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Introduction

Louis Menand and Lawrence Rainey

For readers over the age of fifty, modernism and the New Criticism are not
just terms that refer to a remote and distant past, not just names that
stretch across a map of venerable but vanished empires in the history of
literary criticism. They evoke places where we have conversed with col-
leagues, or hours spent with books that still rest upon the shelves, only
slightly discoloured with age. New Criticism has perhaps slipped more
irretrievably into the past of professional literary studies than modernism,
which continues to play a pivotal role in contemporary cultural debate as
the governing term in discussions about the notion of ‘the postmodern’.
But for a history of literary criticism that is devoted to modernism and the
New Criticism, the personal associations of both terms can easily under-
mine a dispassionate account. The subject extends into the present and
lacks the corrective of a tranquil and healing hindsight. Moreover, situ-
ated at that troublesome crossroad where professional literary studies
(New Criticism) meet with the broader cultural and social transform-
ations of the twentieth century (modernism), it is a subject that engages
some of our most passionate views about art and society, intellectuals and
public culture.

The ongoing contemporaneity of these subjects inevitably affects the
kinds of narration that one might offer, for several reasons. One has to do
with the logic of historical insight, its foundations in differing temporal
indices. Descriptions of the past are grounded in temporal perspectives
derived from the future, or as Jirgen Habermas has expressed it: “The
historian does not observe from the perspective of the actor but describes
events and actions out of the experimential horizon of a history that goes
beyond the actor’s horizons of expectations.” Yet insofar as we ourselves
are still actors whose horizons of expectations include much that was
encompassed in the New Criticism and modernism, it is not immediately
self-evident which interpretive framework, which new set of horizons,
might best furnish a meaningful historical account of those subjects.

It is true that the New Criticism can be integrated into an essentially

' Jurgen Habermas, ‘A Review of Gadamer’s Truth and Method’, in Fred R. Dallmayr and
Thomas A. McCarthy, eds., Understanding and Social Inquiry (Notre Dame, 1977),
p-339.
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2 Introduction

whiggish and necessarily schematic account of the development of ‘the-
ory’, an account that often underlies our everyday sense of professional
literary studies’ development during the last decades. In this view the New
Criticism constitutes an initial stage which, along with its reshaping of
‘practical’ criticism and pedagogical practice, eliminates authorial inten-
tion and context as reference points for discussions about the meaning of
literary works; that stage is followed by structuralism, with promise of
more positive insights into the logic by which textual artifacts function;
and structuralism, in turn, is followed by deconstruction, in which the
radical instabilities of language, formally acknowledged but effectively
suppressed in the structuralist account, are brought to the fore and elev-
ated into a paradigm for all textual operations. Finally, as deconstruction
is assimilated to various currents of feminist, psychoanalytic, and Marxist
criticism, the New Historicism absorbs and supersedes all its prede-
cessors, so providing a comprehensive framework in which to situate a
narrative of New Criticism’s rise and fall. Yet such an account would
slight the sheer velocity that has marked these developments and the
unforeseen consequences which have followed. (One can measure the
speed of change by Jonathan Culler’s books: his classic presentation of
Structuralist Poetics appeared in 1975; his subsequent book, On Decon-
struction, was published in 1982; yet it was in the same year that Stephen
Greenblatt was coining the term New Historicism.)* The increasing rapid-
ity with which one critical mode has yielded to another has tended to
delegitimise the developmental narrative of ideas as an adequate way of
accounting for critical change; unfolding intellectual debate is replaced by
a chronicle that merely registers a succession of discrete and ultimately
incommensurable events. “The history of criticism’, both as an intellectual
concept and as a genre, gives way to the interim report that increasingly
reads like a chronicle of haute couture, in which a catalogue of vertiginous
changes reveals only the benumbing uniformity of factitious novelty. We
are no longer confident that changes in criticism or literary theory exhibit
the kind of developmental coherence once postulated in the notion of a
history of literary criticism; such a purely internalist account of literary
theory, while giving due attention to the philosophical background that
has informed the evolution of theoretical protocols, risks losing sight of
why such protocols have been deemed necessary at all.

To recognise that accounts of twentieth-century literary criticism must
also consider the social and institutional pressures that have affected the
formation of professional literary studies is not, however, to find a defini-
tive solution to the difficulties that face a contemporary ‘history of literary
criticism’. Instead, it merely transposes the dilemma of contemporaneity

* The coining of the term is detailed by H. Aram Veeser in the ‘Introduction’ to his anthology
The New Historicism (New York, 1989), p. xiii.
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Introduction 3

from one field to another, from the cooler heights of intellectual history to
the more concrete but no less contested terrain of social history. Professors
of literature today, after all, are part of the same institution in which the
New Critics once worked, and, despite the many changes that have
recently affected universities, a continuum of experience seems to bind us
to our predecessors. But younger scholars especially are aware that a
profound change has already begun to alter the terms of discussion: the
incessant expansion of higher education that characterised the entire arc
of the twentieth century, and particularly the period following World War
I1, is possibly at an end. To the extent that professional literary studies
have adopted theoretical approaches that are increasingly hermetic or
animated by political ambitions at odds with the sympathies of even the
liberal and well-educated public, they risk a crisis of significant propor-
tions, an unprecedented erosion of public support. That prospective crisis
casts a fresh though colder light over the formative moments of modern
literary criticism, the early development of the New Criticism. The rise of
professional literary studies can no longer be traced solely in the coherent
evolution of a theoretical corpus progressively purified of its connections
with social reality and increasingly committed to linguisticality.

Although it is a commonplace to assimilate modernism and the New
Criticism to one another, sometimes treating the latter as if it were merely
a more systematic, more philosophical, or more academic articulation of
formalist undercurrents within modernism, much is lost in assigning to
either term the kind of monolithic coherence such a claim presumes. This
is especially true for modernism, a term which has been the subject of
intense discussion during the last two decades as the spread of debate
about ‘postmodernism’ has put increasing pressure on the prior term to
which it remains tethered, whether chronologically or conceptually.
Much of the debate has centred less on modernism than on its relations
with the avant-garde and with postmodernism, a function in part of the
influence of Peter Biirger’s widely discussed Theory of the Avant-Garde.
For Biirger, the avant-garde project ‘can be defined as an attack on the
status of art in bourgeois society’, or, as he further clarifies it, an assault
aginst ‘art as an institution that is unassociated with the life praxis of
men’.> This attack takes place not at the level of contents or thematics in
any particular work, but rather in how avant-garde works as a whole
function, how they are produced, and how they are received. Insofar as
they reintegrate art and life practices, insofar as they negate ‘the category
of individual creation’ by, for example, using arbitrarily chosen mass
products (e.g., the urinal of Marcel Duchamp’s Fountain (1917)), and

3 Peter Biirger, The Institution of the Avant-Garde (1974), tr. Michael Shaw (Minneapolis,
1984), p. 49.
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4 Introduction

insofar as they require or suggest participatory responses on the part of
audiences, avant-garde art works reject the basic constituents of auton-
omous and bourgeois art.

Though Biirger’s thesis explicitly concerns the historical avant-garde, it
has furnished the impetus for subsequent arguments that postulate a
rigorous distinction between the avant-garde and modernism, most no-
tably those of Andreas Huyssen. According to Huyssen, ‘[ijn modernism
art and literature retained their traditional 19th-century autonomy from
every day life; ... the traditional way in which art and literature were
produced, disseminated, and received, is never challenged by modernism
but maintained intact’. In sharp contrast, ‘[t]he avant-garde . .. attempted
to subvert art’s autonomy, its artificial separation from life, and its institu-
tionalization as “high art”’.# For Huyssen, though, the force of this
distinction derives less from questions about the notion of aesthetic auton-
omy than from the pressing reality of mass culture. ‘Mass culture has
always been the hidden subtext of the modernist project.”> Within that
project, Huyssen argues, popular culture is gendered as female, construed
as a threat of encroaching formlessness, and held at bay by reaffirming and
refortifying the boundaries between art and inauthentic mass culture.
Huyssen does not contend that avant-gardists were less sexist than their
modernist contemporaries, but that the avant-garde’s ‘urge to validate
other, formerly neglected or ostracized forms of cultural expression cre-
ated an aesthetic climate in which the political aesthetic of feminism could
thrive’.® Since feminism is a crucial component of recent developments in
postmodernism, and since postmodernism is plainly an effort ‘to negotiate
forms of high art with certain forms and genres of mass culture and the
culture of everyday life’, it follows that postmodernism is the legitimate
heir of the avant-garde.” The avant-garde and postmodernism share a
genuine historical and ideological continuity, which turns upon the ques-
tion of popular culture and firmly distinguishes them from a modernism
that consequently seems little more than a reactionary or elitist fear of
popular culture.

Biirger’s and Huyssen’s arguments offer welcome recontextualisations
of modernism and the avant-garde. Biirger’s thesis, for example, is useful
in reestablishing a continuity of concerns between fin-de-siécle aestheti-
cism and the historical avant-garde in debates about ‘art and life’; Huys-
sen calls attention to a thematics that was plainly of concern to any
number of modernist writers. Yet in tying his arguments about the ‘insti-
tution of art’ to a purely conceptual category, Biirger may lose much in the
way of historical specificity, ignoring, for example, the development of a
particular set of institutions which were essential to modernist production

4 Andreas Huyssen, After the Great Divide: Modernism, Mass Culture, Postmodernism
(Bloomington, 1986), p. 163. 5 Ibid., p. 47. ¢ Ibid., p.61. 7 1bid., p. 59.
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Introduction 5

— the little reviews, the deluxe editions, a corpus of patron-collectors and
investors, and specific groups of smaller publishers such as Alfred Knopf,
Horace Liveright, and Ben Huebsch (to use the United States as an
example). Similar, Huyssen’s effort to distinguish modernism from the
avant-garde achieves its schematic clarity at a cost to historical complex-
ity. When he cautions that ‘there are areas of overlap’ between the
avant-garde and modernist traditions, instancing first ‘vorticism and Ezra
Pound’ and then ‘radical language experimentation and James Joyce’,
scholars of Anglo-American literary modernism are likely to feel uneasy,
having found that two of its three major figures (assuming that Eliot is the
third) are now exceptions to the rule. Huyssen is doubtless correct to urge
that ‘it makes little sense to lump Thomas Mann together with Dada’, but
his dilemma might be more easily solved by declaring that Mann, whose
lifelong ambition was to forge a style that would replicate the prose of the
later Goethe, may not be a modernist at all, rather than by erecting a
brittle distinction that misses as much as it includes.

Still, the most questionable aspect of the arguments of Biirger and
Huyssen is their appeal to an oppositional paradigm, the presupposition
that modernist or avant-garde art can be genuinely such only if it stands in
an inimical relation to the ensemble of values found at large in the
dominant culture, the culture of capitalism and the bourgeoisie. The
paradigm’s effects are especially apparent in their selection of subjects.
Thus, Burger’s account of the historical avant-garde treats Dada and
Surrealism but neglects the preceding development of Futurism — even
though Marinetti had explicitly argued for the necessity of destroying the
concept of art as early as 1912.*> Dada and Surrealism, needless to say,
nurtured political commitments more in tune with those of the historical
left. Likewise, although the response to popular culture is Huyssen’s
touchstone for distinguishing modernism from the avant-garde, he offers
no discussion of Marinetti’s famous attempt to transform the music hall
into a resource for the production of a new anti-art, nor does he treat the
ambivalent outcome of the project, discernible already in 1914, when
Marinetti performed at what was then the largest music hall in the world,
only to be roundly jeered.®

In conformity with the opposition paradigm that informs the work of
Biirger and Huyssen is a narrative that increasingly structures current
accounts of modernism, reappearing especially in accounts of its relation
to postmodernism. One sees its spell at work when Huyssen discusses

8 See, for example, ‘“The Technical Manifesto of Futurism’, originally published in May
1912,in R. W. Flint, ed., Let’s Murder the Moonshine: Selected Writings of F. T. Marinetti
(197715 rpt. Los Angeles, 1993), pp.92-7.

? See Lawrence Rainey, ‘The Creation of the Avant-Garde: F. T. Marinetti and Ezra Pound’,
Modernism/Modernity, 1 (September 1994), pp. 195-219.
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6 Introduction

modernism’s decline in prestige and remarks that ‘the administered cul-
ture of late capitalism’ has ‘finally succeeded in imposing the phony spell
of commodity fetishism even on that art which more than any other had
challenged the values and traditions of bourgeois culture’.”® In a similar
vein, it is urged that the twentieth century has witnessed two distinct
revolutions in the field of culture, the first, a ‘real’ revolution, in which
artistic activity was urgently politicised and innovation swept through all
the arts, the second an equally important if less noted revolution in which
universities and other institutions appropriated modernism’s formal rep-
ertory, canonised its works and artists, and sapped its political energies."*
Such accounts rehearse a fall narrative, in which an Edenic state of
subversive energy imperceptibly yields to appropriation, assimilation, and
containment by ‘late capitalism’ or its cultural instrument, academic
criticism. In doing so, they merely re-articulate a variant of the concept of
aesthetic autonomy which the modernists or avant-gardists are held to
have destroyed, reinscribing the divorce between art and social reality that
was already presupposed in the notion of aesthetic disinterestedness — but
reinscribing it in the moralistic assumption that aesthetic virtue and
commerce are antithetical. That assumption, in turn, rests upon a concep-
tion of the arts that has been distilled of material complexity and bears no
relation to the realities of cultural production within complex, modern
societies. The case of “The Waste Land’ should warn us against oversim-
plifications of this sort. During the course of discussions in 1922 about
where to publish the poem, Eliot gave equal consideration to expressions
of interest from three different journals: The Little Review (often deemed
‘avant-garde’, circulation 2,500), The Dial (usually considered ‘modern-
ist’, circulation 9,000), and Vanity Fair (generally considered a ‘commer-
cial’ publication, circulation 92,000). During the same period, all three
journals were not only competing for ‘The Waste Land’, but were publish-
ing new works by the same artists, among them Brancusi, Wyndham
Lewis, and Ossip Zadkine."> Such competition suggests that there is little
ground for sustaining a programmatic distinction between the avant-
garde and modernism. The avant-garde was not located outside of or
against the institution of modernism, but was firmly situated within it —
just as the institution of modernism was not poised wholly outside or
against the changing economy of the new consumerist and professionalist
society which surrounded it, but was engaged in a more complex and
ambiguous dialogue with it.

° Huyssen, After the Great Divide, p. 160.

't See, for example, Charles Newman, The Post-Modern Aura (Evanston, Ill., 1985),
pp-27-35-

™ Lawrence Rainey, ‘The Price of Modernism: Publishing The Waste Land’, in Ronald Bush,
ed., T. S. Eliot: The Modernist in History (Cambridge, 1990), pp.90-133.
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In this volume, therefore, modernism and the avant-garde are not
treated as antithetical projects, but as interchangeable terms for overlap-
ping institutions located firmly within the changing society of which they
forma part. Without minimising modernism’s radical reformulation of the
formal repertory of the arts, and while acknowledging that many modern-
ist writers repeatedly focused on common themes — the interaction of ‘art’
and ‘life’, the spread of mass culture, or issues such as gender, nationality,
primitivism, technology, or the boundaries of subjectivity — we have
tended to view modernism less in strictly formal or ideological terms and
more as a social reality which was in continuous transformation, a com-
plex reality which is effectively erased by ascribing to it a monolithic
nature or essence that works to conceal, rather than analyse, the contradic-
tions that stood at the heart of the modernist project. Modernism is not a
subject which can be adequately treated by listing its loyalties, rehearsing
its dogmas, or cataloging its formal devices. It is the outcome of a complex
situation from which it can scarcely be disengaged; it is above all an
overlapping set of institutions, a confirmation of agents and practices that
coalesced in the production, marketing, and publicisation of an idiom, an
identifiable language that was both shared and shareable, a serviceable
tongue within the family of twentieth-century languages.

The key figure in the conventional assimilation of modernism and the
New Criticism is T. S. Eliot, and the viability of this assimilation is a
function of the complex of roles associated with him: the parts that Eliot
himself wished to assume, the roles his contemporaries assigned him, and
the roles in which he has been cast by subsequent critics. All these were, in
reality, extremely fluid, and changed a great deal over the course of several
decades. There was the inventive body of criticism that Eliot wrote
between 1917 and 1924; the ways in which it was worked up into a corpus
of acceptable interpretive techniques by I. A. Richards, among others, in
the years immediately following; the brilliant exercise of those techniques
by Richards’s student William Empson; the renegade variant of Cam-
bridge English established by F. R. Leavis and the group surrounding
Scrutiny in the 1930s and 1940s; the way these various influences fed into
the work of the American New Critics, such as Cleanth Brooks, John
Crowe Ransom, Allen Tate, and Robert Penn Warren, a group with its
own distinctive intellectual roots in the American South; and the gradual
establishment of the New Criticism as a powerful critical orthodoxy
within American universities, a development epitomised by Brooks’s
move from Louisiana State University to Yale in 1947. The rest, as they
say, is history: the dominance and the increasingly ossified formalism of
the Yale school as represented by W. K. Wimsatt (The Verbal Icon was
published in 1954), and the assimilation of New Criticism to Continental
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structuralism, Saussurean linguistics, and phenomenology in the work of
René Wellek, whose multi-volume History of Modern Criticism began
appearing in 1955. The figure of Eliot as tutelary spirit hovered over the
work of nearly all these figures, invoked to support any and (nearly) every
viewpoint.

Yet in many ways the cultural prominence Eliot acquired, his peculiar
role as a totemic figure whose prestige could be invoked to justify any
number of views, may have skewed our understanding of modernism and
its relations to the New Criticism. As a poet, Eliot represented an extreme-
ly limited segment of the spectrum of literary practices encompassed by
modernism: his style adhered more closely to the aesthetics of symbolism
than that of almost any other modernist, including Pound, Joyce, Stein,
Lewis, and Moore. And his neoclassicism stemmed from a commitment to
tradition and traditionalism far deeper, and far more radical, than any-
thing adopted by most of his contemporaries. Pound’s reckless embrace of
fascism, Joyce’s heady descent into the night-world of language, Stein’s
insistent pursuit of pure sound — these were alien to Eliot’s temperament.
They also, for the most part, stood outside the circle of his admirers’
interests. One can read the entire corpus of major works by the principal
New Ciritics and find not a single extended discussion of James Joyce.
When Joyce became an object of interest for Anglo-American scholars, it
was through the advocacy of critics firmly outside or opposed to the New
Criticism — such as Harry Levin and Hugh Kenner, to cite only the most
prominent examples. As for Gertrude Stein or Wyndham Lewis, a reading
of the principal New Critics might leave one in doubt that they had ever
lived.

But the New Criticism was, in America, the movement that successfully
introduced literary criticism — the interpretation and evaluation of literary
texts — into the university; and for all the limitations of its scope and
ultimate influence as a doctrine of poetry, it established a pattern of
institutional adjustment and legitimation which has been imitated by
every critical movement since. This means that a history of modernism
and the New Criticism is inevitably a history of the rise of the modern
university as well.

The comparative history of the university reveals how intimately its
morphology is bound up with the different histories of different nation-
states. Generalisations useful for understanding German academic prac-
tice are not transferable to British universities or French universities. The
American university is instructive in our context, though, because its roots
are shallower, and its transformation, from the smaller liberal arts college
to the large research institution, is consequently chronologically and
philosophically stark. Understanding how literary criticism adapted itself
to the new scholarly system in America — or the new scholarly system
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adapted itself to an activity such as criticism — is a way of understanding
many of the changes internal to the history of literary criticism that are
traced in the separate chapters in this volume.

The American research university was a creation of the late nineteenth
century. It accompanied, and was itself a product of, the social phenom-
enon of the professionalisation of occupation. The modern professions —
medicine, engineering, architecture, the law, and many others - first took
the form they have today in the second half of the nineteenth century,
when ‘qualifying associations’ and other accrediting agencies came into
being to help distinguish certified practitioners from amateurs, dilettantes,
and other unqualified types. The rise of professionalism was a response to
the increasing complexity of advanced capitalist economies and the in-
creasing volume of available knowledge in an age of science — develop-
ments that created a need for a range of workers expert in a range of
specialised fields. The university constituted a response to this develop-
ment in two senses. First, it operated as one kind of certifying institution,
by training and conferring degrees upon future members of the profes-
sions. And secondly, it professionalised knowledge, organising its special-
ists by discipline — that is, by academic department — and assuming a
virtual monopoly over the business of producing scholars.*?

A field of knowledge in this new university system faced two require-
ments: it must constitute an independent area of study, with a clearly
delineated subject matter and methodology; and it must be able to present
itself as a sufficiently ‘hard’ discipline — that is, as an area of study in which
measurable advances, on the model of the natural sciences, could be
made, since the research university is specifically designed to facilitate and
reward the production of new knowledge. Literary criticism, defined as
the evaluation and appreciation of works of literature, has a hard time
qualifying as an academic discipline under these criteria, and the cam-
paign in the American university to establish criticism as a legitimate
academic activity (as distinct from literary history, textual studies, and
other clearly scholarly pursuits) was a long one, not fully successful until
the 1940s. So that a university-based person with a critical interest in
literature during the first half of this century confronted a challenge that
has no precedent in the history of talk about writing: he or she needed to
conceive of the criticism of literature as an autonomous discipline with

> See Burton J. Bledstein, The Culture of Professionalism: The Middle Class and the
Development of Higher Education in America: (New York, 1976), Bruce A. Kimball, The
‘True Professional Ideal’ in America: A History (Cambridge, Mass., 1992), Magali
Sarfatti Larson, The Rise of Professionalism: A Sociological Analysis (Berkeley, 1977),
and Laurence Veysey, The Emergence of the American University (Chicago, 1965).

4+ The story is told by Wallace Martin, in this volume; see also Gerald Graff, Professing
Literature: An Institutional History (Chicago, 1987).
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some claim to contributing to the accumulation and progress of knowl-
edge.

It is easy enough to see, therefore, why Eliot’s literary criticism, suitably
interpreted, held a particular appeal for young academics, such as
Richards, Empson, Leavis, and F. O. Matthiessen, and to young critics
who would eventually be drawn into the academy, such as R. P. Blackmur
and the American New Critics. For Eliot’s criticism was ostensibly for-
malist, insisting on the recognition of literature as an object of study on its
own terms; it was anti-impressionistic and almost scientific-sounding; it
had the look of being theoretical rather than journalistic or belletristic.
‘Image’ connotes impression; ‘objective correlative’, though it is, at root,
the same concept, sounds theoretical and analytical. Eliot’s criticism
seemed a deliberate departure from the sort of appreciatory criticism the
turn-of-the-century man and woman of letters produced, and thus an
ideal model for an academic literary criticism. It had rigour.

But although a professionalising economy and an intellectual culture
obsessed with the promise of pure science pushed the university toward a
research mission and a vocational mission in the decades around the turn
of the century, there was also, thanks to the growing numbers of college
students, a non-utilitarian demand on the academy. Introduced to the
world of the arts, greater and greater numbers of people began to look to
experts to help them discriminate among the products available. Consider
the title of a book published in 1871 by Noah Porter: Books and Reading:
Or, What Books Shall I Read and How Shall I Read Them? The title may
strike us as the literary equivalent of a blunt instrument; but the year the
book appeared, its author was made president of Yale. Charles William
Eliot’s ‘Five-Foot Book-Shelf’, the Harvard Classics, was addressed to the
same need. Having created a new intellectual class of accredited scholarly
experts, the American university was in a position to provide cultural
guidance. The obvious question was, Why not integrate the introduction
to an appreciation of culture into the vocational training provided by the
modern college? And there occurred, in the first decade of the twentieth
century, a reaction in America on behalf of ‘liberal culture’ against the
professionalisation of scholarship and the utilitarian approach to educa-
tion that characterised the early research universities — a reaction that led,
among other things, to Charles William Eliot’s replacement as president
of Harvard in 1910 by A. Lawrence Lowell.

The modern university thus has a dual function: it trains, but it also
liberalises. And the liberalising function provided an obvious point of
entry for literary criticism into the academic world — as Leavis, for
instance, would argue persistently in England (often to visiting American
ears), and as Richards would argue throughout his career, first at Cam-
bridge and later at Harvard, where he helped to write the famous ‘Red
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Book’, the 1945 Harvard report stressing the importance of general (or
liberal, non-specialist) education in democratic societies. The role played
by the man or woman of letters — the role of guide to literature and the arts
— might be played by the college teacher. So long, that is, as the practice of
ntroducing people to the appreciation of literature could be adapted to the
new institutional requirements. And here, too, Eliot proved to be a useful
figure.

As the first real winners in the battle to achieve institutional standing for
literary criticism in the United States, the New Critics got to write the
history. This they accomplished in two landmark works in the 1950s,
Wellek’s multi-volume History of Modern Criticism (beginning in 1955)
and Cleanth Brooks and William Wimsatt’s two-volume Literary Criti-
cism: A Short History (1957). These were not the first histories of
criticism. George Saintsbury had published his four-volume History of
Criticism and Literary Taste in Europe in 1900—4 — noting, in the final
volume, that friends had questioned the premise that literature was indeed
something that could be talked about in isolation. Wellek, in the preface
to his first volume, was careful to draw a distinction between Saintsbury’s
project and his own. Saintsbury’s History of Criticism, he wrote, is
‘admirable in its sweep and still readable because of the liveliness of the
author’s exposition and style; . . . but [it] seems to me seriously vitiated by
its professed lack of interest in questions of theory and aesthetics’.*s

One purpose of Wellek’s and Brooks and Wimsatt’s histories was to
establish an intellectual tradition for the modern university-based critic.
The continuity of shared theoretical concerns was therefore important:
the twentieth-century academic critic wanted to be seen in a line of critics
reaching back to Aristotle — even though the kind of work the academic
critic does is determined by pressures exerted by an institution which was,
in America particularly, not designed with the production of literary
criticism in mind. Thus Brooks and Wimsatt mention the emergence of the
modern university only to disparage historical scholarship: they note with
asperity that it was not until 19 50 that the Modern Language Association
voted to add the word ‘criticism’ to its constitutional statement of pur-
pose. Criticism proper tends to float free, in their work, of the institutions
in which it is produced. And in the standard academic history or anthol-
ogy of literary criticism today, the academic critic is still placed in a
sequence of poet-critics — Coleridge and Dryden and Horace — and of
philosophers of aesthetics — Nietzsche and Kant and Aristotle. The figure
to whom the academic critic is never tied is the guide to culture, the
turn-of-the-century journalistic man or woman of letters — the figure who

s René Wellek, A History of Modern Criticism: 1750-1950, Volume One: The Later
Eighteenth Century (New Haven, 1955), p. vi.
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is, in many respects, the functional precursor of the academic professor of
literature himself.

Eliot stands historically between twentieth-century academic criticism,
with its tendency toward specialisation and theory, and nineteenth-cen-
tury journalistic and generalist criticism. He is, to put it another way, the
first non-academic critic who sounds like an academic critic. In the
American university-based critics’ effort to situate themselves within a
history of criticism, to construct a tradition that reaches back before the
formation of the modern university, Eliot is, in effect, the link. The Eliot
who emerges from a history like Wellek’s is, therefore, a theorist; the Eliot
who is submerged is the practising poet and literary journalist — the man of
letters.

For his part, in fact, Eliot insisted that his criticism was ad hoc, that it
was formulated principally as a support to the kind of writing he and his
friends were doing, or else that it reflected what he called, in “To Criticize
the Critic’ (1961), his ‘emotional preferences’.”® ‘I have no general theory
of my own’, he wrote in the last of the lectures collected in The Use of
Poetry and the Use of Criticism (193 3); ‘but on the other hand I would not
appear to dismiss the views of others with the indifference which the
practitioner may be supposed to feel towards those who theorise about his
craft. It is reasonable, I feel, to be on guard against views which claim too
much for poetry, as well as to protest against those which claim too little;
to recognize a number of uses for poetry, without admitting that poetry
must always and everywhere be subservient to any one of them.”” Eliot
was sceptical of the value of teaching literature in any form, historical or
appreciatory. His dismissal of Arnold’s belief that poetry might serve a
socially redemptive function included a dismissal of Arnold’s argument
that an introduction to literature should constitute the core of a modern
education. Of the various false Eliots that have emerged from his aca-
demic reception, the Eliot who believed in the socially exalting power of
high culture is probably the falsest. And although, since the demise of the
New Criticism in the 1960s, Eliot’s authority has faded almost completely
within the university, he continues to hold his place as a linking figure
between the world of literature and criticism before its massive academic
instantiation and the world of the twentieth-century English department.

Eliot was an avant-gardist who became a paragon of the academic literary
establishment, a journalist who was credited with establishing the distinc-
tive modernist poetic, a highbrow poet whose work provided half-a-

¢ T. S. Eliot, ‘To Criticize the Critic’, in To Criticize the Critic: Eight Essays on Literature
and Education (New York, 1965), p. 19.

7 T.S. Eliot, The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism: Studies in the Relation of Criticism
to Poetry in England (London, 1933), p. 143.
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dozen catch-phrases — ‘In the room the women come and go’, ‘April is the
cruellest month’, ‘Not with a bang but a whimper’ — to middlebrow
culture. He is therefore, in his many aspects, paradigmatic of the period, in
its many aspects, covered in this volume. Our division of this history into
three sections — “The Modernists’, ‘The New Critics’, “The Critic and the
Institutions of Culture’ —is a division of convenience, meant to suggest not
three distinct endeavours, but three ways of looking at a single period.
Contexts are endless, of course: twentieth-century developments in phil-
osophy, aesthetics, hermeneutics, linguistics, critical theory, Marxism,
feminism, and psychoanalysis — all of which bear, directly and indirectly,
on the work discussed here —are dealt with in two separate volumes in this
series.

But suppose that we do not assume Eliot’s centrality to the writing
covered by this volume? Suppose we imagine this period of Anglo-Ameri-
can criticism with no Eliot in it, or with an Eliot definitionally mar-
ginalised — not Eliot the modernist literary theoretician, but Eliot the
Anglican monarchist and would-be revivifier of English verse drama
instead? This is effectively the way in which many literary historians, over
the last two or three decades, have been imagining, or re-imagining, the
modernist period — as a period of many modernisms.

When modernism is multiplied, the literary criticism associated with
modernist writings is multiplied as well. There is, so to speak, a ‘main-
stream’ modernism associated with the academic incarnation of the New
Criticism — a modernism defined by its concentration on the distinctive
character of poetic language and form. But there is also a modernist
literature of identity, whose critics include Alain Locke, Virginia Woollf,
and Gertrude Stein. There is a modernism of counter-modernity — in the
work of Eliot, Pound, and Lewis, and in the early writings of the New
Critics in the United States and in the writings of members of the Scrutiny
circle in England. But there is also a ‘liberal’ reading of modernism, in the
criticism of Edmund Wilson and Lionel Trilling, for example, which takes
modernist writing as a bracing and, on the whole, constructive critique of
modern liberal values. And there are a variety of politically radical mod-
ernisms, articulated in the literary manifestos of the various intense and
short-lived movements of the period, from futurism onwards.

An account of modernism and the New Criticism, then, must acknowl-
edge that modernist literary criticism took up themes and issues often
broader and more wide-ranging than our standard historiography might
suggest, questions addressed only in passing or implicitly by the New
Critics, even as it must also acknowledge that our received account of
modernism and the New Criticism continues to exert enormous pressure
on recent reconsiderations, often when it is least acknowledged. Modern-
ism, poised between the era of journalism that had been and the age of the
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university that was about to be, between an elite bourgeois culture that
was passing and a middlebrow ethos and aesthetics that were already
arriving, between a world of timeless verities and a cosmos of endless,
perhaps factitious fashion, was an enterprise that was perennially on the
brink, always ambiguous — ambiguity that may itself account for modern-
ism’s uncertainty regarding the nature of representation in art, its unre-
mitting stress on the means by which illusions and likenesses are made.
Looking back at modernism and the New Criticism, as one might look at
an antique mirror from which the mercury has seeped and faded, we seem
to scrutinise a perplexing, even haunted image of ourselves, uncertain how
much of that resemblance is due to likeness, and how much to illusion.
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T. S. Eliot

Louis Menand

T. S. Eliot became a figure in the tradition he made himself famous by
attacking. He was a critic of modern society and modern culture who
ended up an icon within the institution that is one of modernity’s mo-
ments, the twentieth-century university. This is a fate that may have
disappointed him, but it would probably not have surprised him. His
sense of historical perversity was pretty complete.

Eliot was a modern partly by temperament. He made a show, in his
criticism, of depreciating writers to whom he owed a good deal of his
voice as a poet and his principles as a critic. But he was a modern by
circumstance, as well. For he could hardly have hoped to make himself the
exception to the conditions he analysed with such mordant disapproval.
When he criticised modern culture for its lack of a coherent moral ground,
and for the idiosyncratic and makeshift value systems it produced to
compensate for that lack, he did so in the name of doctrines — ‘royalism’,
to take a notorious example — whose idiosyncracy is, to say the least, fairly
pronounced. Eliot built his castle out of the stones he found lying around
the yard of modernity, just as Wordsworth, Emerson, Arnold, and Pater
had built theirs.

Most people are accustomed to drawing a distinction between modern
art and literature on the one hand and modern life — the political, social,
and economic conditions of modernity — on the other. They think of the
first as the antagonist of the second: modern life runs along its track of
disenchantment and demystification, and modern art and literature assess
the damage. But this is a distinction Eliot always refused to recognise, and
that refusal is the defining characteristic of his thought. It is what separ-
ates him in the end from the nineteenth-century critics with whom he
otherwise shares so much; and it constitutes the proper grounds for calling
him a reactionary. Eliot considered modern life and modern art and
literature to be aspects of the same condition. A few writers seemed to him
to have achieved a critical position within the culture of modernity —
Flaubert, Baudelaire, Henry James. But Eliot identified the main stream of
modern culture as romanticism, and he regarded romanticism as the secret
friend and abetter of all the tendencies of modern life he most deplored:
liberalism, secularism, laisser-faire.

17
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Eliot began his career by isolating for criticism the domain of literary
values — a strategy that was itself intended as an act of criticism, since he
thought that one of the deplorable aspects of modern culture after the age
of Johnson was the adulteration of poetry and the criticism of poetry by
the intrusion of extraliterary interests. His earliest essays and reviews; his
first volume of criticism, The Sacred Wood (1920); and the three essays on
seventeenth-century poetry published in 1921 — ‘John Dryden’, ‘Andrew
Marvell’, and ‘The Metaphysical Poets’ — are guided by the principle, as
Eliot later expressed it, that ‘when we are considering poetry we must
consider it primarily as poetry and not another thing’.*

By 1924, though, when the essays on seventeenth-century poetry were
reprinted as Homage to Jobhn Dryden, Eliot had come to regard formalist
literary criticism as inadequate to the sorts of judgements he had it most at
heart to make. ‘I have long felt that the poetry of the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries, even much of that of inferior inspiration, possesses
an elegance and a dignity absent from the popular and pretentious verse of
the Romantic Poets and their successors’, he wrote in the introduction to
Homage to Jobhn Dryden, explaining his unhappiness with the essays he
had written three years earlier. “To have argued this claim persuasively
would have led me indirectly into considerations of politics, education,
and theology which I no longer care to approach in this way.” And in
1928, in the preface to the second edition of The Sacred Wood, he
announced that ‘poetry . .. certainly has something to do with morals, and
with religion, and even with politics perhaps’, and that the consideration
of ‘poetry as poetry’ constituted merely ‘a point from which to start’. So
that after Homage to John Dryden, Eliot’s literary criticism — the principal
books are For Lancelot Andrewes (1928), Dante (1929), The Use of
Poetry and the Use of Criticism (193 3), Elizabethan Essays (193 4), Essays
Ancient and Modern (1936), On Poetry and Poets (1957), and To Criti-
cize the Critic (1965) —is complemented by the much broader sociological
criticism of modernity mounted in After Strange Gods (193 4), The Idea of
a Christian Society (1939), and Notes towards the Definition of Culture
(1948).

The issues that occupied Eliot as a critic are incompletely represented in
his most widely read critical book — possibly the most widely read critical
book in English in the middle third of the twentieth century — the Selected
Essays, first published in 1932 and reprinted, with four additional essays,
in 1950. More than thirty years after his death, in 1965, most of Eliot’s
criticism remains uncollected and unreprinted. In his early years in Lon-
don, Eliot contributed to a range of magazines fronting a range of literary

* T. S. Eliot, The Sacred Wood: Essays on Poetry and Criticism (London, 1920; 2nd edn.,
1928), p. viil.
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and political positions, from the Fabian New Statesman, whose literary
editor was the arch-antimodernist J. C. Squire, to Wyndham Lewis’s
Tyro. The reviews and essays written for the Egoist, where Eliot served as
assistant editor from 1917 to 1919, and for the Athenaeum, during the
editorship of John Middleton Murry in 1919—20, take up a greater variety
of subject matter — notably American literature and contemporary poetry
— than the reader of the Selected Essays alone might suspect. Between
1919 and 1937, Eliot reviewed frequently for the Times Literary Supple-
ment. From 1922 to 1939, he edited the Criterion, for most of its existence
a quarterly, to which he contributed, along with essays, reviews, and
translations, a regular column. And he produced, in the 1930s and 1940s,
a considerable amount of political and religious commentary, published
in Time and Tide, the New English Weekly, the Christian News-Letter,
and other journals. Many of these pieces show Eliot responding (or
making an elaborate point of declining to respond) to issues of the day, a
topicality that contrasts with the high level of generality on display in The
Idea of a Christian Society and Notes towards the Definition of Culture.

For Eliot was — and the fact is sometimes lost sight of in the shadow cast
by the Selected Essays — a controversialist. He had a journalistic nose for
opportunity. He sensed, usually before his contemporaries did, when
reputations that seemed established had become moribund, and when
systems of value that seemed intact had lost their cogency. He brought to
these occasions ‘solutions’ that were not really original, except in the sense
that they sometimes represented a fresh synthesis, or an unexpected
application, of ideas already current. His strongest suit as a critic was not
originality or argumentative power, but scepticism. He could sustain —
like Joyce, whose work he admired but with whom he otherwise had little
in common — an attitude of seeing through everything. This is far too
corrosive an attitude to inform an effective social criticism; and Eliot’s
social criticism, though it was once regarded with pious respect, did not
produce many disciples. But the scepticism underwrote a notably success-
ful literary criticism.

Why was the success notable? How did Eliot become a major figure in a
culture whose leading tendencies he had devoted his career to disparag-
ing? He might have done so as a critic honoured for his isolation, as the
representative of an adversarial position, a countermodern. But he be-
came instead (after struggles for acceptance now a little underrated) a
paragon of the establishment — a paradox made even more complete by
the fact that his strongest influence was felt in, and transmitted through,
the university. Eliot never courted the academy; he went out of his way, on
various occasions, to insult it. But the modern academy, at a crucial
moment in its history, made a representative figure of Eliot. And this
suggests that the answer to the question of Eliot’s success is likely to be
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found not simply in what Eliot had to say, but in the institutional needs his
writing was able to serve.

There are four terms with which Eliot the critic is commonly associated:
‘objective correlative’, ‘dissociation of sensibility’, ‘impersonality’, and
‘tradition’. The phrase ‘objective correlative’ appears only once in Eliot’s
criticism. There is nothing original about the concept apart from Eliot’s
application of it, and it collapses very quickly under analysis. But every-
one seems to understand almost intuitively what Eliot meant, and the term
has entered the common vocabulary of criticism. ‘The dissociation of
sensibility’ names a historical crisis the evidence for which is entirely
speculative. The phrase itself appears perhaps two or three times in Eliot’s
own writing (though the general idea turns up fairly often), and most of
the positive judgements it was originally designed to support — of Donne
and Laforgue in particular — Eliot soon afterwards retracted. But the
notion of a dissociation of sensibility informed a wholesale rewriting of
literary history (by among others F. R. Leavis in Revaluation (1936) and
Cleanth Brooks in Modern Poetry and the Tradition (1939)); it altered the
commonly accepted estimation of a number of poets; and it even inspired
several attempts to pin the blame for the putative crisis on one or another
system of values, including Baconian science, Cartesian philosophy, and
the rise of capitalism. ‘Impersonality’ and ‘tradition’ appear together in a
single early essay of Eliot’s, “Tradition and the Individual Talent’ (t919).
Eliot withdrew the most startling implications of the argument of that
essay in ‘The Function of Criticism’ (1923); and in After Strange Gods, he
announced a devaluation of the term ‘tradition’ in favour of one with (as
he proceeded unintentionally to prove) very little usefulness for literary
criticism, ‘orthodoxy’. Still, “Tradition and the Individual Talent’ remains
the most frequently analysed and anthologised of Eliot’s essays, and it is
generally understood to contain the essentials of Eliot’s aesthetic theory.

But did Eliot have an aesthetic theory? It might be said that the tempta-
tion to discover in Eliot’s criticism some sort of theoretical system is the
great danger in Eliot scholarship — except that it has been done many
times, beginning most notably with F. O. Matthiessen’s The Achievement
of T. S. Eliot (1935), and the discovery has given such satisfaction. More
to the point, the suggestion that a coherent theoretical system lies behind
their particular judgements is one of the things that has given Eliot’s essays
their continuing appeal: Eliot, it has seemed, was in possession of an
interlocking and consciously developed set of aesthetic criteria, and these
could be brought to bear on the evaluation of poems and poets with
consistent and (since taste can hardly help being a determinant of most
theories) desirable results. When it began to appear, as Eliot gradually
repudiated much of his early criticism, that his criteria were not truly
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literary at all, or that they were being applied principally with a view to
facilitating a favourable reception of Eliot’s own poetry and the work of
his friends, Eliot’s admirers and exegetes did not pay much attention.

Were those admirers simply projecting a spurious coherence onto a
body of criticism that was largely ad hoc? Not entirely; Eliot’s literary
criticism does hang together. But they did mistake a little the nature and
the agent of the coherence. The criticism hangs together because it reflects
a generally diffused body of assumptions about literature and criticism
that Eliot shared with his contemporaries. Eliot’s distinction lies not in the
provenance of the assumptions, but in the ingenuity with which Eliot put
them to work. As Eliot used them, they can be reduced to a general
theoretical description of literary production and reception, even if that
description is not, in the end, especially helpful as a means of understand-
ing literature, and even if the production of a systematic theory — of
literature or of anything else — was never one of Eliot’s ambitions.

Most commentators eager to attribute theoretical substance to Eliot’s
criticism begin with the work that Eliot did as a philosophy student. It is a
natural starting point, for when Eliot arrived in London in late August
1914, after a hasty and disorganised departure from Germany, he was on
his way to Merton College, Oxford, for a year’s study on a Sheldon
Travelling Fellowship from Harvard, where he was a doctoral candidate
in the philosophy department. His famous first meeting with Ezra Pound
took place in late September, about the time of Eliot’s twenty-sixth
birthday; a week or two later, Eliot also renewed an acquaintance with
Bertrand Russell, whose course on symbolic logic he had attended the
previous spring. During the next two years, these men served as the
mentors of an ostensibly divided ambition; for Eliot engaged them as
intercessors with his parents, who had expected that he would return to
America, take his degree, and eventually join the Harvard faculty. Rus-
sell’s assignment was evidently to assure Eliot’s family that an academic
career remained an unforeclosed possibility, Pound’s to explain (as he did
with considerable reference to his own case) how it was that a career as a
poet and literary journalist in London was not financial lunacy.

In fact, Eliot seems to have made up his mind to abandon his academic
career for the life of literature well before the end of his first year in
England — probably before his marriage to Vivien Haigh-Wood, which
took place on 26 June 1915. But he was not precipitate about making the
switch; and he agreed, at his parents’ insistance, to write his dissertation.
It was completed in 1916, and called ‘Experience and the Objects of
Knowledge in the Philosophy of F. H. Bradley’. Apart from some review-
ing, the dissertation marks the end of Eliot’s career as a philosopher. It
was mailed to the Harvard department, where it was admired by, among
others, Josiah Royce, who was reported to have called it ‘the work of an
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expert’.> But although the chairman of the department was still trying to
induce Eliot to return to America and accept an academic appointment as
late as 1919, the dissertation was never defended, and it remained unpub-
lished until 1964, when it appeared under a slightly different title, and
without the final page, which has been lost.

The dissertation is neither a defence of Bradley’s philosophy nor a
critique of it — though it adopts certain points in Bradley’s theory and
rejects others. The dissertation is an attack on, first, epistemology and
psychology, and, second, philosophy itself. Its argument is purely destruc-
tive. Eliot does not attempt to replace epistemology and psychology with a
better vocabulary for understanding the relations between the mind and
the world, and he does not suggest some ways in which philosophy might
take a more useful turn.

‘Experience and the Objects of Knowledge in the Philosophy of F. H.
Bradley’ is a highly involuted piece of academic prose, studded, in the
customary fashion of graduate theses, with references to thinkers whose
work is now almost forgotten, and parts of it have given even professional
philosophers trouble. But the main argument is not hard to summarise. In
Appearance and Reality (1893), Bradley proposed a three-tiered structure
of knowledge. The bottom layer he called ‘immediate experience’, which
means, he says, ‘first, the general condition before distinctions and rela-
tions have been developed, and where as yet neither any subject nor object
exists. And it means, in the second place, anything which is present at any
stage of mental life, in so far as that is only present and simply is.” The
break-up of this felt unity gives us the world of relations — what Bradley
calls the world of appearance — in which we recognise, perforce, a distinc-
tion between subject and object, percept and memory image, real and
ideal, and so forth. This middle stage is transcended in turn, and subject
and object are again fused and taken up into the highest unity, which
Bradley called ‘the Absolute’.

In the dissertation, and in an article on Bradley and Leibniz published in
The Monist in 1916, Eliot endorsed Bradley’s theory, but with two
reservations. He refused to accept, or even to speculate about, the notion
of an Absolute; and he rejected the propostion, put forward by Bradley in
‘On Our Knowledge of Immediate Experience’ (1909),’ that immediate
experience is a stage that actually occurs in the life of either the individual
or the species. His grounds for requiring these reservations were simple:
immediate experience (like its counterpart, the Absolute) cannot be an
actual experiential condition, since that would mean making it an object
of knowledge, thus violating the very premise of ‘immediate experience’,

* T. S. Eliot, The Letters of T. S. Eliot, Volume 1: 1898-1922, ed. Valerie Eliot (London,

1988), p. 142.
3 In Francis Herbert Bradley, Essays on Truth and Reality (Oxford, 1914), pp. 159-91.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



T. S. Eliot 23

which does not recognise any distinction between a knower and a thing
known; and, in any case, we cannot know what it would mean for subject
and object to be fused, since such a state would be the ontological
equivalent of death. ‘Immediate experience’, as Eliot remarks in his disser-
tation, ‘at either the beginning or the end of our journey, is annihilation
and utter night.’

But so long as it is used as a weapon and not a tool, immediate
experience makes a potent analytic instrument. For it exposes the fac-
titiousness of every metaphysical problem that depends on maintaining an
essential distinction between subject and object, or on any of the other
terms of relation that define Bradley’s world of appearance. Immediate
experience subverts the effort of the epistemologist to understand the
relation between the mind and the objects it contemplates because it
refuses to recognise the existence of an object separate from the mind that
perceives it; and it subverts the effort of the psychologist to understand
mental states because, as Eliot puts it, ‘there is no such thing as conscious-
ness if consciousness is to be an object or something independent of the
objects which it has’. More than this, it makes a mockery of the efforts of
metaphysicians to produce a theoretical account of experience, since those
accounts must begin with some given, some isolable atom of experience,
and the concept of immediate experience decrees that any such isolation
must be a philosophically arbitrary, or ungroundable, decision. ‘Knowl-
edge is invariably a matter of degree’, Eliot explains: ‘you cannot put your
finger upon even the simplest datum and say “this we know”. In the
growth and construction of the world we live in, there is no one stage, and
no one aspect, which you can take as the foundation.” Terms of relation
cannot be defended on philosophical grounds, only on practical ones:
“There is no absolute point of view from which real and ideal can be finally
separated and labelled. All of our terms turn out to be unreal abstractions;
but we can defend them, and give them a kind of reality and validity (the
only validity which they can possess or can need) by showing that they
express the theory of knowledge which is implicit in all our practical
activity.’

The consequence of this position is to render theory-making in any
systematic sense pointless, since after every brick has been turned to
straw, it is futile to dream about walls. ‘You start,” as Eliot puts it,

or pretend to start, from experience — from any experience — and build your
theory. You begin with truths which everyone will accept, perhaps, and you find
connections which no one else has discovered. In the process, reality has changed
... for the world of your theory is certainly a very different world from the world
from which you began. .. There occurs, in short, just what is sure to occur in a
world in which subject and predicate are not one. Metaphysical systems are
condemned to go up like a rocket and come down like a stick.
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The dissertation is, in other words, a philosophical argument against
philosophy.

Is the temperature of Eliot’s argument warm or cool? Though one of his
biographers has asserted that the dissertation ‘resounds with confessions
of suffering’,# it is hard to see that Eliot had in mind anything more than a
clever dismantling of philosophical pretension, intellectually continuous
with, if scarcely in the muscular spirit of, the pragmatist assault on
philosophical truth-claims for which William James had made the Har-
vard department famous. Eliot’s own account of his intentions supports
such a reading. In a letter written in 1915 to Norbert Wiener, who was
spending a year at Cambridge while Eliot was at Oxford and who had sent
Eliot a copy of a paper he had recently published on ‘Relativism’, Eliot
observed that relativism can be ‘worked out, under different hands, with
an infinite variety of detail’, leading to either a relative idealism or a
relative realism. His own sympathies, Eliot explained, lay in ‘a relative
materialism’; and he went on to say:

I am quite ready to admit that the lesson of relativism is: to avoid philosophy and
devote oneself to either real art or real science. (For philosophy is an unloved guest
in either company.) Still, this would be to draw a sharp line, and relativism
preaches compromise. For me, as for Santayana, philosophy is chiefly literary
criticism and conversation about life; and you have the logic, which seems to me of
great value. The only reason why relativism does not do away with philosophy
altogether, after all, is that there is no such thing left to abolish! There is art, and
there is science. And there are works of art, and perhaps of science, which would
never have occurred had not many people been under the impression that there
was philosophy.

However, I took a piece of fairly technical philosophy for my thesis, and my
relativism made me see so many sides to questions that I became hopelessly
involved, and wrote a thesis perfectly unintelligible to anyone but myself; and so I
wished to rewrite it. It’s about Bradley’s theory of judgment, and I think the
second version will be entirely destructive. I shall attack first ‘Reality’, second
‘Idea’ or ideal content, and then try to show sufficient reason for attempting to get
along without any theory of judgment whatsoever. In other words, there are many
objects in the world (I say many, as if one could draw a sharp line, though in point
of fact it is degree everywhere) which can be handled as things sufficiently for
ordinary purposes, but not exactly enough to be subject matter for science — no
definition of judgment, that is, is formally either right or wrong; and it simply is a
waste of time to define judgment at all.

No pathos is detectable in these remarks, and if there is pathos in the
dissertation, it remains invisibly between the lines.

On the other hand, there is the poetry, which, unless we take the whole
of Eliot’s production to be an elaborate literary performance (or only an

+ Lyndall Gordon, Eliot’s Early Years (New York, 1977), p. 53.
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elaborate literary performance), certainly does resound with confessions
of suffering, and which is distinctly not content with the worldview of ‘a
relative materialism’. How could a writer who would not accept the
notion of an absolute, even as a heuristic device, take for the theme of
most of his poetry the agonies and enervations of failed transcendence?
Eliot’s own version of the relation between his scepticism and his spiritu-
alism is that it was a refusal to resist the most extreme implications of the
first that led him inexorably to the second; but by embracing faith, he
emphasised, he was not repudiating the disposition to doubt. ‘My own
beliefs’, he explained at the time of his formal entrance into the Anglican
church in 1927, ‘are held with a scepticism which I never hope to be rid
of.’s In this journey toward belief, Bradley had played a role. {W]isdom
consists largely of scepticism and uncynical disillusion’, Eliot wrote, else-
where, in 1927; ‘and of these Bradley had a large share. And scepticism
and disillusion are a useful equipment for religious understanding.” In-
deed, he was willing to argue that faith is the inevitable refuge of the
modern sceptic: “The Church offers today the last asylum for one type of
mind which the Middle Ages would hardly have expected to find among
the faithful: that of the sceptic’, he wrote in a column for Time and Tide in
1935. And in a sermon preached in the chapel of Magdalene College,
Cambridge, in 1948, in which he speaks of Montaigne and Bertrand
Russell (though not of Bradley), he announced, clearly in reference to his
own history, that ‘One may become a Christian partly by pursuing scepti-
cism to the utmost limit.’

Of course philosophical, or anti-philosophical, scepticism need not lead
inevitably to faith in the supernatural; it might lead, by an equally plaus-
ible intellectual route, to liberalism. Yet Eliot’s antagonism to liberalism
was already fully developed by 1916. He regarded liberalism — as he
regarded pragmatism and later humanism — as an attempt to evade the
implications of scepticism by devising a cheery anthropocentric system of
values. The antiliberal animus is less explicit in Eliot’s earlier criticism
than it would become after 1924, in part because he had a polemical
purpose in adhering to a formalist critical method, in part because his own
religious commitment had not yet been made. When that commitment
was made, the criticism assumed a different tone and emphasis, and one
finds oneself in a new, more or less eschatological climate. Eliot once
explained this shift as a historical development: the importance of Proust,
he wrote in 1926, is that he stands ‘as a point of demarcation between a
generation for whom the dissolution of value had in itself a positive value,
and the generation for which the recognition of value is of utmost import-

5 Quoted in Peter Ackroyd, T. S. Eliot: A Life (New York, 1984), p. 163.
¢ T. S. Eliot, Selected Essays, new edn. (New York, 1950), p.399.
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ance’.” But it was more significantly the consequence of his own spiritual
development. Stephen Spender once recounted an appearance by Eliot
before an undergraduate club at University College, Oxford, in 1928:
The question was raised whether there was any ultimate criterion for judging a
work of art. How can we be certain that Antony and Cleopatra and the Acropolis
continue always to be beautiful? T., an undergraduate, ... said that surely it was
impossible to believe in aesthetic values being permanent, unless one believed in
God in whose mind beauty existed. Eliot bowed his head in that almost praying
attitude which I came to know well, and murmured words to the effect of: “That is
what I have come to believe.’

When Eliot had completed his dissertation, in 1916, and with it that part
of his obligation to his family, he turned to the matter of establishing
himself as a poet and literary journalist — a business in which he achieved a
rapid and astonishing success. He confronted a literary scene in which the
main lines of opposition had already been drawn, between a modernistic
‘new’ writing and a more conventional (though by its own lights innova-
tive) ‘Georgianism’. ‘[L]ike a sand-eel’® is the way an exasperated ac-
quaintance described Eliot after meeting him in London in 1914, and
there is indeed something eel-like about the manner in which Eliot negoti-
ated the literary currents of the day. His earliest essays, ‘Reflections on
vers libre’ and ‘The Borderline of Prose’ (both 1917), published in the
Fabian New Statesman, were unsympathetic appraisals of some of the
main tenets of British imagism; in the same year, he joined the staff of the
Egoist, which Pound and then Richard Aldington had turned into the
flagship of the Imagist movement, and contributed (among other pieces)
two series of essays, under the titles ‘Reflections on Contemporary Poetry’
(1917-19) and ‘Studies in Contemporary Criticism’ (1918), criticising
Georgianism. By 1919 he was appearing alongside Clive Bell, E. M.
Forster, Lytton Strachey, and the Woolfs in Murry’s Athenaeum and
writing for the Times Literary Supplement, which had been Virginia
Woolf’s own principal critical outlet since 1905. But he had also pub-
lished a pamphlet promoting Pound — Ezra Pound: His Metric and Poetry
(1917) — and had contributed poetry to Lewis’s vorticist Blast and
criticism to Lewis’s Tyro, thus allying himself with writers with whom
Bloomsbury had no patience. ‘I think my position in English letters is all
the stronger’, Eliot wrote to his Harvard chairman in 1919, explaining
why he had recently turned down a position on the staff of the
Athenaeum, ‘for my not being associated with any periodical as an em-
ployee. .. In writing for a paper one is writing for a public, and the best
work, the only work that in the end counts, is written for oneself.’

7 T. S. Eliot, ‘Mr. Read and Mr. Fernandez’, Criterion, 4 (1926), pp.752—3.

8 Martin D. Armstrong to Conrad Aiken, 11 October 1914, Aiken Collection, Huntington
Library.
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The well-known essay on ‘Hamlet and His Problems’ (1919) is a good
specimen of Eliot’s early critical technique. This is the essay in which Eliot
pronounces Shakespeare’s play ‘most certainly an artistic failure’, a judge-
ment that has sometimes been regarded as a piece of bravura iconoclasm.
But Eliot was simply following the judgement of the book that was the
occasion for his essay, J. M. Robertson’s The Problem of ‘Hamlet’, in
which the play is called ‘an aesthetic miscarriage’. As Eliot later acknowl-
edged, in ‘To Criticize the Critic’ (1961), his general understanding of
Shakespeare during this period owed much to Robertson’s work —and he
must have had in mind not only The Problem of ‘Hamlet’, but also the
essays in Montaigne and Shakespeare (1897; rev. edn. 1909). (The slight-
ing remarks about romantic interpretations of Hamlet at the opening of
Eliot’s essay echo E. E. Stoll’s ‘Hamlet’: A Historical and Comparative
Study (1919), the other work Eliot mentions in the essay.)

But Eliot’s way of formulating Hamilet’s problem is his own. The
difficulty, he argues, lies in Shakespeare’s inadequate grasp of the prin-
ciple of the ‘objective correlative’, which states that:

The only way of expressing emotion in the form of art is by finding an ‘objective
correlative’; in other words, a set of objects, a situation, a chain of events which
shall be the formula of that particular emotion; such that when the external facts,
which must terminate in sensory experience, are given, the emotion is immediately
evoked.

The essay is a little fuzzy on the question of whether the trouble with
Hamilet therefore has to do with an incongruity between the emotion
Hamlet feels and his actual dramatic situation or with an incongruity
between some emotion Shakespeare felt and the dramatic vehicle he
selected in order to relieve himself of it. Evidently, Eliot considered that
Hamlet suffered from both deficiencies, and Eliot even took them to be
somehow related. There is no logical reason why this should be so, of
course; for why should emotions Shakespeare might or might not have felt
have any bearing on his failure to supply his character with an adequate
objective correlative — or to construct in any other respect an artistically
sound play?

In any event, the ‘object correlative’, as Eliot defines it, is a tautology: it
cannot be read as saying anything more specific than ‘The emotion ex-
pressed by a work of art is a product of the elements of that work.” (This is
the consequence of Eliot’s preferring the word ‘only’ to some forensically
safer locution — “The most effective way of expressing emotion in the form
of art’, for example.) This might still provide the basis for an unfavourable
judgement of Hamlet if it could be shown that Shakespeare was unable to
express the emotion Hamlet is supposed to be feeling, that we simply
don’t know what it is. But Eliot claims to know exactly what the emotion
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is, and not because Hamlet tells him, but because of an ‘unmistakable
tone’ in the play. The emotion Hamlet feels is, precisely, the emotion that
cannot be made proportionate to the occasions the world provides: it is
‘[t]he intense feeling, ecstatic or terrible, without an object or exceeding its
object’ — an emotion, Eliot goes on to say, ‘which every person of sensibil-
ity has known’. The conclusion appears to be not that Hamlet, the play,
fails to express a particular emotion, but that the emotion it expresses is
not a proper emotion for ‘the form of art’, since it is not communicable by
the means Eliot’s formula requires.

In spite of these difficulties, the ‘objective correlative’ enjoyed a great
success, and commentators have unearthed various antecedents: in the
writings of Pater, Coleridge, and Schiller, and in the Lectures on Art
(1850) of the American painter Washington Allston, where the phrase
‘objective correlative’ actually appears. But the formula lay much closer to
Eliot’s hand. Ford Madox Ford, in a review of Pound’s Cathay (1915),
had invoked ‘a theory and practice of poetry that is already old - the
theory that poetry consists in so rendering concrete objects that the
emotions produced by the objects shall arise in the reader’, and the
passage is quoted by Eliot in Ezra Pound: His Metric and Poetry. One can
find half a dozen other contemporaneous instances of the general notion;
for the ‘objective correlative’ is simply the formula for an image, and it
bears the same relation to those nineteenth-century antecedents that
Imagism does to romantic poetics generally: it is a kind of minimalist, or
demystified, version of a symbol.

The imagist aesthetic belongs to a general epistemological ideology that
colours everything in late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century talk
about art: the ideology of sensationalism. The conviction that art, and
poetry in particular, ought to reflect the ‘feel’ of experience rather than
some idea about experience has a long history, and the term ‘image’ is part
of the vocabulary of this view as far back as the seventeenth century. But
the deliberate divorce of sensation, as the basis for art, from anything to
do with intellect is really the achievement of Walter Pater; and Pater’s
aesthetic lies behind nearly everything that Ford and Pound tried to do in
their early years as polemical poeticists. Late-nineteenth-century aestheti-
cism, though, associated as it was with the Wilde scandal, was not a
movement modernists wished to be identified with, and Pater’s name is
virtually absent from modernist criticism except where his influence is
deplored. The writer whose name does turn up in some of the places where
Pater’s might have is Henri Bergson, whose Essai sur les données immédi-
ates de la conscience (1889; English trans. 1910), in particular, enjoyed an
enormous influence in France and England in the first decades of the
century. Bergson’s argument that real inner experience — what he calls the
durée réele — cannot be grasped by intellectual analysis, but only by
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intuition, held an obvious appeal to aestheticians; and his suggestion in
the ‘Introduction a la métaphysique’ (1903; English trans. 1913) that it is
the image, rather than the concept, that brings us closest to the object in its
true nature seemed to T. E Hulme (who translated the ‘Introduction’) an
argument for the superiority of poetic language. ‘No image can replace the
intuition of duration’, wrote Bergson in the ‘Introduction’, ‘but many
diverse images, borrowed from very different orders of things, may, by the
convergence of their action, direct consciousness to the precise point
where there is a certain intuition to be seized.” Poetry, wrote Hulme in
1909, ‘is not a counter language, but a visual concrete one. It is a
compromise for a language of intuition which would hand over sensations
bodily.”

The path this principle took through British poetry over the next decade
is such hotly contested ground that it’s not worth attempting a genealogy
of Imagist ideals. Pound called Bergson ‘crap’,® and though he read
Hulme’s pieces on philosophy and poetry in The New Age and listened to
him lecture, he credited his own version of imagism to Ford. By 1912, the
year Pound announced the existence of an imagist school, Hulme had in
any case begun to reject Bergson, and to move, under the influence of
Wilhelm Worringer’s Abstraktion und Einfiiblung (1908), in the direction
of an antihumanist aesthetic that is nearly the polar opposite of Bergson-
ism. Two years later, Pound himself abandoned the movement he claimed
to have started, and took up with the futurist-influenced vorticism of
Wyndham Lewis. But the Imagist aesthetic had by this time become
widely diffused, and it gave, in effect, another boost to the general
prejudice in favour of sensation — the prejudice that informs, for instance,
Virginia Woolf’s Paterian defence of modernist fiction, and her attack on
Edwardian materialism, in ‘Modern Fiction’ (1919) and ‘Mr. Bennett and
Mrs. Brown’ (1924).

‘Hamlet and His Problems’ does not read as an Imagist-flavoured piece
of criticism (the essay first appeared in the Athenaeum), for no Imagist
would have thought to apply the standard of the objective correlative to
an entire Elizabethan play. And the objective correlative is not readily
recognisable as a stripped-down model of the romantic aesthetic, for the
formula is made up to look like a hard-headed, Aristotelean deduction
from the literary evidence, and the whole essay is clearly a displaced
attack on romantic ‘excess’. Yet ‘Hamlet and His Problems’ has surely
appealed to so many readers because the fulcrum of its argument is an
assumption about art that has been taken from a familiar tradition. Eliot
succeeded in making a contemporary prejudice about art sound like a
return to classical principles.

® T. E. Hulme, Further Speculations, ed. Sam Hynes (Minneapolis, 1955), p. 10.
 Ezra Pound, ‘“This Hulme Business’, Townsman, 2 (1939), p. 15.
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This reinscription of nineteenth-century literary values in the name of a
debunking of nineteenth-century literary values is one of the striking
features of Eliot’s early criticism. The opening essay in The Sacred Wood,
“The Perfect Critic’ (1920), is presented as an assault on ‘impressionistic’
criticism, with Arthur Symons standing in for Pater (Eliot calls him ‘the
critical successor of Pater’); yet when Eliot gets around to explaining what
criticism ought to be, his prescription is not easily distinguished from
Pater’s own (‘An impression needs to be constantly refreshed by new
impressions in order that it may persist at all; it needs to take its place in a
system of impressions’, and so forth). And the aesthetic standard used in
‘The Metaphysical Poets’ (1921) to praise Donne and the other metaphys-
icals at the expense of nineteenth-century poetry — the standard of the
unified sensibility, or ‘felt thought’ — was in common use in the nineteenth
century to describe the poetry of Keats and Tennyson: it was essentially
what Arthur Hallam had said of Tennyson in his famous essay of 1831.
(The term was in common enough use in Eliot’s own time, in fact, to
describe the poetry of Donne: ‘{Donne] belonged to an age when men
were not afraid to mate their intellects with their emotions’, wrote Rupert
Brooke in 1913.)"*

The most arresting of these cases is the so-called doctrine of imperso-
nality — an apparent attack on the values of originality and individuality
which seems to have buried within it a conventionally romantic concep-
tion of poetic production. The argument appears in ‘Tradition and the
Individual Talent’ (1919), the first part of which was published in the
Egoist in the same month that ‘Hamlet and His Problems’ appeared in the
Athenaeum, and it provides the solution to the riddle about the role of
Shakespeare’s emotions in the composition of Hamlet. (The arguments of
the two essays, apart from the application of the objective correlative to
Hamlet, are essentially combined in ‘Modern Tendencies in Poetry’, a talk
which Eliot delivered under the auspices of the London Arts League of
Service in 1919, and which was published in the Indian journal Shama’a in
1920.) Shakespeare must have undergone some sort of psychic distress,
‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’ suggests, for it is precisely to relieve
such a distress that poems are written. The wrinkle in Eliot’s version of
this common view is that if the poem is successful — artistically successful -
the personal distress disappears (temporarily, presumably, since there are
more poems to be written). The poem does not express the personality of
the poet; but without the spur of personal feeling, the poem would not
have been written at all. ‘Poetry is not a turning loose of emotion’, as the
celebrated sentences have it, ‘but an escape from emotion; it is not the
expression of personality, but an escape from personality. But, of course,

™ Rupert Brooke, ‘John Donne, The Elizabethan’, Nation, 12 (1913), p. 825.
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only those who have personality and emotions know what it means to
want to escape from these things.” Hence ‘[t]he emotion of art is imperso-
nal’ — not because a work of art is a piece of self-conscious intellectual
craftsmanship, but because (to adopt a vocabulary Eliot carefully avoids)
the refining fire of the imagination fuses the materials that have collected
in the poet’s mind, and the product that emerges transcends the merely
personal.

This is so parallel to the account of poetic composition laid out by
Wordsworth in the preface to Lyrical Ballads that Eliot actually takes a
moment in the last pages of the essay to disparage ‘emotion recollected in
tranquillity’ as ‘an inexact formula’. For ‘impersonality’ was, of course, a
nineteenth-century literary value in high standing. Arnold (in the preface
to the first edition of his Poems (1853)) and Pater (in the essay on ‘Style’
(1888)) both gave the concept the same importance Eliot does. Only in the
most greeting-card kind of romanticism does one find the simple equation
between inner feeling and poetic expression that Eliot is attacking.

What sets Eliot’s argument apart is the concept of tradition. Arnold and
Pater, too, set great store by the kind of literary homework Eliot pre-
scribes in ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’ (‘the historical sense
compels a man to write not merely with his own generation in his bones,
but with a feeling that the whole of the literature of Europe from Homer
and within it the whole of the literature of his own country has a simulta-
neous existence and composes a simultaneous order’). But for Pater,
scholarship (his term) was simply a requirement for mastering the me-
dium: it helped the poet fine-tune his language to match more precisely the
lineaments of what he called ‘the vision within’. Eliot had a much grander
ambition in view. In his account, the poet is the medium; and the ‘me-
dium’ - the tradition as it passes through the poet’s time — is what gets
expressed.

At the centre of the argument in “Tradition and the Individual Talent’
are two propositions which do have theoretical force, and are calculated
to unbalance traditional assumptions. The first is an attack on what the
essay calls ‘the metaphysical theory of the substantial unity of the soul’ -
that is, on the integrity and autonomy of the self. The poet doesn’t express
his or her personality not because it is healthy self-discipline not to, but
because there is nothing so coherent as a personality to express. “The
poet’s mind is in fact a receptacle for seizing and storing up numberless
feelings, phrases, images, which remain there until all the particles which
can unite to form a new compound are present together.” The new
compound is the poem; but ‘[ilmpressions and experiences which are
important for the man may take no place in the poetry, and those which
become important in the poetry may play quite a negligible part in the
man, the personality’.
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The second theoretical proposition has to do with the relation between
new and existing art:

No poet, no artist of any art, has his complete meaning alone. His significance, his
appreciation is the appreciation of his relation to the dead poets and artists. You
cannot value him alone; you must set him, for contrast and comparison, among
the dead... The necessity that he shall conform, that he shall cohere, is not
onesided; what happens when a new work of art is created is something that
happens simultaneously to all the works of art which preceded it. The existing
monuments form an ideal order among themselves, which is modified by the
introduction of the new (the really new) work of art among them. The existing
order is complete before the new work arrives; for order to persist after the
supervention of novelty, the whole existing order must be, if ever so slightly,
altered; and so the relations, proportions, values of each work of art toward the
whole are readjusted.

Eliot is so automatically associated with the defence of a traditional canon
that it has become difficult for some readers to see exactly what he is
saying here. The term ‘ideal order’ is the crux of the misreading: it is
clearly intended philosophically, not prescriptively. Our perception of the
new work of art depends on our perception of the history of art, which
takes a certain shape — is ‘idealised’ — in our minds. But once we have
encountered the new work, that idea of the tradition is modified in turn.
Value — by implication, significance of any sort — is a function of relation.
Hence, the tradition cannot be monolithic.

The essay apparently strives to remind poets, and critics of poetry, of
two facts of life that loose talk about creativity and originality encourage
them to ignore. One is that few things are more likely to produce conven-
tionality than the self-conscious effort to find something original to say,
for the reason that there is nothing ‘inside’ which has not already come
from outside. What you see when you look into your heart before compos-
ing is what you have been taught by the tradition to find there. The second
reminder is that if the new work of art cannot be perceived in the context
of everying that is already perceived as art, it will be not merely unap-
preciated, but unintelligible. This is not a stricture against innovation,
since the work that only conforms will make no difference to us.

In which direction is “Tradition and the Individual Talent’ pointed? It
takes its philosophical materials from late-nineteenth-century historicist
hermeneutics, from ideas associated with Wilhelm Dilthey and Friedrich
Meinecke (and renovated in our time by Hans-Georg Gadamer: ‘Tradi-
tion is not merely a precondition into which we come, but we produce it
ourselves and hence further determine it ourselves.’). The most striking
use of this line of thought in English criticism before Eliot was made by a
writer for whom Eliot expressed unaffected distaste, Oscar Wilde — par-
ticularly in “The Critic as Artist’ (1891). But Eliot’s mind was probably
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more focused on local circumstances than it was on the history of ideas.
The essay serves, for instance, as a kind of reply to Arthur Waugh, whose
Tradition and Change: Studies in Contemporary Literature was published
in the same year as Eliot’s essay. Eliot would certainly have known
Waugh’s book, since it includes the famous review of The Catholic
Anthology in which the poems by Eliot and Pound are likened to the antics
of ‘drunken helots’ produced for the amusement of the court — a compari-
son that seems to have especially irritated Eliot. Waugh’s comment in his
introduction that ‘even the rebel himself is most persuasive when he
catches the voice of authority’ is Eliotic enough; but the volume as a whole
is a defence of the Georgian poets against the modernists, and the chal-
lenge it must have presented to Eliot was its appropriation of ‘tradition’
on behalf of the enemy. It can be said fairly decisively that Eliot succeeded
in appropriating it back again, and in doing so established a modernist
position that was as distinct from the hyperbolic avant-gardism of the
futurists, who issued manifestoes about burning down the libraries, as it
was from the tepid literary progressivism of the Georgians, whose ‘tradi-
tionalism’ Eliot was now able to recast as simple conventionality. Because
they accepted tradition so uncritically the Georgians were unable to
produce ‘the really new’ — a point Eliot makes over and over in his early
periodical pieces: ‘[Blecause we have never learned to criticize Keats,
Shelley, and Wordsworth (poets of assured though modest merit), Keats,
Shelley, and Wordsworth punish us from their graves with the annual
scourge of the Georgian anthology’;'* ‘Culture is traditional, and loves
novelty; the General Reading Public knows no tradition, and loves stale-
ness’;*? ‘Simplicity was not hard won by the Georgians, it was given them
by the fairy.*4

Eliot quickly began to slide away, though, from the relativism implicit
in his account of the way the new and the old attain their perceptual ‘fit’.
At the outset of “The Function of Criticism’ (1923), published in his new
journal The Criterion, he quotes, ostensibly by way of endorsement, the
paragraph from ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’ containing the
phrase ‘ideal order’, and then proceeds to devote another, longer para-
graph to telling us what he meant — a pretty clear signal that he has
changed his mind. It turns out that what he meant was that ‘there is
something outside the artist to which he owes allegiance... A common
inheritance and a common cause unite artists consciously or unconscious-
ly.’ This not only loads up with the language of literary patriotism an idea
that the earlier essay presents as a simple statement of fact — that art can
only take its significance from its relation to previous art. It also teeters on

2 T. S. Eliot, ‘Observations’, Egoist, 5 (1918), p. 69.

3 T. S. Eliot, ‘London Letter’, Dial, 70 (1921), p. 453.
¢ T. S. Eliot, “The Post-Georgians’, Athenaeum, 11 April 1919, p. 171.
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the brink of denying the other principal assertion of “Tradition and the
Individual Talent’: that the poem happens by means of an interior mech-
anics whose operation remains a mystery (the ‘shred of platinum’ anal-
ogy). Two sentences later, we are, in fact, over the brink: ‘And, as our
instincts of tidiness imperatively command us not to leave to the haphaz-
ard of unconsciousness what we can attempt to do consciously, we are
forced to conclude that what happens unconsciously we could bring
about, and form into a purpose, if we made a conscious attempt’ — which,
among other things, explains how the author of The Waste Land turned
into the self-conscious resuscitator of English verse drama. The intention
of “The Function of Criticism’ is to apply the argument of ‘Tradition and
the Individual Talent’ to criticism; but the result of the application, which
logically ought to lead in the direction of Wilde’s conception of interpreta-
tion as a new creation, is a conclusion remote from historicism. The goal
of criticism turns out to be ‘putting the reader in possession of facts which
he would otherwise have missed’ - ‘with the further possibility of arriving
at something outside ourselves, which may provisionally be called truth’.

The bulk of “The Function of Criticism’ is taken up with a polemical
definition of the opposition between romanticism and classicism in terms
which, although they become less crude in Eliot’s later writings, never
become more convincing. The romantic heeds the ‘inner voice’, which in
“Tradition and the Individual Talent’ was simply a nonentity but which is
now coherent enough to have a ‘message’: “The inner voice ... sounds
remarkably like an old principle which has been formulated by an elder
critic in the now-familiar phrase of “doing as one likes” ... [It] breathes
the eternal message of vanity, fear, and lust.” The classical writer (Eliot is
following John Middleton Murry, though he is coming out, of course, on
the opposite side of the issue) obeys ‘Outside Authority’. The opposition is
plainly one between the Protestant and the Catholic relation to scripture,
and ‘tradition’ is evidently meant to play the part of the church.

This is such a departure from the way ‘tradition’ is used in the earlier
essay, and such a bootstrap effort to lift the term out of the realm of
cultural anthropology, to which it really belongs, that it was inevitable
that Eliot would realise the need for another category entirely. In 1933, he
delivered the lectures collected in After Strange Gods (193 4), in which he
explains that ‘tradition’ will no longer suffice as a name for the ‘something
outside ourselves’. For to exalt the cultural inheritance as the baseline of
all value is to fall into the same error as humanism and pragmatism, and
the error Eliot accuses nineteenth-century critics of in ‘Arnold and Pater’
(1930): setting up ‘Culture in the place of Religion’. The twelve authors of
the neo-Agrarian manifesto I’ll Take My Stand (1930), with whose pur-
poses Eliot expresses interest and sympathy at the outset of the lectures,
rely, he says, too exclusively on ‘tradition’ in their prescriptions for the
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re-establishment of what they take to have been the native culture of the
American south. ‘Tradition itself is not enough’, Eliot warns them; ‘it
must be perpetually criticized and brought up to date under the supervi-
sion of what I call orthodoxy’.

This has the great advantage of making the final arbiter of critical
judgement a standard which is, in human terms, by definition unknowable
(the tradition is what we know); and Eliot proceeds in After Strange Gods
to use his new criterion to talk about modern literature with a kind of
otherworldly irrelevance that is still a little puzzling — hailing Joyce as ‘the
most ethically orthodox of the more eminent writers of my time’ and
damning Hardy and Lawrence for their heresy. The performance must, in
retrospect, have puzzled Eliot as well. His refusal to allow the book ever to
be reprinted is commonly assumed to have stemmed from second
thoughts about the comment concerning the undesirability of ‘free-think-
ing Jews’ in the ideal community. But Eliot never offered that as the reason
himself: in 1940 he was still defending the statement in private correspon-
dence (‘my view does not imply any prejudice on the ground of race, but
merely a recognition of what seems to be an historical social situation’).’s
No doubt he came to regret the attention the remark attracted; but one
suspects that he was also a little ashamed of the book’s eccentricity as a
work of criticism. For he must have recognised that he had presumed to
collapse his categories in the very way he was accustomed to attacking
nineteenth-century critics for doing. Though he had announced in the
opening of the book that he did not regard it as a work of literary
criticism, it was, after all, works of literature that he was criticising. He
had, in effect, rewritten Arnold’s Literature and Dogma as Dogma and
Literature. That he took literary criticism up into theology, instead of
reducing theology to literary criticism, hardly makes a difference. And
after 1934, Eliot’s essays on individual writers, though heavily flavoured
with speculation about their relation to the religious issues he considered
important, suggest a self-conscious effort to return to The Sacred Wood’s
brand of formalism, and tend to concentrate on literary merits and de-
merits with some degree of sympathetic attention. Contemptus mundi is
not an appropriate intellectual condition for a critic of literature, and
Eliot, particularly in the 1920s and 1930s, suffered from a fairly advanced
case of it.

Eliot consistently attempted to adhere to the separation which “Tradi-
tion and the Individual Talent” mandates between ‘the man who suffers
and the mind which creates’. The formulation is fresher than the general
conception. The essay’s account of artistic production echoes Bloomsbury
theorising about ‘significant form’: the distinction between the personal

s Eliot to J. V. Healy, 1o May 1940; quoted in Christopher Ricks, T. S. Eliot and Prejudice
(London, 1988), p. 44.
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emotion with which the artist begins and the ‘aesthetic emotion’ the
spectator experiences can be found, for instance, in Clive Bell’s Art
(1913). But Eliot’s sense of this process, strikingly, insists that the man
must suffer —a requirement one doesn’t find, for example, in Hulme’s later
aesthetic theory, or even in Pound’s, and one that has given many com-
mentators a key to unlocking Eliot’s relations as a poet with his nine-
teenth-century predecessors.

For Eliot’s interest in other poets was often ignited by his identification
with what he understood to be their agonies of creation. Coleridge is one
example; but there are unlikelier ones, as well. In 1933 Eliot wrote a
critical note that served as part of the preface to the collected poems of
Harold Monro. Monro was hardly a modernist; as the proprietor of the
Poetry Bookshop, he had been the publisher of the Georgian anthologies.
But these categories don’t interest Eliot, for he senses in Monro’s poetry
the essential agon at work: ‘It is a poet’s business to be original’, he says,
‘in all that is comprehended by ‘“‘technique”, only so far as is absolutely
necessary for saying what he has to say; only so far as is dictated, not by
the idea — for there is no idea — but by the nature of that dark embryo
within him which gradually takes on the form and speech of a poem.” The
same view is given a more sustained exposition in the conclusion to The
Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism, published in the same year. And
the embryo itself reappears in “The Three Voices of Poetry’ (1953), where,
expanding on some of the views of Gottfried Benn, Eliot speaks of the
‘inert embryo’ that is the germ of creation:

In a poem which is neither didactic nor narrative, and not animated by any other
social purpose, the poet must be concerned solely with expressing in verse . . . this
obscure impulse. .. He is oppressed by a burden which he must bring to birth in
order to obtain relief. Or, to change the figure of speech, he is haunted by a demon,
a demon against which he feels powerless, because in its first manifestation it has
no face, no name, nothing; and the words, the poem he makes, are a kind of form
of exorcism of this demon.

He goes on to say (still following the line laid down by ‘Tradition and
the Individual Talent’): ‘T don’t believe that the relation of a poem to its
origins is capable of being more clearly traced.” No doubt he means this as
far as it goes, but it goes only half way; for though the poet can make no
more sense of how the poem came to be, the critic can. Eliot’s view seems
to be this: the materials from which the poem is made are given to the poet
by the culture; and if his digestion of them follows the proper physiologi-
cal course, the poem which is ultimately disgorged will be an emblem of its
historical moment (a transcendent emblem, if you like, since its appeal
will be transhistorical). Whether or not the cultural materials are judged
inferior from an ideological point of view has no bearing on the success of
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the poem from a literary point of view (or, presumably, from a therapeutic
point of view). The poet has no recourse to materials outside his moment —
or to put it more precisely, he has no recourse to materials unconditioned
by his relation to the worldview of his own moment. The worth of his
poems can therefore only be a function of the fineness of his equipment.
‘Had Massinger had a nervous system as refined as that of Middleton,
Tourneur, Webster, or Ford, his style would be a triumph.’*®

This is as determinist, and as sensationalist, as anything in Pater. And it
creates the same sort of difficulty one encounters in Pater: if so much is
conceded to forces over which the poet has no control, what ground
remains on which to consruct a critical judgement? In a very general sense,
this is a dilemma that plagues all modern criticism that theorises some
relation between art and society — Marxist criticism as well as modernist.
In Eliot’s work, the issue is usually expressed as the problem of poetry and
belief, and from the ‘turn’ in his thinking around 1923 on, this problem —
the proper place of ideology, or belief, in literary appreciation and critical
judgement — becomes the great riddle of his criticism.

It remains a riddle, too. For Eliot was as baffled by the problem as
everyone else. In his case, the difficulty arose at the point of contact
between his desire to maintain the autonomy of literature and literary
criticism and his desire to inform, or to supplement, literary judgements
by reference to ethical, religious, and other realms of value. The polemical
purpose of The Sacred Wood had been to isolate the discussion of litera-
ture from extraliterary interests, a hygenic manoeuvre Arnold and
Coleridge were reproached for failing to perform, and Aristotle and Remy
de Gourmont were praised for understanding the need for. When Eliot
reprinted the book in 1928, he did not relinquish his formalist principles,
but he did indicate his belief that poetry ‘certainly has something to do
with’ morals, religion, and politics. He went even further, though without
being more specific, in the preface to For Lancelot Andrewes, also pub-
lished in 1928, where he announced his wish ‘to dissociate myself from
certain conclusions which have been drawn from ... The Sacred Wood'.
After Strange Gods, of course, is an adventure in ideological criticism; and
in ‘Religion and Literature’ (1935) it is flatly stated that: ‘Literary criti-
cism should be completed by criticism from a definite ethical and theologi-
cal standpoint.” But this dictum is then elaborated as follows: “The “great-
ness” of literature cannot be determined solely by literary standards;
though we must remember that whether it is literature or not can be
determined only by literary standards.’

Critical inquiry, it seems, should begin with an examination of the
literary accomplishment of the writer in question, thus affording the

¢ Eliot, The Sacred Wood, p.131.
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opportunity for some disinterested aesthetic appreciation before bringing
him or her up to the supreme seat of ideological judgement — where unless
the writer happens to be Dante, all thumbs are likely to be pointed down.
The strategy works most effectively in Eliot’s essays on those Renaissance
writers in whom he took, throughout his career, such an intense personal
and scholarly interest: Marlowe (1919), Massinger (1920), Donne and
Marvell (1921), Davies (1926), Middleton (1927), Tourneur (1930),
Heywood (1931), Ford (1932), Marston (1934). These are writers who
belong to the world before the ‘dissociation of sensibility’, and yet that
world is already (in Eliot’s view) post-Christian, for the disintegration of
European Catholicism is well underway. The spectacle of the poetic
sensibility struggling to digest the scraps of the original faith, mixed
together with various secular worldviews rushing in to fill the vacuum, is
something that gives Eliot excitement as a critic, since it arises from a
condition with which he seems to have identified as a poet.

The strategy yields a somewhat less persuasive criticism in the case of
nineteenth-century writers — for instance, Blake (1920), Baudelaire
(1930), Wordsworth and Coleridge (1933), Byron (1937), Yeats (1940),
Goethe (1955). For (as Eliot tends to see it) by the nineteenth century, the
triumph of secularism is essentially complete, the equipment of literary
sensibility has largely broken down, the adulteration of poetry and criti-
cism by extraliterary interests has begun. It becomes more difficult for the
critic to isolate the poetic for appreciation because, paradoxically, the
poetic has already been isolated, made into a frill on a package heavy with
ideological dross. And yet the path of Eliot’s criticism of the romantics
and their successors opens out rather than closes up over the course of his
career; he finds more to take an interest in each time he renews his
acquaintance with those poets, and his willingness to renew the acquaint-
ance strengthens.

His attitude toward Tennyson is illustrative. It is never more than
condescending, but the condescending gesture is made with increasingly
respectful flourishes. Tennyson was a prime object of modernist ridicule in
the early years, and Eliot took a hand in the general phrase-making: ‘I am
inclined to believe that Tennyson’s verse is a “‘cry from the heart” — only it
is the heart of Tennyson, Latitudinarian, Whig, Laureate’;’” “Tennyson
was careful in his syntax; and, moreover, his adjectives usually have a
definite meaning; perhaps often an uninteresting meaning; still, each word
is treated with proper respect. And Tennyson had a brain (a large dull
brain like a farmhouse clock) which saved him from triviality’ (1918).** A.
C. Bradley, lecturing on ‘The Reaction Against Tennyson’ in 1914, sug-
gested that Tennyson’s reputation could hardly sink much lower, but the

7 T. S. Eliot, ‘Reflections on Contemporary Poetry’, Egoist, 4 (1917), p. I151.
8 T. S. Eliot, ‘Verse Pleasant and Unpleasant’, Egoist, 5 (1918), p. 43.
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diagnosis turned out to be optimistic; it was in 1923 that Harold Nicol-
son’s Tennyson: Aspects of His Life, Character, and Poetry and Hugh
PAnson Fausset’s Tennyson: A Modern Portrait fixed the twentieth-
century conception of Tennyson as (in Auden’s phrase) the ‘stupidest’ of
the English poets.

So that when Eliot came to write again about Tennyson, in an essay on
In Memoriam in 1936, he was able to imply that Tennyson had been
rather underappreciated, and he turned the Victorian infection of poetry
by ‘ideas’ to Tennyson’s advantage:

The surface of Tennyson stirred about with his time; and he had nothing to which
to hold fast except his unique and unerring feeling for the sounds of words. But in
this he had something that no one else had. Tennyson’s surface, his technical
accomplishment, is intimate with his depths: what we most quickly see about
Tennyson is that which moves between the surface and the depths, that which is of
slight importance. By looking innocently at the surface we are most likely to come
to the depths, to the abyss of sorrow. Tennyson is ... the saddest of all English
poets, among the Great in Limbo, the most instinctive rebel against the society in
which he was the most perfect conformist.

In “The Voice of His Time’, a BBC radio talk six years later, Tennyson
benefits from the same style of praise: Tennyson ‘felt and expressed,
before it had come to other men, what was to be the emotional attitude
towards evolution in his and the next generation. It is an attitude of vague
hopefulness which I believe to be mistaken. But that does not matter: what
matters is that Tennyson felt it and gave it expression.” In Memoriam thus
constitutes a ‘complex and comprehensive expression of an historic phase
of thought and feeling, of the grandeur and tragedy of the Victorian age’.
Though the materials are shabby, the poet has at least done with them
what poets can. If it is objected that this method of judgement turns poetry
into a symptom, it can be replied that in Eliot’s view of the matter, the
poetry of Dante is symptomatic, too; only Dante had the good fortune to
symptomise health, and Tennyson the bad luck to symptomise febricity.

It is hard to miss the personal identification here with a writer who
makes his mark as the author of a long elegiac poem constructed of scraps
of lyric patched together to form a kind of diary of the soul — the whole
enterprise invested with pathos because once the poem has been taken to
the public’s heart, it is no longer understood. ‘It happens now and then’,
Eliot says in the 1936 essay on In Memoriam, ‘that a poet by some strange
accident expresses the mood of his generation, at the same time as he is
expressing a mood of his own which is quite remote from that of his
generation’ — which is simply an echo of his own complaint five years
earlier in “Thoughts After Lambeth’: ‘when I wrote a poem called The
Waste Land some of the more approving critics said that I had expressed
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the “disillusionment of a generation™, which is nonsense. I may have
expressed for them their own illusion of being disillusioned, but that did
not form part of my intention.’

The chief approving critic Eliot had in mind was I. A. Richards — one of
many writers (Herbert Read was another) who must often have thought
they were following Eliot’s lead only to find their work later adduced as a
cautionary example of critical error by Eliot himself. In an article in The
Criterion which became a chapter of Science and Poetry (1926), Richards
cited the author of The Waste Land as a poet who had succeeded in
‘effecting a complete separation between his poetry and all beliefs’. He
intended this as praise; but Eliot understood it a little differently, and in ‘A
Note on Poetry and Belief’ (1927), in The Enemy, he took exception to the
implication that his poem was a testimony to the complete triumph of the
scientific view over the religious in modern life. ‘I cannot see that poetry
can ever be separated from something which I should call belief, and to
which I cannot see any reason for refusing the name of belief, unless we
are to reshuffle names altogether.” But it takes only a little reshuffling to
see the corner Richards had backed Eliot into; for if we call a ‘belief’ an
‘idea’ — that is, a consciously held view about the nature or meaning of
experience — we run straight into the tangle of ideology in poetry that
Eliot’s own criticism had been designed to avoid.

The advantage of sensationalism is that an idea is given no greater
standing in the materials of a poem than an image or a feeling — the basis,
of course, of Eliot’s famous praise of the metaphysical poets in 1921 (‘A
thought to Donne was an experience; it modified his sensibility’). The poet
is the receptor rather than the originator of thought, and by virtue of this
faculty becomes (though Eliot naturally avoids the expression) a true critic
of life. The principle appears very early in Eliot’s criticism, in his appreci-
ation of Henry James. ‘James’s critical genius comes out most tellingly in
his mastery over, his baffling escape from, Ideas’, Eliot wrote in 1918. ‘He
had a mind so fine that no idea could violate it.”" In a review a year later of
The Education of Henry Adams, in which Adams’s sensibility is contras-
ted unfavourably with James’s, this mastery is explicitly attributed to the
sensuous capacity of James’s mind (‘certainly many men will admit that
their keenest ideas have come to them with the quality of a sense-percep-
tion; and that their keenest sensuous experience has been “as if the body
thought™’).>

This standard makes it easy to disapprove of the kind of ‘rumination’
which Tennyson and Browning are accused of in ‘“The Metaphysical
Poets’; but it runs two dangers. The first is that it makes the poet into a
magpie, a mere basker in sensation for its own sake, and this is essentially

9 T. S. Eliot, ‘In Memory of Henry James’, Egoist, 5 (1918), p. 2.
= T. S. Eliot, ‘A Sceptical Patrician’, Athenaeum, 23 May 1919, p. 362.
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what Eliot accused Donne and Laforgue of, recanting his earlier judge-
ments, when he delivered the Clark lectures at Cambridge University in
1926. The second is the danger Eliot kept having to confront as he backed
away from the formalist principles of The Sacred Wood: that the critic will
have no grounds for rating a poem that ‘expresses’ attractive ideas above a
poem that ‘expresses’ inferior ones. Perfect allegiance to the worldview
which informs the poem is obviously too strict a requirement; it is, in fact,
counterinstinctual, since every reader of literature appreciates works
which express a range of views much wider than his or her own particular
beliefs. On the other hand, there must be an opening left for the critic to
reject a poem solely because its views are simply unacceptable (as Eliot
rejected Shelley, for instance); for, again, it is the common experience that
in some cases the reader’s beliefs do conflict with the writer’s to a degree
which makes appreciation impossible.

The line that separates the legitimate from the illegitimate introduction
of belief into the terms of aesthetic judgement continually reappears in
Eliot’s comparisons between Dante and Shakespeare. An essay on Dante
closes The Sacred Wood. It follows the essay on Blake, and the point of the
juxtaposition — between a poet for whom philosophy was part of the
ambience of his time and a poet who had to contrive a homemade
mythological system (who, in the Arnoldian phrase, ‘did not know
enough’) — is obvious. ‘Dante, more than any other poet, has succeeded in
dealing with his philosophy, not as a theory ... or as his own comment or
reflection, but in terms of something perceived.” But it is the essay on
Hamlet, earlier in the volume, that is the proper companion to ‘Dante’; for
Eliot’s judgement there seems to be that Shakespeare was influenced by
ideas which he picked up from Montaigne but which he did not have a
sufficiently sensuous relation with to turn into art.

Still, Eliot was quite clear that Shakespeare’s error could not have been
helped by more thinking on his part. For Shakespeare’s ‘business’, Eliot
wrote in an essay on ‘Shakespeare and Montaigne’ in 1925, ‘was to write
plays, not to think’. It was Shakespeare’s bad luck, Eliot continued two
years later in ‘Shakespeare and the Stoicism of Seneca’, to live in ‘a period
of dissolution and chaos’. In such a time, ‘any emotional attitude which
seems to give a man something firm ... is eagerly taken up’; so that
Shakespeare breathed an air that mixed ‘the Senecan attitude of Pride, the
Montaigne attitude of Skepticism, and the Machiavellian attitude of
Cynicism’ — all combining to produce ‘the Elizabethan individualism’.
This will not do as a worldview; but that cannot, Eliot insists, be counted
against Shakespeare’s poetry. And he proceeds to draw the comparison
with Dante:
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The difference between Shakespeare and Dante is that Dante had one coherent
system of thought behind him; but that was just his luck, and from the point of
view of the poetry is an irrelevant accident. It happened that at Dante’s time
thought was orderly and strong and beautiful ... Dante’s poetry receives a boost
which in a sense it does not merit, from the fact that the thought behind it is the
thought of a man as great and lovely as Dante himself, St. Thomas. The thought
behind Shakespeare is of men far inferior to Shakespeare himself. .. It does not
make Dante a greater poet, or mean that we can learn more from Dante than from
Shakespeare.

This looks as though it might be a promising way around the problem
of poetry and belief, but there are several new difficulties, beginning with
the question of whether Dante was not so great and lovely in the first place
because, in fact, he had read Aquinas. There is, as well, the implication
that Shakespeare’s greatness is in some way connected to his having
demonstrated the inadequacy of the worldview of ‘Elizabethan individ-
ualism’ — which, unless incoherent systems naturally criticise themselves,
surely counts as praise for what Shakespeare ‘thought’.

Eliot repeats his argument in ‘Second Thoughts about Humanism’
(1928): ‘if you depreciate Shakespeare for his lower view of life, then you
have issued out of literary criticism into social criticism ... I prefer the
culture which produced Dante to the culture which produced Shake-
speare; but I would not say that Dante was the greater poet, or even that
he had the profounder mind.’ That readers are being asked to draw a hard
distinction between Dante the man and Dante the poet is stated explicitly
in the little book on Dante Eliot published a year later. ‘If you can read
poetry as poetry’, he goes on to say there, ‘you will “believe” in Dante’s
theology exactly as you believe in the physical reality of his journey; that
is, you suspend both belief and disbelief.” But when Eliot reaches the
question of how we are to weigh the poetic value of Dante’s beliefs, he
makes an appeal that his own principles would seem to have ruled out of
court: ‘Goethe always arouses in me a strong sentiment of disbelief in
what he believes: Dante does not.” ‘Dante the man’, in short, returns.

There are, then, belief systems to which even a formalist may object,
and the problem is to define the threshold of acceptability in a sufficiently
general and neutral way. Eliot attempted to do this in his Norton lectures,
published in 1933 as The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism, by
offering this guideline (in the lecture on Keats and Shelley):

When the doctrine, theory, belief, or ‘view of life’ presented in a poem is one which
the mind of the reader can accept as coherent, mature, and founded on the facts of
experience, it interposes no obstacle to the reader’s enjoyment, whether it be one
that he accept or deny, approve or deprecate. When it is one which the reader
rejects as childish or feeble [as in Shelley’s case], it may, for a reader of well-
developed mind, set an almost complete check.
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This calls for a standard of disinterestedness that might have given even
Arnold some pause, since it assumes that it is possible to separate our
notion of ‘the facts of experience’ from our particular ‘view of life’.

When Eliot listed the worldview he considered intellectually legitimate,
it turned out that he could name only two. ‘Either everything in man can
be traced as a development from below, or something must come from
above’, he asserts in ‘Second Thoughts about Humanism’; ‘you must be
either a naturalist or a supernaturalist’. And in ‘Modern Education and
the Classics’ (1932): “There are two and only two finally tenable hypothe-
ses about life: the Catholic and the materialistic.” Intellectually, this is a
perfectly respectable position. The trouble with it is that neither the
worldview of pure supernaturalism nor the worldview of pure material-
ism has any place in it for literature.

The weakness in Eliot’s analysis of the problem of poetry and belief is its
refusal to recognise that poetry itself has often been taken to constitute a
belief system. Modern literature has always been read as embodying a set
of values — not simply formal or aesthetic values — that occupy a middle
ground between Eliot’s two intellectually acceptable extremisms. Those
values are not any more consistent than the values of, say, all of modern
religion taken together, or all of modern philosophy. But they are not
imported from philosophy or religion: they are values expressed through a
certain strain of literature — through ‘the tradition’ as it was understood,
and as Arnold, for instance, tried to interpret it, in the nineteenth century.
This is the real significance of Eliot’s formalism, and it takes us to the
centre of his thought: the isolation of ‘poetry as poetry’ as the proper
object of criticism was itself a judgement against the values of modern
literature. As the first step in an antimodern reaction, though, formalism
removed the grounds for further ideological critique. Having ruled ‘ex-
traliterary’ motives out of the court of critical judgement, Eliot was
compelled in effect to build another courtroom.

Eliot’s thought is the sum of three kinds of writing: his literary criticism,
his social and political criticism, and his poetry. The kinds complement
each other but do not repeat each other, and each must be seen discretely
before the full picture can emerge. The literary criticism, though it engages
intermittently in theoretical inquiry, is largely practical, chiefly concerned
with what a poet needs to know and think about the literature of the past.
The social and political writing certainly does seek to intervene in the
affairs of the day, but its stance is theoretical and interrogative: philoso-
phical detachment, a disinterested examination of the intellectual merits
of a given political position is what the times allegedly require — which is
why, for example, the editor of The Criterion, unlike virtually every other
intellectual in England, declined to take sides during the Spanish Civil
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War. And the poetry gives us, so to speak, the prejudices — the ‘feel’ of
modernity for a man of Eliot’s principles and temperament. It is not
entirely uncensored, but it operates with relative freedom in a realm
generally kept out of bounds to the critical prose. One has only to reflect
on how thoroughly Pound mixed his genres, and the effect the mixture
produced, to appreciate Eliot’s tact in keeping them separate.

Thus the difficulty of ‘proving’ the existence of views — for instance,
antisemitism — that are not explicitly spelled out by Eliot himself. The
remark about the undesirability of ‘free-thinking Jews’ in After Strange
Gods belongs to a piece of theoretical speculation about the ideal commu-
nity; the line “The jew is underneath the lot’ in ‘Burbank with a Baedeker:
Bleistein with a Cigar’ (1919) (the lower-case ‘j’ is Eliot’s original spelling)
belongs to a poem constructed from literary references to Venice, and is
thus among other things an allusion to Shakespeare’s play. Each of these
references to Jews is arguably a symptom of antisemitism, but the two
sentences stand for quite different sets of prejudices. They are possibly
defensible within the contexts in which they appear; and they do not add
up to ‘Eliot’s view on the Jews’. But Eliot’s writings all have a place, of
course, within the larger story of Eliot’s times, and it is the larger story
that gives us some of the materials we need to begin to see how his thought
hangs together.

By the time Eliot arrived in England, in 1914, the crucial turn in
modernist thinking had already taken place. This was, to reduce it to a
single episode, the reaction against Bergsonism. No aesthetic doctrine is
more widely associated with literary modernism than the doctrine of the
image, and no technique is more commonly cited in definitions of the
modernist novel than ‘stream of consciousness’. Both derived to a signifi-
cant degree from Bergson’s revision of empiricist epistemology, particular
in the Essai sur les données immédiates de la conscience (1889), Matiére et
mémoire (1896), and L’Evolution créatrice (1907). But by 1912, the year
Pound announced the existence of an imagist school of poetry, Bergson’s
chief literary disciple in England, T. E. Hulme, had already begun to turn
against the master.**

Hulme was influenced by a book that had already received a good deal
of attention in France, Pierre Lasserre’s Le romantisme frangais (1907), an
attack on cultural decadence. Lasserre argued that French culture was
corrupted by a romanticism that had originated with Rousseau — ‘le
romantisme intégral’, as Lasserre called him. Romanticism, on Lasserre’s
definition, was a cult of individuality, sentimentality, and perfectibilism;
and against romanticism’s ‘generalisations monstrueuses de I'idée de
volupté passive’, he argued for a return to classicism. Much of Le romanti-

*I See Michael Levenson, A Genealogy of Modernism: A Study of English Literary Doctrine
1909-1922 (Cambridge, 1984), pp. 8o-102.
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sme frangais had first appeared in the Revue de I’Action Frangaise, which
Lasserre edited; for the attack on a romanticism conceived in those terms
complemented the views of the leader of the Action Frangaise, Charles
Maurras, who had made classicism in art part of his nationalist and
‘counter-revolutionary’ political programme. Maurras’s political views
had, in fact, grown out of his own literary criticism: the Action Francaise
began as a philosophical movement translating the principles of aesthetic
order into principles of social and political order — and of the guarantors
of political order, hierarchy and authority. ‘We had seen the ruins in the
realm of thought and taste before noticing the social, military, economic,
and diplomatic damage that generally results from democracy,” Maurras
wrote in 1920.>*

In 1908 Lasserre became literary critic of the movement’s new news-
paper, L’Action Francaise (he would eventually break with Maurras and
the Action Frangaise, in 1914); and in 1911 he published there ‘La
Philosophie de Bergson’, identifying Bergsonism with romanticism and
condemning its emphasis on individuality, sensation, and irrationalism,
and attacking Bergson for his Jewishness. The public celebration of the
bicentennial of Rousseau’s birth in June 1912 was aggressively protested
by the Action Frangaise, and by its youthful corps of activists, the
‘camelots du roi’, in particular; for it provided the movement with the
opportunity to demonstrate a complicity between the ideals of romantic
culture and the liberal politics of the Third Republic — together held
responsible for a national decline that had begun with the defeat of 1870
and whose full extent had been made apparent in the Dreyfus affair. It was
at about this time, in 1911 and 1912, that Hulme, who had been an
admirer of the Action Francaise even during the period of his enthusiasm
for Bergson, began producing his own articles promoting a return to
classicism. ‘Romanticism and Classicism’ (ca. 1911) explicitly identifies
the imagist preference for the ‘hard’ and precise against the vague and
emotional in poetry as ‘classical’, though the Bergsonian faculty of ‘intu-
ition’ continues to play a key role in the general aesthetic. In ‘A Tory
Philosophy’ (1912), Hulme - following, he says, Lasserre and Maurras —
contrasts a Rousseauistic romantic view, defined as ‘the conception that
anything that increases man’s freedom will be to his benefit’, with ‘its
exact opposite’, the classical view, which holds that ‘{m]an is an extra-
ordinarily fixed and limited animal whose nature is absolutely constant. It
is only by tradition and organisation that anything decent can be got out
of him.” By 1912, in other words, Hulme was already working toward the
extreme position he would take in ‘Humanism and the Religious Attitude’
(first published as ‘A Notebook by T. E. H.” in The New Age in 191 5-16),

22 Quoted in Eugen Weber, Action Frangaise: Royalism and Reaction in Twentieth-Century
France (Stanford, 1962), p.9.
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in which the doctrine of original sin becomes one component of a thor-
ough-going antihumanist programme. ‘Romanticism and Classicism” had
spoken of ‘a hundred years of romanticism’; in ‘Humanism and the
Religious Attiutude’, romanticism essentially begins with the Renais-
sance.

Eliot’s course did not exactly follow Hulme’s, but it was propelled by
the same currents. Eliot spent the academic year 1910-11 in Paris, where
he attended Bergson’s lectures at the Collége de France. He underwent, as
he described it many years later, a ‘temporary conversion™3 to Bergson-
ism, and the influence of Bergson is palpable in his earliest modernist
poems — particularly in the four ‘Preludes’ and “The Love Song of J. Alfred
Prufrock’, all written around this time. Bergson is not the only influence
on those poems, of course; for Eliot was also deeply affected by the
nineteenth-century French poets whose work he had encountered in Ar-
thur Symons’s The Symbolist Movement in Literature (1899), which
offers a transparently Paterian account of French symbolist practice, and
which Eliot read (presumably in its second, expanded edition) at Harvard
late in 1908. Eliot was, in short, very much formed as a poet by le
romantisme francais as it existed around the turn of the century.

So that when, during his first years in London, he was introduced by
Pound to the criticism of Remy de Gourmont, he found Gourmont’s
conception of poetic style as the reflex of an entirely inner condition
congenial; and Gourmont (who had himself been a minor symbolist poet)
became one of the acknowledged sources of Eliot’s brand of sensationalist
aesthetics. Style, Gourmont explained in Le probléme du style (1902), ‘is a
physiological product, and one of the most constant’ — and this is the view
that informs many of Eliot’s early essays, notably those on Massinger
(1920) and the metaphysical poets (1921). The phrase ‘dissociation of
sensibility’ itself echoes language used by Gourmont in his essay on ‘La
Sensibilité de Jules Laforgue’, printed in the first of the Promenades
littéraires (1904). Eliot made Gourmont one of the heroes of “The Perfect
Critic’ in The Sacred Wood, and the epigraph to that essay, from Gour-
mont’s Lettres a I’Amazone (1914), indicates the extent to which, for
Eliot, critical principles have their basis not in reason, but in sensation:
‘Eriger en lois ses impressions personnelles, c’est le grand effort d’un
homme s’il est sincére.” The existence of an objective correlative is known
by the feeling the poem evokes: analysis of the sensation yields the critical
principle. This is empirical enough for Eliot to be able to hint broadly in
“The Perfect Critic’ that his own criticism is Aristotelean; but Pater’s
criticism is empirical in exactly the same sense, and Symons’s fails only
because it takes Paterianism to be a doctrine rather than a method.

3 T. S. Eliot, A Sermon Preached in Magdalen College Chapel (Cambridge, 1948), p. 5.
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Cutting against this whole conception of literary practices is Eliot’s
‘classicism’, and this is where fitting the pieces together becomes prob-
lematic. I believe’, Eliot writes in “The Idea of a Literary Review’, pub-
lished as a kind of manifesto in The Criterion in 1926, ‘that the modern
tendency is toward something which, for want of a better name, we may
call classicism ... There is a tendency — discernible even in art — toward a
higher and clearer conception of Reason, and a more severe and serene
control of the emotions by Reason.” And he goes on to name six books
that seem to him to exemplify this tendency (which his journal en-
dorses): Charles Maurras’s L’Avenir de I'intelligence (1905); Georges
Sorel’s Réflexions sur la violence (1907); Julian Benda’s Belphégor
(1918); Hulme’s Speculations (1924); Jacques Maritain’s Réflexions sur
Iintelligence (1924); and Irving Babbitt’s Democracy and Leadership
(1925).

It is not easy to extract a common doctrine from these books. Specula-
tions, to take the most obvious example, collects writings from Hulme’s
entire career, printing essays written under the influence of Bergson
(‘Bergson’s Theory of Art’, “The Philosophy of Intensive Manifolds’)
alongside essays written under the influence of Worringer, and in reaction
against Bergsonism (‘Modern Art and Its Philosophy’, ‘Humanism and the
Religious Attitude’). But there is nonetheless a kind of clubbiness about
Eliot’s list: Sorel’s book had been translated into English by Hulme in
1916, and his introduction to the translation appears in an appendix in
Speculations, the posthumous collection edited by Herbert Read, one of
Eliot’s assistants at The Criterion; Maritain, a Criterion contributor, was
associated with Maurras and the Action Frangaise as one of the founders
and editors of the movement’s Revue universelle, begun in 1920; when
Benda’s book was translated into English, a few years after Eliot’s article
appeared, the introduction was written by Babbitt, who had been one of
Eliot’s teachers at Harvard; and it was Babbitt who had first interested
Eliot in L’Avenir de I'intelligence, which Eliot bought and read in 1910 or
1911, during his year in Paris. Eliot’s list of works of ‘classical’ tendency in
1926 was not, in other words, an index of recent enthusiasms (‘je peux
témoigner de ’importante influence qu’ont eu sur mon développement
intellectuel L’Avenir de lintelligence et Belphégor (non que je veuille
classer ensemble Maurras et Benda), et de méme, sans doute, a une
certaine époque, Matiere et mémoire’, he wrote in 1923 in the Nouwvelle
revue francaise). And although the publication of the list coincides with
the general reconsideration of principles Eliot undertook after the publi-
cation of The Waste Land in 1922, he was already familiar with the
complex of values the books represent.

Familiar enough, in fact, to have given a course on the subject. The
‘Syllabus of a Course of Six Lectures on Modern French Literature by T.
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Stearns Eliot, M. A.’,* offered as part of the Oxford Extension pro-
gramme in 1916, begins by noting that ‘[c]ontemporary intellectual move-
ments in France must be understood as in large measure a reaction against
the “romanticist” attitude of the nineteenth century’. According to the
précis of the first lecture in the series, ‘[rJomanticism stands for excess in
any direction. It splits up into two directions: escape from the world of
fact, and devotion to brute fact. The two great currents of the nineteenth
century — vague emotionality and the apotheosis of science (realism) alike
spring from Rousseau’, whose ‘main tendencies’ are enumerated as fol-
lows: ‘Exaltation of the personal and individual’; ‘Emphasis upon feeling
rather than thought’; ‘Humanitarianism: belief in the fundamental good-
ness of human nature’; and ‘Depreciation of form in art, glorification of
spontaneity’. The précis for Eliot’s second lecture, “The Reaction against
Romanticism’, opens: ‘The beginning of the twentieth century has wit-
nessed a return to the ideals of classicism. These may roughly be charac-
terised as form and restraint in art, discipline and authority in religion,
centralization in government (either as socialism or monarchy). The clas-
sicist point of view has been defined as essentially a belief in Original Sin —
the necessity for austere discipline.” The rest of the course takes up the
topics of nationalism, neo-Catholicism, and the movement ‘away from
both realism and purely personal expression of emotion’ in literature; the
writings of Maurice Barrés, Maurras, Lasserre, Charles Péguy, Sorel,
Francis Jammes, and Paul Claudel; and the influence of Bergson, whose
philosophy is summarised under the headings ‘(1) The use of science
against science. (2) Mysticism. (3) Optimism.’

The sources of Eliot’s conception of the antimodern movement are
various, and not only French. The notion of the two nineteenth-century
currents, naturalism and sentimentalism, flowing from Rousseau may
have been taken from Paul Elmer More’s Aristocracy and Justice (1915),
which Eliot had reviewed appreciatively in The New Statesman. The
identification of classicism with the doctrine of original sin is very likely
from Hulme (whom Eliot never, in fact, met); and although none of
Hulme’s essays (then uncollected) is on the reading list for the course, his
translations of Sorel and Bergson are — along with L’Avenir de I'intelli-
gence, Le romantisme francais, and Babbitt’s Masters of Modern French
Criticism (1912). The triumvirate of antimodern positions — classicism,
monarchism, and Catholicism — which Eliot was to make famous when he
declared his own allegiance to them many years later in the preface for For
Lancelot Andrewes (1928) were explicitly Maurrasian: an article by
Albert Thibaudet on ‘L’Esthétique des trois traditions’ in the Nouwvelle
revue francaise in 1913 describes Maurras’s ‘aesthetic’ as ‘classique,

*+ Reproduced in A. D. Moody, Thomas Stearns Eliot, Poet (Cambridge, 1979), pp. 41-9.
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catholique, monarchique’. (Eliot’s identification of Maurrasian royalism
with centralisation, though, is incorrect: Maurras was a monarchist, but
he favoured a decentralised political system. Bureaucracy is one of the
features of the liberal state Maurras inveighed against; it is opposed by
Sorelian syndicalist socialism, as well.) But Hulme had already presented
a similar package in ‘A Tory Philosophy’ (1912), which begins: ‘It is my
aim to explain in this article why I believe in original sin, why I can’t stand
romanticism, and why I am a certain kind of Tory.’

‘Classicism’, as Eliot uses the word when he is referring to this group of
writers, is simply a name for the reaction against liberalism and its culture.
That reactionary spirit is almost the only common denominator of Maur-
ras’s fascism, Sorel’s socialism, Maritain’s Thomism, Babbitt’s human-
ism, and Hulme’s antihumanism; and it makes ‘classicism’ an essentially
negative concept. The ‘classicist’ is in favour of any of those things the
liberal is supposed to imagine society can get along without: hierarchy,
faith, the higher (as opposed to utilitarian) rationality, the authority of
tradition, the sentiment of place. It follows that ‘classicism’ opposes
whatever is understood to threaten those virtues, and this is where the
position has its real bite. One example from Eliot’s list of 1926 will
suggest how the classical critique works. Benda’s Belphégor: Essai sur
Pesthétique de la présente société francaise was written mostly before
1914, but it was published in 1918. ‘Some of us recognized [it]’, Eliot later
recalled, ‘as an almost final statement of the attitude of contemporary
society to art and the artist.”> Benda’s book opens with a familiar,
Lasserrean attack on le romantisme francais: ‘Contemporary French So-
ciety demands that all works of art shall arouse emotion and sensation: it
insists that art shall cease to provide any form of intellectual pleasure.’
Immediacy, intuition, the ‘romantic cult of originality’ are named as the
characteristics of this art, and Bergson and William James are singled out
by Benda (as they are by Babbitt in Masters of Modern French Criticism)
as the philosophers of this aesthetic. The account is familiar; the question
Benda wants to address is how this had happened to French culture:
“Whence arises this frantic effort of present French society to force intel-
lectual work into the realm of emotion?’ One cause is ‘the presence of the
Jews’. It is an explanation, he feels, that a racial analysis supports:
‘Certain races seem to have an inherent rage for sensation which in other
races develops only in the course of years, just as certain species of animals
have by nature a certain virus which others have to acquire.” And this
helps to account for Bergson; for there are, it seems, two types of Jews:
‘the severe, moralistic Jew, and the Jew who is always greedy for sensation
- speaking symbolically, the Hebrew and the Carthaginian, Jehovah and

= T. S. Eliot, ‘The Idealism of Julien Benda’, p. 105.
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Belphegor [one of the Biblical names for Baal], Spinoza and Bergson’.
But this doesn’t explain enough: ‘I am willing to admit that present-day
French society may have been precipitated into Alexandrianism by the
influence of the Jews. .. But society was already Alexandrian.’ There must
be anterior causes, and Benda lists a few: the natural aging process of
societies; ‘the lowered standard of culture’, which ‘may be due to the
entrance into French society of people of a different class, whose minds
are in a state of nature (parvenus of trade, industry and finance, etc.)’; the
disappearance of the leisure class; ‘the enormous development of luxury in
modern life’; and so forth. But one cause seems to him preeminent: ‘one of
the crucial reasons ... why present French society’s aesthetic is as we
describe it, lies in the fact that it is entirely created by women’.

[A]ll the literary attributes exalted by contemporary aesthetics are those with
which women are most highly endowed, and which form a kind of monopoly of
their sex: absence of general ideas, cult of the concrete and circumstantiated, swift
and entirely intuitive perception, receptiveness to sentiment alone, interest cen-
tered on the self, the deepest, most intimate and most incommunicable self, etc. ... .
The modern aesthetic is entirely made for women. Men struggle. Many try to
imitate the literature of their rivals. Alas! They must succumb; there is a degree of
unintellectuality and shamelessness to which they will never attain.

Women ‘openly despise the mental structure of man and have set up a
violent cult of the feminine soul... [T]hey alone of their class are now
leading an easy, leisured existence; man is killing himself with work — and
for them.” The same argument — that French culture has been poisoned by
the influence of outsiders and women — is the burden of one of the four
sections of L’Avenir de I'intelligence, ‘Le romantisme féminin’. Romanti-
cism, Maurras argues, is the literature of ‘météques indisciplinées’; it was
introduced into France by foreigners, and its influence has been per-
petuated by women.

Eliot shows the influence of the ‘classical’ line of thought most overtly
not, as most commentators seem to assume, in his critical prose, but in his
poetry. The poems through The Waste Land are saturated with images of
social and cultural decadence, and the imagery is sometimes built on
references to women and to Jews. It has been argued that the lines ‘In the
room the women come and go / Talking of Michelangelo’ in “The Love
Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’ (finished in 1911, shortly after Eliot’s visit to
Paris and his first reading of L’Avenir de Iintelligence) make no judge-
ment about the quality of the talking the women engage in — that it is their
prejudice, not Eliot’s that has led readers to assume that the talk must be
trivialising.?® But if historical scholarship has any use at all, it surely gives
us grounds for supposing that Eliot intended the lines to evoke an image of

*¢ See Ricks, T. S. Eliot and Prejudice, pp. 12—24.
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cultural debility, and precisely for the reason that they refer to women and
not to men.

‘Classical’ thought also, of course, influenced Eliot’s own social criti-
cism, though here the differences are important. The theoretical commu-
nity described in The Idea of a Christian Society (1939) was devised
explicitly in reaction against the liberal society. And the emphasis on
regionalism that characterises the arguments of After Strange Gods
(1934) and the much more temperate Notes towards the Definition of
Culture is designed as one way to make ‘tradition’ meaningful in a
pluralistic age. On the other hand, Eliot was not, fundamentally, a nation-
alist. He took the position that culture is local, and that what is appropri-
ate to Italy — as he speculated, in “The Literature of Fascism’ (1928) and
elsewhere,*” Mussolini’s fascism might be —is probably for just that reason
(and without inquiring much further into the matter) inappropriate to
England. But he was not averse to transnational literary influences; the
poetry makes that apparent. And his great crusade as an editor was on
behalf of a pan-European culture, diversified according to language and
regional tradition, though united as part of the civilisation of Western
Christendom. Following the demise of The Criterion in January 1939 —
the end of a decade in which, as Eliot put it in his final commentary, ‘Last
Words’, [tlhe “European mind”, which one had mistakenly thought
might be renewed and fortified, disappeared from view’ — Eliot’s writing
loses most of the stridency his campaign on behalf of ‘classicism’ had leant
it, and takes up continually the subject of ‘provincialism’, which is a name
for the inhibitions inflicted on the poet by his circumstances. This is the
theme not only of Notes towards the Definition of Culture, but of much of
the prose of the 1940s and 19 50s. The lecture “What Is a Classic?’ (1944),
for instance, which affirms the centrality of Virgil in European culture, is
notable for its concessions to the difficulty English poets in particular have
had in aspiring to the classical ideal of ‘universality’. The most nearly
classical period in English poetry is not, Eliot concedes, also the greatest
period in English poetry.

Furthermore, Eliot’s social views are more deeply informed by Chris-
tian faith than are those of, for instance, Maurras, who, though vocifer-
ously supportive of the Catholic church in France, was himself an atheist.
Eliot may have wanted a religious state for some of the reasons Maurras
wanted one — because it is conducive to moral order and to a mature
acceptance of one’s condition, for instance. But he also seems to have
trusted in the redemptive power of Christianity as a spiritual force. This
gives the antisemitism of After Strange Gods a different tilt from the
antisemitism of the Action Frangaise. Maurras’s antisemitism (like

27 See T. S. Eliot, ‘A Commentary’, Criterion, 7 (1928), p.98.
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Sorel’s) derived from his reaction to the Dreyfus affair, which epitomised
for him the destructive consequences of the liberal concern for the individ-
ual at the expense of the group; Maurras first came to prominence as a
political figure, in fact, when he published an article in the Gazette de
France declaring Hubert Henry, the admitted forger of the evidence
against Dreyfus, a patriot. But the antisemitism of the Action Frangaise
was an aspect of its extreme nationalism, and Maurras maintained it
(campaigning against Bergson’s admission to the French Academy, for
instance) partly in hopes of attracting adherents among the masses by
exploiting what he took to be their inherent dislike of foreigners in general
and Jews in particular.?® Eliot, though, was not a demagogue, or in any
sense a party man (he later felt that if Maurras had not made himself the
leader of a political movement, his ideas would have had greater effect).*
For Eliot, the exclusion of ‘free-thinking Jews’ from the ideal community
is a function first of his requirement that the members of the community
share a homogenous cultural and religious tradition, and secondly of his
desire that that tradition be Christian. Eliot did not, on the evidence of his
writings, dislike Jews (though there are a few disparaging remarks about
individual Jews in his correspondence); and he did not regard them as a
corrupting social element specifically because of their Jewishness. He
simply did not care about them. When the Pope condemned the Action
Frangaise in 1926, and placed L’Avenir de 'intelligence, among other
writings, on the Index (making public an act that had been performed
secretly in 1914), Maritain, as a Catholic, broke with the movement. But
Eliot (rather slyly) took advantage of his Anglicanism to defend Maurras
atlength in The Criterion in 1928, naming Maurras’s influence on his own
religious development as one argument against the presumption that ‘the
influence of Maurras. .. is to pervert his disciples and students away from
Christianity’.>® And in 1948, three years after Maurras had been sen-
tenced to life imprisonment by a French court for collaboration with the
enemy — ‘C’est la revanche de Dreyfus!” he cried when the sentence was
read”’ — Eliot published a tribute to him, ‘Hommage a Charles Maurras’,
in the French paper Aspects de la France et du monde. If the situation of
Jews in Europe was not clear in 1928, it had certainly become clear by
1948; but that seems to have made no difference to Eliot’s intellectualised
politics.

When we reach the area of Eliot’s literary criticism, we find that this
whole complex of social and political views, which constitutes his primary
intellectual base of reference from his earliest modernist poems up to the

*8 See Weber, Action Frangaise, p.199.

* See T. S. Eliot, To Criticize the Critic and Other Writings (London, 1965), pp. 142-3.

3° T. S. Eliot, “The Action Francaise, M. Maurras, and Mr. Ward’, Criterion, 7 (1928),
p.202. 3 Weber, Action Frangaise, p. 475.
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time of Four Quartets, fades into the woodwork. Eliot’s judgements of
particular writers, and to some extent his general scheme of literary
history, coincide with the ‘classicist’ view of modernity; but the connec-
tion is almost never made explicitly, and Eliot generally discourages
readers from drawing larger cultural lessons from his critical opinions
(one of the reasons he sometimes seems to have gone out of his way to
confound his followers by reversing his positions on some writers).

Although Eliot dedicated his 1929 volume on Dante to Maurras, and
although it is evident that his admiration for Dante reflects a social and
religious preference as well as a literary one, Eliot is always careful to
make his standards of appreciation for Dante literary ones. The disparage-
ment of Milton, in “The Metaphysical Poets’ and ‘A Note on the Verse of
John Milton’ (1936), presumably has a political motivation, but the
argument is always directed to poetic technique — formalist neutral
ground. So that when Eliot blames Miltonic diction and versification for
the aggravation of the dissociation of sensibility in English poetry, he is
partly echoing the analysis of John Middleton Murry, no enemy of ‘ro-
manticism’, who had argued in an essay that appeared six months before
“The Metaphysical Poets’ that ‘English blank verse has never recovered
from Milton’s drastic surgery; he abruptly snapped the true tradition, so
that no one, not even Keats, much less Shelley or Swinburne or Browning,
has ever been able to pick up the threads again.’ (It is characteristic of his
relations with Murry that when Eliot undertook to resurrect Milton in
1947, Murry was the critic he attacked for taking too severe a view of
Milton’s influence.)

The theory of the ‘dissociation of sensibility’ used to depreciate nine-
teenth-century British poetry can be seen to belong (as Eliot himself
acknowledged in the second Milton essay) to a larger view of English
political and religious history involving the consequences of the English
Civil War. But Eliot himself never names a particular cause for the
dissociation. The quotations from Chapman and Browning that Eliot uses
to illustrate his argument express explicitly opposed worldviews; but so
little attention is drawn to this fact by the rest of the essay that most
readers assume that the quotationsillustrate a stylistic development rather
than an ideological one, and take the argument to be about changes in the
nature of the figurative language of poetry. Given the identification be-
tween physiology and style upon which the whole notion of the dissocia-
tion of sensibility rests, Eliot could hardly have pointed out what his own
quotations showed, since that would have meant attributing, in violation
of sensationalist principles, significance to what writers consciously
thought rather than to their style of symptomising. And, finally, although
the doctrine of impersonality and the valorisation of tradition take on an
extraliterary significance in the context of the ‘classical’ view, extraliter-
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ary values are not made part of the discussion in ‘Tradition and the
Individual Talent’. The ‘classicism’ in Eliot’s literary criticism, in short, is
generally no more classical than the ‘classicism’ of Matthew Arnold, and
his whole conception of poetic sensibility and poetic practice is clearly
rooted in the nineteenth century. He often managed to recast nineteenth-
century literary values in a neoclassical-sounding language of decorum, as
in the case of the objective correlative; but there is nothing even spuriously
neoclassical about Eliot’s view of poetry. Even the discontent with mo-
dernity is a modern literary attitude.

Where Eliot departed from most nineteenth-century critics, and par-
ticularly and explicitly from Arnold, was the issue of the social function of
literature. He agreed with Arnold that the progress of modernity entailed
the collapse of traditional institutions of moral authority (the church and
the hereditary aristocracy) but he did not believe that literature could
supply the missing element, that ‘poetry will save us’. ‘[I]t is like saying
that the wall-paper will save us when the walls have crumbled”* was
Eliot’s response when Richards echoed Arnold’s line in Science and Poetry
(1926). The notion that literature could be successfully endowed with a
social or religious function was misconceived, he thought, and it led to
what he regarded as the central failing of modern thought, the confusion
of genres: poetry tried to be philosophy, literary criticism tried to be moral
or political criticism, the aesthetic experience proposed itself as a substi-
tute for the religious experience (and conversely: philosophy became
literary or transcendentalist, religion became aestheticised or reform-
minded, and so forth).

‘By showing where moral truth and the genuine supernatural are situ-
ate’, writes Maritain in Art et scholastique (1920), ‘religion saves poetry
from the absurdity of believing itself destined to transform ethics and life:
saves it from overweening arrogance.’ Eliot quotes the sentence in the
chapter on ‘The Modern Mind’ in The Use of Poetry and the Use of
Criticism, and adds: ‘This seems to me to be putting the finger on the great
weakness of much poetry and criticism of the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries.” He is a little shy, in “The Modern Mind’, about identifying this
confusion as ‘romantic’ (the essay is one of the places in which the
usefulness of the terms ‘romantic’ and ‘classical’ is questioned) but the
idea that romanticism blurs distinctions is an essential item in the ‘classi-
cal’ complaint.

Thus Eliot’s insistence on treating poetry ‘as poetry’ by developing a
critical vocabulary that does not borrow from nonliterary genres. Even
after he had embarked, in the mid-1920s, on the task of finding an ethical
supplement to his criticism, Eliot persisted in citing this fundamental

52 T. S. Eliot, ‘Literature, Science, and Dogma’, Dial, 82 (1927), p. 243.
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principle, and Samuel Johnson, quoted as an exemplary critic in the
introduction to The Sacred Wood, remained the touchstone. Neoclassical
criticism, Eliot writes in ‘Experiment in Criticism’ (1929),

recognized literature as literature, and not another thing ... [I]f you compare the
criticism of those two centuries [the seventeenth and eighteenth] with that of the
nineteenth, you will see that the latter does not take this simple truth wholly for
granted. Literature is often treated by the critic rather as a means for eliciting truth
or acquiring knowledge. .. If you read carefully the famous epilogue in Pater’s
Studies in the Renaissance you will see that ‘art for art’s sake” means nothing less
than art as a substitute for everything else, and as a purveyor of emotions and
sensations which belong to life rather than to art . . . I think we should return again
and again to the critical writings of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, to
remind ourselves of that simple truth that literature is primarily literature, a means
of refined and intellectual pleasure.

‘The Frontiers of Criticism’ (1956), one of Eliot’s last major essays,
virtually repeats sections of ‘Experiment in Criticism’; and the appeal, this
time in an argument against the excessive use of scholarship in criticism, is
to the same standard: “We can ... ask about any writing which is offered
to us as literary criticism, is it aimed towards understanding and enjoy-
ment? If it is not, it may still be a legitimate and useful activity; but it is to
be judged as a contribution to psychology, or sociology, or logic, or
pedagogy, or some other pursuit—and is to be judged by specialists, not by
men of letters.’

This divorce of literary criticism from other kinds of intellectual activity
is one of the central reasons for the social and institutional success of
Eliot’s criticism. Most obviously, it enabled critics who held antagonistic
political or religious principles to make use of Eliot’s critical terms with-
out the need for ideological disclaimers. Anyone can speak of an ‘objective
correlative’; it is not necessary also to believe that modern scepticism is
insufficient as a worldview, and the formula doesn’t require it, since Eliot
never made the connection between the technical formula and counter-
modernity explicit in his essay. But Eliot’s criticism was also successful
because it answered a specifically modern need to make literary criticism
an autonomous discipline. This need was the consequence of the emerg-
ence of the modern university, with its formally defined disciplines and its
scientistic organisation of knowledge production. Eliot was not an aca-
demic critic. He had, as a young man in London, deliberately chosen a
different path. But in reacting against what he took to be one of the
principal errors of modern thought, Eliot produced a criticism that could
be understood as presenting a highly disciplined theory of poetry and
critical method. The specialisation and professionalisation Eliot’s criti-
cism seemed to represent were perfectly compatible with the division of
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labour in a modernised society, and in particular with the division of the
business of inquiry within the research university. It was by ‘curing’ the
modern error of mixing literature and criticism with nonliterary dis-
courses that Eliot, contrary to anything he might have intended, ended up
making a significant contribution to the culture of modernity.
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Ezra Pound

A. Walton Litz and Lawrence Rainey

More than a quarter-century after his death, Ezra Pound remains the most
controversial poet of the twentieth century. For some, his poetry lacks
intellectual depth and emotional resonance. Its notoriety is the result of
unconventional posing rather than a genuine contribution to the poetic
tradition, and the many poets who have been beguiled by his example,
chiefly Americans, have been misled into a sterile bypath. For others, his
poetry retains a freshness, concreteness, and rhythmic power unmatched
by any poet of the twentieth century. His irreverent posturing offers a
salutary fillip toward reconsidering the task of poetry in advancing mo-
dernity, and his many imitators are a testimony to the enduring power of
his achievement. Such conflicting evaluations are further complicated by
the ongoing debate about Pound’s politics — his interest in Mussolini, which
beganin 1923 and 1924 (not long after Mussolini’s arrival in power in late
October 1922), and his later anti-semitism, which swells into a consuming
passion during the later 1930s. Pound’s position within the canon will
always be precarious, if only because his art and his life were equally
reckless; and while some deplore the ongoing debate about Pound, viewing
it as a slight to his achievement, many welcome it as a sign of the urgency
thatattaches to the questions posed by his career, questionsso central to the
intersection of ethics and aesthetics in late modernity that it would be
unwise to muffle them with the reverential silence that can attend canonical
status. ‘He was one of us only, pure prose’, Robert Lowell once wrote of
Mussolini, and much the same might be said of Pound.

Although many would dispute Pound’s poetic achievement and all will
disagree with his political choices, at least by this point in time, few would
deny the impact that his critical writings have had on the history of
modern poetry and letters. For better or worse, they electrified the atmos-
phere of Anglo-American letters for decades, and even today they have a
cheeky brusqueness that is alternately gladdening and annoying. Strange-
ly, it is only recently that critics have attempted to assess Pound’s critical
writings in a more systematic fashion.” The task is formidable. In the

* See K. K. Ruthven, Ezra Pound as Literary Critic (London, 1990) and Ghan Shyam Sing,
Ezra Pound as Critic (Basingstoke, 1994). The latter is a piece of uncritical hero-worship;
the former a masterful tour of Pound’s entire career.
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course of his career, Pound wrote thousands of essays, reviews, squibs,
and opinion pieces of various kinds. ‘One work of art is worthy forty
prefaces and as many apologiae’, he once opined.* But his own output of
critical writing was nothing less than prodigious.

Pound’s criticism falls neatly into two phases, divided - as his whole
poetic life was divided — by the decision to settle in Italy in 1924, a
decision that led to an increasing concentration on social and political
issues. The criticism of 1910-24, instead, was written during a period
when Pound was deeply involved in the making of modernist literature,
and when his discerning judgement led him to identify and promote the
genius of Joyce, Frost, Eliot, Williams, Moore, H. D., Loy, and many
others. It begins with his early investigations into medieval literature in
The Spirit of Romance (1910), a youthful work which today is of interest
chiefly to scholars, and his extensive essay, ‘I Gather the Limbs of Osiris’
(r911-12). Then follows the heyday of Imagism (1912-13) and Vorticism
(1914-15), as well as his early speculations on the ideogram. The sheer
velocity of Pound’s development in these years can prove confusing.

Not only are the bulk and pace of his publications daunting, but their
raw contemporaneity — the way they respond to a multiplicity of contexts
- can make it difficult for the later reader, who now approaches the essays
more than eighty years after they were first published, to assay their
significance. Often they read like battle reports from the front lines of
some vast polemical struggle; but the logic of individual skirmishes when
glimpsed through the smoke and haze of battle, that notorious ‘fog of
war’, can seem strangely hard to grasp. Later literary history has often cast
Pound in the role of master strategist, carefully planning and conducting
his campaigns. The truth is that he was much more like a field com-
mander, responding ad hoc to changing contingencies whose significance
would become clear only much later, when the battle was over. Pound was
a skilful literary tactician, and his tactical talents were sharpened by his
astute insight into the array of institutions that constitute literature as a
field of cultural production, his keen capacity to see how the conflicting
imperatives that guided authors, publishers, patrons, editors, readers,
book-dealers, and collectors could overlap or converge in ways that might
permit the construction of alternative institutional structures, fragile and
yet functional, in which the work of modernism could get done. As a
result, Pound’s critical writings differ from those of many of his contem-
poraries. He offers not the tranquil meditations of Henry James or the
alert responsiveness of Virginia Woolf, but an edgy polemicism that can
be by turns provocative, cheering, irritating, or exasperating. The endur-
ing value of his critical writing does not reside in its closure or complete-

* Ezra Pound, ‘The Serious Artist’, in Literary Essays of Ezra Pound, ed. T. S. Eliot (New
York, 1968), p. 41.
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ness, or in the considered and definitive statement, but in its fragmentary
openness, its often flawed and yet always challenging response to new
developments at once literary, cultural, and institutional, its imperfect and
yet persistent attempt to ponder the status of poetry and literary art in a
world that was changing with remarkable speed.

When Pound moved to London in late 1908, he entered into a metro-
politan vortex that housed a great many different, often competing and
conflicting worlds, a vortex to which he brought his own limited, though
equally heterogenous, experience. His conservative and middle-class
background was more than counterbalanced by bohemian postures de-
rived from his literary reading, while his educational experiences at
Hamilton College and the University of Pennsylvania had widened his
horizons to include the emerging world of academic culture. After a brief
but frustrating tenure as an academic at Wabash College in Crawfords-
ville, Indiana, Pound had set out for Venice, then London. A course of
lectures that he gave at the London Polytechnic, devoted to the Provengal
poets, soon brought him to the attention of Olivia Shakespear, a gifted
though minor novelist who was married to a successful solicitor. Through
her Pound gained access to a literary world that included the poet he
admired more than any other, W. B. Yeats, and it was not long before he
published his first poem in The English Review, a prominent literary
journal then under the editorship of Ford Madox Ford. Yet for Pound the
most significant event of his first year abroad took place not in London,
but in Paris, where he stopped briefly in March 1910 while en route for a
projected holiday in Italy. There he met Margaret Cravens, a thirty-year-
old American who was studying music while tasting the pleasures of
wealthy bohemia. Almost instantly she offered to become his patron, and
for a period that lasted a little over two years (until her suicide in June
1912), Cravens furnished Pound with £200 (or $1000) per year.? It was
Pound’s principal source of income, and without it he might not have
survived. Patronage had several effects on Pound. It freed him from the
demands of the contemporary market for poetry, allowing him to pursue
his own development. But it also encouraged that part of his thinking
which owed much to his long study of the culture of Provence, a view that
poetry flourished best in an aristocratic world that was essentially pre-
modern, untouched by the coarse exigencies of capitalism.

After a return to the United States that was protracted by illness (June
1910 to July 1911), Pound moved back to London. His return prompted
him to take up critical writing in earnest. He did so partly to earn money —
Craven’s subsidy furnished a reasonable income, but it required supple-
ments — and partly to intervene more actively in contemporary literary

3 See Omar Pound and Robert Spoo, eds., Ezra Pound and Margaret Cravens: A Tragic
Friendship, 1910-1912 (Durham, 1988).
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debate, especially concerning poetry. To be sure, there was scarcely any
debate in London in which to intervene. The audience for poetry was
exiguous, and the 300—400 volumes of it that were published annually lay
largely unread. Publishers such as Elkin Mathews, whose sign above his
shop in Vigo Street identified him as a ‘Vendor of Choice and Rare
Editions in Belles Lettres’, responded to this decline in sales by reducing
print runs to ever smaller levels, adding finer paper, better printing and
choicer bindings to give each book the air of genteel rarity that might
appeal to collectors, if not readers. Pound published his first three books in
London with Mathews (Personae (1909), Exultations (1909), and Can-
zoni (1910)), and they were all of this sort. Mathews had the printing done
at the Chiswick Press, a ‘fine’ or deluxe printer; he kept the print runs
down to 1,000 copies, and of those he bound only 250. Yet Mathews’s
sense of the market for poetry was fairly sound, as other evidence shows.
In February 1909, Galloway Kyle had founded the Poetry Recital
Society, which was first intended to initiate modest reforms in elocution,
but which soon expanded its range of interests and changed its name to
the Poetry Society. The Society published a Journal (June 1909) which
soon changed its name to The Poetical (October 1909) and then to The
Poetical Gazette (February 1910), essentially a newsletter which recorded
Society readings and soirees. The occasions were largely ‘an excuse for
pleasant social exchanges’ and ‘irrelevant snobbery’, according to one
historian.* But in late 1911 the Society unexpectedly accepted the propo-
sal put forth by one of its members, Harold Monro, that it publish a
monthly Poetry Review. (All expenses would be defrayed by Monro,
while any profits at year’s end would accrue to the Society.) Monro would
edit it, while the Society would guarantee a purchase of 1,000 copies —
exactly the same figure that Mathews adopted for his press runs.
Monro (1879-1932), who had been educated at Radney public school
and Caius College, Cambridge, was the son of a prosperous civil engineer
and had inherited a modest independence. After a year he quarrelled with
the conservative Society and in 1913 went on to found a new journal,
Poetry and Drama, which lasted for two years (1913-14). The new
journal was complemented by Monro’s shop, The Poetry Bookshop, a
more enduring venture that lasted until 193 5. Yet neither of these ventures
was self-sustaining: as Monro’s wife recalled, the shop ‘always depended
for its survival on the ... financial help that we were able to give it’, and
the same had been true of Poetry and Drama.s Poetry, to survive in the
twentieth century, needed patronage. But that, in turn, posed other prob-

4 Joy Grant, Harold Monro and the Poetry Bookshop (London, 1976), p. 36. My view of
Monro is indebted to Grant’s account throughout.

5 Alida Monro, circular letter to patrons of The Poetry Bookshop, June 1935, quoted in
Grant, Harold Monro, p. 165.
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lems. For patronage is an essentially pre-modern form of social exchange,
and its seemingly arbitary, and capricious character — by what criteria is
someone tapped to be a recipient of patronage? is it merely dumb luck? the
result of personal friendship? — is at odds with the meritocratic ethos and
impersonal norms of assessment which characterise modern professional
and expert systems. It also posed practical problems. Monro, for example,
could provide only enough to support his journal and store, but not
enough to help poets themselves. The only alternative seemed to be the
strategy of Elkin Mathews, which replaced active readers with prosperous
collectors of ‘Choice and Rare Editions’; but whatever profit there was
accrued to Mathews, not the poets. Such were the conflicting imperatives
that governed poetry as an institution, at least as Pound experienced them
in early 1912.

His divided response can be traced in his contemporary criticism.
Beginning in late November 1911, Pound began to write regularly for The
New Age. The weekly journal, financed with money by dissident members
of the Fabian Society, was edited by Alfred Richard Orage and dedicated
to the promotion of Guild Socialism, an uneasy amalgam of ideas which
urged that workers could restore the dignity of work by returning to a
guild structure (rather than a union). The journal’s cultural coverage was
more eclectic, hosting a variety of viewpoints, and Pound received a
guinea (or £1 15) for each contribution. It was not a mean sum, though it
was also far from princely. On the eve of the Great War, the average
industrial adult male worker earned £75 per annum, or roughly £1 §s per
week, whereas the average annual income of the salaried class was about
£340.° Such distinctions were not lost on Pound. He was courting Olivia
Shakespear’s daughter, and her family had resolutely forbidden them
from marrying until Pound could show that he had an income of £500 per
year.

Apart from the weekly New Age, where he appeared eighteen times in
1912, Pound also wrote gratis contributions for the monthly Poetry
Review edited by Monro. In 1912 he made four appearances in the
February, March, and October numbers: a group of eight poems, a critical
essay that prefaced them (‘Prolegomena’), a book review, and an intro-
ductory note to a group of poems by another author which Pound had
selected. In addition to these two periodicals, only one other received
sustained attention from Pound in 1912, and then not until much later in
the year — Poetry, a new monthly which was published from Chicago and
which issued its first number in October. Pound published three times in
Poetry in 1912: two poems in its first number (October 1912); a book
review in its second (November 1912); and an introductory note to

¢ Arthur Marwick, The Deluge (Boston, 1965), p.23, citing Arthur Lyon Bowley, The
Division of the Product of Industry (Oxford, 1919), p. 18.
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accompany some poems by Rabindranath Tagore in its third (December
1912). Poetry was financed by a group of one hundred donors whose
support had been solicited by the indefatigable Harriet Monroe, and
unlike The Poetry Review it could afford modest payments. Its arrival on
the scene meant that Pound could dispense with contributing to Monro’s
journal, if he so chose. When Monro went on to found and edit his
successor to The Poetry Review, Poetry and Drama (1913-14), Pound
gave it only three contributions in a two-year span.

‘T Gather the Limbs of Osiris’, which appeared in The New Age in
twelve parts from November 1911 through February 1912, is Pound’s
most important essay in the period prior to the invention of Imagism.”
True, it is not a typical essay: sections in prose alternate with sections in
verse, the verse being Pound’s translations from Provengal poets such as
Arnaut Daniel or Italian poets such as Guido Cavalcanti and Dante. While
this structure implicitly asserts the interdependence of critical and creative
activities, it also introduces a disparity into the essay’s tone, an uneasy
oscillation between the etiolated ornateness of the poems and the modern
informality of the prose. The essay is addressed to an educated readership
that has ‘advanced’ political and cultural tastes, readers potentially recep-
tive to its arguments, and to ensure its appeal to them Pound adopts two of
the period’s most dominant idioms.

One idiom derives from the long and recently renewed debate on art
and life, a vast discussion whose origins go back almost two centuries,
receding into the very foundation of modern aesthetics by Shaftesbury,
Baumgarten, and Kant. By 1836 the French poet Théophile Gautier had
written the ‘Preface’ to his novel Mademoiselle du Maupin (1836), in
which he formulated the classic expression of one extreme pole in the
debate, declaring the categorical independence of I’art pour I’art, art for
art’s sake. Art, in Gautier’s view, was wholly opposed to utility and life.
Gautier’s discussion would prompt the more probing reflections of
Baudelaire in his celebrated essays on “The Poetic Principle’ (1850) and
‘New Notes on Edgar Poe’ (1859), and the work of both authors would
migrate across the English Channel to reappear in complex ways in the
works of Ruskin, Pater, Swinburne, and Wilde.® But by the 1890s there
was a perceptible shift in the balance of opinion. Oscar Wilde’s trial and

~

Ezra Pound, ‘I Gather the Limbs of Osiris’, in Ezra Pound’s Poetry and Prose, ed. Leah
Baechler, James Longenbach, and A. Walton Litz (New York, 1991), vol. 1. All further
references are given within the text; to help readers locate quotations, ‘a’ or ‘b’ are used to
designate which of the two columns a quotation appears in. The other key essay from this
period is ‘Prolegomena’, which first appeared in Poetry Review, 1.2 (February 1912),
pp. 72-6; it is now reprinted in Ezra Pound’s Poetry and Prose, vol. 1, pp. 59-63. All
further references are given within the text; citations from this essay are not followed by
references to columns, as the text was originally printed across the entire page.

On this vast debate, see Gene H. Bella-Villada, Art for Art’s Sake (Lincoln, Nebr., 1996).
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conviction in 1895 cast discredit on the notion of art for art’s sake, while
the same period witnessed the rise of Henri Bergson and his philosophical
outlook postulating the existence of an élan vital (‘life force’) which was
opposed to, and transcended, the mechanism and fatalism of advancing
science. In Edwardian Britain, more specifically, there was also an upsurge
of interest in the work of Samuel Butler, whose emphasis on ‘life’ and
‘will’ became the focus of renewed discussion when his novel The Way of
All Flesh, was published posthumously in 1903 and his ideas were popu-
larised by George Bernard Shaw in Man and Superman (1904). By 1912,
as T. E. Hulme complained, ‘All the best people take off their hats and
lower their voices when they speak of Life.”

Pound, in ‘I Gather the Limbs of Osiris’, appeals to the increasingly
widespread reaction against the late Victorian cults of art and decadence,
and the correspondingly enthusiastic embrace of that ambiguous notion,
‘Life’. T am more interested in life’, Pound proclaims early in his essay,
‘than in any part of it’ (45b). The Provengal poet Arnaut Daniel, notwith-
standing his notoriously difficult style, is praised because he portrays
‘medieval life as it was’ (50a). Poetry must once more aspire ‘to be a vital
part of contemporary life’ (69a), while only perdition awaits the ‘writer
that thinks from books, convention, and cliché, and not from life’, Pound
writes in a contemporaneous essay, ‘Prolegomena’ (63). However vari-
ously, Pound plants himself unequivocally on the side of ‘life’ over ‘art’.
Though he has often been charged with fostering a mandarin formalism, it
is not an accusation that will bear scrutiny. Indeed, Pound’s later interests
in social criticism and politics have their origins in this early and consist-
ent critical bias.

There is a second idiom that also appears throughout ‘I Gather the
Limbs of Osiris’ — the vocabulary of efficiency. ‘Efficiency’, one historian
has noted, ‘was one of the great shibboleths of the Edwardian period’, a
favourite byword that was invoked by everyone from reformers of the
army and navy to social workers and scientific researchers.”> And the
epitome of efficiency was the engineer, the technocrat whose only criteria
were the impersonal standards of utility and efficiency, whose decisions
were outside, beyond, or even above the mundane realm of ideology. The
rhetoric of efficiency is pervasive in ‘I Sing the Limbs of Osiris’. The
humanities, Pound urges right at the start, should follow the proceedings
of ‘technical and practical education’ (44b), where the goal is to ‘make a
man more efficiently useful to the community’. Likewise, ‘when it comes
to presenting matters to the public, there are certain forms of ... effi-

 Quoted in Jonathan Rose, The Edwardian Temperament, 1895-1919 (Athens, Ohio,
1986), p. 74. See Rose’s entire discussion on ‘The Meanings of Life’, pp. 74-116.

° Rose, The Edwardian Temperament, p. 117; see his entire discussion in chapter 4, ‘The
Efficiency Men’, pp. 117-61.
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ciency to be considered’ (44b). What characterises the engineer, of course,
is precision — and so also the poet. The poet Guido Cavalcanti is praised
because he renders emotions ‘precisely’ (47a). The poet Arnaut Daniel
has felt a hunger to unite sense, sound, and rhythm, but felt it ‘more
precisely than his fellows’ (49b). What Dante learns from Arnaut Daniel
is that same ‘precision of observation and reference’ (49b). The special
quality of both Cavalcanti and Daniel, not surprisingly, is ‘a virtue of
precision’. If it is not ‘precision’ that Pound prizes, then it is its variant,
accuracy. ‘Obviously we must know accurately a great many facts’ (44b).
‘Accuracy of sentiment here will make more accurate the sentiment of the
growth of literature as a whole’ (45a). Arnaut Daniel, once again, is
‘accurate in his observation of nature’ (49b). The problem with many
people is that they don’t ‘have any exact, effable concept’ of what they
mean (57a). Technique in the arts is ‘the means of conveying an exact
impression of exactly what one means’ (57b). Likewise, ‘three or four
words in exact juxtaposition’ suffice to achieve an aesthetic miracle, but
their juxtaposition really ‘must be exact’ (58a), and their form must be
‘exactly adjusted’ (69a).

‘I Gather’ also abounds in metaphors from the world of recent engineer-
ing. Important facts ‘govern knowledge as the switchboard governs an
electric circuit’ (44b). The reader who encounters unfamiliar poems is like
the layman who has entered ‘into the engineering laboratory’ and sees
‘successively an electric engine, a steam-engine, a gas-engine, etc.” The
power of these machines is entrusted ‘to the engineer in control’, who by
now is obviously a figure for the poet (48b). Words ‘are like great hollow
cones of steel’, and we must ‘imagine them charged with a force like
electricity’. Above all, the engineer’s aesthetic demands that the cones be
made ‘to act without waste ’ (58a). Instead, the engineer-poet must ensure
that ‘the force’ of his words is ‘multiplied’ (58a). Other verbal counter-
parts to ‘force’ are ‘intensity’ and ‘energy’. What distinguishes every
individual is ‘some peculiar and intense way’ of perceiving the world.
What great classics of art possess is beauty, but beauty of ‘greater inten-
sity’ (53b). And just as the poet-engineer controls ‘this peculiar energy
which fills the cones’ (58a), so the critic or scholar who acts like him will
present ‘the energetic part of his knowledge’ (69a). The “force’ or ‘inten-
sity’ or ‘energy which fills the cones’, Pound eventually informs us, is ‘the
power of tradition’, and what regulates that power is what Pound calls
‘the gauge’ of technique. Here, in a nutshell, is Pound’s earliest model for
understanding literary creation. The ‘force’ or ‘energy’ of tradition is
regulated by ‘the gauge’ of technique, which is under the control of the
poet-engineer, who in turn has constructed ‘engines’ of words (‘an electric
engine, a steam-engine, a gas-engine, etc.” (48b)). Sometimes, as here,
Pound seems to distinguish carefully between ‘the engineer’ and the
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machine that he controls; but other times, as in his discussion of the
‘intensity’ which characterises the individual, his rhetoric works to con-
flate the two, blurring together the engineer, the machine, and the forces
which they produce. It matters very little, however. In one sense, Pound is
doing little more than reproducing a Romantic notion of the artist as an
expressive individuality, but draping it under the period’s techno-lan-
guage. Yet in another sense, Pound is doing something quite different, for
at certain key points his notion of expressive individuality gives way.
What really drives the ‘cones’ that are like words is ‘the power of tradi-
tion’. Likewise, Pound evinces only scorn for “critics who think I should be
more interested in the poetry which I write myself than in “fine poetry as a
whole’. After all, he urges, ‘the corpus poetarum’ (or the whole body of
poets) is ‘of more importance than any cell or phalange’ (45b). This
conflict, between an impulse toward anonymity or collectivity (tradition,
the corpus poetarum, fine poetry as a whole) and an equally insistent
impulse toward individuation, toward an emphasis on the ‘intensity’ of
the individual poet (‘the truth is the individual’ (57b)), is one that is never
resolved in Pound’s critical writings. Nor need it be, for in Pound’s hands
it becomes a productive contradiction that accounts for so much of what
is distinctive about his aesthetics and poetics, which can be viewed as
neo-romantic or seen as neo-classical with equal validity, precisely be-
cause Pound nowhere resolves this central question. For this same reason,
critics of equal good will can find that Pound’s emphasis on impersonality
results in an open poetics that corrodes or subverts the autonomy of the
traditional bourgeois subject, or that his emphasis on the particular ‘inten-
sity” of each poet reinforces a late romantic cult of genius and an individ-
ualistic subjectivity which, to critics from the left, is a pernicious illusion.

Four more points need to be made about this early and crucial essay.
One is the way in which Pound’s rhetoric of technical expertise sometimes
shades over into a slightly different register, one that leaves the cool gleam
of the engineering aesthetic for the warmer glow of aristocratic refine-
ment. One can see this elision take place from one sentence to the next, as
the term ‘precision’ gives way to ‘fineness’. ‘In each case their virtue is a
virtue of precision. In Arnaut, as I have said before, this fineness. ..’ (54a).
Again, what characterises Arnaut Daniel is a sense of ‘fineness’ (as in the
word, refinement), a ‘fastidious’ distaste for redundancy or crudeness
(49b). “We advance by discriminations’ (48a), Pound tells us, and in
particular ‘the artist discriminates’ or draws still finer distinctions be-
tween ‘one kind of indefinability and another’ (57b), always striving for
‘an entanglement of words so subtle, so crafty’ (58b). Fineness, fastidious-
ness, subtlety, discrimination — this register will rise and fall in importance
in Pound’s work, but it will remain a persistent undertow. In part it
represents a temperamental bias of Pound’s; in part it reflects the social
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setting in which poetry was situated in the years just before the Great War,
its location within a genteel world of elite bourgeois culture.

A second point about “The Limbs of Osiris’ and its contemporary
companion, ‘Prolegomena’, concerns a further ambiguity within the figure
of the poet-engineer. At one point in ‘Osiris’, Pound sets forth an elemen-
tary anthropology of craftmanship. ‘Every man who does his own job
really well has a latent respect for every other man who does bis own job
really well’, respect which creates a common and ‘lasting bond” among all
people. As a consequence, intimate familiarity with a specific craft is
immediately recognisable, for any statement made by someone possessing
such intimacy instantly ‘proves him the expert’ (57b). The term ‘expert’
here seems to reinforce the more general note of professionalism that we
have already discerned in ‘Osiris’. After all, one common synonym for
‘expert’ is ‘specialist’, which is exactly the term that Pound uses to
characterise the engineer, whom he calls ‘a specialist, a man thoroughly
trained in some ... branch of knowledge’ (48b; my ellipsis). In such an
account of the ‘expert’, emphasis falls on the concept of ‘training’, on the
impersonal system which produces professionals. But in ‘Prolegomena’,
instead, Pound gives a very different sense to the word, drawing a sharp
distinction between the professional and the expert. Taking up the ques-
tion of who should assess poetry, amateurs or professionals, Pound writes:

I'should not discriminate between the ‘amateur’ and the ‘professional’, or rather I
should discriminate quite often in favour of the amateur, but I should discriminate
between the amateur and the expert. It is certain that the present chaos will endure
until the Art of poetry has been preached down the amateur gullet ... [and] the
amateurs will cease to try to drown out the masters. (61)

Pound’s usage of ‘expert’ in this passage does not reinforce a rhetoric of
professionalism; instead, it undermines it. Whereas ‘the specialist” and the
‘professional’ are those whose position derives from impersonal systems
of training and practice, ‘the expert’ is one whose authority derives from
unusual ability or mastery which is the result of experience, something in
addition to mere training and practice. Among specialists, in other words,
‘experts’ are the aristocrats, individuals endowed with unusual talents
which lift them above the prevailing ethos of impersonality which other-
wise typifies the modern professional system. Just as Pound often uses
‘fineness’ and related words to introduce an artistocratic element within
his otherwise impersonal vocabulary of ‘precision’ and ‘accuracy’, so he
uses the term ‘expert’ to introduce a similarly alien note within the
otherwise neutral register of professionalism.

A third point needs to be made: though Pound is often credited with
having invented the avant-garde in English poetry, the author of ‘Osiris’
adamantly insists that his activities be disassociated from all contempor-
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ary movements. The one cultural event that was on the lips of nearly
everyone at this time was the ‘Post-Impressionist Exhibition’ of December
1910, which had shown an English audience the new developments taking
place in the visual arts across the Channel and aroused unprecedented
debate. (‘On or about December 1910°, Virginia Woolf said famously,
‘human character changed.’) Yet Pound firmly divorces himself from such
matters. ‘I have no desire to set up a babel of “post-impressionists in
rhythm”’ (67b), he writes at one point. ‘I do not in the least wish ... to
start a movement’ (69b), he reiterates, while in the contemporary essay
‘Prolegomena’ (February 1912) he again dismisses the idea of ‘there being
a “movement” or my being of it’ (62). These denials complement the
rhetoric of aristocratic fineness and tasteful distinction. They bespeak a
fastidious disdain of the noise and clamour that characterises the public
sphere of journalism, debate, and disagreement.

Finally, it is worth calling attention to the conclusion to ‘Prolegomena’,
for it introduces yet another rhetorical register which will recur through-
out Pound’s career:

As to Twentieth century poetry, and the poetry which I expect to see written
during the next decade or so, it will, I think, move against poppycock, it will be
harder and saner, it will be . . . ‘nearer the bone’. It will be as much like granite as it
can be. .. We will have fewer painted adjectives impeding the shock and stroke of
it. At least for myself, I want it so, austere, direct, free from slither. (63)

These terms require little comment. They announce a predilection which
Pound will never abandon, a bias toward ascetic sobriety, toward re-
straint and austerity, often figured as ‘hardness’. Indeed, the only modifi-
cation that will occur to this schematic preference will be its gradual
gendering, with the ‘hard’ turned into a vehicle of masculinity, and ‘the
soft’ turned into a vessel of femininity. Feminist critics have highlighted
this distinction and its reverberations in Pound’s thinking — and with good
reason. In his voluminous writings on social and topical questions, includ-
ing contemporary suffragism, Pound rarely evinces a sympathetic under-
standing of the dilemmas and social constraints that modern women

faced.

Not all of Pound’s criticism stemmed directly from journalism. Some of it
arose from a quite different venue, the private lecture series. Pound gave
the first such series of his career in early 1912, only weeks after completing
‘I Gather the Limbs of Osiris’. The series comprised three lectures (14, 19,
and 21 March), each on a different theme — Guido Cavalcanti, Arnaut
Daniel, and Anglo-Saxon verse. The location in which they were held -
‘the private gallery’ within the home of Lord and Lady Glenconner at 3 4,
Queen Anne’s Street — tells us much about the aristocatic world of elite
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bourgeois culture in which Pound’s early career unfolded. A sedate resi-
dential oasis in perhaps the choicest location in London, overlooking St
James’s Park, Queen Anne’s Street was virtually a museum of eighteenth-
century architecture, with most of its houses built in 1704. No. 34, built
just a bit later, had recently been refurbished by its new inhabitants, Lord
and Lady Glenconner, who had lavished their attention on the ‘private
gallery’ that occupied the first floor, the site for their remarkable collec-
tion of thirty-seven masterpieces by Watteau, Fragonard, Turner,
Reynolds, Raeburn, Romney, Gainsborough, Hogarth, and others. Lord
and Lady Glenconner were in-laws of the Prime Minister, Herbert As-
quith, and Lady Glenconner took a special interest in the Poetry Society,
whose conversazioni she sometimes hosted. Her own book of verse,
Windlestraw, had been privately printed at the same Chiswick Press
which Mathews had used for Pound’s books.**

Pound’s lectures were plainly conceived as a device to make money.
With the site furnished gratis by the condescension of Lady Glenconner,
and with ticket prices inflated far above those which prevailed at public
events, even a limited audience would result in significant earnings. Yet
everything about the lecture was presented in such a way as to disguise
that fact. The audience was limited indeed, restricted to fifty persons only
(as notices of the event carefully underscored). It was not, in other words,
a public performance open to whoever would pay. Tickets, the same
notice stated, were not commodities to be purchased, but favours that
might be bestowed ‘on application’ to Lady Low.** Here, in short, was a
private retreat from the realm of public life, a closed circle insulated from
the grim imperatives of a commodity economy, a space in which literary
culture served as a medium of exchange for a restricted aristocracy of
sensibility.

Pound’s second lecture treated Arnaut Daniel, and we can reconstruct
its contents from an essay, doubtless drawn partly from this very lecture,
which he published on the same subject only a few weeks later, ‘Psychol-
ogy and the Troubadours’."> To compare its verbal texture with that of I

T On Queen Anne’s Gate, see Dan Cruickshank, ‘Queen Anne’s Gate’, Georgian Group
Journal, 2 (1992), pp. §6-67. On number 3 4, see Department of the Environment, List of
Buildings of Special Architectural or Historic Interest: City of Westminster, Greater
London, part 5 Streets O-S (London, 1987), pp. 1333—7. For contemporary photographs
of the building, see Lawrence Rainey, Institutions of Modernism: Literary Elites and
Public Culture (New Haven, 1999), pp. 22—5. On the property’s owners, see Simon Blow,
Broken Blood: The Rise and Fall of the Tennant Family (London, 1987); Anonymous, ‘In
the Great World: Lord and Lady Glenconner’, Sketch, 10 December 1913, p. 298. See also
Caroline Dakers, Clouds: The Biography of a Country House (New Haven, 1993),
pp- 160-76.

> The programme is reproduced in Rainey, Institutions of Modernism, p.27.

3 Ezra Pound, ‘Psychology and the Troubadours’, in Ezra Pound’s Poetry and Prose, vol. 1,
pp- 83-99; page references are given in the text in parentheses.
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Gather the Limbs of Osiris’ can be instructive. As before, Pound deplores
‘that condition which we see about us, and which is cried out upon as “the
divorce of art and life”’ (84). Similarly, many of the keywords from the
earlier essay also reappear. Pound praises ‘the accurate artist’, the one
who exhibits ‘a sort of hyper-scientific precision’ and ‘exactness of presen-
tation’ (84). And once again he lauds ‘that precision through which alone’
a great many subjects can be treated (84). He even brings up ‘the common
electric machine’ and ‘the telegraph’ (91-2), though his invocation of
mechanical devices is briefer and more muted. More pronounced, instead,
are his evocations of aristocratic values. Exactness is now defined simply
as ‘an accumulation of fine discriminations’ (84). And Arnaut Daniel is no
longer the broad Chaucerian realist who rendered ‘medieval life as it was’.
He has become the hermetic poet whose lyrics resist intelligibility, though
not for those who truly understand art:

They are good art as the high mass is good art . . . [His] sort of canzoni is a ritual. It
must be conceived and approached as a ritual. It has its purpose and its effect.
These are different from those of simple song. They are perhaps subtler. They
make their revelations to those who are already expert. (86)

Indeed, the troubadours and their audience were an ‘aristocracy of emo-
tion’ (88). Pound is moving as far as possible from the public sphere of
transparency and democratic norms. His ideal, at least in this essay, is
shaped by the ethos of a courtly culture, its cultural economy of patron-
age, and its rhetorical economy of obscurity.

The great irony of this event is that it transpired on the very day that
Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, the founder and promoter of Futurism, gave
his first public lecture in London, at Bechstein Hall (now Wigmore Hall), a
lecture intended to publicise the contemporaneous exhibition of Futurist
pictures at the Sackville Gallery. There can be no doubt that Pound knew
of Marinetti’s lecture, since his fiancée sent him a note advising him that
she planned to attend. The two lectures differed radically in subject, style,
and tone. Whereas Pound lectured about the medieval past, Marinetti
talked about modernity; and whereas Pound flattered his audience,
Marinetti berated it, castigating the English as a ‘nation of sycophants’
who adhered to ‘worm-eaten traditions’. The English had created mo-
dernity, he charged, and then betrayed it. The reception of the two lectures
also differed sharply. Pound’s went entirely unnoticed by the contempor-
ary press. Marinetti’s was promptly made the subject of the lead editorial
in the next day’s Times, and thereafter in other prominent newspapers.
The Futurist exhibition turned into a smash success, garnering more press
coverage than even the Post-Impressionist Exhibition. Within the month
of March alone, articles and reviews on Futurism appeared in the Times,
the Daily Telegraph, the Pall Mall Gazette, the Illustrated London News,

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



70 The modernists

the Daily Graphic, the Evening News, the Glasgow Herald, the Morning
Leader, the Observer, the American Register and Anglo-Colonial World,
the Daily Chronicle, the Daily Express, the World, the Sketch, the Art
News, the Athenaeum, the Nation, the Bystander, the Daily Mirror, the
Academy, the Spectator, the Tripod, the Manchester Guardian, and the
English Review.** What Marinetti had revealed was the way in which a
certain kind of discursive formation — let us call it ‘the avant-garde’, for
lack of a better term — could be harnessed to the novel power of the
emerging mass media, an institution that could bridge the ‘divorce be-
tween art and life’ in ways unimaginable under the protocols of the private
lecture series, the genteel salon, or the polite review.

Pound’s response was Imagism, though it is important to note that it
took him nearly five months to formulate it. There were several reasons
for the delay. From May through July 1912 he was away from London,
chiefly in Paris and southern France. When he returned, two events
occurred which only reinforced his nascent sense that contemporary
poetry would have to be presented to the public as a concerted polemical
onslaught in the style of Marinetti. One was the publication of F. S. Flint’s
article on French poetry in the August number of The Poetry Review, a
fifty-nine-page essay which divided recent French poetry into movements
and schools along lines made familiar by Marinetti’s publicisation of
Futurism, and culminating with a substantial account of Marinetti and
Futurism itself. The essay proved so popular that the August number was
sold out immediately, sparking still further debate. The other occurred in
mid-August when Pound received an invitation from Harriet Monroe to
contribute to a new journal that she was founding in Chicago, Poetry: A
Magazine of Verse. On 18 August Pound wrote back not only to confirm
his collaboration, but to offer himself as a talent scout or foreign corre-
spondent. More important, he was enclosing a new poem, ‘a sort of
post-Browning Imagiste affair’.*s It is the first reference to Imagism in all
his extant writing, and it makes clear that it was the occasion offered by
Monroe which precipitated his plans to launch Imagism. Now he had a
vehicle in which to launch a movement of his own — if he so wished. Yet
his attitude toward such a project was more divided than our received
accounts would suggest.

A few days later Pound added a brief ‘Prefatory Note’ to the second and
final set of proofs for a new volume of poetry, Ripostes, which was

™+ ‘A nation of sycophants’ and ‘worm-eaten conventions’ are from the Daily Chronicle, 20
March 1912, p. 2, col. 6. For references to all the newspapers cited here, see Patrizia
Ardizzone, Il futurismo in inghilterra: Bibliografia (1910-19715)’, Quaderno, 9 (1979,
special issue on futurismo/vorticismo), pp.91-115; and Valioer Giog, ‘Il futurismo in
inghilterra: Bibliografia (1910-1915)-Supplemento’, Quaderno, 16 (1982), pp.76-83.

s Ezra Pound, Selected Letters of Ezra Pound, 1907-1941, ed. D. D. Paige (New York,
1971; 15t edn, 1950), p.9.
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scheduled to appear in October. The note prefaced not Pound’s own
poems, but a group of five poems by T. E. Hulme which were humorously
labelled ‘The Complete Poetical Works of T. E. Hulme’ and appended to
the volume. They were included for ‘good fellowship’ and ‘good custom’,
Pound’s note explained, but especially for the good memory of ‘certain
evenings and meetings of two years gone’. That obscure allusion was
followed by another, still more obscure:

As for the ‘School of Image’, which may or may not have existed, its principles
were not so interesting as those of the ‘inherent dynamists’ or of Les Unanimistes,
yet they were probably sounder than those of a certain French school which
attempted to dispense with verbs altogether; or of the Impressionists who brought
forth:

‘Pink pigs blossoming upon the hillside’; or of the Post-Impressionists who
beseech their ladies to let down slate-blue hair over their raspberry-coloured

flanks.
‘As for the future, Les Imagistes ... have that in their keeping.’*®

What were readers supposed to make of these cryptic comments? Within a
single sentence Pound had packed in references to six different schools or
movements:

the School of Images, which may or may not have existed

the ‘inherent dynamists’

Les Unanimistes

a certain French school which attempted to dispense with verbs
altogether

the Impressionists

the Post-Impressionists

AW P H

o\

The School of Images (1) was Pound’s cryptic name for an informal
discussion group about poetry which had occasionally met in t19t10. Les
Unanimistes (3) were a circle of French poets centred around Jules Ro-
mains, who urged that the modern city endowed all its residents with a
common metropolitan world-view, making them wunanime (literally, in
French, of one anima). Impressionists’ (5) was a term that some contem-
poraries used to characterise the writing of Ford Madox Ford and Joseph
Conrad, because of their concentration on rendering a character’s impres-
sions, rather than ‘objective’ description. (Neither, of course, ever wrote a
sentence of the sort that Pound furnishes.) ‘Post-Impressionists’ (6) was a
term derived from Roger Fry’s recent exhibition of contemporary paint-
ing, but by 1912 journalists were facetiously applying it to anything
vaguely fashionable or au courant, and Pound’s use of the term is patently

*® The ‘Predatory Note’ is reproduced in Ezra Pound, Personae, revised edn. by A. Walton
Litz (New York, 1990), p. 266.
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in the same spirit. (The example of ‘post-impressionist’ literature that he
furnishes is entirely his own concoction.) But the references to ““the
inherent Dynamists™’ (2) and ‘a certain French school which attempted to
dispense with verbs altogether’ were less playful allusions. They plainly
referred to Futurism. The Futurist painters had stressed the importance of
rendering the dynamic force-lines of objects in motion, while Marinetti, in
the famous ‘Technical Manifesto of Futurist Literature’ (May 1912), had
urged that writers use verbs only in the infinitive in order to destroy the
verb’s subjection to the ‘I’ of the writer. And while we today tend to think
of Futurism as an Italian phenomenon, not a ‘French school’, contempor-
ary Britons tended to regard it as French — in part because all the mani-
festos were first published in French, in part because Marinetti himself
gave all his lectures in French, in part because press coverage frequently
quoted in French or simply treated it as French. (Frank Flint’s successful
essay on recent French poetry had culminated with Futurism.)

Yet the passage’s obscure allusions are less important than its rhetorical
strategies. To say that the School of Images is ‘not so interesting’ as the
‘inherent Dynamists’ is of course to dismiss ‘the inherent dynamists’ as
most uninteresting indeed. More importantly, it dismisses them in a
certain way — with a fastidious yawn and a hint of aristocratic hauteur.
Equally revealing is the way in which the School of Images is praised. The
play or irony so apparent in the succession of negations establishes an
affirmation that is fragile and specular, a mimicry of real affirmation. The
School of Images, or its successor the new group of Imagistes, are not a
movement, but the mimesis of a movement. And when read in bio-
graphical terms, it suggests how reluctant Pound was about the project of
launching Imagism.

By October 1912, when the cryptic ‘Prefatory Note’ appeared at the
end of Ripostes, Pound’s personal circumstances had suffered three fur-
ther changes. Back in June, when Pound had gone to southern France for a
walking tour, he had learnt that Margaret Cravens had committed sui-
cide, leaving him without the patronage which nourished his courtly ideal
of cultural production. In late October, moreover, the publishing firm
Swift and Company went bankrupt; they had signed an exclusive publish-
ing contract with Pound which had guaranteed him £100 per year. These
reverses in Pound’s personal finances were complemented by a literary
setback as well. In mid-September, Harold Monro had announced that he
would be issuing an anthology of Georgian Poetry which was to be edited
and financed by Edward Marsh, assistant to the Undersecretary for the
Navy, Winston Churchill. But because the volume was meant to include
only work published within the last two years, and because Pound chose
not to extract a poem from the forthcoming Ripostes, nothing by him was
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included. The volume appeared shortly before Christmas 1912 and was
an immediate success; within a year it had sold over 9,000 copies, a
remarkable figure that far exceeded the 250-500 copies which had
marked the sales of Pound’s books.'” A small but perceptible rift was
growing between Pound and Monro, and during the course of 1913 it
would be further compounded by the vexing question of Futurism.

These developments prompted Pound to new efforts to publicise
Imagism. On 10 December 1912 he wrote ‘Status Rerum’, an essay that
reported on ‘the state of affairs’ in literary London (Poetry, January
1913). After ten paragraphs discussing various authors, Pound took up
the subject of Imagism:

The youngest school here that has the nerve to call itself a school is that of the
Imagistes. To belong to a school does not in the least mean that one writes poetry
to a theory. One writes poetry when, where, because, and as one feels like writing
it. A school exists when two or three young men agree, more or less, to call certain
things good; when they prefer such of their verses as have certain qualities to such
of their verses as do not have them.

Space forbids me to set forth the program of the Imagistes at length, but one
of their watchwords is Precision, and they are in opposition to the numerous
and unassembled writers who busy themselves with dull and interminable
effusions...™

The rhetorical contrasts contained within the first paragraph are astound-
ing. It begins with tough-guy posturing (‘The young school here that has
the nerve to call itself a school’), then swerves into a tart repudiation of
‘theory’. Pound, in these remarks, was echoing the complaint of contem-
porary reviewers of the Futurist exhibition, who had found that the
paintings too closely adhered to a theory, and therefore were insufficiently
individual. Pound, in other words, was presenting Imagism as a kind of
anti-Futurism. Whereas Futurism dabbled in theory, offered vast claims
about art and modernity, and produced paintings that looked alike or
anonymous, Imagism was something casual, informal, individualistic,
perhaps even a bit English. ‘One writes poetry when, where, because, and
as one feels like writing it.” Imagism, in short, did not issue theoretical
proclamations or manifestos. It was the outcome of ‘two or three young
men agreeing, more or less’ (and note the studied informality of ‘more or
less’) ‘to call certain things good’. And whereas Futurism urged the
destruction of Venice, demanded the demolition of museums, or called for
the abolition of libraries, Imagism opposed only ‘interminable effusions’.
All this should make clear the remarkable extent to which critics have
7 On Georgian Poetry, see Grant, Harold Monro, pp. 92—9, with sales figures on p. 96.

8 Ezra Pound, ‘Status Rerum’ (10 December 1912), in Ezra Pound’s Poetry and Prose, vol.
1, pp. 111-13; all quotations are from p. 112.
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falsified Pound’s position in literary history, presenting Imagism as the
first avant-garde movement in English literature. In reality it was some-
thing quite different. It was the first anti-avant-garde. Still more astound-
ing, it is Pound himself who achieved the rhetorical transformation where-
by Imagism was transformed from a rearguard into an avant-garde
movement. But to appreciate that, we need to trace the public articulation
of Imagism and Pound’s critical writings a bit further.

Four weeks after writing ‘Status Rerum’, Pound returned to Imagism
again, dictating to Frank Flint an article which would ostensibly provide
readers with inside reportage:

Some curiosity has been aroused concerning Imagisme, and as I was unable to
find anything definite about it in print, I sought out an #magiste, with intent to
discover whether the group itself knew anything about the ‘movement’. I gleaned
these facts.

The imagistes admitted that they were contemporaries of the Post Impression-
ists and the Futurists; but they had nothing in common with these schools. They
had not published a manifesto. They were not a revolutionary school; their only
endeavor was to write in accordance with the best tradition, as they found it in the
best writers of all time, — in Sappho, Catullus, Villon.

Flint compliantly accepted Pound’s dictation, signed his own name to it,
and so enabled Pound to post if off to Poetry, together with Pound’s ‘A
Few Don’ts by an Imagiste’."® Pound thereby became not just a participant
in Imagism, but also its chronicler. Yet the tones in which he chronicled
Imagism are highly revealing. Once again Pound presents Imagism as a
movement that is not merely different, but different in kind from the
movements which have dominated debate in the last three years, Post-
Impressionism and Futurism. Imagism is their antithesis. Far from being
disturbing or ‘revolutionary’, Imagism is reassuring, even Arnoldian in its
‘endeavour to write in acordance with the best tradition’ as it was found in
‘the best writers of all time’. And we can hear, in the repetition of ‘the
best’, a translation of the ancient Greek aristos (meaning ‘the best’), which
makes up part of the word aristocracy. If Imagism is in fact a movement,
then it is the aristocrat of movements. Whereas Marinetti’s manifestos are
peppered with rules and prescriptions for writing, painting, or composi-
tion, the Imagists have merely ‘a few rules, drawn up for their satisfaction
only, and they had not published them’. The Imagists are not noisily
seeking attention from the press or approval from the public. They are not
like those foreigners from France or the Continent; they are people who
can circulate in good society, act with good form, and shun the noisy
world of publicity and theatricality.

* [Ezra Pound and] F. S. Flint, ‘Imagisme’, in Ezra Pound’s Poetry and Prose,vol. 1, p. 119;
Ezra Pound, ‘A Few Don’ts by an Imagiste’, ibid., p. 120-2.
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The famous ‘few rules’, of course, were these:

1. Direct treatment of the ‘thing’, whether subjective or objective.

2. To use absolutely no word that [does] not contribute to presenta-
tion.

3. Asregarding rhythm: to compose in sequence of the musical phrase,
not in sequence of a metronome.

What to make of these has long been a matter of debate. With hindsight,
Pound’s prescriptions appear to be no more than common sense, essential
principles proper to all good writing. Yet it is equally true, as Daryl Hine
has noted, that ‘No one can read the magazine verse of the time ...
without feeling how much the corrective was need.” Viewed as a response
to the challenges posed by Futurism, however, it seems a timid and
unimaginative address to the questions about art and modernity, the
avant-garde and mass culture which Marinetti had raised.

In April of 1913 Gino Severini had a solo show of paintings and
sculptures at the Marlborough gallery, an exhibition which was followed
in May by yet another exhibition devoted to Futurist sculpture. The
debate about Futurism was renewed. In September of 1913 Harold
Monro devoted an entire issue of his new journal, Poetry and Drama, to
the subject of Futurism. Accompanied by translations of more than thirty
poems and a generous editorial overview, it was notable for how sharply it
contrasted with the discussion of Imagism in the previous number, to
which it had given only two paragraphs. It included a translation of
Marinetti’s latest manifesto, the famous ‘Destruction of Syntax — Wireless
Imagination — Words-in-Freedom’. Monro had long been interested in
seeing poetry break out of its aristocratic confines in the Poetry Society.
The surging sales of his Georgian Poetry and the popular interest in
Futurism were, he thought, signs that his hopes were being fulfilled. In his
editorial preface to the number, he hailed Marinetti for auguring a dissol-
ution of the distinction between poetry and popular culture, art and life.
Rhapsodising about the sheer size of Futurism’s audience — in Italy it had
‘gained the support of no less than 22,000 adherents’ — Monro was
overjoyed to report that Marinetti’s anthology of The Futurist Poets had
sold thirty-five thousand copies in its French and Italian editions. This fact
in itself, he said, constituted ‘Marinetti’s most interesting attitude’. Here
was poetry ‘no longer ... withheld from the people’ by ‘educationalists’,
‘intellectuals’, or the commercial press. Here was poetry ‘intended for
immediate and wide circulation’ and ‘regaining some of its popular ap-
peal’. Marinetti was restoring poetry to the status it had occupied in an
earlier era, when ‘the minstrel and the ballad-monger then represented our
modern Northcliffe’.>* Marinetti, in other words, was bridging the gulf
that modernity had interposed between art and life, putting poetry back

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



76 The modernists

into the place it had occupied within an organic and pre-modern commu-
nity, the world of the minstrel and ballad-singer. But Monro’s most telling
remark was the reference to ‘our modern Northcliffe’. In 1896 Northcliffe
had founded the Daily Mail, a new kind of newspaper that stressed
concise writing, attractive competitions, and alluring advertisements, de-
veloping a format that blurred the traditional distinction between news
and entertainment. By 1902 its circulation topped one million, then the
largest in the world, and Northcliffe had become the personification of
early mass culture. Conflating Marinetti with Northcliffe, poems with
newspapers, Monro inadvertently signalled the risks inherent in the col-
lapse of life and art for which he longed. Was there no distinction at all
between poetry and the most ephemeral of literary commodities, the daily
newspaper?

It was at this point that Marinetti himself arrived for another visit to
London. Press coverage was more intense than ever as Marinetti gave
daily lectures and readings that were copiously reported in the capital’s
dailies and weeklies. One reading he gave was at the Poetry Bookshop
owned and managed by Monro. Another, we know, was witnessed by
Wyndham Lewis, and still another by Pound’s fellow-Imagiste, Richard
Aldington. It was in these readings and lectures that Marinetti hammered
home a point which he had been steadily developing since mid-1912, his
belief that the concept of aesthetic autonomy was a destructive force to be
utterly rejected. ‘Art is not a religion’, he declaimed on 17 November at
the Poets Club, ‘not something to be worshipped with joined hands.’
Instead, it ‘should express all the intensity of life — its beauty ... its
sordidness’, and ‘the very complexity of our life to-day’.>* Four days later
the Daily Mail — and what venue could have been more revealing than
Northcliffe’s mass newspaper? — published Marinetti’s latest manifesto,
“The Variety Theatre’ or ‘Le Music-Hall’, a work which set forth an
intransigent defence of that enormously popular but critically despised
form. The music hall, Marinetti urged, was the quintessentially modern
cultural form, all the more ‘significant by reason of the unforeseen nature
of all its fumbling efforts and the coarse simplicity of its resources. .. [It]
destroys all that is solemn, sacred, earnest, and pure in Art — with a big
A.** It was a far cry from the elitist complacency in which Pound had been
able to indulge as late as mid-June 1912.

But Pound, too, had changed much in the course of 1913, though in
ways quite different from Marinetti. First, in July 1913 he began his long
association with The New Freewoman, a dissident feminist journal that

> Harold Monro, ‘Varia’, Poetry and Drama 1.3 (September 1913), pp. 263-5.

** Times, 18 November 1913, p. 5, cols. 5-6.

22 Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, ‘The Meaning of the Music Hall’; Daily Mail (London) 21
November 1913, p. 6, col. 4.
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was being rapidly transformed into an organ of philosophical individual-
ism, soon to be renamed The Egoist. It quickly became the gathering-place
for Imagist poetry when its editor, Dora Marsden, discerned a similarity
between her own philosophy of aristocratic individualism, complete with
a theory of language, and the poetry of the Imagists. Second, and more
important, was his meeting with the widow of the late Ernest Fenollosa,
who had read some of Pound’s early poetry and by December had entrus-
ted her husband’s unpublished paper to Pound. Over the ensuing months,
Pound began to explore the nature of the Chinese written character which,
he believed, resisted Western tendencies toward abstraction (i.e., art)
because it was composed of signs drawn from physical reality (i.e., life).
Years later, in ABC of Reading (1934), he summed up what he had
learned from Fenollosa:

In Europe, if you ask a man to define anything, his definition always moves away
from the simple things that he knows perfectly well, it recedes into an unknown
region, that is a region of remoter and progressively remoter abstraction.

Thus if you ask him what red is, he says it is a ‘colour’.

If you ask him what a colour is, he tells you it is a vibration or a refraction of
light, or a division of the spectrum.

And if you ask him what vibration is, he tells you it is a mode of energy, or
something of that sort, until you arrive at a modality of being, or non-being, or at
any rate you get in beyond your depth, and beyond his depth...

But when the Chinaman wanted to make a picture of something more compli-
cated, or of a general idea, how did he go about it?

He is to define red. How can he do it in a picture that isn’t painted in red paint?

He puts (or his ancestors put) together the abbreviated pictures of

ROSE CHERRY

IRON RUST  FLAMINGO

That, you see, is very much the kind of thing a biologist does (in a very much
more complicated way) when he gets together a few hundred or thousand slides,
and picks out what is necessary for his general statement. Something that fits the
case, that applies in all the cases.

The Chinese ‘word’ or ideogram for red is based on something everyone
KNOWS.*?

The ‘ideogrammic method’ — the building up of general notions from
concrete particulars that are juxtaposed but not necessarily linked by
syntax — appealed to Pound’s deep-rooted preference of life over art and
became a major technique in his later criticism and poetry. Guide to
Kulchur (1938), for example, has to be read in the same way as The
Cantos, and in it Pound gives the best definition of his aim: “The ideogram-
mic method consists of presenting one facet and then another until at
some point one gets off the dead and desensitized surface of the reader’s

% Ezra Pound, ABC of Reading (New York, 1960; 15t edn., 1934), pp. 19—22.
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mind, onto a part that will register.”** It is a dynamic method, and when it
succeeds the eye and mind jump from one word or image to another like
an electrical charge. The reader actively joins with the poet in constructing
meaning. Ultimately, this would become the method of Pound’s Cantos.
Pound’s view of the image, in other words, was profoundly altered by
his reading of Fenollosa. One need only compare one account of Imagism
that he wrote in 1913 with another that he wrote in September 1914. The
earlier one, called ‘How I Began’ (June 1913), explains how and why he
wrote the famous ‘demonstration’ poem, ‘In a Station of the Metro’.

For well over a year I have been trying to make a poem of a very beautiful thing
that befell me in the Paris Underground. I got out of a train at, I think, La
Concorde and in the jostle I saw a beautiful face, and then, turning suddenly,
another and another, and then a beautiful child’s face, and then another beautiful
face. All that day I tried to find words for what this made me feel. That night as I
went home along the rue Raynouard I was still trying. I could get nothing but spots
of colour. I remember thinking that if I had been a painter I might have started a
wholly new school of painting. I tried to write the poem weeks afterwards in Italy,
but found it useless. Then only the other night, wondering how I should tell the
adventure, it struck me that in Japan, where a work of art is not estimated by its
acreage and where sixteen syllables are counted enough for a poem if you arrange
and punctuate them properly, one might make a very little poem which would be
translated about as follows:

‘The apparition of these faces in the crowd:

Petals on a wet, black bough.’

And there, or in some other very old, very quiet civilization, some one else might

understand the significance.*

It is fascinating to compare this early account with the much fuller
treatment of the poem in Pound’s essay ‘Vorticism’ (September 1914).2¢
What has intervened is his developing theory about the simultaneity of the
image. The account in ‘Vorticism’ describes art as an ‘equation’ for
emotions (279), a precursor of Eliot’s ‘objective correlative’; poetry as a
possible vehicle for the ‘language of form and colour’ (279); Chinese
poetry as a model of concision and ‘simultaneity’; the ‘“one-image
poem”’ as ‘a form of super-position, that is to say it is one idea set on top
of another’ (281); the successful poem as a record of the ‘precise instant
when a thing outward and objective transforms itself, or darts into a thing
inward and subjective’ (281).
At its deepest reaches the ‘Image’ appealed to the mystical, neo-Platonic
* Ezra Pound, Guide to Kulchur (New York, 19705 1st edn., 1938), p. 51.
5 Ezra Pound, ‘How I Began’, originally in T. P.’s Weekly (London) 71.552 (6 June 1913),
p.707; now in Ezra Pound’s Poetry and Prose, vol. 1, p. 147.
26 Ezra Pound, ‘Vorticism’, originally in the Fortnightly Review (New Series), no. 573 (1

September 1914), pp. 461-71; now in Ezra Pound’s Poetry and Prose, vol. 1, pp. 275-85;
references to specific pages are given in parentheses within the text.
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strain in Pound’s thought, which is evident from the earliest poems to the
last cantos. Such a spiritual belief lies behind his statement, in an excited
footnote to the 1914 “Vorticism’ essay, that the Japanese Noh drama —
where the ‘unity consists in one image, enforced by movement and music’
— might provide a model for the ‘long imagist or vorticist poem’ (285).
Like most of his contemporaries, Pound was engaged in a lifelong project
to write a long poem (the traditional hallmark of the great poet) that
would preserve the compressed, nervous, ‘instantaneous’ qualities
achieved in the new poetry.

Finally, the Image was almost an object of worship, an icon that could
draw the mind from the material to the spiritual.

It is in art the highest business to create the beautiful image; to create order and
profusion of images that we may furnish the life of our minds with a noble
surrounding ... [we should] put forth the images of beauty, that going out into
tenantless spaces we have with us all that is needful — an abundance of sounds and
patterns to entertain us in that long dreaming; to strew our path to Valhalla; to
give rich gifts by the way.*”

Here the new emphasis on technique and conscious precision is subsumed
under a dream of nobility that is common to much great art, and that
Pound singled out for special praise in his 1914 review of Yeats’s Respon-
sibilities.

By the time that Pound’s anthology Des Imagistes was finally published
(March 1914 in New York and in April in London), Pound was already
moving on. The time for a confrontation with Marinetti had finally come,
for by then it was well known that Marinetti was going to return to
London in late May and June, where he was scheduled to launch a series
of Futurist concerts from the stage of the largest music-hall in the world,
the Coliseum in London. As if preparing the new tone that would mark his
work, Pound wrote in the Egoist of February 1914: “The modern artist
must live by craft and violence. His gods are violent gods. .. Those artists,
so called, whose work does not show this strife, are uninteresting.”® It was
a far cry from the intricate prose which had signalled the birth of Imagism
only eighteen months earlier, in August 1912. Vorticism lay just around
the corner.

With funding provided by Wyndham Lewis’s mother and Kate Lech-
mere, Pound and Wyndham Lewis planned a periodical that would be the
verbal counterpart to the kind of music-hall performance which Marinetti
had postulated as the new form of cultural modernity. As a consequence,
7 Ezra Pound, ‘Tkon’, originally in The Cerebralist (London, 1 (December 1913), p. 43; now

in Ezra Pound’s Poetry and Prose, vol. 1, p.203.

*8 Ezra Pound, ‘The New Sculpture’, originally in The Egoist, 1.4 (16 February 1914),
pp- 67-8; now in Ezra Pound’s Poetry and Prose, vol. 1, pp. 221-2, here p.222.
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it combined the light inconsequentiality of music hall with threatening
declarations. Its typography so plainly stemmed from Futurist practice
that it was recognised as derivative by every contemporary reviewer, and
even the famous lists of ‘Blasts’ and ‘Blesses’ (or curses and praises) was
lifted from Apollinaire’s ‘merde 4’ and ‘rose a’ which had appeared in
Marinetti’s magazine, Lacerba. Yet the journal was not entirely incon-
sequential: buried among the many names to be blasted was that of ‘Lord
Glenconner of Glen’. It was a sign that Pound had finally renounced
his dream of poetry nestled among aristocratic patron-saloniers, that
he had finally moved forward to the world of public engagement that
was typified by Marinetti. Yet tellingly, the performances of Marinetti at
the Coliseum and of Blast in the reviewer’s columns would be poorly
received.

When Marinetti stepped forward on the stage to introduce the concert
with a brief lecture on the Art of Noises, things turned ugly. As the Times
described it:

Signor Marinetti rather mistook his audience yesterday afternoon, when he tried
to deliver an academic exposition of Futurist principles at the Coliseum, and he
had, in consequence to put up with a rude reception from a gallery which seemed
fully qualified to give him a lesson in his own ‘Art of Noises’.*

What the Times reviewer termed ‘an academic exposition of Futurist
principles’ was precisely the kind of serious and self-reflective discourse
that the Coliseum sought to exclude. And so it did. After a few minutes the
curtain was unceremoniously lowered. There was a danger, the stage
manager later claimed, ‘that people would start throwing things’. For
subsequent performances the Coliseum’s owner and manager, Oswald
Stoll, obliged Marinetti to include a gramophone playing records by
Edward Elgar, just ‘to bring a little melody into the act’.3° The engagement
was a fiasco.

Why didn’t Marinetti’s performance succeed, when it was he himself
who had envisaged the music-hall as the ideal medium of modern cultural
production? The answer is that Marinetti’s idea of modernity wasn’t
modern enough. The Coliseum, which had been constructed only ten
years earlier, in 1904, was a music hall of a new kind. It had been
constructed so that its site was directly visible from the exit of Charing
Cross station, intended to address the crowds of respectable, prosperous
people who poured into the metropolis for a day’s shopping excursion,
‘middle class people for whom a visit to a serious play might seem too

* ‘Art and Practice of Noise. Hostile Reception of Signor Marinetti’, Times, 16 June 1914,
p-5, col. 4.

3° Stage manager quoted in Felix Barker, The House that Stoll Built: The Story of the
Coliseum Theatre (London, 1957), p. 83, who also recounts Stoll’s decision to include the
gramophone, pp. 83-6.
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ambitious and a visit to a music-hall far too racy’, as the owner put it.’"
Seeking to please this audience, he presented them with a sanitised version
of music hall, one far removed from the institution’s origins in the work-
ing and lower-middle classes. Marie Lloyd, the greatest of all the music
hall stars whose death in 1922 T. S. Eliot would construe as the demise of
genuine English culture, was never allowed to perform at the Coliseum:
her racy lyrics and double entrendres were too vulgar. The new music hall,
instead, was addressed to a middle class increasingly defined by consumer-
ism. Marinetti’s dreams of the music hall were based on his experience in
Italy, where it was still a vital, turbulent genre of urban popular culture, a
hybrid form addressing a public still making the transition from a largely
agrarian to a wholly urban way of life, speaking to their hybridised
experience by mingling motifs of the village carnival with more modern
genres to treat the dislocations of urban experience.

Blast failed for a slightly different reason. Every biographer of Pound
has quoted G. W. Prothero, the staid editor of the Quarterly Review
where Pound had once published an essay on troubadours, who wrote to
Pound saying he couldn’t publish anything by a contributor to ‘such a
publication as Blast. It stamps a man too disadvantageously’.>* The impli-
cation is that Blast aroused a furore, provoked scandal and outrage, and
was typical of the avant-garde experience. But a glance at contemporary
reviews reveals a different story:

Almost all the pictures reproduced are (like the typesetting of the first pages)
Futurist in origin, and nothing else. And as for the productions of the literary
Vortices, these are not even so fresh as that... All it really is is a feeble attempt at
being clever. Blast is a flat affair. We haven’t a movement here, not even a
mistaken one.??

A week later another reviewer wrote:

One can forgive a new movement for anything except being tedious. Blast is as
tedious as an imitation of George Robey [a great music-hall comedian] by a curate
without a sense of humour-. .. to make up of the pages of Blast a winding sheet in
which to wrap up Futurism for burial is to do an indignity to a genuine and living
aristic movement. But, after all, what is Vorticism but Futurism in an English
disguise — Futurism, we might call it, bottled in England, and bottled badly? . .. the
two groups differ from each other not in their aims, but in their degrees of
competence.’

3* Quoted in Barker, The House that Stoll Built, p. 1.

32 For examples, see Humphrey Carpenter, A Serious Character: The Life of Ezra Pound
(Boston, 1988), p. 250; Noel Stock, The Life of Ezra Pound (Harmondsworth, 1974; 1st
edn., 1970), p.203. The letter, it goes almost without saying, was published by Pound
himself.

33 Solomon Eagle [John Collings Squire|, ‘Current Literature: Books in General’, New
Statesman, 3, no. 65 (4 July 1914), p. 406.

34+ Anonymous, ‘The Futurists’, New Statesman, 3, no. 66 (11 July 1914), p. 426.
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Their responses were representative. Blast gave Pound and Lewis a certain
degree of notoriety, but little more. ‘As a result of these sociable activities’,
Lewis later recalled, ‘T did not sell a single picture, it is superfluous to
say.”?s If Blast was an attempt to assimilate the concept of art to that of the
commodity along the lines proposed by Marinetti, it was a failure. An-
other commodity already occupied that space. For Pound, as also for
Marinetti, the commodity economy was moving so fast that it was diffi-
cult to forestall its power to devour anything that stood in its path.

Pound now turned elsewhere. On the one hand, he cast off Imagism
with a vengeance, leaving its remnants to Amy Lowell, who turned up in
London a few weeks after the publication of Blast with plans to publish a
new series of Imagist anthologies, only to find Pound utterly uninterested.
His thoughts were already turning elsewhere, in directions suggested by
his comments on what had recently happened to the sculptor Jacob
Epstein, comments which he published in January 1913:

I beg you may pardon digressions, but is it or is it not ludicrous that “The Sun-God’
[a major statue by Epstein] (and two other pieces which I have not seen) should be
pawned, the whole lot, for some £60? And that six of the other works are still on
the sculptor’s hands? And this is not due to the war. It was so before this war was
heard of.

One looks out upon American collectors buying autograph mss. Of William
Morris, faked Rembrandts and faked Vandykes. One looks out on a plutocracy
and upon the remains of an aristocracy who ought to know by this time that
keeping up the arts means keeping up living artists; that no age can be a great age
which does not find its own genius.?¢

It was in response to these words that Pound received a letter from John
Quinn, the New York lawyer and cultural patron whom he had met
briefly while in New York in 1910. Quinn had correctly detected a
reference to himself in Pound’s mention of ‘American collectors buying
autograph mss. Of William Morris.” Born in 1870, the son of Irish
immigrants, Quinn was a classic variant of the Horatio Alger story.
Armed with law degrees from Georgetown and then Harvard, he had
descended on New York at the age of twenty-five. Within five years he had
graduated to a junior partnership in the firm of Alexander and Colby, and
within another six he had struck out on his own. His field of expertise was
financial law, but he was also possessed by a resolve to make himself an
educated man. He read voraciously - everything modern, everything Irish.
In 1902 he had gone on his first trip abroad to Dublin and London, where
he met W. B. Yeats’s father, then Yeats’s brother, Jack, then Yeats himself,
and then everyone involved in the Irish literary scene. From Jack Yeats he
35 Wyndham Lewis, Blasting and Bombardiering (1937; rpt. New York, 1982), p. 47.

3¢ Ezra Pound, ‘Affirmations. III’, originally in The New Age, 16.12 (21 January 1915),
pp- 311-12, now in Ezra Pound’s Poetry and Prose, vol. 2, pp. 6-8, here p. 8a.
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bought nearly a dozen paintings; from the father he bought one and
commissioned four more. It was the beginning of a lifelong passion that
would grow and last until his death in 1924. Quinn became the greatest
collector of contemporary art in America in his time, buying works from
nearly every major artist of the period. But his interest in literature was no
less lively. By 1911 he was already buying manuscripts from Joseph
Conrad, and through his collaboration with Pound, his role in the forma-
tion of literary modernism would become critical. It is telling that Quinn
would eventually own the most important manuscripts to both The Waste
Land and Ulysses, the greatest works of English-language modernism in
verse and prose.’’

Beginning in 1915, Quinn began to seek Pound’s counsels on the
purchase of paintings by Wyndham Lewis and sculptures by Henri
Gaudier-Brzeska and Jacob Epstein, also giving Pound small commissions
or fees for his interventions. Meanwhile, the two began to look around for
a literary magazine that could house the authors favoured by Pound. In
early 1916 Pound made a proposal to the Little Review, a small magazine
(2,500 subscribers plus 600 in street sales) which had just moved from
Chicago to New York. Pound would become the journal’s ‘Foreign Edi-
tor’, furnishing it with a subvention that would cover the cost of all the
pages which he would edit. The choice of materials to include would be
his, and Quinn would furnish Pound with another subvention with which
he could pay small sums to contributors and a modest salary (£60 per
year) to himself. In the years between 1917 and 1919, Pound published
Wyndham Lewis’s Tarr, the serial version of Joyce’s Ulysses, poems and
critical essays by T. S. Eliot, and a mélange of Pound’s own poetry and
critical prose. Pound’s criticism was transformed into editorial practice,
evident in his astute awareness that embracing the most significant writing
of his time in a single venue would create a suggestive sense of coherence.
The power of that suggestiveness is still apparent today in ongoing debate
about modernism and its significance.

There is also a perceptible change that takes place in Pound’s rhetoric
during this period, one that occurs less in his critical writings than in his
correspondence. One can see it at work already in 1917, when Pound
answers a query from Margaret Anderson about how best to announce his
collaboration with the Little Review: ‘If it is any use for adv|ertising]
purposes, you may state that a single copy of my first book has just fetched
£8 (forty dollars).” Or again, when William Bird asked him how best to
advertise A Draft of XVI. Cantos, Pound would urge the same argument
in 1924: ‘Your best ad is the quiet statement that at auction recently a

37 On Quinn, see B. L. Reid’s classic biography, The Man From New York (New York,

1968). For a selection of his correspondence with Pound, see The Selected Letters of Ezra
Pound to John Quinn, 1915-1924, ed. Timothy Materer (Durham, 1991).
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copy of Mr. Pound’s [first book] ‘A Lume Spento published in 1908 at
$1.00 (one dollar) was sold for $52.50.3® Again, in 1921 when Pound
briefly took up with the Little Review, he argued that Anderson and Heap
should publish twenty-two photos on these grounds:

It is worth while publishing them all, not as an expense but as an investment, this
number should be a permanent property for you ... I think it is a perfectly solid
investment for anybody’s money.*

In these justifications to potential consumers, whether readers or edi-
tors, Pound no longer advanced claims about the intrinsic aesthetic value
of art-works. Instead he offered claims about performance records and
‘investment’. Significantly, when writing to John Quinn in 1922 about
magazines which might require his support, he told him: ‘I shall only “so
advise you” after I feel sure you’ll get your money’s worth.’* Such
remarks may betray the influence which the patronage of Quinn had on
Pound. As a lawyer involved in Wall Street transactions, and as a patron
whose means were limited in comparison with the period’s wealthier
collectors, Quinn was inevitably concerned about whether one could ‘get
your money’s worth’ from particular purchases or acts of patronage. To
collect successfully it is also necessary that one sell some of one’s hold-
ings from time to time, and hence that one watch the market with care.
Quinn was no different from any other collector in this regard. But such
care made his patronage necessarily different from the kind of patronage
which Lady Glenconner had once bestowed on Pound or poets such as
John Drinkwater, for in the rough world of high finance in which Quinn
worked, appeals to sentiment and beauty were not permitted. And
Quinn’s own personality, which was marked by a deep distrust of senti-
mentalism, only accentuated this vein of his thought. Now the justifi-
cation for buying a work was no longer an appeal to art, but an
appeal to the notion of investment. Modernism, like Marinetti a
few years before, could no longer sustain its faith in the independent
integrity and coherence of the aesthetic. Art was giving way to life,
but by this point in time life was inseparable from the world of an
expanding commodity economy. To preserve itself, modernism turned
elsewhere: to the shadowy world of collecting and dealing in rarities, a
world which it now modernised by assimilating art to the world of

38 Ezra Pound to Margaret Anderson, 10 May 1917, in Thomas L. Scott and Melvin J.
Friedman, eds., Pound/Little Review: The Letters of Ezra Pound to Margaret Anderson
(New York, 1988), p. 46. Ezra Pound to William Bird, May 1924, Bird Papers, Bloom-
ington, Indiana University Library.

39 Ezra Pound to Margaret Anderson [29 April-4 May 1912], in Scott and Friedman, eds.,
Pound/Little Review, p.271.

4° Ezra Pound to John Quinn, 4—5 July 1922, The Selected Letters of Ezra Pound to John
Quinn, p.212.
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investment. Patron-saloniers gave way to a new breed, patron-investors.

Pound, meanwhile, undertook the task of putting his engagement with
Imagism into an account of recent literary history. In April 1917 he
published an essay titled ‘Status Rerum — The Second’, glancing backward
to the essay with which he had first announced the creation of Imagism
four years earlier in 1913.4* Imagism, he now declared, had gone ‘off into
froth’. Its defects were ‘sloppiness, lack of cohesion, lack of organic centre
in individual poems, rhetoric, a conventional form of language’. Imagism,
in short, had become Amygism, Pound’s dismissive moniker for the works
which had been published by Amy Lowell acting as editor and patron of
Imagism after 1915. Now, in collaboration with T. S. Eliot, Pound went
on to champion more formal verses as an antidote to the excesses of vers
libre, a decision that he later recalled in these terms:

at a particular date in a particular room, two authors, neither engaged in picking
the other’s pocket, decided that the dilutation of vers libre, Amygism, Lee Master-
ism, general floppiness had gone too far and that some counter-current must be set
going. Parallel situation centuries ago in China. Remedy prescribed ‘Emaux et
Camees’ (or the Bay State Hymn Book). Rhyme and regular strophes.+*

The result of this calculated decision was the quatrain poems in Eliot’s
second volume and the taut stanzas of Hugh Selwyn Mauberley. Imagism
would forever after be presented as a temporary cleansing of the palette, a
reformation in poetic diction, a necessary step prior to the development of
more significant and enduring achievements.

But the rewriting of Imagism’s history was scarcely the full extent of
Pound’s activities. From 1917 to 1920 he produced a torrent of critical
writings. The period witnessed some of his most important essays, includ-
ing two series on ‘Elizabethan Classicists’ (in The Egoist) and ‘Early
Translators of Homer’ (also in The Egoist) — these two would be Pound’s
most important considerations of translation; another series derived from
his longstanding project to organise the notes of Ernest Fenollosa, ‘The
Chinese Written Character as a Medium for Poetry’ (Little Review); two
more series of essays in social criticism; a defence of individualism and a
critique of socialism called ‘Provincialism the Enemy’ (The New Age,
1917); and a survey of contemporary periodicals in England and the US,
‘Studies in Contemporary Mentality’ (The New Age). He also wrote
numerous book reviews, publicising new volumes by Eliot, Joyce, Will-
iams, Marianne Moore, Mina Loy, as well as posthumous publications by
Henry James. And if all that were not enough, he continued to publish

4 Ezra Pound ‘Status Rerum — The Second’, originally in Poetry, 8.1 (April 1916), pp. 38—
43; now in Ezra Pound’s Poetry and Prose, vol. 2, pp. 151-3; all quotations from p. 151.

4 Ezra Pound, ‘Harold Monro’, originally in The Criterion, 11,no0. 45 (July 1932), pp. 581—
92; now in Ezra Pound’s Poetry and Prose, vol. 5, pp.357—64, here p.363.
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almost weekly reviews of art exhibitions and musical concerts for The
New Age. The writings were occasional in nature, often hastily written
and repetitive, frequently digressive and meandering, and just as often
outrageously entertaining. Some critics have charged that Pound wrote
too much and too swiftly, and consequently that he never formulated a
grand vision of art or definitive meditations about a single author. But as
K. K. Ruthven has noted: “We should be grateful that Pound responded so
engagingly and energetically to new writing in the literary journalism he
professed to despise.’*?

Why Pound wrote so much is not hard to discern. The essays which

Pound published in The New Age were by now an essential source of
income; wartime inflation was boosting prices to unprecedented levels,
and at war’s end it was estimated that they had risen 350 per cent. The
increase in Pound’s output of periodical contributions in these years is
nothing short of remarkable. In 1915 and 1916 his contributions to
periodicals had totalled fifty and thirty-two items respectively, both prose
and poetry; but in the four years running from 1917 to 1920, they jumped
to seventy-four, one hundred and twenty-six, ninety-three, and ninety-
seven publications — almost one piece every three to four days. The effect
of writing at this pace becomes apparent already in 1918, when Pound
abruptly concludes his translation of an essay by Jules Romains with a
startling address to the reader: ‘It is of course wholly ridiculous that I
should leave off my work to make translations.’** Already Pound was
growing tired. In late 1920 he would leave London for good, and by the
time that he moved to Paris in early 1921, he was determined to spend
more time writing poetry. As he told Margaret Anderson:
Point I never can seem to get you to take is that I have done more log rolling and
attending to other people’s affairs Joyce, Lewis, Gaudier, etc. (don’t regret it). But
I am in my own small way, a writer myself, and as before stated. I shd. like (and
wont in any case get) the chance of being considered as the author of my own
poems rather than as a literary politician and a very active stage manager of rising
talent.*s

Just as tellingly, in a contemporary essay he announced for the first time
a renunciation of art: ‘the symbolist position, artistic aloofness from
world affairs, is no good now’.#¢

After his move to Paris, a marked change took place in the pace of
Pound’s critical writings. The man who had annually written ninety-seven
contributions to periodicals (1917 to 1920) now produced barely fifteen

4

Ruthven, Ezra Pound as Literary Critic, p. 155.

44 Ezra Pound, ‘Unanimism’, originally in The Little Review, 4.12 (April 1918), pp. 26-32;
now in Ezra Pound’s Poetry and Prose, vol. 3, pp. 81—4, here p. 84.

Ezra Pound to Margaret Anderson, [22? April 1921], in Scott and Friedman, eds., Pound/
Little Review, p.266.

Ezra Pound, ‘[A Review of| Credit Power and Democracy, by Maj. C. H. Douglas and A.
R. Orage’, originally in Contact (New York), 4 ([Summer 1921]), p. 1; now in Ezra
Pound’s Poetry and Prose, vol. 4, p.156.
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peryear (from 1921 through 1926). Moreover, of the ninety contributions
which he produced in that six-year span, twenty-one were letters-to-the-
editor. The change in publication patterns was accompanied by two
others. One was a perceptible estrangement between Pound and John
Quinn, partly due to the legal imbroglio surrounding the seizure and trial
of Ulysses in late 1920 and early 1921, and partly due to Quinn’s reserva-
tions about the way in which Pound set about publicising the Bel Esprit
project to aid T. S. Eliot financially in early 1922. The other change was
Pound’s growing interest in Italian Fascism, interest that began to crystal-
lise in 1923. By early 1924 Pound was writing letters to Mussolini through
a mutual acquaintance, proposing that the new dictator take Pound on as
an advisor who would direct a programme of Italian cultural renovation.
In December 1924 Pound left Paris for Italy. As he later recalled, ‘T bet on
Italian fascism ... and came here to live in the middle of it.+”

As a result of his deepening interest in fascism, Pound once more took
up his pen. Every year from 1927 on is marked by a staggering increase in
periodical contributions. But the subjects that attracted him now were
politics and economics. He was no longer interested, he told one corre-
spondent in 1935, in “Yawpin’ ’bout licherchoor’. When T. S. Eliot put
together a collection of his Literary Essays in 1954, he dismissed its
‘narsty title’.#* In the long struggle which the competing claims of art and
life had waged for Pound’s allegiance, life had finally won its definitive
victory. Yet life, when stripped of an aesthetic sphere whose integrity and
coherence could pose an alternative to the use-values of the market place,
became nothing but the marketplace itself. That was unacceptable for
Pound, and instead he turned to Fascism.

In one of his later writings, ‘Date Line’ (1934), Pound attempted to
summarise the aims of criticism as he conceived it.

1. Theoretically it tries to forerun composition, to serve as gun-sight, though
there is, I believe, no recorded instance of this foresight having EVER been of
the slightest use save to actual composers. ..

2. Excernment. The general ordering and weeding out of what has actually
been performed. The elimination of repetitions. The work analogous to that
which a good hanging committee or a curator would perform in a National
Gallery or in a biological museum; the ordering of knowledge so that the
next man (or generation) can most readily find the live part of it, and waste
the least possible time among obsolete issues.*’

The interesting thing here is that Pound’s second category, which he

47 Ezra Pound, unpublished essay, ‘Fascism or the Direction of the Will’ (revised version), ts.
p- 2; in Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library (Yale University), YCAL Mss. 43, Box
89, Folder 3360.

48 Both letters quoted in Carpenter, A Serious Character, pp. 117, 816,

4 Ezra Pound, ‘Date Line’, originally in Ezra Pound, Make It New (London); now in
Literary Essays of Ezra Pound, 1934, pp.74-87.
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clearly thinks of as vital but less important than the first, covers the entire
range of what is conventionally called ‘criticism’. The primary aim of
Pound’s ideal critic is ‘demonstration’; he must not only ‘excern’ the best
and reorder the literary tradition but embody these discoveries in his
imaginative writing. This was Pound’s method from the beginning.

In ‘Date Line’ Pound also describes the various ‘kinds’ of criticism,
ranking them in an ascending order of importance, and his categories
provide a neat overview of his critical life.

1 Criticism by discussion

The range of this category is immense. Pound wrote literally thousands of
essays, but he considered these writings the least important part of his
‘criticism’. Under this heading would fall his many reviews, generously
written in the service of contemporary letters (one thinks of his role as the
tireless promoter of Frost, Joyce, Eliot, and a host of other important
figures), as well as his more general essays on critical procedure and poetic
language. All these writings reveal Pound as a critic of the ‘moment’, alive
to the immediate needs of English and American poetry.

Most of Pound’s conventional criticism — such as his essays on Imagism
and Vorticism — was part of a campaign to revitalise and redirect the
language of poetry. Therefore it must be read against the background of a
particular literary scene, and in the context of a desire to reshape literature
according to his notion of ‘tradition’. But in spite of the occasional nature
of Pound’s criticism, it never seems dated, since it remains a vital part of
the literature it helped to create. Pound’s essays live because they still
embody the excitement and sense of discovery of the modernist enterprise.

2 Criticism by translation

Under this heading would come Pound’s evocative rendering of the
Anglo-Saxon ‘Seafarer’, his adaptations from the Chinese in Cathay, his
translations and adaptations from the Latin and Provengal languages, his
versions of Greek tragedy. Appearing at crucial turns in his poetic life,
these ‘translations’ from one culture to another are just as much a part of
his literary criticism as his conventional essays, and have had at least an
equal impact on the development of modern literature. Robert Frost once
said that poetry is what is lost in translation. Pound took the opposite
view; he believed that the essential ‘virtue’ of a poem could be preserved
and even enhanced in translation. In an early essay called ‘How I Began’,
he said that he wished to know by the age of thirty ‘what part poetry was
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“indestructible”, what part could ot be lost by translation, and — scarcely
less important — what effects were obtainable in one language only and
were utterly incapable of being translated’.’® Borrowing Pater’s words
(from a passage in his preface to The Renaissance), one can say that Pound
wished to preserve ‘the virtue by which a picture, a landscape, a fair
personality in life or in a book, produces this special impression of beauty
or pleasure, to indicate what the source of that impression is, and under
what conditions it is experienced’.’*

3 Ciriticism by exercise in the style of the given period

According to Pound, the final test of the poet is his ability to recognise and
recreate various traditional ‘styles’; since this is an essential device for
bringing past and present into alignment. Hugh Selwyn Mauberley
(1920), for example, is a museum of imitated styles, each playing a crucial
role in Pound’s criticism of the immediate foreground and background of
English poetry. Ranging from echoes of the poets of the nineties and the
Pre-Raphaelites to a marvellous pastiche of Elizabethan songs in ‘Envoi’,
Mauberley gives us Pound’s view of the ‘tradition’ in a form more subtle
than his discursive criticism. Poem VI (‘Yeux Glauques’) distils a consider-
ed overview of the Pre-Raphaelites into a few tight stanzas, while Poem
VII (‘Siena Mi Fe; Disfecemi Maremma’) lays bare the poets of the
’nineties with a concision suggested by its title, in which Dante’s La Pia
tells her tragic sory in one line.

4 Criticism via music

Whatever one may think of Pound’s musical theories and his excursions
into composition (he wrote two operas), these activities were part of his
emphasis on the musical aspect of language (melopoeia) ‘wherein the
words are charged, over and above their plain meaning, with some musi-
cal property, which directs the bearing or trend of the meaning’.5* Since
melopoeia cannot be ‘translated’ in any usual sense of that word, Pound
felt that the only way to convey this aspect of earlier poetry is through

music.

5° See note 25.

5T Walter Pater, The Renaissance: Studies in Art and Poetry (The 1893 Text), ed. Donald L.
Hill (Berkeley, 1980), pp. xx—xxi.

5* Ezra Pound, ‘How to Read’, originally published in 1931, now in Literary Essays,
Pp. 15—40, here p. 25.
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5 Criticism in new composition

The most important of Pound’s work would fall under this category of
ultimate criticism. One example is Canto I, which provides a masterly
synthesis of ‘Criticism by translation’, and ‘Criticism in the style of a given
period’. Here the account of Odysseus’ descent into the underworld (from
Book XI of the Odyssey) is retold in a compressed form inherited from a
Renaissance translator and styled in imitated Anglo-Saxon metre (since
Pound felt the Old English epics had many of the qualities of the Odyssey).
The result is a series of ‘overlays’ that gives us a critical perspective on the
quest of the modern artist and actually recreates a tradition.

Turning from the kinds of his criticism to the particular mode of attack
found in his essays, the first thing to note is the ‘comparative’ nature of
Pound’s writings. Partly because he was trained as a student of the middle
ages, when Europe was a single culture, Pound’s interests were always
international. Like T. S. Eliot, he felt that the America of the early
twentieth century had a culture too thin to nourish a modern poet, and he
spent most of his adult life abroad. But always his aim was to revitalise
American poetry and American culture by purging it of insularity. As he
said in a little poem of 1912 (‘Epilogue’) dedicated to his ‘five books
containing mediaeval studies, experiments and translations’:

I bring you the spoils, my nation,
I, who went out in exile,
Am returned to thee with gifts.

In pursuing his methods of comparison and ‘translation’ Pound was
always pragmatic: he thought of himself as a worker in a laboratory,
trying out new combinations and looking for evidence of unsuspected
possibilities.

As for the critical judgements that flow from Pound’s comparative
studies, they depend in large measure on his hierarchy of the arts.

(a) The inventors, discoverers of a particular process or of more than one mode
and process. ..

(b) The masters. This is a very small class, and there are very few real ones. The
term is properly applied to inventors who, apart from their own inventions, are
able to assimilate and co-ordinate a large number of preceding inventions. ..

(c) The diluters. ..

(d) ...The men who do more or less good work in the more or less good style of
a period...

(e) Belles Lettres... [Those] who are not exactly ‘great masters’, who can
hardly be said to have originated a form, but who have nevertheless brought some
mode to a very high development.

(f) ...the starters of crazes.’
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It is a sign of Pound’s obsessive desire to instigate new movements, to
redirect the course of literature, that he ranks the inventors first. Eliot
must have had this in mind when he said that ‘Chinese poetry, as we know
it today, is something invented by Ezra Pound.”s*

A brief catalogue of the major figures in Pound’s tradition, and of his
glaring omissions, will give a clear sense of the values he wanted to raise
from the dead. In the classical world Pound’s first admiration is for
Homer, whose narrative drive and masterful psychology he always
praised; after Homer come the Latin poets (Catullus, Ovid, Propertius)
whose wit, precision, and lack of sentimentality seemed proper antidotes
to the diffuseness of much contemporary verse. In the Middle Ages it is the
troubadours, masters of intricate verse-forms and the musical phrase, that
Pound most cherishes, along with Dante’s ability to make the spiritual
visible in concrete imagery. After Dante comes Villon, with his total
honesty and realism, and the Renaissance translators of Greek and Latin,
who in their own time strove to ‘Make It New’. Next would be the
sixteenth- and seventeenth-century masters of song and musical state-
ment: Waller, Campion, Dowland. In the nineteenth century Pound’s
focus is on those French poets who were exponents of the iron turn of
phrase (Laforgue) and precise presentation of emotion (Gautier), and on
the masters of ninetenth-century prose fiction — Stendhal, Flaubert, James
—who led him to his dictum, ‘Poetry should be at least as well written as
prose’, by which he meant that most contemporary verse was loose and
vague compared to the density of Flaubert or Joyce.’> Among his own
contemporaries, Pound’s unerring taste led him to single out those figures
we still associate with the heroic early age of Anglo-American modernism.
As the eye moves through this catalogue one thing is obvious: Pound was
determined to create a tradition that would satisfy his own deepest needs
and those of his age, without regard for any judicious sense of ‘the canon’.
Hence his persistent attacks on Milton, which - like Eliot’s — were done
with an eye toward Milton’s influence on the language of poetry, but
which — unlike Eliot’s — were never modified after the revolution in
modern poetry had been won.

Equally revealing are the obvious omissions from Pound’s tradition:
Shakespeare and the Elizabethan dramatists (so crucial to Eliot), the entire
eighteenth century, Romanticism, many of the great Victorians. In the
task of making a new start and scrubbing clean the palette of English
poetry, a great deal of the best in older literature had to be ignored or

53 Pound, ‘How to Read’, pp.23—4.

54+ T. S. Eliot, ‘Introduction (1928)’ to Eliot, ed., Ezra Pound. Selected Poems (London,
1928), p. 14.

55 Ezra Pound, ‘Mr. Hueffer and the Prose Tradition in Verse’ (1914), Ezra Pound’s Poetry
and Prose, vol. 1, p. 245.
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actively denigrated. Pound was conscious of the risks involved in his
pillaging of the past, but he felt they were well worth taking.

It is easy to see how Pound’s critical methods and his idea of tradition
determined the major techniques of his poetry (or did the early poetic
successes determine the course of his criticism?). The method of bringing
past and present together through literary or mythical allusions; the
technique of personae, which enables the modern poet to speak with the
voices of other ages or other personalities; the artistic use of various
imitated or ‘period’ styles — these signatures of Pound’s poetry are conson-
ant with his firmest critical aims. His prose and poetry should be read
together, and in chronological order, to give a full perspective on his
extraordinary achievement.

In the second issue of Eliot’s The Criterion (January 1923) Pound pub-
lished an essay ‘On Criticism in General® that has never been collected. It
is a summing-up, and suggests in its abrupt form that Pound (writing from
Paris) is putting his early criticism behind him, just as he had already left
behind London and would soon depart from Paris. After 1923 much of
Pound’s criticism takes a more openly pedagogic aim, and is addressed
more to les jeunes and American educators than to his literary contempor-
aries. Some of the lists and precepts in ‘On Criticism in General’ became
the foundation for How to Read (1929—31) and its successor, ABC of
Reading (1934), where Pound is simplifying his earlier ideas in textbook
form. At the same time, his growing obsession with political and econ-
omic theories began to coarsen both his prose and his judgements, and his
last “critical’ book — Guide to Kulchur (1938) — is marked by wild swings
between subtlety and bombast: in fact, in content and form it is a para-
digm for some of the later Cantos. The political, economic, and philo-
sophical parts of Guide to Kulchur reveal a mind not only out of touch
with contemporary reality but one out of touch with its earlier ideals of
style and precision. On the other hand, the book is shot through with
luminous memories and brilliant perceptions. One is constantly reminded
of the critic Pound once had been — the man who did as much as any other
to shape the literary assumptions of Anglo-American modernism.
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Gertrude Stein

Steven Meyer

‘It is necessary that there is stock taking. If there is such necessity, can we critically
abandon individualism. One cannot critically abandon individualism. One cannot
critically realise men and women.”

Though all literary criticism may be read as implicit commentary on the
writer’s own practice, Gertrude Stein’s is especially self-regarding, always
explicitly about her compositional practices. Even the pleasure she takes
in viewing paintings, the subject of the least ostensibly literary of her
Lectures in America (1935), proves inseparable from her writing. Para-
doxically, this is because the two complementary forms of experience do
not overlap; everyone, Stein declares at once grandly and tentatively, ‘is
almost sure to really like something outside of their real occupation’, and
in her case ‘looking at pictures’ is ‘the only thing’, apart from her ‘real’
occupation, writing, which she ‘never get[s] tired of doing’.> Such self-
reflexivity, typical of modernist poetry and fiction yet fairly exceptional in
twentieth-century criticism, should not be dismissed as a sign of self-
indulgence. Instead, Stein’s multiple accounts of herself writing, and of
her writing self, form a trenchant critique of the idealist assumptions
which continued to operate in the critical writing of her modernist con-
temporaries, despite being called into question by their creative work.

" Gertrude Stein, ‘As Fine as Melanctha’, As Fine as Melanctha (New Haven, 1954), p. 256.
Stein tells us that the title of this 1922 work was suggested by a request from Harold Loeb
for ‘something of hers that would be as fine as Melanctha’ for the avant-garde journal
Broom; see Stein, The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas (hereafter Autobiography) (193 3;
rpt. New York, 1990, p.206. In fact, it doesn’t seem to have been Loeb but Broom’s
co-editor Alfred Kreymborg who prompted Stein’s quite stunning meditation on the
implications of such a request. Among the letters from Kreymborg to Stein in the Yale
Collection of American Literature is one dated 21 September 1921 in which Kreymborg
writes: ‘We have decided ““against” the two books Mr. Loeb brought back with him, but
not against using something of yours serially if we can find anything which is anywhere
nearly as fine as Melanctha.” Within a month they had decided for ‘If You Had Three
Husbands’, which was published in three instalments in the January, April, and June 1922
isues of Broom; see Kreymborg’s letter to Stein dated o October 1921 and letters from
Loeb to Stein, also in the Yale Collection, of 5 June and 7 July 1922. As for ‘As Fine as
Melanctha’, it remained unpublished until nearly a decade after Stein’s death.

* Gertrude Stein, ‘Pictures’, Lectures in America (1935; rpt. Boston, 1985), p. 59.
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Hence, when her concerns become expressly literary near the end of
‘Pictures’, the contrast she makes between the ‘literary ideas’ of painters
and those of writers directly leads to a dismissal of that staple of literary
criticism, ‘the writer’s idea’: ‘Of course the best writers that is the writers
who feel writing the most as well as the best painters that is the painters
who feel painting the most do not have literary ideas.” Accordingly, such
writing cannot properly be understood in terms of the writer’s — or indeed
any — organising idea, any ‘central thing which has to move’ even if
‘everything else can be quiet’.> Arguments against the abstraction of
thought from feeling are, of course, commonplace among modernists, yet
unlike Eliot or Joyce or Woolf — whose criticism is dissociated from the
‘sensuous thought’ of their creative work and to that extent remains
unself-critical — Stein’s literary criticism is premised on a recognition that
her ideas are ultimately incommensurate with the literature they are
designed to address. Her considerable authority as a critic derives from
her ability to keep her reader alert to this incommensurability even as one
grants the usefulness of her ideas and the precision of her formulations.

The distinctive formal qualities of Stein’s criticism derive from her
revision of several key arguments of William James’s concerning knowl-
edge and consciousness.* James’s psychology-based epistemology is trans-
lated by Stein, his student between 1893 and 1897, into an analysis of the
extraordinary degree of self-consciousness and immediacy of awareness
that writing permits. In the pages just preceding the famous chapter on
‘The Stream of Thought’ in his Principles of Psychology (1890), James
distinguished two forms of knowledge which he labelled ‘knowledge of
acquaintance’ and ‘knowledge-about’. ‘I am acquainted with many
people and things’, he observed, ‘which I know very little about, except
their presence in the places where I have met them... I cannot impart
acquaintance with them to anyone who has not already made it himself. I
cannot describe them... At most, I can say to my friends, Go to certain
places and act in certain ways, and these objects will probably come.” All
‘elementary natures’, he added, ‘together with the kinds of relation that
subsist between them, must either not be known at all, or known in this
dumb way of acquaintance without knowledge-about’. Generally speak-
ing, ‘the words feelings and thought give voice to the antithesis. Through

5 Ibid., pp. 89-90.

4 For interpretations of James’s influence on Stein which stress other features of James’s
pragmatism and psychology than those discussed here, see Lisa Ruddick, Reading
Gertrude Stein: Body, Text, Gnosis (Ithaca, 1990), passim, Richard Poirier, Poetry and
Pragmatism (Cambridge, Mass., 1992), passim, and Judith Ryan, The Vanishing Subject:
Early Psychology and Literary Modernism (Chicago, 1991), pp.89-99, as well as my
‘Writing Psychology Over: Gertrude Stein and William James’, The Yale Journal of
Criticism, 8.1 (Spring 1995), pp. 133-64.
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feelings we become acquainted with things, but only by our thoughts do
we know about them.’s

Stein’s characterisation of her work ‘Melanctha’ (1905-6) in her 1926
lecture, ‘Composition as Explanation’, follows the general outlines of
James’s distinction. Because ‘the composition forming around [her] was a
prolonged present’, and therefore involved ‘a marked direction of being in
the present’, she created in her narrative of American wandering a similar-
ly ‘prolonged’ present. ‘Naturally I knew nothing of a continuous present
but it came naturally to me to make one.” Knowing nothing about such a
present Stein was nonetheless acquainted with it, since, as she notes, it
characterised the ‘natural composition in the world as it has been these
thirty years’.¢ Still, in arguing for the prolonged or continuous present as a
compositional feature in her writing, and not just of the world around her,
Stein challenged James’s claim that one ‘cannot impart acquaintance ...
to anyone who has not already made it himself’. Starting with ‘Melanctha’
she endeavoured to communicate acquaintance with ‘people and things’
by obliging herself and her readers to attend to the ‘continuous present’
formed in the process of writing (and reading) her words and sentences.
Despite agreeing with James that ‘all the elementary natures’ and ‘the
kinds of relations that subsist between them’ are known exclusively by
‘way of acquaintance’, she refused to make the further concession that
such acquaintance was necessarily ‘dumb’ or incommunicable. In order to
convey present experience in words without losing the quality of ‘being in
the present’, however, one would have to regard feelings of acquaintance,
and in particular the experience of ‘feeling writing’, as more than just ‘the
germ and starting point of cognition’, with ‘thoughts the developed tree’,
as James phrased it in 1890.7

By 1904 James was criticising his earlier, too restrictive conception of
feeling in print (as ‘for seven or eight years past” he had been doing in the
classroom) by means of the notion of ‘experience’ advanced in Essays in
Radical Empiricism. The dualist distinction between ‘the subject or bearer
of ... knowledge’ and ‘the object known’ did not correspond to what he
called ‘realities of experience’; instead of ‘the “I think” which Kant said
must be able to accompany all my objects’, an ‘I breathe’ — the awareness,
however indistinct, that one is breathing — accompanies the objects of
one’s thought. Furthermore, James proposed that ‘philosophers ha[d]
constructed the entity known to them as consciousness’ on the basis of this
sense of breathing, perhaps combined with ‘other internal facts’ such as

5 William James, The Principles of Psychology (Cambridge, Mass., 1983), pp.216-18
(emphasis in original).

¢ Gertrude Stein, ‘Composition as Explanation’, What Are Masterpieces (Los Angeles,
1940), p.31. 7 James, The Principles of Psychology, p.218.
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the sensation of ‘muscular adjustments’ in one’s head.? “Thoughts in the
concrete are fully real’, he acknowledged; yet he took this to mean that
they are ‘made of the same stuff as things are’ rather than out of an
alternative ‘mind-stuff’.? Even when thoughts take the form of ‘knowl-
edge-about’ they remain embodied and inseparable from feeling.™
With her emphasis on ‘composition as explanation’ and ‘acquaintance
with description’ — the latter phrase having served as the title of a remark-
able meditation composed shortly after she delivered ‘Composition as
Explanation’ in 1926 — Stein situated herself with respect to James’s
‘radical empiricism’ much as Eliot, with his ‘dissociation of sensibility’,
stood in relation to the ‘logical atomism’ of Bertrand Russell’s Our
Knowledge of the External World (1914). Russell set himself flatly against
James’s radical empiricism in this work, which was based on the Lowell
lectures he delivered while Eliot was studying with him at Harvard.
Determined ‘to preserve the dualism of subject and object in my terminol-
ogy, because this dualism seems to me a fundamental fact concerning
cognition’, Russell acknowledged in the earlier ‘Knowledge by Acquaint-
ance and Knowledge by Description’ (19 10—11) that his principal interest
was with ‘the nature of our knowledge concerning objects in cases where
we know that there is an object answering to a definite description, though
we are not acquainted with any such object’.”* Here he readily dissociates
thought from feeling as both James and Stein did not, and as Eliot, at least
in the 1921 essay on the Metaphysical poets in which he coined the phrase
‘dissociation of sensibility’, did only with great reluctance and on an

8 William James, ‘Does “Consciousness” Exist?’, Essays in Radical Empiricism (1912 rpt.
Cambridge, Mass., 1976), pp. 4—5, 19. James observes that in the ‘larger Psychology’ he
had already ‘said a word’ concerning the ‘internal facts besides breathing (intracephalic
muscular adjustments, etc.)’ in relation to self-consciousness; see James, The Principles of
Psychology, p. 288, for his discussion of the ‘peculiar motions in the head or between the
head and the throat’ which comprise ‘the portions of my innermost activity of which Iam
most distinctly aware’.

o James, ‘Does “Consciousness” Exist?’, p.19. ‘I mean only to deny that the word

[“consciousness”] stands for an entity, but to insist most emphatically thatit does stand for

a function’, James explains. ‘There is . . . no aboriginal stuff or quality of being, contrasted

with that of which material objects are made, out of which our thoughts of them are made;

but there is a function of experience which thoughts perform, and for the performance of
which this quality of being is invoked. That function is knowing; (p. 4, emphasis in
original).

James’s insistence on the physiological basis of thought in feeling stands behind the

‘philosophy of organism’ of Alfred North Whitehead and the ‘neural Darwinism’ of the

contemporary neuroscientist Gerald Edelman, in addition to Stein’s experimental writing;

see Alfred North Whitehead, Science and the Modern World (1925; rpt. New York, 1967),

p- 143 and Gerald Edelman, Bright Air, Brilliant Fire: On the Matter of the Mind (New

York, 1992), p. 37. I examine the relations between these figures in Irresistible Dictation:

Gertrude Stein and the Correlations of Writing and Science (forthcoming).

Bertrand Russell, ‘Knowledge by Acquaintance and Knowledge by Description’, Mysti-

cism and Logic and Other Essays (1917; rpt., London, 1951), pp. 210, 214.

10
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apparently historical and contingent basis, rather than as logically incon-
trovertible.

The reverberations from this dispute concerning feeling’s reach in mat-
ters of cognition, together with post-Romantic considerations of the
constitutive role of feeling in poetry, account for the embrace of Stein’s
perspective in ‘Composition as Explanation’ by poets as different as
William Carlos Williams, Laura Riding, and William Empson. ‘The
whole of writing’, Williams asserted in the 1929 essay ‘The Work of
Gertrude Stein’ (written with the assistance of Louis Zukofsky), ‘is an
alertness not to let go of a possibility of movement in our fearful bedazzle-
ment with some concrete and fixed present.”’* As for Empson, his early
‘Poem about a Ball in the Nineteenth Century’, which may have been
written in response to Stein’s visit to Cambridge to present ‘Composition
as Explanation’ — Empson was a student there at the time — was ‘meant to
be direct description’ and to ‘disregard meaning’. It begins, in obvious
imitation of the irregularities of Stein’s hesitating, waltz-like syntax:
‘Feather, feather, if it was a feather, feathers for fair, or to be fair,
aroused’.”> As Riding suggested in the 1927 Survey of Modernist Poetry,
Stein ‘creates duration but makes it absolute by preventing anything from
happening in the duration’; consequently she is able to convey acquaint-
ance through verbal means without falling back on fixed description or
any historicised form of knowledge-about.™

Structured around a narrative account of Stein’s career, ‘Composition
as Explanation’ might seem ill-equipped to convey an equivalent ac-
quaintance with her writing. Nonetheless, Stein manages to navigate
between the Scylla and Charybdis of literary history and the “literary idea’,
thereby resisting the idealist norms of most literary criticism. By contrast,
Williams and Riding convey the impression in their essays on Stein that it
is the ideas expressed which count, rather than the medium in which they
are expressed: this, despite arguing firmly against such norms. Before I
describe several developments which led to Stein’s readiness, however
great her misgivings, to produce her own version of literary criticism, I
need to explain why I have chosen to consider only the lectures that she
delivered between 1926 and 1936 under this heading. There are actually
four distinct modes of composition in which Stein reflects on her writing
practices: autobiographical, meditative, exemplificatory, and literary

2 William Carlos Williams, ‘The Work of Gertrude Stein’, Selected Essays (New York,
1969), pp. 117-18; Peter Quartermain discusses Zukofsky’s contribution to the essay in
Disjunctive Poetics: From Gertrude Stein and Louis Zukofsky to Susan Howe (Cam-
bridge, 1992), pp.213-14.

5 William Empson, Collected Poems (San Diego, 1949), pp- 10, 95.

4 Laura Riding and Robert Graves, A Survey of Modernist Poetry (1927; rpt. St. Clair
Shores, Mich., 1972), p. 285.
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critical. The more conventionally autobiographical writing, such as The
Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas (1932) and Everybody’s Autobiogra-
phy (1936), includes the expression of any number of literary ideas
(remarks, for instance, concerning the guiding principles and significance
of writing by Stein and others). But these often forcefully expressed ideas
are provisional and conversational. This is, to be sure, what makes them
remarks.”> On the other hand, much of Stein’s writing after ‘Melanctha’ is
meditative and self-reflexive, involving a persistent commentary on the act
of composition as it is occurring. In some of this meditative writing,
extending from the 1923 ‘An Elucidation’ through the 193 5 Geographical
History of America, a more general inquiry into the nature of writing
takes centre stage, and Stein offers examples of what it is like to ‘feel
writing’ as distinct from just having ‘literary ideas’. Later works of this
sort, such as Four in America (1932~3) and The Geographical History of
America, undoubtedly traffic in literary ideas, yet these ideas remain
incidental to the overall shape of inquiry.™® In a final category of writing,
however, Stein takes her experience as a writer — the actual experience of
writing as well as the internal dynamic of her writing over time — and
expresses it in the form of literary ideas. The corpus of this uncompromis-
ing literary criticism consists of the fourteen lectures she delivered in the
decade between 1926 and 1936: ‘Composition as Explanation’, the six
Lectures in America, the four lectures collected in Narration, ‘How Writ-
ing Is Written’, ‘An American and France’, and “What Are Master-
pieces’.’” The earliest of these, ‘Composition as Explanation’, stems, like
s ‘Remarks’, Stein cites herself not once but twice in the Autobiography as having remarked
to Hemingway, ‘are not literature.” First, Toklas recalls a story in which Hemingway
wrote ‘that Gertrude Stein always knew what was good in a Cezanne’; Stein ‘looked at him
and said, Hemingway, remarks are not literature’. (Inlight of the literary and extraliterary
concerns Stein expresses in her lecture ‘Pictures’, one may note that this account
immediately follows the twin observations that ‘it is a good thing to have no sense of how it
is done in the things that amuse you’ and ‘one can only have one metier as one can only
have one language’.) Later in the Autobiography Toklas corrects herself: ‘Hemingway was
preparing his volume of short stories to submit to publishers in America. .. He had added
to his stories a little story of meditations and in these he said that The Enormous Room was
the greatest book he had ever read. It was then that Gertrude Stein said, Hemingway,
remarks are not literature’; see Stein, Autobiography, pp.76-7, 219. Remarks are thus
only to be used if they are not taken too seriously, not frozen in the form of ‘literary ideas’ —
as quasi-statements of fact — but instead remain sufficiently fluid that they can be
rearranged, re-marked, as Stein demonstrates here. She is neither the first nor the last
writer to observe that literary values don’t necessarily coincide with values of fact.
Although Four in America contains some extraordinary criticism of Shakespeare, the
work as a whole falls under the category of Stein’s more systematic investigations of
writing. To be sure, one could always extract the Shakespeare criticism from its immediate
context (as one could also do with similar passages in The Geographical History of
America), but that would be to treat it simply as a set of intriguing literary ideas. In neither
form —as part of a systematic investigation or as a set of ideas —is it criticism of the distinct
variety Stein carves out for herself elsewhere.

7 Three book reviews, of Sherwood Anderson’s A Story-teller’s Story (1925), Alfred

Kreymborg’s Troubadour (1925), and Oscar Wilde Discovers America, by Lloyd Lewis
and Henry Austin Smith (1936), are included in Reflections on the Atomic Bomb, ed.
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its distant cousin, ‘An Elucidation’, from jacket copy which Stein prepared
for her 1922 collection Geography and Plays. The story of that work’s
publication warrants telling here, as it sets the stage for Stein’s subsequent
attempts to ‘realise ... just what her writing meant and why it was as it
was’ through strategies, alternately, of exemplification, autobiography,
and literary criticism.*8

As early as August 1920 Stein proposed to John Lane, then reprinting
Three Lives in England, that he publish a collection of her writing to be
called Geography and Plays." Although this suggestion never got off the
ground, by the end of 1921 Stein had signed a contract for the book with
the Four Seas Company of Boston, a ‘prestige’ vanity press whose roster
included Williams’s Kora in Hell.* The president of the firm, Edmund
Brown, desired some reassurance for the prospective reader: a ‘good part’
of the manuscript, he observed in correspondence with Stein, ‘is Greek to
me’. He asked Stein for ‘a statement of your method of work and your
aims ... your own expression as how best for the ordinary reader to read
the more cryptic examples of your work’.** In response Stein proposed
that Sherwood Anderson, whom she had recently met and who had
expressed a desire to write about her, might supply an ‘explanatory
preface’.>* Brown, delighted with this unexpected windfall, still pressed
for ‘a short biographical sketch . .. which we can use to great advantage in
our preliminary publicity’.* The resulting ‘Autobiographical Note’ in-
cluded a number of explanatory statements that at Stein’s own suggestion

Robert Bartlett Haas (Los Angeles, 1973). Stein also reviewed Hemingway’s Three Stories
and Ten Poems for the Paris edition of The Herald Tribune in 1923 and Anderson’s
Puzzled America for The Chicago Daily Tribune in 193 5. In addition, during World War
I she wrote two brief essays, ‘Realism in Novels’ and ‘American Language and Literature’.
Although the latter appeared in French translation in 1944, neither essay was published in
English until 1988 when Shirley Neuman provided carefully edited versions in Gertrude
Stein and the Making of Literature, ed. Shirley Neuman and Ira B. Nadel (Boston, 1988).
Stein, Autobiography, p.209.

In a letter dated 12 August 1920 Lane observed that ‘[w]ith regard to “Geography and
Plays™’, I cannot undertake to publish this until I see how “Three Lives” is going to sell’.
The letter is in the Yale Collection of American Literature.

> Stein was directed to Four Seas by Kate Buss, a New England journalist and acquaintance
of Ezra Pound’s whose Studies in the Chinese Drama was being published by the firm.
Earlier publications by Four Seas included Conrad Aiken’s The Jig of Forslinin 1916 and
Williams’s Al Que Quiere! in 1917 and Sour Grapes in 1921. In 1924 the firm would
publish Faulkner’s first book, his collection of verse The Marble Faun, and in 1927
Mourning Dove’s Co-ge-we-a: The Half Blood: A Depiction of the Great Montana Cattle
Range, possibly the first novel by a Native American woman; see Mary Dearbon,
Pocahontas’s Daughters: Gender and Ethnicity in American Culture (New York, 1986),
p.18.

Letter from Brown to Stein, dated 7 December 1921, in the Yale Collection of American
Literature.

The phrase is Brown’s, in a letter to Stein dated 5 January 1922, in the Yale Collection of
American Literature.

Letter from Brown to Stein, dated § January 1922, in the Yale Collection of American
Literature.
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were later collected on the back cover of the volume.** These remarks
comprise Stein’s first public statement of method and aims; yet, phrased in
the most general terms (‘using every form that she can invent to translate
the repeated story of everybody doing what, what they are being’, ‘a book
of her examples in which she gives some of each of her experiences’, ‘her
realization of people’s, people and things, ways of revealing something’),
they seem deliberately detached from any consideration of ‘how best. .. to
read the more cryptic examples’ of her work. A draft of the concluding
lines makes the rationale behind her reluctance to explain herself clearer.
‘She continues’, she had written, ‘to experiment and renew her realiz-
ations of people and objects, ways of revealment.”> The final word,
‘revealment’, although no neologism - its pedigree stretches at least as far
back as the sixteenth-century A Mirror for Magistrates — combines ‘revel-
ation’ and its antithesis, ‘concealment’. It was in the twists and turns of
this admixture, in her ability to subject the received language to her
alembic, that Stein located the method and aims of her writing; but she
could only tell this by not saying so.

‘Composition as Explanation’: winter / spring 1926

Because her compositional practices had developed directly against the
intentional, purposive use of writing as a means of talking about anything,
Stein could not write about her ‘way’ with words in a conversational
mode. Discursive explanation went against the grain of her writing;
instead of conveying her own experience, it distanced the reader from the
‘feeling’ of the writing. As the post-War decade progressed, however, and
Stein became more and more a Paris institution, she was increasingly
surrounded by younger writers. Among them, Sherwood Anderson was
probably the most distinguished. Already famous when he met Stein in
1921, two years after the appearance of Winesburg, Obio, he nonetheless

24 Letter from Brown to Stein, dated 23 September 1922, in the Yale Collection of American
Literature. ‘I have arranged a paper jacket very much in accordance with your
suggestions’, Brown wrote. ‘I have nothing on the front except the title, author, and a
reference to the preface by Mr. Anderson, which I think is a good selling point — and your
own suggestion for the back of the jacket; but on the flap, in addition to a list of your other
books, I have put in a resume of our “Literary Note” material.” A copy of the
‘Autobiographical Note’ is included in the Yale Collection of American Literature. Brown
made the request for a ‘biographical sketch’ in the letter dated 5 January 1922 and had
already received the sketch a month later when he observed in a letter tentatively dated 7
February 1922: “The material you have sent to help us with the advance circular is just the
thing that I was anxious to have. It is not only good material for a circular, but it makes
interesting reading, which is more than one can say for most book circulars.’

This is from one of a number of drafts of the ‘Autobiographical Note’, which along with
several proof sheets are to be found in the Yale Collection of American Literature.

25
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presented himself to her in the guise of a disciple.*® He seemed genuinely
to grasp the way she ‘work[ed] with words’ — her attentiveness to what he
would call, in his introduction to Geography and Plays, ‘the little house-
keeping words, the swaggering bullying street corner words, the honest
working, money saving words’ — and he was the first major writer willing
to sing her praises in public, to propose that her writing was ‘the most
important pioneer work done in the field of letters in my time’.>” When
Anderson agreed to introduce her book of ‘samples of me’, of ‘xperiments
of all kinds’, she exulted: ‘I have never had more genuine emotion than
when you came and understood me and it is a great delight to me to know
that it is you who is to present me. Presentez moi as they say in French.”®
She was happy to be introduced by him, as she was not yet prepared to
introduce herself.

Four years later, when she delivered ‘Composition as Explanation’ at
Oxford and Cambridge, this had changed, in no small part owing to the
publication the previous fall of The Making of Americans. Stein always
insisted that Making was central not only to her own development as a
writer but also to the development of twentieth-century writing, that is, of
recognisably twentieth-century writing from the writing which preceded
it. That is a grand claim, and on the surface of it quite unlikely, since the
work wasn’t even published until 1925. While doubtless one can docu-
ment occasions of direct influence, as in Ernest Hemingway proofreading
a hundred pages of the text for publication in the Transatlantic Review in
1924, the real substantiation must rest on other grounds.*® Indeed, one
might question whether even in Stein’s own career Making led directly to
the writing which followed it, starting with Tender Buttons in 1912. (The
26 As Sylvia Beach commented, when she asked Stein whether she might bring Anderson
‘around’ to 27 rue de Fleurus to meet her: ‘he is so anxious to know you for he says you
have influenced him ever so much & that you stand as such a great master of words’; see
Donald Gallup, ed., Flowers of Friendship: Letters Written to Gertrude Stein (New York,
1979), p. 138. ‘For some reason or other’, Toklas says in the account of the meeting in the
Autobiography, ‘1 was not present on this occasion, some domestic complication in all
probability, at any rate when I did come home Gertrude Stein was moved and pleased as
she has very rarely been. Gertrude Stein was in those days a little bitter, all her unpublished
manuscripts, and no hope of publication or serious recognition. Sherwood Anderson came
and quite simply and directly as is his way told her what he thought of her work and what it
had meant to him in his development. He told it to her then and what was even rarer he told
it in print immediately after’; see Stein, Autobiography, p. 185.

Sherwood Anderson, ‘Introduction’ to Geography and Plays by Gertrude Stein (1922; rpt.
Madison, 1993), pp. 6, 8.

Ray Lewis White, ed., Sherwood Anderson/Gertrude Stein: Correspondence and Personal
Essays (Chapel Hill, 1972), pp. 11-12.

Concerning Hemingway’s experience Toklas comments in the Autobiography that in
‘correcting proofs . .. you learn the values of the thing as no reading suffices to teach it to
you’, and adds that ‘it was at this time’ that Hemingway ‘wrote to Gertrude Stein saying

that it was she who had done the work in writing The Making of Americans and he and all
his had but to devote their lives to seeing that it was published’; see Stein, Autobiography,

p.217.
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compositional values of the pieces collected in Tender Buttons are about
as different from those of Making as it is possible to imagine.) If Making
truly epitomises epochal changes in compositional practice, then one
should be able to show not only that, like Edith Wharton’s The Custom of
the Country, it takes the transition from the nineteenth to the twentieth
century as its subject, but also that the transition actually occurs on its
pages, that in the context of the typically nineteenth-century ‘history of a
family’s progress’ which frames the work, the narrator’s slowly develop-
ing sense of the ‘reality’ of writing effectively captures the first unmistak-
able stirrings of the twentieth century.?® It is in this respect, rather than
through mechanisms of direct cause and effect, that ‘all modern writing’
may be said, as Stein announced in the jacket copy of Geography and
Plays, to have ‘sprung’ from her ‘early experiments’. In ‘Composition as
Explanation’ she links both claims when she observes of her writing up to
the World War that ‘so far then the progress of my conceptions was the
natural progress entirely in accordance with my epoch’.

Although Stein describes her development as a writer here in terms of
changing ‘conceptions’ of writing, the expression of these ‘literary ideas’ is
sufficiently obscure as to render them quite unhelpful as critical catego-
ries. All the same, two of the categories in ‘Composition as Explanation’ -
‘beginning again and again’ and ‘the continuous present’ — have become
mainstays of commentary on Stein’s writing. Their relative clarity is due
not to any conceptual precision which they may be said to possess in
themselves but rather to the explanatory context provided by the lecture
as a whole. Although Stein asserts rather than argues for the coherence of
her development as a writer, this claim occurs in the course of an intricate-
ly argued account of why her writing has created such interest among her
contemporaries that student literary societies at Cambridge and Oxford
should invite her to speak on it. (All of Stein’s lectures were written for
delivery in an academic context, and in this respect she participated in the
general consolidation of literary criticism within the academy in the
twentieth century.) Normally such literary societies would have displayed
an entirely academic taste in art, not an interest in ‘avant-garde’ writing;
the World War, however, had brought about an exceptional state of
affairs in the relation between contemporary art and ‘modern times’. ‘No
one is ahead of his time’, Stein suggests,

it is only that the particular variety of creating his time is the one that his
contemporaries who also are creating their own time refuse to accept. And they
refuse to accept it for a very simple reason and that is ... because it would not
make any difference as they lead their lives in the new composition anyway.?"

3° For an argument along these lines, see my introduction to Gertrude Stein, The Making of

Americans (Normal, 1995), pp. Xi—xxxiv.
3T Stein, ‘Composition as Explanation’, pp. 27-8.
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The difference between the ordinary person and the avant-garde artist
arises, according to Stein, from the fact that the typical person, despite
living in the present, understands present experience exclusively in terms
of categories derived from the past. Hence one’s explanatory framework
is out of sync with one’s experience. This may be viewed as a version of
Eliot’s analysis of modern ‘dissociation of sensibility’; or, more exactly,
Eliot’s argument is a version of Stein’s, since Stein quite sensibly makes
such dissociation a general, although not inevitable, condition of human
experience, rather than misleadingly giving it a precise genealogy, as both
Eliot and Pound do.>*

The explanatory framework provided by avant-garde art is the one the
present demands, yet few individuals will recognise its pertinence. Why
should this be so? It is here that Stein’s notion of ‘composition as explana-
tion’ comes into play, for avant-garde art (as distinct from academic or
strictly generic art) requires explanation that emerges directly from the
work, not from terms or categories derived from prior experience. Still,
the imaginative art of a period and the general sensibility may be more
closely in tune; this occurs when for social or political reasons, as in the
advent of war ‘actively threaten[ing]’ one’s nation or community, time
speeds up. As ‘Lord Grey remarked’, Stein observes, ‘the generals before
the war talked about the war ... as a nineteenth century war although to
be fought with twentieth century weapons’. Once the academic idea was
replaced by actual war, conceptions of war necessarily ‘became complete-
ly contemporary and so created the completed recognition of the contem-
porary composition’, which

made every one not only contemporary in act not only contemporary in thought
but contemporary in self-consciousness made every one contemporary with the
modern composition. And so the art creation of the contemporary composition
which would have been outlawed normally outlawed several generations more
behind even than war, war having been brought so to speak up to date art so to
speak was allowed not completely to be up to date, but nearly up to date, in other
words we who created the expression of the modern composition were to be
recognized before we were dead some of us even quite a long time before we were

dead.

The difficulty that such recognition created for Stein was how to acknowl-
edge it without viewing herself as already ‘a classic’ — ‘the modern compo-

3> FEliot locates the fall into dissociation in the poetry, most notably Milton’s, which followed
on the heels of the English metaphysical poets in the seventeenth century; Pound, in the
transition from Guido Cavalcanti, the fourteenth-century Italian ‘metaphysical’ poet, to
Petrarch. See T. S. Eliot, “The Metaphysical Poets’, Homage to John Dryden (London,
1924) and Ezra Pound, ‘Cavalcanti’, Literary Essays, ed. T. S. Eliot (19 54; rpt. New York,
1968). On the tendentiousness of Eliot’s historical claims, see Frank Kermode, Romantic
Image (London, 1957), pp. 138—61 and Perry Meisel, The Myth of Being Modern: A Study
in British Literature and Criticism after 1850 (New Haven, 1987), pp. 75-80.
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sition having become past is classified and the description of it is classical’
— and consequently dead before her time.3?

Aside from stressing the mechanisms of writing in works like ‘An
Elucidation’ — which aim, by means of examples, to provide knowledge of
acquaintance rather than knowledge-about — how might she address her
writing without simply reducing it to an assortment of literary ideas? Her
solution in ‘Composition as Explanation’ focused on the complex tem-
porality of composition, involving not just development from composi-
tion to composition and within individual compositions, but also the
relation of these to ‘the contemporary composition’ in which the artist and
her contemporaries ‘lead their lives’. The writing, on this account, takes
the form of a genetic process, one that has no particular external aim but
operates instead on a Darwinian model of emergent evolution.’* Even
‘Composition as Explanation’ doesn’t put an end to this process, since the
lecture’s explanatory mode proves inseparable from the particulars of its
composition, as when in the last lines Stein extends the account of her
writing to the present occasion — not, however, by expressly discussing the
lecture, but instead by addressing ‘the thing that is at present the most
troubling’, namely what she calls the distribution and equilibration of
time. Only through such distribution and equilibration can she bring
‘Composition as Explanation’ to a close in the present, both on the
occasion of its composition (despite its being composed for subsequent
delivery) and on the occasion of its delivery (despite its having been
composed on a prior occasion). ‘And afterwards’, she asks herself in the
penultimate line of the lecture. ‘Now that is all’; she concludes.?s

Lectures in America: summer / fall 1934

That would be all until 1934, after the concentrated meditations on
writing of the late 1920s and early 193o0s, after the self-publication of the
Plain Edition - five volumes published between 1931 and 1933 at 27 rue
de Fleurus, containing writing composed between 1911 and 1931 — after
the self-publicity of The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas, a surprise

33 Stein, ‘Composition as Explanation’, pp. 26, 28, 35-6, 27.

34 ‘I do still think that Darwin is the great man of the period that formed my youth’, Stein
observed in a letter to Robert Haas dated 13 September 1937 in the Yale Collection of
American Literature; the letter is cited by Clive Bush in Halfway to Revolution:
Investigation and Crisis in the Work of Henry Adams, William James, and Gertrude Stein
(New Haven, 1991), p. 269. ‘I began with evolution’, she asserted several years later in
Wars I Have Seen. ‘Most pleasant and exciting and decisive. It justified peace and justified
war. It also justified life and it also justified death and it also justified life’; see Wars I Have
Seen (New York, 1945), p. 61.

35 Stein, ‘Composition as Explanation’, p. 38.
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1933 best-seller, and after the equally startling success of Four Saints in
Three Acts on Broadway in early 193 4. That summer Stein decided, after
considerable hesitation, to deliver a series of lectures during her upcoming
visit to the United States, her first in thirty years, timed to coincide with
the publication of a new volume of selected writings in early November. In
a letter to a colleague she described herself as ‘solemnly going on writing
the lectures’:

I have finished one about pictures, one about the theatre, and am now doing the
one about English literature. Then there are three about my work, Making of
Americans, 2 Portraits and so-called repetition and what is and what is not, 3
Grammar and tenses, I get quite a bit of stage fright while doing them but if one
must one must.’*

The lectures follow the same order in the published version, with the
single exception that in Lectures in America ‘the one about English
literature’ is moved to the beginning. The result is that at the outset Stein
contextualises her writing externally, first in relation to English literature
and then in relation to painting. In the transitional third lecture, ‘Plays’,
she moves from a general consideration of dramatic writing as being, like
the lectures themselves, ‘either read or heard or seen’, to an account of her
own experience as a spectator of theatre — a narrative which parallels the
preceding account of her experience as a viewer of paintings — and
concludes with a narrative account of her own writing for the theatre.>”
Finally, each of the last three lectures sketches an alternative narrative of
the development of her writing.’® ‘Composition as Explanation’ had

3¢ W. G. Rogers, When This You See Remember Me: Gertrude Stein in Person (New York,
1948), p. 116.

37 Stein, ‘Plays’, in Lectures in America, p.94.

38 Whereas the account in ‘Plays’ only starts in early 1913, just after Stein has completed the
pieces collected in Tender Buttons, the next lecture, ‘“The Gradual Making of The Making
of Americans’, moves back in time to the composition of Making and then forward only so
far as the transitional works linking Tender Buttons and ‘the Long Book’, as Stein
characterised The Making of Americans in a 1925 letter to Carl Van Vechten; for the text
of this letter, see Edward Burns, ed., The Letters of Gertrude Stein and Carl Van Vechten
(New York, 1986), I, p. 118. Stein had recently published several of these intermediate
works in the final Plain Edition volume Matisse Picasso and Gertrude Stein With Two
Shorter Stories (193 3), In ‘Plays’ she recalls that ‘for a long time’ after moving to Paris, she
‘did not go to the theatre at all. I forgot the theatre, I never thought of the theatre at all.
did sometimes think about the opera. I went to the opera once in Venice and I liked it and
then much later Strauss’ Electra made me realise that in a kind of a way there could be a
solution to the problem of conversation on the stage’; see Stein, ‘Plays’, p. 117. Ina letter to
Mabel Dodge, written immediately following a brief visit to London in late January and
early February of 1913 and shortly before she composed her first play, Stein comments on
having just seen Richard Strauss’s Elekira in London and describes her experience in
nearly identical terms to those she would use in her lecture more than twenty years later.
The opera, she writes, produced a ‘deeper impression on me than anything since Tristan in
my youth. .. [Strauss| has made real conversation and he does it by intervals and relations
directly without machinery’; see Patricia R. Everett, ed., A History of Having a Great
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offered a single, hesitant narrative, meant to dissuade her audience from
regarding the writing as the expression of a single aim; Stein ran the risk,
however, of making the writing appear the product of considerable con-
fusion. Now, she took the alternative tack of providing multiple accounts
of her writing’s development. Each account concentrated on a particular
‘literary idea’, yet by including several complementary accounts she again
made it difficult — at least for the reader of the entire set of lectures — to
reduce her writing to a single aim, ‘a central thing which has to move’.
Together with the actual examples of her writing distributed through the
lectures, this strategy countered the tendency of literary criticism to privi-
lege certain ideas over others and one idea over all, a tendency which
follows directly from a conception of knowledge as composed essentially
of ideas.

It was to James’s alternative form of knowledge, ‘knowledge of ac-
quaintance’, that Stein referred when, in a brief work prepared on the
occasion of her return to the United States, she commented that her
lectures were ‘to be a simple way to say that if you understand a thing you
enjoy it and if you enjoy a thing you understand it’. ‘And in these lectures’,
she continued, ‘I want to tell so simply that anybody will know it and
know it very well that you can enjoy the things I have been writing. And
since you can enjoy them you can understand them. I always say in my
lectures, knowledge is what you know, and I do want you to have
knowledge and to know this that understanding and enjoying is the same
thing.”” In her own presence it was relatively easy both to enjoy the

Many Times Not Continued to be Friends: The Correspondence Between Mabel Dodge &
Gertrude Stein, 1911-1934 (Albuquerque, 1996), p. 174. Stein’s fifth ‘lecture in America’,
‘Portraits and Repetition’, reverses the temporal perspective of the previous lecture.
Instead of following the internal development of Making, it focuses on the portraiture that
unexpectedly emerged as a by-product of her attempt in Making to ‘describe ... every
possible kind of a human being’; see Stein, ‘The Gradual Making of The Making of
Americans’, Lectures in America, p.148. Here, in effect, Making is examined from the
perspective of the writing that followed it. Even so, this correction of the unidirectional
perspective displayed in ‘The Gradual Making of The Making of Americans’ didn’t satisfy
her; and the account in the concluding lecture, of her ‘long and complicated life’ with
grammar and punctuation, is framed by an extended meditation on the relation between
poetry and prose, a relation epitomised for Stein by the poetry of Tender Buttons and the
prose of The Making of Americans; see Stein, ‘Poetry and Grammar’, Lectures in America,
p.216.

39 The Yale Collection of American Literature contains three drafts — one manuscript, two
typescripts of the piece of writing which opens with these lines. The manuscript, as well as
one of the typescripts, is labelled ‘Pathe’, and the New York files of the Pathe News
Library, now part of the Sherman Grinberg Film Libraries, record a 1934 News Flash on
Stein’s arrival in America: ‘Gertrude Stein, Writer, Returns/ Close-up of Gertrude Stein
reading some/ of her so-called famous descriptions.” (A copy of the actual newsreel is listed
in the Hollywood-based collection of the Pathe News Library, but the soundtrack seems to
have been destroyed.) This must have been the ‘newsreel” that Stein referred toin the 193 5
article ‘I Came And Here I Am’, when she wrote that ‘the first thing that happened was
what they call a newsreel’; see Stein, I Came And Here I Am’, How Writting Is Written,

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Gertrude Stein 107

examples of writing she included in her lectures and to feel that one
understood them. ‘“To hear Miss Stein read her own work’, one journalist
reported,

is to understand it — I speak for myself — for the first time... [Y]ou see why she
writes as she does; you see how from sentence to sentence, which seem so much
alike, she introduces differences of tone, or perhaps of accent. And then when you
think she has been saying the same thing four or five times, you suddenly know
that she has carefully, link by link, been leading you to a new thing.*

Within its limits this statement is both accurate and admirably succinct. It
certainly describes the effect of the remarks cited above on ‘understanding
and enjoying’, in which one finds that after several repetitive equations of
the two terms Stein has indeed led one to something ‘new’: the statement
that ‘understanding and enjoying is the same thing’. What would nor-
mally have seemed a solecism — plural subject mismatched with singular
verb — offers instead an example of the point Stein is making. Yet not only
does the reporter’s testimony implicitly claim that Stein’s writing gen-
erally took the form of the repetitive manner of ‘Melanctha’ and The
Making of Americans — an impression that the merest glance at the
dissociative compositions she produced from 1912 on quickly dispels — it
also misleadingly collapses the distinction between listening to and read-
ing her. ‘It has been so often said’, Stein already noted in The Autobiogra-
phy of Alice B. Toklas, ‘that the appeal of her work is to the ear and to the
subconscious. Actually it is her eyes and mind that are active and import-
ant and concerned in choosing.”** Needless to say, hearing her read only
strengthened the impression that she traded on the dark secrets of the
psyche, that like so many American ‘altars to the Unknown God’, she was,
as T. S. Matthews commented in a scathing editorial in The New Repub-
lic, something of a ‘sideshow’, a ‘barker-priest ... drumming up trade’.+*

Stein, of course, was selling the public on her writing. Her lectures were
meant to convince one that the writing was thoughtful and pleasurable
rather than nonsensical and probably offensive, yet in the lecture format
those aspects of the writing which appealed to the eye and not the ear
would remain imperceptible or appear as nonsense, a kind of static. To the

ed. Robert Bartlett Haas (Los Angeles, 1974), p.68. The two-page ‘Pathe’, which
remained unpublished until 1996, would have been written for that occasion; see Edward
M. Burns and Ulla E. Dydo, ed., with William Rice, The Letters of Gertrude Stein and
Thornton Wilder (New Haven, 1996), pp. 3 51-3. It is unlikely, however, that it was used
in full — News Flashes typically lasted no longer than thirty seconds, as the name would
suggest.

4 From a newsclipping, dated 2 November 1934, in the Yale Collection of American

Literature. The name of the newspaper is illegible.

Stein, Autobiography, p.75.

4 T. S. Matthews, ‘Gertrude Stein Comes Home’, The New Republic, 81 (5 December
1934), pp. T0O-T.

4
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listener, the textual relations which the words possessed to one another
did not exist; at best they could be approximated in the translation from a
visual to an oral register. Aside from its aural features, the writing re-
mained as impenetrable as before, at least so long as the lectures were
merely heard. With publication, however, the passages that Stein cited
from her own writing became visible, as did those aspects of the lectures’
writing which no oral presentation could convey. The opening lecture,
‘What Is English Literature’, begins, for example, with the line, ‘One
cannot come back too often to the question what is knowledge and to the
answer knowledge is what one knows.”*> Hearing this, one might imagine
that Stein has indeed ‘often come back’ to this consideration, and that she
was certainly doing so each time she repeated the lecture. The listener
might thus contextualise the statement by putting it into a stream of events
- narrativising it in terms of prior occasions, as well as simultaneous and
projected ones. Upon reading the line, however, one is struck by the irony
of the statement’s placement. Where is one returning from if one is only
just starting out? Isn’t this precisely the territory that American, as distinct
from English, writing has so persistently staked out for itself? Stein’s
‘lectures in America’ begin with the question of just what English litera-
ture is because American literature, including her own writing, has evol-
ved from the English example; at the same time, this process of evolution
has produced an American literature quite distinct from its English
counterpart. American writing thus represents both a continuation and a
new beginning, and it is this particular narrative doubleness that Stein
herself reenacts throughout the Lectures in America: a beginning again
and again instead of a straightforwardly progressive narrative.

‘The business of Art’, Stein declares in ‘Plays’, ‘is to live in the actual
present, that is the complete actual present, and to completely express that
complete actual present’; this, she acknowledges, is what she had ‘tried to
explain in Composition as Explanation’. In both ‘The Gradual Making of
The Making of Americans’ and the concluding lecture, ‘Poetry and Gram-
mar’, she further characterises ‘living in the present composition of the
present time’ as a distinctively American trait.** ‘Everybody knows who is
an American’, she asserts, just how many seconds minutes or hours it is
going to take to do a whole thing. It is singularly a sense for combination
within a conception of the existence of a given space of time that makes
the American thing the American thing, and the sense of this space of time
must be within the whole thing as well as in the completed whole thing.’
From this perspective The Making of Americans, which Stein regarded as
at once a work of science and of art, may be viewed as an attempt to
overcome the double legacy of positivist science and realist fiction which
nineteenth-century England had bequeathed the United States: in particu-

4 Gertrude Stein, “What Is English Literature’, in Lectures In America, p. 11.
4 Stein, ‘Plays’, pp. 104-5.
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lar, the epistemological discrepancy between ‘acquiring [one’s] knowl-
edge gradually’ (in the form of knowledge-about) and subsequently
coming to possess a ‘complete conception ... of an individual ... at one
time’ (involving a sense of acquaintance). ‘A great deal of The Making of
Americans’, Stein proposes, was ‘a struggle . . . to make a whole present of
something that it had taken a great deal of time to find out, but it was a
whole there then within me and as such it had to be said’. The difficulty lay
in expressing this ‘strictly American’ conception of ‘a space that is filled
with moving, a space of time that is filled always filled with moving’ in a
medium, the English language, and within traditions of inquiry, the novels
of George Eliot, for instance, and Darwinian science, which so differently
conceived of time and space.> An American, Stein remarked in ‘Poetry
and Grammar’, ‘can fill up space in having his movement of time by
adding unexpectedly anything and yet getting within the included space
everything he had intended getting’. As an example of this distinctively
American spontaneity she described the experience of ‘a young french
boyl[,] ... a red-haired descendant of the niece of Madame Recamier’. On
a visit to the United States, he initially found Americans ‘not as different
from us frenchmen as I expected them to be’, but changed his mind when
he saw a train ‘going by at a terrific pace’: ‘we waved a hat the engine
driver could make a bell quite carelessly go ting ting ting, the way anybody
playing at a thing could do, it was not if you know what I mean profes-
sional he said’. The young Frenchman, with his strict lineage, is quite
unable to accommodate the engine driver’s carelessness. It was Stein’s
sense of the appropriateness of such whimsical behaviour — nonprofes-
sional, yet not unprofessional — which distinguished her from strict evol-
utionists like Darwin and Thomas Huxley as well as anti-evolutionists like
Louis Agassiz: a sense she shared with Emerson, who, ‘shun[ning] father
and mother and wife and brother when genius calls’, famously affirmed
that he ‘would write on the lintels of the door-post, Whim. I hope it is
somewhat better than whim at last, but we cannot spend the day in
explanation.” With similar sang-froid Stein concluded her parable: ‘Per-
haps you do see the connection with that and my sentences.’#®

In accounting for her gradual disillusionment with nineteenth-century
science in Wars I Have Seen (1945), Stein suggests that

to those of us who were interested in science then . .. [e]volution was as exciting as
the discovery of America, by Columbus quite as exciting, and quite as much an
opening up and a limiting, quite as much. By that I mean that discovering America,
by reasoning and then finding, opened up a new world and at the same time closed
the circle, there was no longer any beyond. Evolution did the same thing, it opened

45 Stein, “The Gradual Making of The Making of Americans’, pp. 160, 147, 161 (emphasis
added).

46 Stein, ‘Poetry and Grammar’, pp. 224—5; Ralph Waldo Emerson, ‘Self-Reliance’, in Essays
and Lectures (New York, 1983), p. 262.
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up the history of all animals vegetables and minerals, and man, and at the same
time it made them all confined, confined within a circle, no excitement of creation
any more.*’

The experience of confinement described here exactly complements Emer-
son’s ‘I am ready to die out of nature, and be born again into this new yet
unapproachable America I have found in the West.#® It is a sense of this
unnatural America — an America which escapes any form of understand-
ing premised on strict historical linearity, yet which Americans experience
daily, an America continually being recreated — that Stein calls the ‘essen-
tially American thing’, ‘a space of time’ which ‘is a natural thing for an
American to always have inside them as something in which they are
continuously moving’. ‘Think of anything,” she proposes, ‘of cowboys, of
movies, of detective stories, of anybody who goes anywhere or stays at
home and is an American.’#

‘How Writing Is Written’ / Narration: winter 1935

Columbus’s discovery of America, involving ‘reasoning’ as well as ‘“find-
ing’, recedes into the past, a merely historical event; yet the rediscovery of
America occurs again and again, from present moment to present mo-
ment. Stein’s six-month lecture tour of the United States, with its daily
discoveries of a remarkably approachable America, presented an exemp-
lary instance of this phenomenon. It is this very exemplarity which she
stressed in Everybody’s Autobiography, the 1936 account (published in
1937) of herself lecturing throughout the nation.’° Only on two occasions

47 Stein, Wars I Have Seen, p. 61. In Wars [ Have Seen Stein lumps Darwin together with
Huxley and Agassiz: “To believe in progress and in science’, she writes, ‘you had to know
what science was and what progress might be. Having been born in the nineteenth century
it was natural enough to know what science was. Darwin was still alive and Huxley and
Agassiz and after all they all made the difference of before and after’ (p. 61). It is of course
still a matter of considerable controversy as to whether Darwin’s evolutionary theory was
as mechanical as the theories of either Agassiz or Huxley and how central to his theory
those aspects were which, at least in retrospect, seem to allow room for the ‘excitement of
creation’ and which have become central to much recent evolutionary theory.

Ralph Waldo Emerson, ‘Experience’, Essays and Lectures, p. 48 5; also see Stanley Cavell’s
‘work in progress’, This New Yet Unapproachable America (Albuquerque, 1989).
Stein, “The Gradual Making of The Making of Americans’, pp. 160-1.

Beginning in New York, Princeton, and Chicago, Stein then lectured throughout the
Midwest and the Northeast, heading South in early February, returning by way of New
Orleans and St Louis to Chicago, then on to