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“The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock”

The poem centers on the feelings and thoughts of the persona, J. Alfred Prufrock, 
as he walks to meet a woman for tea and considers a question he feels 
compelled to ask her (something along the lines of “Will you marry me?”).



lines 1-3 
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� Prufrock, the persona of the poem, issues his invitation to an unspecified “you” 
to go with him to an as yet unspecified place.

� Prufrock, looking up at the sky, perceives it pressing back down upon him in 
such a way that he would feel like he was “spread out” “upon a table.” The 
word “etherised” indicates a sense of helplessness.



line 10
4

� “an overwhelming question”?

� The use of the ellipsis (. . .) indicates that the “you” who accompanies 
Prufrock has asked what that question would be.

� rhymed couplets:

� I – sky

� streets – retreats

� hotels – shells

� argument – intent

�What is it? – visit



lines 13-14
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Prufrock looks forward in his mind’s eye to the room he is walking toward, where 
he imagines women preparing the tea and talking of some intellectual subject.



lines 15-22
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� It is evening, foggy, and Prufrock’s attention focuses on the fog mixed with 
chimney smoke.

� He equates the movement of the fog with the movement of some seemingly 
cat-like creature.



lines 23-34
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� Prufrock determines that just as there is time for the fog and smoke, there is 
time to get himself adjusted to what he is about to do.

� However, at the fourth repetition of “There will be time” he is once more 
focusing on where he is going and what he is about to do there.

� Eliot exaggerates Prufrock’s emotional state by paralleling it to those 
associated with acts of murder and creation.



lines 37-44
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� Prufrock pictures himself losing his resolve, turning and walking back down the 
stairs before even knocking on the door.

� Prufrock begins to be aware of how others might see him, even to the point of 
including in the stream of his own thoughts disparaging comments that he 
imagines these others might make about him.



lines 45-48
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� Prufrock’s third repetition of “Do I Dare?” is exaggerated to reflect the depth 
of his own dread.

� He repeats that while there is time for all these thoughts, the situation is still 
hopeless: as long as it takes to make a decision is as long as it takes to reverse 
that decision.



lines 49-54
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� Prufrock tries to explain why he is indecisive about his feelings toward the 
woman he is meeting for tea. It is because he knows the kind of social life he is 
moving toward.

� The visual image of the coffee spoons indicates that he himself has had 
innumerable cups of coffee in unbearable social situations.



lines 55-61
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� Prufrock indicates that he is familiar with people who appraise him according 
to some set of standards that have nothing to do with who he considers himself 
to be.

� He feels as if he is as insignificant and helpless as a bug stuck by a pin for 
collection and examination.



lines 70-72
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� Eliot brings Prufrock and the reader back to the idea of how Prufrock might 
begin to talk to the woman he is going to meet. The image of “lonely men” 
symbolizes the loneliness of Prufrock.



lines 73-74
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� The image of the “ragged claws” in the “silent seas” suggests that Prufrock’s
brain is doing him no good at all.

� He feels that his ability to speak is so inferior that he should be relegated to a 
world of silence.



lines 75-86
14

� There is a shift in tone here, in keeping with the image of evening made 
peaceful by “long fingers” caressing it into sleep.

� Evening is cat-like “beside you and me.”

� This peacefulness is disrupted as Prufrock wonders if he “has the strength” 
to ask this woman the “overwhelming question.”

� He is frightened at the image of the derision of the “eternal Footman”—
which is death as a doorman holding Prufrock’s coat.



lines 87-98
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� Prufrock considers whether he could ask his “overwhelming question” within the 
context of the social trivialities of having tea.

� His imaginings carry him off to the point where he sees her casually asserting 
that his “overwhelming question” has nothing to do with anything that she said.



lines 99-110
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� Prufrock’s thinking begins to fragment as a result of his frustration and dread.

� In line 104 he acknowledges that he cannot say what he means.

� The ellipsis emphasizes the sense of futility Prufrock experiences in the face of 
the impossibility of saying “just what I mean.”



lines 111-119
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� Prufrock describes himself in a self-satiric way, noting that his unimportant 
presence will help to fill out a crowd scene.

� He determines that he will never be the main character in his own play, 
although he might have a function as “the Fool,” or court jester, who can 
provide light entertainment. The word “Fool” also alludes to how foolish he is in 
his inaction.



lines 126-128
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� Prufrock as an old man walking along the beach and remembering that he 
had at one time seen the mermaids, as well as heard their singing, is especially 
poignant.

� The use of the first person plural might be confirmation of the reading of the 
poem as a soliloquy or interior monologue of a divided self.



Commentary
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� Eliot created in the character of J. Alfred Prufrock the quintessential antihero in 
modernist literature.

� Prufrock’s overwhelming question embodies the drama of the modern man 
whose quest for love leads to total failure.

� In the end, it becomes clear that the title of the poem is ironic, since the text is 
not a love song but Prufrock’s failure to find love.
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