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  Abstract 
This paper is about The Waste Land by T. S. Eliot. It discusses how the poem pre-
sents order, including the mythical method, chronological order, juxtaposition, and 
a united narrator. The invented method, which is the poem's framework, embodies 
order. Eliot borrows from myths and legends, including the Holy Grail narrative, 
the Fisher King mythology, and the death and resurrection of fertility gods. The 
poem contains several verses about the myth of the Holy Grail, a metaphor for the 
protagonist's journey in the long poem to The Waste Land, providing the main 
thread and basis for The Waste Land. The cycle of four seasons, interpreted in terms 
of the death and resurrection of Osiris, the fertility god, is another way in which the 
framework of The Waste Land has a subtle correspondence with the chronological 
order. The juxtaposition of different images and themes creates an internal order in 
the poem. Finally, a united narrator brings order to the poem by providing a cohe-
sive voice that ties together the fragmented elements. 
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In the modern world after the First World War, traditional values and ideals were shattered. A spiritual wasteland 

emerged as a result of modern society's strong reliance on material possessions and the ensuing spiritual crises. T. S. 
Eliot attempted to restore tradition and modernity in a society that had lost much of its sense of identity and order, 
reconstructing a meaningful and orderly world. Therefore, literature and arts must come up with new narratives, 
metaphors, and organizational schemes to help in the renewal (Rainey, 2005). The Waste Land, which has a strong 
inner order despite being chaotic, disjointed, and disordered on the exterior, is one of the most emblematic master-
pieces. The order in the poem is deeply rooted in framework, stylistic structure, and narrative mode. This paper will 
discuss the various ways that The Waste Land presents order, including the mythical method, chronological, juxta-
position, and a united narrator.  

1. Mythical Framework 

First of all, the mythical method as the poem's framework inherently embodies order. As Eliot sums it up in Ulysses: 
Order and Myth, “It is simply a way of controlling, of ordering, of giving a shape and a significance to the immense 
panorama of futility and anarchy which is contemporary history” (Eliot, 1923). The poet establishes a substantial 
mythological system in the poem, which he refers to as the "mythical method," (178) to set it apart from the conven-
tional narrative method. Specifically, we can spot Eliot's borrowings from Jessie Weston's From Ritual to Romance 
on Christianity, the Holy Grail, and other myths and legends, as well as Sir James Frazer's anthropological book The 
Golden Bough (Cooper, 2006). The Holy Grail narrative, the fisher king mythology, and the death and resurrection 
of the fertility gods serve as the poem's structural anchors throughout The Waste Land to maintain order. 

The poem contains several verses about the legend of the Holy Grail. According to the legend of the Holy Grail, 

https://www.hillpublisher.com/journals/jhass/


Qin Yuan 
 

 

DOI: 10.26855/jhass.2023.09.022 1823 Journal of Humanities, Arts and Social Science 

 

the fisher king was disabled, leaving his kingdom a wasteland and the living creatures incapable of reproduction. In 
Christian doctrine, the fish symbolizes life (Booth, 2015). The only hope for relief from the plague is the arrival of a 
knight who, after a perilous quest for the Holy Grail, will ask the meaning of the symbols shown to him in a church 
on the verge of collapse in the heart of the wasteland to save it. The symbol of the sick and crippled fisherman king 
appears several times in The Waste Land, as in line 189, “While I was fishing in the dull canal”; (424), “Fishing, with 
the arid plain behind me”; (202) “Et O ces voix d'enfants, chantant dans la coupole!”. These are all taken from Act 
III of Verlaine's Parsifal, a scene before the King of Fishers recovers from his wounds. This allusion to the legend of 
the Fisherman reveals a picture of the modern waste land (Menand, 2007). The sun is hot, there is no water, no shade, 
only dry rocks, and dead trees. The people of the wasteland are insensitive, without love, faith, and fertility, living a 
vulgar, coarse, and unsupportive life. This is a common state of the postwar modern society (Bennett, 2020). The 
barren land guarded by the Fisherman King symbolizes the spiritual wasteland of modern man, and the search for the 
Grail means seeking external authority to save it (Davidson, 1994). Therefore, the knight's journey to the Holy Grail 
is used as a metaphor for the protagonist's journey in the long poem to the waste land, thus providing the main thread 
and basis for the waste land. The poet thus intertwines the modern struggle to escape spiritual emptiness with the 
medieval legend of the knight's search for the Holy Grail, creating a historical and mythical framework for depicting 
the 'wasteland' of modern society. This overarching framework provides the poem with internal order. 

2. Chronological Order 

Second, the framework of The Waste Land subtly corresponds with the chronological order, especially the cycle 
of four seasons. The ancient Egyptians and Indians interpreted the change of seasons regarding the death and resur-
rection of Osiris (Adonis), the fertility god. The resurrection of the fertility god meant that winter had left and spring 
would come, while the death of the fertility god meant that summer was far away and autumn was coming; only the 
resurrection of the fertility god could revive the earth (Jiang, 2002). The death and resurrection of the fertility god 
brings the change of seasons, which is one of the main threads in the development of The Waste Land. The first 
section, “The Burial of the Dead”, takes place in spring, but the imagery in the poem then contains the characteristics 
of the four seasons. April (in spring) is cruel, with root buds slow to grow in the spring rain; winter keeps everything 
buried deep in snow; summer is blazing with sunlight; autumn has not even the shade of trees or the sound of water, 
(1-29). (Chinitz, 2003) Then, as we turn to winter again, the city is “under the brown fog of a winter dawn”. Have 
the corpses planted in the garden last year sprouted (a symbol of spring)? Will it bloom (a symbol of summer)? The 
echoes here reveal the poet's insistence on attempting to construct an internal order to the poem through temporal 
order. 

Moreover, Chapter V, “What the Thunder Said” opens with an allusion to the execution of Jesus, in spring, when 
“He who was living is now dead/ We who were living are now dying” (322-330); in summer the sun bakes the earth; 
in autumn, the branches of the trees on the hills dry up and become dead hills, there is no water in the rocks of sound 
and no rain (330-359). These horrific scenes echo the scene of four seasons in “The Burial of the Dead”. Just as 
another vicious circle begins, Eliot invokes spring from the East, when dark clouds and thunder rumbled over the 
Ganges in India, and soon rain falls to relieve the waste land, (396-423) from the Brahmanic classic, Upanishads. 
The words spoken by the thunder are the very manna that will rectify the social order and restore the normal order of 
nature. This religious allusion is an apt expression of Eliot's 'non-secular view of order', that time is the foundation 
of eternal motion, and order varies in perpetual time and the vicissitudes of nature. (Upton, 2023). The temporal order 
in nature is internalised in the poems, giving them an intrinsic framework of order. 

3. Stylistic Structure 

Third, the stylistic structure of the poem is well planned despite appearing chaotic and disjointed, expressing the 
poet's intention to create a new order by connecting literary texts. Juxtaposition is one of the critical presentations 
(Jiao, 2001). In The Waste Land, we find experiences that extend worldwide and throughout European literary history, 
a seemingly disparate jumble of texts that have their own separate meanings and are constantly interconnected to 
form new ones (Menand, 2007). Presenting the various texts in juxtaposition is one of the basic ways. For instance, 

O the moon shone bright on Mrs. Porter 
And on her daughter 
They wash their feet in soda water 
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Et O ces voix d’enfants, chantant dans la coupole! 
Twit twit twit 
Jug jug jug jug jug jug 
So rudely forc’d. 
Tereu 
The first part of the poem is a song often sung by Australian soldiers in WWI, followed by a transition to the 

French verse from Paul Verlaine's Parsifal. It is vital to note that Eliot's use of Parsifal is closely related to the Holy 
Grail mythology that permeates the entirety of The Waste Land since Parsifal plays a crucial role in the quest for the 
Holy Grail (Guo, 2003). The second part is the song of the nightingale Philomela. The two parts are juxtaposed 
because they are both songs. However, while the first part is modern and colloquial, even vulgar, the latter part is of 
ancient mythology and is introduced by the verse from Verlaine’s verse (202). The two sections thus provide a stark 
contrast, highlighting the vulgarity and emptiness of modern society (Sherry, 12). In addition, the latter part of the 
nightingale's song is taken from the story in Ovid's Metamorphoses, in which Philomela, having been defiled by King 
Tereus and transformed into a nightingale, cries day and night to complain about the king's crimes. The poet uses it 
here as an indictment of the relationship between Mrs. Porter and her lover, which in turn can be seen as an indictment 
of the lack of spiritual love and indulgence in modern society as a whole (Chen, 2022). Finally, the poet pastes into 
the poem fragments borrowed directly from reality. Namely, the songs of soldiers overheard, which also dilute the 
line between reality and literary fiction (Davidson, 1994). Through the juxtaposition of different experiences, the 
different worlds of the ancient and the modern, the real and the fictional, can co-exist and interlink in the verses, 
expanding the poem's space and gaining more connotations (Booth, 2015). This reflects Eliot's understanding and 
pursuit of constructing literary order and allows The Waste Land to present an inherent framework of order at the 
textual level. 

4. Narrative Mode 

Finally, the poem's multiple narrators are invisibly united in one person, giving the poem an autonomous order. 
The poem's main unifying figure is Tiresias, the blind prophet from classical Greek literature and mythology (Menand, 
2007). According to Eliot's notes on The Waste Land, Tiresias is “the most important personage in the poem”, and 
what he foresees is the theme and essence of the poem. “I Tiresias, though blind, throbbing between two lives / Old 
man with wrinkled female breasts, can see” (Eliot, 1971). Tiresias not only experiences but foresees the depraved life 
of the Wastelanders. Through him, The Waste Land acquires a unity of past, present, and future (Jiao, 2001). 

Furthermore, Tiresias, as a character in Ovid's Metamorphoses, experiences both male and female perspectives, 
representing the fusion of both sexes. In his poem, The Waste Land, T.S. Eliot similarly unifies male and female 
perspectives by using the first-person pronoun " I." The "I" in the poem takes on various identities, including a 
wounded fisherman who causes barrenness, a martyred Jesus atoning for the sins of the world, and a degenerate 
modern wilderness man who lives only for lust. However, despite the multiplicity of identities, the "I" ultimately 
represents a unity that is compatible with the different characteristics of the characters in the poem, especially Tiresias, 
who possesses traits of fusion (Guo, 2003). Eliot says in his note: “Just as the one-eyed merchant, seller of currants, 
melts into the Phoenician Sailor, and the latter is not wholly distinct from Ferdinand Prince of Naples, so all the 
women are one woman, and the two sexes meet in Tiresias. What Tiresias sees, in fact, is the substance of the poem” 
(Eliot, 1971). If this is the case, then Tiresias not only unifies the past, present, and future but also unifies the char-
acters in The Waste Land (Cooper, 2006). 

As the hermaphroditic narrator and character in the poem, Tiresias transcends time, space, gender, and culture. 
Through stream-of-consciousness techniques, Eliot uses Tiresias to bring to life a succession of fragmented imagery, 
innuendos, and dramatic cuts, blending the identities of all into one person (Gao, 2017). In doing so, Eliot highlights 
the decay of modern civilization by incorporating the history and current situation of humanity, the thoughts and 
feelings of different genders, and the customs and traditions of different cultures into one Tiresias. Tiresias, as a unity, 
finally brings together the sense of disarray that is conveyed in The Waste Land, where the narrator's identity is 
seemingly ambiguous and the focus moves frequently. The artistic technique of unifying the sexes allows Eliot to 
create a highly condensed and abstract profound connotation, adding a heavy modernist color to the already vivid 
picture of the wilderness (Sherry, 2004). The result is an artistic effect that achieves unity in fragmentation and order 
in disintegration order. Ultimately, the "I" in the poem serves as a philosophical and impersonal self, a microcosm of 
human beings, and a reflection of humanity itself (Guo, 2003). This inherent unity of narrative perspective, embodied 
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in Tiresias, is also a testimony to the order in The Waste Land. 

5. Conclusion  

This paper has critically investigated how the order in the poem The Waste Land is manifested in framework, 
stylistic structure, and narrative mode. The poem's mythical method serves as its structural basis and represents order 
naturally through the framework. The structure of the poem also bears a resemblance to the chronological order, 
particularly the four-season cycle. The poem's stylistic structure, which expresses the poet's ambition to establish an 
interlinking literary order, is strongly well-planned. Besides, the various narrators are imperceptibly united into one 
person. Consequently, this paper sheds light on the presentation of order in The Waste Land and Eliot’s attempt to 
reestablish order in post-World War I civilization. 
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