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1 Introduction and Thesis

T.S. Eliot's unification of artistic language, fragmented form, and a raw depiction of spiritual crisis pioneers the

Modernist vision and subverts the optimistic Romantic perspective of nineteenth-century conceptions of nature and

the divine as beautiful and reassuring.

Journey of the Magi (1927) portrays the agonising cost of spiritual transformation through the retrospective voice of

a Magus who has witnessed the birth of Christ but found no peace in the discovery. Eliot's metanarrative conveys

not only the birth and anachronous death of Christ, but also mirrors a Magus transition from conforming falsity to

lonely salvation.

Core Argument

Following a composer's spiritual fulfilment, their corresponding works emulate a transition from aporia to

absolutism; a finality that erases futility yet inadvertently causes isolation. The poem traces the paradigm shift

from the confines of an icicle-like society to a gradual 'thawing' into isolation — expressing a double-edged death

and rebirth.

HSC Key Point

Prioritise higher-order terminology: the objective correlative, anachronism, bathos, metanarrative, polyphony,
textual integrity, and the poem's position within Eliot's poetic suite.

2 Key Concepts and Definitions

The following terms are essential to high-level analysis of Journey of the Magi. Learn the definitions and the

associated analytical move before reading the poem sections.

Term Definition and Application

Objective Correlative Eliot, 1921 A "literary collage of evocative images"; using a cluster of images or words to evoke a specific
emotion rather than stating it directly.

Dramatic Monologue A poem spoken by a single, named or implied character at a specific moment; the speaker
reveals character through what they say, and often through what they don't say.

Anachronism A reference to something outside its correct time period. In the poem, the Magi use imagery that
prefigures the crucifixion of Christ, who has not yet been born.

Bathos (Anti-climax) A sudden, deflating drop from something elevated or hopeful to something bleak or
disappointing.

Textual Integrity HSC term The organic unity of form, language, and ideas. In this poem, the monologue's fractured,
uncertain retrospection is the meaning: the speaker's voice performs the cost of transformation.
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4 Section I — The Journey

4.1 Poem Text

A cold coming we had of it,

Just the worst time of the year

For a journey, and such a long journey:

The ways deep and the weather sharp,

The very dead of winter.

And the camels galled, sore-footed, refractory,

Lying down in the melting snow.

There were times we regretted

The summer palaces on slopes, the terraces,

And the silken girls bringing sherbet.

Then the camel men cursing and grumbling

And running away, and wanting their liquor and women,

And the night-fires going out, and the lack of shelters,

And the cities hostile and the towns unfriendly

And the villages dirty and charging high prices:

A hard time we had of it.

At the end we preferred to travel all night,

Sleeping in snatches,

With the voices singing in our ears, saying

That this was all folly.

4.2 Summary
The speaker — one of the Magi, looking back long after the journey — describes the appalling conditions of the

journey to Bethlehem in winter. The camels are worn out; the men are mutinous; every town is hostile; the comforts

of their old life keep intruding as temptations. By the end of the stanza they are travelling only at night,

half-delirious, voices in their ears telling them the whole thing is pointless — all folly.

4.3 Annotations (Lines 1–20)

Quote Technique Analysis

"A cold coming we had of it, /
Just the worst time of the year
/ For a journey"

Allusion (Andrewes) +
Cumulation + Dramatic
monologue

The opening is borrowed almost verbatim from Andrewes's 1622
sermon. By placing a 17th-century bishop's words in the mouth of an
ancient Magus, Eliot creates a deliberate anachronism that collapses
time. The cumulative build evokes the exhausting, endless quality of
spiritual change.

"The very dead of winter." Pathetic fallacy +
Alliteration

The winter landscape externalises inner resistance: dead of winter
suggests that change requires passing through a kind of death. The
forceful /d/ sounds emphasise the inescapable difficulty of the journey.

"The silken girls bringing
sherbet."

Objective Correlative +
Sibilance

The comfort of the old life. The /s/ alliteration conveys luxury and
abundance. The contrast between silken girls and melting snow is the
contrast between the old dispensation and the new.

"That this was all folly." Bathos + Allusion +
Sibilance

Folly is devastating in its plainness — an ironic allusion to the angelic
voices in Luke 2; here, the voices sing only of doubt.
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HSC Key Point

For Band 6, never list techniques in isolation. Every technique must serve a larger argument about how Eliot's textual
integrity — the organic unity of form, language, and ideas — constructs meaning.

This preview covers pages 1–3 of 32. The full resource includes: Section II (Signs & Arrival) and Section III (Reflection &

Meaning) with complete annotations · Theme Tables · Extended Themes · Formal Analysis · Speaker & Context · Key Critics ·

Intertextual Connections · Comparative Analysis · HSC Band 6 Strategies · Essay Resources · Vocabulary Glossary.
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