method. He perceives that it 

results in exclusion, misogyny, and ethnocentrism. He writes: 

 

The thunder that propels outward at the poem’s end ought to be considered an 

ideologically motivated simulacrum, a resonance-gathering figure that justifies, in the 

name of cosmic-comparativist inclusiveness, the power to subversively exclude: the 

“hooded hordes” of Eastern Europeans (in “What the Thunder Said”), hysterical and 

ravenous women (in “A Game of Chess”), homosexuals (Mr. Eugenides in “The Fire 

Sermon”) are shunted aside in the beeline to a perfect realm.5 

 

Manganaro raises objections against the ideology on which the poem is constructed and against 

the authority Eliot acquires by presenting a seemingly uniform view of contemporary culture. 

The creation of myth in The Waste Land enables a simplified vision of culture as a whole. Eliot 

adopts and adapts the myth of the fall of civilization. He achieves the illusive completeness of 

his vision by the employment of quotations and allusions from diverse cultural sources. 

 The Waste Land utilizes various literary and cultural sources, both directly by the way 

of quotation and indirectly by the way of allusion or alteration of the original. The incorporation 

of foreign material led some critics and readers to question Eliot’s originality, and the American 

                                                           
4 Marc Manganaro, Myth, Rhetoric, and the Voice of Authority (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1992) 17. 
5 Manganaro, 89. 
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poet Louis Untermeyer described the poem as nothing more than “a pompous parade of 

erudition”.6 Others recognized the effectiveness of this poetic device in The Waste Land’s 

descriptions. The British poet Vivian de Sola Pinto argues that the fragmentary quality of the 

poem contributes to the expression of a fragmentary world but admits: “Effective as this use of 

pastiche is in many places, […] there is so much of it in The Waste Land that it becomes a 

mannerism and Eliot cannot be wholly acquitted of overloading his poem with recondite 

learning.”7 Nonetheless, the borrowings provide the images and symbolism of The Waste Land 

with different literary and social contexts, and thus enrich their meaning. 

 The recognition of the various sources of the poem’s imagery results in an interpretation 

on a wider cultural scope. Eliot displays that there exists social background and literary tradition 

of which The Waste Land is a part and continuation. The poem becomes a testament of a shared 

cultural awareness through references to other texts. Literary scholar D. E. S. Maxwell writes: 

“By his technique of allusion and quotation Eliot indicates his acceptance of an objective 

symbolism.”8 The imagery of The Waste Land exploits the existing archetypal ideas. The barren 

waste land and the ensuing quest for water of life appear repeatedly as themes both in primitive 

lore and in the European literary tradition. 

 In the Notes to The Waste Land, Eliot acknowledges that “[n]ot only the title, but the 

plan and good deal of the incidental symbolism of the poem were suggested by Miss Jessie L. 

Weston’s book”9 and recommends From Ritual to Romance to the reader for further elucidation 

of the poem. The motif of a land laid waste is an essential plot device in the Holy Grail legend. 

Weston comments: 

 

                                                           
6 Louis Untermeyer, American Poetry since 1900 (London: Grant Richards Ltd, 1924) 359. 
7 V. de S. Pinto, Crisis in English Poetry 1880-1940 (London: Hutchinson University Library, 1965) 174. 
8 D. E. S. Maxwell, The Poetry of T. S. Eliot (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1952) 40. 
9 T. S. Eliot, The Waste Land: A Facsimile and Transcript of the Original Drafts Including the Annotations of 

Ezra Pound, ed. Valerie Eliot (London: Faber and Faber Ltd, 1971) 147. All future page references will be to this 

edition and will be included in parentheses in the text. 
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[T]he story postulates a close connection between the vitality of a certain King, and the 

prosperity of his kingdom; the forces of the ruler being weakened or destroyed, by 

wound, sickness, old age, or death, the land becomes Waste, and the task of the hero is 

that of restoration.10 

 

Eliot’s poem provides scenes of the universal desolation inflicted on the land and its people, 

and depicts this quest for restoration. The critic Wilson describes the waste land of the poem as 

“sterile country ruled by an impotent king, in which not only have the crops ceased to grow and 

the animals to reproduce, but the very human inhabitants have become incapable of having 

children”.11 The fate of the land, and the result of the quest depends on the decisions and actions 

taken by The Waste Land’s protagonist. The protagonist’s journey is viewed from different 

positions taken by the heterogeneous characters of the poem. 

 “He Do the Police in Different Voices” is the title Eliot considered for the poem, and it 

is telling of the principle on which the characters of The Waste Land communicate their stories. 

The contemplated title is borrowed from Charles Dickens’s novel Our Mutual Friend (1865). 

By its allusive character, it would contribute to the poem’s rendition of literary past. It is a thinly 

veiled commentary on the poem’s narrative method. The rejected title would strengthen the 

humorous aspect of the poem, and the literary critic Hugh Kenner views it as “a whimsical 

comment on the poem’s polyphony”.12 Alternation between the voices of numerous characters 

places different rhythms on the lines although there is little transition between the expressions 

of different personas. Their voices blend together and may be viewed by the reader as a single 

utterance. 

 The characters of The Waste Land are limited and defined by their circumstances. The 

protagonist of the poem is composed of all the various characters appearing in the poem. They 

are restricted to follow the quest for Holy Grail. Amongst the critics, Genevieve Foster 

                                                           
10 Weston 21. 
11 Wilson 89. 
12 Hugh Kenner, “The Urban Apocalypse,” Eliot in His Time: Essays on the Occasion of the Fiftieth Anniversary 

of “The Waste Land”, ed. A. Walton Litz (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1973) 37. 
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interprets the poem as “the expression of a single protagonist, various facets of whose character 

are represented by the different men and women”.13 Langbaum remarks those are “nameless, 

faceless, isolated, and have no clear idea of themselves”.14 The characters display limited 

powers of communication. Understanding each other is hindered by their conditions. This is 

demonstrated for instance in lines 126-7: “’Are you alive, or not? Is there nothing in your 

head?’/But”. The questions remain unanswered, and the compulsion to ask them testifies to the 

desperate circumstances of the characters. They suffered a wound, and continue their existence 

in a reduced state under the harsh conditions presented by the waste land. 

 The epigraph to The Waste Land foreshadows the poem’s dramatic development. It is 

adopted from Petronius’ Satyricon, and the Roman connection becomes important in the 

context of what is to follow. It works at once as a confirmation of the continuations in the 

European literary tradition and as a commentary on the fall of civilizations. Cumaean Sibyl is 

introduced as the first oracular figure of the poem. Oracular and prophetic figures appear 

throughout the narrative, they are a remerging character type. Sibyl’s situation presents the topic 

of life which is undesired. She is suspended in a negative, inactive state of being. She expresses 

longing for death. This wish can be assigned directly to Sibyl – as a clairvoyant, she sees no 

possibility for improvement in the future, and refuses to continue her current existence. Or the 

statement may be taken as a prophecy of an inspired oracle who mediates the will of a god. In 

that case, the words speak about renewal through death. Sibyl introduces the idea of the ritual 

of death and resurrection. There can be drawn a parallel between oracular prophet and oracular 

poet, both of whom are considered to be endowed with divine vision. The nature of the sacrifice 

required for the renewal of life is revealed throughout the course of The Waste Land. 

                                                           
13 Genevieve W. Foster, “The Archetypal Imagery of T. S. Eliot” PMLA Jun. 1945: 569. 
14 Langbaum 104. 
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 The first part of the poem includes prominently imagery connected with earth. Eliot 

utilized elemental symbolism in the construction of The Waste Land. Each part of the poem 

corresponds to a different elemental concept. Earth and water are the two extremes creating 

tension in the symbolic framework of the poem. Foster explains that from the traditional 

Jungian perspective “earth stands for material reality, or conscious life; water for the 

psychological or spiritual values of the unconscious – or, in an older terminology, of the 

imagination”.15 In The Waste Land, want of water is connected with emotional void and the 

lack of spiritual impulse. The desperate plea sounds: “If there were water” (144). The 

representation of earth in the imagery reflects this want. The waste land itself, red rock (135), 

dust (135), and corpse (136) belong amongst the earth-associated motifs. The symbolism of 

earth permeates the first part of the poem. 

 “The Burial of the Dead” refers to the Christian ceremony and to the ritual burial of a 

slain god. Both the Christian and the mythical vein are continued in the opening lines of the 

poem. Their reference to Geoffrey Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales connects them to the theme of 

undertaking a spiritual journey. In the mythical order of the world spring signifies renewal, and 

Eliot’s April is “a generalised April, not a time experienced in a particular place”.16 However, 

the sentiment customarily induced by the image of spring is upset in these lines. April is 

described as “the cruellest month” (135), stirring the earth and breaking the stillness of winter. 

It speaks of the pain involved in the awakening from a passive state. The focus is directed 

towards the sacrifice which must be made, and the conventional celebratory emotion of spring 

is absent. The American critic Frederick J. Hoffman describes this effect as “reversal of the 

ordinary ritual emotion”.17 This reversal is in effect because of the onlooker’s individual 

                                                           
15 Foster 507. 
16 Maxwell 168. 
17 Frederick J. Hoffman, The Twenties: American Writing in the Postwar Decade (New York: Collier Books, 

1962) 331. 
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experience, their discontent with the demand for sacrifice, or their inability to perform the 

traditional ritual. The ordinary communal values are inverted in the contemporary waste land. 

The description of this waste land is set in the second stanza of the poem. The lines 

reference Ezekiel’s Valley of Dried Bones, and in this landscape “the dry stone” (135) and “this 

red rock” (135) construct the background. They are part of the demonic inorganic imagery 

which Frye finds peculiar to the abstract structures of myth.18 The absence of water is 

emphasized. The narrator speaks: “I will show you fear in a handful of dust” (135). Following 

the elemental reading, dust would represent the absence of life-giving water, and in this sense 

should be feared. Read biblically, it stands as the symbol of man’s death, and the certainty that 

everything he creates will be turned to dust. This dismal scene filled with demonic imagery is 

abruptly interrupted by another voice. 

The words from Wagner’s Tristan and Isolde are quoted, and the scene is shifted into 

the Hyacinth garden. The garden seems to be exempted from the bareness and dryness of the 

waste land. Eliot’s critic Grover Smith states about the girl in the Hyacinth garden: “She is the 

Grail-bearer, the maiden bringing love.”19 Smith notices her connection with the slain god 

Hyacinth of The Golden Bough and reads the meeting in the Hyacinth garden as a stage in the 

Grail journey. Here the quester fails. They are unable to ask a question necessary for the 

initiation into the Grail’s mysteries. Miller specifies that it is “the crucial, the overwhelming 

question about the spiritual significance of what he sees”.20 Foster assumes that the inability of 

the protagonist to act signifies failure of the couple’s relationship. She rephrases the situation: 

“The man and the girl are together; she is lovely, but the feeling between them fails because his 

attention is turned inward.”21 The protagonist is crippled by their current state, they are “neither/ 

                                                           
18 Frye, Anatomy of Criticism 150. 
19 Grover Smith, T. S. Eliot’s Poetry and Plays: A Study in Sources and Meaning (Chicago: The University of 

Chicago Press, 1965) 74. 
20 Miller 443. 
21 Foster 571. 
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Living nor dead” (136). Yet, Eliot’s critic Ronald T. Tamplin offers interpretation which 

opposes Smith. He states: “The protagonist's silence has little to do with being unable to ask a 

question or with failure. It is the receiving silence of the attentive soul and, by nature, a 

temporary state.”22 The protagonist’s connection with ritual and the Grail legend is made more 

explicit in the Tarot exposition in the third stanza of The Waste Land. 

Madame Sosostris reportedly originates in Aldous Huxley’s novel Crome Yellow, where 

the character is an imposter. He adopts a disguise and impersonates a fortune teller. As Tiresias 

who speaks later in the poem, Madame Sosostris claims to have sight of the future, and similarly 

to him she is sexually ambiguous. The Tarot pack is another of Eliot’s borrowings from Weston. 

In From Ritual to Romance, Weston suggests that the original use of the pack was “not to 

foretell the Future in general, but to predict the rise and fall of the waters which brought fertility 

to the land”.23 Weston traces the correspondences between the four main symbols of the Tarot 

suits and the talismans appearing in the Grail legend. She describes them as “sex symbols of 

immemorial antiquity and world-wide diffusion, the Lance, or Spear, representing the Male, 

the Cup, or Vase, the Female, reproductive energy”.24 The idea of reproduction and of the return 

of waters is thus directly connected with Madame Sosostris’s cards. 

The Waste Land shows Madame Sosostris as an unreliable charlatan figure whose 

potential supernatural powers may be weakened by “a bad cold” (136). Smith nevertheless sees 

her as “another type of the Grail-bearer”25 and associates her not only with the Grail quest but 

also with Sybil revealing the entrance of the underworld to Aeneas26. The literary critic Tom 

Gibbons describes Madame Sosostris as “the unwitting priestess of an authentic ‘secret 

tradition’”.27 She reveals what will follow in The Waste Land. Still, she remains unaware of its 
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true significance. George Williamson writes: “Reduced to its simplest terms, The Waste Land 

is a statement of the experience that drives a character to the fortune-teller, the fortune that is 

told, and the unfolding of that fortune.”28 The Tarot pack exposes the archetype-based 

characters who appear in the poem. Moreover, its reading hints at the poem’s future 

development. 

Madame Sosostris’ “wicked pack of cards” (136) is altered from the traditional Waite’s 

version to carry information about the characters and their fate in The Waste Land. In the Notes 

Eliot remarks that he is not “familiar with the exact constitution of the Tarot pack of cards” 

(147). He then adds that he departed from it to suit his own convenience. The Phoenician sailor 

is revealed on the first card, which foreshadows the development in the poem’s “Death by 

Water” section. He associates firmly with The Waste Land’s water symbolism. Frye recognizes 

him as one of the victim figures of the poem and observes that he “has a strong feeling of Adonis 

about him, as his nationality suggests”.29 The second card is “Belladonna, the Lady of the 

Rocks,/ The lady of situations” (136). She represents the female archetype in its various forms. 

The man with three staves whom Eliot associates with the Fisher king30 anticipates the three 

directives given by the Thunder in the last section of the poem. The Wheel refers to the “crowds 

of people, walking round in a ring” (136) and to the water whirlpool in “Death by Water” 

(concretely to line 318). The one-eyed merchant emerges later in the poem as Mr. Eugenides. 

The blank card may contain the Grail secret which remains unrevealed to Madame Sosostris. 

She is not initiated into its mysteries. The absence of the Hanged Man is foreboding of the 

poem’s conclusion - the desired ritual will not be fulfilled. Since the vegetation god cannot be 

found, there is no sacrifice to hasten the land’s renewal. The warning “Fear death by water” 

(136) is a prediction of the Sailor’s drowning. Hoffman infers that the efforts towards 
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deliverance in the poem fail because the death by water is feared and not welcomed “as an 

essential sacrifice”.31 The Tarot passage outlines the progress of the protagonist’s journey 

through the poem, and ushers him into the Unreal City. 

The city is situated in the midst of the waste land where the people are trapped existing 

in a deathlike state. Frye describes its atmosphere as a world which is “physically above ground 

but spiritually subterranean, a world of shadows, corpses and buried seeds”.32 The observer of 

the indifferent flow of people over the London bridge addresses a representative of the crowd 

by the cry of “Stetson!/ You who were with me in the ships at Mylae!” (136). Maxwell notes 

that “Stetson is no one person; he is a type, symbolising the crowd, universalised by his 

association not with a recent war, but with Mylae”.33 A link is extended between the first Punic 

war and all the other wars taking place in the modern times (World War I in particular). The 

lines demonstrate that all wars have their similarities and are in effect a single unending war 

which repeats itself throughout the human history. The talk about the planted corpse is again a 

connection to the buried god of an ancient ritual. The literary critic Russell Kirk observes: “The 

corpse acquires a kind of nightmare association with the slain god of The Golden Bough, and 

is at the same time a buried memory.”34 The Dog “that’s friend to man” (137) has obtained 

many interpretations by various critics. From the psychological perspective, Maxwell’s reading 

is perhaps the most substantive. Maxwell stresses the recurrent theme of man’s own awareness. 

He explains: 

 

The Dog may be spiritual awareness or conscience, which Stetson makes no attempt to 

arouse, in the fear that it might force him to recognise his spiritual failings, to attempt 

to redeem himself – this none of the people of the waste land wishes to do, for it requires 

effort and positive action.35 
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Lines 71-76 elaborate on the idea of rejecting restoring powers, which was already discussed at 

the poem’s outset. The words “You! hypocrite lecteur!—mon semblable,—mon frère!’” (137) 

suggest that perhaps the reader’s attitude is not dissimilar from Stetson’s. Langbaum proposes 

that “we are all, protagonist and hypocrite readers, with our advanced ideas that cut us off from 

the natural cycle, engaged in a conspiracy against fertility and rebirth”.36 The lives of The Waste 

Land’s characters are portrayed as stagnating, void of meaning, and based on mindless routines. 

 The second section of the poem, “A Game of Chess”, examines more closely the 

conditions of existence in the imaginary waste land. Different aspects of the characters’ physical 

and spiritual lives are explored. “A Game of Chess” is constructed around several sexual 

encounters. Its title refers the reader back to Thomas Middleton’s play Women Beware Women 

(1657), specifically to the scene of Bianca’s seduction. The characters do not participate in 

spiritual or emotional exchanges although they interact between themselves. The episodes are 

shown as exercises in routine, repetition, and empty thinking. The actions of the characters in 

“A Game of Chess” stem largely from lust, necessity, or habitual compulsion. They do not 

clearly communicate with each other, they are caught in a state of interrupted development. 

Instead of the imagery of earth and water, the intangible air, light, and sound are emphasized. 

The section opens with description of a sumptuous parlour. A woman is sitting amongst “her 

strange synthetic perfumes” (137). This woman represents another embodiment of the female 

archetype, and Smith identifies her as Belladonna, the “lady of situation”. He assumes that she 

is the one who “has introduced the quester to the mystery of sex”.37 There is a feeling of 

oppression about the parlour tableau. The sylvan scene which displays “The change of 

Philomel, by the barbarous king/ so rudely forced” (137) refers to the first of personal violations 

which are displayed in “The Game of Chess”. These violations, the frustrations of living in the 
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environment of the waste land, and the impossibility of real human connection contribute to the 

neurosis of the following passage. 

 There appears a new character who frantically questions the present reality. Their 

lamentations begin with the appeal: “’My nerves are bad to-night. Yes, bad. Stay with me.” 

(138). It is followed by an attempt to find the answers about the state of their existence. The 

character voices their discomfort, and asks their companion: “Are you living or dead? Is there 

nothing in your head?” (138). This state of being is described as neither real life, nor as a definite 

death. The character attempts to find a solution in action by asking “What shall I do now? What 

shall I do?” (138). The answer is nothing more than their accustomed routine, a repetition of 

the ritual: “The hot water at ten./ And if it rains, a closed car at four” (135-136). Change is not 

encouraged. It appears to be a petition for continuation of the accustomed. Langbaum writes 

about the respondent: “On the surface, his answer confirms her sense of vacancy; we shall fill 

our lives, he is saying, with meaningless routines. But there is also a positive implication, 

deriving from the poem’s underlying patterns, that these routines are unconscious repetitions 

of ancient rituals.”38 The people of The Waste Land act on an inner impulse, of which they are 

not consciously aware. When Smith discusses the symbol of the game, he agrees that “one may 

discern in Eliot’s use of the symbol a suggestion that the people in the waste land belong to a 

drama they do not understand, where they move like chessmen toward destinations they cannot 

foresee”.39 They are moving blindly40. The repetitive formulas are frustrating and wearying to 

the spirit. The poem’s critic Robert M. Adams writes about the conditions of The Waste Land: 

“Love is a phantom and sex a nervous habit; only the fouled underground stream of primitive 

feeling still flows in the buried mind of the city as through its sewers.”41 The primitive feelings 
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are eternally active, they survive buried in the human psyche. Lil demonstrates the consequence 

of yielding to the patterns of modern life without conscious awareness of the primitive stimuli 

which give them significance. 

The character of Lil shows the signs of the general exhaustion of powers in the waste 

land. Her dreary appearance is a result of abortion. She is a symbol of interruptions of the life-

giving processes. Smith comments that “[t]he key symbol in the passage […] is abortion, which 

advances the theme of unfruitfulness and sterility”.42 Hoffman observes: “Frustration, neurosis, 

abortion: these are the variations upon the ‘game of chess.’”43 The neurotic character discussed 

and Lil are variants of the same character type. The passage referring to Lil is situated in a 

closing pub. It is periodically interrupted by the customary call “HURRY UP PLEASE ITS 

TIME” (138, 139). This gives the topic a sense of urgency, and Smith interprets it as “an ironic 

warning to turn from this way of life”.44 The cry urges the customers and the reader to leave the 

pub setting. The characters’ farewells fade into Ophelia’s words. The evocation of Ophelia 

gains importance in the context of authentic sacrifice. She is connected with the theme of “death 

by water”. Her appearance exposes the extreme undertakings taken to escape a void and 

loveless existence. Ophelia’s situation can be linked to the maidens described in Weston’s book 

whose ravishment led to the land’s demise, and there exists the immediate identification by 

closeness with Lil. 

All the relationships depicted in “A Game of Chess” seem to be futile, empty, or 

unfruitful. They proceed from the lust impulse, whilst emotional connections between people 

are neglected. This concerns particularly the poem’s protagonist in his male renditions. Pinto 

summarizes that “all the incarnations of the male figure in The Waste Land fail because they 

profane the mysteries of life through greed and loveless lust”.45 The quest for the Holy Grail 
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continually fails, the awareness of productive ritual is not achieved, and the characters continue 

to endure the sufferings inflicted on them by the spiritual bareness of their surroundings. They 

dwell in a state of living death. In the third section of the poem, the protagonist is still 

imprisoned in the unreal city of The Waste Land. 

 “The Fire Sermon” is the title of the third section of the poem. The image of fire evokes 

the teachings of two spiritual leaders. The title of this section derives from the tradition of 

Buddha, and St. Augustine is referenced in the closing lines. Eliot identifies these figures as 

“two representatives of eastern and western asceticism” (148). The western and eastern cultures 

are united in the symbolism of fire. This enables discourse about civilization as a whole, and 

“The Fire Sermon” concentrates around the theme of its apparent dysfunctionality and collapse. 

Fire constitutes the tool of this destruction although at the same time it presents a possible 

escape from it. Hoffman identifies in The Waste Land two kinds of fire imagery: “fire as a 

sterile burning lust, and fire as a means of purification”.46 The topic of lust and its rejection 

corresponds to the employment of these culturally significant personalities and their schools of 

thought. Smith writes: “Both Buddha and St. Augustine characterized the lusts of the flesh as a 

burning fire.”47 The departed nymphs and Thames maidens echo the lust and love topic. 

 The urban setting of “The Fire Sermon” presents London as one of the contemporary 

centres of civilization. The city is described as a desolate landscape. Manifold human 

experiences are accumulated here, and the final result is a clash of cultural efforts and base 

instincts. The opening lines suggest that the natural way of life is prevented in the urban 

environment, as the life-giving element is missing. The want of water is evoked anew in the 

image of river: “The river’s tent is broken: the last fingers of leaf/ Clutch and sink into the wet 

bank” (139). Spenser’s Prothalamion is referenced, which underlines the difference between 
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past abundance and modern scarcity. Thames is no longer the flowing river of the marriage 

song; it is a vacant place, abandoned by people and nymphs. The loss is lamented in the line: 

“By the waters of Leman I sat down and wept…” (140). The sorrowful tone conveys a 

continuing feeling of loss and desperation. 

 The character of the Fisher king is set in the dismal urban waste land. His presence 

juxtaposes the Grail legend against modern background. He is recalled by the simple association 

with the activity of fishing, which is traditionally ascribed to him, in this manner: 

 

While I was fishing in the dull canal 

On a winter evening round behind the gashouse. 

Musing upon the king my brother’s wreck 

And on the king my father’s death before him. 

                  (140) 

 

Here the Fisher king is presented more like a solitary survivor amongst unfavourable 

circumstances than the regal persona of the Arthurian legend. His musings refer to the 

wounding of the land’s king in the Grail context, concurrently forming an allusion to 

Ferdinand’s situation in The Tempest. The described continuation of generations suggests cyclic 

motion of death and life, which is discussed in the succeeding lines. Smith rephrases the content 

of lines 193-198 as follows: “Among the bones and the naked bodies of the dead, the quester 

hears another kind of rattle, ‘The sound of horns and motors,’ heralding the prediction that in 

the spring the cycle of life, or rather death-in-life, will revive as Apeneck Sweeney visits Mrs. 

Porter.”48 Mrs. Porter and her daughter stand as characters whose ironic attributes underscore 

the more solemnly treated themes of ritual sacrifice and knightly quest. The washing of feet is 

both a humoristic element and an indication that the quester is moving closer to the Chapel. 

Similarly, “Mr Eugenides; the Smyrna merchant” (140) contributes to the jocular while 

embodying the one-eyed merchant of Madame Sosostris. The narrator figure who is according 

                                                           
48 Smith, T. S. Eliot’s Poetry and Plays 85. 



27 

 

to Eliot most relevant to the understanding of the poem is found amongst the characters of “The 

Fire Sermon”. 

 Tiresias is the only clearly identified narrator of the poem. In the Notes, Eliot describes 

Tiresias as “the most important personage of the poem, uniting all the rest” (148) and gives a 

hint as to the semantic centre of the poem in his statement: “What Tiresias sees, in fact, is the 

substance of the poem” (148). Tiresias fuses all the characters and their experiences. He is a 

blind prophet possessing memories gained by living as a man and a woman. The reader 

witnesses an encounter between a typist and a clerk from Tiresias’ point of view. Eliot’s critic 

Thomas McGreevy describes this passage as “[a] scene of lovemaking where there is no love”.49 

In this way the episode develops the theme of fruitless lust, and the meeting is an affirmation 

of the modern life’s mechanic quality. Smith makes a note about Tiresias’ vision: “What 

Tiresias sees! At this point, the fornication of a clerk and a tired typist, summarizes the theme 

of lust in the poem […] Tiresias recognizes in this affair the endless repetitions of vice, his own 

agony and his own guilt.”50 Tiresias’ life is not lived but “foresuffered” (141). The experience 

and consciousness of all humanity merge in him. He chooses to relate this particular encounter, 

which is emotionally and spiritually sterile. It illustrates isolation rather than shared feeling. 

Only after this description does the vision shift to depict a more collective and productive 

existence. 

 The reader progresses “along the Strand, up Queen Victoria Street” (141) and to the 

chattering fishermen. Maxwell describes this passage: “The music leads the poem’s action to 

one of the few manifestations of virility in the waste land, in lower Thames Street, abode of the 

fishmen, those who continue to give allegiance to the source of life. They live by the river, and 

by the church.”51 The lines are as follows: 
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O City city, I can sometimes hear 

Beside a public bar in Lower Thames Street 

The pleasant whining of a mandolin 

And a clatter and chatter from within 

Where fishermen lounge at noon: where the walls 

Of Magnus Martyr hold 

Inexplicable splendour of Ionian white and gold. 

       (142) 

 

These lines testify to the luxury of fruitful life, and contrast the bareness of the waste land. 

Williamson remarks that the Ionian white and gold are “perhaps suggestive of the Grail”.52 

Songs of the Thames maidens tell about the fall from this productive state into complacent 

monotonous existence. Hoffman describes the Thames maidens as women “who have been 

violated, destroyed, their love reduced to a casual assault”.53 Their songs are followed by a 

reference to St Augustine. The closing lines of “The Fire Sermon propose the idea that 

redemption can be achieved only through the purgatory burning of fire, that a sort of sacred 

ritual must be undergone and a sacrifice made. 

 The poem’s section titled “Death by Water” revolves around the notion of sacrifice. The 

literary scholar Cleanth Brooks comments: “The section forms a contrast with ‘The Fire 

Sermon’ which precedes it – a contrast between the symbolism of fire and that of water. Also 

readily apparent is its force as a symbol of surrender and relief through surrender.”54 The main 

character in this passage is Phlebas the Phoenician, who is inseparably connected with water 

and water trade. In the context of primitive ritual, he represents the drowned god. His could be 

the sacrifice meant to transform and renew. Langbaum writes about the water motif of this 

section and the preceding allusions to The Tempest: “Drowning and metamorphosis, the 

consolation in Ariel’s song, relate to drowning and resurrection in the cult of the Phoenician 
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fertility god Adonis.”55 By drowning, Phlebas undergoes a ritual death. Frye likewise observes: 

“There are several of these victim-figures in Eliot. The drowned Phoenician sailor Phlebas […] 

has a strong feeling of Adonis about him, as his nationality suggests.”56 However, the ritual 

resembling the one of Adonis remains incomplete in the poem, as does the metamorphosis. The 

circumstances surrounding the episode of the sailor’s drowning make his sacrifice ineffectual. 

Smith comments that Phlebas “drowns for the same reason that the quester in another guise 

becomes a buried corpse. He is not resurrected, nor does the corpse sprout”.57 The water here 

is not the longed-for source of life, Phlebas is “a fortnight dead” (143), and there is no hint of 

revival, only the oblivion of continuous death. The connotations of water resonate with the 

warning given at the beginning of the poem. 

 Madame Sosostris is the first to mention the Phoenician sailor. He is introduced in the 

following manner: “Here, said she,/ Is your card, the drowned Phoenician Sailor,/ (Those are 

pearls that were his eyes. Look!)” (136). As Tiresias, Phlebas becomes blind in his water abode. 

He loses the capacity to look at himself; in other words the consciousness of being. The fortune-

teller warns: “Fear death by water.” (136), and this is the warning against permanent death, 

against death which does not constitute a sacrifice. F. O. Matthiessen writes: 

 

The necessity of self-sacrifice and the instinctive revulsion from it, the inability to 

commit himself to belief and the mounting fear that makes defeat and failure – such 

elements form the situation in which the hero, as unable as Hamlet to come to a 

resolution, is haunted by the thought of ‘death by water’.58 

 

Death by water seems inevitable in The Waste Land; either death caused by the lack of it or 

death by drowning. According to Matthiessen, the sailor fails because he is unable to believe in 

the resuscitating qualities of water. Hoffman, who recognizes the dual aspects of fire in the 
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poem, also identifies the two mirroring concepts of water. He describes “water as the source of 

the land’s recovery or of the seasonal resumption of its fertility, and water as the source and 

place of death, inspiring a fear in the protagonist”.59 The dual attributes of water symbolism 

clash sharply within the poem. 

 Water is perhaps the most essential symbol of The Waste Land. Its imagery appears 

throughout the poem in many forms such as rain, river, canal, sea. Axel perceives that the poet 

makes water “the symbol of all freedom, all fecundity and flowering of the soul”.60 Sea in the 

poem constitutes a place of permanent death as well as the soul’s escape. Bradbrook’s 

commentary on this topic is of interest to Eliot’s reader. She writes that “Eliot has a few strong 

and central symbols, as he has a few strong and central themes, and the sea as the source of 

primal life and energy is one of the most important”.61 From a more psychological perspective, 

water may symbolize the emotional aspect of the psyche. It thus opposes the spiritual aridity of 

waste lands. Maxwell comments on the significance of water in Eliot’s poem: “The burning of 

lust, the sterility of love, the physical and spiritual drought, can be quenched only by the coming 

of the life-giving water, though this may mean, paradoxically, as it does in the fourth section, 

physical death by water.”62 Water offers the means to achieve spiritual revival through self-

sacrifice. Phlebas does not escape permanent death. Pinto offers this explanation of his fate: 

“he thought too much of profit and loss and this may be considered as a symbol of modern 

commercialism whose arid spirit cannot endure the flood of passion”.63 He is still caught in the 

wheel of mechanical movement, he is “Entering the whirlpool” (143). Smith summarizes: “If it 

hints also at the physical death beyond the death-in-life of the waste land, it certainly offers no 

hope of immortality, or of an escape from the wheel, but rather a lapse into hell or the endlessly 
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recurring avatars of suffering in the flesh.”64 The opening lines of “What the Thunder Said” 

accentuate the demonic atmosphere. 

 “What the Thunder Said” returns to the demonic mythical imagery of waste lands. The 

final section of the poem is replete with archetypal symbols including mostly images of death, 

destruction and collapse. For instance, the lines “He who was living is now dead/ We who were 

living are now dying/ With a little patience” (144) are universal statements about mortality and 

at the same time they evoke Biblical connotations. They inform that the divine deity or its 

representative (possibly son of god) is now sacrificed and his resurrection is to be awaited. 

Meanwhile, the surroundings remain derelict. The narrator describes a feverish vision: 

 

Amongst the rock one cannot stop or think 

Sweat is dry and feet are in the sand 

If there were only water amongst the rock 

Dead mountain mouth of carious teeth that cannot spit 

Here one can neither stand nor lie nor sit 

There is not even silence in the mountains 

But dry sterile thunder without rain 

There is not even solitude in the mountains 

But red sullen faces sneer and snarl 

From doors of mud-cracked houses 

             (144) 

 

The frantic urgency of this passage displays the desperation of the protagonist’s situation and 

his inconsolable want of water. Miller notes: “With the death of the fertility god the spiritual 

wells have dried up, and since there is no water, the thirst of the protagonist wandering through 

the Waste Land has become extreme.”65 Spiritually, the protagonist is a victim of exodus. Yet, 

his wanderings gain the characteristics of a journey in the context of the Holy Grail quest. 

 The urban setting of “The Fire Sermon” is deliberately abandoned in the final section of 

the poem. The focus rests entirely on the individual and his inner state. Maxwell writes: 
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The social covering is stripped away, and, bereft of distractions, the people are shown 

in the deep horror of their self-created desert. The scene reveals what the modern 

journey amounts to when transposed into the terms of the original journey to the Grail 

chapel. It is a journey that cannot, as things are, be completed, and where the thirst 

cannot be relieved.66 

 

The protagonist nears the Grail Chapel through a desolate land, encounters various terrors and 

glimpses mortifying sights on his journey. Distanced, he witnesses “Falling towers/ Jerusalem 

Athens Alexandria/ Vienna London” (145). The fall of the cities displays the repetitive cycle 

of civilizations’ collapse. The poem acquires a nightmarish quality in the lines: 

 

And bats with baby faces in the violet light 

Whistled, and beat their wings 

And crawled head downward down a blackened wall 

And upside down in air were towers 

Tolling reminiscent bells, that kept the hours 

And voices singing out of empty cisterns and exhausted wells. 

                (145) 

 

These are the images of collapse which indirectly resound the fortune-teller’s card reading. The 

“Falling towers” (145) correspond with Tarot symbolism and emphasize the theme of the 

culture’s breakdown. Smith tells the reader that: “In approaching the Chapel Perilous and the 

Perilous Cemetery the quester as in the romances has to confront apparitions and terrors, of 

which the collapse of the cities is one.”67 Directly after experiencing these hallucinatory visions, 

the protagonist arrives at an empty chapel. 

 The Chapel Perilous symbolizes in Grail romances a place of shelter and revelation but 

furthermore it stands as a dangerous site at which the quester is tried. Weston reminds that “in 

many of the versions the hero--sometimes it is a heroine--meets with a strange and terrifying 

adventure in a mysterious Chapel, an adventure which, we are given to understand, is fraught 

with extreme peril to life”.68 On the other hand, the chapel of the poem is described in the 
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following manner: “There is the empty chapel, only the wind’s home./ It has no windows, and 

the door swings,/ Dry bones can harm no one” (145). Nothing appears to await the quester in 

the chapel, and it is impossible for the quest to be fulfilled. The literary critic Graham Martin 

comments: “while the journey through barren mountains amounts to search for spirituality, its 

culmination in the ruined chapel is only one of several indications that it has taken the wrong 

direction”.69 Maxwell argues that the chapel is in fact never reached by the protagonist. He 

writes: “It is to be noted that the chapel is never reached; there is a break from the description 

of the travellers to the appearance of the chapel, and the two are never brought together. The 

chapel is empty, ‘only the wind’s home’.”70 The only means of deliverance is through sound. 

The cock’s “Co co rico co co rico” (145) marks new day and hints at the rebirth of Christ. 

Christian undertones are augmented in the poem’s closing episode. Frye writes: “In the final 

section of The Waste Land the Chapel Perilous represents the underworld of death and burial, 

the tomb from which Christ rises.”71 Through this dark underworld, the thunder sounds. 

 “What the Thunder Said” allows a viable interpretation of its elements and motifs as 

Christian. The critic Miller asserts: “The main narrative metaphor for the last section of The 

Waste Land is a Biblical one.”72 Particularly lines 359 and 391-392 are likely to be read in the 

connection with Christ’s resurrection. The genre of romance prominently employed in this 

section strengthens the link to Christianity. Langbaum writes: “It is in Part V that the Grail 

legend becomes most explicit, and explicit in its Christian interpretation. The protagonist might 

be said to repeat in his own progress the evolution of the Grail legend, as described by Jessie 

Weston, from pagan ritual to Christian romance.”73 In the progression of the poem the buried 

corpse of “The Burial of the Dead” associates with the hooded figure of “What the Thunder 

                                                           
69 Graham Martin, “Language and Belief in Eliot’s Poetry,” Eliot in Perspective, ed. Graham Martin (London: 

Macmillan, 1970) 115. 
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71 Frye, T. S. Eliot 70. 
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Said”. Matthiessen interprets line 328: “he who ‘is now dead’ is not Christ alone, but the slain 

Vegetation God; he is Adonis and Osiris and Orpheus”.74 In spite of these references, the 

renewal invoked through the rituals of vegetation gods and the resurrection of Christ is not 

complete in the poem, as the land remains waste and the rain is not yet come. Release from the 

waste land is realized through the sound of the Thunder. 

 The ritual questions of the thunder are taken from the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad. The 

final part of The Waste Land unites western and eastern tradition. Thunder is a positive and 

sought-for symbol in the context of primitive myth, since it offers the possibility of fertilizing 

rain. Williams writes that: “the Thunder, as herald of spring, speaks of revival. Death has 

become an agony; and, after his journey through the Waste Land, the protagonist is given by 

the Thunder three staves which could make revival possible”.75 These three staves (so named 

in consideration of the primitive ritual and Tarot symbolism), or rather directives are unified in 

the single form of the emphatic DA. The Thunder’s directives of “give, sympathize, control” 

echo the ascetic morality promoted in “The Fire Sermon”. Each of these requirements is 

indirectly answered. The implication remains that the protagonist’s inability to fulfil them or 

answer them positively in the past lead to their current situation. It remains to be seen if they 

will or even can be realized. And so, as Maxwell writes: “The rain is certainly there – […] But 

it never falls.”76 The appropriate response to the Thunder’s DA is the concluding act of the 

quest. The essential sacrifice is not made in the poem; the quester fails. Smith argues that the 

three answers the protagonist gives are in the negative because “the quester has abandoned the 

Hanged Man”.77  In other words, he is unable to achieve spiritual rebirth. Kirk is then justified 

in his claim that “the thunder brings no rain, and the poem ends where it began”.78 The 
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protagonist’s situation in The Waste Land does not directly improve, and their emotional and 

spiritual condition remains despondent. Miller makes a compelling argument when he writes: 

“Whatever the desperate protagonist thinks he understands by those DA's, it is not an 

understanding which the rational reader will naturally share with him.”79 There are many 

possible interpretations of the Thunder’s words, and this seems to be a deliberate poetic 

strategy. The emphatic DA becomes Eliot’s ur-word. 

 The Thunder’s Datta, Dayadhvam, Damyata refer back to the ascetic tradition of 

Buddha and St. Augustine. They are restrictions, demanding that emotion is directed towards 

some desirable course. Williamson describes the Thunder’s words as “the conditions of the 

promise of spring”80, and Pinto writes that “the Thunder […] proclaims that the universe has a 

meaning and is founded on the eternal morality of ‘give, sympathize, control’”.81 This morality 

has not been observed by the characters presented in the poem. Matthiessen describes the poet 

of The Waste Land as someone “[w]ho was unable to break through the circle of his own 

loneliness by giving himself up to any belief, and so, with nothing external or absolute to base 

his life upon”.82 The poem’s protagonist does not evince any consistent system of belief, they 

do not adhere to a clear moral code. They cannot attest to the observation of the three directives. 

Hoffman states: “In each case the advice given is qualified by a statement of its violation.”83 

Foster agrees that “[t]he thunder, the voice of God, speaks these words in the manner of an 

inquisition, and the poet is compelled to reply, for himself and his contemporaries, that the three 

commands have been virtually disobeyed”.84 The quest for the Holy Grail is not completed, not 

because the right question was not raised but because it could not yet be answered affirmatively. 

                                                           
79 Miller 447. 
80 Williamson 205. 
81 Pinto 175. 
82 Matthiessen 66. 
83 Hoffman 341. 
84 Foster 575. 



36 

 

The Thunder’s words seem to be implying a future possibility rather than past compliance. The 

thunder hints that the ultimate meaning is to be found outside of the poem’s frame. 

 The last lines of the poem allude intensely to other outside sources. These connections 

present a difficulty of interpretation. The critic Yvor Winters asks: “And what is one to say of 

the last eight lines of The Waste Land, which are composed, as nearly as I can determine with 

the aid of the notes, of unaltered passages from seven sources?”85 The allusiveness of these 

lines itself may perhaps answer this question. The poem’s critic J. Isaacs claims: “What is said 

in the conclusion to The Waste Land is said not in the lines quoted, but in the setting from which 

they are taken.”86 The original contexts of the poem’s final lines interact with the main themes 

constructed and discussed in the work so far. The lines recall some of the central symbolism of 

The Waste Land, such as the fall of civilization (line 426, line 429), the motif of fire and 

purification through fire (line 427). Lines 431-432 relate to the poem’s structure, to the mix and 

mingle of tradition, language, and philosophy which has been accumulated. Maxwell interprets 

line 430 in the following way: 

 

When, 

These fragments I have shored against my ruins, 

He implies, by his allusion to the quotations from the dead authors throughout the poem, 

that the ruins of traditional ethics and artistic standards that form the modern world’s 

spiritual store are to be rebuilt be [sic] synthesising the peculiarities of the modern world 

with the universality that can be found in tradition.87 

 

Various traditions are represented in a single vision of the poet. The collision of cultures and 

the resulting confusion are shown through the character of Hieronymo, who puts the single mad 

vision with all its meanings on stage. Smith portrays him in the following way: “He is an 

inspired madman, a prophet, who oversees the destinies of the other characters and who must, 
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like an ancient prophet, be mad in order to do so.”88 There is built a parallel between Sibyl’s 

tortured vision, which opened the poem, and Hieronymo’s crazed condemnation at its close. 

The directives of the Thunder are repeated and merge in “Shantih shantih shantih” (146). The 

words seemingly encompass a great universal meaning. Eliot’s critic D. C. Fowler mentions 

that these lines are “nothing more than a charm, the purpose of which is to break the spell of 

the waste land” and adds: 

 

The foreign-language quotations provide the abracadabra element. Just as the hero of 

the Grail romances was expected to speak the proper words (usually in the form of a 

question) before the wounded king and his land could be restored, so the protagonist in 

The Waste Land, as both hero and king, utters an incantation designed to bring about 

the restoration of life in himself and his environment.89 

 

If the conclusion of the poem is interpreted as a charm, the poem refers outwards to the 

presupposed effect. Restoration of life, renewal of spirit is to be expected. Such a message is 

emotionally and spiritually charged. Kirk writes: “The Sanscrit lends an appropriate 

portentousness, intimating that this is the sum of wisdom according to a great tradition, and that 

what we have here is a radical scrutiny into the profit of life.”90 Eliot’s myth supposes the 

existence of a great human tradition. The ongoing collapse of this tradition and cultural 

restoration form the myth’s narrative.
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Chapter III: Archetypal Imagery 

 Critics tend to archetypal interpretation of The Waste Land owing to its use of the 

mythical method with its elaboration of certain primordial ideas. In Anatomy of Criticism, Frye 

recognizes apocalyptic and demonic archetypal imagery. Apocalyptic imagery stems from 

symbolism of what is desired. Demonic imagery originates in its opposite, in the world which 

is rejected and ideally non-existent. The imagery of The Waste Land includes both apocalyptic 

and demonic archetypal concepts. The archetypal images utilized in the poem revolve around 

the ideas of renewal, journey, sacrifice, and fall of civilization. The symbol of the waste land 

itself is construed on demonic symbolic imagery. Frye describes the demonic symbolic world 

in these words: 

 

Opposed to apocalyptic symbolism is the presentation of the world that desire totally 

rejects: the world of the nightmare and the scapegoat, of bondage and pain and 

confusion; the world as it is before the human imagination begins to work on it and 

before any image of human desire, such as the city or the garden, has been solidly 

established; the world also of perverted or wasted work, ruins and catacombs, 

instruments of torture and monuments of folly […] an existential hell1 

 

These are the conditions the protagonist of The Waste Land endures and from which they long 

to escape. However, all human endeavour fails in such a waste land. 

 Throughout The Waste Land, the fall of man and the fall of civilization are emphasized. 

The spiritual, political, and emotional unity of mankind is depicted as shattered. The narrator 

asks: “Who are those hooded hordes swarming/ Over endless plains, stumbling in cracked 

earth” (145). There are crowds of people moving across the landscape, apparently lacking 

direction. They lost their individual identities, and became tribal masses whose primary 

objective is survival. Any culture they may have possessed is in a state of collapse. The theme 

of wreckage and annihilation is repeated in the already mentioned lines: 
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While I was fishing in the dull canal 

On a winter evening round behind the gashouse 

Musing upon the king my brother’s wreck 

And on the king my father’s death before him. 

          (140) 

 

The protagonist reflects on the desolate situation in which they found themselves, as well as on 

his “brother’s wreck” (140) and on the loss of fathers, which here can be taken as the loss of 

past, culture, and tradition. With reference to “You! hypocrite lecteur!—mon semblable,—mon 

frère!’” (137), Tamplin points out: “The word ‘brother’ is read most usefully as ‘fellow-member 

of a community,’ the sense in which it occurs commonly in Grail discussion. It parallels 

Baudelaire's ‘mon frère,’ and the implication is that we may all, being brothers become similarly 

wrecked.”2 The line is a social commentary, implying that humankind collectively continues in 

a state of dilapidation. 

 The desirable archetypal image is then the one of revival. This is a natural occurrence 

in myth narratives. Frye writes: “In the divine world the central process or movement is that of 

the death and rebirth, or the disappearance and return, or the incarnation and withdrawal, of a 

god. This divine activity is usually identified or associated with one or more of the cyclical 

processes of nature.”3 Renewal of natural forces is heralded by the coming of spring at the 

outset of the poem. The process is at once dreaded and desired; it has the same ambiguous 

character as water. It can bring death, or the growth and prosperity of the land. Notice parallel 

between “By the waters of Leman I sat down and wept…” (140) and “He wept. He promised 

‘a new start’” (143). The protagonist grieves over the current state and expresses desire for a 

new beginning. Only hopelessness of the desolate surroundings induces the protagonist to seek 

means of remedy. 
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 The motif of journey, or rather a quest associates strongly with the genre of chivalric 

romance in the Middle Ages. The Waste Land connects to this literary tradition through imagery 

that is reminiscent of the Grail legend. Perhaps the most direct evocations of the Grail are to be 

found in “Et, O ces voix d’enfants, chantant dans la coupole!” (140) and in the image of “the 

empty chapel, only the wind’s home” (145). Yet, the journey theme is implied as the protagonist 

moves from the waste land to London to “the arid plain” (146). Martin comments: 

 

The Waste Land refers for its main structure to a legendary quest, and its protagonist is 

constantly on move, both in his various manifestations (Tiresias, Phlebas, Mr 

Eugenides, the ‘young man carbuncular’, Elizabeth and Leicester, the wronged girl), 

and in his own concluding tramp over the mountains to the ruined chapel.4 

 

This quest frames and limits the protagonist’s action in the poem. Maxwell writes about the 

construction of The Waste Land: “The basic symbolism is taken from the Grail legend, and, 

particularly in the last section, Eliot introduces the journey symbol, which is a well-defined 

feature of European legend.”5 The Grail is presented as the rain or the remedy which will 

resurrect the dying land in its various representations (god, king, buried corpse). Frye remarks: 

“In myth, the hero is a god, and hence he does not die, but dies and rises again.”6 According to 

tradition, the protagonist is bound to complete the Grail quest. The nature of the demanded 

ritual death is specified in the narrative of The Waste Land. 

 The prophetic figures of The Waste Land, the Fisher king, Phlebas the Phoenician, Lil, 

and the protagonist are enduring certain sufferings and losses. They are all in a way crippled or 

trapped, their bodies wounded or disintegrating. Frye writes: “Mutilation or physical handicap, 

which combines the themes of sparagmos and ritual death, is often the price of unusual wisdom 
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or power.”7 Tiresias achieves higher vision through his blindness, he gains new understandings 

through his androgyny. He tells his listeners: 

 

I Tiresias, though blind, throbbing between two lives, 

Old man with wrinkled female breasts, can see 

       (140) 

 

He intensely feels the mutilations and transformations of his person, as well as the unique 

abilities granted to him by their implementation. Similarly, Sibyl has to sacrifice her youthful 

form for her immortality. Phlebas escapes the soul’s waste land by drowning, Lil suffers the 

consequences of abortion to avoid the pains of bearing new life, and they are physically 

transformed by these experiences. Philomel flees Tereus in the shape of a nightingale. These 

bodily changes are accepted by their recipients as a necessary outcome of an undesirable and 

oftentimes terrifying situation to which they fell victim. They are sacrificed on the altar of 

society and its continuation. Frazer explains: 

 

The accumulated misfortunes and sins of the whole people are sometimes laid upon the 

dying god, who is supposed to bear them away for ever, leaving the people innocent and 

happy. The notion that we can transfer our guilt and sufferings to some other being who 

will bear them for us is familiar to the savage mind.8 

 

These sacrifices are not made by willing participants but by those who pose as the slayed gods 

and slaughtered kings of modern age. It can be argued that these are not authentic sacrifices 

resulting from a conscious decision, and they only prolong the semblance of life instead of 

invigorating productive forces. 

 Mythical method rests on connecting antiquity with the contemporary world. Eliot 

achieves this by employing and adapting archetypes. His central archetypal images are fall of 

civilization, rebirth, journey, and sacrifice. These are all integral components of mythical 
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narratives around the world. The poem presents archetypal imagery still current and effective 

in the collective human psyche. The design of The Waste Land is shaped around primal ideas. 

Eliot modifies these universally shared concepts to present his own individual vision of global 

culture. He narrates the myth of its collapse and potential resurrection by placing archetypes in 

immediate contexts. 
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Chapter IV: Conclusion 

Eliot composes a modern myth of a dying land, a fallen civilization, and their expected 

revitalization. This can be easily connected with the post-war situation in Europe, still the poem 

presents the theme as universal. The scenery is described: “Ganga was sunken, and the limp 

leaves/ Waited for rain, while the black clouds/ Gathered far distant, over Himavant” (145). 

Past sufferings and the impossibility to continue in the waterless (emotionally and spiritually 

void) landscape weight on the protagonist and urge them to seek redemption. Unendurable 

conditions set the impetus of the Holy Grail adventure. Weston writes: “The sense of mystery, 

of real danger to be faced, of an overwhelming Spiritual gain to be won, were of the essential 

nature of the tale.”1 The apparition of the Holy Grail and the spiritual gain thus attained can 

reached only if the protagonist adopts the knightly virtues, follows the ascetic tradition, and 

surrenders to the commands of the Thunder. To accept this ideology of surrender and sacrifice 

means to step outside of The Waste Land’s scope. 

 The Waste Land is composed of a series of scenes featuring predominantly demonic 

imagery. The parched land, descriptions of existence in a diminished state, and the emotional 

and spiritual bareness create a world which imprisons the protagonist in their various 

incarnations. Pinto writes: “In The Waste Land the problem was to create a myth that would 

give adequate expression to the pity and terror of a comprehensive view of a devitalized 

society.”2 Eliot establishes such myth by employing imagery appropriate for the regenerative 

phase of the vegetation cycle and by imitating the narrative of the Grail legend in the progress 

of the poem’s protagonist. The literary critic Ian Hamilton writes about the Grail tale: “The 

Legend itself has a simple resonance – it treats of sickness and health, aridity and fertility, life 

and death; it is rich with punishments and rewards, with crucial talismans and cruel tests.”3 The 
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Grail Legend’s themes are projected onto the contemporary culture as a whole in Eliot’s poem. 

The poem’s conclusion suggests the possibilities of compiling, ordering, and uniting of diverse 

human experiences. 

 The final words of the poem hint at the possibility of peaceful future. In the Notes, Eliot 

comments: “Shantih. Repeated as here, a formal ending to an Upanishad. ‘The Peace which 

passeth understanding’ is a feeble translation of the content of this word” (149). The Thunder 

reverberates in the three shantih words. They convey the concept of universal understanding. 

The alternative to the waste land is presented in the serene vision: “The sea was calm, your 

heart would have responded/ Gaily, when invited, beating obedient/ To controlling hands” 

(146). These lines repeat the Thunder’s demand for surrender of control. Still, such vision is 

not realized at the close of the poem. It remains in the form of a prayer. The literary critic A. 

Walton Litz comments that “in The Waste Land the only consolation lies in memory and the 

vicarious ordering of past experience”.4 Eliot accumulates relics of the past and present to create 

a testament to the existing and ever-changing cultural tradition. 

The Waste Land’s narrative is one of disillusionment. Although the poem is a 

formulation of personal ideology, it reflects the social environment of the early 1920s. Its main 

poetic device, the mythical method, originates in the modernist impulse. Eliot’s method is 

allusive, polyphonic, and above all assimilative. It unites archetypal concepts and modern 

realities. The poet describes the decline of civilization and expresses an innate desire for revival. 

Eliot uses the mythical method to reinvent the primitive myth of death and rebirth in the 

contemporary circumstances.
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