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ABSTRACT

T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land (1922) stands as a landmark of Modernist poetry, renowned for its fragmentation,
intertextuality, and profound cultural critique. Central to its structure and meaning is Eliot’s deliberate engagement with classical
myth, particularly Greek and Roman traditions, which he reinterprets to address the disillusionment of the post—World War I
generation. This paper examines The Waste Land as a modern rewriting of classical myth, focusing on the transformation of figures
such as Tiresias, the Fisher King, and fertility myths rooted in Ovid and Virgil. By drawing upon James Frazer’s The Golden
Bough and Jessie Weston’s fiom Ritual to Romance, Eliot employs myth not merely as ornament but as an organizing principle
that lends coherence to a fragmented cultural landscape. Through textual analysis, the study explores how Eliot adapts ancient
narratives of death, rebirth, and prophecy into symbols of modern sterility, alienation, and the search for renewal. The poem’s
layering of classical and contemporary voices underscores its vision of civilization caught between decay and the possibility of
regeneration. Ultimately, this paper argues that Eliot’s use of myth functions as a means of cultural survival, demonstrating how
timeless archetypes can be reshaped to articulate modern crises. The study highlights the continued relevance of classical literature
in understanding the complexities of twentieth-century modernism.
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twentieth-century civilization (Kenner, 1959). Characters
such as Tiresias, the Fisher King, and the Sibyl serve as
archetypal figures through which Eliot connects the

central work of literary modernism, capturing the spiritual suffering of the modern world with the cyclical decay and
desolation and intellectual  fragmentation  that renewal of classical mythic traditions (Leavis, 1932).

characterized the aftermath of the First World War. The The influence of anthropological and
poem presents a disordered landscape of cultural decay mythological studies—particularly James Frazer’s The
through fragmented narrative, multiple voices, and Golden Bough (1890) and Jessie Weston’s from Ritual to
multilingual references, reflecting the disorientation of a Romance (1920)—is evident throughout The Waste Land.
society struggling with the loss of faith and meaning Frazer’s exploration of fertility rites and sacrificial cycles,

I INTRODUCTION

T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land (1922) stands as a

(Bradbury & McFarlane, 1991). Eliot’s innovative poetic
structure mirrors the disintegration of modern
consciousness while also seeking a form of unity amid
chaos.

Amid this historical and cultural disillusionment,
Eliot turned to classical mythology as a framework
through which to reimpose symbolic order on modern life.
This “mythic method,” as later described by scholars,
allowed him to rework ancient myths of fertility, death,
and rebirth to articulate the sterility and paralysis of

along with Weston’s reinterpretation of the Grail legend,
provided Eliot with both thematic and structural
inspiration (Frazer, 1890; Weston, 1920). These works
enabled him to weave ancient narratives into a modern
context, transforming myth from a decorative element
into an organizing principle that gives coherence to
fragmentation (Brooks, 1939).

Ultimately, Eliot’s engagement with myth
represents not nostalgia for the past but a modern strategy
for cultural survival. By reshaping timeless archetypes to
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express contemporary despair, The Waste Land becomes
a poetic meditation on loss and the possibility of renewal.
Through this synthesis of the ancient and the modern,
Eliot redefines poetry as a vessel for cultural memory—
one that gathers “fragments” of the past to confront the
moral and spiritual void of his age (Eliot, 1922, p. 72).

I1. LITERATURE REVIEW

The modernist impulse to reinterpret myth as a
vehicle for meaning has its intellectual foundation in the
anthropological and comparative studies of the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Among the most
influential sources for T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land are
James George Frazer’s The Golden Bough (1890) and
Jessie L. Weston’s from Ritual to Romance (1920).
Frazer’s monumental study of ritual and religion traces
recurring fertility myths and the sacrificial cycle of death
and rebirth across cultures, presenting myth as a universal
structure underlying human consciousness (Frazer, 1890).
His concept of the dying god and seasonal regeneration
provided Eliot with a symbolic vocabulary for expressing
cultural decay and the potential for renewal. Weston
(1920), drawing heavily from Frazer, developed these
ideas in her exploration of the Grail legend, interpreting
the Fisher King’s wound and the wasteland motif as
representations of both physical and spiritual barrenness.
Eliot acknowledged Weston’s work as a key influence,
crediting it with giving form to the poem’s underlying
mythic framework.

Scholarly interpretations of Eliot’s mythic
method reveal its complexity and versatility. Cleanth
Brooks (1939) views the use of myth as Eliot’s strategic
response to the moral and aesthetic chaos of the modern
world, allowing him to impose symbolic order on
historical disintegration. Similarly, F.R. Leavis (1932)
emphasizes the discipline and restraint of Eliot’s method,
suggesting that myth functions as both an artistic structure
and a moral corrective to modern fragmentation. Beyond
this classical modernist reading, more recent critics have
underscored Eliot’s innovation as an early form of
intertextual practice. Northrop Frye (1957) interprets
Eliot’s mythic layering as an archetypal dialogue between
past and present, positioning The Waste Land as a
precursor to postmodern intertextuality. Sandra Gilbert
(1994) extends this argument by exploring the gendered
dimensions of mythic rewriting, suggesting that Eliot’s
invocation of female archetypes—such as the Sibyl and
Philomel—reflects both the persistence and suppression
of feminine voices within cultural mythmaking.

Despite extensive scholarship, a significant gap
in research remains regarding the role of mythic
reconstruction as a mode of psychological and cultural
renewal in The Waste Land. While many studies focus on
Eliot’s deployment of myth as a structural device, fewer
explore how these allusions actively reinterpret modern
alienation through patterns of ritual regeneration.
Contemporary readings increasingly call for a

reassessment of myth not merely as an organizing
framework but as a dynamic process that transforms
despair into the possibility of rebirth. Addressing this gap
is essential to understanding how Eliot’s poem transforms
the debris of classical heritage into a living myth for the
modern age.

III. METHODOLOGY

This study employs a qualitative textual analysis
to examine T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land (1922) as a
modern rewriting of classical myth. The qualitative
approach is appropriate for exploring the poem’s intricate
symbolism, intertextual density, and mythological
substructure, as it prioritizes interpretive depth over
quantitative measurement (Creswell & Poth, 2018). By
focusing on language, imagery, and thematic recurrence,
this analysis seeks to uncover how Eliot transforms
ancient mythic paradigms into representations of modern
spiritual desolation and cultural fragmentation.

The theoretical framework of this research
integrates intertextual and myth-critical perspectives.
Intertextuality, as articulated by Julia Kristeva (1980),
emphasizes the relational nature of texts—how literary
works derive meaning through dialogue with prior
traditions. Within this framework, The Waste Land is
analyzed not as an isolated modernist artifact but as a
dynamic reconfiguration of classical and literary sources,
including Ovid, Virgil, and the Grail legends.
Complementing this approach, the myth-critical lens—
drawing from the works of Northrop Frye (1957) and
Mircea Eliade (1963)—examines how mythic archetypes
and ritual patterns operate within the poem to express
cyclical processes of decay and renewal. This dual
framework allows for an understanding of how Eliot uses
myth both structurally and thematically to navigate the
tension between fragmentation and unity.

The sources for this study include Eliot’s The
Waste Land as the primary text, supported by a range of
secondary materials such as mythological studies, literary
criticism, and modernist theory. Foundational texts
include James Frazer’s The Golden Bough (1890) and
Jessie Weston’s from Ritual to Romance (1920), which
inform Eliot’s conception of fertility myths and ritual
renewal. Additional critical insights are drawn from
scholars such as Cleanth Brooks (1939), F.R. Leavis
(1932), and Hugh Kenner (1959), whose analyses of
modernist poetics and mythic structure provide
interpretive grounding.

The analytical tools employed involve close
reading and symbolic interpretation of key mythic figures
and motifs that shape the poem’s narrative architecture.
Particular attention is paid to figures such as Tiresias, who
unifies multiple temporal and gendered perspectives; the
Fisher King, whose wound symbolizes both physical and
spiritual sterility; and the Sibyl, whose prophetic despair
mirrors humanity’s longing for redemption. Recurrent
motifs—such as the death-rebirth cycle, water
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symbolism, and prophetic vision—are analyzed for their
transformative role in linking ancient mythic paradigms
to the psychological and cultural crises of modernity.
Through this layered interpretive method, the study aims
to demonstrate how Eliot’s mythic reconstruction
functions as both a poetic and philosophical response to
the fragmentation of the modern world.

IV.  ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION

The Mythic Framework in The Waste Land

T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land constructs its
meaning through what he termed the “mythic method,” a
deliberate engagement with ancient narratives to impose
form upon the chaos of modern life (Eliot, 1923/1975).
The poem’s fragmented structure—its abrupt transitions,
disjointed imagery, and multiplicity of voices—reflects
the disintegration of postwar civilization. Yet beneath this
apparent disorder lies a carefully orchestrated mythic
pattern derived from classical sources. Drawing heavily
from James Frazer’s The Golden Bough (1890) and Jessie
Weston’s from Ritual to Romance (1920), Eliot
transforms the ancient ritual of fertility and regeneration
into a symbolic commentary on spiritual sterility. Frazer’s
vision of cyclical renewal through sacrificial death,
coupled with Weston’s reading of the Grail legend and the
wounded Fisher King, provides the symbolic core of
Eliot’s poetic design (Frazer, 1890; Weston, 1920).

Through this framework, Eliot suggests that the
moral barrenness of modern society parallels the mythic
wasteland of legend. The poem’s arid landscapes, typified
by “a heap of broken images” (Eliot, 1922, p. 7), evoke
the desolation of a world severed from spiritual vitality.
The mythic structure does not merely decorate the poem
but becomes its architecture—an organizing principle that
provides coherence to cultural fragmentation. This
interplay between myth and modernity, as Brooks (1939)
notes, allows Eliot to reframe historical despair through
archetypal continuity.
Classical Figures and Modern Voices

Central to Eliot’s mythic reconstruction are
figures drawn from Greek and Roman mythology,
reimagined to embody the anxieties of the twentieth
century. Tiresias, the blind prophet who appears midway
through the poem, functions as a unifying consciousness
that transcends gender, time, and identity. As Eliot
himself remarked, “Tiresias, although a mere spectator
and not indeed a ‘character,’ is yet the most important
personage in the poem” (Eliot, 1922, p. 72). Tiresias
embodies the intersection of knowledge and impotence,
vision and paralysis—qualities that mirror the modern
individual’s sense of awareness amid moral decay
(Kenner, 1959). Through him, ancient prophecy becomes
a modern psychological condition: the capacity to
perceive truth without the power to act upon it.

Similarly, the Fisher King, drawn from Weston’s
studies of Grail mythology, represents the wounded
modern world. His physical impotence and the barrenness

of his land are metaphors for cultural and spiritual
exhaustion. The fertility rituals described by Frazer
(1890) and Weston (1920) are inverted in The Waste
Land—where renewal fails, and sacred rites become
hollow gestures. The poem’s recurring imagery of
drought and stagnation (“Here is no water but only rock™)
underscores this inversion, dramatizing humanity’s
estrangement from nature and the divine.

The Sibyl of Cumae, referenced in the poem’s
epigraph, introduces the theme of prophetic despair. Her
longing for death without the gift of renewal encapsulates
the paradox of modern existence: longevity without
purpose, knowledge without salvation. In juxtaposing the
Sibyl’s ancient lament with contemporary spiritual
emptiness, Eliot underscores the persistence of existential
yearning across epochs (Leavis, 1932).

Mpyth as Structure and Salvation

Eliot’s mythic method ultimately transforms the
poem into both a reflection and a critique of modern
consciousness. Myth, as Frye (1957) observes, provides
“a grammar of symbols” through which poetry can
translate personal despair into universal experience. In
The Waste Land, myth serves this redemptive function by
linking the cyclical processes of death and rebirth with the
potential for spiritual renewal. The fragmented voices of
the poem—echoing across centuries and cultures—form
a collective chorus of human continuity.

Water, the dominant symbol of renewal,
operates as a recurring motif that unites the poem’s
disparate sections. Its presence and absence signify the
tension between sterility and fertility, death and
regeneration. The climactic invocation ‘“Datta.
Dayadhvam. Damyata” (Give. Sympathize. Control.)
from the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad represents a final
synthesis of Eastern and Western spiritual traditions,
suggesting that redemption lies not in historical return but
in moral transformation (Eliade, 1963).

Ultimately, Eliot’s reworking of myth is neither
nostalgic nor escapist. It embodies a modernist attempt to
reconstruct meaning from the ruins of tradition. As
Brooks (1939) asserts, the poem’s use of myth transforms
chaos into order, rendering The Waste Land not a vision
of despair but a pattern of renewal. By fusing classical
ritual, Christian symbolism, and Eastern philosophy, Eliot
demonstrates how myth functions as a language of
survival—one capable of articulating the enduring
struggle between cultural decay and human resilience.

V. CONCLUSION

T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land endures as a pivotal
text of modernist poetry, not merely for its fragmented
structure or linguistic experimentation but for its profound
engagement with the classical mythic tradition. Through
the deliberate reworking of ancient narratives, Eliot
constructs a poetic landscape that mirrors the
disillusionment of post-World War I society while
simultaneously invoking the possibility of renewal. The
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poem’s mythic architecture—drawn from sources such as
Frazer’s The Golden Bough (1890) and Weston’s From
Ritual to Romance (1920)—provides both a symbolic
framework and a philosophical lens through which
modern despair can be understood as part of an enduring
human cycle of death and regeneration.

This study has shown that Eliot’s use of myth
functions not as mere allusion but as an organizing and
redemptive principle. Figures such as Tiresias, the Fisher
King, and the Sibyl operate as archetypes through which
ancient wisdom converges with modern alienation. The
mythic method allows Eliot to impose coherence upon
chaos, transforming fragmented cultural memory into a
unified vision of spiritual continuity. As Brooks (1939)
suggests, myth serves as Eliot’s means of “ordering”
history, offering form to the formless and meaning to the
meaningless.

Furthermore, the synthesis of Western and
Eastern spiritual traditions in the poem’s closing
movement—embodied in the Upanishadic injunctions
“Datta. Dayadhvam. Damyata.”—suggests that the path
to renewal lies in ethical and spiritual introspection rather
than in historical return. In this convergence of global
mythic systems, Eliot anticipates a cosmopolitan
modernism that transcends cultural boundaries, seeking
universality in human experience (Eliade, 1963).

Ultimately, The Waste Land demonstrates that
myth is not an artifact of the past but a living medium
through which the modern condition can be articulated
and, perhaps, redeemed. Eliot’s reconfiguration of
classical narratives reveals that even in an age of
fragmentation, poetry retains the power to recover
coherence, meaning, and hope. By shoring the
“fragments” of tradition against the ruins of modernity,

Eliot offers a vision of literature as both cultural memory
and moral restoration—a testament to the enduring
relevance of myth in the search for spiritual renewal.
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