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Teachers’ Notes 
 

Curriculum subject: English Literature 

Key Stage: 5 

Author / Text: T S Eliot, The Waste Land 

Theme: The poet and the editor 

 

Rationale 

Through close reading of The Waste Land in its original manuscript form, students will explore 

how the poem evolved in the process of editing. They will consider the choices of form and 

language made by the poet and editor and discuss the extraordinary effect of one of the most 

influential poems of the 20th century. By reading contemporary letters and reviews, students 

will be guided towards a more informed understanding of some of the poem’s important 

images and themes and develop their own personal responses. 

Content 

 
Literary and historical sources from the site: 

 Manuscript of T S Eliot's The Waste Land, with Ezra Pound's annotations (before 1922)  

 Letters from T S Eliot and Vivienne Eliot relating to The Waste Land (estimated 1921–

22) 

 Title page of The Waste Land by T S Eliot, Hogarth Press edition (1923) 

 Review of The Waste Land by F L Lucas, from the New Statesman (November 1923) 

 
Recommended reading (short articles):  

 The Waste Land: voices, sound and music by Katherine Mullin 
 T S Eliot, Selected Essays, 1917–1932 (London: Faber and Faber, 1932), p. 344. 

 
External links: 

 T S Eliot reading The Waste Land, ‘The Burial of the Dead’ (1942)  

 A selection of paintings by René Magritte from an exhibition at Tate Liverpool 

http://www.bl.uk/20th-century-literature
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/manuscript-of-t-s-eliots-the-waste-land-with-ezra-pounds-annotations
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/letters-from-t-s-eliot-and-vivienne-eliot-relating-to-the-waste-land
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/letters-from-t-s-eliot-and-vivienne-eliot-relating-to-the-waste-land
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-waste-land-by-t-s-eliot-hogarth-press-edition
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/review-of-the-waste-land-by-f-l-lucas-from-the-new-statesman
http://www.bl.uk/20th-century-literature/articles/the-waste-land-voices-sound-and-music
http://www.poetryarchive.org/poem/waste-land-part-i-burial-dead
http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/gallery/2011/jun/19/magritte-tate-liverpool-in-pictures
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Key questions 

 Does learning more about the poet alter our perception of the poem? 

 How does Eliot’s original draft alter under the editorship of Ezra Pound? 

 How do reactions at the time compare to the reception of the poem today? 

 

Activities 
1) Listen to the recording of T S Eliot reading ‘The Burial of the Dead’ from The Waste Land 

and then read this section of the poem to yourself.  In pairs, one person should argue that this 

is a poem written to be heard, the other, that is better read.  Now read the essay, The Waste 

Land: voices, sound and music.  Do you agree with Ted Hughes that this poem is ‘a drama for 

voices’?  How many voices can you find in the poem? Is any single voice more important than 

the others? 

 

2) In the manuscript of T S Eliot's The Waste Land, with Ezra Pound's annotations (before 

1922) you can see that the quote on the title page differs from the Latin and Greek one that 

Eliot uses in the published edition (1923). This was changed on the advice of Ezra Pound, and it 

is said that Eliot later regretted the decision.  See if you can research the meaning and context 

of both these quotations and decide which one you think is more appropriate to the major 

themes of the poem.  

 

3) T S Eliot was uncertain of the reception his new work, as you can see in these letters to his 

friends (see f. 46, specifically). Now read the review of The Waste Land by F L Lucas, from the 

New Statesman (November 1923). Lucas applies the term ‘Proffessorenpoesie’ to the work 

which, he explains, ‘finds in literature the inspiration that life gives no more’.  What do you 

think the inspirations for this poem might have been? 

 

4) In September 1921 Eliot was sent to Margate to recover his health. Later, he visited a 

specialist in Lausanne, Switzerland. Can you find any references to these events in The Waste 

Land?  Read the letters from Eliot to relating to The Waste Land (see f. 31r, specifically) and 

write an analysis of the significance of sea, mountain and town in the poem. 

 

In pairs, write a paragraph describing a character set in one of these three locations, including a 

reference to a relevant figure from religion or mythology.  Then pass it on to another pair who 

should make two cuts and pass it on again.  Stop when the text in front of you moves closer, in 

form, to poetry. What else could you now do to the language or structure to make this even 

more poetic? 

 

http://www.poetryarchive.org/poem/waste-land-part-i-burial-dead
http://www.bl.uk/20th-century-literature/articles/the-waste-land-voices-sound-and-music
http://www.bl.uk/20th-century-literature/articles/the-waste-land-voices-sound-and-music
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/manuscript-of-t-s-eliots-the-waste-land-with-ezra-pounds-annotations
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/manuscript-of-t-s-eliots-the-waste-land-with-ezra-pounds-annotations
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-waste-land-by-t-s-eliot-hogarth-press-edition
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/letters-from-t-s-eliot-and-vivienne-eliot-relating-to-the-waste-land
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/letters-from-t-s-eliot-and-vivienne-eliot-relating-to-the-waste-land
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/review-of-the-waste-land-by-f-l-lucas-from-the-new-statesman
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/review-of-the-waste-land-by-f-l-lucas-from-the-new-statesman
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/letters-from-t-s-eliot-and-vivienne-eliot-relating-to-the-waste-land
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5) Eliot’s wife, Vivienne, was also involved in the drafting process.  Look at her suggestion for 

line 164 in the manuscript of T S Eliot's The Waste Land, with Ezra Pound's annotations (before 

1922) and her complimentary comment. By comparing this last section of ‘A Game of Chess’ 

with the published edition of 1923, observe the changes that have and have not been made 

and what subtle effects this has produced. 

 

Extension activities 

 In an essay Eliot wrote, ‘When I wrote a poem called The Waste Land some of the 

more approving critics said that I had expressed “the disillusionment of a generation”, 

which is nonsense.  I may have expressed for them their own illusion of being 

disillusioned, but that did not form part of my intention.’  Which figures in the poem 

embody the theme of disillusionment? What signs or symbols of hope can you find?  

 

 Look at line 161 in the poem and consider Eliot’s use of fog here.  You could then 

compare how he uses it in his earlier poems, ‘Morning at the Window’, ‘Portrait of a 

Lady’ and ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’.  In the manuscript on p. 8, line 160 

you can see that the original adjective ‘Terrible’ has been replaced by ‘Unreal’ and the 

rest of the line has been crossed out.  What effect do you feel has been achieved by 

this particular edit? 

 

 When Eliot first published The Waste Land in England, there were no additional notes.  

These were added at the request of the American publisher in order to make a longer 

poem.  Are they an important part of the poem? Do they establish the poet in a 

different light? 

 

In his review, F L Lucas also writes, ‘A poem that has to be explained in notes is not 

unlike a picture with “This is a dog” inscribed beneath’.  Do you feel differently about 

the poem once you have learnt more about the many references Eliot makes to 

literature and mythology?  In 1928, the Belgian surrealist René Magritte painted a 

famous work called The Treachery of Images which shows the painted image of a pipe 

and the words ‘Ceci n’est pas un pipe’, meaning ‘this is not a pipe’. Eliot met James 

Joyce in the autumn of 1920 and found his novel Ulysses (1921) ‘magnificent’. Can 

you find any links between these revolutionary works and other art forms at the time? 
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