
T.  S.  E L I O T 

(1888–1965) 

selections 

 

“Preludes” (c. 1910; published, 1917)       1 

 

“The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” (1915; in book form, 1917)   4 

 

“The Hollow Men” (1925)         10 

 

“Journey of the Magi” (1927)        14 

 

“Gus: The Theatre Cat” from Old Possum’s Book of Practical Cats (1939)  16 

 

 

 

 

 



 1 

“Preludes” 

 

I 

 

The winter evening settles down 

With smell of steaks in passageways. 

Six o’clock. 

The burnt-out ends of smoky days. 

And now a gusty shower wraps 

The grimy scraps 

Of withered leaves about your feet 

And newspapers from vacant lots; 

The showers beat 

On broken blinds and chimney-pots, 

And at the corner of the street 

A lonely cab-horse steams and stamps. 

And then the lighting of the lamps. 

 

II 

 

The morning comes to consciousness 

Of faint stale smells of beer 

From the sawdust-trampled street 

With all its muddy feet that press 

To early coffee-stands. 

With the other masquerades 

That time resumes, 

One thinks of all the hands 

That are raising dingy shades 

In a thousand furnished rooms. 
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III 

 

You tossed a blanket from the bed, 

You lay upon your back, and waited; 

You dozed, and watched the night revealing 

The thousand sordid images 

Of which your soul was constituted; 

They flickered against the ceiling. 

And when all the world came back 

And the light crept up between the shutters 

And you heard the sparrows in the gutters, 

You had such a vision of the street 

As the street hardly understands; 

Sitting along the bed’s edge, where 

You curled the papers from your hair, 

Or clasped the yellow soles of feet 

In the palms of both soiled hands. 

 

IV 

 

His soul stretched tight across the skies 

That fade behind a city block, 

Or trampled by insistent feet 

At four and five and six o’clock; 

And short square fingers stuffing pipes, 

And evening newspapers, and eyes 

Assured of certain certainties, 

The conscience of a blackened street 

Impatient to assume the world. 

 

 I am moved by fancies that are curled 

Around these images, and cling: 
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The notion of some infinitely gentle 

Infinitely suffering thing. 

 

 Wipe your hand across your mouth, and laugh; 

The worlds revolve like ancient women 

Gathering fuel in vacant lots. 
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“The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” 

 

  S’io credessi che mia risposta fosse 

  A persona che mai tornasse al mondo, 

  Questa fiamma staria senza più scosse. 

  Ma per cìo che giammai di questo fondo 

  Non tornò vivo alcun, s’i’odo il vero, 

  Senza tema d’infamia ti rispondo. 

 

Let us go then, you and I, 

When the evening is spread out against the sky 

Like a patient etherized upon a table; 

Let us go, through certain half-deserted streets, 

The muttering retreats 

Of restless nights in one-night cheap hotels 

And sawdust restaurants with oyster-shells: 

Streets that follow like a tedious argument 

Of insidious intent 

To lead you to an overwhelming question . . . 

Oh, do not ask, “What is it?” 

Let us go and make our visit. 

 

 In the room the women come and go 

Talking of Michelangelo. 

 

 The yellow fog that rubs its back upon the window-panes, 

The yellow smoke that rubs its muzzle on the window-panes, 

Licked its tongue into the corners of the evening, 

Lingered upon the pools that stand in drains, 

Let fall upon its back the soot that falls from chimneys, 

Slipped by the terrace, made a sudden leap, 

And seeing that it was a soft October night, 
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Curled once about the house, and fell asleep. 

 

 And indeed there will be time 

For the yellow smoke that slides along the street 

Rubbing its back upon the window-panes; 

There will be time, there will be time 

To prepare a face to meet the faces that you meet; 

There will be time to murder and create, 

And time for all the works and days of hands 

That lift and drop a question on your plate; 

Time for you and time for me, 

And time yet for a hundred indecisions, 

And for a hundred visions and revisions, 

Before the taking of a toast and tea. 

 

 In the room the women come and go 

Talking of Michelangelo. 

 

 And indeed there will be time 

To wonder, “Do I dare?” and, “Do I dare?” 

Time to turn back and descend the stair, 

With a bald spot in the middle of my hair— 

(They will say: “How his hair is growing thin!”) 

My morning coat, my collar mounting firmly to the chin, 

My necktie rich and modest, but asserted by a simple pin— 

(They will say: “But how his arms and legs are thin!”) 

Do I dare 

Disturb the universe? 

In a minute there is time 

For decisions and revisions which a minute will reverse. 

 

 For I have known them all already, known them all: 
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Have known the evenings, mornings, afternoons, 

I have measured out my life with coffee spoons; 

I know the voices dying with a dying fall 

Beneath the music from a farther room. 

 So how should I presume? 

 

 And I have known the eyes already, known them all— 

The eyes that fix you in a formulated phrase, 

And when I am formulated, sprawling on a pin, 

When I am pinned and wriggling on the wall, 

Then how should I begin 

To spit out all the butt-ends of my days and ways? 

 And how should I presume? 

 

 And I have known the arms already, known them all— 

Arms that are braceleted and white and bare 

(But in the lamplight, downed with light brown hair!) 

Is it perfume from a dress 

That makes me so digress? 

Arms that lie along a table, or wrap about a shawl. 

 And should I then presume? 

 And how should I begin? 

 

.   .   .   .   . 

 

Shall I say, I have gone at dusk through narrow streets 

And watched the smoke that rises from the pipes 

Of lonely men in shirt-sleeves, leaning out of windows? . . . 

 

 I should have been a pair of ragged claws 

Scuttling across the floors of silent seas. 
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.   .   .   .   . 

 

And the afternoon, the evening, sleeps so peacefully! 

Smoothed by long fingers, 

Asleep . . . tired . . . or it malingers, 

Stretched on the floor, here beside you and me. 

Should I, after tea and cakes and ices, 

Have the strength to force the moment to its crisis? 

But though I have wept and fasted, wept and prayed, 

Though I have seen my head (grown slightly bald) brought in upon a platter, 

I am no prophet—and here’s no great matter; 

I have seen the moment of my greatness flicker, 

And I have seen the eternal Footman hold my coat, and snicker, 

And in short, I was afraid. 

 

 And would it have been worth it, after all, 

After the cups, the marmalade, the tea, 

Among the porcelain, among some talk of you and me, 

Would it have been worth while, 

To have bitten off the matter with a smile, 

To have squeezed the universe into a ball 

To roll it towards some overwhelming question, 

To say: “I am Lazarus, come from the dead, 

Come back to tell you all, I shall tell you all”— 

If one, settling a pillow by her head 

 Should say: “That is not what I meant at all. 

 That is not it, at all.” 

 

 And would it have been worth it, after all, 

Would it have been worth while, 

After the sunsets and the dooryards and the sprinkled streets, 

After the novels, after the teacups, after the skirts that trail along the floor— 
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And this, and so much more?— 

It is impossible to say just what I mean! 

But as if a magic lantern threw the nerves in patterns on a screen: 

Would it have been worth while 

If one, settling a pillow or throwing off a shawl, 

And turning toward the window, should say: 

 “That is not it at all, 

 That is not what I meant, at all.” 

 

No!  I am not Prince Hamlet, nor was meant to be; 

Am an attendant lord, one that will do 

To swell a progress, start a scene or two, 

Advise the prince; no doubt, an easy tool, 

Deferential, glad to be of use, 

Politic, cautious, and meticulous; 

Full of high sentence, but a bit obtuse; 

At times, indeed, almost ridiculous— 

Almost, at times, the Fool. 

 

 I grow old . . . I grow old . . . 

I shall wear the bottoms of my trousers rolled. 

 

 Shall I part my hair behind?  Do I dare to eat a peach? 

I shall wear white flannel trousers, and walk upon the beach. 

I have heard the mermaids singing, each to each. 

 

 I do not think that they will sing to me. 

 

 I have seen them riding seaward on the waves 

Combing the white hair of the waves blown back 

When the wind blows the water white and black. 
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 We have lingered in the chambers of the sea 

By sea-girls wreathed with seaweed red and brown 

Till human voices wake us, and we drown. 
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“The Hollow Men” 

 

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: 
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There, the eyes are 

Sunlight on a broken column 

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 
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Lips that would kiss 

Form prayers to broken stone. 

 

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 
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And the act 

Falls the Shadow 

   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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“Journey of the Magi” 

 

“A cold coming we had of it, 

Just the worst time of the year 

For a journey, and such a long journey: 

The ways deep and the weather sharp, 

The very dead of winter.” 

And the camels galled, sorefooted, refractory, 

Lying down in the melting snow. 

There were times we regretted 

The summer palaces on slopes, the terraces, 

And the silken girls bringing sherbet. 

Then the camel men cursing and grumbling 

And running away, and wanting their liquor and women, 

And the night-fires going out, and the lack of shelters, 

And the cities hostile and the towns unfriendly 

And the villages dirty and charging high prices: 

A hard time we had of it. 

At the end we preferred to travel all night, 

Sleeping in snatches, 

With the voices singing in our ears, saying 

That this was all folly. 

 

   Then at dawn we came down to a temperate valley, 

Wet, below the snow line, smelling of vegetation; 

With a running stream and a water-mill beating the darkness, 

And three trees on the low sky, 

And an old white horse galloped away in the meadow. 

Then we came to a tavern with vine-leaves over the lintel, 

Six hands at an open door dicing for pieces of silver, 

And feet kicking the empty wine-skins. 

But there was no information, and so we continued 
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And arriving at evening, not a moment too soon 

Finding the place; it was (you might say) satisfactory. 

 

   All this was a long time ago, I remember, 

And I would do it again, but set down 

This set down 

This: were we led all that way for 

Birth or Death?  There was a Birth, certainly 

We had evidence and no doubt.  I had seen birth and death, 

But had thought they were different; this Birth was 

Hard and bitter agony for us, like Death, our death. 

We returned to our places, these Kingdoms, 

But no longer at ease here, in the old dispensation, 

With an alien people clutching their gods. 

I should be glad of another death. 

 



 16 

“Gus: The Theatre Cat” 

 

Gus is the Cat at the Theatre Door. 

His name, as I ought to have told you before, 

Is really Asparagus.  That’s such a fuss 

To pronounce, that we usually call him just Gus. 

His coat’s very shabby, he’s thin as a rake, 

And he suffers from palsy that makes his paw shake. 

Yet he was, in his youth, quite the smartest of Cats— 

But no longer a terror to mice and to rats. 

For he isn’t the Cat that he was in his prime; 

Though his name was quite famous, he says, in its time. 

And whenever he joins his friends at their club 

(Which takes place at the back of the neighbouring pub) 

He loves to regale them, if someone else pays, 

With anecdotes drawn from his palmiest days. 

For he once was a Star of the highest degree— 

He has acted with Irving, he’s acted with Tree. 

And he likes to relate his success on the Halls, 

Where the Gallery once gave him seven cat-calls. 

But his grandest creation, as he loves to tell, 

Was Firefrorefiddle, the Fiend of the Fell. 

 

“I have played,” so he says, “every possible part, 

And I used to know seventy speeches by heart. 

I’d extemporize back-chat, I knew how to gag, 

And I knew how to let the cat out of the bag. 

I knew how to act with my back and my tail; 

With an hour of rehearsal, I never could fail. 

I’d a voice that would soften the hardest of hearts, 

Whether I took the lead, or in character parts. 

I have sat by the bedside of poor Little Nell; 
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When the Curfew was rung, then I swung on the bell. 

In the Pantomime season I never fell flat, 

And I once understudied Dick Whittington’s Cat. 

But my grandest creation, as history will tell, 

Was Firefrorefiddle, the Fiend of the Fell.” 

 

Then, if someone will give him a toothful of gin, 

He will tell how he once played a part in East Lynne. 

At a Shakespeare performance he once walked on pat, 

When some actor suggested the need for a cat. 

He once played a Tiger—could do it again— 

Which an Indian Colonel pursued down a drain. 

And he thinks that he still can, much better than most, 

Produce blood-curdling noises to bring on the Ghost. 

And he once crossed the stage on a telegraph wire, 

To rescue a child when a house was on fire. 

And he says: “Now then kittens, they do not get trained 

As we did in the days when Victoria reigned. 

They never get drilled in a regular troupe, 

And they think they are smart, just to jump through a hoop.” 

And he’ll say, as he scratches himself with his claws, 

“Well, the Theatre’s certainly not what it was. 

These modern productions are all very well, 

But there’s nothing to equal, from what I hear tell, 

That moment of mystery 

When I made history 

As Firefrorefiddle, the Fiend of the Fell.” 


