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T. S. ELIOT (1888-1965)

The Waste Land 

I. The Burial of the Dead                      (lines 1-30)

April is the cruellest month, breeding

Lilacs out of the dead land, mixing

Memory and desire, stirring

Dull roots with spring rain.

5     Winter kept us warm, covering

Earth in forgetful snow, feeding

A little life with dried tubers.

Summer surprised us, coming over the Starnbergersee

With a shower of rain; we stopped in the colonnade, 

10    And went on in sunlight, into the Hofgarten
,

And drank coffee, and talked for an hour. 

Bin gar keine Russin, stamm’aus Litauen, echt deutsch
.

And when we were children, staying at the arch-duke’s,

My cousin’s, he took me out on a sled, 

15    And I was frightened. He said, Marie, 

Marie, hold on tight. And down we went.

In the mountains, there you feel free.

I read, much of the night, and go south in the winter.

What are the roots that clutch, what branches grow 

20    Out of this stony rubbish? Son of man,

You cannot say, or guess, for you know only

A heap of broken images, where the sun beats,

And the dead tree gives no shelter, the cricket no relief,

And the dry stone no sound of water. Only

25    There is shadow under this red rock,

(Come in under the shadow of this red rock),

And I will show you something different from either

Your shadow at morning striding behind you

Or your shadow at evening rising to meet you;

30    I will show you fear in a handful of dust.

(lines 60-68)

60    Unreal City
,

Under the brown fog of a winter dawn,

A crowd flowed over London Bridge, so many,

I had not thought death had undone so many.

Sighs, short and infrequent, were exhaled,

65    And each man fixed his eyes before his feet.

Flowed up the hill and down King William Street,

To where Saint Mary Woolnoth kept the hours

With a dead sound on the final stroke of nine.

(lines 215-256)

215  At the violet hour, when the eyes and back

Turn upward from the desk, when the human engine waits

Like a taxi throbbing waiting,

I, Tiresias,
 though blind, throbbing between two lives,

Old man with wrinkled female breasts, can see

220  At the violet hour, the evening hour that strives

Homeward, and brings the sailor home from sea,

The typist home at teatime, clears her breakfast, lights

Her stove, and lays out food in tins.

Out of the window perilously spread

225  Her drying combinations touched by the sun’s last rays,

On the divan are piled (at night her bed)

Stockings, slippers, camisoles, and stays.

I Tiresias, old man with wrinkled dugs

Perceived the scene, and foretold the rest–

230  I too awaited the expected guest.

He, the young man carbuncular, arrives,

A small house agent’s clerk, with one bold stare,

One of the low on whom assurance sits

As a silk hat on a Bradford millionaire.

235  The time is now propitious, as he guesses,

The meal is ended, she is bored and tired, 

Endeavours to engage her in caresses

Which still are unreproved, if undesired.

Flushed and decided, he assaults at once;

240  Exploring hands encounter no defence;

His vanity requires no response,

And makes a welcome of indifference.

(And I Tiresias have foresuffered all

Enacted on this same divan or bed;

245  I who have sat by Thebes below the wall

And walked among the lowest of the dead.)

Bestows one final patronising kiss,

And gropes his way, finding the stairs unlit…

She turns and looks a moment in the glass,

250   Hardly aware of her departed lover;

 Her brain allows one half-formed thought to pass:

‘Well now that’s done: and I’m glad it’s over.’

When lovely woman stoops to folly and

Paces about her room again, alone,

255  She smoothes her hair with automatic hand,

And puts a record on the gramophone
.
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� Lake a few miles south of Munich.


� A small public park in Munich.


� I am not Russian at all; I come from Lithuania, a true German.


� Cf. Ezekiel 2.1 [Eliot’s note]. Here God is addressing Ezekiel.


� Cf. Ecclesiastes 12.5 [Eliot’s note]. The verse is part of the preacher’s picture of the desolation of old age.


� Cf. Isaiah 32.2.





� Cf. Baudelaire: ‘Fourmillante cité, cité pleine de rêves, / Où le spectre en plein jour raccroche le passant’ [Eliot’s note]. The lines are quoted from ‘Le Sept Vieillards’, poem 93 of Les Fleurs du Mal.


� Cf. Inferno 3.55-57 [Eliot’s note].


� Cf. Inferno 4.25-27. [Eliot’s note].


� A phenomenon which I have often noticed [Eliot’s note]. St. Mary Woolnoth is a church in the City (the financial district of London); the crowd is flowing across London Bridge to work in the City.  


� Tiresias, although a mere spectator and not indeed a ‘character’, is yet the most important personage in the poem, uniting all the rest. […] What Tiresias sees, in fact, is the substance of the poem. [Eliot’s note].


� V. Goldsmith, the song in The Vicar of Wakefield. [Eliot’s note]. Olivia, a character in Oliver Goldsmith’s novel, sings the following song when she returns to the place where she was seduced: “When lovely woman stoops to folly / And finds too late that men betray / What charm can soothe her malancholy, / What art can wash her guilt away?”
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