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The notion of unrequited love contains an element continually desirable to poets, as every age of poets revisit the subject of love time and time again. Instead of the ethereal stagnation of the timeless love found in many poems, love unrequited is very aware of the timestamp put upon it. For those whom time does pass, the rapidity in which is does so requires a grasping of the moment, summarized in the Latin phrase carpe diem, meaning “seize the day.” Otherwise they face the dire possibility of the singular moment being swept away. In “To His Coy Mistress,” Andrew Marvell, a metaphysical poet of the 17th century, aggressively lobbies his lover to take up the carpe diem ideology, while T.S. Eliot’s J. Alfred Prufrock fears the unknown consequences to such an extent as to never even petition his lady for audience to express his desires. “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” appears first as a poorly worded version of “To His Coy Mistress,” when in reality it is an extremely well-crafted poem as it fits into the questioning, ironic nature of the modernist period during which Eliot is writing. Eliot crafts a character very aware of such high poetic achievements on the subject of love as those of Marvell and his contemporaries, but as well creates a man whose poor attempt at mimicry of such lofty goals is humorous, to say the least.


Within this world, time passes for every human being at the same measured rate, yet we each approach these equivalent units—seconds, minutes, hours, days and years—with very different methods. “In a minute there is time” exclaims Prufrock, “For decisions and revisions which a minute will reverse” (Eliot 47-48), as he defends his wavering and poorly justified stance. Meanwhile, if given “World enough, and Time” (1), Marvell intends to woo his lady from before the days of The Deluge to the beginning of the apocalypse with such sincerity that the remaining Jews, according to St. John the Baptist (Kennedy 513), will finally convert to Christianity before his love for her will end. Marvell markedly accentuates the finality of death, a morbid notion for persons in love, but a rather coquet argument to seduce his lady-love. Prufrock has instead made life itself, and not just death, depressing as he has “measured out [his] life with coffee spoons” (Eliot 51), where it is left unspoken that a life unlived is a more terrible notion than the end of a life fulfilled. While Prufrock does not directly come out to say this, it is discernible from his overtly dramatic attitude that this “life unlived” is something that he does indeed fear. He is such the wretched character as to make it questionable whether or not his feelings are legitimately truthful—does he actively defy the sense of fleeting time, or does he simply lament his failure to take action? Moving parallel but in an opposite direction to Prufrock, Marvell directly plays the carpe diem card with the woman of his affections, whether as a ploy or in all honesty, he pleads with her to be as acutely aware of the flight of time as he is. Prufrock never even addresses the possibility of aggressively asking his lady-love, as he listens to her and others talking in the room over while he grapples with an existentialist sense of time.


For Marvell, time passes quickly—carpe diem—and if the moment of consummation is not taken, in his eyes it is forever lost. 236 years later, J. Alfred Prufrock stumbles at the decisive moment of his life, failing to ask his lady-love for the reciprocation of his feelings. Prufrock hesitates in vital seconds and finds himself left guessing, struggling to hold onto the belief that although he stayed static in the literal waiting room of the poem’s setting (and in the broader, figurative sense of his life) it is indeed not the end of the world. Prufrock stresses that “there will be time” throughout, assumed by scholars to be a reference to the first line of “To His Coy Mistress.” This is obviously a misinterpretation of Marvell’s thesis statement which can be humorously summed up into “carpe me and quickly,” (Young) as Prufrock is indeed aware of his aging “I grow old… I grow old…” (120). He covers his regret by denying the possibility that there was an opportunity for him to gain what he truly desired; instead, Prufrock passive-aggressively accepts his fate. These digressions come from a man typified by the paralyzing fear of rejection, as he experiences “a hundred visions and revisions” (33) of every scenario that could take place within the adjacent room if he were to enter and address the issue he finds most important. Only on line 84, one of the most famous lines of the poem, does Prufrock out rightly say that he has not seized the day, with “I have seen the moment of my greatness flicker.” Marvell never fears regret, unless his lovers were to deny him. Because of his sense of security, Marvell does not feel the sinking fear of despondency of Prufrock.

The undercurrents of psychological discontent are abundant within Prufrock. He is rife with examples of one whom does not so easily accept reality as Marvell does, but this makes for a multi-faceted person that the reader is much more able to empathize with than the singularly minded Marvell. Eliot’s ability to open J. Alfred Prufrock, his creation, to the reader is expertly done so. Prufrock cries out, “It is impossible to say just what I mean!” (104), discouraged as he tries to represent himself verbally. Yet he eloquently exposes himself throughout the poem and particularly so in stanza seven. “Do I dare?” (38) he asks and yet he never seems to be able to, whether in regards to the question he most desires to ask, or whether he is to take the chance to disturb the universe on whole. In contrast, Marvell seems to find no problem with upsetting the status quo, as he presses to advert the swallowing of the lovers’ lives by apostrophic Time. Marvell’s persona within the poem is much more one-dimensional and therefore is not so much dramatically intense as is with Prufrock, which explains the exceptional clarity of his argument. 

As the poem “To His Coy Mistress” is less involved with the inner thoughts of Marvell, conciseness, and therefore, relative brevity are greater abundance than in Prufrock’s Love Song of 131 lines to Marvell’s trifling 46. The unfocused nature of Prufrock comes from a lack of self-assurance in the speaker—he asks, “So how should I presume?” (54) and proceeds without seemingly ever answering himself or finding a response from someone else. This lack of assurance is typical of the time in which Eliot is writing in while Marvell lives in a very substantiated world. Encapsulated within Modernism was a desire to articulate the full spectrum of emotion, to present it in its rawest form. Eliot is known as one of the masters of Modernist poetry, a fine example is that of The Wasteland but is considered overall a definitive member of the Modernist movement. Prufrock’s struggle is created with no particular solution, whereas Marvell’s argument is logically outlined. Being a member of the Metaphysical school (and the Puritanical as well), Marvell diagrams the dilemma with clean lines. He addresses and then suggests solutions for the lovers’ which he plans to implement if his lady finds them agreeable. 

Comparisons are very typically used in romantic poetry, as Shakespeare compares thee to a summer’s day, or Robert Burns’ love is like a red, red rose. Both speakers, Marvell and Prufrock, tap into the collective unconscious’ sense of love poetry, but through the extensive use of metaphors, create very distinctly different poems. Via metaphysical conceit (BrainyEncyclopedia), Marvell aggressively pushes his unnamed lover to coital consummation before the end of their lives.  Wide-ranging, this set of metaphors leads his love on a journey from the Ganges, to the river Humber of his childhood (Kennedy 513), from the beginning of time to the end. They visit the beaks of birds and his lady’s eventual tomb within the familial vault. Likewise, Prufrock uses metaphor, within a similar vein to Marvell, to set the stage for his requests as the nighttime comes “spread out against the sky \ Like a patient etherized upon a table” (2-3). His comparisons, although in classic terms, are somewhat less poetic—this is one way in which Eliot creates a character who presents himself as somewhat uncouth. Although Marvell does use imagery that is not particularly romantic, such as, “Worms shall try \ That long preserv’d Virginity” (Marvell 27-28), this pairing presents itself in a slightly more classic and melancholic style of romance, while Prufrock extemporally compares himself to a bug mounted upon a pin in a science classroom. The assumption could even be made that perhaps Prufrock likens himself to one of Marvell’s worms over any other particular insect, as he is “formulated” (Eliot 57), or rather placed in formaldehyde, and left “wriggling on the wall” (58). To further this fallacy, Prufrock fits into Andrew Marvell’s poem such that he is a scavenger for the residual love leftover from a carpe diem styled romance that he will never achieve. Prufrock does not implement the metaphors of the typical love poem, but instead they become so outrageous as to make his argument ironic; romance is not made of mounted, dead bugs or from patients under anesthesia. 
J. Alfred Prufrock fancies himself as part of the intellectual elite, as he casually references Shakespeare’s Hamlet. He does not have the audacity though to consider himself the ingénue of Hamlet, but instead gives himself the lowly place of the character actors, such as Rosencrantz, Guildenstern and Polonius. This speaks volumes of his self-image, and gives insight onto why he does not feel that he has the right to act, but instead only:

To swell a progress, start a scene or two,

Advise the prince; no doubt, an easy tool,

Deferential, glad to be of use,

Politic, cautious, and meticulous;

Full of high sentence, but a bit obtuse;

At times, indeed, almost ridiculous—

Almost, at times, the Fool (Eliot 113-119).

His feeling of self-inadequacy is apparent in the extended metaphor of stanza seventeen. For whatever reason that he feels insufficient, whether cyclic repetition of the paralyzing fear of rejection, or something else unexposed, it continues to manifest itself in his life. A common character in Shakespearian drama, the Fool is humorous in presentation (e.g. the aptly named Fool in King Lear), such as our Prufrock and lends incredible insight in oddly crafted moments. Marvell plays Hamlet in a sense; without a doubt, he is perceived as the lead male of his dramatic life story, although not so hopelessly tragic as Prince Hamlet.

“Bathetic” (BrainyEncyclopedia) in nature, Eliot portrays Prufrock in such a way that the reader does not so much as sympathize, but instead finds him a pitifully comic character. His balding head and skinniness are not received as worthy of sympathy—Prufrock would like the audience to empathize with him—but instead add to the ridiculous buffoonery of his persona. During lines 41 and 43 Prufrock allow a chorus-like audience to “speak-up” briefly to legitimize his position as a pathetic character by their confirmation of his failing health. Otherwise, “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” is almost entirely a dramatic monologue in which our character stands on stage to sing his woeful song to whoever will listen. Marvell also employs a similar method, as he is the solitary speaker within the poem, but it does not allow for a primary or secondary audience. Instead, the reader is treated as a peeping-tom, almost accidentally allowed into Marvell’s speech or letter to his lover. This style gives Marvell leave to say whatever he pleases. Without an audience, he has no need for discretion.  This is convenient, as he is being rather lewd—for the era he is writing in, and particularly as he is loosely affiliated with the Puritanical poets.

While not identical in device, and obviously antithetical in image portrayed, Prufrock, Eliot’s pathetic character stylizes himself in a way similar to the narrator of “To His Coy Mistress.”  Although Marvell’s intentions are admittedly petty, his methods are intelligently framed—his metaphors are complex, witty and worldly. The blazons he incorporates into his poem may border on the sexually ridiculous, such as “Two hundred [years] to adore each Breast” (Marvell 15). Remarking upon, “Arms that are braceleted and white and bare” (Eliot 63), Prufrock attempts to wax poetical similar to Marvell, and succeeds at least within stanza eleven, if nominally so throughout the rest of the poem. Marvell, or at least his contemporaries are in a way the instigators of the emotions Prufrock is feeling. Marvell’s ideology is something that Prufrock desperately desires to embrace, but is unwillingly afraid to do so.

As long as romance and poetry continues to exist, as we know them or in other forms entirely, the combination of love and lyrical will be a favorite of writers and readers alike. “To His Coy Mistress” and “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” are poems that have well outlived the unrequited love of the speakers, real or otherwise, and can be considered a sign as to their steadfastness in literature. Juxtaposed together though, they are as similar as they are completely different—as much as Marvell desires to seize the day, Prufrock recognizes and rejects carpe diem in such a way as to be considered antithetical to Marvell’s line of reasoning. Although Eliot wrote several hundred years after Marvell, the techniques used within his poem create a sense that both Marvell and Prufrock have discussed these matters of love intimately, each playing off one another’s argument. Read together, the gusto that Marvell feels is severely blanketed by Prufrock’s feelings of failure, creating a new layering of emotions not previously available to the speakers, but which does not detract from the poems analyzed separately.
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