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Eliot's Use of Batire
in

"The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock"

Ellot employs myriad forms of satire in "The Love Song
of J. Alfred Prufrock": to understand hie method, a knowledge
of the historical background of the genre of satire is essen-
tial. By drawing parallels between various ideas and opinions
about satire and the poem 1tself, one findes that Elliot has
used a variety of satirical elements to convey his message of
the hopelessness of a frivolous and artificlal socliety.

The word "satire" comes from the Latin satura, which
means, primarily, "full." The original meaning of the word
carries with it the connotation of food, a mixture as in a
salad, and being sated. Highet speaks of good satlre as
being varied, full, and hearty.l

The genre is an ancient one which probably evolved from
the works of two ancient writers, Bion and Luciliue. A
Greek philosophical missionary who developed and used an
unusual, unstructured technlque to captivate audiences into
listening, Bion (born c. 325 B.C.) expounded a messagé of
the cynlc philosophy which told people to desplse the con-
ventions of soclety and superfluous desires and to 1live in

accord with nature. The gecond person to whom reference is

made is Lucilius (c. 180-102 B.C.), a Roman, who in thirty
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or more volumes of poetry "written in gally careless, vivid,
and unconventional language," turned "a whole world into
poetry: contemporary politics and personalities, his own
tastes and adventures, the characters of his friends and ser-
vante, soclal fads and fanocles, anything that interested him,"2

The earliest writer whose works have survived as satire,
although he himself did not use the term, is the Roman, Horace
(65-8 B.C.). He refers to Bion and to Lucilius, who evidently
had a great influence upon his style. As a form of literary
expreseion, satire probably began in Rome with the writings
of Horace.

Another ancient satirist of significance is Juvenal,
born one hundred years after Horace. Hodgart gives a com-
parison by which he shows these two great satirists to be
complete antitheses of each other. Where Horace 1s conver-
sational, Juvenal is rhetorical and declamatory; where
Horace presents the "comedy of life with amused detachment,"
Juvenal uses melodrama; where Horace preaches moderation
humorously, Juvenal "thunders his denunciations"; where
Horace is a "comfortable philosopher," Juvenal is a "severe
moral teacher."

These two men, Horace and Juvenal, represent the two
main types of satirists, Horatlan and Juvenalian. The
Horatlian satirist 1s one who likes most people and tells

the truth with a smile; the Juvenallian satirist hates most

people and intends to hurt and destroye.

Since 1509, when the word "gatire" entered the English
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language, 1ts meanings and eignifications have ingreased and
have gone from a spegifio meaning to a very generalized one,
thus causing much oconfusion as to what the term implies.
"One of the most original, challenging, and memorable forms"
of literature, satire “piotures real men and women, often in

lurid colors, but always with unforgettable clarity."4

In Absalom and Achitophel, the seventeenth~century sat-

irist John Dryden deplots "real men and women" by comparing
contemporary English politice to the Biblical story of David.

Mac Flecknoe 1s another of Dryden's satires in which he por=

trays a partlcular person, the character of Shadwell.

In elghteenth-century England, satire was in its golden
age. Bwift, reputed to be the greatest writer of satire, is
highly representative of this era. A Modest Proposal, in

which the audience 1s the object of his satire, and Gulliver's
Travele attest to his ability in the art of the genre. Pope's

An Epistle to Dr. Arbuthnot, Moral Essays, and Dunciad are

also significant examples of elghteenth-century satire in
England.

At the end of the Augustan Age, there was a recession in
the interest and popularity of satire. The introduction of
the novel, a new genre, was largely responsible for the
"eclipse of satire" for nearly one-hundred and fifty years.-

With the restlessness which resulted from the disillu-
sionment of many people with western gsociety, satire revived

in the next century. The conditions of Americen life and

the isolation from the center of Furopean culture account for
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the lonellness expressed in James, Poe, Hawthorne, and, later,
k1100

Among twentieth-century writers, the word "satire" 1is
used to convey scores of ideas. For some the term signifies
"the particular kind of verse known as formal satire"; for
somé 1ts meaning includes "any type of verse written with
satiric intent"; others contend that "satire is a formal
genre of literature" which possesses set characteristics;
and yet others "identify a work of literature as satire by
its motive and spirit alone."7

These diverse opinions indicate the difficulty of estab=
lishing a specific definition of satire which would be agree-
able to all. For example, Hodgart states, "'Satire,' in my
view, 1s not a well-defined category, but a convenlent ex-
presslon to cover a variety of literary works that have many
characteristics in ocommon."8

There are numerous oriteria upon which opinions may be
based and from which conclusions may be drawn for the purpose
of judging a literary work such as "Prufrock" as satire. Of
the number of satiric techniques employed by Eliot, only a
selected group will be examined here. Various characteris-
tics such as method, subject matter, use of quotations, etec.;
the mode, the mood or attitude which the writer assumes toward
his subject; the form or style; the scene or visual concept
of the images and descriptions; and the effects of satire,

which are definitely attributed to a satiric work are the

eriteria which will be considered.




There are six characteristiocs which will be dlscussed
briefly. The first is that of the author's stating the
method of expression which he intends to use, whether it be
an eplc, a drama, a satire, or some other means. Juvenal is
indicating to his audience that he is writing satire when he
looks at Rome and declares, "It is difficult not to write
satire."

That "Prufroock" is satire is evidenced by ite "motive
and spirit."? Eliot's "motive" is exposure of the conse-
quences which arise as the result of the malleable nature of
Man. The "spirit" of the poem is that of moral struggle occa-
sioned by the conflict of incompatible desires. Man's inner
self 1s 1n hostlle encounter with itself. The clash of the
ego with established rules of conduct sets Man at variance
with himseelf and severs his relationships with other human
beings. Eliot establishes his method of expression by his
treatment of the contradiction within Man. This theme is
satiric in itse portrayal of the struggle engendered by the
desire for self-expression as opposed to social custom.

Eliot's treatment of this concept is first suggested in
the epigraph in which the speaker, Guido da Montefeltro, 1s
depicted in conflict with himself and his situation. G@Guldo
da Montefeltro prefigures Prufrock and advances, by the way
of suggestion, the tone of hopelessness in the satire.

The second characteristic is that which Highet calls a
Somet imes the author refers to an ancestral

"pedisreeo "

source for a thought, an image, & line, or perhaps more.
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Horace gave his works a "pedigree" by referring to Lucilius
and to Blon. Eliot does the same in several instances, the
first of which is the epigraph taken from Dente's Inferno.
Ellot also refers to an image of Marvell's in the lines,
"Would 1t have been worth while,/To have bitten off the
matter with a smile,/To have squeezed the universe into a
ball/To roll it toward some overwhelming question. . . ?"10

The third characteristic 1s that of a traditional sa-
tirlc subject which is conerete and often personal. The
multlfarious subject matter of satire deals with very real
problems and situations which are relevant at the time of
the writing. The writer uses actual names, or his descrip-
tions of the people whom he 1s satirlzing are clear and ocan
be easily identified.ll HEliot's cholce of subject is that
of corrupt sooclety, or in the case of "Prufrook," the effect
of a shallow soclety upon human character.

The fourth characteristic of satire is that of the
author's quoting actual words of a great writer. Eliot quotes
from & poem by Heslod, a Greek poet of the eight eenth-century
B.C., in the line, "And time for all the worke and days of
hands." The Greek'poem {s about the farming year, and Ellot
borrows the words "works and days of hands" to contrast "use-
ful agricultural labor and the futile . . . meaningless 8so-
cial gesturing." Eliot also quotes from Shakespeare's

Twelfth Night in the line, "I know the voices with a dying

fall."12

Next, certain devices which writers of satire use help
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to identify the style being employed. Highet suggests that

these devices, some of whigh may be present in part or all
°f & work,are paradox, antithesis, parody, colloquialism,
antlclimax, topicality, obscenity, violence, vividness, and
exaggeration.l3 Worcester says of such rhetorical devices
that they "serve to win the reader and soften the impact of
the writer's destructive or vengeful sentiments. Such de-
vices are all-important for the study of satire. The skill
with which they are employed serves as a criterion between
good satire and bad. . . . What 18 more to the present point,
the presence or absence of such devices determines what 1s
satire and what is not."14 Paradox, antithesis, topicality
and anticlimax are among Eliot's most prominent devices in
"Prufrock."

Several of these elements can be seen in the passage in
which the lines, "My morning coat, my collar mounting firmly
to the chin,/My necktie rich and modest, but asserted by a
simple pin--," are sandwiched between those lines deplcting
a frail, self-conscious man lmagining he is belng criticized.
Then follows his expression of anxiety over disturbing the
universe.

Emotion is the sixth characteristic. The emotional
reaction whioh the writer intends the reader to feel may be
contempt or scorn, represented by a eneer, a grim smile, or
hearty laughter.l® In "Prufrock" contempt and scorn for
s enslavement of Man are evident in the lines which

soclety’
express Man's frustration over his inability to communicate
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n
even "After the novels, after the teacups . . ./And this,

and so much
uch more. . . " 1In his anguish he ories, "It 18

impossible to say just what I mean!" Hearty laughter is nei-
ther expressed nor provoked by the poem; however, occasionally
& grim smile 1is induced by a 1ine such as "I shall wear the
bottoms of my trousers rolled." Eliot speaks of laughter in
some of hls poetry, but Frye states that Eliot's earlier, sa-
tiric postry "presents a world without laughter." The laugh-
ter of which Ellot speaks is "of the sinister and terrible

kind that psychologists say the laughter in dreams i8. . . »"16

The laughing women in "Hysteria," Sweenesy "Letting his arme
hang down to laugh," and Mr. Appolinax laughing "like an ir-
responsible foetus" are examples of this type of Eliot's sa-
tirical laughter by his characters.

Of the two major satiric modes, Horatlan and Juvenalian,
Horatian is the dominant mode of satire used by Eliot. In
"Prufrock" he presents, in a conversational tone, the predi-
cament of 1life which is neither humorous nor denunciatory,
but more amusingly ridiculous than defamatory. The message
which Fliot preaches is the same as that of the oynic phllos-
ophy which Bion set forth in the third century B.C. It is
the message of the lnner struggle and conflict which causes
Man to conform to the conventionality of soclety rather than
to be individualistic and independent and follow his natural

desires. Eliot strongly opposed much of the alleged super-

flulty of his day; in his estimstion, society enslaved people

of the upper and upper-middle classes to soclal conventions.



Man's inol
ination to conform often results in loneliness,

isolat
8 a 10n’ and alienation- Ellot satirioally deplots this

oondition of the 1ndividual and of the whole society, notably

in "Prufrock" and The Waste Land.

[[} "
In "Prufrock" the theme of alienation and 1solation 18

conveyed by Eliot's use of the metaphorical ether, the sea
imagery, and the reference to Hamlet. Through the comparison
of Prufrock with the evening, Eliot indicates that both are
in a state of seml-consciousness. The idea of the longing
for sleep 1llustrates Man's desire to escape or withdraw from
soclety. This image 1s enlarged upon later in the poem in
the lines, "And the afternoon, the evening, sleeps so peace-
fully!/Smoothed by long fingers,/Aelsep . . . tired . . . or
1t malingers,/Stretched on the floor, here beside you and me."
Maxwell states that these lines suggest an artificlally peace-
ful, unhealthy, uneasy existence of the evening and Prufrockd!
Man's inability to reach out to establish contact with
others 1e 1llustrated in the image of the crustacean, and
conveys inner struggle and self-isolation. In seeing the
loneliness of his own 1life and the whole complex of lonell-
ness which he represents, Prufrock is plunged into the de=-
spair of his alienation. Later in the poem this 1dea 1s re-
iterated by Eliot's reference to Shakespeare's Hamlet, a
nineteenth-century symbol of i§solation and allenation. The

sea imagery also expresses a desire for €scape--e€scape to

safety. Prufrock's representation 1s of Man who sees the

contemtment of others with thelr dwelling place and longs to
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share their h
&Ppiness in their natural surroundinga. Thle

idca 18 111
ustrated in the lines, "We have lingered in the

chambe
rs of the sea/By 8ea-girls wreathed with seaweed red

and brown,"

The form or style, the third oriterion for identifying

satlre, may be one of three types, according to Highet: (1)
monologue, (2) parody, or (3) narrative.l® Kernan gives two
main forms of satire: (1) formal veree satire, and (2) Menip-
pean.19 Other forms of satire, whioch are used to a degree 1n
"Prufrock," are (1) burlesque, (2) invective, and (3) irony.

In a monologue the satirist is speaking as himself, or
he speaks from behind a mask directly to the audlence. A
parody is a work in which the satirist takes an existing
literary work created with serlous intent and makes it ap-
pear ridiculous. In a narrative the satirist usually does
not appear at all.20

"The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock" i1s a monologue by
the poet's persona. By using dramatic monologue, Eliot
achieves a balance between "maximum freedom of expression"
and "clarity and precision." Eliot "juxtaposes with the
musings of a character in a poem allusions and reminlscences,
neously in his mind."l In this mono-

which also rise sponta

logue, Fliot has Prufrock mueing over the "overwhelming

question," while he alludes to historical references and

reminisces about hils shriveled life. Prufrock questions,

"Should I ./Have the strength to force the moment to its

his supplications
crisis?" In the same stanza he reviews PP .
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"But th
Bu ough I have wept anqg fasted, wept and prayed,"
realizes that he is

and

n
NO prophet" but 1s yet full of fear.

Frye suggests that part of "Prufrock" 1s parody, but his

reference to parody differs from Highet's in that Frye's does

ROk PILDE he MEwbher literary work but to a self-recognition

scene, the recognition of the ego, "the 1llusory self, capable

n
only of death,” a technique Eliot uses in both "Prufrock" and

"gerontion."*? mhig technique 1s 1llustrated in "Prufrock"

in the lines, "I have seen the moment of my greatness flicker,
/And I have seen the eternal Footmen hold my coat, and snicker,
/And in short, I was afraid."

In formal verse satire, Kernan says, the satirist is
stressed and dominates the sgene. In Menippean satire, the
scene le stressed and absorbe the satirist either partly or
oompletely.23 Hodgart defines formal satire as that in which
the poet denounces some kind of vice which is in conflict
with his own moral ideals. The subject matter of this form
15 unheroic dally 1ife, treated realistically.?* In "Pru-
frock" Eliot denounces soclal pretense in the repetitious
phrase, "how should I presume?" The Menippean philosophy 1s
engrained in cynicliem, which teaches that there are no classes
The Cynic's emphasis on Man's individ-

of things or objects.

uality causes him to condemn the artificiallity of wealth and

soeial poaitlon-as Menippean satlire originally referred to

satires which were written in a mixture of prose and verse;

however, it has come to include any work obviously written
’

in third person or in whioch the attack is conveyed by a
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fable.26

"P n
rufrock" may be classified as Menippean satire in one

fine point, in that it mocks the 11fe 1ived in striving for

soclal pos ;
poeltlon. After Prufrook has "measured out my life

with coffee spoons," he realizes the grim emptiness whigh his

exlstence has netted him. He resolves, after having lost his
lnner struggle, to reject society's decorum which 1s folsted
upon the middle-aged.

The terms "burlesque," "invective," and "irony," are de-
fined in varloues ways by numerous critics, but Worcester's
lucid explanations will suffice here.2!

Burlesque falls into two divisions: high and low. High
burlesque 1s characterized by the treatment of a trivial sub-
Ject in an elevated manner. The repeated haunting heroic
sound of "Michelangelo" reverberates in the early part of the
poem to mock and to muffle the sound of the women and thelr
trivial talk. There ls also a sense of high burlesque in
"Prufrock" in the mock-heroic references to John the Baptlst,
to Lazarus, and to Hamlet, when Ellot has Prufrock say,
"Though I have seen my head (grown slightly bald] brought in
upon/a platter," and "'I am Lazarus, come from the dead,/Come
back to tell you all,'" and "No!'I am not Prince Hamlet, nor

was meant to be."

Low burlesque, which treats a serious or elevated sub-

ject in a trivial manner, creates & standard below 1ts victinm

and causes the reader to measure the character by thils lower

atandard Such 1s the case in the lines in which Eliot uses
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lowl
a lowly crustacean as the standard for measuring Man who 18

trapped in a pretentious 1life. The viotim, Man, ie degraded.

In reading burlesque one hag the feeling of having al-
moset grasped the conoreteness of the object of the satire
only to find the 1llusion obacured or distorted and snatched
away.

It 1s as if one looked into a mirror only to find the
reflectlon a distortion of his image. BSuch is the case with

"Prufrock." At one instance Eliot pictures Prufrock as an
ordinary man, revealing a normal semsitivity to his world;
suddenly Prufrock changes into an alienated creature of exist-
ence. From the lines, "Bhall I say, I have gone at dusk
through narrow streets/And watohed the smoke that rises from
the pipes/Of lonely mem in shirt-sleeves, leaning out of win-
dows?" Eliot suddenly changes the image of Prufrock by say-
ing, "I should have been a pair of ragged claws/Scuttling
across the floors of silent seas."

Invective satire shows "direct verbal attack," yet the
attack is usually controlled, the blow softened, and the
approach indirect, even though the purpose may be derlslon.

The attitude of indirection and detachment characterizes the

satiric invective in "pprufrock," as Ellot keeps the image of

der.
an aging, wasted, floundering life always before the rea

From the beginning of the poem to the end there is the sen-

sation that time 18 running out. The 1ines, "There will be

time, there will be time" and "I grow old . . . I grow old

"W y1lustrate the passage of time and the brevity of

[ . oy

life.
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the ether, fog, ang smoke, carry the pro-
gress of the journey,

The metaphors,

but they are such that the blows are

light and
g are less offensive to the resder than direct attask

might be.
g The 1line, "For the yellow smoke that slides along

the street,"
» 8hows apathy and a lackadalsical attitude, yet

1t conveys the idea of motion,

Just as Man's thoughts often turn inward and become nar-
ciseistio, Ellot has his character imagine being derisively
mocked by the ladies. Thus Eliot employs invective satire
with the purpose of derision in the lines, "'How his hair is
growing thin!'" and "'But how his arms and legs are thin!'"

Irony, the final form for investigation here, is de-
scribed by Worcester as the "lightning-stroke" which 1llumi-
nates the author's purpose in his use of incongruities.
Eliot's form of irony presents Man against the universe by
use of "unexpected details, incongruous items, irrelevant
situations."2® 1In the lines, "Do I dare/Disturb the uni-
verse?" we see the ironic implication of Man's inability to
make decisions because of his fear of fallure.

"Phe Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” is a title whioh
suggests something of the irony of the poem 1tself and hints
at qualities which the character will eventually manlfest.

d that the irony of the poem and the

Genesius Jones has sal

satiric implication 1s that "the Love Bong never was and

never will be sung; and that, as they say, 1s the Hell of

1t."29

Worcester states that the "yroniet looks more deeply



conscious moti !
vVatlion., ‘Men and women, in hig view, tend to

become puppets jerked about by their passio
ne.
with #llot's "Prufroek,"

"0 g5 4t 18

1 Prutrock, who represents every man
ho €
W 8 enslaved by soclety, hag always been a puppet

though he tries to escape,

y and

or to sing hie song, he is unable
to do so because a

31

"terrible respectability" has him in its
grip.
In hls satirie, ironic style, Eliot was influenced
especlally by the French symbolist, Jules Laforgue, who in-
spired Zllot in method, verse, and mood, in emotional atti-
tude as well as in technique. "This method may be summarized
as the assumption of an ironic mask or attitude, mook-heroic
in effect and wit, expressing a mixed mood, often by dramatic
means. It 1ndulges in self-mockery or ridicules serious feel-
ing; 1t represents mixed reactions to things. . . ."22 Of all
Eliot's poems, "Prufrock," with its movement, repetitions,
echoes, and theme, seems to be most directly influenced by
Laforgue.33 The movement in “Prufrock" is seen in the pro-
gress from the "Streets that follow like a tedious argument"

to "the room where the women come and go/Talking of Michel-

angelo" to the sea where the mermalds sing. Pound has said

that Laforgue taught Ellot a subtle conversational tone, an

irony such as Baudelaire's, and to comstruct, by use of ironmy,

a summary of his day. This theme runs throughout Eliot's

"Prufrock." "The Love Song" brings together S
ironic attitude with the stimulus Be received from reading



Laforgue.34 16

Ellot defi

nes his uge of irony as found in "Prufrook"
V 4
as an expression of "'g dedoublemeng of the personality a-
gainst which the subject struggles,'"5 mnis 1qes of Man's

struggle against himself g 8€en in numerous instances

throughout the poem. The first of thess allusions is in the

first line of the poem in the reference to "You and I."

Willlamson belleves the "You and I" develops a theme of

frustratlon, an inner emotional conflict with the "you" ve-
ing the amorous life suppressed by the "I," the timld self.©
Within the 1ndlvidual there is a paradox which cannot be re-
solved, Man 1s trapped in his own private conflict in which
his amorous desire 1s smothered by an opposing force of equal
strength, the struggle between what he wishes to do and what

soclety expects of him. Another of these suggestions ies made

in the line, "There will be time to murder and create," com-

pletely opposite acglons which allude agaln to Man's divided

gelf.
The scene of satire, the fourth eriterion, is the visual

image one recelves from reading a satirical work. The scene

of satire is crowded with people and things--the plcture of

soclety in satire.>! In "Prufrock" the scene is orowded. It

muttering retreats"
varies from the "half-deserted streets,/The ne

n
to the parlors and volces. In the "sawdust restaurants the

-drum of
stench of pipe smoke filling the rood and the hum

- h
volces produces a nauseating, st1fling scene-=a gscene whio

are heard/
n which "the dying volces

resembles the one 1
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8cene of Prufrogk does not exist for it

own eake but f
or the sake of 8ymbolizing the quality of a

clviliz:
clv zatlon, not that of an environment. What matters 1
* 8

not thelr social

e
These people, more or lesg consclous of their isolation,
rootlessness
» and 1nseour1ty. agonize over their 1nd901810n.38

The final criterion ig that of the effects which are

peculiar to a satirie work. Paulson says that there are two

baslc satiric effects: "insider's ridicule of the outsider,
and his explosion of freedom as he breaks out of (or discom-
fits) a stultifying, over-codified soclety."? This 1s a
description of Prufrock, Man, in his attempt to break away
from "a stultifying, over-codified society."

Eliot's philosophy of an ideal soclety is much the same
as that of Henry James, whose influence is seen in much of
Eliot's work. James wae poesessed with a vision of an ideal
soclety and the relationships between members of such a so-
clety. The bitterness and despalr which he felt over the
failure of actual soclety to measure up to such an 1deal was
felt also by Eliot.*® This philosophy of an ideal society
gone corrupt is the basls of the satire in "Prufrock."

"Prufrock" is the vehicle which Ellot chose to carry

his message about people who live by & "formulated phrase"

completely enslaved by tradition,
rtrays the soclety of his own day

rejudice, and
and who are pre} ’

materialism. The poet PO

as being of two clagses: the Brahmin class to which his own



family belonged 18

et scenes of the "pools

n
&nd "the soot that falls from chimneys."
Prufrock is not a r

that stand in draipg"

but of a soclety,

complexities of 8oclety ang knows not how to escape from or

to overcome his predicament, Eliot uses this poem as ap

attack on a system through the character of Prufrock. Eliot,

however, 18 not Prufrock. To understand Ellot, it is neces-
sary to see him as distinct from his various characters who

walk streets, climb stalrs, drink coffee, and brood over wo-

men.m‘

Prufrock, Man, i1s doomed to an endless party-going such
as the Hatter's. He 18 on a tread-mill and cannot get off.
The lines, "For I have known them all already, known them
all:--/Have known the evenings, morninge,/kfternoons,"
allude to this wearisome exlistence which, Kenner saye, Pru-

frock "is no more at liberty to modify than one of Dante's

subjecte can desert his circle of Hell,"42

Thie enslavement of the personallty, caused by indecl-

and ambivalence, 1s the basis of the

sion, indirection,
"The Love Song of

many-faceted satlre which Eliot wrote in
J. Alfred Prufrock." In the fullest sense of the word, the
re, full, varied, and hearty,

work is of the genre of satl
pelled to convey to

com
which carries the message Ellot felt

soclety.
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