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Introduction 

T. S. Eliot (1888–1965) is widely regarded as one of the most influential poets and critics 

of the twentieth century. More than any other Modernist writer, Eliot transformed both 

poetic practice and literary criticism. His poetry reflects the fragmentation, uncertainty, 

and spiritual crisis of the modern world, while his critical essays provided a theoretical 

foundation for Modernist aesthetics.  According to Beasley, Eliot's importance lies not 

only in his poetic achievements but also in his formulation of concepts such as 

**impersonality**, **tradition**, and the **mythic method**. These ideas challenged 

Romantic assumptions about poetry and established new standards for literary creation. 

This lecture explores Eliot's theory of poetry and examines how it is reflected in major 

works including *The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock*, *Preludes*, *Gerontion*, and 

excerpts from *The Waste Land*. Together, these texts reveal Eliot's vision of modern 

civilization as fragmented, spiritually exhausted, and disconnected from meaningful 

traditions. 

Eliot and Modernism 

Modernism emerged in response to profound historical and cultural changes: 

* Industrialization 

* Urbanization 

* Scientific developments 

* World War I 

* Declining religious certainty 

Many writers felt that traditional forms could no longer adequately represent modern 

experience. 

Unlike the Romantics, who often celebrated individual emotion and imagination, 

Modernists emphasized: 

* Fragmentation 

* Complexity 

* Historical consciousness 

* Cultural crisis 

* Formal experimentation 

 



Eliot became one of the central figures in this movement. 

Eliot's Rejection of Romanticism 

A major aspect of Eliot's criticism involves his rejection of Romantic theories of poetry. 

Romantic poets often viewed poetry as: 

* Self-expression 

* Personal emotion 

* Individual inspiration 

Eliot strongly opposed this perspective. 

He argued that poetry should not simply express the poet's personal feelings. 

Instead, poetry should transform personal experience into an objective artistic structure. 

This position became known as the **theory of impersonality**. 

The Theory of Impersonality 

Eliot's most famous discussion of impersonality appears in his essay *Tradition and the 

Individual Talent*. 

He writes: 

> "Poetry is not a turning loose of emotion, but an escape from emotion." 

This statement does not mean that poetry lacks emotion. 

Rather, Eliot argues that artistic creation requires discipline and transformation. 

The poet's personal feelings become raw material that must be shaped into art. 

The Catalyst Analogy 

Eliot compares the poet to a chemical catalyst. 

A catalyst facilitates a reaction without becoming part of the final product. 

Similarly: 

* The poet organizes emotions. 

* The poem becomes independent of the poet. 

* Personal biography becomes less important than artistic achievement. 

This theory directly challenges Romantic notions of poetry as personal confession. 

 



For Eliot, great poetry achieves universality by moving beyond individual experience. 

Tradition and the Individual Talent 

Another foundational concept is Eliot's understanding of tradition. 

Many people understand tradition as simply preserving the past. 

Eliot offers a more dynamic interpretation. 

For him, tradition involves: 

* Knowledge of literary history 

* Awareness of previous writers 

* Continuous dialogue between past and present 

Every new work enters into a relationship with earlier literature. 

Historical Sense 

Eliot introduces the concept of the **historical sense**. 

The historical sense involves recognizing: 

* The past remains active in the present. 

* Literature forms a continuous tradition. 

* Writers participate in a larger cultural conversation. 

Thus, originality does not require rejecting tradition. 

Instead, genuine innovation emerges through engagement with literary history. 

This principle explains the numerous literary allusions found throughout Eliot's poetry. 

The Mythic Method 

One of Eliot's most influential artistic techniques is the **mythic method**. 

The mythic method involves using ancient myths and cultural narratives to organize 

contemporary experience. 

Modern life often appears chaotic and fragmented. 

Myth provides a framework through which this chaos can be understood. 

Eliot admired writers who employed myth to create structure and meaning. 

The mythic method became a defining feature of Modernist literature. 



 

*The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock* 

 The Modern Anti-Hero 

Published in 1915, *The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock* is often considered the first 

major Modernist poem. 

The poem introduces a radically different kind of protagonist. 

Unlike Romantic heroes, Prufrock is: 

* Hesitant 

* Insecure 

* Isolated 

* Self-conscious 

* Emotionally paralyzed 

He struggles to act decisively and continually questions himself. 

Fragmented Consciousness 

The poem reflects modern psychological complexity. 

Rather than presenting a coherent narrative, Eliot offers fragments of thought, memory, 

and perception. 

The poem resembles an interior monologue. 

This technique allows readers to experience Prufrock's anxiety directly. 

His repeated question: 

> "Do I dare?" 

reveals his inability to act. 

Prufrock becomes a symbol of modern alienation. 

Impersonality and Prufrock 

Although the poem explores psychological experience, Prufrock should not be interpreted 

simply as Eliot himself. 

The poem illustrates Eliot's theory of impersonality. 

 




