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Zhang, Wen Feng & Jang, Geun Young. “Prufrock’s Vision of Reviving the World of English Poetry 

and His Tragic Fate.” Studies in English Literature & Language 45.3 (2019): 165-187. This paper is to 

search for Prufrock’s vision of reviving the world of poetry and his tragic fate in The Love Song of J. 

Alfred Prufrock. The main research contents include the Recognition of the identities of characters, the 

analysis of the conflicts between the characters, and discussion on the methods of redemption. 

Recognition of identities of Prufrock and the women mainly depends on reasoning. Different social status 

and critical views brew the conflict between Prufrock and Michelangelo women. Prufrock’s journey of 

redemption consists of two parts: the disillusionment of the exterior vision of seeking to salvage the 

dissatisfaction at Romanticism, and the inner vision of revising inefficacy of metaphysical and symbolist 

wisdom. Prufrock’s tragic fate stems from his indecisive character, the pain of not being recognized and 

accepted, and his Apollonian dream. (Kunsan National University)
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I. Introduction

  As part of the Imagist movement, The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock1 is a 

criticism of the Romantic verse and Georgian lyrics. Modernists reject Georgian 

poetry which produced a weak imitation of the Romantic tradition of sentiment and 

  1 Hereinafter referred to as The Love Song.
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Victorian tradition of discursiveness. T.S. Eliot finished writing The Love Song in 

response to the Imagism movement launched by Ezra Pound in 1912. At the time of 

its publication, The Love Song was considered outlandish but now is seen as 

heralding a paradigmatic cultural shift from the late 19th century Romantic verse and 

Georgian lyrics to Modernism. Romanticism emphasized emotion, and Modernism 

advocated experiment with free verse form, favouring precision of imagery and 

economy of language.

  Prufrock, the hero of the poem, lives in a dark and anaesthetized world of 

dreams, suffering from multiple personalities of sorts. The morbid feature of 

Prufrock is a microcosm of the old world affecting the spirit of innovation. He 

fantasizes innovation in artistic creation, but he always looks timid and hesitates to 

move forward on account of external factors and cowardice of his character. 

Prufrock’s vision of innovation is similar to the new poets’ advocation of new forms 

of poetry but they drifted between tradition and experiment. As a member of the 

new poets, Eliot’s new poetry experiment has many similarities with Prufrock.

The story unfolds in the stream of consciousness of Prufrock, who, on the one 

hand, proposes ambitious plans to solve the overwhelming problems; on the other 

hand, shows hesitancy and weak desire when the time is passing relentlessly. 

Prufrock’s journey is the redemption of his dissatisfaction at old world of poetry. He 

imagines his three tragic endings: being negated by formulaic languages; his head 

being cut off and placed on a plate; and hiding in a dream world. The first two 

tragic endings are the disillusionment of Prufrock’s vision of seeking external 

approval. The third tragic ending is the revision of external vision by seeking 

interior fulfillment.

This paper aims to study Prufrock’s vision of reviving the world of poetry and the 

root of Prufrock’s tragic fate. It will concern the Recognition2 of identities of 

Prufrock and the Michelangelo women and the analysis of the conflicts between the 

  2 Recognition, an important concept in Aristotle’s Poetics, is a change from ignorance to knowledge, 

producing love or hate between the persons destined by the poet for good or bad fortune.
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characters. The tragic fate of Prufrock stems not only from his character defects but 

the disillusionment of his visions of resolving exterior conflicts with Romanticists 

and revising internal divergence of Imagists.

II. The Recognition of Prufrock’s and the Women’s Identities

  According to Aristotle’s poetic theory, the most powerful elements of emotional 

interest are in parts of the plot, including Tragedy, Peripeteia (Reversal of the 

Situation), and Recognition. There exist four types of Recognition, but Recognition 

of the characters’ identities depends mainly on Reasoning3. in this study. The results 

of Reasoning prove Prufrock’s identity of Imagist, the Michelangelo women’s 

identity of Romanticist, the eternal Footman’s identity of conventional poets, and the 

mermaids and the sea-girls’s identity of symbolism.

The first Recognition is that Prufrock is a man partly representing Eliot. Eliot 

sees himself as a Prufrock, and then, in turn, as a Prufrock, looks at himself and the 

world around him. In an interview in 1962, Eliot said that he used the split 

personality theory to tell the story of about 40-year-old Prufrock, partly telling his 

own story (Bloom, T.S. Eliot 100). Prufrock’s ideal way of creation is similar to 

Eliot’s new poetic tastes and technique—utilisation of musical form, in metaphor, 

symbols, and allusions, dramatic monologue as well as the abandonment of meter 

and rhyme. 

Besides, Prufrock uses dramatic monologue as a form of narration (And indeed 

there will be time / To wonder, “Do I dare?” and, “Do I dare?”（37-38, and the 

application of this kind of narrative technique splits Eliot from The Imagist camp. 

Prufrock presents the new poets including the Imagists and the Modernists, therefore, 

  3 Reasoning originates from Greek word, Dianoia. It is a term used by Plato for a type of thinking. In 

Aristotle’s Poetics, Dianoia can include epistēmē (scientific or systematic knowledge), tekhnē (production 

knowledge) and Phronēsis (practice or behavior knowledge).
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it can only partially represent Eliot.

Prufrock’s appointments, only existing in imagination or vision, are the images 

constructed by the mind using existing raw materials. As Terblanche claims, 

Prufrock’s dislocation from deep spiritual meaning has brought about a severe 

dissociation from the meaning of physical existence (35). Prufrock’s split personality 

results in the dissociation of the spiritual meaning of “yellow fog and yellow 

smoke”(15-16) from their sense of physical existence. The result of the dissociation 

is consistent with Gordon’s finding: Prufrock imagines what he tells the 

Michelangelo women his vision of the end of the world (Gordon 71). In other 

words, in The Love Story, Prufrock’s mental state of split personality is described as 

“yellow fog and yellow smoke.” Some critics have debated the issue as to whether 

“yellow fog and yellow smoke” is a description as a cat or Prufrock’s imagination 

according to his vision. According to Scofield, “yellow fog and yellow smoke” is 

the description as a cat in The Love Song (39). However, no evidence shows that 

“yellow fog and yellow smoke” is either a referent to a cat or a description of a 

city under the fog. The scene belongs to and inheres in Prufrock’s feeling according 

to his vision (Bloom, T.S. Eliot 99). 

This study supports Bloom’s opinion that “yellow fog and yellow smoke” is a 

description of Prufrock’s state of mind. Prufrock dislocates from deep spiritual 

meaning, imagining himself going through narrow streets at dusk and sees the 

yellow smoke rising from lonely men’s pipes. Eliot has a habit of smoking like “the 

lonely man” leaning against windows. Also, the elucidation can be reasoned from 

the allusion of John the Baptist. Moreover, the judgement could be reasoned from 

Eliot’s discarded passage Prufrock’s Pervigilium, which once stood at the very 

center of The Love Song. The second stanza near the end of Prufrock’s Pervigilium

suggests that “yellow fog and yellow smoke” is just Prufrock’s state of mind: “And 

boys were smoking cigarettes . . . / . . . I fumbled to the window to experience the 

world (qtd. in Miller Jr. 155).”
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The second Recognition is Prufrock’s identity partly as an Imagist and the 

Michelangelo women’s identity as Romanticists. That’s to say, Prufrock’s identity is 

multifaceted, partly representing Eliot—a modernist, and partly an Imagist. Imagists 

prefer expressing profound thoughts and feelings with the directness of presentation 

and the simplicity of language. The consistency between Prufrock’s dress style and 

Eliot’s poetic style could confirm this assumption. Prufrock’s creation is the “face” 

he prepared for visiting different women, and the “face” exists as formal clothes. On 

a soft October night, Prufrock wears his morning coat to visit the women. His collar 

is firm and straight; his necktie is colorful and modest; his pin is simple. The simple 

pin is consistent with the simplicity of language, and firm and straight collar with 

the directness of presentation. 

Time to turn back and descend the stair,

With a bald spot in the middle of my hair—

[They will say, “How his hair is growing thin!”]

My morning coat, my collar mounting firmly to the chin,

My necktie rich and modest, but asserted by a simple pin—

[They will say, “But how his arms and legs are thin!”] (39-44)

In a letter to Mary Hutchinson written on 15 November 1917, Eliot, when 

discussing the simplicity of language in Hutchinson's story, specifically mentioned a 

“shabby old pin” given by a Russian anarchist, pointing out its associative 

significance (Eliot and Haughton 315).

The Michelangelo women are not Prufrock’s lovers but their identities could be 

regarded as Romanticists. Some researches point out that The Love Song is a love 

poem about Prufrock and a woman (Zhang, Tragedy 77). Then, many scholars and 

readers have come to a conclusion that the Michelangelo women are Prufrock’s 

lovers. That argument is exactly what this article is trying to oppose and discuss. 

Cleanth Brooks and Robert Penn Warren disapprove of the assertion of the love 

theme in the poem despite the words “Love Song” in the title of the poem (qtd. in 
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Zha 13). James’s research stands Brooks and Warren’s opinion, arguing that The 

Love Song is indeed not a love poem (151). Since the Michelangelo women are not 

represent any specific person, they could be some kind of people.

Brooks and Warren acknowledge the existence of an element of romance in the 

description of the Michelangelo women’s arm. They argue that the women’s arms 

seem romantic and elegant because their arms are braceleted, white, and bare (592). 

The romantic women worship instantaneous inspiration of talented artists like 

Michelangelo. They envy Michelangelo’s genius but ignore the significance of 

tradition and deny personal creativity. Yellow fog’s “sudden leap” offers Prufrock 

instantaneous vision and brings Prufrock into a romantic and soft night. “Night” and 

“dream” are typical poetic subjects for the Romantic. 

  However, Prufrock feels dissatisfied at romantics’ instantaneous vision since the 

episode of yellow fog’s “sudden leap” is Laforguian irony. The yellow fog is 

undoubtedly a play of sensibility, and Eliot often applied Laforguian irony to his 

criticism of Romanticism (Zhang, Passage 32). Hence, Prufrock wants to escape 

from such a sentimental stereotype and make a creation in a new direction. It is 

precisely Eliot’s vision of renovation of English poetic imagery. In a letter writing 

to René Taupin dated January 17, 1930, Eliot mentioned his new poetic style. He 

wrote: “The points on which I can correct you are very few. I did not, I regret to 

say, ever know Apollinaire or Salmon whilst in Paris. My acquaintance with their 

works dates from a moment—was already formed (V. Eliot and Haffenden 35).” The 

fusion of French symbolism, the late Elizabethan dramatic techniques, and 

metaphysical theory imply Eliot’s swerve into a different direction from 

Romanticism.

Unfortunately, the “face” Prufrock prepared is destined not to conform to the 

aesthetic of the Michelangelo women. Prufrock’s carefully prepared dress is in 

exchange for the Michelangelo women’s ridicule and gossip. The women’s interest is 

Prufrock’s hair, arms, and legs instead of his morning coat. They mock Prufrock’s 

thin arms, legs, and the bald spot in the middle of Prufrock’s hair. Frustration from 
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Michelangelo women led Prufrock to appear late in the poem as lonely men in 

“shirt-sleeves” and “white flannel trousers.”

Also, Prufrock’s creation focuses on drawing nutrition from foreign and domestic 

traditional cultures. He wonders if it has all been worthy after having a cup of tea 

and the marmalade or when people talk about him among the porcelain filled with 

drinks and food. In English, “cup of tea” might mean someone’s favorite things. 

When introducing the relationship between Eliot and English romantic tradition, 

Zhang says that “Wordsworth was not Eliot’s cup of tea (Zhang, Passage 126).” 

Similarly, Murphy also notes that Eliot’s poetic technique is not everyone’s cup of 

tea (305). The repetition of Prufrock’s favorite tea, cakes, toast, and ices in poetry 

is intended to connect diet to cultural reference. Tea and porcelain4 originate in 

China, so tea for Prufrock means concerning for neighbor culture. Both neighboring 

culture and local culture, especially the traditional culture, can bring Prufrock 

strength to make a creation in a new direction.

Prufrock is creative but unconfident, indecisive, and he always doubts his ability 

to challenge the existing rules. He asks himself if he has the strength to push the 

moment to the critical juncture after having tea, cakes, and ices. Prufrock’s fear 

partly comes from Michelangelo women since his meeting with the Michelangelo 

women is the collision of creation and stifling creation. All of these seems merely 

a matter of time for him: “. . . there will be time / to prepare a face to meet the 

faces that you meet/there will be time to murder and create (26-8).” The face he 

prepares is his creation, including his clothes, and the Michelangelo women, the 

“eternal Footman,” the mermaids and the sea-girls are the faces he is going to meet.

As an imagist, Prufrock is also an intellectual critic, and as a Romanticist, the 

Michelangelo women are impressionistic critics. The impressionists see the external 

  4 Lyndall Gordon notes in Eliot’s biography, the Imperfect Life of T.S. Eliot, that when Eliot was in high 

school at Milton College, he was envious of a Chinese porcelain collected by his roommate’s grandmother. 

The relationship between language and Chinese jar is stated in “Burnt Norton V.” Lyndall Gordon believes 

that Chinese porcelain represents Eliot’s yearning for foreign culture and classical culture.
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world as it appears (Frendo 19). The Michelangelo women tend to make a judgment 

on Prufrock’s appearance by intuition and impression. The Michelangelo women 

contribute a disturbing impression to Prufrock (Scofield 58). F.O. Matthiessen also 

points out that the interest of Romantic critics, in general, is not in the poet’s work, 

but the people (ⅶ). Precisely, what disturbs Prufrock is the familiar and predictable 

Michelangelo women’s impressionistic view of literature. Before his visit, he has 

“known the eyes already, known them all / the eyes that fix you in a formulated 

phrase. (Eliot 55-6)” The Michelangelo women’s attitude toward creativity is fatal, 

and Prufrock views their attitude as “Murder.” 

The Michelangelo women’s criticism, in Prufrock’s mind, is irritating like 

people’s murmuring of the restless night in one-night cheap hotels. For Eliot, the 

Michelangelo women’s criticism seems not better than a noisy and controversial 

“Sunday Park.” In Eliot’s opinion, imperfect criticism is not much better than 

contending and contentious orators, who have not even apparently expressed their 

divergences in Sunday Park (Zhang, Passage 215).

  Eliot feels unsatisfied with impressionistic critics’ shocking dictions and method of 

associating the poetry criticism with poets’ private life, considering teasing about 

their inadequate assessment with all the bad dictions he discarded. However, he has 

no courage to challenge impressionistic criticism because he prefers to borrow the 

words of classics and asks himself whether he dares to disturb the universe. 

According to Hugh Kenner, Prufrock’s question was a borrowed phrase from 

symbolists in an 1881 letter of Laforgue (qtd. in Joshi 51). 

  Prufrock wants to make an excellent creation and be an intellectual critic even 

though he feels less creative than Hamlet. So, he is merely willing to be a counselor 

to advise the artists in beautiful words, just like an attendant lord advise his prince 

using the right words. In other words, he wants to be an intellectual critic with a 

friendly attitude and good use of language. 

The third Recognition is that Prufrock’s split personality connects with Eliot’s 

doctrine of “dissociation of sensibility5.” The whole story unfolds with the travel of 
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“you and I” or “the yellow fog and yellow smoke.” The joint effect of dramatic 

monologue and the use of the first-person pronoun deeply impresses the readers of 

Prufrock’s split personality. Eliot identifies “you and I” as the poem’s speaker and 

an unnamed, but real, male companion (Miller Jr. 148). Bloom comments that “you 

and I” reflect authorial self-division (T.S. Eliot 84). Both Eliot and Bloom regard 

“you and I” as the image of Prufrock’s split personality. At the beginning of the 

poem, “you and I” turn into “yellow fog and yellow smoke.” After a while, in the 

allusion of John the Baptist, these turn into the soul and body of Prufrock. 

Prufrock dissociates his soul from his body, and sees his “head grown slightly 

bald brought in upon a platter (Eliot 82).” Prufrock’s anti-Romanticism rises out of 

strong dissatisfaction with Michelangelo women’s attachment to emotion. The 

detachment of his thought from emotion is part of his concern with his new method 

creation, which is metaphorically referred to Prufrock’s clothes in the poem. His 

detachment from emotion corresponds to Eliot’s doctrine of “dissociation of 

sensibility,” which Eliot proposed many years later. French symbolists edified Eliot’s 

detached treatment and endowed him the ability to view the world objectively. 

Students of Eliot knows that poetry is not a turning loose of emotion, but an escape 

from emotion, and it is not the expression of personality, but an escape from 

personality (Zhang, Passage 52).

But though I have wept and fasted, wept and prayed,

Though I have seen my head (grown slightly bald) brought in upon a platter

I am no prophet —and here’s no great matter;

I have seen the moment of my greatness flicker,

And I have seen the eternal Footman hold my coat, and snicker,

And in short, I was afraid. (81-86)

The “eternal Footman” is related to traditional rhymes and metrical forms. Firstly, 

  5 “Dissociation of sensibility” is a separation of thought and emotion. Eliot borrowed his idea of 

“dissociation of sensibility” from symbolism.
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Eliot often gives the old word a new life and the language new idiom. The 

capitalized first letter of “Footman” seems to mention the readers that “Footman” is 

not the waiter in the traditional sense but the traditional poets strictly obeying poetic 

convention of meter and rhyme. Elliot’s early poetry was different from the style of 

Romanticism and Victorian poetry; consequently, it was not accepted by the literary 

world controlled by Georgian poets. Secondly, the Imagists were so anxious to get 

away from musicality and conventional meter. The new poetry involved a great deal 

more than the pure abandonment of meter and rhyme (Bloom, American Modernist

132). Some other modernist, such as William Carlos Williams, also advocates poetry 

reform through changing the feet of the poem from time to time and restructuring 

the line of the poem (Williams 598). However, Romantic poets, such as Robert 

Frost, opposed to modernism and rejected the new poetry, mostly free verse. He said 

it was tired without a metric frame for measuring the rhythm (Frost 346). 

Prufrock does not care about Michelangelo women’s ignorance of his creation, 

but the eternal Footman’s mockery of his musicality when holding Prufrock’s 

morning coat. Prufrock thinks that “here’s no great matter”(Eliot 83) to have his 

head cut off and put on a plate, but the Footman’s snicker makes him feel afraid. 

Prufrock shifts the focus from the opposition between him and the Michelangelo 

women to the opposition between him and Imagists. Conventional “Footman” acts as 

a catalyst and stimulates Prufrock to diverge from Imagists because of their different 

attitudes towards tradition, especially, traditional rhymes and metrical forms like 

blank verse. Prufrock pays attention to tradition but Imagists do not.

The allusion of John the Baptist6 implies Prufrock’s sense of good and evil7. 

  6 John the Baptist condemned King Herod Antipas’s arrangement of marrying with his half-brother’s wife. 

He rejected Salome’s love, drawing Salome’s grudge. Salome asked for kissing John’s lips. John refused her 

and said: “Back! daughter of Babylon! By woman came evil into the world. Speak not to me. I will not 

listen to thee. I listen but to the voice of the Lord God.” The Prophet’s identity saved John from being 

killed by the king. However, John’s head was brought in on a platter at the behest of Salome as a reward 

for her pleasing the king by dancing (Wilde 477-527.

  7 Eliot embraced Baudelaire’s sense of good and evil.
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Salome and King Herod Antipas’s evil is the decline of morality. Prufrock hesitates 

to become another Lazarus coming from the dead to tell the most profound truth 

and thought. 

After the novels, after the teacups, after the skirts that trail along the floor—

And this, and so much more?—

It is impossible to say just what I mean!

But as if a magic lantern threw the nerves in patterns on a screen:

Would it have been worth while (102-06)

Lazarus’s sermon is non-sentimental treatment since it is impossible and unworthy 

for Prufrock to express his emotion towards the spiritual and social life clearly and 

thoroughly as if a magic lantern threw the nerves in patterns on a screen.

  Prufrock tries to make a creation but finally finds discoveries how humble he is. 

He wants to wake up from his meaningless life by imagining himself as Lazarus 

returning to life after death. However, he bothers about the value of asking the 

Michelangelo women an “overwhelming question” as Hamlet asked Ophelia “to be 

or not to be?” For the Michelangelo women’s unserious attitudes and their 

misunderstanding of Prufrock’s intention frustrates all of his ambitions. 

  Prufrock makes some change and dreams of adapting to life in the chambers of 

the sea. Dreams and myths permeate both the popular and professional literature 

infusing a new life to the poetry. After losing his male charisma of conquering the 

Michelangelo women and suffering the frustration in human’s world, the ageing 

Prufrock dreams of hiding into mermaids and sea-girls’ imaginary world. “Shall I 

part my hair behind? Do I dare to eat a peach?” These distressing questions change 

his original mind of proposing an overwhelming issue. 

  Prufrock’s indecisive and hesitant character illustrates that he would hesitate a 

hundred times before making a hundred visions and revisions. He seeks to turn his 

direction of creation by achieving harmony between the wisdom of convention and 

the knowledge of symbolism. It is the fourth Recognition of this paper. He 
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transforms his hairstyle by parting his hair behind and changes his cloth style by 

taking off morning coat and putting on the shirt and white flannel trousers. The 

hairstyle was the most fashionable among Parisian literati of that time according to 

a biography of Conrad Aiken who was Eliot’s classmate at Harvard University.

I have heard the mermaids singing, each to each.

I do not think that they will sing to me.

I have seen them riding seaward on the waves

Combing the white hair of the waves blown back

When the wind blows the water white and black.

We have lingered in the chambers of the sea

By sea-girls wreathed with seaweed red and brown

Till human voices wake us, and we drown (124-31).

  Prufrock is attracted deeply by the sea-girls and their chamber of the sea. The 

former’s identity is symbolism, and the latter the wisdom of symbolism. French 

symbolist poets tried to identify and confound the separate senses of scent, sound, 

and color. The chamber of the sea is a world of visual and acoustic experience 

where the Mermaids are singing to each other, and the sea-girls decorate the 

chambers of the sea with red and brown seaweed. The image of color signifies 

Prufrock’s prosperous inner state because symbolic imagery is often used to indicate 

the state of the poet’s soul. Every visual and aural landscape is a reflection of the 

state of the soul (Frendo 228). Prufrock is in favor of auditory and visual arts and 

in the pursuit of identifying and confounding the separate senses of sound and color. 

The poem ends with a seascape, both audible and visual, and Prufrock’s yearning 

for life in the chambers of the sea.

  Prufrock favors conventional and symbolist poetry because they all emphasize the 

musicality and seek to identify one sense of experience with another one. Modern 

poets suggest placing equal emphasis on the traditional visual presentation of poetry 

and the acoustic form of poetry. Eliot defines the music of poetry as its sound 
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quality could move its readers or listeners (Murphy 333). In Pound’s poetry, the 

harmony between the visual form of traditional poetry and the auditory form of 

poetry can also be found. Pound’s early practice reconciles the equal values of the 

visual and aural dimensions of poetry (Sherry 343).

“Mermaids singing” is a reference to John Donne’s poem “Catch a falling star” 

and signifies an incredible achievement of knowledge and power (Bloom, T.S. Eliot 

102). Prufrock has no courage to fancy that mermaids will sing to him, whereas he 

longs to gain knowledge and power from the form of music. When human voice 

wakes Prufrock up from his state of the soul, he will die from drowning. The 

conflict of Prufrock’s aspirations and public frustrations manifests the relationship 

between the music of poetry and the human voice. Music is a magic weapon 

because the loud human voice would fade away with the music coming from the 

distant room.

III. Conflicts between Prufrock and the Women

Prufrock prepares a face to meet some faces, including the Michelangelo women, 

the mermaids, and the sea-girls. According to the finding in the previous section, the 

“eternal Footman” is neither the face Prufrock is going to meet nor the target he 

opposes, but the one he concerns. This section focuses on his contradictions with the 

Michelangelo women and on reconciling relations with the mermaids and the 

sea-girls. Firstly, Prufrock, as an Imagist, stands opposite the women as the 

Romanticists. There are two big tedious arguments between Prufrock and the 

Michelangelo women: competition for discourse power between Imagist and 

Romanticist; different critical views between intellectual criticism and impressionistic 

criticism.

The conflict between Prufrock and the Michelangelo women originates from their 

identities as Imagist and Romanticists. Like part of Prufrock, Eliot felt dissatisfied 
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with imagism and this poem marks his preparing to erect another anti-romantic 

banner―modernism. Different power relations between Prufrock and the women help 

shape their opposing discursive practice. Prufrock feels unsatisfied at the women’s 

discourse power and requires to rebalance the power of discourse. Discourse analysis 

and the analysis of Eliot’s social background contribute to the interpretation of the 

struggle for discourse power between Imagists and Romanticists. Imagists and 

Romanticists, those two opposing camps, hold different poetic thoughts and critical 

views.

In interviews, the participants are differentiated by their purposes, their differences 

in status, and their roles. So this mode of conversation exhibits in inequality, a skew 

in the distribution of power (Fowler 63). Prufrock lives in a low-costed fast-food 

culture8 and lower level of a society filled with a moment of passion represented by 

one-night cheap hotel and oyster-shells. He comes from the city of corruption and 

depravity where the sordid images are both Dante’s and Baudelaire’s hellish 

cityscape. Prufrock imagines himself as Lazarus coming from the bottom of the 

society and once was a beggar before his death. The Michelangelo women live in 

upstairs, symbolizing high social status. They notice Prufrock’s bald spot in the 

middle of his hair when he descends the stair. The social statuses determine the 

unequal distribution of power between Prufrock and women. The Michelangelo 

women talking about high culture are the communicators and consumers of discourse 

and culture. Prufrock wants to ascend to high social status. In his morning coat, 

Prufrock as an interviewee goes to meet the Michelangelo women. The women 

control the order of discourse and decide the interview genre, ascribing the statuses 

of powerful and powerless to interviewer and interviewee respectively. 

The struggle for discourse power relies on revolting instead of transfer of power 

by the controller. Prufrock plays the role of the appraisee and the Michelangelo 

women the appraiser. The Michelangelo women criticize Prufrock for his thin hair, 

  8 In the early years, Eliot lived in cheap rental houses. Later, he found it was difficult to ascend to high 

social status.
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legs, and arms. 

Arms that are braceleted and white and bare

(But in the lamplight, downed with light brown hair!)

Is it perfume from a dress

That makes me so digress?

Arms that lie along a table, or wrap about a shawl. (Eliot 63-67).

Prufrock regrets criticizing the Michelangelo women with impressionistic criticism 

because this emotional criticism method almost makes him lose his standpoint. He 

describes that their “arms are braceleted and white and bare (63).” When used as 

slang in the plural form, bracelets refers to handcuffs. The bracelets used to dress up 

a woman are now constraints hindering the Michelangelo women from making 

creation. The evening spreads out against the sky as if a patient has been 

anesthetized on an operating table. Regarding both the evening and the Michelangelo 

women as patient implies Prufrock’s treating the Michelangelo women as the 

evening. 

The power relations between Prufrock and the Michelangelo women reflect the 

ones between Imagists and Romanticists. In the early days of the Imagist movement, 

British poetry was dominated by the Georgian mock-romantic poets when Eliot 

published The Love Song. 

Meanwhile, the conflict between Prufrock and the Michelangelo women originates 

from their different views of criticism. Romantic critics’ interest is not only in the 

poetry itself but in the poets behind it. Romantic critics criticize discernible 

beginnings in Eliot’s works. The most striking feature of Eliot’s poetry is the lack 

of discernible beginnings, middles, and ends (Murphy 312). It is just like the 

Michelangelo women mocking the bald spot in the middle of Prufrock’s hair and his 

thin arms and legs. Romantic critics rejected the new poetry, which involved a great 

deal more than the pure abandonment of meter and rhyme, mostly free verse. It is 

similar to the Michelangelo women laughing at Prufrock’s thin arms and legs 
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because his creation has not strong metric pattern and nice end rhyme. At that time, 

some British critics made a fierce criticism of Eliot. According to Donald Davie, 

Eliot’s use of rhyme is far-fetched, and the whole poem seems incongruous (qtd. in 

Zhang, Eliot 120).

The critical views of Imagists and Romanticists are entirely different. English 

poetry criticism has followed two directions: intellectual criticism and impressionistic 

criticism. An impressionistic view of literature requires a poet or a novelist must 

proceed in the same way as the impressionistic painters, setting down on the canvas 

such specific elements in the demand of the spectator. Their criticism is personal 

and denies external authority and classics. Impressionist critics, such as Mr. Symons, 

Pater, and Swinburne often use the term “sick or sorry” to evaluate, degenerating 

modern criticism (Gordon 2). 

On the opposite of impressionistic criticism, Eliot advocates intellectual criticism. 

Even though Eliot formulated his important critical concepts, such as “the 

dissociation of sensibility” and “objective correlative,” he never evaluated a poem 

with these phrases. John Crowe Ransom once commented on Eliot’s critical 

methods: Eliot never prepared a formulated phrase to assess a poem but applied a 

critical way of comparison and analysis to assess it (128).

Eliot seeks to replace an impressionistic view of literature by making new 

judgments and formulating new principles, and then to dominate with intellectual

criticism focuses on language and form. He becomes one of the founders of “new 

criticism” because of his viewpoints and methods in literary criticism.

Secondly, Prufrock shifts his concern from the conflicts between him and the 

Michelangelo women to the divergence between him and other Imagists because of 

their different attitudes towards symbolists’ notions. Simply speaking, Prufrock is not 

a true Imagist. The affinity for symbolic musicality contradicts his acceptance of the 

metaphysical colloquial language and free verse. While accepting colloquial 

expressions, he attaches great importance to the musicality of traditional poetry. 

Unlike other Imagists, Prufrock is looking for a new way out between tradition and 
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innovation. Baudelaire, Stravinsky, and Eliot stand for tradition and experiment, 

taking traditional form as new visions exploring the mind and the emotions (Frendo 

124). Pound thought it was Eliot who brought him into modernism after their 

meeting. As a poet, Eliot transmuted his affinity for the English metaphysical poets 

of the 17th century and the 19th-century French symbolists in poetic technique and 

subject matter (Huang 491). Prufrock dreams of resolving the divergences between 

Metaphysical and symbolists’ notions through experiment. The image of harmonious 

marine life of the mermaid and the sea-girls is viewed as his another vision.

Prufrock inherits metaphysical notions of emphasizing the spoken rather than 

lyrical quality of their verse. English metaphysical poets pay emphasis on the spoken 

rather than lyrical quality of their verse. The early critics of modernism often 

interpreted dramatic monologue in The Love Song as destroying and recreating an 

established poetic discourse, which is a way of revitalizing moribund literary 

traditions (Cooper 53). In modern times, poetry is meant to be not sung but spoken, 

and it prevents the poetry from possessing a “musical pattern” (Murphy 334). In 

Imagists’ eyes, the traditional wisdom of the old era is false wisdom, and 

conventional thoughts should be dressed up in beautiful language.

Additionally, Prufrock inherits symbolists’ notions of musicality and of identifying 

one sense of experience with another. Prufrock enjoys and lingers in the mermaids 

and sea-girls’ imaginary world. Unfortunately, the mermaid does not sing to him. 

In conclusion, Prufrock opposes romantic lyricism and detaches his emotion from 

the poem. It is of no importance for Prufrock although he has been devalued and 

his creation is murdered. What he cares about is the metric pattern and rhyme 

implied by the conventional “eternal Footman.” After the first spiritual journey, 

Prufrock’s external redemption is sealed down by stubborn Romanticism, and the 

spiritual journey of internal redemption is abuilding.
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IV. Prufrock’s Redemption from Vision and Revision

The concern for the cultural wasteland inspires Prufrock to seek redemption. 

Prufrock lives in a sick world full of a cultural wasteland, such as the drained pool9. 

The evening is the patient, and the sky is the operating table. People spread and 

consume lower levels of culture in the half-deserted street, one-night cheap hotels, 

and sawdust restaurant. He tends to “lead you to an overwhelming question.” 

Prufrock starts his spiritual journey of the redemption of exterior and internal 

dissatisfaction. The first part of his spiritual journey is the disillusionment of the 

exterior vision of seeking to salvage the displeasure at the Michelangelo women. 

The second part of his spiritual journey is the inner vision of revising inefficacy of 

metaphysical and symbolists’ wisdom.

Romanticists’ impressionistic criticism frustrates Prufrock, who is proficient in the 

creation and good at absorbing the essence of traditional culture and oriental culture. 

The asymmetry between Prufrock’s talent and his humble position has led him to 

seek recognition of his status from the Michelangelo women. A person’s social 

status should be recognized by the people who disseminate and consume knowledge, 

especially by those who control the discourse power. Prufrock and the women are 

Imagist and Romanticists, respectively, and they hold quite different views of 

creation. Prufrock advocates the separation of thought, emotion, and intellectual 

criticism, while the women advocate impressionistic criticism and personality. 

Prufrock’s tragic fate mainly stems from his indecisive character and the pain of not 

being recognized and accepted. Then, the poor lonely man tries to escape from the 

human’s world and becomes a crab quietly hiding in the sea. The Michelangelo 

women’s ridicule and criticism make Prufrock feel so regretful and irritated that he 

almost shakes his standpoint for he criticizes the Michelangelo women with 

impressionistic criticism.

  9 This image is used later by T.S. Eliot in the first section of Burnt Norton.
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Prufrock fails in the redemption of exterior dissatisfaction because the 

Michelangelo women, disseminators, and consumers of knowledge controlling the 

discourse power, do not feel satisfied with Prufrock’s creation. The shocking images 

of John the Baptist and Salome imply the sad fate of Prufrock and represent the 

pains of not being recognized and of not being accepted. John the Baptist’s 

doctrines did not fit the demand of King Herod Antipas’s abuse of emotion and 

power, as well as Salome’s need of love. More importantly, the allusion of John the 

Baptist reveals the lack of consistency between Prufrock’s creation and the 

requirement of Michelangelo women.

Small achievements and the vision of the redemption of exterior dissatisfaction 

inspire Prufrock to move on. Prufrock begins to attract attention because of the 

application of dramatic monologue in creation. He achieves his public influence: 

“among the porcelain, among some talk of you and me (Eliot 89).” The 

disillusionment of the vision of the redemption of exterior discontent does not defeat 

Prufrock. Prufrock’s love is the same as Titan Prometheus, and they all dare to fight 

against their tragic fates. It does not matter even if Prufrock suffers John the Baptist 

and Prometheus’ tragic fate. The importance he attaches to the “eternal Footman” 

leads him to turn to the redemption of interior dissatisfaction by correcting his 

external visions. It would have been worthwhile for Prufrock to taste his failure with 

a smile and to achieve more by making the whole question more focused and more 

straightforward.

Prufrock transfers his concern from the redemption of exterior dissatisfaction to the 

redemption of exterior discontent. While lamenting the decline of the heroic age10 (“I 

have seen the moment of my greatness flicker”), Prufrock does not give up and 

wants to continues saving the knowledge. He imagines himself as Lazarus coming 

from the dead, symbolizing the awakening of a meaningless life. However, 

Prufrock’s advice and doctrine on creation may not be accepted at all. Symbolists 

  10 Since the Renaissance, English literature has experienced the heroic times of Shakespeare, Defoe, and 

Fielding. However, it has declined relatively in the second half of the 19th century.
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seek to identify his sense of experience with another one and suppose the 

impossibility of expressing their ideas by projecting the neural patterns onto a screen 

with a magic lantern. Traditional ideas of right and wrong have become muddled by 

different poetic thoughts; for example, symbolist musicality contradicts the 

metaphysical colloquial language and free verse. However, noticing the importance 

of musicality and dramatic monologue, Prufrock seeks to revive the world of 

English poetry by keeping a balance between metaphysical and symbolist wisdom.

  Prufrock’s tragic fate stems from the disillusionment of the Apollonian dream. 

Realizing the inefficacy of metaphysical and symbolists’ wisdom, Prufrock abandons 

his life in human’s world and hide into the mermaids and sea-girls’ visual and 

acoustic world. Prufrock’s vision of reviving the world of English poetry is 

unattainable. He always lives in the bitterness of not achieving the harmony between 

metaphysical and symbolist wisdom. Mermaids’ song and sea-girls’ decorations are 

separately Apollonian visual art and Dionysian acoustic art, and the combination of 

Apollonian art and Dionysian art gives birth to tragedy. The ecstasy of the 

Dionysian state contains some lethargic elements such as death, crazy, and drunk. 

Apollonian dream and Dionysian intoxication are a gulf of oblivion. Through the 

Gulf of oblivion, the world of everyday reality and the Dionysian reality separate 

from each other (22). When human voices wake up Prufrock, he will die from the 

disillusionment of the Gulf of oblivion between dream and reality. 

V. Conclusion

Feeling the decline of civilization, Prufrock begins his spiritual journey of the 

redemption of exterior and internal dissatisfaction. There are two types of women he 

meets. One is Michelangelo women with romantic poetic thought; the other is the 

Mermaids and sea-girls with symbolist poetic thoughts. Prufrock attaches great 

importance to tradition and absorbs the essence of the traditional and oriental 
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culture. Fantasizing about the acknowledgement by the romantic Michelangelo 

women who control the discourse power and about ascending to the high culture, 

Prufrock begins his first journey of seeking the redemption of exterior 

dissatisfaction. Familiar but frustrating Michelangelo women’s poetic thoughts make 

Prufrock hesitated, protracted, and lack of courage to fight. The confrontation with 

Michelangelo women is fundamentally a struggle for discourse power. In the face of 

Michelangelo women’s criticism, Prufrock can only choose to pray and cry. He is 

concerned about the improvement of imagist poetry. However, the poetic thoughts of 

the early imagist movement are neither mature nor accepted by the disseminators 

and consumers of knowledge. Prufrock loves creating but lacks the ambition to 

propose an overwhelming question. He then starts his journey of seeking the 

redemption of exterior dissatisfaction.

Imaging himself as Lazarus, Prufrock starts his second journey to seek the 

redemption of exterior dissatisfaction. Prufrock does not think he is Hamlet. He only 

wants to be a humble advisor and an intellectual critic instead of being a power 

controller. After experiencing various setbacks in human’s world, he imagines 

himself hiding into mermaids and sea-girls’ visual and acoustic world where the 

divergences between Metaphysics and symbolism have been resolved. Prufrock’s 

tragic fate has long been doomed by his indecisive character, censure from the 

outside criticism, and his decision of hiding into the imagery world.
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