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This study explores the use of metaphors and symbolic imagery in 
the poetry of T.S. Eliot and Ezra Pound, two central figures in 
modernist literature. By analyzing selected works such as The 
Waste Land and The Cantos, the thesis highlights how metaphor 
and symbol function as tools for conveying fragmented modern 
identity, spiritual crisis, and cultural memory. The research applies 
literary analysis through a comparative framework to reveal each 
poet's unique symbolic system. The findings suggest that while 
both poets utilize metaphor and symbol to construct complexity, 
their approaches reflect differing aesthetic and philosophical 
orientations. 
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Introduction  

       T.S. Eliot and Ezra Pound stand at the heart of the modernist revolution in poetry. As 

contemporaries and close literary collaborators, both poets contributed significantly to 

reshaping poetic form, language, and content. Central to their work is the use of metaphor 

and symbolism—devices that carry layered meanings, evoke emotion, and reflect the 

complexities of the modern condition. This study investigates how Eliot and Pound employ 

these devices not only as aesthetic tools but also as reflections of their philosophical and 

cultural outlooks. 

     Metaphors in modernist poetry often function beyond comparison; they form dense 

networks of association that reflect fragmented thought. Likewise, symbols in Eliot’s and 

Pound’s poetry do not always offer clarity but provoke reflection, ambiguity, and open 

interpretation. The cultural upheaval following World War I, rapid industrialization, and the 

loss of traditional religious values are all encoded in their poetic imagery.Eliot’s The Waste 

Land and Pound’s The Cantos are particularly rich in symbolic layers and metaphorical 
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resonance. While Eliot often uses Christian and classical symbolism to portray spiritual 

desolation, Pound's work draws heavily from historical and mythological sources to construct 

a cultural mosaic.  The aim of this thesis is to comparatively analyze these poets' use of 

metaphor and symbol, identify recurring themes and images, and evaluate their effectiveness 

in communicating the complexities of modern life. In doing so, the study sheds light on how 

language functions in modernist poetry as both a means of resistance and renewal. 

Methodology  

     This research adopts a comparative qualitative approach, focusing on close textual 

analysis of selected poems by T.S. Eliot and Ezra Pound. The primary texts under examination 

include The Waste Land (1922) by Eliot and selected cantos from The Cantos (1917–1969) 

by Pound. These texts are selected for their representative use of metaphor and symbolism 

and their centrality in modernist poetry. 

     The analysis applies literary and semiotic frameworks. Specifically, it employs metaphor 

theory (as outlined by Lakoff & Johnson, 1980) and symbolism theory derived from literary 

criticism and modernist poetics. Attention is given to both the linguistic construction of 

metaphors and the cultural or mythic resonance of symbols. Secondary sources—academic 

articles, critical essays, and modernist theory texts—support the interpretation of the 

primary materials. 

The study follows these steps: 

1. Selection of key metaphors and symbols within each poem. 

2. Categorization of these elements by theme: spiritual, historical, cultural, and 

aesthetic. 

3. Comparative analysis between poets to identify similarities and differences in 

technique and purpose. 

The methodology also considers historical context and the authors’ literary philosophies, 

particularly Eliot’s concept of tradition and Pound’s imagist and vorticist theories. The 

research avoids purely biographical or psychoanalytic approaches , focusing instead on the 

texts and their formal, symbolic structure.This approach ensures a systematic, interpretive 

analysis of how metaphor and symbol work in two of modernism’s most complex poetic 

voices. 

Results  

      The analysis reveals that both Eliot and Pound use metaphor and symbol as central 

mechanisms for expressing the modernist condition, but their styles and purposes differ 

notably.In The Waste Land, Eliot employs religious, mythological, and urban metaphors to 

articulate spiritual desolation and cultural decay. Metaphors such as "a heap of broken 

images" and symbols like the "wasteland" itself represent the fragmentation of post-war 

consciousness. His metaphors are often indirect, layered with irony and allusion, drawing on 

a wide intertextual network that spans Western literary tradition.By contrast, Pound’s Cantos 

are more direct and historically dense. His metaphors often reflect economic, political, and 

cultural criticism. Symbols such as "usura" (usury) or the recurrent figure of Confucius 

represent Pound’s vision of cultural decline and renewal. Unlike Eliot’s spiritual ambiguity, 
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Pound’s symbolism is more ideological, offering a didactic view of cultural restoration.Both 

poets use myth as metaphor, but whereas Eliot turns to Christian and Grail legends to signal 

loss and longing, Pound reworks historical figures and narratives to construct a grand vision 

of human civilization.Importantly, Eliot’s metaphors lean toward psychological and 

existential questions, while Pound focuses on historical and structural critiques. Yet, both 

share a fragmentary, allusive style that demands active reader interpretation.Ultimately, 

metaphor and symbolism in both poets' work serve to layer meaning, create ambiguity, and 

invite deeper engagement with the modernist experience of uncertainty, fragmentation, and 

cultural reflection. 

Discussion  

     The results affirm that metaphor and symbolism in the poetry of Eliot and Pound are not 

mere decorative features but essential to their modernist vision. These elements act as 

mediators between chaos and meaning, allowing the poets to express themes that are often 

ungraspable in direct language. Eliot’s metaphors are reflective of psychological and religious 

tensions. His symbolic method, influenced by Dante and Shakespeare, is often internal and 

philosophical. For instance, the "unreal city" metaphor in The Waste Land captures the 

dehumanizing effects of industrialization and the collapse of spiritual life. His use of the Grail 

myth, the Tarot, and biblical references contribute to a symbolic structure that mirrors a 

spiritual quest through despair. 

     In contrast, Pound’s metaphoric and symbolic choices demonstrate his encyclopedic 

ambition. The Cantos blend Confucian ideals, medieval history, and economic theory. Pound’s 

metaphors can be cryptic but are rooted in real historical contexts. His symbolic 

representations critique the moral failures of Western civilization, often drawing on Eastern 

philosophy for contrast. One point of convergence lies in their modernist use of 

fragmentation. Both poets utilize broken syntax, multiple languages, and collage-like 

techniques, turning metaphor and symbol into tools for reconstruction as much as 

deconstruction. Therefore, while Eliot mourns loss, Pound seeks restoration. The symbolic 

and metaphorical strategies of both reflect broader tensions within modernist literature: 

between tradition and innovation, loss and recovery, chaos and order. 

Conclusion  

      This study has explored how T.S. Eliot and Ezra Pound employ metaphor and symbolism 

to construct meaning in the fragmented landscape of modernist poetry. Despite their differing 

aesthetic goals and philosophical outlooks, both poets use these literary devices to navigate 

the chaos of the modern world.Eliot’s metaphors and symbols are rooted in religious and 

psychological inquiry. His poems evoke disillusionment and spiritual emptiness, using 

metaphor to reflect inner conflict and cultural breakdown. Symbolism in The Waste Land 

operates through allusion and indirect reference, challenging the reader to find coherence in 

disarray.Pound, on the other hand, employs metaphor and symbol as historical and 

ideological tools. His poetry reflects a vision of cultural renewal grounded in economic and 

moral reform. The Cantos draw from diverse traditions, repurposing them into a symbolic 

framework that supports Pound’s personal philosophy.Together, these poets illustrate the 
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versatility and power of metaphor and symbol in shaping modernist expression. Their work 

underscores how poetic language can serve both to critique and to reconstruct cultural 

values.Future research may extend this analysis by comparing Eliot and Pound with other 

modernist or postmodernist poets, or by exploring reader reception to metaphor and 

symbolism in modernist texts. Ultimately, this thesis reaffirms that in Eliot and Pound’s 

poetry, metaphor and symbol are not only expressive tools but also vital strategies for making 

sense of a disoriented modern age. 
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