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In Eliot’s landmark early poem, ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’, opens with an invitation that remains disconnected from its ultimate object, proposing a ‘visit’ to some unspecified and enduringly enigmatic destination: 

Let us go then, you and I,


When the evening is spread out against the sky


Like a patient etherised upon a table;


Let us go, through certain half-deserted streets,


The muttering retreats


Of restless nights in one-night cheap hotels


And sawdust restaurants with oyster-shells:


Streets that follow like a tedious argument


Of insidious intent


To lead you to an overwhelming question … 


Oh, do not ask, ‘What is it?’


Let us go and make our visit. (13)

In spite of the repeated exhortations to action in this first stanza (‘Let us go’), uncertainty and indecision insinuate themselves into the very texture of the speaking voice, which allows pro-nouns to float free of their referents – we cannot be sure exactly who is designated by ‘you’, ‘I’, ‘us’ and ‘our’ – and provokes a sense of emotional or spiritual paralysis that is focused by the startling image of the ‘patient etherised upon a table’ evoking an operation rather than the act of love. The tawdry urban landscape of ‘half-deserted streets’, and hotels and restaurants associated with the sex trade conjured in these opening lines are distinctive of Eliot’s early poetry). The ‘pea soup’ smog of London provides the omnipresent imagery of smoke and fog in so many of these poems, here given a disturbing animal life of its own in the form of ‘The yellow fog that rubs its back upon the window panes’ (13). This moment in which the gazes of observer and observed briefly meet, then disengage, dramatises the essential fragility of human interactions and social connections, which are apt to disperse and vanish into thin air at a moment’s notice. The self is torn in two – desire paralysed by social convention - It is exactly such a tentative rapprochement that is proposed but quickly frustrated in the opening lines of ‘Prufrock’, as the imagined situation of a couple (friends or lovers?) walking together through half-deserted streets becomes a figure for mental processes (‘a tedious argument/ Of insidious intent’) which ultimately founder upon ‘an overwhelming question’ that can neither be answered nor articulated. By leaving the question radically open, Eliot refuses to situate meaning at any singular locus within the poem, undermining not only Prufrock’s own awkward and self-conscious society idiom but also the very expressive capabilities of language itself and its ability to deal with desire. As J.C.C. Mays remarks, ‘Prufrock’ underlines the essential ‘humility’ of language by demonstrating that ‘words never embrace meanings adequately, either because words are relatively inert or themselves too mobile’ (109). As Prufrock himself comes to realise, there is ‘time yet for a hundred indecisions,/ And for a hundred visions and revisions,/ Before the taking of a toast and tea’ (14), a passage that brilliantly illustrates the poem’s fatalistic oscillation between overwhelming existential questions and the banal rituals of bourgeois drawing rooms. 


Another way of interpreting the opening lines of this poem is to think of it as a dramatised self-interrogation wherein the ‘you’ and the ‘I’ are separate aspects or elements of the same introspective consciousness. On this reading, then, the opening exhortation can be seen as an effort to unify a dispersive or disjointed self, an effort to stabilise the speaking voice that fails and is subsequently deflected into a solipsistic meditation upon a variety of possible or alternative roles. As Peter Nicholls comments, in ‘Prufrock’ ‘we learn much about what the speaker is not, and what he should have been, but almost nothing about what he is’ (181). Prufrock tries to see himself as others see him – ‘They will say: ‘How his hair is growing thin’’ (14) – and worries about becoming fixed in the minds of others as ‘a formulated phrase’ (15). He finds himself trembling on the very threshold of redefining himself through his own actions, tormented by his seeming impotence but finally unable to act outside of the standard of mediocrity he and others have set for him: ‘Do I dare/ Disturb the universe?/ […] I have measured out my life with coffee spoons’ (14). In the most obviously allusive passage in the poem, excepting the epigraph from Dante’s Inferno, Prufrock’s inability to act suggests a parallel with Shakespeare’s Hamlet, who famously hesitates to avenge his father’s murder, but this is refuted by Prufrock himself because it would place him centre-stage in his own life, a position in which he has never felt comfortable:

No! I am not Prince Hamlet, nor was meant to be;

Am an attendant lord, one that will do

To swell a progress, start a scene or two,

Advise the prince; no doubt, an easy tool,

Deferential, glad to be of use,

Politic, cautious, and meticulous;

Full of high sentence, but a bit obtuse;

At times, indeed, almost ridiculous – 

Almost, at times, the Fool. (17)
Prufrock’s other alternative incarnations as the Biblical Lazarus or John the Baptist appear equally far-fetched, and such fantasies of empowerment and significance are inevitably underwritten by the desperate pursuit of youth: ‘I grow old … I grow old …/ I shall wear the bottoms of my trousers rolled’ (17) (the fashion for turn-ups). The tragic-comic inflection of this image modulates towards the surreal in another striking self-recognition: ‘I should have been a pair of ragged claws/ Scuttling across the floors of silent seas’ (15). The radical defamiliarisation operative here, whereby a crab is figured as disembodied ‘claws’, provides a striking counterpoint with the world of tea-parties and stale civility which constitutes the polite society in which Prufrock moves. The arms of the women are equally disembodied as the settle a shawl transfixing his attention on detail, the fine hairs lit by lamplight the one hand, then, the underwater realm of ‘silent seas’ and scuttling invertebrate life represents a refuge from the disturbing uncertainties and unsatisfactory circumstances of Prufrock’s hum-drum everyday existence. And on the other hand, it figures Prufrock’s unconscious, which is troubled by desires that are both material and sexual, whether these are directed upon the women who ‘come and go/ Talking of Michaelangelo’ (13, 14) or upon the ‘mermaids singing, each to each’ (17). It is significant, then, that the poem should conclude by combining the turbulent imagery of billowing waves, a tumultuous and explicitly sexualised welling up of passionate feeling, with a recognition that this passion can have no release – ‘I do not think that they will sing to me’ (17). Prufrock’s awakening to the knowledge of futility is therefore also a drowning in unfulfilled and insatiable desire: 

We have lingered in the chambers of the sea
By sea-girls wreathed with seaweed red and brown
Till human voices wake us and we drown’ (17). 
If we follow the latter reading of Eliot’s ‘Prufrock’, treating it as a dialogue with the self rather than an external interlocutor, then it can be considered a poetic dramatisation of what G.M. Hyde deems ‘the characteristic disease of modern civilizations, schizophrenia’ (339). Moreover, this is a reading that can be extended to other poems by Eliot, such as ‘Portrait of a Lady, which is a sort of counterpart to ‘Prufrock’ in which society tea-parties play a similarly oppressive role and Michaelangelo is simply replaced by Chopin as the subject of numbingly polite chatter between two women. Once again, the ostensible theme of the poem is a failure of connection between two people, and older and a younger woman, that might equally be read, because of its floating pronouns and indistinct characterisation, as indicative of a dissociation between two aspects of a singular, but fragmented self: ‘My self-possession gutters; we are really in the dark’ (21). It is in ‘Gerontion’, however, that the radical disintegration and dispersal of any stable conception of self that is characteristic of schizophrenia becomes constitutive of the very form of the poem itself. It is possible to reconstruct only a skeletal narrative from the radically disjunctive images and components that make up this poem, one that posits the speaker as the ‘old man’ of the title occupying a ‘decayed house’ which he rents from a Jewish landlord, and shares with a boy and a woman who are unnamed and so remain strangely distanced from him. By contrast, in the course of his scattered reminiscences of his past life, the speaker casts up a battery of names and brief characterisations – Mr Silvero, Hakagawa, Madame de Tornquist, Fraulein von Kulp, de Bailhache, Fresca, Mrs. Cammel – yet there is no way of stringing these characters together or forging relationships between them that adds up to any coherent story. Their function in the poem is as points of uncertain reference reaching beyond the text towards areas of significance that remain significantly unknown. Just as the poem appears to provide the reader with some elementary bearings, sketching a minimalist landscape of ‘Rocks, moss, stonecrop, iron, merds’ (39) populated by rudimentary characters, these reference points are refracted in ‘a wilderness of mirrors’ (41), the dislocations of sense demanded by the complexity and variety of modernity, a vortex of forces that whirl its constituents about ‘In fractured atoms’ (41). History is presented as a labyrinth incapable of navigation, its ‘many cunning passages, contrived corridors/ And issues’ (40) ensure not only the disappointment of desire, as in ‘Prufrock’, but also the inextricable imbrication of positive and negative, natural and unnatural forces: ‘Unnatural vices/ Are fathered by our heroism. Virtues/ Are forced upon us by our impudent crimes’ (40). This is a state of corruption and intermixture that clearly runs against the grain of Eliot’s explicit championing of order and properly constituted authority, but it is one that is dramatised in the very form of the poem itself, with its incompatible and heterogeneous assemblage of memories and ‘a thousand small deliberations’ (41). ‘Gerontion’ is a poem that both constructs and deconstructs itself before the reader’s eyes, moving towards a condition of sensory breakdown – ‘I have lost my sight, smell, hearing, taste and touch/ How should I use them for your closer contact?’ (41) – and pronouncing its own withering self-judgement in its final lines: ‘Thoughts of a dry brain in a dry season’ (41). 

