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Practice exam question  

Modernist poet: T. S. Eliot 
Cathy O'Neill  

Guidance for the question on p. 34 of the magazine. 

The central section to an answer 
Fragmentary images are not simply powerful in ‘The Fire Sermon’ and ‘The Love Song of J Alfred 
Prufrock’ for the way they make the reader feel unsettled by their strange juxtaposition: they are part 
of the process of modernist composition. We can see this by looking at the drafts and annotations of 
‘The Fire Sermon’ (‘The Waste Land’ III) where we can see how Ezra Pound edited the typescript Eliot 
gave him to read. Pound crossed out the first typed 70 lines and in the pages that follow we see many 
more excisions. His approach means that a parody of Alexander Pope with a tale of a female 
prostitute Fresca is cut (Pound wrote savagely to Eliot: ‘You cannot parody Pope unless you can write 
better verse than Pope — and you can’t.’)  This cut then led Eliot to draft the opening we are familiar 
with: ‘The river’s tent is broken; the last fingers of leaf/Clutch and sink into the wet bank.’ This is totally 
different from the clever, rhymed imitation and character-based section that Pound got rid of. Eliot 
here creates a sense of the Thames, not just by describing the scene, but he suggests a ruined and 
desperate place by bringing together scraps from several quite different poems. In these lines he 
introduces a refrain that he takes from a wedding song by Spenser: ‘Sweet Thames, run softly, till I 
end my song’ and places it next to modern-day rubbish that Vivien, Eliot’s wife, had noticed in the 
Thames: ‘empty bottles, sandwich papers, / Silk handkerchiefs, cardboard boxes, cigarette ends’. The 
opening section in this version pushes together contrasting fragments, creating a lament for lost 
spoiled innocence: ‘The nymphs are departed/ And their friends… Departed, have left no addresses. / 
By the waters of Leman I sat down and wept.’ So, Eliot’s view that ‘poets in our civilization…must 
become more and more comprehensive, more allusive, more indirect, in order to force, to dislocate if 
necessary, language into his meaning’ can certainly be seen at work in this opening section. 

In ‘The Love Song of J Alfred Prufrock’, written about ten years earlier than ‘The Fire Sermon’, Eliot 
retains a narrative structure, perhaps unconsciously using the Victorian Browning’s dramatic 
monologue form to do so. This is the kind of device that Pound made him abandon later to make his 
work more modernist. Rather than the jagged and uncomfortable sounds of ‘The Fire Sermon’ such as 
‘Twit twit twit/ Jug jug jug jug jug jug/ So rudely forc’d/ Tereu’, in ‘Prufrock’ we are taken by the 
speaker on a reflective journey through ‘half-deserted streets’. The fragments are less intensively 
packed into the verse and the free verse is not as experimental and exciting as the mix of forms and 
voices in the later poem. The fragmentary images are surprising to the reader but they are often so 
quietly introduced that we hardly notice them, for example, ‘I have measured out my life with coffee 
spoons; / I know the voices dying with a dying fall / Beneath the music from a farther room’ contains 
an echo of the opening of Twelfth Night when Orsino is listening to music and asks for a particular bit 
to be played again: ‘That strain again, it had a dying fall’. But it does not sound borrowed or a 
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fragment, as Eliot has altered it to voices rather than music, and made it seamlessly part of the rather 
pretentious after-dinner world he creates, complete with coffee spoons. 

The conclusion of the answer 
By comparing Eliot’s use of fragmentary images in ‘The Love Song of J Alfred Prufrock’ (written 1910–
11, published 1917) and the later ‘The Fire Sermon’ from ‘The Waste Land’ (1922), we can see that 
there is no one way in which he uses them. As a modernist, he wanted to ‘slam the door’ on the 
Victorian poets and create a much more ambitious and, to the early readers and even to us at times, 
confusing and discordant poetry. He was influenced in this partly by Laforgue, whose work, according 
to Gordon, taught him to ‘confess through the defeatist persona his own despair, and, at the same 
time, to shield himself by playing voices against one another.’ This playing off of voices is found 
throughout his work. In the earlier poems he is less difficult and allusive.  By the time he came to write 
‘The Waste Land’, which has been read as a response to the chaos and loss of the First World War 
(1914–18), encouraged by Pound, he takes more risks and makes the fragments bombard each other, 
offering us a richer experience. We may not always keep up, as Woolf suggested by the acrobat 
image she used to describe the experience of reading Eliot, but we are always riveted and keen to try. 

Commentary 
• Since the answer begins in the middle of the essay, the student reminds us of what they have 

just argued in order to move onto a fresh point. This is a good way of signalling a new section 
and suggests the argument is building to a conclusion. 

• The student creates a critical and evaluative argument and the textual examples are helpful. 
The use of the typescript with Pound’s edits is interesting and demonstrates a sophisticated 
understanding of the writer’s craft. 

• The understanding of the significance of contextual factors, using Eliot’s own words and also 
some brief critical views such as Gordon, helps convince us that this student is in charge of 
their material, without giving us too much information. 

• The essay is firmly comparative, and each poem is placed in a slightly different poetic context, 
with the influence of Pound being all-important in the later poem. The reference to Browning is 
useful at making clear Eliot’s debt to the Victorian poet, although, as the ENGLISH REVIEW 
article suggests, he made a deliberate stand against him. 

• The answer is confidently argued and full of ideas. However, it seems more interested in 
fragments than fragmentary images and focuses too much on the opening, ignoring much of 
the rest of the section. But perhaps other parts might be addressed elsewhere in the answer. 
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