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J. Alfred Prufrock a Modern Poet





	In “Tradition and the Individual Talent,” T. S. Eliot describes the characteristics that a composer must follow to create poetry.  One must be mature, one must live in the present moment of the past, and one must be impersonal.  Eliot, in “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,” creates a character that represents the complete opposite characteristics that Eliot feels are necessary to create poetry and art.  This modern poet finds himself unable to create poetry, which in the poem is his inability to speak and be accepted by the woman, who represents critics, who like Eliot expect true poetry.  However, even as Prufrock lives in an era that is devoid of true poetry, Eliot gives us hope that true poetry might be created.


	We get a glimpse of this poetry wasteland from the allusion to Dante’s Inferno.  Prufrock speaks to us with the assumption, much like the assumption Guido had towards Dante, that we, the listeners, will be joining him in this Hell, which he lives in.  Prufrock lives in a poet’s hell, where he is unable to create true poetry, and speak to the women, who in the refrain “come and go/ Talking of Michelangelo“(11).  This represents that the women are talking about the past, when true poets created poetry, much like Michelangelo creating art and poetry.  Prufrock continues by describes his neighborhood like a ghost town with “half deserted streets”(11).  Nothing seems to be active in the city and the imagery produces a feeling of death.  Prufrock’s neighborhood can be said to represent the current state of the modern poets.  There is only inactivity and confusion, no real art, no beauty.  He also describes the state of his fellow poets that live in this hell too; they are “lonely men in shirt-sleeves, leaning out of windows”(13).  They are exactly like Prufrock, unable to leave their rooms and create poetry that will be accepted by the women.  These poets know too much for their own good.  Prufrock and his fellow poets analyzed every possible possibility, and now they can’t even leave their rooms, they are paralyzed.  “Much learning deadens or perverts poetic sensibility’ (Eliot).     


	One of Prufrock’s impediments in creating poetry is his immaturity.  Prufrock acts like a teenager in most of the poem.  He has not reached a period of full maturity, which is essential to create poetry.  Prufrock’s immaturity can be seen when he, like most teenagers, believes he can live forever.  Prufrock repeats the phrase, “there will be time,” throughout most of the poem.  He is not afraid that he will run out of time, there will always be time to create poetry that will be accepted by the women.  His immaturity is also detected by his lack of confidence in himself, much like when one is young.  He keeps revising his poetry again and again, “a hundred visions and revision” (12).   Prufrock even doubts if he should even disturb the women with his poetry, “Do I dare/ Disturb the universe?”(12).  


	His other characteristics that are opposite to what Eliot believes is necessary to create poetry is that Prufrock is living merely in the present and thus cannot be impersonal.  Throughout the first half of the poem, Prufrock uses only present tense verbs.  He is living solely in the present, and that present is prolonged by the repetition of the word “and.”  He is trapped in a continual state of the present.  The sentences flow like one long sentence.  Also besides, the opening epigraph, Prufrock does not turn his attention to the past, until the second half of the poem.  The women are the ones who are talking about Michelangelo, not Prufrock.  There is a lack of remembering the dead poets before the interlude, which any poet must do.  


	Prufrock cannot escape his personality in the first part of the poem.  Prufrock believes that his poetry will be judged by his personality, his appearance, because that is how he analyzes the women himself.  He only sees their body parts, their hair, eyes, and wrists.  He worries what the women will say about his balding head, his skinny arm and legs.  He thinks that they will analyze him instead of his poetry.  That he will be a bug pinned to the wall.  He wants desperately to be accepted by the critics, he wants to conform to their expectations, but as Eliot says, “to conform merely would be for the new work not really to conform at all” (Eliot).  


	Eliot begins to give us hope that poetry might be created during the interlude of the poem.  There we see the present tense verbs change to past tense. “I have gone…watched”(13).  Prufrock is beginning to live the present moment of the past.    After the interlude, there are also references to Lazarus, Hamlet, and the Odysseus.  His immaturity also begin to end as the poem progresses.  We begin to see him age.  He is growing old and his hair is thinning.  He is also less worried about being judge by his appearance and conforming to the woman’s expectations, because they are no longer expecting much from him, the mermaids are not singing to him anymore.


	So even though, Prufrock has given up in creating poetry that the critics will accept in his young age, he might finally at his old age have the characteristics that Eliot believes every poet must have to create poetry.    


	


	











