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Further information on the sources and descendants of T. S. Eliot’s work. 

Sources 
Prufrock and Other Observations (1917) 

William Shakespeare 
In ‘Prufrock’ itself, Prufrock is ‘an attendant lord’ — a Polonius figure — not ‘Prince Hamlet’. 

Robert Browning (1812–89) 
Browning’s dramatic monologues lie behind ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’ and ‘Portrait of a 
Lady’, showing Eliot’s early use of the first-person speaker. 

Jules Laforgue (1860–87) 
Eliot read the work of Laforgue while a student at Harvard. The innovative French symbolist poet was 
one of the earliest to write in free verse. Poems like ‘Prufrock’ and ‘Rhapsody on a Windy Night’ are 
heavily indebted for their style to his colloquial directness of address, detached irony and use of 
imagery, as well as his metrical experimentation. 

The Waste Land (1922) 

Sir James Frazer, The Golden Bough (1906–15) 
This comparative study looks at shared elements in myths and religion, with a focus on fertility cults 
revolving around the sacrifice and reincarnation of a sacred king. 

Jessie L. Weston, From Ritual to Romance (1920) 
A folklorist influenced by Frazer and preoccupied with the Arthurian Grail Quest, Weston saw King 
Arthur as a ‘vegetation god’, part of the legend of the ‘Fisher King’, the wounded keeper of the Holy 
Grail whose impotence reduces the kingdom to a wasteland; knights travel to attempt to heal him. 

Walt Whitman 
Eliot refers the reader to Chapman’s Handbook of Birds for his hermit-thrush in ‘What the Thunder 
Said’. It is likely that Whitman’s ‘When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom’d’ is another source, though 
Eliot claimed that the poet was not an influence. Whitman was a major influence on Laforgue, who 
translated his poetry into French. 

The Four Quartets (1935–42) 
By the time of his Christian poems The Four Quartets, Eliot’s use of allusion was less aggressive, not 
insisting on conscious recognition — it was no longer intended as a challenge to readers. 
Understanding of the poems is not dependent on knowledge of his sources, which are, nevertheless, 
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rich and various, including many that were drawn on for earlier poems such as Dante, the Hindu 
Bhagavad Gita and Hamlet. Here are just a few of the most important. 

Julian of Norwich 
Medieval anchoress and mystic, whose Revelations of Divine Love Eliot quotes from. 

St John of the Cross 
This sixteenth-century Spanish monk and mystic wrote about two ways to achieve union with God in 
his poems The Ascent of Mount Carmel and The Dark Night of the Soul, from which Eliot adapts 
passages. 

Sir Thomas Elyot 
From his namesake’s educational work of moral philosophy, The Boke Named the Governour (1531), 
Eliot took another image of ‘concorde’, still in its Tudor spelling, a reference to the fact that Elyot came 
from East Coker (the title of the second of the quartets). 

Tennyson 
By the time of The Four Quartets, Eliot was able to acknowledge Tennyson’s influence, and especially 
In Memoriam, whose encounter with the ghost of Arthur Hallam is remembered in ‘Little Gidding’. 

Rudyard Kipling 
His short story ‘They’ (1904) provided many of the ghostly details for the encounters in the garden in 
‘Burnt Norton’.  

Descendants 
Nobel prize-winning novelist William Faulkner’s experimental style was influenced by modernist 
writers, including Eliot, Pound and Woolf. 

Seamus Heaney isn’t an obvious heir to Eliot, but he has spoken eloquently about the influence of his 
poetry. 

Parodies 
There are several examples of parodies of Eliot’s work (see The Oxford Book of Parodies, ed. John 
Gross, for these and many other literary parodies). Eliot reputedly endorsed Chard Whitlow, a 1941 
parody by Henry Reed of one of the Four Quartets. 

Detective fiction 

Raymond Chandler, The Long Goodbye (1953) 
In this book private eye Philip Marlowe has a conversation about Eliot’s poetry.  

P. D. James, The Skull Beneath the Skin (1982) 
Quotes Eliot’s ‘Whispers of Immortality’, taking from his observation that the Jacobean playwright John 
Webster ‘was much possessed by death / And saw the skull beneath the skin’. 
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Val McDermid, The Mermaids Singing (1995) and The Wire in the Blood (1997) 
The titles for these novels featuring psychologist Tony Hill are quotations from Four Quartets (The 
Wire in the Blood) and The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock (The Mermaids Singing).  

Martin Rowson, The Waste Land (1999) 
This graphic novel rewrites Eliot’s poem in the style of Raymond Chandler, with the private eye having 
to solve the most impenetrable mystery: the meaning of the poem. 

Apocalyptic fiction and teen novels 
Nevil Shute’s 1957 novel about the aftermath of a nuclear war refers to Eliot’s ‘The Hollow Men’ in its 
title On the Beach. The first edition of the novel also included the final lines of the poem, ‘This is the 
way the world ends / Not with a bang but a whimper’. The same lines appear in the contemporary teen 
novel Beautiful Creatures by Rami Garcia and Margaret Stohl (‘Lena reciting T. S. Eliot was not a 
good sign...’), in Louise Lawrence’s 1985 post-nuclear novel Children of the Dust, and in Meg Rosoff’s 
teen novel Just In Case (2006). 

Other cultural references 
Too many to mention here; Dorian Lynskey’s article in the Guardian ‘I will show you Arcade Fire in a 
handful of dust: why pop music loves TS Eliot’ (23 May 2012) is a great introduction to the influence of 
Eliot on pop music. 

References in television and film can be found in Francis Ford Coppola’s movie Apocalypse Now and 
in the Doctor Who episode ‘The Lazarus Experiment’, which quotes ‘The Hollow Men’; another 
episode is called ‘The Hollow Men’.  

The long-running musical Cats (Andrew Lloyd Webber and Tim Rice) is based on Eliot’s most playful 
work, the poems for children Old Possum’s Book of Practical Cats (1939). 


