Quiz #7

Summarizing Literary Critics

Part I:  Write an appropriate topic sentence using the  

         information below.

Word Heard: Prufrock Asks His Question
Critic: J. Peter Dyson 

Source: Yeats Eliot Review, Vol. 5, No. 2, 1978, pp. 33-5. Reproduced by permission 

Criticism about: T(homas) S(tearns) Eliot (1888-1965), also known as: T. S(tearns) Eliot, Thomas Stearns Eliot, Charles Augustus Conybeare, Reverend Charles James Grimble, Gus Krutzch, Muriel A. Schwartz, J. A. D. Spence, Helen B. Trundlett, T. S. Eliot

An assumption seems to have grown up over the years that no precise meaning can be assigned to the "overwhelming question" in T. S. Eliot's "The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock." When Prufrock cries, "It is impossible to say just what I mean!" one is meant, apparently, to see the impossibility as referring, above all, to the formulation of the question. One can certainly agree with Balachandra Rajan, in his recent book, The Overwhelming Question, that "Prufrock" owes its effect as much to what is not in the poem as to what is, but Rajan's denial of the question's presence in the poem tends to diminish unnecessarily Eliot's accomplishment. Surely the "overwhelming question" is there in the poem, there in the way demanded by the methodology of the poem. One of the stranger aspects of the Prufrock "question" is the way in which critics, whether assuming the question to be present in the poem or not, have refrained from making clear what the question actually is and how it is present if, indeed, it is present

Topic Sentence

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Part II:  Write a complete summary using the rest of the  

          article. 

The difficulty stems, apparently, from Prufrock's nebulousness of mind--that mind which wanders about and slithers through the digressions of the poem like the enigmatic fog-cat which is its metaphor. Prufrock's intelligence lacks the all-encompassing grip of Hamlet's, the argument goes; it cannot come to terms with the complexities of modern life in the way that Hamlet's was able to get the measure of the (lesser?) complexities of the Renaissance. It is precisely because he senses life to be so overwhelming that he finds it impossible to ask any relevant question--let alone expect an answer; Prufrock cannot, therefore, objectify or universalize his plight. The poem is reduced to a digressive exploration of an emotional state; the logical exploration of the "human condition" represented in Hamlet is not possible in the twentieth century. By accepting Seiler's premises, one is forced to accede to his conclusion that "Prufrock's inability to formulate any of Hamlet's questions or answers, according to T. S. Eliot, prevents him from being able to say, 'I suffer'
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