THE LOVE SONG OF J. ALFRED PRUFROCK (1915)
Compared with poets like Browning or Tennyson, Eliot’s total quantity of production
is very smal, yet his influence is far greater than any of them.
Eliot began this poem at Harvard in 1910 and finished it in Munich the following year,
but it was only published in 1915 in the American magazine “Poetry”.
He dedicated this poem to his friend Jean Verdenal, a French medical officer who
served and was killed during the First World War.
Eliot was influenced by the methaphysical poets (John Donne) and the French
symbolists (Baudlaire, Verlaine, Rimbaud) and the Italian writer Dante Alighieri.
The poem is a the song of a man divided between passion and timidity. It is a song of
frustration and emotional conflict. It is a dramatic monologue, spoken by “I”
(Prufrock) who talks to a “You” (the reader or a companion). The world described here
is a world of “polite society”, in which a tea party is a significant event.
The verse is essentially jambic. The form of the monologue is perhaps borrowed from
Browning, while the plot may be derived form Henry James’s “Crapy Cornelia”, a story
in which a middle-aged bachelor visits a younger widow, Cornelia, in order to propose
marriage but reconsiders because of the differences in their ages and their worlds.
Like much of Eliot’s other works, individual lines or phrases are borrowed from other
works and function to recall those works: for example the epigraph is from Dante’s
Inferno; there are references to Hamlet, etc.. This techique of borrowing lines and
putting them into a new context becomes more important in Eliot’s later poetry.
The effects achieved by the use of such allusions are a compression of meaning,
universality of the context, showing how new works are part of a long literary
tradition and providing a structure to hold together fragments of thought.
Prufrock is an interesting tragic figure. He is a man caught in a sense of defeated
idealism and tortured by unsatisfied desire. He is unimportant to others, but aware
of his own despair. He doesn’t dare to seek love because he is afraid of
disappointment. He is incapable of action of any sort. But the result is not a comic
figure but a tragic one because he is aware of it and he reminds one that no problem
is trivial to the man who has it.
The action of the poem is limited; it consists of the interplay of impressions in the
mind. The “I” and “you” of the poem could be 2 aspects of the same person: the public
personality and the ego; besides the use of the pronouns creates the impression of a

man talking to himself in the mirror. The ego goes along with the physiscal body.
Prufrock’s physical body is thin, weak and it is judged by others and condemned. The
ego is injured by the disgrace of the personality. The 2 destroy Prufrock and at the
end of the poem “we drown”.
The name Prufrock is interesting and strange; it is probably the name of a St. Louis
family; it suggests a kind of archaic, wispy and defeated idealism. Eliot intended
Prufrock's name to resound of a "prude" (puritano) in a "frock," (tonaca)
The epigraph:
The poem begins with an epigraph which hightens Prufrock’s frustration. It is taken
from Dante’s Inferno and it refers to the torture of Guido da Montefeltro in the eighth
circle of the Inferno (Canto XXVII). He is tortured in hell for the sin of fraud: he gave
evil counsel to a pope.
The use of this passage implies that the love song itself is not sung in the real world.
Dante goes to hell and comes back out. Guido , a soul, tells Dante his story thinking
that no one ever knows about it because they are in the underworld; but when it turns
up that this is not true, this creates embarrassment. Embarrassment is one of the
emotion we’ll see in this poem.
Dante has been in a remote underworld but the secrets of this underworld are kept
hidden; in the same way the secrets of Prufrock (who he really is, what he thinks) are
kept hidden, too. He doesn’t lead a social life, it’s all hidden. This is what links Dante
to this poem. Prufrock is in a kind of hell; he lives in a world of fantasy, an unreal
world; he is a man driven by desire for something that he cannot achieve – this is his
tragedy. While he cannot abandon the illusion of his unreal world, he cannot accept
the realities of the other world in which the women talk about Michelangelo.
1st stanza:
the poem starts out addressing to the reader, then there is an image of a patient
which suggests Prufrock’s view of himself as helpless, “etherized”. It is not a pleasant
image (a body without consciousness) and it sets up a tone of bleakness.
Then he describes things along the road he is walking through: cheap hotels
(suggesting fruitless, unsatisfying, sexual relations) and restaurants with sawdust on
the floor to sweep out all the things that collect on the floor.
They are walking through these streets, going to visit someone. These streets are halfdeserted: here there’s a feeling of bleakness and not hopefulness.

Line 10: “an overwhelming question” – we, readers, are asking what this question is
because Eliot doesn’t say it directly; we have to find it out.
Lines 13 and 14 are a little refrain, like a little song. They are in a place where women
are talking about Michelangelo, a famous artist whose strength and greatness
Prufrock cannot aspire. But these women are not academics or artists; it is just
fashionable to speak about artists, pretending to know all about art but these women
probably don’t know anything; it is a sort of a show they are partecipating.
2nd stanza:
Then Prufrock contemplates the yellow fog and the smoke which is like an animal
(probably a cat – this is a personification). Again not a pretty part of the city but it is
described as yellow (because of the pollution caused by the factories); even though
the image of the cat is interesting and creative, it is not a happy one.
We have the image of the fog up in the sky and now we are moving down (l. 18) into
the drains, under the ground.
3rd stanza:
these lines about “there is time” refer to the fog to wander around some more and
to the time for him “to prepare a face” for whatever he will be called upon to do: he
is talking about a social situation, how you prepare your face before speaking in public
for example; you want to be polite, cheerful. He takes great comfort in time saying
again and again “there will be time”.
Line 28: here there are many interpretations. It could refer to our psychological life
when we murder part of ourselves, bad habits for ex., and create new ourselves, we
form new identities.
All the things you might do in a day, the works, drop a question – here again he’s
mentioning a question.
Then in line 31 he’s speaking either to the reader again or to a companion; if he is
speaking to the companion we are just overhearing a conversation between two
people; if he is speaking to the reader, he’s saying well, you know there will be time
for you and me to have an exchange that is meaningful at some stage but now we
have to be polite at this tea party.
Line 32 “indecisions”: there is indecision; there is an overwhelming question without
answer; he doesn’t make any decision; he is going to this place which is bleak,
unconfortable; he is not able to act; he plans to do something but then changes his
mind ; he is not secure, he is not confident as we can see in these lines.

While he is thinking about visions and revisions, women are still talking about
Michelangelo (here again the refrain of lines 13-14): the exact repetition of the
previous wording reinforces the idea of tediousness in their talk. He is not
participating in this visit; so far he hasn’t met anyone, he hasn’t talked to anyone; all
is happening in his head.
We understand that there is something he has to do at this social event, He is nervous
about it (“do I dare”) and insecure, he doesn’t know how to go ahead. Although he is
dressed with his tie, his morning coat, etc.., it is not enough because people could
comment about his physical aspect (he is old and bald). He ‘s worrying about what
people could think of him; he is worrying about looking silly, stupid, old; maybe he is
paranoid, he is obsessed….no one will care about it!
5th stanza:
he is familiar with all these things. He’s hearing voices coming from the other room
but he cannot understand what they say ; this is an unhappy image. Then there is
another question (l. 54); he is doubting himself.
6th stanza:
he is focusing on the eyes of people; again he imagines trying to be in a conversation
with someone. He feels like it is a superficial exchange. It is similar to a pin: you use a
pin to fix something in place, so here he feels not free to express himself (“how should
I begin?” – he says). It seems as if people don’t want to hear about his “days and
ways”, he cannot find a way to engage people in this setting.
7th stanza:
here he talks about women’s arms. Probably he is attracted by these women but he
is intimidated; they make him nervous, he doesn’t know how to tell these women
who he is and so on. We can notice his insecurity in the repeated “how should I
presume”.

“No” is the answer to the previous question “would it have been worth”…..to say what
I mean…..the answer is no because he is afraid of being misunderstood. There is no
more overwhelming question. The place of the section is much more rapid, and the
passage itself is much more lyric.
Then he refers to Hamlet and his nobleman, Polonius, who attends the needs of the
prince. Polonius is not very likeable, he is weak, mean, not serious. We can notice that

here he doesn’t use the pronoun “I” but only the verb “am” to underline his weak
sense of the ego.
The following lines are a summary of Polonius’s characteristics. He is saying, ok, I’m
not the main character of the play, I’m more like the secondary character of the play
who is a little obtuse and fool; he is not the hero.
Line 80: this is a style that young people were wearing at that time. Maybe he is saying
“I’ll try out this new clothing style so I could look younger, but this won’t fix the
problems he has, his lack of confidence.
Line 81: parting his hair will perhaps hide his baldness, his age and eating a peach is
as near the forbidden fruit as he dares to approach. The peach is here associated with
femininity and sensuality.
Line 83 suggests something positive. For the first time we are not talking about the
dirty, polluted city, the fog, but of something out in the sea. It is a mythological image,
a moment of hope….which suddenly disappears. He has heard the mermaids singing
but not for him; he is left out. He is disappointed.
There’s a sad ending: he has been in an underwater cave (a metaphor for the
uncounsciousness) and there are seaweed, life; it is contact with life he has lingered
there and there he stays until human voices wakes him up. Like the sailors of myth
seduced by the mermaids to their death, he is recalled to reality by voices in the other
room. All effort to action has disappeared and his acceptance of the death of the inner
life is completely passive.
These human voices can be the duties, the social restrictions, any call coming from
the everyday world outside of this mystical place and when you realise that the real
world is there, you drown. Prufrock cannot quite make it in the human world and he
cannot stay in his imagination world either, because human voices wake him/us up
and he/we drowns/drown.

The main themes of this poem are time, decay, isolation and alienation. The fact that
Prufrock is talking only to himself or a reader, underlines his sense of isolation and
detachment from others.

