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What's in a Name? : 1988
Then, back in 1917, before ever you entered upon reading a line of poetry by Mr. T. S.
Eliot, you would have been met by the title of the first poem in this, his first book of
.poems: “The Love Song of ]. Alfred Prufrock.” At once the crystalline air is thick
with incitements to prejudice. For we are immediately invited, or incited, to think
and to feel our way through a prejudicial sequence. First, as often with prejudice,
comes a concession: that of course a man cannot be blamed for being called Prufrock.
Second, that nevertheless the name does have comical possibilities, given not only i
the play of “frock” against “pru”—prudent, prudish, prurient—but also the suggestive
contrariety between splitting the name there, at pru and frock, as against splitting it
as proof and rock. And, third, that therefore a man in these circumstances might be
well advised to call himself John A. Prufrock or J. A. Prufrock, rather than to risk the ;
roll, the rise, the carol, the creation of “J. Alfred Prufrock.”. .. And then we are fur- :
ther invited to think and to feel that should Mr. Prufrock, as is his right, plump for

]. Alfred Prufrock, he must not then expect the words “The Love Song of” to sit happily

in his immediate vicinity. The tax returns of J. Alfred Prufrock, fine, but a love song

does not harmonize with the rotund name, with how he has chosen to think of him-
self, to sound himself. He has, after all, chosen to issue his name in a form which is
not only formal but unspeakable: no one, not even the most pompous self-regarder,
could ever introduce himself as, or be addressed as, J. Alfred Prufrock. He has
adopted a form for his name which is powerfully appropriate to a certain kind of page
but not to the voice, and which is therefore forever inimical to the thought of love’s
intimacy. “I'm in love.” “Who’s the lucky man?” “J. Alfred Prufrock.” Inconceivable.

But then life often involves these choices and these sacrifices; if you want to cut
a public figure and to wax ceremonious and to live on the business page or the title
page, you may have to relinquish the more intimate happinesses. And all of this is
unobtrusively at work before ever we have arrived at a word of the poem.

Unjust, of course, these incitements. What'’s in a name? Yet even with some-
thing like a name, which is usually given and not chosen, we manage to exercise
choices, to adopt a style which becomes our man, or, if we are Prufrock, to wear our
name with a difference. Then a name starts to become so mmgled with its owner as
to call in question which is doing the owning.

“The Love Song of ]. Alfred Prufrock”: even while the title tempts us—not nec-
essarily improperly—to suspect things about the man, it raises the question of
whether we are entitled to do so. Can we deduce much from so localized a thing as
how a man chooses to cast his name? Can we deduce anything? But then can we
imagine that one either could or should refrain from doing any deducing? Straws in
the wind are often all that we have to go on. “And should I have the right to smile?”:
the question ends the succeeding poem, “Portrait of a Lady,” but it is a question that
haunts the whole book.

~ As so often with prejudice, one kind of categorizing melts into another. For the
teasing speculation as to what sort of man names himself in such a way, especially given
“Prufrock” as his climax, merges itself in the class question, not just what class of man
but what social class. Calling oneself ]. Alfred Prufrock has an air of prerogative and
privilege. The class presumption in turn brings a whole culture and society with it.

From T. S. Eliot and Prejudice
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