
THE WASTE LAND
A Comprehensive Critical Analysis of Character Sketches & Personas

An analysis of "characters" in T.S. Eliot’s modernist masterpiece The Waste Land (1922) requires a departure

from traditional narrative definitions. Characters here are not stable, distinct individuals with conventional

narrative arcs. Instead, they operate as fluid, shifting personas, historical archetypes, and disembodied voices

that frequently blur, echo, and merge into one another across the poem's fragmented landscape. 

Eliot famously noted in his official footnotes that Tiresias is the single most important figure, acting as the central

consciousness through whom all other characters see, speak, and merge. The individuals encountered throughout

the poem serve as psychological fragments of a fractured postwar civilization.

1. The Central Consciousness

Tiresias (The Blind Prophet)

Origin & Mythos: Sourced from classical Greek mythology (principally Ovid’s Metamorphoses), Tiresias was

transformed into a woman for seven years and later blinded by Juno, but granted the gift of prophecy and long

life by Jupiter.

Role & Function: Tiresias functions as the unifying focal point of the entire work. He is old, blind, and

explicitly androgynous (described as "throbbing between two lives"). He physically materializes in Section III

(The Fire Sermon), observing the mechanical, loveless sexual encounter between the typist and the carbuncular

clerk.

Key Narrative Traits:

The Ultimate Observer: Having lived as both man and woman and across vast historical epochs, he has

"foresuffered all" enacted on the modern stage.

Tragic Passivity: He lacks the agency to intervene in or remedy the decay of the modern world; he can only

witness, suffer, and endure it.

The Melding Agent: As Eliot noted, what Tiresias sees is the substance of the whole poem. Every other

persona—whether male, female, ancient, or modern—ultimately resolves back into this single

consciousness.

2. Personas of the Modern Waste Land

The modern figures represent spiritual vacuum, emotional alienation, and the starkly transactional or mechanical

nature of relationships in post-WWI European society.
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The Typist & The Carbuncular Clerk

Location: Section III (The Fire Sermon)

Character Sketch: The typist is a working-class modern woman returning home at teatime, surrounded by

drying combinations, stockings, and cheap tinned food. The clerk is a low-level, small-agency employee with a

vulgar arrogance ("one of the low on whom assurance sits / As a silk hat on a Bradford millionaire").

Significance: Their sexual encounter is entirely devoid of romance, passion, or spiritual communion. It is

mechanical, driven by vanity and indifference. Upon his departure, the typist exhibits only a vague sense of

relief, automatically wiping her hand across her face and placing a record on the gramophone—a devastating

contrast to the grand, tragic love affairs of classical literature.

Madame Sosostris (The Clairvoyante)

Location: Section I (The Burial of the Dead)

Character Sketch: Described as possessing a "wicked pack of cards" and suffering from a mundane winter

cold. She is a modern, degraded incarnation of the ancient Egyptian or classical Greek oracle.

Significance: Instead of channeling profound, sacred, or spiritual insights, she commercializes her abilities,

selling fortune-telling for financial profit in a superstitious world. Ironically, despite her secularized charlatanry,

her Tarot reading accurately introduces the central motifs of the poem (the Drowned Phoenician Sailor,

Belladonna, the one-eyed merchant).

Lil and Albert (The Working-Class Dialogue)

Location: Section II (A Game of Chess - The Cockney pub scene)

Character Sketch: Lil is a 31-year-old working-class woman who looks prematurely aged, exhausted, and

toothless due to taking pills to induce a self-administered abortion ("to bring it off"). Albert is her husband,

newly discharged from the horrors of the Great War with money in his pocket, demanding marital sex and

domestic comfort.

Significance: They illustrate the harsh, unromanticized reality of domestic life among the London working

class. Their marriage is defined by physiological decay, systemic poverty, reproductive trauma, and mutual

dread, demonstrating that emotional and spiritual sterility spans all social stratifications.

The Wealthy, Neurotic Woman (Belladonna)

Location: Section II (A Game of Chess)

Character Sketch: An elite, upper-class woman ensconced in immense, suffocating opulence (synthetic

perfumes, marble, satin, and dazzling jewels). She is plagued by severe, unchecked hysteria and fractured

nerves, frantically demanding of her silent lover: "What shall I do now? What shall I do? [...] What shall we do

tomorrow? What shall we ever do?"

Significance: She embodies the profound existential boredom and spiritual paralysis of the wealthy elite.

Despite her material abundance, her life is reduced to a sterile, tactical "game of chess," characterized by an

absolute failure of human communication.
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3. Mythological and Historical Archetypes

These figures act as historical echoes across time, contrasting the mythic or tragic grandiosity of the past with the

fragmented, trivialized present.

Character / Persona Origin & Literary

Source

Core Symbolic Significance in the Poem

The Fisher King Arthurian Grail Legend /

Weston's From Ritual to

Romance

A wounded monarch whose physical impotence or

injury causes his entire kingdom to dry up into a

barren wasteland. His longing for physical and

spiritual regeneration mirrors the modern world's

desperate need for cultural and spiritual revival.

Phlebas the Phoenician Eliot's original

composition (adapted

from his poem Dans le

Restaurant)

A merchant sailor who perishes by drowning.

Appearing in Section IV (Death by Water), he is

stripped of worldly, secular concerns (profit and loss)

by the ocean currents. He serves as an stark memento

mori to the reader to remember their own mortality.

The One-Eyed

Merchant (Mr.

Eugenides)

Modern / Mythic

Synthesis

A merchant from Smyrna who invites the speaker to a

weekend rendezvous at the Metropole hotel

(implicitly suggesting a clandestine, non-generative

homosexual encounter). He carries a pocket full of

currants, a degraded modern remnant of the ancient

fertility cult trade routes.

Philomela Ovid's Metamorphoses A mythical princess brutally raped by her brother-in-

law King Tereus and subsequently transformed into a

nightingale. In the modern waste land, her immortal,

tragic cry is reduced and vulgarized into "Jug Jug to

dirty ears," demonstrating how ancient suffering is

cheapened or ignored.
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Critical Summary for Academic Study:

When formulating arguments or critical notes on The Waste Land, avoid treating these characters as isolated,

distinct narrative entities. Instead, frame them as psychological and cultural fragments. Eliot employs this

shifting, kaleidoscopic chorus of voices to illustrate an anarchic postwar world where individual identity has

totally broken down, leaving behind only the ruins and echoes of Western civilization crying out for

resolution. 
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