
 

 

The pioneering of the modern temperament proceeded to conjure an emotional place disillusioned by 

a panorama of futility and anarchy, ultimately embodying the dark emptiness of a wandering human 

spirit. By challenging the absurdity of life, Modernity’s manifestation of a profoundly dejected picture of 

a culture in disarray, reinforced the disapproval of a routine and mechanised existence. Although 

Thomas Stearns Eliot surrendered to a fervent desire to subvert pre-existing and universal literary 

conventions, his unrelenting nature as a Modernist experimenter sought to dismiss 19
th

 century jarred 

optimism. Both ‘Preludes’ (1911) and ‘Rhapsody On A Windy Night’ (1920) delve into a completely 

disoriented society, where the modern psychological state of dislocation diffuses nihilistic philosophies. 

By reflecting the fractured existence of humanity, Eliot focused on summoning the crumbled presence 

of the industrial city, ultimately drowning humanity’s restless spirits in an avenue devoid of hope.  

 

While the outbreak of WWI harnessed an inherent desire to dissolve old-fashioned Romantic ideas into 

the hollowness of Modernity, humanity’s spirit dissipated, remaining merely something of an expatriate 

in spirit. In ‘Preludes’, Eliot criticises the destructive forces of the mind lingering about “vacant lots/ a 

thousand furnished rooms/ (and) the conscience of a blackened street”, while building upon the 

deliberate estrangement the war-engulfed modern world caused between scepticism and optimism, in 

reflection of the disharmonious existence of the tangible world. Eliot’s critical judgement of the 

monotonous nature of modernity, captures unforced expressions of sentiment, where the Parataxis 

“burnt out ends of smokey days” are catalysed by the debris of civilisation. In fact, Henri Bergson stated 

that “our being can only be found amidst the shifting currents of our most immediate experience” 

depicting the dissatisfaction of Modernity’s growing sense of alienation and isolation in a world wherein 

the mechanical routines become synonymous with the futility of death and decay. In a reflection of the 

secular zeitgeist of the modern era, he, whose “soul stretched tight across the skies…/trampled by insistent 

feet…” characterises the central place of Preludes as monotonous and oppressive, trampling on God’s 

very soul. Fused into the mysteries of the modern city, the olfactory imagery and sibilance “smell of 

steaks in passageways” draws upon the brutality of social seclusion and the scarcity of individualism. 

Distressed by the clutter of the ambient disorderliness of the industrial city, Eliot disesteems society’s 

unrelenting transition to the nothingness and void of the modern world, where the “lonely cab-horse 

steams and stamps” in the “half deserted streets” embodies the dehumanising feelings of broken 

communication and self doubt. The vivid evocations of the “broken blinds and chimney pots” and the 

“sawdust-trampled street” conjures imagery of a dilapidated environment, while providing insight into 

the ominous narrator’s perception of the modern man, who constantly steps back into the disguise of 

the 1920s to trace humanity’s desire of removal from the external world. The barren city landscape 

conveys the fractured variety of the modernist self, contextually referencing the notion of existential 

nihilism, while drowning civilisation out of nature. Meditating on the outbreak of WWI, society earnestly 

adopted an insensitive manner which enhanced the urban life’s disdainful attitudes toward the 

disillusioned and sordid industrial city.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Building upon the vacancy and turmoil inspired in Preludes, T.S Eliot further harnesses a fervent desire 

to resurrect an emotional place forged by a lack of spiritual and moral vacuity due to the growing 

disillusionment following the rise in secularism. In ‘Rhapsody on a Windy Night’ the anaphoric “female 

smells in shuttered rooms” establishes an equilibrium with the olfactory “cocktail smells in bars”, 

“cigarettes in corridors” and “smells of chestnuts in streets” to determine a place of residence 

accommodating humanity’s foul secrets that linger in a corrupt and dispassionate society, reflective of 

the mechanical routine of Modernity. But, as the repeatedly lamented “madman shakes a dead 

geranium”, these moments surrender to the fragmentation of the modern life, while revealing both Eliot’s 

subversion of the social norms and cultural structures and his unrelenting rejection of history. By 

suggesting a collapse of rationality, the futile action of shaking a dead geranium creates a sense of nihilistic 

doom and pandemonium, while alluding to death and decay. The contemptuous comment on the street 

lamp that “sputtered” and “muttered” whose feeble light cannot bear the resentment of the modern life, 

reflects society’s elusive fear associated with the metaphorical light and the philosophical truth. 

Influenced by Bergsonian’s assertion that “the individual consciousness is limited to those aspects of the 

universe that affect the individual” the street lamp’s metaphorical ability to dominate and control 

memories reveals modernity’s emanation of fragmentary thoughts. The ironic mention of “twists” reacts 

within the dialect of memory to produce a “crowd of twisted things”, such as the last “twist of the knife”, 

aligning the repetitiveness of the mundane routines that hold humanity captive. The token further refers 

to the unbearable banality of the coming day, which will ultimately summon an impulse into the infinite, 

yet mechanical existence of the modern life. These fatal attractions of past delights reinforce the spiritual 

removal from the peripheral world, while displaying humanity’s personified exploitations “held in a lunar 

synthesis”, for open judgement. The unrelenting shift from Romanticism to Modernity, manifests the 

Modernist’s belief in the obsolete culture of the past and rejection of the certainty of Enlightenment 

thinking, ultimately disintegrating religion and culture. 

 


