International Journal of Humanities and Social Science Invention (IJHSSI)
ISSN (Online): 2319 — 7722, ISSN (Print): 2319 — 7714
www.ijhssi.org ||Volume 10 Issue 8 || August 2021 || PP. 80-83

The Wasteland of the Modern Soul: Symbolism and Myth
in the Literary Works of T.S. Eliot

Dr. Sunil Kumar Pandey
Assistant Professor,

Department of English,
Shaheed Heera Singh Govt. P.G. College Dhanapur Chandauli (U.P.)

Abstract

T.S. Eliot created the Modernist poetic style through his complex and innovative use of symbols together with his
"mythic method" approach. This article provides a rigorous examination of how Eliot weaponized these literary
tools to navigate the profound spiritual, cultural, and ontological fragmentation which emerged during the post-
World War I period. The study investigates his artistic development from The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock
which used "objective correlative” techniques to represent urban alienation to The Waste Land which employed
multiple mythological elements and finally to Four Quartets which used sacred liturgical symbols. The study
demonstrates that Eliot'’s entire body of work serves as a crucial connection between the spoiled historical past
and the ongoing quest for eternal spiritual truth.

The analysis centersonEliot’s fundamental conviction about myth which he believed creates an ongoing link
between present-day life and ancient times. Myth functions as a structural framework which supports the vast
display of present-day historical events that exhibit both uselessness and disorder. The study investigates the
impact of French Symbolism and Cambridge Ritualists on Eliot's symbolic system which he developed to show
his personal emotional struggles through symbols that represent human experiences. Through its exploration of
modernity's "broken images" and traditional stories' unifying force the article demonstrates thatEliot's
mythopoetic method served as the foundational basis for mid-century philosophers who studied faith and time.
The research shows thatEliot created his own modern poetic language through historical symbols which he used
to express his vision beyond the urgent problems of his time.
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I.  Introduction: The Mythic Method and the Objective Correlative

The literary philosophy of T.S. Eliot existed as a dual system which involved both restoration of
traditional values and reconstruction of existing literary forms as he attempted to bring back aesthetic values and
spiritual values which he believed had been lost to modern society which he described as "a panorama of futility
and anarchy" because of total warfare and increasing secularization. The broken state of existence needed two
essential concepts which Eliot developed as the basis for Modernist literary criticism: he created the Objective
Correlative and the Mythic Method. The former represents a technical approach to emotion which defines the
concept as "a set of objects, a situation, or a chain of events which shall be the formula of a particular emotion."
The poet used this mechanism to create particular psychological states through sensory imagery which he used
to express his emotions without stating them directly because this method prevented readers from experiencing
the author's personal feelings. The pursuit of "impersonality" shifted all attention from personal details about the
poet to the creation of artistic work because readers needed to experience the poem as an emotional device
which functioned independently.

The Mythic Method which Eliot discovered through James Joyce's writing served as his revolutionary
method for creating order and meaning from the pointless historical events which filled contemporary times.
Eliot used ancient archetypes to construct a framework that enabled him to show how modern times connect
with ancient times. The practice of traditional music existed as their prevailing method for diagnosing present-
day music. Eliot viewed symbols as essential elements which operated as precise instruments to create
psychological and spiritual experiences which avoided using "sentimental" elements found in Romanticism.

Eliot used two methods to transform his personal struggles into a historical discussion which resulted in
a new linguistic system that described modern human experience. By combining the immediate sensory
experience of the objective correlative with the expansive time periods covered by the mythic method he created
a unified artistic structure that developed from the 20th century. The poet functions as a transformative force
who enables a creative process that unites established artistic methods with the unique abilities of the artist.
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Eliot uses his introductory framework to show that modern people need to follow established cultural norms to
discover meaning which will provide them with stability during the chaotic times of the "Waste Land."

II.  Symbolic Alienation: The Urban Landscape
Eliot uses cities in his first writings to show how modern people face spiritual emptiness and
experience life paralysis. Eliot views the city as a force that removes all control from its residents rather than a
mere backdrop for his work. Eliot creates an original "urban aesthetic" through his rejection of previous writers'
pastoral landscapes because he uses London and Paris street trash as his main method for showing human
spiritual fatigue. The Modernist subject experiences psychological breakdown through an urban wasteland
which reflects their inner state because external factors control their feelings.

2.1 The Fog and the Etherized Patient: Spiritual Stasis

The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock establishes its first break from conventional romantic standards
and the "pastoral sublime" through its portrayal of evening which exists as "a patient etherized upon a table that
spreads out against the sky."The startling symbol operates as the ultimate objective correlative which shows a
society that exists in spiritual stagnation. The work shows a world which possesses awareness but remains
frozen in time because it exists in a state of artificial medical coma which separates thinking from performing.

The "yellow fog" which "rubs its back upon the window-panes" creates an atmosphere that makes
people feel trapped because it keeps appearing throughout the story. The character of Prufrock experiences
mental fog and indecision because Eliot presents the smog through a cat-like presence which moves slowly. The
"feline fog" which surrounds the house actually surrounds the house because it "curls once about the house, and
falls asleep," which shows that modern people die from their own inaction together with the moral "soot" which
comes from urban existence. The fog blocks people from seeing things because it creates a physical barrier
which represents the "smoke and mirrors" of social etiquette that prevents authentic human connection.

2.2 The Sordid City: Entropic Civilization

"Eliot establishes his urban environments through a process of selecting and arranging elemental forces
which create entropy. He populates his poems with "burnt-out ends of smoky days," "grimy scraps / Of withered
leaves," and "stale cakes from narrow pantries."The details which describe the scene serve as mood-setting
elements but transform into strong signs that show how Western civilization experiences decline. The city exists
as a mechanical entity which has exhausted its energy supply, leaving behind only its lifeless components that
used to represent a thriving civilization.

The system operates to destroy human dignity through its planned processes. People transform into
partial beings through synecdoche which uses "muddy feet," "short square fingers," and "a pair of ragged claws /
Scuttling across the floors of silent seas" to define them. The use of crustacean imagery demonstrates how
humans defend themselves through evolution, which leads to their transformation into protective creatures to
withstand the challenges of their broken community.Through urban decay symbols Eliot shows that
contemporary cities exist as total breakdowns which have removed all customary traditions, leaving behind only
"vacant lots" which represent the empty human essence. The "lonely cab-horses" and "lighting of the lamps"
establish time intervals which represent a life that follows a pattern of automatic actions that lacks any
meaningful goal.

III.  The Mythic Scaffolding: The Waste Land

The Waste Land (1922) uses mythic method to achieve an essential structural healing power which
belongs to The Waste Land. Eliot creates a complex sound system that combines modern London speech with
ancient ceremonial sounds through his work which uses anthropological research from Jessie Weston and Sir
James Frazer. Eliot uses this method to show that the present cultural crisis represents a modern version of an
eternal human battle which people have faced throughout history. Through his work Eliot transforms everyday
urban life into a tragic experience which reaches all of humanity by combining common city life with the
sacredness of ancient mythology.

3.1 Water and Aridity: The Dialectic of Salvation

The poem establishes its main conflict through the opposing forces of Aridity which represents spiritual
and cultural death and Water which symbolizes renewal and cleansing. Eliot uses the "Dry Stone" to create a
visual representation of modernity's lost faith which he describes as an empty area where "the dead tree gives no
shelter the cricket no relief and the dry stone no sound of water." The desert landscape shows a soul which has
lost all sacred ties and now faces death because of his bodily existence and the "stony rubbish" which comes
from materialistic practices of contemporary society. The text presents Water as an unpredictable and
contradictory symbol which operates throughout the entire work. In the Waste Land water normally represents
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life yet rain creates an ongoing delay because it either presents a future danger or it requires people to "Fear
death by water." The modern soul experiences a deep inner conflict because he wishes to achieve spiritual
renewal yet he fears the "drowning" that comes with complete ego death which that renewal demands. The
poem ends with "Life-Giving Rain" which serves as both a weather phenomenon and an opportunity for
miraculous transformation that remains unavailable to a society which holds onto its "broken images." Water
serves as both a vitality source and a dangerous force which destroys everything because it reflects the violent
necessity which exists for people to experience spiritual changes.

3.2 The Grail Legend as Structural Scaffolding

Eliot uses the physical and moral drought that affected London after World War II to create a structural
framework which holds together his disjointed story. The Grail legend shows that land infertility results from the
incapacity or illness which affects its ruler; only when a knight utters the correct question will the sacred objects
be returned and the land achieve its former glory. Through this myth Eliot demonstrates that the present-day
"Waste Land" exists as a fundamental human state which continues through all historical periods. The modern
city exists in a state of infertility which mirrors the Fisher King's curse, making the reader into a companion who
joins the quest for the chapel perilous.

The mythic method allowed Eliot to "manipulate a continuous parallel between contemporaneity and
antiquity," turning a poem composed of disparate fragments—nursery rhymes, pub chatter, and Sanskrit
chants—into a unified search for a "Sacred Spring." The main character of the poem undergoes a mythic quest
because his journey includes both success and failure which constitutes a sacred part of the ceremonial process.
The final "Shantih shantihshantih" functions as a sacred declaration about peace, which can only be attained
through examining the fundamental aspects of human history that lead us through the destruction of our current
time. The mythic integration creates a situation where complete reality exists as a possibility which survives
through the "heap of broken images."

IV.  Ritual and Time: Four Quartets
His conversion to Anglicanism in 1927 led to a complete transformation of Eliot's symbolic landscape
which now used liturgical and elemental symbols of faith to show his beliefs. The main goal of Four Quartets
now requires the main character to find a sacred space that exists beyond the continuous destruction of the
secular world. Eliot uses the four classical elements of air earth water and fire to create a meditative study which
explores how human history connects with eternal divine existence thereby forming a "theology of time."

4.1 The Still Point of the Turning World: Kairos vs. Chronos

The "Still Point" functions as Eliot's most complex and meaningful symbol throughout Four Quartets.
The "Still Point" establishes the ultimate objective correlative which shows how timelessness meets time. In his
metaphysical system Eliot sees humans existing in Chronos which represents time as a continuous sequence that
leads to decay and "the cold friction of expiring sense." The "Still Point" serves as Kairos which represents the
sacred moment when spiritual knowledge enlightens the soul to perceive eternal truth beyond the "turning
world."

Eliot describes this point with apophatic precision: "neither flesh nor fleshless; / Neither from nor
towards," which demonstrates a state of absolute balance that exists beyond all physical laws. The spinning
wheel has a silent center which stays still while its rim moves with historical and physical world elements at
high speed. This symbol allows Eliot to argue that meaning is not a destination found at the end of a historical
process but a presence discovered in the "unattended moments" of grace. The individual achieves self-centering
through this point which brings together all past and future experiences while time changes from a restrictive
force into a path to redemption.

4.2 The Rose and the Fire: The Final Symbolic Synthesis

The closing movement of Little Gidding includes Eliot's achievement of a major symbolic fusion
which he expresses through his famous line "And the fire and the rose are one." The Rose functions as a
complex symbol throughout Western literary history which represents both earthly beauty and romantic love and
the "multifoliate rose" of Dante's Paradiso. The Fire in this late work functions as a dual symbol because it
shows both the actual destructive fire of the London Blitz and the Holy Spirit's "refining fire" which exists
during Pentecostal purgation. Eliot unifies two opposing symbols which represent delicate rose beauty and
dangerous fire heat to show modern people how to solve their existential problems. This union posits that
human suffering (the fire of purgation) and divine love (the rose of paradise) are not contradictory forces but are
reconciled through the paradox of the Incarnation. The "oneness" of the fire and the rose signifies the end of the
quester’s journey: a return to a state of spiritual wholeness where the pain of living and the beauty of being are
indistinguishable. The final image provides a "crowned knot" of meaning which shows that ultimate reality
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exists as a unified crystalline order through which all things will achieve perfection according to the Waste
Land's fragmented state. The synthesis shows Eliot moving from his identity as a fragmented self poet to
becoming a poet who creates complete souls.

V.  Conclusion: The Language of Tradition and the Architecture of Order

The sophisticated use of symbolism and the mythic method by T.S. Eliot served as his existential need
to express himself through artistic work. Eliot used Dante and Virgil and the Upanishads to bring back modern
poetry from its self-created spiritual emptiness. His symbols—the "patient etherized upon a table," the "dry
stone" of the desert, the "still point" of the turning world, and the final "union of the fire and the rose"—provide
a rigorous vocabulary for what he termed the "unattended moment." Through these symbols people make known
how their personal pain connects with both human history and eternal divine existence.

Eliot established his legacy through his demonstration that modern existence exists in a state of
disjointedness and disorder while artists use the "mythic method" to create structured systems which help them
organize their artistic materials. He proved that historical events operate as active elements which exist in the
present moment and serve as the only defense against the "panorama of futility and anarchy" which defines
modern historical development. By creating a tapestry of meaning that survives the decay of linear time, Eliot
moved Modernism beyond a mere poetics of despair toward a poetics of discipline and tradition.

His research demonstrates that people seek order because it serves as their primary method to protect
themselves from danger. Eliot serves as the fundamental guide who shows people how to navigate their modern
existence which needs them to find spiritual meaning through their deep understanding of all human traditions.
His symbols create a transformation that takes modern society's disorganized "noise" and turns it into permanent
"shantih" because traditional language serves as the sole means to express emptiness.
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