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Critical Casebook

T. S. Eliot’s “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock”

Yeats and Pound achieved modernity;

Eliot was modern from the start.

—Louise Bogan

T. S. Eliot

Thomas Stearns Eliot was born on September 26, 1888, in St. Louis, Missouri. Both his father, a brick manufacturer, and mother were descended from families that had emigrated from England to Massachusetts in the seventeenth century. Entering Harvard on his eighteenth birthday, he earned a B.A. in 1909 and an M.A. in English literature in 1910. After a year in Paris, he returned to Harvard, where he undertook graduate studies in philosophy and also served as a teaching assistant. Awarded a traveling fellowship, he intended to study in Germany, but the outbreak of World War I in August 1914 forced him to leave the country after only several weeks. He then went to London, England, which would be his home for the remaining fifty years of his life.

In September 1914, Eliot met fellow poet Ezra Pound, who would be a great influence on his work and his literary career. In June 1915, Eliot married Vivienne Haigh-Wood after an acquaintance of two months. (The marriage was troubled from the start. He would separate from Vivienne in 1933; she was subsequently institutionalized and died in a nursing home in 1947.) The year 1915 also saw Eliot’s first major publication, when “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” appeared in the June issue of Poetry. It became the central piece of his first collection, Prufrock and Other Observations (1917). During this period, he taught school briefly and worked in Lloyds Bank for several years. He secured permanent employment when he joined the publishing firm of Faber and Gwyer (later Faber and Faber) in 1925.

Eliot became one of the best-known and most controversial poets of his time with the publication of The Waste Land (1922). Conservative critics denounced it as impenetrable and incoherent; readers of more advanced tastes responded at once to the poem’s depiction of a sordid society, empty of spiritual values, in the wake of World War I. Through the Criterion, a journal that he founded in 1922, and through his essays and volumes of literary and social criticism, Eliot came to exert immense influence as a molder of opinion. Despite his having written some of the most avant-garde poetry of his time, his basic conservatism became increasingly overt, as shown in his famous declaration in 1928, a year after he had become a British subject and had been confirmed in the Church of England, that he was a “classicist in literature, royalist in politics, and anglo-catholic in religion.”

Religious themes became increasingly important to his poetry as well, from “Journey of the Magi” (1927) and other lyrics published in the Ariel series of pamphlets, through Ash-Wednesday (1930), to Murder in the Cathedral (1935), which dealt with the death of St. Thomas à Becket, and was the first of his several full-length verse dramas. Others included The Family Reunion (1939) and The Cocktail Party (1949), which became a remarkable popular success, estimated to have been seen by more than a million and a half people in Eliot’s lifetime. Another of his works reached many more millions, at least indirectly: the light-verse pieces of Old Possum’s Book of Practical Cats (1939) later became the basis of the record-breaking Broadway musical Cats (1982). Eliot’s last major work of nondramatic poetry was Four Quartets (1943), a gathering into one volume of four previously published long poems. In 1948, he was awarded both the Order of Merit and the Nobel Prize for Literature.

In January 1957, Eliot married Valerie Fletcher, his secretary at Faber and Faber. After several years of declining health, he died of emphysema at his home in London on January 4, 1965.

The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock
1917

S’io credessi che mia risposta fosse
A persona che mai tornasse al mondo,
Questa fiamma staria senza piu` scosse.
Ma per cio` 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,

5

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

10

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.

15

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,

20

Slipped by the terrace, made a sudden leap,

And seeing that it was a soft October night,

Curled once about the house, and fell asleep.

  And indeed there will be time

For the yellow smoke that slides along the street

25

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

30

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.

35

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,

40

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!”)

45

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—

50

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?

55

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

60

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!)

65

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?

• • •

70

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.

• • •

75

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,

80

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,

85

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,

90

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,

95

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,

100

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—

And this, and so much more?—

It is impossible to say just what I mean!

105

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,

110

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,

115

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.

120

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.

125

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.

We have lingered in the chambers of the sea

130

By sea-girls wreathed with seaweed red and brown

Till human voices wake us, and we drown.

The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock. The epigraph, from Dante’s Inferno, is the speech of one dead and damned, who thinks that his hearer also is going to remain in Hell. Count Guido da Montefeltro, whose sin has been to give false counsel after a corrupt prelate had offered him prior absolution and whose punishment is to be wrapped in a constantly burning flame, offers to tell Dante his story:

If I thought my answer were to someone who 

might see the world again, then there would be

no more stirrings of this flame. Since it is true

that no one leaves these depths of misery

alive, from all that I have heard reported,

I answer you without fear of infamy.

(Translation by Michael Palma from: Dante Alighieri, Inferno: A New Verse Translation [New York: Norton, 2002].)  29 works and days: title of a poem by Hesiod (eighth century b.c.), depicting his life as a hard-working Greek farmer and exhorting his brother to be like him.  82 head . . . platter: like that of John the Baptist, prophet and praiser of chastity, whom King Herod beheaded at the demand of Herodias, his unlawfully wedded wife (see Mark 6:17–28).  92–93 squeezed . . . To roll it: an echo from Marvell’s “To His Coy Mistress,” lines 41–42. 94 Lazarus: probably the Lazarus whom Jesus called forth from the tomb (John 11:1–44), but possibly the beggar seen in Heaven by the rich man in Hell (Luke 16:19–25).  105 magic lantern: an early type of projector used to display still pictures from transparent slides.

Questions


1.
What expectations are created by the title of the poem? Are those expectations fulfilled by the text?


2.
John Berryman wrote of line 3, “With this line, modern poetry begins.” What do you think he meant?


3.
It has been said that Prufrock suffers from a “morbid self-consciousness.” How many references can you find in the poem to back up that statement?


4.
In the total context of the poem, is the sense of lines 47–48 reassuring or disturbing? Explain your choice.


5.
How do lines 70–72 relate to the questions that Prufrock raises in the three preceding stanzas (lines 49–69)?


6.
What is the effect of riming “ices” and “crisis”? Can you find similar instances elsewhere in the poem?


7.
Is the situation in the poem presented statically, or is there discernible development as the poem proceeds? Defend your answer with references to the text.


8.
What, finally, is your attitude toward Prufrock—identification, sympathy, contempt, or something more complicated?

Publishing “Prufrock”

Ezra Pound, living in London, was the foreign correspondent for Chicago-based Poetry magazine from its beginnings in 1912. Tireless in his efforts to promote writers he believed in, Pound made it his mission to champion poets who were doing new and original work in contrast to what he saw as the dullness and sterility of mainstream verse. His literary enthusiasms differed sharply from the more conservative values of Harriet Monroe, Poetry’s founder and editor, and the two clashed frequently. Pound’s first mention to Harriet Monroe of T. S. Eliot came in a letter of September 22, 1914:

An American called Eliot called this p.m. I think he has some sense tho’ he has not yet sent me any verse.

Eliot sent Pound “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” shortly thereafter, and on September 30 Pound wrote to Monroe:

I was jolly well right about Eliot. He has sent in the best poem I have yet had or seen from an American. pray god it be not a single and unique success. He has taken it back to get it ready for the press and you shall have it in a few days.

He is the only American I know of who has made what I can call adequate preparation for writing. He has actually trained himself and modernized himself on his own. The rest of the promising young have done one or the other but never both (most of the swine have done neither). It is such a comfort to meet a man and not have to tell him to wash his face, wipe his feet, and remember the date (1914) on the calendar.

Objecting to her request for revisions to make the poem more accessible, Pound wrote on November 9, 1914:

No, most emphatically I will not ask Eliot to write down to any audience whatsoever. . . . Neither will I send you Eliot’s address in order that he may be insulted.

Despite Pound’s vigorous advocacy, Monroe continued to object to certain passages and delayed printing the poem, leading Pound to write on January 31, 1915:

Now as to Eliot: “Mr. Prufrock” does not “go off at the end.” It is a portrait of failure, or of a character which fails, and it would be false art to make it end on a note of triumph. I dislike the paragraph about Hamlet, but it is an early and treasured bit and T. E. won’t give it up, and as it is the only portion of the poem that most readers will like at first reading, I don’t see that it will do much harm.

For the rest: a portrait satire on futility can’t end by turning that quintessence of futility, Mr. P., into a reformed character breathing out fire and ozone.

. . . I assure you it is better, “more unique” than the other poems of Eliot which I have seen. Also that he is quite intelligent (an adjective which is seldom in my mouth).

“Prufrock” finally appeared in the June 1915 issue of Poetry. Writing to Monroe on December 1, Pound explained his vigorous advocacy of the poem and his insistence on her printing it before other, less experimental pieces by Eliot:

As to T. S. E. the “Prufrock” is more individual and unusual than the “Portrait of a Lady”! I chose it of the two as I wanted his first poem to be published to be a poem that would at once differentiate him from everyone else, in the public mind.

Pound continued zealously to promote Eliot, sending Monroe other Eliot poems and lobbying, without success, for “Prufrock” to receive the prize for the best work published in Poetry that year.

While Eliot was preoccupied with marital and financial concerns in late 1916 and early 1917, it was Pound who gathered together twelve of Eliot’s poems. Along with “Prufrock,” the collection included a number of other pieces that Pound had placed in American and British journals, such as “Portrait of a Lady,” “Preludes,” “Rhapsody on a Windy Night,” and “The Boston Evening Transcript.” He approached his own publisher, Elkin Matthews, with the manuscript, but Matthews demanded an advance guarantee against poor sales. Pound then turned to Harriet Shaw Weaver, one of the editors of the journal The Egoist, with the proposal that he would cover the printing costs if she would allow the book to appear under the Egoist imprint. She agreed to these terms, and Prufrock and Other Observations was published in July 1917 in an edition of 500 copies.

The Reviewers on Prufrock  

For a pamphlet of twelve poems by an almost totally unknown writer, Prufrock and Other Observations received a considerable amount of press attention, even when one subtracts everything written by Ezra Pound. Below are excerpts from some of the notices of Eliot’s collection. Given the experimental nature of his work, it is not surprising that it received less than favorable—or, at best, mildly dismissive—responses from some of the more conservative outlets aimed at the general reading public (as illustrated by the following three unsigned reviews in British publications). Balancing these reactions were more discerning notices written by several important American and British writers.

Unsigned Review

from Times Literary Supplement
June 21, 1917

Mr. Eliot’s notion of poetry—he calls the “observations” poems—seems to be a purely analytical treatment, verging sometimes on the catalogue, of personal relations and environments, uninspired by any glimpse beyond them and untouched by any genuine rush of feeling. As, even on this basis, he remains frequently inarticulate, his “poems” will hardly be read by many with enjoyment. . . .

The fact that these things occurred to the mind of Mr. Eliot is surely of the very smallest importance to any one—even to himself. They certainly have no relation to “poetry,” and we only give an example because some of the pieces, he states, have appeared in a periodical which claims that word as its title.

Unsigned Review

from Literary World
July 5, 1917
Mr. Eliot is one of those clever young men who find it amusing to pull the leg of a sober reviewer. We can imagine his saying to his friends: “See me have a lark out of the old fogies who don’t know a poem from a pea-shooter. I’ll just put down the first thing that comes into my head, and call it ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock.’ Of course it will be idiotic; but the fogies are sure to praise it, because when they don’t understand a thing and yet cannot hold their tongues they find safety in praise.” . . . Mr. Eliot has not the wisdom of youth. If the “Love Song” is neither witty nor amusing, the other poems are interesting experiments in the bizarre and violent. The subjects of the poems, the imagery, the rhythms have the willful outlandishness of the young revolutionary idea. We do not wish to appear patronizing, but we are certain that Mr. Eliot could do finer work on traditional lines. With him it seems to be a case of missing the effect by too much cleverness. All beauty has in it an element of strangeness, but here the strangeness overbalances the beauty.

Unsigned Review

from New Statesman
August 18, 1917
Mr. Eliot may possibly give us the quintessence of twenty-first century poetry. Certainly much of what he writes is unrecognizable as poetry at present, but it is all decidedly amusing, and it is only fair to say that he does not call these pieces poems. He calls them “observations,” and the description seems exact, for he has a keen eye as well as a sharp pen, and draws wittily whatever his capricious glance descends on. We do not pretend to follow the drift of “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” and therefore, instead of quoting from it, we present our readers with the following piece:

[The review reprints “The Boston Evening Transcript”; see page 895]

This is Mr. Eliot’s highest flight, and we shall treasure it.

Conrad Aiken

from “Divers Realists,” The Dial
November 8, 1917
Mr. Eliot gives us, in the first person, the reactions of an individual to a situation for which to a large extent his own character is responsible. . . . it will puzzle many, it will delight a few. Mr. Eliot writes pungently and sharply, with an eye for unexpected and vivid details, and, particularly in the two longer poems and in the “Rhapsody on a Windy Night,” he shows himself to be an exceptionally acute technician. Such free rhyme as this, with irregular line lengths, is difficult to write well, and Mr. Eliot does it well enough to make one wonder whether such a form is not what the adorers of free verse will eventually have to come to. In the rest of Mr. Eliot’s volume one finds the piquant and the trivial in about equal proportions.

Babette Deutsch
from “Another Impressionist,” The New Republic
February 16, 1918
The language has the extraordinary quality of common words uncommonly used. Less formal than prose, more nervous than metrical verse, the rhythms are suggestive of program music of an intimate sort. This effect is emphasized by the use of rhyme. It recurs, often internally, with an echoing charm that is heightened by its irregularity. But Mr. Eliot . . . is so clever a technician that the rhymes are subordinated to afford an unconsidered pleasure.

Marianne Moore

from “A Note on T. S. Eliot’s Book,” Poetry
April 1918
It might be advisable for Mr. Eliot to publish a fangless edition of Prufrock and Other Observations for the gentle reader who likes his literature, like breakfast coffee or grapefruit, sweetened. . . .

But Eliot deals with life, with beings and things who live and move almost nakedly before his individual mind’s eye—in the darkness, in the early sunlight, and in the fog. Whatever one may feel about sweetness in literature, there is also the word honesty, and this man is a faithful friend of the objects he portrays; altogether unlike the sentimentalist who really stabs them treacherously in the back while pretending affection.

May Sinclair

from “Prufrock and Other Observations:
December 1917 A Criticism,” The Little Review

[W]hen the anonymous [New Statesman reviewer] with every appearance of deliberation picks out his “Boston Evening Transcript,” the one insignificant, the one negligible and trivial thing in a very serious volume, and assures us that it represents Mr. Eliot at his finest and his best, it is equally clear that we have to do with something more than mere journalistic misadventure. And I think it is something more than Mr. Eliot’s genius that has terrified . . . the New Statesman into shoving him and his masterpieces away out of the public sight.

• • •

Mr. Eliot’s genius is in itself disturbing. It is elusive; it is difficult; it demands a distinct effort of attention. . . . He does not see anything between him and reality, and he makes straight for the reality he sees; he cuts all his corners and his curves; and this directness of method is startling and upsetting to comfortable, respectable people accustomed to going superfluously in and out of corners and carefully round curves. Unless you are prepared to follow with the same nimbleness and straightness you will never arrive with Mr. Eliot at his meaning. Therefore the only comfortable thing is to sit down and pretend . . . that his “Boston Evening Transcript” which you do understand is greater than his “Love Song of Prufrock” which you do not understand.

. . . Mr. Eliot is not a poet of one poem; and if there is anything more astounding and more assured than his performance it is his promise. He knows what he is after. Reality, stripped naked of all rhetoric, of all ornament, of all confusing and obscuring association, is what he is after. His reality may be a modern street or a modern drawing-room; it may be an ordinary human mind suddenly and fatally aware of what is happening to it; Mr. Eliot is careful to present his street and his drawing-room as they are, and Prufrock’s thoughts as they are: live thoughts, kicking, running about and jumping, nervily, in a live brain. . . .

Observe the method. Instead of writing round and round about Prufrock, explaining that his tragedy is the tragedy of submerged passion, Mr. Eliot simply removes the covering from Prufrock’s mind: Prufrock’s mind, jumping quickly from actuality to memory and back again, like an animal, hunted, tormented, terribly and poignantly alive. “The Love Song of Prufrock” is a song that Balzac might have sung if he had been as great a poet as he was a novelist.

It is nothing . . . to the New Statesman that Mr. Eliot should have done this thing. But it is a great deal to the few people who care for poetry and insist that it should concern itself with reality. With ideas, if you like, but ideas that are realities and not abstractions.

T. S. Eliot on Writing

Poetry and Emotion
1919
It is not in his personal emotions, the emotions provoked by particular events in his life, that the poet is in any way remarkable or interesting. His particular emotions may be simple, or crude, or flat. The emotion in his poetry will be a very complex thing, but not with the complexity of the emotions of people who have very complex or unusual emotions in life. One error, in fact, of eccentricity in poetry is to seek for new human emotions to express; and in this search for novelty in the wrong place it discovers the perverse. The business of the poet is not to find new emotions, but to use the ordinary ones and, in working them up into poetry, to express feelings which are not in actual emotions at all. And emotions which he has never experienced will serve his turn as well as those familiar to him. Consequently, we must believe that “emotion recollected in tranquility”° is an inexact formula. For it is neither emotion, nor recollection, nor, without distortion of meaning, tranquility. It is a concentration, and a new thing resulting from the concentration, of a very great number of experiences which to the practical and active person would not seem to be experiences at all; it is a concentration which does not happen consciously or of deliberation. These experiences are not “recollected,” and they finally unite in an atmosphere which is “tranquil” only in that it is a passive attending upon the event. Of course this is not quite the whole story. There is a great deal, in the writing of poetry, which must be conscious and deliberate. In fact, the bad poet is usually unconscious where he ought to be conscious, and conscious where he ought to be unconscious. Both errors tend to make him “personal.” Poetry is not a turning loose of emotion, but an escape from emotion; it is not the expression of personality, but an escape from personality. But, of course, only those who have personality and emotions know what it means to want to escape from these things.

From “Tradition and the Individual Talent”

The Objective Correlative
1919
The only way of expressing emotion in the form of art is by finding an “objective correlative”; in other words, a set of objects, a situation, a chain of events which shall be the formula of that particular emotion; such that when the external facts, which must terminate in sensory experience, are given, the emotion is immediately evoked. If you examine any of Shakespeare’s more successful tragedies, you will find this exact equivalence; you will find that the state of mind of Lady Macbeth walking in her sleep has been communicated to you by a skillful accumulation of imagined sensory impressions; the words of Macbeth on hearing of his wife’s death strike us as if, given the sequence of events, these words were automatically released by the last event in the series. The artistic “inevitability” lies in this complete adequacy of the external to the emotion . . . .

From “Hamlet and His Problems”

The Difficulty of Poetry
1933
The uses of poetry certainly vary as society alters, as the public to be addressed changes. In this context something should be said about the vexed question of obscurity and unintelligibility. The difficulty of poetry (and modern poetry is supposed to be difficult) may be due to one of several reasons. First, there may be personal causes which make it impossible for a poet to express himself in any but an obscure way; while this may be regrettable, we should be glad, I think, that the man has been able to express himself at all. Or difficulty may be due just to novelty: we know the ridicule accorded in turn to Wordsworth, Shelley and Keats, Tennyson and Browning—but must remark that Browning was the first to be called difficult; hostile critics of the earlier poets found them difficult, but called them silly. Or difficulty may be caused by the reader’s having been told, or having suggested to himself, that the poem is going to prove difficult. The ordinary reader, when warned against the obscurity of a poem, is apt to be thrown into a state of consternation very unfavorable to poetic receptivity. Instead of beginning, as he should, in a state of sensitivity, he obfuscates his senses by the desire to be clever and to look very hard for something, he doesn’t know what—or else by the desire not to be taken in. There is such a thing as stage fright, but what such readers have is pit or gallery fright. The more seasoned reader, he who has reached, in these matters, a state of greater purity, does not bother about understanding; not, at least, at first. I know that some of the poetry to which I am most devoted is poetry which I did not understand at first reading; some is poetry which I am not sure I understand yet: for instance, Shakespeare’s. And finally, there is the difficulty caused by the author’s having left out something which the reader is used to finding; so that the reader, bewildered, gropes about for what is absent, and puzzles his head for a kind of “meaning” which is not there, and is not meant to be there.

The chief use of the “meaning” of a poem, in the ordinary sense, may be (for here again I am speaking of some kinds of poetry and not all) to satisfy one habit of the reader, to keep his mind diverted and quiet, while the poem does its work upon him: much as the imaginary burglar is always provided with a bit of nice meat for the house-dog. This is a normal situation of which I approve. But the minds of all poets do not work that way; some of them, assuming that there are other minds like their own, become impatient of this “meaning” which seems superfluous, and perceive possibilities of intensity through its elimination. I am not asserting that this situation is ideal; only that we must write our poetry as we can, and take it as we find it. It may be that for some periods of society a more relaxed form of writing is right, and for others a more concentrated. I believe that there must be many people who feel, as I do, that the effect of some of the greater nineteenth-century poets is diminished by their bulk. Who now, for the pure pleasure of it, reads Wordsworth, Shelley and Keats even, certainly Browning and Swinburne° and most of the French poets of the century—entire? I by no means believe that the “long poem” is a thing of the past; but at least there must be more in it for the length than our grandparents seemed to demand; and for us, anything that can be said as well in prose can be said better in prose. And a great deal, in the way of meaning, belongs to prose rather than to poetry. The doctrine of “art for art’s sake,” a mistaken one, and more advertised than practiced, contained this true impulse behind it, that it is a recognition of the error of the poet’s trying to do other people’s work. But poetry has as much to learn from prose as from other poetry; and I think that an interaction between prose and verse, like the interaction between language and language, is a condition of vitality in literature.

From The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism
Swinburne: Algernon Charles Swinburne (1837–1909), prolific and expansive British poet.

Critics on “Prufrock”
Denis Donoghue (b. 1928)

One of the Irrefutable Poets
2000
[Eliot] didn’t come into my life till I went to university in Dublin. It is my impression that I first read “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” in the National Library, Kildare Street, my home-away-from-home. I knew that it was a different kind of poetry from Yeats’s or Byron’s and that I would never forget it. My criterion for poetry at that time was simple: a poem should be memorable. . . . “Prufrock” was one of those. At first reading, it took up residence in my mind. From that day to this I’ve never wavered from my conviction that it is a fully achieved poem or doubted that Eliot is one of the irrefutable poets. . . .

“Prufrock” seemed to me a poem about a man’s dread of being no good. Later readings have made me think that it is about spiritual panic, the mind whirling in a void, or the penury of one’s being in the world. No one instructed me to think of the poem in relation to Allen Tate’s assertion that “in Mr. Eliot, puritan obligation withdraws into private conscience.” Now that “Prufrock” seems to be the only poem of Eliot’s that young people in America read, I find that my students at New York University take it as an uncanny description of themselves, their distress, their fear of having already failed. Prufrock is brooding on his insufficiency in mock-epic terms, but the terms don’t remove his conviction of being inadequate. Growing up in Ireland, where there were no choices and one was lucky to get a job of any kind, I was likely to internalize the theme and to find Prufrock already defeated.

Knowing no Italian, I could make nothing of the epigraph to Prufrock and Other Observations or the further one to “Prufrock.” The poem began for me with “Let us go then, you and I. . .” I’m still puzzled by the epigraph to the poem, but for different reasons. In lnferno xxvii Dante meets Guido da Montefeltro, confined in a single flame of punishment for having given false counsel to Pope Boniface. Guido answers Dante: “If I believed that my reply would be to someone who would return to earth, this flame would remain without further movement; but since no one has ever returned alive from this abyss, if what I hear is true, I answer you without fear of infamy.” It’s not clear what bearing this has on “Prufrock.” In the “No! I am not Prince Hamlet” passage, Prufrock speaks of himself as if he were Polonius, but he doesn’t confess to having given the king fraudulent advice. Perhaps the epigraph has him saying: I’ll tell the truth about my life, however humiliating it turns out to be. Or it may be Eliot’s device to clear a space for himself, ridding the reader’s mind of extraneous matter, all the more effectively because the epigraph is in a foreign language. Or his way of insisting that what follows is a made poem, not what it might seem, a transcript of someone’s confession. Eliot tended to choose an epigraph related to the poem it preceded by congruity or contradiction: either way, he enjoyed the latitude of keeping readers on their toes. I note, incidentally, that in his recording of the poem, he hasn’t included the epigraph; he goes straight into “Let us go then . . .”

From Words Alone: The Poet T. S. Eliot
Christopher Ricks (b. 1933)

What’s in a Name?
1988
Then, back in 1917, before ever you entered upon reading a line of poetry by Mr. T. S. Eliot, you would have been met by the title of the first poem in this, his first book of poems: “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock.” At once the crystalline air is thick with incitements to prejudice. For we are immediately invited, or incited, to think and to feel our way through a prejudicial sequence. First, as often with prejudice, comes a concession: that of course a man cannot be blamed for being called Prufrock. Second, that nevertheless the name does have comical possibilities, given not only the play of “frock” against “pru”—prudent, prudish, prurient—but also the suggestive contrariety between splitting the name there, at pru and frock, as against splitting it as proof and rock. And, third, that therefore a man in these circumstances might be well advised to call himself John A. Prufrock or J. A. Prufrock, rather than to risk the roll, the rise, the carol, the creation of “J. Alfred Prufrock.”. . . And then we are further invited to think and to feel that should Mr. Prufrock, as is his right, plump for J. Alfred Prufrock, he must not then expect the words “The Love Song of” to sit happily in his immediate vicinity. The tax returns of J. Alfred Prufrock, fine, but a love song does not harmonize with the rotund name, with how he has chosen to think of himself, to sound himself. He has, after all, chosen to issue his name in a form which is not only formal but unspeakable: no one, not even the most pompous self-regarder, could ever introduce himself as, or be addressed as, J. Alfred Prufrock. He has adopted a form for his name which is powerfully appropriate to a certain kind of page but not to the voice, and which is therefore forever inimical to the thought of love’s intimacy. “I’m in love.” “Who’s the lucky man?” “J. Alfred Prufrock.” Inconceivable.

But then life often involves these choices and these sacrifices; if you want to cut a public figure and to wax ceremonious and to live on the business page or the title page, you may have to relinquish the more intimate happinesses. And all of this is unobtrusively at work before ever we have arrived at a word of the poem.

Unjust, of course, these incitements. What’s in a name? Yet even with something like a name, which is usually given and not chosen, we manage to exercise choices, to adopt a style which becomes our man, or, if we are Prufrock, to wear our name with a difference. Then a name starts to become so mingled with its owner as to call in question which is doing the owning.

“The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock”: even while the title tempts us—not necessarily improperly—to suspect things about the man, it raises the question of whether we are entitled to do so. Can we deduce much from so localized a thing as how a man chooses to cast his name? Can we deduce anything? But then can we imagine that one either could or should refrain from doing any deducing? Straws in the wind are often all that we have to go on. “And should I have the right to smile?”: the question ends the succeeding poem, “Portrait of a Lady,” but it is a question that haunts the whole book.

As so often with prejudice, one kind of categorizing melts into another. For the teasing speculation as to what sort of man names himself in such a way, especially given “Prufrock” as his climax, merges itself in the class question, not just what class of man but what social class. Calling oneself J. Alfred Prufrock has an air of prerogative and privilege. The class presumption in turn brings a whole culture and society with it.

From T. S. Eliot and Prejudice
Philip R. Headings (1922–1982)

The Pronouns in the Poem: “One,” “You,” and “I”
1982 

“One”

The “one”° of the poem presents no great problems. She seems to be a feminine counterpart of either “you” or “I,” frequenting the same Boston teas, expressing on occasion dissatisfactions with the unfulfilling, conventionalized life of that whole milieu. Her awarenesses may parallel theirs, though “I” is not sure. He probably does not even have a particular lady in mind; if he had, he would likely have used “she” instead of “one.” This is not to deny the sexual component in his Love Song; it is rather to say that he is open to various possibilities in that regard—to whatever lady demonstrates the qualities requisite to become his Lady, his Beatrice.°

“You” and “I”

The “you” and “I” of the first line present greater difficulties. Critics have commonly interpreted them as referring to two parts of Prufrock, carrying on a conversation with himself. This interpretation now seems to me both too clever and much simpler than the actual situation in the poem. . . .

Sometime before 1949 Eliot wrote to Kristian Smidt:

As for the love song of j. alfred prufrock anything I say now must be somewhat conjectural, as it was written so long ago that my memory may deceive me; but I am prepared to assert that the “you” in the love song is merely some friend or companion, presumably of the male sex, whom the speaker is at that moment addressing. . . [italics mine].

Having finally carefully compared “Prufrock” to Dante’s Inferno and read dozens of critiques of the poem, I now see no reason to dissent from Eliot’s straightforward statement. In fact, I see no other way of interpreting the poem that will fit all its complexities. Old Possum’s° delightful sense of humor is apparent in that phrase “presumably of the male sex” and in “the speaker”; he knew very well that he himself, allegorically projected to the age of thirty-five, or a persona very like that projection, was the “friend or companion,” the Dante-figure of the poem. The “I” who addresses him is an unidentified friend.

“You” and “I” are probably close friends and confidants who have attended such teas together, though perhaps they have only discussed them.

Though the presence of “you” is crucial to Eliot’s Dantean intent, “Prufrock” is a dramatic monologue, not a dialogue. It parallels monologues of Shakespeare’s Polonius, Dante’s Pilgrim, Guido, and Ulysses. The only functions of the “you” are to elicit confidences, set the Dantean tone, indicate Prufrock’s equivalence with Guido in the poem’s epigraph, listen to the “I,” and write the poem—bring back the story.

From “Dantean Observations,” T. S. Eliot
Maud Ellmann (b. 1954)

Will There Be Time?
1987

. . . Prufrock is etherized by time. This is the time that separates desire from fulfillment, motive from execution, thought from speech: in Eliot’s words, “the awful separation between potential passion and any actualization possible in life.” Time defers.

The way that time defers is through revision. Time itself becomes the object of revision, for the whole poem agonizes over writing time. The incessant repetition of “There will be time” is itself a way of losing time, as Nancy K. Gish11 suggests; but also a way of gaining it, to prolong the re-editions of desire. “Stretched . . . beside you and me,” time deflects Prufrock’s ardor from his lover. But in this process time itself becomes the object of desire, in the form of the voluptuary sweetness of the evening. Indeed, Prufrock addresses time so constantly, in every tone of envy, rage, pain, impatience, longing, humor, flattery, seduction, that he can only really be in love with time.

Revisionary time: because revision has no present tense, and neither does “The Love Song.” Instead, the poem hesitates between anticipation and regret for missed appointments with the self, the other or the muse. It begins in the future tense (“there will be time . . . ” [23ff]); shifts into the perfect (“For I have known . . .” [49ff]); and finally subsides into the past conditional, the tense of wishful thinking: “I should have been . . . ” (73). Because presence would mean speech, apocalypse, Prufrock only pauses in the present tense to say what he is not—“No! I am not Prince Hamlet” (a disavowal that conjures up the effigy that it denies, since Hamlet is the very spirit of theatricality). The poem concludes dreaming the future, faithful if only to its hopeless passion for postponement: “Till human voices wake us, and we drown.” Prufrock feels the need to speak as a proof of his identity and as a rock to give him anchorage: yet speech would also mean his end, for voices are waters in which Prufrocks drown.

Through time, all Prufrock’s aims have turned awry. His passion and his speech have lost themselves in detours, never to achieve satiety. Love becomes desire— tormenting, inexhaustible—while speech and revelation have surrendered to writing and revision, to the digressions which prolong his dalliance with time. Time is the greatest fetish of them all, the mother of all fetishes, since it is through time that all aims turn aside to revel in rehearsals, detours, transferences. What Prufrock longs for is a talking cure because, like Freud, he thinks that speech alone can transform repetition into memory. What talking remedies is writing: for his illness lies in his obsessive re-editions of the text of love. But Prufrock’s very histrionics show he is condemned to reenactment, to forget what he repeats in a script that restlessly obliterates its history. It is by remembering the past that the subject can establish his identity, but only by forgetting it can he accede to his desire. Refusing to declare his love, or pop the overwhelming question, Prufrock renounces the position of the speaking subject, but he instigates the drama of revision in its stead. And it is by refusing sexual relation that he conjures up the theatre of desire. The love song Prufrock could not sing has been writing itself all the time, and the love that could not speak its name has been roving among all the fetishes his rhetoric has liberated to desire. We had the love song, even if we missed the meaning.

From The Poetics of Impersonality: T. S. Eliot and Ezra Pound
Burton Raffel (b. 1928)

“Indeterminacy” in Eliot’s Poetry
1982
Perhaps the most difficult aspect of “Prufrock,” and a continuing difficulty in all of Eliot’s poetry to the end of his life, is what might be called its “indeterminacy.” That is, Eliot is constantly making two basic and exceedingly important kinds of assumptions as to his readership: (1) that his readers can and do understand his allusions, his references to people and to literary works, and in time to other things as well; and (2) that his readers can readily reconstruct an entire skeleton, as it were, though presented only with, say, a metatarsal bone or a chunk of a skull. Eliot’s allusions are not much of a problem in “Prufrock,” though they become a matter of some importance later on in his work. Let me therefore focus briefly on the second variety of “indeterminacy.”

Perhaps the most famous example in “Prufrock” is the couplet toward the end, “I grow old . . . I grow old . . . / I shall wear the bottoms of my trousers rolled” (120–21). We can read, in the ingenious pages of Eliot’s many scholarly explicators, that this refers to “stylish trousers with cuffs.” Over-ingenuity can create, and in the past it has, fantastic and profound (but also profoundly irrelevant) significance for such minor matters. And it is true that Eliot has not troubled to give us all the information we need. But is it true that he has not given us enough information (as in other and later poems I think he sometimes has not)? We know that Prufrock is a socialite; we have heard him tell us, proudly, of “My morning coat, my collar mounting firmly to the chin, / My necktie rich and modest, but asserted by a simple pin” (42–43). Just after the lines at issue he worries, “Shall I part my hair behind?” and goes on to proclaim that he will “wear white flannel trousers, and walk upon the beach” (123). And with so full a presentation of Prufrock’s sartorial nature, do we really need more details about his trouser cuffs? Or, to put it differently, is it not enough to leave some minor indeterminacies, when the main outlines are so firmly sketched in? . . .

The poet needs, of course, to draw a fine but basic line between confusing and illuminating the reader. Indeterminacy can be bewildering if not kept under control. Even in “Prufrock,” readers have for years been troubled by the “overwhelming question,” which is never expressly formulated. It is one thing, such readers have argued, to shock us into comprehension with indeterminate metaphors like, “I have measured out my life with coffee spoons,” metaphors which we do not and cannot take literally but which forcefully oblige us to see the intense triviality of Prufrock’s well-bred existence. But how, they insist, are we to deal with what seems much more specific—an “overwhelming question”—yet is in the end only infuriatingly obscure? One response to such objections might be that we simply do not need to know. The fact that Prufrock never asks an “overwhelming” question, that he is not, indeed, capable of asking it, is arguably enough information. But I think it is not difficult, using the larger context of the poem as a whole, to see that the overwhelming question which Prufrock “dares not ask [is]: What is the meaning of this life? He realizes the sterile monotony of his ‘works and days,’ and he senses that a more fruitful and meaningful life must exist.”22 If this is not precise enough, I do not know what is. Nor is it drawn from external (or esoteric) sources: the poem itself gives us all we need, if we read it closely enough.

From T. S. Eliot
John Berryman (1914–1972)

Prufrock’s Dilemma
(1960) 1976

Eliot brings to bear on Prufrock’s dilemma four figures out of the spiritual history of man: Michelangelo, John the Baptist, Lazarus, and Hamlet. Prufrock identifies himself, in his imagination, with Lazarus; he says that he is not the Baptist or Hamlet. About the first all he says is:

In the room the women come and go

Talking of Michelangelo. (13–14, 35–36)

What are we to make of this? There is a twittering of women’s voices. Their subject? A type of volcanic masculine energy—sculptor, architect, as well as painter—at the height of one of the supreme periods of human energy, the Italian Renaissance. Chit-chat. Reduction, we may say. Michelangelo, everything that mattered about him forgotten or not understood, has become a topic for women’s voices—destructive, without even realizing it. Then Prufrock says,

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

I am no prophet— (82–83)

The situation is a visit, or the imagination of a visit, to the woman; it was women who got the Baptist beheaded. We might phrase the meaning as: I announce no significant time to come, I am the forerunner of (not children, not a Savior) nothing. Then Prufrock is speculating about how it would have been, IF he had


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”— (92–95)

We have seen Prufrock already imagined as dead, the suggestion of the epigraph, and at the end of the poem he drowns. Here he thinks of himself as come back. Lazarus, perhaps, is the person whom one would most like to interview—another character from sacred history, not Christ’s forerunner but the subject of the supreme miracles (reported, unfortunately, only in the Fourth Gospel)—the one man who would tell us. . . what it is like. Prufrock has a message for the woman that is or ought to be of similar importance: here I am, out of my loneliness, at your feet; I am this man full of love, trust, hope; decide my fate.

Now—postponing Hamlet for a second—what Prufrock imagines the woman as saying in return for his Lazarus-communication explains his despair:

If one, settling a pillow by her head,


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


That is not it, at all.” (96–98)

Here the reason for his inability to propose becomes clear. He is convinced that she will (or would) respond with the most insulting and unmanning of all attitudes: Let’s be friends; I never thought of you as a lover or husband, only a friend. What the women’s voices did to Michelangelo, her voice is here imagined as doing to him, unmanning him; the sirens’ voices at the end of the poem are yet to come. This is the central image of Prufrock’s fear: what he cannot face. We see better now why the image of an operation turned up so early in the poem, and the paranoid passages swing into focus:


when I am formulated, sprawling on a pin,

When I am pinned and wriggling on the wall, (57–58)

and:

But as if a magic lantern threw the nerves in patterns on a screen (105).

A reasonable study of these fears of exposure would take us not only into our well-known Anglo-Saxon fear of ridicule but into folklore and psychoanalysis.

As for Hamlet, Prufrock says he is “not Prince Hamlet.” He is not even the hero, that is to say, of his own tragedy; let us have in mind again the scientific revolutions and also the hero of one of Franz Kafka’s novels, The Trial, who suddenly says, when recounting his arrest afterward, “Oh, I’ve forgotten the most important person of all, myself.” Prufrock is merely, he says, an extra courtier, an adviser (to himself a very bad adviser—the name “Alfred” means, ironically, good counselor, and the character in Dante who supplies the epigraph was an evil counselor). But of course he is Hamlet—in one view of Shakespeare’s character: a man rather of reflection than of action, on whom has been laid an intolerable burden (of revenge, by the way), and who suffers from sexual nausea (owing to his mother’s incest) and deserts the woman he loves.

The resort to these four analogues from artistic and sacred history suggests a man—desperate, in his ordeal—ransacking the past for help in the present, and not finding it—finding only ironic parallels, or real examples, of his predicament. The available tradition, the poet seems to be saying, is of no use to us. It supplies only analogies and metaphors for our pain.

• • •

[T]he basic image of escape occurs in the dead center of the poem, in a couplet, without much relation to anything apparently, lacking which this would be a much less impressive poem than it is. These are the lines:


I should have been a pair of ragged claws

Scuttling across the floors of silent seas. (73–74)

You notice, first, that this is not much of a couplet, though it is a heroic couplet; the off-rhyme speaks of incongruity. As abruptly, second, as we were transferred from the prospect of a romantic evening to a hospital, are we here plunged, away from modern social life (“I have measured out my life with coffee spoons”) into—into what? Man’s biological past, continuous with him, but unimaginably remote, long before he emerged into the tidal areas: Prufrock sees himself, in his desire, as his own ancestor, before this ordeal came up, when he was sufficient unto himself, a “pair,” not needing a mate. Now the whole crustacean is not imagined—only the fighting part, which is taken for the whole—the claws. But these do not seem to be in very good condition (“ragged”), and unquestionably we must take them also to be full of fear (“scuttling”), like Prufrock now. But the seas are silent: no woman speaks. Therefore, the situation is desirable, protected. We really need to resort to the later formulations of Freud to understand this. When a human being encounters a problem beyond his capacity to meet, Freud thought, regression occurs: the whole organization of the emotional and instinctual person escapes from the intolerable reality by reverting to an earlier, or ancient, stage of his individual development—paying the price of symptoms but securing partial oblivion. The antagonism toward civilization in Eliot’s couplet is unmistakable. It contains, indeed, a sort of list of the penalties that civilization has exacted from man’s instinctual life—having cost him: open expression of hatred, fear, remorse, intolerable responsibilities.

From “Prufrock’s Dilemma”

M. L. Rosenthal (1917–1996)

Adolescents Singing
1991
I am trying to reach back to what it was in T.S. Eliot’s poetry that so attracted me and my little gang of adolescent literati pals in the early 1930s. Although I don’t like to think of myself as a hoary memory bank, facts must be faced. I speak of a time before “Burnt Norton” appeared, when Joyce’s Ulysses had just been published in the United States—to the shocked fascination of Miss Hughes, my charming, encouraging English teacher in Cleveland, where in 1933–34 my stepfather had a job. The year before, we had lived in Boston, where my previous little gang and I had taken to Eliot over the dead bodies of our teachers. Free verse was still a topic of hot debate, especially on the part of people who hadn’t a clue one way or another. As for me, at ages 15 and 16, I certainly thought well of the word “free.”

• • •

Eliot’s most striking early work is all in the adolescent keys of unresolved self-doubt, endlessly self-directed sensitivity and defensively cruel cool posturing. I hasten to add that I am not calling into question his poetic success, only pointing to an important element in what his poetry was successful in projecting—an actual inner state or quality of reverie, doubtless a reflex too of one type of cultivated American male psyche of Eliot’s generation.

“The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” is a perfect instance. Whatever else one may say about this first poem of Eliot’s to command strong attention, it positively sweats panic at the challenge of adult sexuality and of living up to one’s ideal of what it is to be manly in any sort of heroic model. Those challenges are the special monsters haunting adolescent male imagination, especially of the more introspective and introverted varieties. The furtive restlessness of the start, the fear of women’s ridicule, the sensual longings, the forebodings of loneliness and eternal frustration, the painful self-mockery side by side with the persistent romanticism—these are the very stuff of that imagination. The age of the “I” of the poem, who is not in any case a sharply delineated dramatic character but rather a half-delineated one (the other half being the kind of floating sensibility both Eliot and Pound were to evolve a little further down the line), isn’t specified. He may be an unusually self-conscious very young man, or perhaps he is older. It really doesn’t matter. Adolescent readers took to him because he expressed their feelings while seeming to be someone other—the stuffily named and brought up “Prufrock” of the title. Fear of impotence, failure and isolation continue into adult life, of course, but they are the particular unwanted burden of the young.

“Prufrock” holds all this burden of vulnerability, and also the accompanying need to mask desire (“Is it perfume from a dress / That makes me so digress?”) and not give the game away to “the women” as they move about and chatter and seem so politely, unshakably self-contained. How old was Eliot, actually, when he wrote the poem—about 21 or 22? It is a poem whose essence is distilled from teen-age memories, felt as deeply private yet almost universally shared—“I have heard the mermaids singing, each to each. / I do not think that they will sing to me.”

Exactly! And that is why we could recite the poem at the drop of a hint, and could absorb its music unthinkingly, so that it mingled with equally rueful tones and rhythms out of Edwin Arlington Robinson and Robert Frost in the great American symphony of unrealized grace and heroism.

From “Adolescents Singing, Each to Each—When We and Eliot Were Young”

Topics for Writing


1.
“The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” is very firmly grounded in upper-class society in the early twentieth century. Is the poem of purely historical value, opening a window on a society and a set of values that no longer exist, or are the attitudes and concerns that it expresses still relevant today?


2.
In the excerpt entitled “Poetry and Emotion,” Eliot says: “There is a great deal, in the writing of poetry, which must be conscious and deliberate. . . . Poetry is not a turning loose of emotion, but an escape from emotion; it is not the expression of personality, but an escape from personality.” Discuss this statement, in terms of both its own meaning and its application to “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock.”


3.
Write your own version of the poem by substituting for Michelangelo, morning coats, coffee spoons, and other specific references in the text. The idea is not to parody Eliot or spoof the poem, but instead to do something more challenging—to come up with “objective correlatives” appropriate to contemporary society and culture, just as Eliot found them for his time and place. 
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