THE WASTE LAND 
The burial of the dead

The first section of Eliot’s The Waste land is called The burial of the dead. Just from the title the reader understands Eliot’s idea of contemporary society: it is considered a waste land that means, a land without values, without certainties. 
The poem starts with a quotation taken from Petronio’s Satyricon that has the function of epighraph, it is written in greek to underline the roots of the western culture and it is about the Cuma Sybil, that is a woman who knows everything: past, present and future. 

After the quotation there is a dedication in Italian: for Ezra Pound, il miglior fabbro, the poet who corrects Eliot’s poem, but in particular motivates him in writing. 
Regarding the structure the first section is made up by four scenes: the first scene is about an aristocratic woman (staying at the arch-duke’s) that underlines her nationality (bin gar keine Russin, stamm’ aus Litauen, echt deutsch) and meditates about seasons, the second one is about an invitation to journey into a desert waste, where the speaker will show the reader something different from either your shadow at morning striding behind you or your shadow at evening rising to meet you, the third episode describes an imaginative tarot reading while in the final scene the speaker walks through London that is populated by ghosts of the dead. The scenes are juxtaposed and they are told by different speaking voices; the only thing that connects the scenes is the atmosphere of loss and death. 

The poem starts with references to April. While you are reading the first line you feel abstracted. Indeed April is generally considered the month of rebirth, according to Geoffrey Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, in which he describe April as the prettiest month, while in Eliot’s poem it is the cruellest month. Eliot agrees to the idea that in spring there is a rebirth, but it happens in a “waste land”, in a society in which there are not values that cannot permit rebirth, and so his aware pessimism appears. The semantic field of death is reinforced in the first stanza by lilacs (flowers for death), dull roots, and it antagonizes the semantic field of life (warm, life, rain, water). In lines 5-7 there is a contradiction. Indeed winter is generally connected with cold and snow while here it is described as a warm winter. Eliot refers to men’s actions. Indeed in winter people want to stay at home to protect themselves from cold. But in this sentence there is a critic indeed doing it, people don’t face life and so they are paralyzed. 
At line 12 It is interesting to notice the quotation in foreign language that reminds to a very important leanings of the 20th Century: cosmopolitism (as well as lines 31-34 and line 42).
From line 13, the theme of memory starts. The theme of memory is a very interesting theme because first of all it permits the reflection to improve the present and it also allows the speaking voice to skip from present to past using the technique of the juxtaposition of scenes. For example at line 70 there is a reference to the past speaking about the battle of Mylae. It was not a simply battle that occurred in 260 b.C. but it was very important for the western culture because Romans won against the Carthaginians. It is also interesting to remember that the strength of the Roman empire was connected to their tendency to accept foreign cultures (it reminds to the presence of different languages and cultures). 
In the third stanza the speaking voice speaks about tarots and madame Sosostris who is considered the wisest woman of Europe and and so he shows the degrade of the western society. A clairvoyant is usually a liar and a cheater, while in Modern society she is considered an intelligent person. In addition the figure of the tarots reminds to the human being’s will to know everything about his/her life because it can make living simplier.

The last stanza presents an unreal city: London. This city is populated by walking dead which live without thinking, without looking for a sense. It is a clear critic of his contemporary society. As in The Love Song of J. A. Prufrock the road is muffled by the fog, that is a metaphor for confusion, because if it is foggy you can not see well.
Regarding the language, it has a multi-layer meaning. The images he uses recall the decline of Western culture, showing images of death in both nature and civilized places.
