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Milton Reigelman 

The Love Song of Jeffrey Aspern Prufrock 

When T.S. Eliot, an unknown 28-year-
Poetry Magazine in 1915, he launched a character who would 

become a synecdoche for the fragmented, disconnected, post-
confused and dreamlike interior landscape reflected the shifting, labyrinthine, modernist 
world that writers would explore for the next forty years. This halting, timorous, middle-
aged, self-conscious male soon became a commonplace of twentieth-century literature. 

It is the argument of this paper that Prufrock, unlike Jay Gatsby, did not spring from a 
Platonic conception of himself or full-blow from the brow of his creator but from a 
forebear created by the American writer whom Eliot most admired, Henry James. Be-
cause literary critics tend to deal with either poetry or fiction, there has been very little 
written about the relationship between these two towering innovators who bear such 
striking similarities. To be sure, F. O. Matthiessen did note in his groundbreaking 1935 
work, The Achievement of T. S. Eliot: An Essay on the Nature of Poetry, 

, A. David Moody wrote 
as probably the obvious living writer for Eliot to read and study the liter-

r-
lier poetry brings out the clear fact that Eliot read him not dutifully but passionately and 
t  We know that the young Eliot also thought of James in a dis-
tinctly competitive way: in 1918 he 
influence on English letters than any other American has ever had, unless it be Henry 

its epigraph; and the first title of The Waste Land was In the Cage, 
 

The two writers, almost two generations apart, share some extraordinary biographical 
similarities. Both were raised by remarkable American families. Both attended Harvard, 
spent a crucial year in Paris, became heavily influenced by French literature, settled as 
expatriate writers in London, wrote important literary criticism, turned to drama in their 
later careers, became British citizens, and founded a new kind of literature marked by 
interior monologue and shifting points of view. After WWII, Eliot moved into the Chel-
sea flat on Cheney Walk, directly beneath the flat James had lived in before his death. 
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Both received honorary degrees from Harvard and Oxford. Both died childless in Lon-
don after a long career. And as a final, ironic gesture of togetherness, were both cremat-
ed at Golders Green Crematorium.  

On the other hand, though their lives overlapped by 28 years and both lived in Lon-
don in the beginning years of WWI, they never met. James, essentially self-educated 
after his famously peripatetic young education, spoke only passable French. Eliot, a tal-
ented academic and linguist, knew many languages and spoke French, German, and Ital-
ian. James, a fiction writer and critic, wrote no poetry; Eliot, a poet and critic, wrote no 
fiction. All the more surprising, then, that a heretofore unacknowledged influence should 
be so strong. 

What literary work does the following describe? The first-person narrator is a timor-
ous, self-conscious, halting, middle-aged bachelor who, in spite of measuring out the 

u
but he recoils from asking it for 

e-
-awareness that he is no heroic, romantic figure 

of old. To the extent his story has a plot, it is about his halting, ludicrously ineffective 
at

upstairs room. The setting is a city; the narrator is not always sure of his bearings; and 
the work ends with the speaker living on in a sort of dreamlike half-state. 

 In fact, each of these de-
The Aspern Pa-

pers. 
surprising ways: in its insubstantial setting, its new narrative persona, and its indefinite 
sexuality. 

Insubstantial Setting 

New York that Basil March moves to are definite and solid enough to allow us to con-
struct a map and 
The Aspern Papers, provides James a different kind of backdrop. (We know that James 
chose Venice consciously; he tells us in his Preface that the incidents his tale is based on 
occurred in Florence, where he actually wrote the story.) Venice, a city of canals that has 
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literally been sinking for many years, lacks the solid features that define most cities: 
streets, sidewalks, hills, wooded areas, parks. The Venetian neighborhoods are a series 
of small islands, approachable primarily by a confusing network of canals whose design 

evotee of Jeffrey 
Aspern, literally floats, not walks, from place to place. Huck and Jim, a contemporane-
ous pair, float down the Mississippi River, but we know their journey is a linear one. Out 
at Walden Pond, Thoreau moves constantly between land and water, but his movement 

intention, one 
gets lost. There are simply too many confusing, insidious turnings. 

ca zes not what it is, but what it is not. It has 
ecay as of quiet discouragement, as if it had rather missed its 

observes 

considering where it is as a Protestant Sunday [when nothing is 
d Venetian sala

(46).  
When the narrator leaves in the summer evenings, his man rows him to the most well 

known place in the city, the Piazza San Marcos. Even without the flooding that occasional-
v-

eler will remember how the immense cluster of tables and little chairs stretches like a 
ilica becomes 

eries, the mystery of 
its mosaic and sculpture, [it] looked ghostly in the tempered gloom  (79). Near the end of 
the tale the narrator suddenly finds himself standing in front of The Church of Saints John 
and Paul, which is about as far from the Piazza as one can be in Venice. He has no idea 
how he got there. In The Aspern Papers, places are not only empty and insubstantial, they 
exist in a sort of free-floating universe, physically unconnected to one another. 

New Narrative Persona 

To populate this insubstantial setting, James created a new kind of narrator, one very 
different from the Duke of Ferrara, Henry Esmond, Jane Eyre, or other nineteenth-
century story-tellers. His narrator, whose sole  is to communicate the story 
to us, has trouble communicating. When Juliana surprises him as he fumblingly tries to 
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stammered to excuse mys

when Miss Tina makes her shocking proposal of marriage, his inability to speak is even 
 Tina

know what to do, as I say, but at a venture I made a wild vague movement in conse-

(137). At precisely the most important times, he finds 
himself stammering, unable to move of his own volition. He tells his gondolier to take 

 [himself], [his] hat 
pulled over [his] 

la  
His attempt to escape the scene of his embarrassment takes him to the Lido, the skin-

p-
lessness is only exacerbated. He flings himself down on the sand for an unknown period, 
then tells us: learly the succession of events and feelings 
during this long day of confusion, which I spent entirely in wandering about, without 
going home, until late at night 139). On his second attempt to communicate what hap-
pened, his repetitive, halting words mimic his confusing physical movements: 

 
I forget what I did, where I went after leaving the Lido and at what hour or with what 
recovery of composure I made my way back to my boat. I only know that in the after-

ohn and Paul and looking up at the 
small square-
wandered about for an hour in the small canals, to the continued stupefaction of my 
gondolier. (139) 
 

iterally and figuratively unmoored, moving between 
terra firma and water or between a floating gondola, propelled and directed by some-
one else, and the shifting sands of the Lido. It is difficult to imagine such a wa-
tery, insubstantial setting and such a dazed narrator before James and easy to imagine 
them after Prufrock, whose outer and inner landscapes are similarly vague, fluid, and 
directionless. Prufrock as his creator Eliot liked to do wanders through the little-
known parts of a city that is fully as n-

-
u
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most solidity in that poem, the room where the women come and go, reminds us of the 
sparsely furnished Bordereau sala, 

(7). Like 

- i-
sion is a poetic extensio e-

 

of his physical and mental movements. One example here may suffice. As he sits in the 
ationship between Juliana and Aspern, he says: 

 (poems not as ambiguous as the sonnets scarcely more divine, I 
think of Shakespeare) had taken for granted that Juliana had not always adhered to the 

-
incon most 
readers of certain of emphasis mine] n-
testa

y more divine I think
n-

negative e-

kers are hesitant 

e-
fore [he] became aware that the speech was in questionable taste and might also do [him] 
the injury of making [him]  

Prufrock continues to fascinate, partly because Eliot makes us see and understand the 
imilarly captures our attention and 

earns our sympathy. Like most first-person narrators, we see him rationalizing his fail-
ures. What makes him unique is that he is simultaneously aware that he is rationalizing 
them. He has, then, a sort of double vision throughout the story, showing us the work-
ings of his own mind and critiquing those workings as he goes. In the middle of July, he 
sits in the garden waiting for something to happen someone to appear on the balcony
and conflates Romeo and Juliet with Aspern and Juliana and then, preposterously 

s-
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be
into sharper focus by his constant allusions to the heroic, romantic figures of the past: 
Orpheus, Romeo, Cassanova, Colleoni, Marcus Aurelius. 

In a more concentrated fashion in the more concentrated genre Prufrock reveals 
the s t-
tendant lord, one that will do to / To swell a progress, start a scene or two, / Advise the 

s-
sion of his own failure makes us see him as 
times, indeed, almost ridiculous  / Almost, at  

What Martha C. Nussbaum writes of James himself is true for both his 1888 narrator 
 

ision of 
 

Indefinite Sexuality 

Wendy Graham, in her 1999 book hwarted Love, writes that James 
c-

ticed sexual abstinence both to forestall nervous collapse and to conserve energy for his 
piction of James in The Master, pre-

sents a figure who has strong libidinal temptations, but finds himself unable to act on 

lemma of an avowedly heterosexual, ho-
mophobic writer whose work is obliquely yet significantly marked by homoerotic in-

t ventured a homosexual reading of 
The Waste Land

paper, yet it is interesting to note that the sexual orientation of both writers has been the 
subject for queer theorists and others for many years. What Martha Nussbaum calls the 

narrator.  
Certainly neither narrator fits into the clear-cut, pre-modern categories of sexual ori-

entation. Several critics have remarked how Prufrock metaphorically dismembers his 
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Famously sensitive about the women talking about his bald spot and 
thinning hair, Prufrock knows that even his fantasy Mermaids will not sing to him. 

fferent case. 
Leland Person, in Henry James and the Suspense of Masculinity, uses The Aspern Pa-

pers d
b-

ject of his hopeless qu
Aspern] and he had come; he hovered before [him] 

o-
gether, and what better place is there for the meet
and the sea and the rosy air and the marble of the palaces all shimmer and melt togeth-

occasionally suggests 
private ejacu
great penetra
intercourse with the Misses Bordereau, and was disappointed that the intercourse, and 

s-
m-

bines much of what rative persona: he sits at his 

portrait, scarcely able to bear his loss.  
It is not possible or important to prove causality between literary texts. But the ex-

up to date the tale of the American writer he most admired.  
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