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Reading The Waste Land (1922): Introductory Notes
“The romantic Englishman, feeling in himself the possibility of being as funny as these people, is purged of unsatisfied desire, transcends himself, and unconsciously lives the myth, seeing life in the light of imagination. What is sometimes called ‘vulgarity’ is therefore one thing that has not been vulgarised. . . . The modern dramatist, and probably the modern audience, is terrified of the myth. The myth is imagination and it is also criticism, and the two are one. . . . The myth is based upon reality, but does not alter it.”—The Romantic Englishman, the Comic Spirit, and the Function of Criticism (1921)
“It is possible that an exasperated generation may find comfort in admiring, even if without understanding mathematics, may suspect that precision and profundity are not incompatible, may find maturity as interesting as adolescence, and permanence more interesting than change. It must at all events be either much more demoralized intellectually than the last age, or very much more disciplined.”—Letter, Sept 1921.

T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land at the time it was published quickly became something of a cultural watershed. The poem became emblematic of modern art and poetry and the post-World War I landscape, even for those who had never read the actual poem itself. And reading the poem itself became quickly problematic as it was encrusted with the machinery expected to identify the allusions and with interpretations meant to unpack its imposing edifice. I still think that the best way to read the poem at first is to muddle through it on one’s own, even if you can’t understand its numerous references and foreign language quotations. Only after that initial time or two should one take up the explanations and translations. 
My introductory notes are meant, then, to identify some of the allusions, as well as offer a basic reading of the poem, not to replace your own investigation. Over all, I argue that the poem should be read as a series of fragments—poetic, epistemic, psychological, mythic—which speak of the modern dilemma: Can one make a myth to live by out of the fragments of a (Western) culture in its waning? One of the fundamental disagreements among readers is whether Eliot concludes that one can or that one cannot. 
Epitaph: “For on one occasion, I myself saw with mine own eyes the Cumean Sibyl hanging in a cage, and when the boys said to her, ‘Sibyl, what do you want?,’ she replied, ‘I want to die.’”
For Ezra Pound “the best craftsman” 
[Pound, as we now know was responsible for extensive changes and suggestions to Eliot’s first drafts of The Waste Land. We have a facsimile edition of these in our library:  The Waste Land : A Facsimile and Transcript of the Original Drafts including the Annotations of Ezra Pound.]
I. The Burial of the Dead
The first part of the poem contains four stanzas. Its title is taken from the Book of Common Prayer, but the reference is hardly a specifically Christian one, perhaps rather just the desire to keep covered our past and its sorrows. April is the cruelest month for it uncovers what has been buried in snow.
Stanza 1 is spoken by Marie who recalls her life in Germany: summering along Lake Stranbergersee and drinking coffee in the Hofgarten, a courtyard in Munich, as well as sledding with her cousin. 
(Line 12) “I am not a Russian. I came from Lithuania, a real Russian.” 

Stanza 2 is more enigmatic, addressed at first to a figure like Ezekiel (cf. 2:1 and 6:4), but here he cannot bring together the “heap of broken images.” What the speaker can show him is fear and death. The voice shifts to one who recalls his love but also to a failure that left them silent and desolate. (Hyacinths may recall the Greek myth of Hyacinth, the friend of Apollo, whom he accidently killed in a discus throw. It may also recall the bleeding of the friend.)
(Lines 31-34) “Fresh blows the wind,/ to my Homeland,/ my Irish child/ Where are you tarrying?” (from Wagner’s Tristan and Isolde)

(Line 42) “Desolate and empty, the sea.” (from Wagner’s Tristan and Isolde)
Stanza 3 focuses on a fortune teller, Madame Sosostris (i.e. So-and-So) who goes through a Tarot Pack of images but can’t find the Hanged Man (Christ) and tells her customer to “fear death by water.”
Stanza 4 has the speaker cross London Bridge in the fog and look upon the crowds of the dead (recalling Dante, Inferno Canto 3). At St. Mary Woolnoth’s Church, the speaker runs into Stetson, who apparently fought with him in the war. (Mylae is in Sicily and the site of a naval battle between the Romans and Carthaginians in 260 BC.) He jokes with Stetson about a buried corpse that needs to stay buried.

(Line 76) ”You! Hypocrite reader! --my double, --my brother!”  (from Baudelaire, “To the Reader”)

Discussion Questions:

· What is relationship between memory/memories and our current lives? What do they amount to in this section?

· How important are the individual cards/images that Madame Sosostris lays out? Do they have meanings that shape the larger poem?

· What does the image of the dead crossing London Bridge suggest about the modern world? The post-WWI world?

· Why does Eliot end section one with the line from Baudelaire?

II. A Game of Chess
The title of this section alludes to the play by Thomas Middleton in which the chess game functions as an allegory for political and sexual intrigues.  The three stanzas (or groups of stanzas) in section two reflect on how memory (cultural and/or personal) haunts the people involved—whether they are rich like the woman, middle-class like the couple, or working class like the friends in the pub. 

Stanza 1 is an extended description of a wealthy (possibly Jewish) woman’s boudoir. The irony is that the classical painting nearby is a stylized scene of the Rape of Philomela. The nightingale’s call, associated with that myth, of “Jug! Jug!” is also a euphemism for intercourse. Other paintings in the room have  similar silencing and sublimating calls.
Stanza 2 (lines 111-138) is a modern conversation between a husband and a wife, or rather what appears to be a nagging wife and an incommunicative husband, who is internally haunted by what he saw in WWI. While she wants to go out and do something fun, such as hearing the popular song “Shakespeherian Rag”, he is haunted by the memories of rats, dead men, and lidless eyes, and suggests staying home to play chess (while they wait for their own deaths). 

Stanza 3 is a conversation between lower-class women at a pub near closing time. One worries that her husband Albert will leave her now that he’s seen more attractive women during the war. She blames her poor looks on the abortion she had after five other children.
Discussion Questions
· Why does Eliot give us three different class-based voices, as well as life experiences, in this section?

· Do the stanzas relate in any way to each other?
III. The Fire Sermon
The title of the third section is taken from one of the Buddha’s famous sermons in which he warns a crowd of monks that all reality is on fire with suffering and the one seeking enlightenment must learn to develop an aversion for the experience of the senses. In this section, we discover that the central speaker of the poem has been the blind seer Tiresias, who having been once female as well as male, can experience the lives of others. (Thus the first two sections have been “heard” by him.)
Stanza 1 describes winter on the Thames, after the summer picnickers have all gone, both the girls (the nymphs) and their boyfriends who work in the financial district. The speaker sits by the water in winter near Leman Street Station--he also invokes Psalm 137--and knows that the rattle of wintery death is at his back.
Stanza 2 begins by recalling more of the horror of WWI, the figure recalling the rats and dead bodies of the trenches full of water. Eliot ties this together with an allusion to The Tempest where the young prince believes his father has died in the shipwreck. The speaker then thinks about the present and Sweeney and a mother-daughter prostitute team.

(Line 202) “And the voice of children, singing under the cupola!” (from Parcival-in the original, Parcival resists the advances of young women.)

Stanza 3 recalls the imagery of the nightingale and the rude euphemism of jugging. “Tereu” is the song the nightingale makes in memory of Tereus, the one who raped Philomela. 
Stanza 4 is a speaker remembering a proposition from a Mr. Eugenides (“Well-born”) of possibly a political and/or sexual nature. C.i.f. means “Carriage, insurance, freight.” (Eliot recalls it incorrectly in the note.)
Stanzas 5-6 is for many interpreters the key clue to The Waste Land. Tiresias can see a planned tryst between a realtor’s clerk and a young woman, which turns out badly, and that the woman is soon glad it’s over. 
Stanza 7 is likely spoken by Tiresias, though it could be another that the seer hears. The speaker thinks about the clash (or at least tension) between the loud sounds of the city and the beauty and peace inside the Church of Magnus Martyr.
The Song of the River Daughters (according to Eliot lines 266-305) represents the three songs of the river daughters who reflect on the state of the Thames. Song 1 (lines 266-278) sings of the oil and tar and barges. Song 2 (lines 279-291) sings of two women (like Elizabeth I and Lady Dudley) who are rowing down the river. Song 3 (lines 292-305) recalls a series of violent murders along the river. Margate Sands is a low-class sea resort.

Final Stanza recalls Augustine’s words at Carthage in his Confessions in which he reflects how God pulled him out of a cauldron of illicit loves. 
Discussion Questions
· Why would Eliot use the Thames to organize this section? What role does the seer play throughout?

· Everything that Tiresias envisions is either about death or about erotically empty relationships. Why would these be what marks the life of post-WWI London?

· What does the song of the three river daughters add to the poem?

· What does the final quotation from Augustine suggest?

IV. Death by Water
Many readers find this short section/stanza confusing. Along with perhaps an oblique allusion to baptism, it focuses on the drowned sailor Phlebas who, once great and young, is now dead. We, too, are warned to reflect on the inevitability of our deaths. The section also serves as a transition to the final section’s more philosophical reflections.
Discussion Question
· What role does this section play in the larger poem? Does it put into perspective what we have read so far? If so, how?
V. What the Thunder Said
The title refers to the instruction in the way of self-control by the Hindu deity Prajapati in the Upanishads. The final section of Eliot’s poem would seem to shift radically from what has come before. The speaker of the poem is no longer focusing on the ruins of a past war and modern relational brokenness. Instead, the voice is now piling up allusions to religion and myth toward some kind of ethical and mythic conclusion.--perhaps a future war/a future death for (western) civilization and a response to it. Instead of overhearing personal loss and grief, we now participate in more mythic proceedings.
Stanza 1 alludes to the arrest and crucifixion of Christ, though it does not contain Eliot’s later Christian hope. Here the allusion focuses on the inevitability of death for all. 
Stanza 2 walks through a mountainous desert without water or consolation. The rock and the water are contrasted—there may be a very weak allusion to Moses and the rock he struck for water in the wilderness.
Stanza 3 alludes to the Emmaus Road and the enigma of the third figure. 

Stanza 4 alludes to war and revolution and bombing in an almost apocalyptic prediction for the cities of the world.

Stanza 5 imagines a desolate (post-apocalyptic?) landscape, perhaps with a witch figure.

Stanza 6 continues the desolate landscape with a perilous chapel of black magic followed by an image of hope—the crowing of the rooster and rain.
Stanza 7 is organized around three spiritual principles of DA as referred to in the Upanishads: datta (giving); dayadhvam (showing compassion); and damyata (practicing self-control). Each examines a moment that tests these virtues. The Ganges River waits for the rain that gathers over the Himalayas to come and refresh the jungle. In the first, the age has given away its innocence in sexual surrender and violent conflict. In the second, the poem alludes to Count Ruggeri locked with his children to starve in a tower (from Inferno 33) and to Coriolanus, the brutal Roman leader who was hacked to death. The third pictures a boat responding to its directions and the Fisher King who ponders Isaiah 38:1. (“Thus saith the LORD, Set thine house in order: for thou shalt die, and not live.”) 
Stanza 8 The final stanza of the poem is a collage of allusions and languages, fragments “shored against my ruin.”
(line 426) from the famous children’s nursery song.

(line 427) “Then he [the poet Arnaut Daniel] vanished into the fire that refines them.” (from Purgatorio 26.145-148)

(line 428) “She is singing, I am mute.” (from the Latin poem “The Vigil of Venus” a reference to the Philomela myth. The anonymous poet concludes the poem no longer singing in inspiration.)

(line 429) “The Prince of Aquitaine, his tower in ruins.” (from the sonnet by Gerard de Nerval)

(line 431) “Why then I’ll fight you. [King] Hieronymo’s mad again.” (from The Spanish Tragedy. In context the king is driven mad by the murder of his son.)
(line  433) According to Eliot, loosely equivalent to “The peace that passeth all understanding.” (Phil 4:7)

Discussion Questions
· Why do you think that the tone and approach changes so radically in the last section of the poem?

· Why do you think Eliot brings together biblical and Hindu allusions in this section?
· Is the ending of the poem optimistic or pessimistic? Explain. 

Global Exploratory Questions
1. What is the meaning of the title of the poem?

2. Why does the poem mix together popular speech with mythic allusion?

3. What purpose does the Philomela myth serve in the poem?

4. What purpose does the Tiresias myth serve?

5. What is the meaning of memory and relationship in such a poem?

6. What does the poem suggest about Europe after World War I? Does it speak to our own time? In what way?
7. Does the fragmentary nature of the poem finally add up to a traceable pattern? 
