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Poet Study – T.S Eliot 

Thomas Stearns Eliot was an early 20
th 

Century poet, known for his Modernistic and experimental styles.  He 

was born on September 26, 1888, in the town of St. Louis, Missouri to parents Henry Ware Eliot & Charlotte 

Champe Stearns. He studied and taught at various colleges in America and Europe, and gained a degree in 

philosophy whilst studying various other things such as Indian Philosophy and Sanskrit. In between writing 

poetry, he often taught at Universities in England and America, as well as writing plays and taking up critiquing 

professionally. He was married to his first wife, Vivienne Haigh-Wood, in 1915 though their relationship was 

mutually cold toward each other. Later, they spent much of the time apart, with Eliot considering divorcing her 

but never went through with it by the time Vivienne died in 1947. He later married for a second time in 1957 

to Esmé Valerie Fletcher. Eliot himself passed away in 1965 of emphysema, leaving behind a large legacy in his 

various areas of expertise.  

 

Various early poems were published in College journals and magazines, but the first poem to gain some 

acclaim was ‘The Love Song of Alfred Prufrock’. This poem was received at the time with mixed opinions from 

critics. Some found it quite striking and modern, whilst others felt it was bland and confused in nature. Further 

small poems followed before the publication of ‘The Wasteland’ in 1921. This poem is often held in high regard 

as an important piece of Modernist literature, but at the time of publication was greeted with a lukewarm, and 

sometimes disgusted response.  Some critics of the time felt that it was lifeless, drawing to heavily on 

symbolism and allusions, and simply didn’t fit the mould of ‘proper’ poetry. Others, such as Eliot’s good friend 

Ezra Pound declared it a Modernist masterpiece. 

 

Various techniques were employed by Eliot in his writing, and his style often changed from poem to poem. 

Many of his poems used a free verse structure, and varying rhyming patterns, sometimes in a way that was 

inconsistent between the different verses of the poems themselves.  He also made use of longer sentences, 

normally making use of caesura and enjambment to aid the poems flow. Much of his style is influenced by 

poets he called ‘Masters’, such as Shakespeare, Baudelaire, and Dante. He was known for using allusions to 
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other poems, or quoting texts from the past within the context of his piece, to give it a greater sense of 

meaning, or to draw attention to the message being conveyed. Eliot’s works often contained extensive 

footnotes, to allow the reader to grasp these meanings, though he often expected the readers to be as 

knowledgeable of the reference texts as he was. He covered a wide array of themes and topics such as 

alienation, nihilism, and religious conviction. 

 

Eliot crafted a wide variety of works over his life, extending out from poetry to writing plays and professional 

critiquing. His poetry periods can be roughly divided into two separate eras. The first era contained his ‘Pure 

Poetry’, whilst his later era contained ‘moralistic poetry’. This change in overall style came about after Eliot 

converted to Anglicanism. Whilst he adopted a more religious stance, he did not become a religious poet, 

though religious themes appear more prominently in Eliot’s later works (‘Ash Wednesday’ being an example of 

such prominence). Whilst his early poetry is more publicly acclaimed in some cases, Eliot often thought that 

one of his later set of poems, ‘The Four Quartets’, was his magnum opus.  

 

The poem that is often said by critics and analysers to bridge the divide between these eras is ‘The Hollow 

Men’, first published in 1925. This poem marked a turning point in Eliot’s style. The fragmented natures of his 

earlier works, whilst still present, were presented in a less chaotic form. The narrative of the poems also 

became more coherent, if losing some of their subtle complexity. Allusions and symbols are still heavily 

employed, as well as Eliot’s usual techniques. The messages of the poems, however, changed from a more 

pure descriptive style with an open interpretation. The Hollow Men embraces features from both of Eliot’s 

noted eras, and is often known as the bridge between them because of this.  

Now presented is ‘The Hollow Men’ in its entirety for your consumption 
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The Hollow Men by T. S. Eliot 

 Mistah Kurtz -- he dead. 

A penny for the Old Guy 

 

 I 

We are the hollow men 

We are the stuffed men 

Leaning together 

Headpiece filled with straw. Alas! 

Our dried voices, when 

We whisper together 

Are quiet and meaningless 

As wind in dry grass 

Or rats' feet over broken glass 

In our dry cellar 

 

Shape without form, shade without colour, 

Paralysed force, gesture without motion; 

 

Those who have crossed 

With direct eyes, to death's other Kingdom 

Remember us -- if at all -- not as lost 

Violent souls, but only 

As the hollow men 

The stuffed men. 

 

 II 

Eyes I dare not meet in dreams 

In death's dream kingdom 

These do not appear: 

There, the eyes are 

Sunlight on a broken column 
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There, is a tree swinging 

And voices are 

In the wind's singing 

More distant and more solemn 

Than a fading star. 

 

Let me be no nearer 

In death's dream kingdom 

Let me also wear 

Such deliberate disguises 

Rat's coat, crowskin, crossed staves 

In a field 

Behaving as the wind behaves 

No nearer -- 

 

Not that final meeting 

In the twilight kingdom 

  

III 

This is the dead land 

This is cactus land 

Here the stone images 

Are raised, here they receive 

The supplication of a dead man's hand 

Under the twinkle of a fading star. 

 

Is it like this 

In death's other kingdom 

Waking alone 

At the hour when we are 

Trembling with tenderness 

Lips that would kiss 

Form prayers to broken stone. 
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 IV 

The eyes are not here 

There are no eyes here 

In this valley of dying stars 

In this hollow valley 

This broken jaw of our lost kingdoms 

 

In this last of meeting places 

We grope together 

And avoid speech 

Gathered on this beach of the tumid river 

 

Sightless, unless 

The eyes reappear 

As the perpetual star 

Multifoliate rose 

Of death's twilight kingdom 

The hope only 

Of empty men. 

 

 V 

Here we go round the prickly pear 

Prickly pear prickly pear 

Here we go round the prickly pear 

At five o'clock in the morning. 

 

Between the idea 

And the reality 

Between the motion 

And the act 

Falls the Shadow 
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 For Thine is the Kingdom 

 

Between the conception 

And the creation 

Between the emotion 

And the response 

Falls the Shadow 

 

 

 Life is very long 

 

Between the desire 

And the spasm 

Between the potency 

And the existence 

Between the essence 

And the descent 

Falls the Shadow 

 

 For Thine is the Kingdom 

 

 

For Thine is 

Life is 

For Thine is the 

 

This is the way the world ends 

This is the way the world ends 

This is the way the world ends 

Not with a bang but a whimper. 
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The Hollow Men, though seeming quite short and staggered, is thoroughly complex. It’s opening epigraph 

makes reference to Joseph Conrad’s “Heart of Darkness” and Guy Fawkes, with the lines “Mistah Kurtz -- he 

dead.”, and, “A penny for the Old Guy” respectively. 

This then leads into the poem proper, which is split up into five sections. The first deals with the titular Hollow 

Men, describing themselves as ‘leaning together’, and being ‘filled with straw’. Metaphor is also heavily used, 

with the Hollow Men’s voices being described as ‘…quiet and meaningless/like wind in dry grass/or rats feet on 

broken glass’. The section ends with the Hollow Men addressing those who have crossed to ‘death’s other 

kingdom’ (which depending upon interpretation could be an allusion to heaven or hell), to not remember 

them as lost or violent souls, but only as the Hollow Men. 

The second explores the fear that the Hollow Men feel of judgement. They speak of the distance of deaths 

dream kingdom, and of how they wish to be no nearer then they are. They wish to wear ‘deliberate 

disguises/rat’s coat, crowskin, crossed staves’, and wish not for the final meeting in the twilight kingdom. The 

third regards the Hollow Men’s musing, wondering if the other kingdom is like the land in which they 

live(described as being a ‘…desert land/…cactus land’), and whether there is the same loneliness there. The 

fourth section begins the breakdown, with a feeling of ending and death. The recurring images throughout the 

poem reappear, this time representing an ending. They speak of how there are ‘no eye here/in this valley of 

dying stars’. 

The final section is a breakdown. Gone are the previous references to the Hollow Men and what they see, 

which are instead replaced by a cacophony of voices, almost as if speaking in some mad production. The 

opening is a reference to the traditional rhyme ‘Here We Go Round the Mulberry Bush’, changed to be a 

prickly pear. This section contains three verses which states that between two opposites (though in some ways 

similar) things, ‘Falls the Shadow’. In between are the lines ‘For Thine is the Kingdom’ (a reference to …), and 

‘Life is very long’. The poem itself ends with the speaker trying to say these two phases, but failing to do so, 

leaving them broken. Then the last lines finalise this by telling the reader that ‘This is the way the world 

ends/Not with a bang, but a whimper.’ 

 

To expand, and show some of Eliot’s techniques in effect, I present a poem in written in his style. 
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The Faceless Ones 

 

Si vis pacem, para bellum 

 

I 

November frost on the crass and 

Cold banks of the Styx 

Where the frozen waters lap  

In haste where a single rose grows, so  

Beautiful, alluring, pure, a strange sight  

Among the wastes and jungles created  

By men’s hands, where the muddy pastes suck 

Them down 

Down 

Down 

 

Across the Acheron,  

Where the ferryman sleeps, the 

Cold voices cry out, brought forth 

By bitter torment, and seeds sown 

In pale, dampened voices they cry 

“Here be Dragons, 

Here Be Death, for 

We are the dead” 

 

Across the kingdoms, 

Where men of temptation 

Dare not tread, lest the daemons 

And ghosts of past fruition, 

Drag them down among the lost 

Who cry out through the fires 

To the passers-by, the faceless men; 

“Abandon all hope, ye who enter here 
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Lest you become like us 

Lest you feel like us 

Lest you are us” 

 

II 

I once knew a girl, with 

A love so dear, a sweet 

Little girl, who would 

Fill men with fear 

 

In gardens of roses, 

She would greet the day kindly 

And among the flowers, it was 

There she would blind me 

 

A cool spring breeze carrying 

A sweet, flowery scent, 

Roses, tulips, hyacinths, 

A cacophony of smells 

 

 

Hides me form the ones  

Who watch with the dawn 

From across the rivers 

With looks of forlorn 

 

Those with looks of 

Anger and distrust, 

Those who speak among  

The pale, ghastly dust 

 

Qui si convien lasciare ogne sospetto; 

 ogne viltà convien che qui sia morta. 
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III 

Carried through the dark 

Grey clouds, lofting  

Over the Themes, threatening 

To break the piece of the park 

 

Ghosts of men, the 

Ones who wander, lost and 

Grey among the dawn as 

Passers-by come and see 

 

The rain man, he who is 

Master of the four winds 

Crying out among the 

Children sitting there 

  

“The thousand years of raindrops summoned  

by my song are my tears;  

The thunder that strikes the earth  

is my anger” 

 

Twisting, turning, 

Contorting, cackling, 

As the faceless men watch 

From their steely perch 

 

Across the banks where waters 

Swell, and heave, and rot, 

Where the faceless judge, and 

Scream out, unto the night, 

 

Oh untimely death. 
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When writing my own poem in Eliot’s style, I tried to incorporate many of the elements from his early poetry 

such as ‘Prufrock’ or ‘The Wastelands’. The poem itself was written in free verse, with little rhyming structure, 

bar a few verses. The sentences used are long and conjoined, sprinkled with some metaphor. Each section 

takes on a different style, and narrative, but returns to the men who are faceless. I also used many allusions 

within the piece, from the epigraph ‘si vis paceum, para bellum’ (an old Latin saying meaning, “If you want 

peace, prepare for war”) to ‘Abandon all hope, ye who enter here’ from Dante’s Inferno. I also tried to cover 

the themes often used by Eliot of alienation and decay, as well as the fragmented nature of his writing. 
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