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EZRA POUND, poet, essayist, editor, translator, anthologist and literary provocateur, was one of the major modernists of the twentieth century. Born in Hailey, Idaho, on October 30, 1885, he attended the University of Pennsylvania and Hamilton College, then briefly taught at Wabash College in Crawfordsville, Indiana, before heading to Europe in 1908 and settling for a time in Venice, where he published his first book, A Lume Spento. He then moved to London, where he continued to write and met such authors as Yeats, Henry James, Wyndham Lewis, Ford Madox Ford, and T. S. Eliot. In late 1920 he and his wife, Dorothy—they had married in 1914—moved to Paris, but not before he guided movements like Imagism and Vorticism to prominence and aided writers like H.D. and Joyce in getting their early works published.

In Paris, Pound met the American violinist Olga Rudge, who would become his companion for almost fifty years, and continued to work on his long poem, The Cantos, which he had begun in 1917. He also edited Eliot’s The Waste Land and became friendly with Picabia, Brancusi, Duchamp, Cocteau, and Ernest Hemingway, while working on an opera, Le Testament, based on the work of François Villon. In 1923 he visited Rimini and became absorbed by the life of Sigismundo Malatesta and his Tempio, which would prompt the Malatesta Cantos, numbers VIII-XI of his long work. He continued to publish criticism and visit Italy, where he and Dorothy, and then Olga, moved in 1924, settling in Rapallo and Venice. At the same time, prose works like the ABC  of Economics (1933) and Jefferson and/or Mussolini (1935), became increasingly economic and social in outlook.

Pound remained in Italy the rest of his life, except for two trips to the United States: the first, in 1939, was an aborted attempt to visit President Roosevelt and several congressmen to prevent U.S. involvement in World War II; the second, in 1945, occurred after his arrest for treason at the end of the war following his anti-American broadcasts on Italian radio. Declared to be mentally unfit to stand trial, Pound was committed to St. Elizabeths mental hospital in Washington, D.C., where he remained from 1946 to 1958, during which time he continued to write. In 1949, he won  the prestigious Bollingen Prize for The Pisan Cantos, which he began while at a U.S. Army detention camp in Pisa, Italy. Following his release from St. Elizabeths, Pound returned to Italy, where he wrote sporadically. He died in Venice on November I, 1972.
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Introduction

T. S. Eliot called Ezra Pound “il miglior fabbro,” “the better craftsman.” James Joyce declared he was “a miracle of ebulliency, gusto and help.” W. B. Yeats recalled that to “talk over a poem with him” was “like getting you to put a sentence into dialect. All becomes clear and natural.” Wyndham Lewis summed him up as the “demon pantechnicon driver, busy with removal of the old world into new quarters.” The supercharged Ezra Pound seemed to be everywhere at once in the literary world of the early twentieth century, cajoling, hectoring, provoking, and refashioning literature whether in London, Paris, New York, or Rapallo. He met Henry James and corresponded with Hardy. He redirected the poetry of Yeats, discovered Robert Frost, and promoted H.D. His admirers were right: Pound was the quintessential modernist, the figure who overturned poetic meter, literary style, and the state of the long poem. Only his experimentation with new forms and determination to “make it new” exceeded his boldness in editing The Waste Land, overseeing publication of Ulysses, and creating new movements like Imagism. As he wrote in a note to his early poem “Histrion,” “I do not teach—I awake.”

Pound’s multiple importance might be condensed to a single conviction: poetry shapes the world. Like Shelley, who believed that poets are “the unacknowledged legislators of the world,”  Pound knew that poetry informed the moral and aesthetic values of a culture: “Poetry is a sort of inspired mathematics which gives us equations ... for the human soul,” he proclaimed. Literature, he announced in the ABC of Reading, is “news that stays news” because it galvanizes readers—especially if it follows his precept to “use no superfluous word.” “Cut direct,” he ordered when discussing style. Pound, in other words, was a literary activist who insisted that ideas be put into action.

Some of Pound’s best and most challenging work is his earliest. Rewriting the dramatic monologue, the Provençal lyric, or the pentameter line meant the discovery of personae, Imagism, and a new form of dramatic expression that his earliest poetry embodied. “To break the pentameter, that was the first heave,” Pound wrote in The Pisan Cantos (Canto LXXXI), recalling his first encounter with late-nineteenth-century poetry but, more important, suggesting the aggressive and challenging approach he took to the task of poetic composition. Self-possessed and assured in his early work, he could fashion a narrative out of “a shifting change,/A broken bundle of mirrors,” as he writes in his remarkable reworking of Provençal traditions, “Near Perigord,” a poem that combines Dante, Provençal, and modernist form.

Pound contested traditional if not accepted conventions of poetic writing, replacing Swinburne with Arnaut Daniel, late Victorian elaboration with Imagism. The elegance and precision of the Chinese written character, where the ideogram replaced expansive metaphors, became his new focus. From 1908, when his first book, A Lume Spento, appeared, through 1923, when he was well under way with his lifetime’s preoccupation,  The Cantos (by 1923 there were 8; the final number, some only fragments, would be 117), Pound tested, revised, rejected, and recovered forms of poetic expression that became a new direction for poetry for a host of contemporaries, including H.D., T. S. Eliot, William Carlos Williams, Louis Zukofsky, and Basil Bunting.

Pound began to remake his language on or about 1910: “I was obfuscated by the Victorian language ... I hadn’t in 1910 made a language ... to think in” (LE, 193—94). His poetic as well as cultural education had been alternately stultifying and  liberating. “It takes six or eight years to get educated in one’s art, and another ten to get rid of that education,” he declared (LE, 194). In criticizing his own Rossetti-influenced efforts to translate Guido Cavalcanti, for example, Pound explained that his mistake was “in taking an English sonnet as the equivalent for a sonnet in Italian” (LE, 194). They are not the same, and when he realized this it freed him to explore, expand, discover, and construct his version of these works.

The anti-Romantic essays of T. E. Hulme, the English philosopher, provided Pound with an early direction: “beauty may be in small dry things ... the great aim is accurate, precise and definite description,” wrote Hulme.a By 1912, Pound would express similar ideas in a set of rules:1. Direct treatment of the “thing,” whether subjective or objective.
2. To use absolutely no word that does not contribute to the presentation.
3. As regarding rhythm: to compose in the sequence of the musical phrase, not in sequence of a metronome (LE, 3).


 

His own poetry quickly demonstrated this approach, Pound’s energetic and aggressive attitude, evident from his earliest work. In his account of the sculptor Gaudier-Brzeska, Pound wrote, “the image is the poet’s pigment” (GB, 86).

Pound’s prose is often a key to his poetry. The Spirit of Romance (1910), originally written as a set of lectures on Romance literature given in London in the fall of 1909/1910 and then printed by J. M. Dent, records his absorption with Italian poets and Provençal troubadours. It also contains one of his most important early statements about poetry, defining it as “a sort of inspired mathematics, which gives us equations, not for abstract figures ... but equations for the human emotions” (SR, 14). The work also reflects Pound’s focus on the particular and the need for the definite, whether in terminology or imagery. His early aesthetic also favors restraint, “which drives the master toward intensity” (SR, 18). Arnaut Daniel, Dante, and Cino emerge as heroes. And he cites Dante’s praise of Daniel in Canto 26 of  Purgatorio, adopting the phrase il miglior fabbro as a chapter title in The Spirit of Romance. Eliot would use the phrase as part of the dedication to The Waste Land, which reads, “For Ezra Pound / il miglior fabbro” (SR, 33).

The poetry of Provence becomes Pound’s ideal, what he calls the “poetry of democratic aristocracy,” drawing its audience through lyricism and drama (SR, 39). Its basis in song, expressed through the troubadour’s voice, was another foundational idea for Pound, who used the concept of melopoeia or song as a key to his own sense of sound, meter, and rhythm: “troubadour poetry was ... made to sing; the words are but half the art,” he believed (SR, 53). This ideal sustained Pound’s image of the poet and his relation to this culture throughout his writing. To be both poet and warrior, which the Provençal writer Bertran de Born embodied, became a further ideal for Pound.

The Spirit of Romance is the sourcebook for understanding Pound’s early poetry through its references, history, and detail—as well as its aesthetic. Throughout the account of El Cid, Dante, and the troubadours, Pound makes his conception of the artist clear, explaining that “an art is vital only so long as it is interpretative, so long ... as it manifest something which the artist perceives at greater intensity and more intimately, than his public” (SR, 87). Science, particularly physics, comes to Pound’s aid in explaining the evolution of literary culture and how the conditions of Provence provided the necessary restraint and tension to produce great writing: “electric current gives light where it meets resistance” (SR, 93-94, 97). And as Pound moves slowly from Provence to Italy, he sharpens his distinctions. The poetry of Provence had been “a cult of the emotions,” but the poetry of thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Italy is the “cult of harmonies of the mind,” an “objective imagination” that appeals by its “refined exactness” (SR, 116; Pound would call the Renaissance “the cult of culture” [SR, 223]).

Pound believed that the Italian dolce stil novo poetry of the late thirteenth century—the period of Dante, Cavalcanti, Cino  da Pistoia—was the direct descendant of Provençal verse (Makin, 79). Shakespeare’s language is “beautifully suggestive,” but Dante’s is “more beautifully definite”; Shakespeare is a forest, Dante a cathedral (SR, 158, 159). Geographically, Pound moves from Provence to Tuscany and then England. Paris and the work of Villon (François Montcorbier) is, however, another stop. Villon’s persistent gaze at what is before him, even when it is himself, expressed through a voice of mockery, suffering, and fact, appealed to Pound, who refers to Villon as “the only poet without illusions” and who never lies to himself (SR, 169). Dante, writes Pound, is many men; Villon is always himself (SR, 177). Arnaut Daniel, Bertran de Born, Dante, Villon—these are the poets who shaped Pound’s early ideas and technique.

Rossetti, Browning, and even Swinburne, as well as the Anglo-Saxon poets, were the first in the English tradition to challenge Pound, who alternately found their work admirable and execrable. But he vigorously reacted against “the crust of dead English, the sediment present in my own available vocabulary” (LE,  193), determined to renew the language of poetry. Whitman, Noh drama, and Chinese poetry, which he encountered through the work of Ernest Fenollosa, helped him to further his new direction, which in 1912. he labeled “Imagism.” Pound defined this as the drive toward precision in contrast to abstraction, replacing Victorian generalities with the clarity found in Japanese haiku, Noh theater, and ancient Greek lyrics. In “A Few Don’ts by an Imagist” (1913), he presented the new aesthetic, defining an image as the presentation of “an intellectual and emotional complex in an instant of time” treated according to certain rules, starting with “direct treatment of the ‘thing,’ whether subjective or objective.” Use “no word that does not contribute to the presentation,” he admonished writers (LE, 3-4). His anthology, Des Imagistes (1914), with work by H.D., Aldington, Williams, Joyce, and himself, exhibited these principles at work.

Succeeding Imagism was Vorticism, a system of energies responding to modern dynamism and technology, which Wyndham Lewis’s journal BLAST (1914-15) represented. The image is now understood not as an idea but as “a radiant node or cluster ... a VORTEX from which, and through which, and  into which, ideas are constantly rushing” (GB, 92). But this, too, was soon revised: Noh theater’s “Unity of Image” replaced energy as the intensification of a single image became Pound’s concern. But soon even this approach would be too limited, because as Pound embarked on The Cantos, he needed a way for the image to arrest the tension of competing materials, while at the same time functioning as an element of reference and allusion. By 1918, between the composition of Homage to Sextus Propertius and Hugh Selwyn Mauberley, Pound confidently predicted that the poetry of the next decade will “move against poppy-cock, it will be harder and saner ... we will have fewer painted adjectives impeding the shock and stroke of it” (LE, 12). Pound’s “Sestina: Altaforte,” “The Coming of War: Action,” and “Near Perigord” had already validated these ideas.

Homage to Sextus Propertius is the first of Pound’s major sequence poems, anticipating Mauberley and then The Cantos.  Based on a series of poems from the four extant books of the Roman elegist Sextus Aurelius Propertius, the work, finished in 1917 but not published until 1919, created controversy because it was a liberal if not free-form “translation,” a work that adapted the original to contemporary language rather than imitate the original through a literal translation. This upset classicists, but not readers. Pound defended his work, claiming his goal was “to bring a dead man to life, to present a living figure” (SL, 149). T. S. Eliot in his introduction to Selected Poems  (1928) explained that “it is not a translation, it is a paraphrase, or still more truly ... a persona” (SPo, 19).

What made Propertius central to Pound’s reading and study of poetry was the Roman poet’s irony. In Propertius, Pound identified logopoeia, what he defined as “the dance of the intellect among words” (LE, 25). This attitude, he explained, “does not translate; though the attitude of mind it expresses may pass through a paraphrase. Or one might say, you can not translate it ’locally’” (LE, 25). For Pound and his later translations, tone and color and the state of mind of the poet, not exact expression, are central (SL, 231). Pound also argues in his poem that Propertius had been misread by the Victorians, who emphasized the sentimentality of the Roman poet. Pound’s Propertius  criticizes these misreadings as he underscores the ironic play of the Roman’s poetry. Jules Laforgue rather than Pater is the proper model, Pound argues, and in response to a remark by Thomas Hardy that the poem should be retitled “Propertius Soliloquizes,” Pound explains that “what I do is borrow a term—aesthetic—a term of aesthetic attitude from a French musician, Debussy,” and develop it rather than concentrate on the subject matter of Propertius (Davie, 49).

Propertius becomes a mask for Pound, a hallmark of his early poetry and the last of the major single personae in Pound’s work. In selecting and arranging the elegies of Propertius, Pound builds up a complex if unorthodox portrait of the Roman that both interprets the historical original and reflects the occupations of the modern translator. The recurrent themes of love, war, death, and poetry are of the present as well as the past. The poem might furthermore be thought of as Pound’s elegy to the Edwardian-Georgian reading public, which he could take for granted in the pre—World War I environment but not after. That readership became a casualty of the conflict suggested in Propertius but detailed in Mauberley.

Hugh Selwyn Mauberley is Pound’s most important early poem, refining his sense of sequence and structure. Anticipating the form of The Cantos and yet summarizing the issues and outline of works like Sextus Propertius, especially in its social criticism, direct voice, and fragmented narrative, Mauberley  presents, in tone and direction, the format and style of Pound’s later development. Essentially the retelling of the poet Mauberley’s disaffection with London and its culture, in response to the calamity caused by World War I, the poem also alludes to such influences as Henry James and Théophile Gautier. In James, Pound admired the depiction of atmosphere and impressions; in Gautier, a certain “hardness,” which he prophesized in 1917, celebrating verse that was “austere, direct, free from emotional slither” (LE, 12). The final poem in the Mauberley sequence, “Medallion,” thought to be by Mauberley himself, exhibits the hardness Pound admired in Gautier’s Émaux et Camées (1852).

Mauberley is a suite of eighteen poems in two parts, the first running from “Ode” to “Envoi (1919).” The second begins with  the title “Mauberley (1920),” from section I to “Medallion.” On the title page of the poem in Personae (1926), Pound included a footnote, since deleted: “The sequence is so distinctly a farewell to London that the reader who chooses to regard this as an exclusively American edition may as well omit it and turn at once to [Homage to Sextus Propertius].” The epigraph from the Roman poet Nemesianus, “the heat calls us into the shade,” and the subtitle “Life and Contacts” were omitted in Selected Poems  (1949) but reintroduced in a revised version appearing in Diptych Rome-London (1958), although the subtitle is reversed to read “Contacts and Life,” which Pound told his publisher, James Laughlin, was “the actual order of the subject matter” (Ruthven, 127).

Early readers of the poem had difficulty distinguishing between Pound and the persona of Mauberley. Were they the same or not? Pound argued they were different, but readers persisted in linking the two. Another issue was the construction of the work: were the sections linked or simply arbitrarily joined together? Answers can be found through identifying Pound’s sources, largely French. Indeed, Pound models his work on the rhythms of Gautier and Bion, poets he had recently reread for his long article “A Study in French Poets,” published in the Little Review (February 1918). Pound essentially creates in the person of Mauberley, who appears only in the latter half of the poem and in contrast to Pound, “a mask of the contemporary aesthete to show what the minor artist could expect from the England of the day” (Espey, 14). The poet’s place in society is the focus.

Beginning with an ironic “Ode” on Pound himself, the poet then shifts to his own age, exposing what in society prevents the artist from fully realizing his own potential because of commercialization and money, which has substituted for aesthetics. Democracy has also turned toward self-corruption (II, III). Sections IV and V are the climax of Pound’s denunciation, underscored by World War I and the sacrifice of the young dying for a diseased tradition. He then examines the sources of this degeneration, locating it in the overpowering of Pre-Raphaelite aesthetics by the official morality of Gladstone and Ruskin (see the “Yeux  Glauques” and “Siena Mi Fe’” sections). A list of Pound’s, and possibly Mauberley’s, contacts follows (“Brennbaum,” “Mr. Nixon”), including an educated woman who inherits sterile traditions she does not understand (XI). Pound then examines himself in relation to the fashionable circles of literary London and realizes he is unacceptable (XII) and bows out with a love lyric, “Envoi (1919),” which contradicts the surface judgments of the critics in the opening “Ode.”

Mauberley emerges as an individual in the second half of the poem, entitled “Mauberley (1920),” where each of the sections opens with an apparent parallel drawn from the first section, although it develops its thematic opposite. Mauberley, however, is inadequate, displaying his limits as an artist (I), realizing that although life may offer him something through active passion, he hesitates and is unable to conform to the age (II, and “The Age Demanded” section). These acknowledgments lead to subjective reveries that engulf him as he drifts to his death (IV), leaving his only work—“Medallion”—behind, an ironic reworking of the “Envoi” that concluded part one of the poem and marked the disappearance of Pound to Paris. But the restatements of phrases in the “Mauberley” section of the poem from part one are thematic variants rather than direct extensions, balancing and ordering what had formerly been seen as disconnected fragments. Even typography contrasts the two parts of the larger work: Pound uses Greek in the first part for his Greek quotations and tags; in the second (“Mauberley (1920)”), he transliterates the Greek into Roman letters.

Complex but revealing, emphasizing the disparity between surface and foundation, between idea and action, Mauberley  contains various links with The Cantos, including the theme of the poet as Odysseus (Mauberley and The Cantos each opens with this), which functions in both works as a unifying narrative thread (see Cantos I, XX, and XLVII). The abrupt breaking off of the twelfth poem in Mauberley, and the coda following the asterisks, anticipate the technical surface of The Cantos, where such typographical disruptions culminate in the introduction of Chinese ideographs (Cantos LII-LXXI et al.) and even a musical  score (Canto LXXV). Mauberley also introduces a series of figures who will reappear in The Cantos, from Homer, Dante, and Browning to Pindar, Catullus, and Sappho, as well as Henry James, Pisanello and Edward FitzGerald, translator of The Rubaiyat. War, inimical to both poems, expands to a shared indictment of England.

Pound did not forget Mauberley: imprisoned by the U.S. Army at the Disciplinary Training Center in Pisa in 1945, he recalled in detail the period the poem evoked when he composed  The Pisan Cantos, directly quoting from the earlier work.  Mauberley encompasses many of Pound’s early enthusiasms—Browning, Swinburne, the Pre-Raphaelites, The Rubaiyat—as well as his classical interests, but it also looks forward to the range and breadth of The Cantos. With Propertius, Mauberley  justifies the artist in times unsympathetic to his art, while The Cantos, even the early ones, demonstrate his necessary place in the modern age.

“You will have to go a long way round if you want to avoid them,” Basil Bunting wrote in his poem “On the Fly-leaf of Pound’s Cantos,” addressing them like the Alps. But for many readers, The Cantos still remain a mountainous poem, filled with crevices, steep ascents, and glorious views, despite Pound’s admonition that “there is no mystery about the Cantos, they are the tale of the tribe—give Rudyard [Kipling] credit for his use of the phrase” (GK, 194). Pound first thought of his epic, “a poem including history,” as early as 1904 or 1905, but did not begin drafting cantos until 1915 (ABC, 46). “Three Cantos of a Poem of Some Length,” the early cantos, first appeared in Poetry magazine in 1917, but almost immediately after their publication, Pound began to revise them, asking Eliot for editorial advice. Eliot told him to eliminate redundancies and explanatory passages and remove personal pronouns to “impersonalize” the text, making its transitions more elliptical. Pound followed this form of revision throughout the composition of the entire poem, preferring to call several of the later volumes “drafts,” as in A  Draft of XVI Cantos for the Beginning of A Poem of Some Length (1925) or A Draft of XXX Cantos (1930).

No section of the work experienced as much revision, however, as “Three Cantos.” In fact, a portion of Canto III would form the opening of Canto I, while the later Canto VIII would become a large portion of Canto II. Pound was finding his way. More specifically, in 1923, Pound took part of Canto III, his translation of the nekuia passage from The Odyssey (Book IX, “The Book of the Dead”), and made it the opening of a revised Canto I and redistributed other passages to provide a more dramatic, in medias res beginning. But “Three Cantos,” and Cantos IV through VIII, record the poet’s original conception and impetus for the poem, which he acknowledged to be digressive and abbreviated:the first 11 Cantos are preparation of the palette. I have to get down all the colours or elements I want for the poem. Some perhaps too enigmatically and abbreviatedly. I hope to bring them into some sort of design and architecture later (SL, 180).





Beginning with Browning’s Sordello, “Three Cantos”—the so-called Ur-cantos—develop a centralizing consciousness (later to be replaced with a fragmented perception expressed through juxtaposition) by using the poem to establish a dialogue with Browning in Pound’s search for form, complaining that Browning hadWorked out new form, the meditative, 
Semi-dramatic, semi-epic story, 
And we will say: What’s left for me to do? 
Whom shall I conjure up; who’s my Sordello [?]

(“Three Cantos,” I)





The answer, of course, is plenty, and Pound proceeds in the “Three Cantos” to build a poetic world around the myth of Odysseus, because no historical literary figure or model could satisfy his demands. He would label this process of image making the Greek phantastikon, which he describes at the close of Canto I: And I shall claim;

Confuse my own phantastikon, 
Or say the filmy shell that circumscribes me 
Contains the actual sun;

confuse the thing I see

With the actual gods behind me?

Are they gods behind me?





But historical figures remain subject to the imaginative metamorphoses of the poet’s phantastikon, merging and emerging with the archetype of a mythical hero free from historical reconstruction : for Pound, this is Odysseus. In the first of “Three Cantos,” he also establishes his style: “set out your matter/As I do, in straight simple phrases.” How to make the long poem both an epic and modern is the challenge Pound sets for himself. “Three Cantos” is his first answer. Experiment characterizes all of these early efforts plus his realization that the heroes of the past will not do—or must be reappraised and re-presented to suit the modern situation.

More specifically, the later half of “Three Cantos, I” introduces motifs developed not only by the “Three Cantos” as a whole but later Cantos as well (Bush, 117, 135-41). “Three Cantos, II” begins with a half-regretful soliloquy, “Leave Casella,” abandoning lyric poetry for the epic. The narrative technique shifts as the persona of the narrator recedes from the center into a less prominent speaking voice. No monologue but a series of unrelated vignettes emerges; the narrator discourses with images of various joyless ghosts, each presenting a form of spiritual blindness. The theme is “drear waste” and shows Pound’s technique of layering the vital past and the empty present into an extended sequence. At play are the techniques of Imagism.

A progression of historical images illustrating the fading power of the gods ends the Canto; worship disappears as Western culture ages and becomes more commercial. “Three Cantos, III” moves more securely to Homer and Odysseus, recalling Pound’s copy of Andreas Divus’s Latin translation of Homer,  which would become the opening of the revised Canto I, Pound offering his own “rough meaning” in English of Divus’s Latin.

Cantos IV through VIII push the poem further, moving into the world of ragged textual surfaces and disjointed history but taking Pound closer to an emerging conception of the entire work. Canto IV, published in October 1919, was the first he regarded as capable of standing in the finished sequence, although he revised it slightly. “Three Cantos” orients the reader in psychological space; Canto IV in a flatter, historical space. Events, literary allusions, and the poet coexist now on the same plane. Pieces of text abut one another without an established context set by a single narrator or consciousness. Now the Orient, not Browning, organizes the poem. Japanese Noh drama provides the schema, a kind of theater without drama, using only a change of mask to mark a shift in dialogue. Scenery is minimal; the action is verbal; the language incisive. The drama Takasago,  read by Pound while composing Canto IV, is central in conception and form for the new confidence and direction represented by this Canto (Albright, 65-67).

Cantos IV and V still celebrate the glamour of troubadour adultery, with short segments spliced together to reveal common themes. Peire de Maensac, a troubadour described in Canto V, may be a dreitz hom (good man), but he is still devious as he makes off with Tierci’s wife. But Canto V is also a departure, as Pound introduces a secondary intelligence, in this case Benedetto Varchi, a historian who considers whether the murder of Alessandro de’ Medici in 1557 by his cousin was petty revenge or a noble act to save Florence from tyranny. Pound enters history in this Canto, although it is uncertain, insecure, and baffling. Contrasting with the identifiable myths of Canto IV are the “facts” of Canto V, which are unreliable. Canto V also elaborates voices other than those of the poets. History itself begins to speak in the poem. Canto VI, for example, is the voice of the troubadour Bernart de Ventadour telling how his music seduced the wife of his patron, Eblis III. The voices of old men who mutter rather than speak fill Canto VII: “Dry casques of departed locusts/speaking a shell of speech” (VII).

Between 1920 and 1921, Pound wrote no Cantos, concentrating instead on Mauberley. He also wrote an opera, Le Testament, devising his own music for texts by François Villon; he also edited The Waste Land. These experiences changed the shape of The Cantos. The “impersonations”—the voices Pound employs in Cantos V through VIII—marking his search through history and myth to locate an authentic voice diminish, although in Canto VIII, published in The Dial in May 1922, he still maintains strong narrative control. Retelling moments from mythical history, he dramatizes as he juxtaposes, drawing on Anglo-Saxon constructions as much as Dante. But classical writers set the diction, the source texts and incidents in the Canto. Homer and Dante, in fact, become the two hovering figures not only in Canto VIII, (which would be radically revised in 1923—1925 to become Canto II), but also throughout the remainder of the entire poem. Suggesting the competition between two worlds, that of poet and audience and the classical and the modern, is the line “Ear, ear for the sea-surge, murmur of old men’s voices,” describing Homer’s skill and yet neglect. In Acoetus’s narration of the adventures of Dionysus, Pound brings a liveliness and drama to the poem not present in the earlier quest to create a new Sordello. The dialogue of Canto VIII is never between two poets (Pound and Browning) but between the dramatized lives of figures like Acoetus and Dionysus. Pound recognized this new energy and placed the Canto second in his revised structure, beginning the new version with an admission and a challenge—“Hang it all, Robert Browning,/there can be but the one ‘Sordello’ ”—and then leaping to the So-shu, seal, and Picasso passage of the original Canto VIII, reworking material from approximately line 15 onward. As the poetic source of the new Canto II, Canto VIII has a crucial place in the evolution of the completed poem.

 

Pound’s early prose similarly redefined his relation with tradition at the same time he formulated a new aesthetic. “What I Feel About Walt Whitman” (1909) is an early attempt to clarify his connection to an American literary past, extended by “The Wisdom of Poetry” (1912), a statement of the value of poetry  as an act of liberation achieved through language. He amplifies this through a series of essays on select influences on his work, notably “Psychology and Troubadours” (1912) and “Troubadours—Their Sorts and Conditions” (1913). His essays “Imagisme” (1912) and “The Serious Artist” (1913) clarify his poetics at the same time he glances back in “How I Began” (1913). But Pound always manages to look forward when he looks back, as in “The Tradition” (1914), which focuses on Greece and Provence, and “A Retrospect” (1918), a collection of earlier pieces on Imagism and artistic commitment. “The Prose Tradition in Verse” (1914) strikes a new note as he begins with Yeats and then moves to the value of Hueffer’s (later Ford Madox Ford) poetry, not because he has a lyrical gift but because “of his insistence upon clarity and precision, upon the prose tradition; in brief, upon efficient writing—even in verse.”

“Vorticism” (1914) and “Chinese Poetry” (1918) are further important topics in Pound’s essays; so is the startling work of James Joyce. Two essays on Joyce, in fact, appear here, one dealing with the publication of A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1917), the other with Ulysses (1922). Both were texts that Pound felt radically revised the novel as it was then understood.

Perhaps the most significant prose work Pound published up to 1923 was “The Chinese Written Character as a Medium for Poetry.” In early October 1913, Ernest Fenollosa’s widow met the energetic young Pound, who was striding through literary London with his bold ideas and new forms. Mary Fenollosa hoped to appoint Pound her late husband’s literary executor. Pound, not an Orientalist but a poet, impressed Mrs. Fenollosa, whose husband went to Japan in 1878 after graduating from Harvard, continuing his studies at Cambridge University, and spending a year at the Boston Museum of Fine Arts. He first taught at the Imperial University in Tokyo, where he began an intensive study of Japanese art. After eight years, Fenollosa helped found the Tokyo Fine Arts Academy and the Imperial Museum, acting as its director in 1888. He also prepared the first inventory of Japan’s national treasures. He returned to Boston in 1890 to become curator of Oriental art at the Boston Museum of Fine Arts, but scandal over his divorce and immediate  remarriage to the writer Mary McNeill Scott in 1895 forced his resignation. Two years later, he returned to Japan but in 1900 made his way back to America and then on to London, where he died in 1908. Mrs. Fenollosa liked Pound; she appointed him Fenollosa’s literary executor, and passed on to him sixteen or so notebooks from her husband that concentrated on three subjects : Japanese drama, Chinese verse, and the Chinese writing system.

While in Japan, Fenollosa undertook the intensive study of Chinese poetry, especially the work of Li Po (Rihaku, in Japanese). The last topic Fenollosa studied before leaving Japan was the Chinese writing system, preparing an essay on the written character of Chinese literature. The work, which Pound edited and would publish in 1919, strongly influenced Pound’s ideas of poetry and the Orient. Fenollosa believed that Chinese characters are actually representations of ideas (ideograms), which present concepts in visual forms. This paralleled Pound’s work at the time on Imagism, in which he was seeking a visually focused poetry. In a later work, ABC of Reading (1934), Pound elaborates these concepts, claiming that Fenollosa’s essay is “the first definite assertion of the applicability of scientific method to literary criticism” (ABC, 18).

Pound declares that Fenollosa “was perhaps too far ahead of his time to be easily comprehended” (ABC, 19). In contrast to European thought, which defines by abstraction, Chinese thought, as stated by Fenollosa, defines in terms of science, of exactitude through a language based on sight, not sound (ABC, 20). The ideogram is not a “written sign recalling a sound” but “the picture of the thing, ... it means the thing or the actions or situation, or quality germane to the several things that it pictures” (ABC, 21). To define “red,” for example, the Chinese writer puts together the abbreviated pictures of a rose, iron rust, cherry, and flamingo. Essentially, Fenollosa for Pound “was telling how and why a language written in this way simply HAD TO STAY POETIC” (ABC, 22).

In Fenollosa, Pound found confirmation of his commitment to “the efficiency of verbal manifestation”: “a general statement,” he announces, is “valuable only in REFERENCE to the  known objects or facts” that the ideogram represents (ABC, 27, 26). Practically, this meant the use of transitive verbs and avoidance of “is.” English, Fenollosa writes, has a “lazy satisfaction with nouns and adjectives.” Pound, however, did not know the sound of Chinese and faced the dilemma of translating Chinese concept figurations with Japanese sound values (Fenollosa’s preferred medium). Only when he received R. H. Mathews’s Chinese-English dictionary years later, which organized characters by their sounds rather than by their radicals, would Pound begin to understand the phonetic structure of the language. However, the aesthetic value of the ideogram as understood in Fenollosa’s essay was incalculable for Pound’s developing aesthetic.

Pound’s early writings in poetry and prose reveal the direction of his later work. His ideas about language, history, reading, and influence are apparent, whether in the experimental  Homage to Sextus Propertius, Hugh Selwyn Mauberley, or “Three Cantos,” or in essays like “Imagism” or “The Serious Artist.” Pound’s work up to 1923, when he confidently asserts in “Criticism in General” three broad divisions for poetry:  melopoeia—when words are charged with musical properties;  phanopoeia—“a casting of images upon the visual imagination”; and logopoeia—“the dance of the intellect upon words,” charts his later work. Earlier, in 1915, Pound told Harriet Monroe, editor of Poetry magazine, that in good writing “there must be no clichés, set phrases, stereotyped journalese. The only escape from such is by precision, a result of concentrated attention to what is writing ... objectivity and again objectivity” (SL, 49). As his writing up to 1923 evolves, he achieves this goal.

Pound and his wife, Dorothy, spent from January through April 1923 in Italy, anticipating their future residence there (1924-1945; 1958-1972). The period also initiated new work on The Cantos as Pound explored the life of Sigismundo Malatesta, the fifteenth-century condottiere and art patron of Rimini. In 1923, he also continued to develop his opera on Villon, now with the assistance of the composer George Antheil; reworked the opening of The Cantos (making part of Canto III the new  beginning of Canto I); published an autobiographical volume,  Indiscretions; and saw three of the Malatesta Cantos in print in Eliot’s Criterion. But none of these developments could have occurred without the writing and ideas formulated between 1908 and 1923.
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In the material that follows, footnotes are by Pound, endnotes are by the editor. Because the texts for Pound’s essays follow those of their first publication, the punctuation reflects differing British and American practices.
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Brief Chronology

1885 Ezra Loomis Pound born on October 30 in Hailey, Idaho, to Homer Pound and Isabel Weston Pound. Pound’s grandfather was a congressman from Wisconsin whose connections obtained an appointment for his son, Homer, in the Idaho Territories as registrar of the Government Land Office.

1887 The Pounds leave Hailey for New York City, where they live with Uncle Ezra and Aunt Frank Weston.

1889-1897 Homer Pound becomes assistant assayer at the United States Mint in Philadelphia, where he will work until he retires in 1928. Family settles first in Jenkintown and then moves to the adjacent suburb of Wyncote. The young Ezra, nicknamed “Ra” (pronounced “Ray”), publishes his first poem in 1896, a limerick on the defeat of William Jennings Bryan in the presidential election. Poem appears in the Jenkintown Times-Chronicle. After several years in public school, enters Cheltenham Military Academy in 1897, where he learns Latin, fencing, tennis, and chess.

1898 First grand tour of Europe with his mother and her aunt Frank. Visits England, Germany, France, Switzerland, and Italy.

1901 Enters the University of Pennsylvania at age fifteen. Meets William Brooke Smith, a young artist, and Hilda Doolittle (later known as the Imagist poet H.D.).

1902 In the summer travels again to Europe with his parents and Aunt Frank. Also visits Gibraltar and Morocco. On return to Penn, meets William Carlos Williams, a medical student two years older than himself. However, Pound’s broader reading makes him Williams’s poetic mentor.

1903 Poor grades necessitate Pound’s transfer to Hamilton College, in Clinton, New York, where he studies Romance languages and Anglo-Saxon.

1905 Graduates from Hamilton College with his bachelor’s degree and publishes a translation from Provençal in the Hamilton Literary Magazine. Reads Dante and considers writing a modern epic based on The Divine Comedy. Begins graduate study at University of Pennsylvania; sees a great deal of Hilda Doolittle, for whom he forms an anthology of his early poems that he calls “Hilda’s Book.”

1906-1907. Receives M.A. degree in Romance languages and a fellowship for summer doctoral work in Spain on the plays of Lope de Vega. Sails to Gibraltar and visits Madrid, Burgos, Paris, and London. He returns to the University of Pennsylvania in the fall but fails a literary criticism course and becomes disillusioned with his professors. Learns in 1907 that his fellowship will not be renewed. Accepts job in Crawfordsville, Indiana, at Wabash College, where he teaches Spanish and French.

1908 Accused of harboring an actress in his rooms overnight by his landladies, he is dismissed from Wabash. Spurned in love by both Mary Moore of Trenton, New Jersey, and Hilda Doolittle. Father agrees to underwrite a trip to Europe in pursuit of Pound’s becoming a poet. Sails in March and ends up in Venice, publishing A Lume Spento at his own expense. Moves to London in mid-August and begins to meet literary figures through publisher Elkin Mathews. Publishes A Quinzaine for This Yule.

1909 Delivers six lectures on literature of southern Europe, which he will revise and later publish as The Spirit of Romance. Meets Olivia Shakespear and her daughter Dorothy. A romance with Dorothy follows, leading to their marriage in 1914. Through May Sinclair meets Ford Madox Hueffer,  who prints “Sestina: Altaforte” in his English Review. Mathews publishes Personae in April. Attends meetings of the Poets’ Club and that of the Secessionist Club founded by T. E. Hulme and F. S. Flint. Meets Wyndham Lewis, D. H. Lawrence, and Yeats.

1910 Completes second set of lectures on medieval literature, to be published with the first as The Spirit of Romance. Romantically linked with a series of women. William Carlos Williams visits. Leaves for Paris in March and, through the pianist Walter Morse Rummel, meets Margaret Cravens, who becomes his patron. Travels to Sirmione on Lago di Garda, where he is joined by Olivia and Dorothy Shakespear. Works on a translation of Guido Cavalcanti. In June, returns to United States, dividing his time between Philadelphia and New York, seeking either to start a business or an academic career. Provença, an American edition of his poems, appears in November. Meets Yeats’s father, then living and painting in New York; he, in turn, puts Pound in contact with New York lawyer and patron John Quinn. Renews contact with Hilda Doolittle, who is unaware of Pound’s involvement with Dorothy Shakespear. Doolittle considers herself Pound’s fiancée.

1911 Returns to London in February but immediately heads to Paris, where he works on a translation of the troubadour poet Arnaut Daniel and collaborates with Rummel on musical settings of troubadour poetry. Mathews brings out Canzoni.  Translates “The Seafarer” from Anglo-Saxon while at Sirmione in July. Travels to Germany to meet Hueffer, who dismisses Pound’s archaic diction and urges him to concentrate on contemporary language. In London, meets A. R. Or-age, editor of The New Age, where he will begin to publish. Friendship with Yeats becomes closer. Hilda Doolittle arrives to learn that Pound intends to marry Dorothy Shakespear.

1912 Meets Henry James through Hueffer. Cavalcanti appears in May, Ripostes in October. Introduces Richard Aldington to Hilda Doolittle and they are soon a couple. To Paris in the spring, where he works on Provençal manuscripts. A walking tour in southern France through troubadour country is cut  short by learning of Margaret Cravens’s suicide in Paris. Returns to London in August and by the fall begins to promote his new school, Imagism. Contacted in August by Harriet Monroe, about to launch a new magazine in Chicago, Poetry. Agrees to become their foreign correspondent. Submits work by Yeats, Aldington, himself, and Doolittle, whom he renames “H. D., Imagiste.”

1913 Meets Robert Frost; arranges for publication of William Carlos Williams’s The Tempers by Elkin Mathews; publishes his manifesto on Imagism in Poetry (March 1913); “In a Station of a Metro” appears in the April issue; travels to France; becomes literary editor of The Egoist. Meets young French sculptor Henri Gaudier-Brzeska; completes Lustra, although it won’t be published until 1916. Spends the first of three winters with Yeats at Stone Cottage in Sussex; meets Mary Fenollosa, widow of Ernest Fenollosa. Learns of Joyce.

1914 Arranges for serial publication of A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man in The Egoist. His anthology Des Imagistes  appears in New York. Marries Dorothy Shakespear on April 20. Volume I of BLAST, edited by Pound and Lewis, appears in July, proclaiming the birth of Vorticism. In September the  Fortnightly Review publishes Pound’s essay, “Vorticism.” Introduced by Conrad Aiken to T. S. Eliot and enthusiastically recommends publication of “Prufrock” in Poetry.

1915 Publishes “Exile’s Letter,” first of the poems drawn from Fenollosa’s notes. Cathay appears in April. Gaudier-Brzeska killed in June in France. BLAST number 2 appears. Edits and publishes Catholic Anthology with work by Eliot, Yeats, Sandburg. Begins work on a “longish new poem,” which will become The Cantos.

1916 Gaudier-Brzeska: A Memoir appears, as well as Lustra and  Certain Noble Plays of Japan from the Fenollosa manuscripts.

1917 ‘Noh’ or Accomplishment, an expanded version of Certain Noble Plays of Japan with Fenollosa’s essay on Japanese theater, published. Egoist Press, at Pound’s urging, brings out Joyce’s Portrait after rejection by several publishers. Becomes foreign editor of New York-based Little Review. “Three Cantos” appears in Poetry. T. E. Hulme killed at the Front.  Eliot’s anonymous pamphlet Ezra Pound: His Metric and  Poetry appears in New York. Has affair with Iseult MacBride, daughter of Yeats’s great love, Maud Gonne. Pound is best man at Yeats’s wedding to Dorothy Shakespear’s friend Georgiana Hyde-Lees. Writes art criticism as B. H. Dias and music criticism as William Atheling for The New Age.

1918 Prose collection Pavannes and Divisions, which also includes translations and several poems, published. Meets Major C. H. Douglas, whose Social Credit approach to economics will have a lasting effect on Pound.

1919 Truncated version of Homage to Sextus Propertius appears in Poetry, resulting in a censorious letter from a classicist in the following issue. Pound severs association with  Poetry. Spends April through September in France with Dorothy; goes on a walking tour with Eliot through the Dordogne. Quia Pauper Amavi published by Egoist Press with the original Three Cantos and full Sextus Propertius. Writes Cantos V, VI, VII.

1920 Hired as foreign correspondent for New York magazine  The Dial. Instigations, containing “Chinese Written Character as a Medium for Poetry” appears in April. Ovid Press publishes Homage to Sextus Propertius. Meets Joyce for the first time at Sirmione in June; helps him settle in Paris in July.

1921 Settles in Paris in April. Meets Picabia, Cocteau, and Brancusi. John Quinn visits Pound and Joyce. Begins composing opera Le Testament with the help of Agnes Bedford. Publishes Cantos V, VI, VII in The Dial. Eliot passes through and shows Pound early version of what would be The Waste Land. Meets Hemingway, who has just moved to Paris.

1922 Eliot in January gives Pound a revised draft of The Waste Land. Within three weeks, Pound returns the manuscript with extensive comments and suggested changes. Canto VIII appears in The Dial, as well as a review of Ulysses, which is published in February. Travels extensively in Italy, discovering the life and work of Sigismundo Malatesta, condottiere of Rimini. In Paris, completes rough drafts of Cantos IX-XI. Meets American violinist Olga Rudge and begins lifelong romance.

1923 January through April in Italy. The autobiographical  Indiscretions appears in March. Publishes three Malatesta Cantos in The Criterion in July. Completely revises opening section of The Cantos.

1925 Eliot rededicates The Waste Land to Pound, calling him il miglior fabbro, “the better craftsman.” A Draft of XVI Cantos appears, published by Three Mountains Press, Paris, with ornamental initials printed in red designed by Henry Strater. Settles in Rapallo in a seaside apartment with Dorothy. In July, Olga Rudge gives birth to Pound’s daughter, Mary.

1926 Pound’s opera Le Testament, scored for medieval instruments, performed in Paris. In September, Dorothy gives birth to a son, conceived during a December 1925 trip to Egypt. Publication of Personae, selections from his early work, appears late in the year.

1927-1929 Pound edits and publishes four issues of his own magazine, The Exile. In February 1927, Olga Rudge performs for Mussolini at his residence. Pound awarded the Dial Prize for 1928 of $2000, which he invests, offering interest to others such as Ford. A Draft of the Cantos 17-27, with initials by Gladys Hynes, appears in London, published by John Rodker in 1928. Eliot introduces and edits Pound’s Selected Poems.

1929 Homer and Isabel Pound retire to Rapallo. Olga moves to Venice, settling in a small house on the Calle Querini.

1930 Two hundred copies of A Draft of XXX Cantos appear in Paris, published by Nancy Cunard at her Hours Press.  Imaginary Letters also published. Begins to contribute literary and other commentary in Italian to L’Indice.

1931 How to Read published as a pamphlet in London. BBC broadcast of Le Testament.

1933 Private audience with Mussolini, who praises A Draft of XXX Cantos. Faber and Faber in London publishes ABC of Economics as well as Active Anthology.

1934 ABC of Reading, plus Make It New, a collection of his literary criticism, appear. In New York, Eleven New Cantos XXXI-XLI published by Farrar and Rinehart. James Laughlin spends several months with Pound in Rapallo at what he  calls the “Ezuversity.” Laughlin will return to America and begin New Directions press in 1936 at Pound’s urging.

1937 Polite Essays published by Faber and Faber. Also The Fifth Decad of Cantos, XLII-LI (London: Faber and Faber; New York: Farrar and Rinehart).

1938 Guide to Kulchur appears in July. Elected to the National Institute of Arts and Letters. Travels to London for funeral of Olivia Shakespear. Meets Yeats for the last time, his son Omar for the first.

1939 Returns to the United States after twenty-eight years. Visits congressmen and senators. Spends time in New York meeting H. L. Mencken, Marianne Moore. Receives honorary degree from Hamilton College, his alma mater. Returns to Italy in late June and begins friendship with philosopher George Santayana in Venice.

1940 Cantos LII-LXXI published by Faber and Faber in London and New Directions in Norfolk, Connecticut, with some lines in Canto LII blacked out because of anti-Semitic statements. Writes scripts critical of the United States for Rome Radio, read in English by others. A Selection of Poems (London : Faber and Faber), including two Cantos from A Draft of XXX Cantos and one from The Fifth Decad of Cantos,  published.

1941-1945 Pound begins regular shortwave radio broadcasts for Rome Radio in January 1941, beamed to the United States. Will continue with vituperative broadcasts (120 in all) until the fall of the Fascist government in July 1943. German fortifications in Rapallo force Pound and Dorothy to move in with Olga in Sant’ Ambrogio, above the city. Begins to compose Cantos LXXII and LXXIII in Italian, supportive of the Italian war effort. Pound arrested by Italian partisans on May 3, 1945, and, after some initial confusion, sent to U.S. Army prison camp in Pisa; spends three weeks in solitary confinement in an exposed steel cage. After breakdown, transferred to medical tent, where he begins to compose what would be The Pisan Cantos (LXXIV-LXXXIV). Flown to Washington on November 17 and arraigned; assessed as  mentally unfit to stand trial. Transferred to St. Elizabeths hospital, a federal asylum where he would remain until 1958.

1948 The Cantos published (New York: New Directions). All the Cantos completed to date appear, including The Pisan Cantos, which are published in a separate volume the same month (July). The Faber and Faber edition would be delayed almost a full year while British editors expurgated sections they feared might cause libel actions.

1949 Awarded the Bollingen Prize for Poetry for The Pisan Cantos, published the previous year. Controversy follows and Congress reacts by preventing the Library of Congress from awarding any more literary prizes.

1951-1958 Translations, anthologies and more Cantos prepared. Publication of Literary Essays, edited by T. S. Eliot, in 1954. Section: Rock-Drill: 85-95 de los cantares appears in 1955, published first in Italy by Vanni Scheiwiller’s All’Insegna del Pesce d’Oro. On May 7, 1958, the seventy-two-year-old Pound released from St. Elizabeths; visits William Carlos Williams before returning to Italy on July 9 with Dorothy and a young admirer, Marcella Spann.

1959 Thrones : 96-100 de los cantares, written at St. Elizabeths, published by All’Insegna del Pesce d’Oro in Milan. Composes some of the Cantos to appear later in Drafts and Fragments.

1962 Wins Harriet Monroe Memorial Prize offered by Poetry  magazine. Acknowledging the award, he replies that he is content to be remembered as a “minor satirist who contributed something to a refinement of language.”

1964 Anthology Confucius to Cummings appears, edited with Marcella Spann.

1967 Publication of Selected Cantos and Pound/Joyce letters. Pirated edition of Cantos 110-116 appears in New York.

1969 Drafts and Fragments of Cantos CX-CXVII published by New Directions. Visits United States for exhibit of The Waste Land manuscript at the New York Public Library. Returns to Hamilton College, where James Laughlin is awarded an honorary degree. 1972 Dies on November I. Buried in Venice on the island cemetery of San Michele.




POEMS




TO THE RAPHAELITE LATINISTS

By Weston Llewmys

YE fellowship that sing the woods and spring, 
Poets of joy that sing the day’s delight, 
Poets of youth that ‘neath the aisles of night 
Your flowers and sighs against the lintels fling;

 

Who rose and myrtle in your garlands bring 
To marble altars, though their gods took flight 
Long ere your dream-shot eyes drank summer light 
And wine of old time myth and vintaging,

 

Take of our praise one cup, though thin the wine 
That Bacchus may not bless nor Pan outpour: 
Though reed pipe and the lyre be names upon 
The wind, and moon-lit dreams be quite out-gone 
From ways we tread, one cup to names ye bore, 
One wreath from ashes of your songs we twine!




CINO 

Italian Campagna 1309, the open road

Bah! I have sung women in three cities, 
But it is all the same; 
And I will sing of the sun.

 

Lips, words, and you snare them, 
Dreams, words, and they are as jewels, 
Strange spells of old deity, 
Ravens, nights, allurement: 
And they are not; 
Having become the souls of song.

 

Eyes, dreams, lips, and the night goes. 
Being upon the road once more, 
They are not. 
Forgetful in their towers of our tuneing 
Once for Wind-runeing1  
They dream us-toward and 
Sighing, say, “Would Cino, 
Passionate Cino, of the wrinkling eyes, 
Gay Cino, of quick laughter, 
Cino, of the dare, the jibe, 
Frail Cino, strongest of his tribe

That tramp old ways beneath the sun-light, 
Would Cino of the Luth2 were here!”

 

Once, twice, a year—
Vaguely thus word they: 
“Cino?” “Oh, eh, Cino Polnesi 
The singer is’t you mean?” 
“Ah yes, passed once our way, 
A saucy fellow, but ... 
(Oh they are all one these vagabonds), 
Peste!3 ‘tis his own songs? 
Or some other’s that he sings? 
But you, My Lord, how with your city?”

 

But you “My Lord,” God’s pity! 
And all I knew were out, My Lord, you 
Were Lack-land Cino, e’en as I am, 
O Sinistro.4

 

I have sung women in three cities. 
But it is all one. 
I will sing of the sun. 
... eh? ... they mostly had grey eyes, 
But it is all one, I will sing of the sun.

 

“’Pollo Phoibee,5 old tin pan, you 
Glory to Zeus’ aegis-day,6  
Shield o’ steel-blue, th’ heaven o’er us 
Hath for boss7 thy lustre gay!

 

’Polio Phoibee, to our way-fare 
Make thy laugh our wander-lied; 
Bid thy ’fulgence bear away care. 
Cloud and rain-tears pass they fleet!

 

Seeking e’er the new-laid rast-way8  
To the gardens of the sun.  
I have sung women in three cities 
But it is all one.

 

I will sing of the white birds 
In the blue waters of heaven, 
The clouds that are spray to its sea.






NA AUDIART

Que be-m vols mal1

 

Note: Anyone who has read anything of the troubadours knows well the tale of Bertran of Born and My Lady Maent of Montagnac, and knows also the song he made when she would none of him, the song wherein he, seeking to find or make her equal, begs of each preëminent lady of Langue d’Oc some trait or some fair semblance: thus of Cembelins her “esgart amoros” to wit, her love-lit glance, of Aelis her speech free-running, of the Vicomtess of Chalais her throat and her two hands, at Roacoart of Anhes her hair golden as Iseult’s; and even in this fashion of Lady Audiart “although she would that ill come unto him” he sought and praised the lineaments of the torse. And all this to make “Una dompna soiseubuda” a borrowed lady or as the Italians translated it “Una donna ideale.”2

 

Though thou well dost wish me ill 
Audiart, Audiart, 
Where thy bodice laces start 
As ivy fingers clutching through 
Its crevices, 
Audiart, Audiart, 
Stately, tall and lovely tender 
Who shall render 
Audiart, Audiart, 
Praises meet unto thy fashion? 
Here a word kiss! 
Pass I on  
Unto Lady “Miels-de-Ben,”3  
Having praised thy girdle’s scope 
How the stays ply back from it; 
I breathe no hope 
That thou shouldst ... 
Nay no whit 
Bespeak thyself for anything. 
Just a word in thy praise, girl, 
Just for the swirl 
Thy satins make upon the stair, 
’Cause never a flaw was there 
Where thy torse and limbs are met 
Though thou hate me, read it set 
In rose and gold.4  
Or when the minstrel, tale half told, 
Shall burst to lilting at the phrase 
“Audiart, Audiart” ... 
Bertrans, master of his lays,5  
Bertrans of Aultaforte6 thy praise 
Sets forth, and though thou hate me well, 
Yea though thou wish me ill, 
Audiart, Audiart. 
Thy loveliness is here writ till, 
Audiart, 
Oh, till thou come again. b  
And being bent and wrinkled, in a form 
That hath no perfect limning,7 when the warm 
Youth dew is cold 
Upon thy hands, and thy old soul 
Scorning a new, wry’d8 casement, 
Churlish at seemed misplacement, 
Finds the earth as bitter 
As now seems it sweet, 
Being so young and fair 
As then only in dreams, 
Being then young and wry’d,

Broken of ancient pride, 
Thou shalt then soften, 
Knowing, I know not how, 
Thou wert once she 
Audiart, Audiart 
For whose fairness one forgave 
Audiart, 
Audiart 
Que be-m vols mal.





VILLONAUD FOR THIS YULE

Towards the Noel that morte saison 
(Christ make the shepherds’ homage dear!) 
Then when the grey wolves everychone 
Drink of the winds their chill small-beer 
And lap o’ the snows food’s gueredon1  
Then makyth my heart his yule-tide cheer 
(Skoal! with the dregs if the clear be gone!) 
Wining the ghosts of yester-year.

 

Ask ye what ghosts I dream upon? 
(What of the magians’ scented gear?) 
The ghosts of dead loves everyone 
That make the stark winds reek with fear 
Lest love return with the foison2 sun 
And slay the memories that me cheer 
(Such as I drink to mine fashion) 
Wining the ghosts of yester-year.

 

Where are the joys my heart had won? 
(Saturn and Mars to Zeus drawn near!)c  

 


Where are the lips mine lay upon, 
Aye! where are the glances feat3 and clear 
That bade my heart his valour don? 
I skoal to the eyes as grey-blown mere 
(Who knows whose was that paragon?) 
Wining the ghosts of yester-year.

 

Prince: ask me not what I have done 
Nor what God hath that can me cheer 
But ye ask first where the winds are gone 
Wining the ghosts of yester-year.




HISTRION

No man hath dared to write this thing as yet, 
And yet I know, how that the souls of all men great 
At times pass through us, 
And we are melted into them, and are not 
Save reflexions of their souls. 
Thus am I Dante for a space and am 
One François Villon, ballad-lord and thief 
Or am such holy ones I may not write, 
Lest blasphemy be writ against my name; 
This for an instant and the flame is gone.

 

’Tis as in midmost us there glows a sphere 
Translucent, molten gold, that is the “I” 
And into this some form projects itself: 
Christus, or John, or eke the Florentine;1  
And as the clear space is not if a form’s 
Imposed thereon, 
So cease we from all being for the time, 
And these, the Masters of the Soul, live on.




IN DURANCE (1907)

I am homesick after mine own kind, 
Oh I know that there are folk about me, friendly faces, 
But I am homesick after mine own kind.

 

“These sell our pictures”! Oh well, 
They reach me not, touch me some edge or that, 
But reach me not and all my life’s become 
One flame, that reaches not beyond 
My heart’s own hearth, 
Or hides among the ashes there for thee. 
“Thee”? Oh, “Thee” is who cometh first 
Out of mine own soul-kin, 
For I am homesick after mine own kind 
And ordinary people touch me not. 
And I am homesick 
After mine own kind that know, and feel 
And have some breath for beauty and the arts.

 

Aye, I am wistful for my kin of the spirit 
And have none about me save in the shadows 
When come they, surging of power, “DAEMON,” 
“Quasi KALOUN.” S.T. says Beauty is most that, a 
“calling to the soul.”  
Well then, so call they, the swirlers out of the mist of my soul, 
They that come mewards, bearing old magic.

 

But for all that, I am homesick after mine own kind 
And would meet kindred even as I am, 
Flesh-shrouded bearing the secret. 
“All they that with strange sadness” 
Have the earth in mockery, and are kind to all, 
My fellows, aye I know the glory 
Of th’ unbounded ones, but ye, that hide 
As I hide most the while 
And burst forth to the windows only whiles or whiles 
For love, or hope, or beauty or for power, 
Then smoulder, with the lids half closed 
And are untouched by echoes of the world.

 

Oh ye, my fellows: with the seas between us some be, 
Purple and sapphire for the silver shafts 
Of sun and spray all shattered at the bows; 
And some the hills hold off, 
The little hills to east of us, though here we 
Have damp and plain to be our shutting in.

 

And yet my soul sings “Up!” and we are one. 
Yea thou, and Thou, and THOU, and all my kin 
To whom my breast and arms are ever warm, 
For that I love ye as the wind the trees 
That holds their blossoms and their leaves in cure 
And calls the utmost singing from the boughs 
That ’thout him, save the aspen, were as dumb 
Still shade, and bade no whisper speak the birds of how 
“Beyond, beyond, beyond, there lies ...”




REVOLT

Against the Crepuscular Spirit in Modern Poetry

I would shake off the lethargy of this our time, 
and give 
For shadows—shapes of power 
For dreams—men.

 

“It is better to dream than do”? 
Aye! and, No!

 

Aye! if we dream great deeds, strong men, 
Hearts hot, thoughts mighty.

 

No! if we dream pale flowers, 
Slow-moving pageantry of hours that languidly 
Drop as o’er-ripened fruit from sallow trees. 
If so we live and die not life but dreams, 
Great God, grant life in dreams, 
Not dalliance, but life!

 

Let us be men that dream, 
Not cowards, dabblers, waiters 
For dead Time to reawaken and grant balm 
For ills unnamed.

Great God, if we be damn’d to be not men but only dreams, 
Then let us be such dreams the world shall tremble at 
And know we be its rulers though but dreams! 
Then let us be such shadows as the world shall tremble at 
And know we be its masters though but shadow!

 

Great God, if men are grown but pale sick phantoms 
That must live only in these mists and tempered lights 
And tremble for dim hours that knock o’er loud 
Or tread too violent in passing them;

 

Great God, if these thy sons are grown such thin ephemera, 
I bid thee grapple chaos and beget 
Some new titanic spawn to pile the hills and stir 
This earth again.




SESTINA: ALTAFORTE 

LOQUITUR1: En2 Bertrans de Born.

Dante3 Alighieri put this man in hell for that he was a stirrer up of strife.

Eccovi!4

Judge ye!

Have I dug him up again?

The scene is at his castle, Altaforte. “Papiols” is his jongleur.5

“The Leopard,” the device of Richard Cœur de Lion.


I

Damn it all! all this our South stinks peace. 
You whoreson dog, Papiols, come! Let’s to music! 
I have no life save when the swords clash. 
But ah! when I see the standards gold, vair, purple, opposing 
And the broad fields beneath them turn crimson, 
Then howl I my heart nigh mad with rejoicing.


II

In hot summer have I great rejoicing 
When the tempests kill the earth’s foul peace, 
And the lightnings from black heav’n flash crimson, 
And the fierce thunders roar me their music 
And the winds shriek through the clouds mad, opposing, 
And through all the riven skies God’s swords clash.


III

Hell grant soon we hear again the swords clash! 
And the shrill neighs of destriers6 in battle rejoicing,  
Spiked breast to spiked breast opposing! 
Better one hour’s stour than a year’s peace 
With fat boards, bawds, wine and frail music! 
Bah! there’s no wine like the blood’s crimson!


IV

And I love to see the sun rise blood-crimson. 
And I watch his spears through the dark clash 
And it fills all my heart with rejoicing 
And pries wide my mouth with fast music 
When I see him so scorn and defy peace, 
His lone might ’gainst all darkness opposing.


V

The man who fears war and squats opposing 
My words for stour, hath no blood of crimson 
But is fit only to rot in womanish peace 
Far from where worth’s won and the swords clash 
For the death of such sluts I go rejoicing; 
Yea, I fill all the air with my music.


VI

Papiols, Papiols, to the music! 
There’s no sound like to swords swords opposing, 
No cry like the battle’s rejoicing 
When our elbows and swords drip the crimson 
And our charges ’gainst “The Leopard’s” rush clash. 
May God damn for ever all who cry “Peace!”


VII

And let the music of the swords make them crimson! 
Hell grant soon we hear again the swords clash! 
Hell blot black for alway the thought “Peace”!




PIERE VIDAL OLD

It is of Piere Vidal, the fool par excellence of all Provence, of whom the tale tells how he ran mad, as a wolf, because of his love for Loba of Penautier, and how men hunted him with dogs through the mountains of Cabaret and brought him for dead to the dwelling of this Loba (she-wolf) of Penautier, and how she and her Lord had him healed and made welcome, and he stayed some time at that court. He speaks: 

When I but think upon the great dead days 
And turn my mind upon that splendid madness, 
Lo! I do curse my strength 
And blame the sun his gladness; 
For that the one is dead 
And the red sun mocks my sadness.

 

Behold me, Vidal, that was fool of fools! 
Swift as the king wolf was I and as strong 
When tall stags fled me through the alder brakes, 
And every jongleur knew me in his song, 
And the hounds fled and the deer fled 
And none fled over-long.

 

Even the grey pack knew me and knew fear. 
God! how the swiftest hind’s blood spurted hot 
Over the sharpened teeth and purpling lips! 
Hot was that hind’s blood yet it scorched me not 
As did first scorn, then lips of the Penautier! 
Aye ye are fools, if ye think time can blot

 

From Piere Vidal’s remembrance that blue night. 
God! but the purple of the sky was deep!

Clear, deep, translucent, so the stars me seemed 
Set deep in crystal; and because my sleep 
—Rare visitor—came not,—the Saints I guerdon1  
For that restlessness—Piere set to keep

 

One more fool’s vigil with the hollyhocks. 
Swift came the Loba, as a branch that’s caught, 
Torn, green and silent in the swollen Rhone, 
Green was her mantle, close, and wrought 
Of some thin silk stuff that’s scarce stuff at all, 
But like a mist wherethrough her white form fought,

 

And conquered! Ah God! conquered! 
Silent my mate came as the night was still. 
Speech? Words? Faugh! Who talks of words and love?! 
Hot is such love and silent, 
Silent as fate is, and as strong until 
It faints in taking and in giving all.

 

Stark, keen, triumphant, till it plays at death. 
God! she was white then, splendid as some tomb 
High wrought of marble, and the panting breath 
Ceased utterly. Well, then I waited, drew, 
Half-sheathed, then naked from its saffron sheath 
Drew full this dagger that doth tremble here.

 

Just then she woke and mocked the less keen blade. 
Ah God, the Loba! and my only mate! 
Was there such flesh made ever and unmade! 
God curse the years that turn such women grey! 
Behold here Vidal, that was hunted, flayed, 
Shamed and yet bowed not and that won at last.

 

And yet I curse the sun for his red gladness, 
I that have known strath, garth, brake, dale, 
And every run-away of the wood through that great madness, 
Behold me shrivelled as an old oak’s trunk 
And made men’s mock’ry in my rotten sadness!

No man hath heard the glory of my days: 
No man hath dared and won his dare as I: 
One night, one body and one welding flame! 
What do ye own, ye niggards! that can buy 
Such glory of the earth? Or who will win 
Such battle-guerdon with his “prowesse high”?

 

O Age gone lax! O stunted followers, 
That mask at passions and desire desires, 
Behold me shrivelled, and your mock of mocks; 
And yet I mock you by the mighty fires 
That burnt me to this ash.
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Ah! Cabaret! Ah Cabaret, thy hills again!
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Take your hands off me! ... [Sniffing the air.  
Ha! this scent is hot!







BALLAD OF THE GOODLY FERE

Simon Zelotes1 speaketh it somewhile after the Crucifixion

Fere=Mate, Companion.

Ha’ we lost the goodliest fere o’ all 
For the priests and the gallows tree? 
Aye lover he was of brawny men, 
O’ ships and the open sea.

 

When they came wi’ a host to take Our Man 
His smile was good to see, 
“First let these go!” quo’ our Goodly Fere, 
“Or I’ll see ye damned,” says he.

 

Aye he sent us out through the crossed high spears 
And the scorn of his laugh rang free, 
“Why took ye not me when I walked about 
Alone in the town?” says he.

 

Oh we drunk his “Hale” in the good red wine 
When we last made company, 
No capon priest was the Goodly Fere 
But a man o’ men was he.

 

I ha’ seen him drive a hundred men 
Wi’ a bundle o’ cords swung free,  
That they took the high and holy house 
For their pawn and treasury.

 

They’ll no’ get him a’ in a book I think 
Though they write it cunningly; 
No mouse of the scrolls was the Goodly Fere 
But aye loved the open sea.

 

If they think they ha’ snared our Goodly Fere 
They are fools to the last degree. 
“I’ll go to the feast,” quo’ our Goodly Fere, 
“Though I go to the gallows tree.”

 

“Ye ha’ seen me heal the lame and blind, 
And wake the dead,” says he, 
“Ye shall see one thing to master all: 
’Tis how a brave man dies on the tree.”

 

A son of God was the Goodly Fere 
That bade us his brothers be. 
I ha’ seen him cow a thousand men. 
I have seen him upon the tree.

 

He cried no cry when they drave the nails 
And the blood gushed hot and free, 
The hounds of the crimson sky gave tongue 
But never a cry cried he.

 

I ha’ seen him cow a thousand men 
On the hills o’ Galilee, 
They whined as he walked out calm between, 
Wi’ his eyes like the grey o’ the sea.

 

Like the sea that brooks no voyaging 
With the winds unleashed and free, 
Like the sea that he cowed at Genseret 
Wi’ twey words spoke’ suddently.

A master of men was the Goodly Fere, 
A mate of the wind and sea, 
If they think they ha’ slain our Goodly Fere 
They are fools eternally.

 

I ha’ seen him eat o’ the honey-comb 
Sin’ they nailed him to the tree.




“BLANDULA, TENULLA, VAGULA”

What hast thou, O my soul, with paradise? 
Will we not rather, when our freedom’s won, 
Get us to some clear place wherein the sun 
Lets drift in on us through the olive leaves 
A liquid glory? If at Sirmio,1  
My soul, I meet thee, when this life’s outrun, 
Will we not find some headland consecrated 
By aery apostles of terrene delight, 
Will not our cult be founded on the waves, 
Clear sapphire, cobalt, cyanine, 
On triune2 azures, the impalpable 
Mirrors unstill of the eternal change?

 

Soul, if She meet us there, will any rumour 
Of havens more high and courts desirable 
Lure us beyond the cloudy peak of Riva?3




UND DRANG 

Nay, dwells he in cloudy rumour alone?

Binyon1


I

I am worn faint, 
The winds of good and evil 
Blind me with dust 
And burn me with the cold, 
There is no comfort being over-man; 
Yet are we come more near 
The great oblivions and the labouring night, 
Inchoate truth and the sepulchral forces.


II

Confusion, clamour, ’mid the many voices 
Is there a meaning, a significance? 
That life apart from all life gives and takes, 
This life, apart from all life’s bitter and life’s sweet, 
Is good. 
Ye see me and ye say: exceeding sweet 
Life’s gifts, his youth, his art, 
And his too soon acclaim.

 

I also knew exceeding bitterness, 
Saw good things altered and old friends fare forth, 
And what I loved in me hath died too soon, 
Yea I have seen the “gray above the green”; 
Gay have I lived in life; 
Though life hath lain 
Strange hands upon me and hath torn my sides,  
Yet I believe.

. . . . . . .

Life is most cruel where she is most wise.


III

The will to live goes from me. 
I have lain 
Dull and out-worn 
with some strange, subtle sickness. 
Who shall say 
That love is not the very root of this, 
O thou afar?

 

Yet she was near me, 
that eternal deep. 
O it is passing strange that love 
Can blow two ways across one soul.

[image: 010]

And I was Aengus2 for a thousand years, 
And she, the ever-living, moved with me 
And strove amid the waves, and 
would not go.


IV

ELEGIA 

 
“Far buon tempo e trionfare”

“I have put my days and dreams out of mind”3  
For all their hurry and their weary fret 
Availed me little. But another kind 
Of leaf that’s fast in some more sombre wind, 
Is man on life, and all our tenuous courses 
Wind and unwind as vainly.

[image: 011]

I have lived long, and died,  
Yea I have been dead, right often, 
And have seen one thing: 
The sun, while he is high, doth light our wrong 
And none can break the darkness with a song.

 

To-day’s the cup. To-morrow is not ours: 
Nay, by our strongest bands we bind her not, 
Nor all our fears and our anxieties 
Turn her one leaf or hold her scimitar.

 

The deed blots out the thought 
And many thoughts, the vision; 
And right’s a compass with as many poles 
As there are points in her circumference, 
’Tis vain to seek to steer all courses even, 
And all things save sheer right are vain enough. 
The blade were vain to grow save toward the sun, 
And vain th’ attempt to hold her green forever.

 

All things in season and no thing o’er long! 
Love and desire and gain and good forgetting, 
Thou canst not stay the wheel, hold none too long!


V

How our modernity, 
Nerve-wracked and broken, turns 
Against time’s way and all the way of things, 
Crying with weak and egoistic cries!

[image: 012]

All things are given over, 
Only the restless will 
Surges amid the stars 
Seeking new moods of life, 
New permutations.

[image: 013]

See, and the very sense of what we know  
Dodges and hides as in a sombre curtain 
Bright threads leap forth, and hide, and leave no pattern.


VI

I thought I had put Love by for a time 
And I was glad, for to me his fair face 
Is like Pain’s face. 
A little light, 
The lowered curtain and the theatre! 
And o’er the frail talk of the inter-act 
Something that broke the jest! A little light, 
The gold, and half the profile! 
The whole face 
Was nothing like you, yet that image cut 
Sheer through the moment.


VIb 

I have gone seeking for you in the twilight, 
Here in the flurry of Fifth Avenue, 
Here where they pass between their teas and teas. 
Is it such madness? though you could not be 
Ever in all that crowd, no gown 
Of all their subtle sorts could be your gown.

 

Yet I am fed with faces, is there one 
That even in the half-light mindeth me.


VII

THE HOUSE OF SPLENDOUR

’Tis Evanoe’s, 
A house not made with hands, 
But out somewhere beyond the worldly ways  
Her gold is spread, above, around, inwoven, 
Strange ways and walls are fashioned out of it.

 

And I have seen my Lady in the sun, 
Her hair was spread about, a sheaf of wings, 
And red the sunlight was, behind it all.

 

And I have seen her there within her house, 
With six great sapphires hung along the wall, 
Low, panel-shaped, a-level with her knees, 
And all her robe was woven of pale gold.

 

There are there many rooms and all of gold, 
Of woven walls deep patterned, of email, 
Of beaten work; and through the claret stone, 
Set to some weaving, comes the aureate light.

 

Here am I come perforce my love of her, 
Behold mine adoration 
Maketh me clear, and there are powers in this 
Which, played on by the virtues of her soul, 
Break down the four-square walls of standing time.


VIII

THE FLAME

’Tis not a game that plays at mates and mating, 
Provençe knew; 
’Tis not a game of barter, lands and houses, 
Provençe knew. 
We who are wise beyond your dream of wisdom, 
Drink our immortal moments; we “pass through.” 
We have gone forth beyond your bonds and borders, 
Provençe knew; 
And all the tales they ever writ of Oisin4  
Say but this:

That man doth pass the net of days and hours. 
Where time is shrivelled down to time’s seed corn 
We of the Ever-living, in that light 
Meet through our veils and whisper, and of love.

 

O smoke and shadow of a darkling world, 
Barters of passion, and that tenderness 
That’s but a sort of cunning! O my Love, 
These, and the rest, and all the rest we knew.

 

’Tis not a game that plays at mates and mating, 
’Tis not a game of barter, lands and houses, 
’Tis not “of days and nights” and troubling years, 
Of cheeks grown sunken and glad hair gone gray; 
There is the subtler music, the clear light 
Where time burns back about th’ eternal embers. 
We are not shut from all the thousand heavens: 
Lo, there are many gods whom we have seen, 
Folk of unearthly fashion, places splendid, 
Bulwarks of beryl5 and of chrysoprase.6

 

Sapphire Benacus,7 in thy mists and thee 
Nature herself’s turned metaphysical, 
Who can look on that blue and not believe?

 

Thou hooded opal, thou eternal pearl, 
O thou dark secret with a shimmering floor, 
Through all thy various mood I know thee mine;

 

If I have merged my soul, or utterly 
Am solved and bound in, through aught here on earth, 
There canst thou find me, O thou anxious thou, 
Who call’st about my gates for some lost me; 
I say my soul flowed back, became translucent. 
Search not my lips, O Love, let go my hands, 
This thing that moves as man is no more mortal. 
If thou hast seen my shade sans character,

If thou hast seen that mirror of all moments, 
That glass to all things that o’ershadow it, 
Call not that mirror me, for I have slipped 
Your grasp, I have eluded.


IX

(HORAE BEATAE INSCRIPTIO)8

How will this beauty, when I am far hence, 
Sweep back upon me and engulf my mind!

 

How will these hours, when we twain are gray, 
Turned in their sapphire tide, come flooding o’er us!


X

(THE ALTAR)

Let us build here an exquisite friendship, 
The flame, the autumn, and the green rose of love 
Fought out their strife here, ’tis a place of wonder; 
Where these have been, meet ’tis, the ground is holy.


XI

(AU SALON)

Her grave, sweet haughtiness 
Pleaseth me, and in like wise 
Her quiet ironies. 
Others are beautiful, none more, some less.


 

I suppose, when poetry comes down to facts, 
When our souls are returned to the gods 
and the spheres they belong in, 
Here in the every-day where our acts 
Rise up and judge us;

I suppose there are a few dozen verities 
That no shift of mood can shake from us: 
One place where we’d rather have tea 
(Thus far hath modernity brought us) 
“Tea” (Damn you) 
Have tea, damn the Caesars, 
Talk of the latest success, give wing to some scandal, 
Garble a name we detest, and for prejudice? 
Set loose the whole consummate pack 
to bay like Sir Roger de Coverley’s.9

 

This our reward for our works, 
sic crescit gloria mundi:10  
Some circle of not more than three 
that we prefer to play up to,

 

Some few whom we’d rather please 
than hear the whole aegrum vulgus11  
Splitting its beery jowl 
a-meaowling our praises.

 

Some certain peculiar things, 
cari laresque, penates,12  
Some certain accustomed forms, 
the absolute unimportant.


XII

(AU JARDIN)

O you away high there, 
you that lean 
From amber lattices upon the cobalt night, 
I am below amid the pine trees, 
Amid the little pine trees, hear me!

 

“The jester walked in the garden.” 
Did he so?  
Well, there’s no use your loving me 
That way, Lady; 
For I’ve nothing but songs to give you. 
I am set wide upon the world’s ways 
To say that life is, some way, a gay thing, 
But you never string two days upon one wire 
But there’ll come sorrow of it. 
And I loved a love once, 
Over beyond the moon there, 
I loved a love once, 
And, may be, more times,

 

But she danced like a pink moth in the shrubbery.

 

Oh, I know you women from the “other folk,” 
And it’ll all come right, 
O’ Sundays.

 

“The jester walked in the garden.” 
Did he so?




REDONDILLAS, OR SOMETHING OF THAT SORT

I sing the gaudy to-day and cosmopolite civilization 
Of my hatred of crudities, of my weariness of banalities, 
I sing of the ways that I love, of Beauty and delicate savours.

 

No man may pass beyond 
the nets of good and evil 
For joy’s in deepest hell 
and in high heaven, 
About the very ports 
are subtle devils.

 

I would sing of exquisite sights, 
of the murmur of Garda:1  
I would sing of the amber lights, 
or of how Desenzano2  
Lies like a topaz chain 
upon the throat of the waters.

 

I sing of natural forces 
I sing of refinements 
I would write of the various moods 
of nuances, of subtleties.  
I would sing of the hatred of dullness, 
of the search for sensation.

 

I would sing the American people, 
God send them some civilization; 
I would sing of the nations of Europe, 
God grant them some method of cleansing 
The fetid extent of their evils. 
I would sing of my love “To-morrow,” 
But Yeats has written an essay, 
Why should I stop to repeat it? 
I don’t like this hobbledy metre 
but find it easy to write in, 
I would sing to the tune of “Mi Platz”3  
were it not for the trouble of riming, 
Besides, not six men believe me 
when I sing in a beautiful measure.

 

I demonstrate the breadth of my vision. 
I am bored of this talk of the tariff, 
I too have heard of T. Roosevelt. 
I have met with the “Common Man,” 
I admit that he usually bores me, 
He is usually stupid or smug. 
I praise God for a few royal fellows 
like Plarr4 and Fred Vance and Whiteside, 
I grant them fullest indulgence 
each one for his own special queerness.

 

I believe in some lasting sap 
at work in the trunk of things; 
I believe in a love of deeds, 
in a healthy desire for action; 
I believe in double-edged thought 
in careless destruction.

 

I believe in some parts of Nietzsche,5  
I prefer to read him in sections;  
In my heart of hearts I suspect him 
of being the one modern christian; 
Take notice I never have read him 
except in English selections. 
I am sick of the toothless decay 
of God’s word as they usually preach it; 
I am sick of bad blasphemous verse 
that they sell with their carols and hymn tunes.

 

I would sing of the soft air 
and delight that I have in fine buildings, 
Pray that God better my voice 
before you are forced to attend me. 
I would turn from superficial things 
for a time, into the quiet 
I would draw your minds to learn 
of sorrow in quiet, 
To watch for signs and strange portents. 

 
Delicate beauty on some sad, dull face 
Not very evil, but just damned, through weakness, 
Drawn down against hell’s lips by some soft sense; 
When you shall find such a face 
how far will your thought’s lead fathom? 
Oh, it’s easy enough to say 
’tis this, that and the other, 
But when some truth is worn smooth 
how many men really do think it? 
We speak to a surfeited age, 
Grant us keen weapons for speaking.

 

Certain things really do matter: 
Love, and the comfort of friendship. 
After we are burnt clear, 
or even deadened with knowledge; 
After we have gone the whole gamut, 
exhausted our human emotions,  
Still is there something greater, 
some power, some recognition, 
Some bond beyond the ordinary bonds 
of passion and sentiment 
And the analyzed method of novels, 
some saner and truer course 
That pays us for foregoing blindness.

 

Whenever we dare, the angels crowd about us. 
There is no end to the follies 
sprung from the full fount of weakness; 
There is great virtue in strength 
even in passive resistance. 
God grant us an open mind 
and the poise and balance to use it. 
They tell me to “Mirror my age,” 
God pity the age if I do do it, 
Perhaps I myself would prefer 
to sing of the dead and the buried: 
At times I am wrapped in my dream 
of my mistress “To-morrow” 
We ever live in the now 
it is better to live in than sing of.

 

Yet I sing of the diverse moods 
of effete modern civilization. 
I sing of delicate hues 
and variations of pattern; 
I sing of risorgimenti,6  
of old things found that were hidden, 
I sing of the senses developed, 
I reach towards perceptions scarce heeded. 
If you ask me to write world prescriptions 
I write so that any can read it: 
A little less Paul Verlaine,7  
A good sound stave of Spinoza, 
A little less of our nerves 
A little more will toward vision.  
I sing of the fish and the sauce, 
I sing of the rôti de dindon;8  
I sing of delectable things that 
I scarcely ever can pay for. 
I love the subtle accord 
of rimes wound over and over; 
I sing of the special case, 
The truth is the individual.

 

Tamlin9 is the truest of ballads, 
There is more in heaven and earth 
Than the priest and the scientists think of. 
The core in the heart of man 
Is tougher than any “system.” 
I sing devils, thrones and dominions 
At work in the air round about us, 
Of powers ready to enter 
And thrust our own being from us. 
I sing of the swift delight 
Of the clear thrust and riposte in fencing, 
I sing of the fine overcoming, 
I sing of the wide comprehension. 
I toast myself against the glow of life 
I had a trace of mind, perhaps some heart 
Nature I loved, in her selected moods, 
And art, 
perhaps a little more than need be.

 

I have no objection to wealth, 
the trouble is the acquisition, 
It would be rather a horrible sell 
to work like a dog and not get it. 
Arma, virumque cano, qui primus, etcetera, ab oris,10  
Even this hobbledy-hoy 
is not my own private invention. 
We are the heirs of the past, 
it is asinine not to admit it.  
O Virgil, from your green elysium 
see how that dactyl stubs his weary toes.

 

I too have been to the play-house, 
often bored with vapid inventions; 
I too have taken delight 
in the maze of the Russian dancers. 
I am that terrible thing, 
the product of American culture, 
Or rather that product improved 
by considerable care and attention. 
I am really quite modern, you know, 
despite my affecting the ancients. 
I sing of the pleasure of teas 
when one finds someone brilliant to talk to. 
I know this age and its works 
with some sort of moderate intelligence, 
It does nothing so novel or strange 
except in the realm of mechanics. 
Why should I cough my head off 
with that old gag of “Nascitur ordo”?11  
(The above is not strictly the truth 
I’ve just heard of a German named Ehrlich.12  
Medical science is jolted, 
we’ll have to call back Fracastori 
To pen a new end for “De Morbo.”)13  
But setting science aside 
To return to me and my status; 
I’m not specifically local, 
I’m more or less Europe itself, 
More or less Strauss and De Bussy. 
I even admire and am 
Klimt and that horrible Zwintscher. 
Shall I write it: Admiror, sum ergo?14  
Deeds are not always first proof, 
Write it thus: By their Gods ye shall know them. 
The chief god in hell is convention, 
’got by that sturdy sire Stupidity  
Upon pale Fear, in some most proper way. 
Where people worship a sham 
There is hardly room for a devil. 
You’ll find some such thing in Hen. Ibsen. 
I’m sorry Dame Fashion has left him 
and prefers to imbibe him diluted 
In ... Why name our whole tribe of playwrights? 
Mistrust the good of an age 
That swallows a whole code of ethics. 
Schopenhauer’s15 a gloomy decadent 
Somewhat chewed by the worms of his wisdom. 
Our mud was excreted of mind, 
That mudless the mind should be clearer. 
Behold how I chivvy Lucretius,16  
Behold how I dabble in cosmos. 
Behold how I copy my age, 
Dismissing great men with a quibble. 
I know not much save myself, 
I know myself pretty completely. 
I prefer most white wine to red, 
Bar only some lordly Burgundy. 
We all of us make mistakes, 
Give us reasonable time to retrieve them. 
The future will probably meet 
With people who know more than we do. 
There’s no particular end 
To this sort of a statement of being, 
no formal envoi or tornata17  
But perhaps a sort of a bow. 
The musician returns to the dominant. 
Behold then the the that I am; 
Behold me sententious, dégagé,  
Behold me my saeculum in parvo,18  
Bergson’s objective fact, 
London’s last foible in poets. 
I love all delicate sounds, 
The purple fragrance of incense; 
I love the flaked fire of sunlight  
Where it glints like red rain on the water; 
I love the quaint patterns inwoven 
In Mozart, Steibelt,19 Scarlatti, 
I love their quavers and closes, 
The passionate moods of singing.




TO WHISTLER, AMERICAN

On the loan exhibit of his paintings at the Tate Gallery.

You also, our first great, 
Had tried all ways; 
Tested and pried and worked in many fashions, 
And this much gives me heart to play the game.

 

Here is a part that’s slight, and part gone wrong, 
And much of little moment, and some few 
Perfect as Diirer!

 

“In the Studio” and these two portraits,* if I had my choice! 
And then these sketches in the mood of Greece?

 

You had your searches, your uncertainties, 
And this is good to know—for us, I mean, 
Who bear the brunt of our America 
And try to wrench her impulse into art.

 

You were not always sure, not always set 
To hiding night or tuning “symphonies”;

*“Brown and Gold—de Race.”

“Grenat et Or—Le Petit Cardinal.”

Had not one style from birth, but tried and pried 
And stretched and tampered with the media.

 

You and Abe Lincoln from that mass of dolts 
Show us there’s chance at least of winning through.




PORTRAIT D’UNE FEMME

Your mind and you are our Sargasso Sea, 1  
London has swept about you this score years 
And bright ships left you this or that in fee: 
Ideas, old gossip, oddments of all things, 
Strange spars of knowledge and dimmed wares of price. 
Great minds have sought you—lacking someone else. 
You have been second always. Tragical? 
No. You preferred it to the usual thing: 
One dull man, dulling and uxorious, 
One average mind—with one thought less, each year. 
Oh, you are patient, I have seen you sit 
Hours, where something might have floated up. 
And now you pay one. Yes, you richly pay. 
You are a person of some interest, one comes to you 
And takes strange gain away: 
Trophies fished up; some curious suggestion; 
Fact that leads nowhere; and a tale or two, 
Pregnant with mandrakes, or with something else 
That might prove useful and yet never proves, 
That never fits a corner or shows use, 
Or finds its hour upon the loom of days: 
The tarnished, gaudy, wonderful old work;  
Idols and ambergris and rare inlays, 
These are your riches, your great store; and yet 
For all this sea-hoard of deciduous things, 
Strange woods half sodden, and new brighter stuff: 
In the slow float of differing light and deep, 
No! there is nothing! In the whole and all, 
Nothing that’s quite your own. 
Yet this is you.




N.Y.

My City, my beloved, my white! Ah, slender, 
Listen! Listen to me, and I will breathe into thee a soul. 
Delicately upon the reed, attend me!

 

Now do I know that I am mad,  
For here are a million people surly with traffic;  
This is no maid.  
Neither could I play upon any reed if I had one.

 

My City, my beloved, 
Thou art a maid with no breasts, 
Thou art slender as a silver reed. 
Listen to me, attend me! 
And I will breathe into thee a soul, 
And thou shalt live for ever.




THE SEAFARER

From the Anglo-Saxon

May I for my own self song’s truth reckon, 
Journey’s jargon, how I in harsh days 
Hardship endured oft. 
Bitter breast-cares have I abided, 
Known on my keel many a care’s hold, 
And dire sea-surge, and there I oft spent 
Narrow nightwatch nigh the ship’s head 
While she tossed close to cliffs. Coldly afflicted, 
My feet were by frost benumbed. 
Chill its chains are; chafing sighs 
Hew my heart round and hunger begot 
Mere-weary mood. Lest man know not 
That he on dry land loveliest liveth, 
List how I, care-wretched, on ice-cold sea, 
Weathered the winter, wretched outcast 
Deprived of my kinsmen; 
Hung with hard ice-flakes, where hail-scur flew, 
There I heard naught save the harsh sea 
And ice-cold wave, at whiles the swan cries, 
Did for my games the gannet’s clamour, 
Sea-fowls’ loudness was for me laughter, 
The mews’ singing all my mead-drink.  
Storms, on the stone-cliffs beaten, fell on the stern 
In icy feathers; full oft the eagle screamed 
With spray on his pinion. 
Not any protector

May make merry man faring needy. 
This he little believes, who aye in winsome life 
Abides ’mid burghers some heavy business, 
Wealthy and wine-flushed, how I weary oft 
Must bide above brine. 
Neareth nightshade, snoweth from north, 
Frost froze the land, hail fell on earth then, 
Corn of the coldest. Nathless there knocketh now 
The heart’s thought that I on high streams 
The salt-wavy tumult traverse alone. 
Moaneth alway my mind’s lust 
That I fare forth, that I afar hence 
Seek out a foreign fastness. 
For this there’s no mood-lofty man over earth’s midst, 
Not though he be given his good, but will have in his youth 
greed;

Nor his deed to the daring, nor his king to the faithful 
But shall have his sorrow for sea-fare 
Whatever his lord will. 
He hath not heart for harping, nor in ring-having 
Nor winsomeness to wife, nor world’s delight 
Nor any whit else save the wave’s slash, 
Yet longing comes upon him to fare forth on the water. 
Bosque taketh blossom, cometh beauty of berries, 
Fields to fairness, land fares brisker, 
All this admonisheth man eager of mood, 
The heart turns to travel so that he then thinks 
On flood-ways to be far departing. 
Cuckoo calleth with gloomy crying, 
He singeth summerward, bodeth sorrow, 
The bitter heart’s blood. Burgher knows not—
He the prosperous man—what some perform 
Where wandering them widest draweth.  
So that but now my heart burst from my breastlock, 
My mood ’mid the mere-flood, 
Over the whale’s acre, would wander wide. 
On earth’s shelter cometh oft to me, 
Eager and ready, the crying lone-flyer, 
Whets for the whale-path the heart irresistibly, 
O’er tracks of ocean; seeing that anyhow 
My lord deems to me this dead life 
On loan and on land, I believe not 
That any earth-weal eternal standeth 
Save there be somewhat calamitous 
That, ere a man’s tide go, turn it to twain. 
Disease or oldness or sword-hate 
Beats out the breath from doom-gripped body. 
And for this, every earl whatever, for those speaking after- 
Laud of the living, boasteth some last word, 
That he will work ere he pass onward, 
Frame on the fair earth ’gainst foes his malice, 
Daring ado, ... 
So that all men shall honour him after 
And his laud beyond them remain ’mid the English, 
Aye, for ever, a lasting life’s-blast, 
Delight ’mid the doughty. 
Days little durable, 
And all arrogance of earthen riches, 
There come now no kings nor Cæsars 
Nor gold-giving lords like those gone. 
Howe’er in mirth most magnified, 
Whoe’er lived in life most lordliest, 
Drear all this excellence, delights undurable! 
Waneth the watch, but the world holdeth. 
Tomb hideth trouble. The blade is layed low. 
Earthly glory ageth and seareth. 
No man at all going the earth’s gait, 
But age fares against him, his face paleth, 
Grey-haired he groaneth, knows gone companions, 
Lordly men, are to earth o’ergiven, 
Nor may he then the flesh-cover, whose life ceaseth,  
Nor eat the sweet nor feel the sorry, 
Nor stir hand nor think in mid heart, 
And though he strew the grave with gold, 
His born brothers, their buried bodies 
Be an unlikely treasure hoard.




THE RETURN

See, they return; ah, see the tentative 
Movements, and the slow feet, 
The trouble in the pace and the uncertain 
Wavering!

 

See, they return, one, and by one, 
With fear, as half-awakened; 
As if the snow should hesitate 
And murmur in the wind, 
and half turn back; 
These were the “Wing’d-with-Awe,” 
Inviolable.

 

Gods of the winged shoe! 
With them the silver hounds, 
sniffing the trace of air!

Haie! Haie! 
These were the swift to harry; 
These the keen-scented; 
These were the souls of blood.

 

Slow on the leash, 
pallid the leash-men!




FRATRES MINORES

With minds still hovering above their testicles 
Certain poets here and in France 
Still sigh over established and natural fact 
Long since fully discussed by Ovid. 
They howl. They complain in delicate and exhausted metres 
That the twitching of three abdominal nerves 
Is incapable of producing a lasting Nirvana.




THE COMPLETE POETICAL WORKS OF T. E. HULME

First published at the end of Ripostes 1912

 

Prefatory Note: In publishing his Complete Poetical  Works at thirty,d Mr Hulme has set an enviable example to many of his contemporaries who have had less to say.

They are reprinted here for good fellowship; for good custom, a custom out of Tuscany and of Provence; and thirdly, for convenience, seeing their smallness of bulk; and for good memory, seeing that they recall certain evenings and meetings of two years gone, dull enough at the time, but rather pleasant to look back upon.

As for the “School of Images,” 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.

Ardoise rimed richly—ah, richly and rarely rimed!—with framboise.

As for the future, Les Imagistes, the descendants of the forgotten school of 1909, have that in their keeping.

I refrain from publishing my proposed Historical  Memoir of their forerunners, because Mr Hulme has threatened to print the original propaganda.

E.P.


AUTUMN

A touch of cold in the Autumn night—
I walked abroad, 
And saw the ruddy moon lean over a hedge 
Like a red-faced farmer. 
I did not stop to speak, but nodded, 
And round about were the wistful stars 
With white faces like town children.


MANA ABODA 

Beauty is the marking-time, the stationary vibration, the feigned ecstasy of an arrested impulse unable to reach its natural end.

 

Mana Aboda, whose bent form 
The sky in arched circle is, 
Seems ever for an unknown grief to mourn. 
Yet on a day I heard her cry: 
“I weary of the roses and the singing poets—
Josephs all, not tall enough to try.”


ABOVE THE DOCK

Above the quiet dock in mid night, 
Tangled in the tall mast’s corded height, 
Hangs the moon. What seemed so far away 
Is but a child’s balloon, forgotten after play.


THE EMBANKMENT

(The fantasia of a fallen gentleman on a cold, bitter night.

 

Once, in finesse of fiddles found I ecstasy, 
In the flash of gold heels on the hard pavement. 
Now see I 
That warmth’s the very stuff of poesy. 
Oh, God, make small 
The old star-eaten blanket of the sky, 
That I may fold it round me and in comfort lie.


CONVERSION

Lighthearted I walked into the valley wood 
In the time of hyacinths, 
Till beauty like a scented cloth 
Cast over, stifled me. I was bound 
Motionless and faint of breath 
By loveliness that is her own eunuch.

 

Now pass I to the final river 
Ignominiously, in a sack, without sound, 
As any peeping Turk to the Bosphorus.




SALUTATION THE THIRD

Let us deride the smugness of “The Times”: 
GUFFAW! 
So much for the gagged reviewers, 
It will pay them when the worms are wriggling in their vitals; 
These are they who objected to newness, 
Here are their tomb-stones. 
They supported the gag and the ring: 
A little BLACK Box contains them. 
So shall you be also, 
You slut-bellied obstructionist, 
You sworn foe to free speech and good letters, 
You fungus, you continuous gangrene. 

 
Come, let us on with the new deal, 
Let us be done with pandars and jobbery, 
Let us spit upon those who pat the big-bellies for profit, 
Let us go out in the air a bit.

 

Or perhaps I will die at thirty? 
Perhaps you will have the pleasure of defiling my pauper’s 
grave; 
I wish you joy, I proffer you all my assistance.  
It has been your habit for long 
to do away with good writers, 
You either drive them mad, or else you blink at their suicides, 
Or else you condone their drugs, 
and talk of insanity and genius, 
But I will not go mad to please you, 
I will not flatter you with an early death, 
Oh, no, I will stick it out, 
Feel your hates wriggling about my feet 
As a pleasant tickle, 
to be observed with derision, 
Though many move with suspicion, 
Afraid to say that they hate you; 
The taste of my boot? 
Here is the taste of my boot, 
Caress it, 
lick off the blacking.




SONG OF THE BOWMEN OF SHU

Here we are, picking the first fern-shoots1  
And saying: When shall we get back to our country? 
Here we are because we have the Ken-nin2 for our foemen, 
We have no comfort because of these Mongols. 
We grub the soft fern-shoots, 
When anyone says “Return,” the others are full of sorrow.3  
Sorrowful minds, sorrow is strong, we are hungry and thirsty. 
Our defence is not yet made sure, no one can let his friend 
return. 
We grub the old fern-stalks. 
We say: Will we be let to go back in October? 
There is no ease in royal affairs, we have no comfort. 
Our sorrow is bitter, but we would not return to our country. 
What flower has come into blossom? 
Whose chariot? The General’s. 
Horses, his horses even, are tired. They were strong. 
We have no rest, three battles a month. 
By heaven, his horses are tired. 
The generals are on them, the soldiers are by them. 
The horses are well trained, the generals have ivory arrows and 
quivers ornamented with fish-skin. 
The enemy is swift, we must be careful.  
When we set out, the willows were drooping with spring, 
We come back in the snow, 
We go slowly, we are hungry and thirsty, 
Our mind is full of sorrow, who will know of our grief?

 

By Bunno,4 reputedly 1100 B.C.




THE RIVER SONG

This boat is of shato-wood,1 and its gunwales are cut magnolia, 
Musicians with jewelled flutes and with pipes of gold 
Fill full the sides in rows, and our wine 
Is rich for a thousand cups. 
We carry singing girls, drift with the drifting water, 
Yet Sennin2 needs 
A yellow stork for a charger, and all our seamen 
Would follow the white gulls or ride them. 
Kutsu’s3 prose song 
Hangs with the sun and moon.

 

King So’s4 terraced palace 
is now but barren hill, 
But I draw pen on this barge 
Causing the five peaks to tremble, 
And I have joy in these words 
like the joy of blue islands. 
(If glory could last forever 
Then the waters of Han5 would flow northward.)

 

And I have moped6 in the Emperor’s garden, awaiting an 
order-to-write! 
I looked at the dragon-pond, with its willow-coloured water  
Just reflecting the sky’s tinge, 
And heard the five-score nightingales aimlessly singing.

 

The eastern wind brings the green colour into the island 
grasses at Yei-shu, 
The purple house and the crimson are full of Spring softness. 
South of the pond the willow-tips are half-blue and bluer, 
Their cords tangle in mist, against the brocade-like palace. 
Vine-strings a hundred feet long hang down from carved 
railings, 
And high over the willows, the fine birds sing to each other, 
and listen, 
Crying—“Kwan, Kuan,”7 for the early wind, and the feel of it. 
The wind bundles itself into a bluish cloud and wanders off. 
Over a thousand gates, over a thousand doors are the sounds of 
spring singing, 
And the Emperor is at Ko.8  
Five clouds hang aloft, bright on the purple sky, 
The imperial guards come forth from the golden house with 
their armour a-gleaming. 
The Emperor in his jewelled car goes out to inspect his flowers, 
He goes out to Hori, to look at the wing-flapping storks, 
He returns by way of Sei rock, to hear the new nightingales, 
For the gardens at Jo-run9 are full of new nightingales, 
Their sound is mixed in this flute, 
Their voice is in the twelve pipes here.

 

By Rihaku, 8th century A.D.




THE RIVER-MERCHANT’S WIFE: A LETTER

While my hair was still cut straight across my forehead 
I played about the front gate, pulling flowers. 
You came by on bamboo stilts, playing horse, 
You walked about my seat, playing with blue plums. 
And we went on living in the village of Chokan: 
Two small people, without dislike or suspicion.

 

At fourteen I married My Lord you. 
I never laughed, being bashful. 
Lowering my head, I looked at the wall. 
Called to, a thousand times, I never looked back.

 

At fifteen I stopped scowling, 
I desired my dust to be mingled with yours 
Forever and forever and forever. 
Why should I climb the look out?

 

At sixteen you departed, 
You went into far Ku-to-yen,1 by the river of swirling eddies, 
And you have been gone five months. 
The monkeys make sorrowful noise overhead. 
You dragged your feet when you went out. 
By the gate now, the moss is grown, the different mosses,  
Too deep to clear them away! 
The leaves fall early this autumn, in wind. 
The paired butterflies are already yellow with August 
Over the grass in the West garden; 
They hurt me. I grow older. 
If you are coming down through the narrows of the river 
Kiang,2  
Please let me know beforehand, 
And I will come out to meet you 
As far as Cho-fu-Sa.3

 

By Rihaku




EXILE’S LETTER

To So-Kin of Rakuyo, ancient friend, Chancellor of Gen. 
Now I remember that you built me a special tavern 
By the south side of the bridge at Ten-Shin. 
With yellow gold and white jewels, we paid for songs and 
laughter 
And we were drunk for month on month, forgetting the kings 
and princes. 
Intelligent men came drifting in from the sea and from the 
west border, 
And with them, and with you especially 
There was nothing at cross purpose, 
And they made nothing of sea-crossing or of mountain- 
crossing, 
If only they could be of that fellowship, 
And we all spoke out our hearts and minds, and without 
regret. 
And then I was sent off to South Wei, 
smothered in laurel groves, 
And you to the north of Raku-hoku, 
Till we had nothing but thoughts and memories in common. 
And then, when separation had come to its worst, 
We met, and travelled in Sen-Go,  
Through all the thirty-six folds of the turning and twisting 
waters, 
Into a valley of the thousand bright flowers, 
That was the first valley; 
And into ten thousand valleys full of voices and pine-winds. 
And with silver harness and reins of gold, 
Out came the East of Kan foreman and his company. 
And there came also the “True man” of Shi-yo to meet me, 
Playing on a jewelled mouth-organ. 
In the storied houses of San-Ko they gave us more Sennin music, 
Many instruments, like the sound of young phoenix broods. 
The foreman of Kan Chu, drunk, danced 
because his long sleeves wouldn’t keep still 
With that music playing, 
And I, wrapped in brocade, went to sleep with my head on his 
lap, 
And my spirit so high it was all over the heavens, 
And before the end of the day we were scattered like stars, or 
rain. 
I had to be off to So, far away over the waters, 
You back to your river-bridge.

 

And your father, who was brave as a leopard, 
Was governor in Hei Shu, and put down the barbarian rabble. 
And one May he had you send for me, 
despite the long distance. 
And what with broken wheels and so on, I won’t say it wasn’t 
hard going, 
Over roads twisted like sheep’s guts. 
And I was still going, late in the year, 
in the cutting wind from the North, 
And thinking how little you cared for the cost, 
and you caring enough to pay it. 
And what a reception: 
Red jade cups, food well set on a blue jewelled table, 
And I was drunk, and had no thought of returning. 
And you would walk out with me to the western corner of the 
castle,  
To the dynastic temple, with water about it clear as blue jade, 
With boats floating, and the sound of mouth-organs and drums, 
With ripples like dragon-scales, going grass green on the water, 
Pleasure lasting, with courtezans, going and coming without 
hindrance, 
With the willow flakes falling like snow, 
And the vermilioned girls getting drunk about sunset, 
And the water, a hundred feet deep, reflecting green eyebrows 
—Eyebrows painted green are a fine sight in young moonlight, 
Gracefully painted—
And the girls singing back at each other, 
Dancing in transparent brocade, 
And the wind lifting the song, and interrupting it, 
Tossing it up under the clouds. 
And all this comes to an end. 
And is not again to be met with. 
I went up to the court for examination, 
Tried Layu’s luck, offered the Choyo song, 
And got no promotion, 
and went back to the East Mountains 
White-headed. 
And once again, later, we met at the South bridge-head. 
And then the crowd broke up, you went north to San palace, 
And if you ask how I regret that parting: 
It is like the flowers falling at Spring’s end 
Confused, whirled in a tangle. 
What is the use of talking, and there is no end of talking, 
There is no end of things in the heart. 
I call in the boy, 
Have him sit on his knees here 
To seal this, 
And send it a thousand miles, thinking.

 

By Rihaku




TENZONE1 

Will people accept them? 
(i.e. these songs). 
As a timorous wench from a centaur2  
(or a centurion), 
Already they flee, howling in terror.

 

Will they be touched with the verisimilitudes? 
Their virgin stupidity is untemptable. 
I beg you, my friendly critics, 
Do not set about to procure me an audience.

 

I mate with my free kind upon the crags; 
the hidden recesses 
Have heard the echo of my heels, 
in the cool light, 
in the darkness.




THE GARDEN

En robe de parade.1

—Samain

Like a skein of loose silk blown against a wall 
She walks by the railing of a path in Kensington Gardens, 
And she is dying piece-meal 
of a sort of emotional anæmia.

 

And round about there is a rabble 
Of the filthy, sturdy, unkillable infants of the very poor. 
They shall inherit the earth.

 

In her is the end of breeding. 
Her boredom is exquisite and excessive. 
She would like some one to speak to her, 
And is almost afraid that I 
will commit that indiscretion.




1915: FEBRUARY

The smeared, leather-coated, leather-greaved engineer 
Walks in front of his traction-engine 
Like some figure out of the sagas, 
Like Grettir1 or like Skarpheddin,2  
With a sort of majestical swagger. 
And his machine lumbers after him 
Like some mythological beast, 
Like Grendel3 bewitched and in chains, 
But his ill luck will make me no sagas, 
Nor will you crack the riddle of his skull, 
O you over-educated, over-refined literati! 
Nor yet you, store-bred realists, 
You multipliers of novels! 
He goes, and I go. 
He stays and I stay. 
He is mankind and I am the arts. 
We are outlaws. 
This war is not our war, 
Neither side is on our side: 
A vicious mediaevalism, 
A belly-fat commerce, 
Neither is on our side: 
Whores, apes, rhetoricians,  
Flagellants! in a year 
Black as the dies irae.4  
We have about us only the unseen country road, 
The unseen twigs, breaking their tips with blossom.




COMMISSION

Go, my songs, to the lonely and the unsatisfied, 
Go also to the nerve-wracked, go to the enslaved-by- 
convention, 
Bear to them my contempt for their oppressors. 
Go as a great wave of cool water, 
Bear my contempt of oppressors.

 

Speak against unconscious oppression, 
Speak against the tyranny of the unimaginative, 
Speak against bonds. 
Go to the bourgeoise who is dying of her ennuis, 
Go to the women in suburbs. 
Go to the hideously wedded, 
Go to them whose failure is concealed, 
Go to the unluckily mated, 
Go to the bought wife, 
Go to the woman entailed.

 

Go to those who have delicate lust, 
Go to those whose delicate desires are thwarted, 
Go like a blight upon the dulness of the world; 
Go with your edge against this,  
Strengthen the subtle cords, 
Bring confidence upon the algæ and the tentacles of the soul.

 

Go in a friendly manner, 
Go with an open speech. 
Be eager to find new evils and new good, 
Be against all forms of oppression. 
Go to those who are thickened with middle age, 
To those who have lost their interest.

 

Go to the adolescent who are smothered in family—
Oh how hideous it is 
To see three generations of one house gathered together! 
It is like an old tree with shoots, 
And with some branches rotted and falling.

 

Go out and defy opinion, 
Go against this vegetable bondage of the blood. 
Be against all sorts of mortmain.




A PACT

I make a pact with you, Walt Whitman—1  
I have detested you long enough. 
I come to you as a grown child 
Who has had a pig-headed father; 
I am old enough now to make friends. 
It was you that broke the new wood, 
Now is a time for carving. 
We have one sap and one root—
Let there be commerce between us.




FURTHER INSTRUCTIONS

Come, my songs, let us express our baser passions, 
Let us express our envy of the man with a steady job and no 
worry about the future. 
You are very idle, my songs. 
I fear you will come to a bad end. 
You stand about in the streets, 
You loiter at the corners and bus-stops, 
You do next to nothing at all.

 

You do not even express our inner nobilities, 
You will come to a very bad end.

 

And I? 
I have gone half cracked, 
I have talked to you so much that 
I almost see you about me, 
Insolent little beasts, shameless, devoid of clothing!

 

But you, newest song of the lot, 
You are not old enough to have done much mischief, 
I will get you a green coat out of China 
With dragons worked upon it,  
I will get you the scarlet silk trousers 
From the statue of the infant Christ in Santa Maria Novella,1  
Lest they say we are lacking in taste, 
Or that there is no caste in this family.




A SONG OF THE DEGREES1 


I

Rest me with Chinese colours, 
For I think the glass is evil.


II

The wind moves above the wheat—
With a silver crashing, 
A thin war of metal.

 

I have known the golden disc, 
I have seen it melting above me. 
I have known the stone-bright place, 
The hall of clear colours.


III

O glass subtly evil, O confusion of colours! 
O light bound and bent in, O soul of the captive,  
Why am I warned? Why am I sent away? 
Why is your glitter full of curious mistrust? 
O glass subtle and cunning, O powdery gold! 
O filaments of amber, two-faced iridescence!




ITÉ1 

Go, my songs, seek your praise from the young and from the 
intolerant, 
Move among the lovers of perfection alone. 
Seek ever to stand in the hard Sophoclean light2  
And take your wounds from it gladly.




LIU CH’E1 

The rustling of the silk is discontinued, 
Dust drifts over the court-yard, 
There is no sound of foot-fall, and the leaves 
Scurry into heaps and lie still, 
And she the rejoicer of the heart is beneath them:

 

A wet leaf that clings to the threshold.




THE COMING OF WAR: ACTÆON

An image of Lethe,1  
and the fields 
Full of faint light 
but golden, 
Gray cliffs, 
and beneath them 
A sea 
Harsher than granite, 
unstill, never ceasing; 
High forms 
with the movement of gods, 
Perilous aspect; 
And one said: 
“This is Actæon.” 
Actæon of golden greaves!2  
Over fair meadows, 
Over the cool face of that field, 
Unstill, ever moving 
Hosts of an ancient people, 
The silent cortege.




IN A STATION OF THE METRO

The apparition of these faces in the crowd : Petals on a wet, black bough.

 

[first version, Poetry, 1913]




IN A STATION OF THE METRO

The apparition of these faces in the crowd; Petals on a wet, black bough.

 

[Lustra, 1916]




THE ENCOUNTER

All the while they were talking the new morality 
Her eyes explored me. 
And when I arose to go 
Her fingers were like the tissue 
Of a Japanese paper napkin.




L’ART, 1910

Green arsenic smeared on an egg-white cloth, 
Crushed strawberries! Come, let us feast our eyes.




ANCIENT MUSIC

Winter is icummen in, 
Lhude sing Goddamm, 
Raineth drop and staineth slop, 
And how the wind doth ramm! 
Sing: Goddamm. 
Skiddeth bus and sloppeth us, 
An ague hath my ham. 
Freezeth river, turneth liver, 
Damn you, sing: Goddamm. 
Goddamm, Goddamm, ’tis why I am, Goddamm, 
So ’gainst the winter’s balm. 
Sing goddamm, damm, sing Goddamm, 
Sing goddamm, sing goddamm, DAMM.

 

Note:—This is not folk music, but Dr. Ker writes that the tune is to be found under the Latin words of a very ancient canon.




PROVINCIA DESERTA

At Rochecoart, 
Where the hills part 
in three ways, 
And three valleys, full of winding roads, 
Fork out to south and north, 
There is a place of trees . . . gray with lichen. 
I have walked there 
thinking of old days. 
At Chalais 
is a pleached arbour; 
Old pensioners and old protected women 
Have the right there—
it is charity. 
I have crept over old rafters, 
peering down 
Over the Dronne, 
over a stream full of lilies. 
Eastward the road lies, 
Aubeterre is eastward, 
With a garrulous old man at the inn. 
I know the roads in that place: 
Mareuil to the north-east, 
La Tour,  
There are three keeps near Mareuil, 
And an old woman, 
glad to hear Arnaut, 
Glad to lend one dry clothing. 
I have walked 
into Perigord, 
I have seen the torch-flames, high-leaping, 
Painting the front of that church; 
Heard, under the dark, whirling laughter. 
I have looked back over the stream 
and seen the high building, 
Seen the long minarets, the white shafts. 
I have gone in Ribeyrac 
and in Sarlat, 
I have climbed rickety stairs, heard talk of Croy, 
Walked over En Bertran’s old layout, 
Have seen Narbonne, and Cahors and Chalus, 
Have seen Excideuil, carefully fashioned.

I have said: 
“Here such a one walked. 
Here Cœur-de-Lion was slain. 
Here was good singing. 
Here one man hastened his step. 
Here one lay panting.” 
I have looked south from Hautefort, 
thinking of Montaignac, southward. 
I have lain in Rocafixada, 
level with sunset, 
Have seen the copper come down 
tingeing the mountains, 
I have seen the fields, pale, clear as an emerald, 
Sharp peaks, high spurs, distant castles. 
I have said: “The old roads have lain here. 
Men have gone by such and such valleys 
Where the great halls were closer together.” 
I have seen Foix on its rock, seen Toulouse, and 
Arles greatly altered,  
I have seen the ruined “Dorata.” 
I have said: 
“Riquier! Guido.” 
I have thought of the second Troy, 
Some little prized place in Auvergnat: 
Two men tossing a coin, one keeping a castle, 
One set on the highway to sing. 
He sang a woman. 
Auvergne rose to the song; 
The Dauphin backed him. 
“The castle to Austors!” 
“Pieire kept the singing—
A fair man and a pleasant.” 
He won the lady, 
Stole her away for himself, kept her against armed 
force: 
So ends that story. 
That age is gone; 
Pieire de Maensac is gone. 
I have walked over these roads; 
I have thought of them living.




VILLANELLE: THE PSYCHOLOGICAL HOUR

I had over-prepared the event, 
that much was ominous. 
With middle-ageing care 
I had laid out just the right books. 
I had almost turned down the pages.

 

Beauty is so rare a thing.

So few drink of my fountain.


 

So much barren regret, 
So many hours wasted! 
And now I watch, from the window, 
the rain, the wandering busses.

 

“Their little cosmos is shaken”—
the air is alive with that fact. 
In their parts of the city 
they are played on by diverse forces. 
How do I know? 
Oh, I know well enough. 
For them there is something afoot. 
As for me; 
I had over-prepared the event—

Beauty is so rare a thing

So few drink of my fountain.


 

Two friends: a breath of the forest . . . 
Friends? Are people less friends 
because one has just, at last, found them? 
Twice they promised to come.

 

“Between the night and morning?”


 

Beauty would drink of my mind.  
Youth would awhile forget 
my youth is gone from me.


II

(“Speak up! You have danced so stiffly? 
Someone admired your works, 
And said so frankly.

 

“Did you talk like a fool, 
The first night? 
The second evening?”


 

“But they promised again: 
٬To-morrow at tea-time’.”)


III

Now the third day is here—
no word from either; 
No word from her nor him, 
Only another man’s note: 
“Dear Pound, I am leaving England.” 




NEAR PERIGORD

A Perigord, pres del muralh  
Tan que i puosch’ om gitar ab malh.1


You’d have men’s hearts up from the dust 
And tell their secrets, Messire Cino,2  
Right enough? Then read between the lines of Uc St. Circ,3  
Solve me the riddle, for you know the tale.

 

Bertrans, En4 Bertrans, left a fine canzone:5  
“Maent,6 I love you, you have turned me out. 
The voice at Montfort,7 Lady Agnes’ hair, 
Bel Miral’s8 stature, the viscountess’ throat, 
Set all together, are not worthy of you....” 
And all the while you sing out that canzone, 
Think you that Maent lived at Montagnac, 
One at Chalais, another at Malemort 
Hard over Brive—for every lady a castle, 
Each place strong.

 

Oh, is it easy enough?

Tairiran9 held hall in Montagnac, 
His brother-in-law was all there was of power 
In Perigord, and this good union 
Gobbled all the land, and held it later for some hundred years. 
And our En Bertrans was in Altafort,10  
Hub of the wheel, the stirrer-up of strife,  
As caught by Dante11 in the last wallow of hell—
The headless trunk “that made its head a lamp,” 
For separation wrought out separation, 
And he who set the strife between brother and brother 
And had his way with the old English king, 
Viced in such torture for the “counterpass.”12

 

How would you live, with neighbours set about you—
Poictiers and Brive, untaken Rochecouart, 
Spread like the finger-tips of one frail hand; 
And you on that great mountain of a palm—
Not a neat ledge, not Foix13 between its streams, 
But one huge back half-covered up with pine, 
Worked for and snatched from the string-purse of Born—
The four round towers, four brothers—mostly fools: 
What could he do but play the desperate chess, 
And stir old grudges? 
“Pawn your castles, lords! 
Let the Jews pay.” 
And the great scene—
(That, maybe, never happened!) 
Beaten at last, 
Before the hard old king: 
“Your son, ah, since he died 
My wit and worth are cobwebs brushed aside 
In the full flare of grief. Do what you will.”

 

Take the whole man, and ravel out the story.

He loved this lady in castle Montagnac? 
The castle flanked him—he had need of it. 
You read to-day, how long the overlords of Perigord, 
The Talleyrands, have held the place; it was no transient 
fiction. 
And Maent failed him? Or saw through the scheme?

 

And all his net-like thought of new alliance?

Chalais is high, a-level with the poplars. 
Its lowest stones just meet the valley tips  
Where the low Dronne is filled with water-lilies. 
And Rochecouart can match it, stronger yet, 
The very spur’s end, built on sheerest cliff, 
And Malemort keeps its close hold on Brive, 
While Born, his own close purse, his rabbit warren, 
His subterranean chamber with a dozen doors, 
A-bristle with antennæ to feel roads, 
To sniff the traffic into Perigord. 
And that hard phalanx, that unbroken line, 
The ten good miles from there to Maent’s castle, 
All of his flank—how could he do without her? 
And all the road to Cahors, to Toulouse? 
What would he do without her?

 

“Papiol,

Go forthright singing—Anhes, Cembelins. 
There is a throat; ah, there are two white hands; 
There is a trellis full of early roses, 
And all my heart is bound about with love. 
Where am I come with compound flatteries—
What doors are open to fine compliment?” 
And every one half jealous of Maent? 
He wrote the catch to pit their jealousies 
Against her; give her pride in them?

 

Take his own speech, make what you will of it—
And still the knot, the first knot, of Maent?

 

Is it a love poem? Did he sing of war?

Is it an intrigue to run subtly out, 
Born of a jongleur’s tongue, freely to pass 
Up and about and in and out the land, 
Mark him a craftsman and a strategist? 
(St. Leider had done as much at Polhonac, 
Singing a different stave, as closely hidden.) 
Oh, there is precedent, legal tradition, 
To sing one thing when your song means another,  
“Et albirar ab lor bordon—”14  
Foix’ count knew that. What is Sir Bertrans’ singing?  
Maent, Maent, and yet again Maent, 
Or war and broken heaumes15 and politics?


II

End fact. Try fiction. Let us say we see

En Bertrans, a tower-room at Hautefort, 
Sunset, the ribbon-like road lies, in red cross-light, 
Southward toward Montagnac, and he bends at a table 
Scribbling, swearing between his teeth; by his left hand 
Lie little strips of parchment covered over, 
Scratched and erased with al and ochaisos.  
Testing his list of rhymes, a lean man? Bilious? 
With a red straggling beard? 
And the green cat’s-eye lifts toward Montagnac.

 

Or take his “magnet” singer setting out,

Dodging his way past Aubeterre,16 singing at Chalais 
In the vaulted hall, 
Or, by a lichened tree at Rochecouart 
Aimlessly watching a hawk above the valleys, 
Waiting his turn in the mid-summer evening, 
Thinking of Aelis, whom he loved heart and soul . . . 
To find her half alone, Montfort away, 
And a brown, placid, hated woman visiting her, 
Spoiling his visit, with a year before the next one. 
Little enough? 
Or carry him forward. “Go through all the courts, 
My Magnet,” Bertrans had said.

 

We came to Ventadour17

In the mid love court, he sings out the canzon, 
No one hears save Arrimon Luc D’Esparo—
No one hears aught save the gracious sound of compliments. 
Sir Arrimon counts on his fingers, Montfort, 
Rochecouart, Chalais, the rest, the tactic,  
Malemort, guesses beneath, sends word to Cœur-de-Lion: 
The compact, de Born smoked out, trees felled 
About his castle, cattle driven out! 
Or no one sees it, and En Bertrans prospered?

 

And ten years after, or twenty, as you will,

Arnaut and Richard lodge beneath Chalus: 
The dull round towers encroaching on the field, 
The tents tight drawn, horses at tether 
Further and out of reach, the purple night, 
The crackling of small fires, the bannerets, 
The lazy leopards on the largest banner, 
Stray gleams on hanging mail, an armourer’s torch-flare 
Melting on steel.

 

And in the quietest space

They probe old scandals, say de Born is dead; 
And we’ve the gossip (skipped six hundred years). 
Richard shall die to-morrow-leave him there 
Talking of trobar clus with Daniel.18  
And the “best craftsman” sings out his friend’s song, 
Envies its vigour ... and deplores the technique, 
Dispraises his own skill?—That’s as you will. 
And they discuss the dead man, 
Plantagenet puts the riddle: “Did he love her?” 
And Arnaut parries: “Did he love your sister? 
True, he has praised her, but in some opinion 
He wrote that praise only to show he had 
The favour of your party; had been well received.”

 

“You knew the man.” 
“ You knew the man. 
I am an artist, you have tried both métiers.” 
“You were born near him.” 
“Do we know our friends?” 
“Say that he saw the castles, say that he loved Maent!” 
“Say that he loved her, does it solve the riddle?” 
End the discussion, Richard goes out next day  
And gets a quarrel-bolt shot through his vizard, 
Pardons the bowman, dies,19

 

Ends our discussion. Arnaut ends

“In sacred odour”—(that’s apocryphal!) 
And we can leave the talk till Dante writes:  
Surely I saw, and still before my eyes  
Goes on that headless trunk, that bears for light  
Its own head swinging, gripped by the dead hair,  
And like a swinging lamp that says, “Ah me!  
I severed men, my head and heart  
Ye see here severed, my life’s counterpart. ”20

 

Or take En Bertrans?


III

Ed eran due in uno, ed uno in due;  
Inferno, XXVIII, 12521


 

Bewildering spring, and by the Auvezere22  
Poppies and day’s eyes23 in the green émail24  
Rose over us; and we knew all that stream, 
And our two horses had traced out the valleys; 
Knew the low flooded lands squared out with poplars, 
In the young days when the deep sky befriended. 
And great wings beat above us in the twilight, 
And the great wheels in heaven 
Bore us together . . . surging ... and apart ... 
Believing we should meet with lips and hands,

 

High, high and sure ... and then the counter-thrust:

‘Why do you love me? Will you always love me? 
But I am like the grass, I can not love you.’ 
Or, ‘Love, and I love and love you, 
And hate your mind, not you, your soul, your hands.’  
So to this last estrangement, Tairiran!

 

There shut up in his castle, Tairiran’s,

She who had nor ears nor tongue save in her hands, 
Gone—ah, gone—untouched, unreachable! 
She who could never live save through one person, 
She who could never speak save to one person, 
And all the rest of her a shifting change, 
A broken bundle of mirrors ... !




L’HOMME MOYEN SENSUELe 

“I hate a dumpy woman”

—George Gordon, Lord Byron.1

’Tis of my country that I would endite, 
In hope to set some misconceptions right. 
My country? I love it well, and those good fellows 
Who, since their wit’s unknown, escape the gallows. 
But you stuffed coats who’re neither tepid nor distinctly 
boreal, 
Pimping, conceited, placid, editorial, 
Could I but speak as ’twere in the “Restoration” 
I would articulate your perdamnation. 
This year perforce I must with circumspection—
For Mencken states somewhere, in this connection:

“It is a moral nation we infest.” 
Despite such reins and checks I’ll do my best, 
An art! You all respect the arts, from that infant tick 
Who’s now the editor of The Atlantic,2  
From Comstock’s self,3 down to the meanest resident, 
Till up again, right up, we reach the president, 
Who shows his taste in his ambassadors: 
A novelist, a publisher, to pay old scores, 
A novelist, a publisher and a preacher,4  
That’s sent to Holland, a most particular feature, 
Henry Van Dyke, who thinks to charm the Muse you pack 
her in 
A sort of stinking deliquescent saccharine. 
The constitution of our land, O Socrates, 
Was made to incubate such mediocrities, 
These and a taste in books that’s grown perennial 
And antedates the Philadelphia centennial. 
Still I’d respect you more if you could bury 
Mabie, and Lyman Abbot and George Woodberry,5  
For minds so wholly founded upon quotations 
Are not the best of pulse for infant nations. 
Dulness herself, that abject spirit, chortles 
To see your forty self-baptized immortals, 
And holds her sides where swelling laughter cracks ’em 
Before the “Ars Poetica” of Hiram Maxim.6  
All one can say of this refining medium 
Is “Zut! Cinque lettres!” a banished gallic idiom, 
Their doddering ignorance is waxed so notable 
’Tis time that it was capped with something quotable.

 

Here Radway grew, the fruit of pantosocracy,7  
The very fairest flower of their gynocracy. 
Radway? My hero, for it will be more inspiring 
If I set forth a bawdy plot like Byron 
Than if I treat the nation as a whole. 
Radway grew up. These forces shaped his soul; 
These, and yet God, and Dr. Parkhurst’s8 god, the N.Y.  
Journal  
(Which pays him more per week than The Supernal). 
These and another godlet of that day, your day 
(You feed a hen on grease, perhaps she’ll lay 
The sterile egg that is still eatable: 
“Prolific Noyes”9 with output undefeatable). 
From these he (Radway) learnt, from provosts and from 
editors unyielding 
And innocent of Stendhal, Flaubert, Maupassant and Fielding. 
They set their mind (it’s still in that condition)—
May we repeat; the Centennial Exposition 
At Philadelphia, 1876?  
What it knew then, it knows, and there it sticks. 
And yet another, a “charming man,” “sweet nature,” but was 
Gilder,  
De mortuis verum,10 truly the master builder?

 

From these he learnt. Poe, Whitman, Whistler, men, their 
recognition 
Was got abroad, what better luck do you wish ’em, 
When writing well has not yet been forgiven 
In Boston, to Henry James, the greatest whom we’ve seen 
living. 
And timorous love of the innocuous 
Brought from Gt. Britain and dumped down a’top of us, 
Till you may take your choice: to feel the edge of satire or 
Read Bennett or some other flaccid flatterer.

 

Despite it all, despite your Red Bloods, febrile concupiscence 
Whose blubbering yowls you take for passion’s essence; 
Despite it all, your compound predilection 
For ignorance, its growth and its protection 
(Vide the tariff), I will hang simple facts 
Upon a tale, to combat other tracts, 
“Message to Garcia,” Mosher’s propagandas11  
That are the nation’s botts, collicks and glanders. 
Or from the feats of Sumner cull it? Think, 
Could Freud or Jung unfathom such a sink?

My hero, Radway, I have named, in truth, 
Some forces among those which “formed” his youth: 
These heavy weights, these dodgers and these preachers, 
Crusaders, lecturers and secret lechers, 
Who wrought about his “soul” their stale infection. 
These are the high-brows, add to this collection 
The social itch, the almost, all but, not quite, fascinating, 
Piquante, delicious, luscious, captivating: 
Puffed satin, and silk stockings, where the knee 
Clings to the skirt in strict (vide: “Vogue”) propriety. 
Three thousand chorus girls and all unkissed, 
O state sans song, sans home-grown wine, sans realist! 
“Tell me not in mournful wish-wash 
Life’s a sort of sugared dish-wash!” 
Radway had read the various evening papers 
And yearned to imitate the Waldorf capers 
As held before him in that unsullied mirror 
The daily press, and monthlies nine cents dearer. 
They held the very marrow of the ideals 
That fed his spirit; were his mental meals. 
Also, he’d read of christian virtues in 
That canting rag called Everybody’s Magazine,  
And heard a clergy that tries on more wheezes 
Than e’er were heard of by Our Lord Ch . . . . J .... 
So he “faced life” with rather mixed intentions, 
He had attended country Christian Endeavour Conventions, 
Where one gets more chances 
Than Spanish ladies had in old romances. 
(Let him rebuke who ne’er has known the pure Platonic 
grapple, 
Or hugged two girls at once behind a chapel.) 
Such practices diluted rural boredom 
Though some approved of them, and some deplored ’em. 
Such was he when he got his mother’s letter 
And would not think a thing that could upset her.... 
Yet saw an “ad.” “To-night, THE HUDSON SAIL, 
With forty queens, and music to regale 
The select company: beauties you all would know  
By name, if named.” So it was phrased, or rather somewhat so 
I have mislaid the “ad.,” but note the touch, 
Note, reader, note the sentimental touch: 
His mother’s birthday gift. (How pitiful 
That only sentimental stuff will sell!)

 

Yet Radway went. A circumspectious prig! 
And then that woman like a guinea-pig 
Accosted, that’s the word, accosted him, 
Thereon the amorous calor slightly frosted him. 
(I burn, I freeze, I sweat, said the fair Greek, 
I speak in contradictions, so to speak.)

 

I’ve told his training, he was never bashful, 
And his pockets by ma’s aid, that night with cash full, 
The invitation had no need of fine aesthetic, 
Nor did disgust prove such a strong emetic 
That we, with Masefield’s vein, in the next sentence 
Record “Odd’s blood! Ouch! Ouch!” a prayer, his swift 
repentance.

 

No, no, they danced. The music grew much louder 
As he inhaled the still fumes of rice-powder. 
Then there came other nights, came slow but certain 
And were such nights that we should “draw the curtain” 
In writing fiction on uncertain chances 
Of publication; “Circumstances,” 
As the editor of The Century says in print, 
“Compel a certain silence and restraint.” 
Still we will bring our “fiction as near to fact” as 
The Sunday school brings virtues into practice.

 

Soon our hero could manage once a week, 
Not that his pay had risen, and no leak 
Was found in his employer’s cash. He learned the lay of 
cheaper places, 
And then Radway began to go the paces: 
A rosy path, a sort of vernal ingress,  
And Truth should here be careful of her thin dress—
Though males of seventy, who fear truths naked harm us, 
Must think Truth looks as they do in wool pyjamas. 
(My country, I’ve said your morals and your thoughts are 
stale ones, 
But surely the worst of your old-women are the male ones.)

 

Why paint these days? An insurance inspector 
For fires and odd risks, could in this sector 
Furnish more data for a compilation 
Than I can from this distant land and station, 
Unless perhaps I should have recourse to 
One of those firm-faced inspecting women, who 
Find pretty Irish girls, in Chinese laundries, 
Upstairs, the third floor up, and have such quandaries 
As to how and why and whereby they got in 
And for what earthly reason they remain.... 
Alas, eheu, one question that sorely vexes 
The serious social folk is “just what sex is.” 
Though it will, of course, pass off with social science 
In which their mentors place such wide reliance. 
De Gourmont12 says that fifty grunts are all that will be 
prized. 
Of language, by men wholly socialized, 
With signs as many, that shall represent ’em 
When thoroughly socialized printers want to print ’em. 
“As free of mobs as kings”? I’d have men free of that invidious, 
Lurking, serpentine, amphibious and insidious 
Power that compels ’em 
To be so much alike that every dog that smells ’em, 
Thinks one identity is 
Smeared o’er the lot in equal quantities. 
Still we look toward the day when man, with unction, 
Will long only to be a social function,  
And even Zeus’ wild lightning fear to strike 
Lest it should fail to treat all men alike. 
And I can hear an old man saying: “Oh, the rub! 
I see them sitting in the Harvard Club,  
And rate ’em up at just so much per head, 
Know what they think, and just what books they’ve read, 
Till I have viewed straw hats and their habitual clothing 
All the same style, same cut, with perfect loathing.”

 

So Radway walked, quite like the other men, 
Out into the crepuscular half-light, now and then; 
Saw what the city offered, cast an eye 
Upon Manhattan’s gorgeous panoply, 
The flood of limbs upon Eighth Avenue 
To beat Prague, Budapesht, Vienna or Moscow, f  
Such animal invigorating carriage 
As nothing can restrain or much disparage.... 
Still he was not given up to brute enjoyment, 
An anxious sentiment was his employment, 
For memory of the first warm night still cast a haze o’er 
The mind of Radway, whene’er he found a pair of purple 
stays or 
Some other quaint reminder of the occasion 
That first made him believe in immoral suasion. 
A temperate man, a thin potationist, each day 
A silent hunter off the Great White Way, 
He read The Century and thought it nice 
To be not too well known in haunts of vice—
The prominent haunts, where one might recognize him, 
And in his daily walks duly capsize him. 
Thus he eschewed the bright red-walled cafés and 
Was never one of whom one speaks as “brazen’d.”

 

Some men will live as prudes in their own village 
And make the tour abroad for their wild tillage—
I knew a tourist agent, one whose art is 
To run such tours. He calls ’em.... house parties. 
But Radway was a patriot whose venality 
Was purer in its love of one locality, 
A home-industrious worker to perfection,

A senatorial jobber for protection, 
Especially on books, lest knowledge break in 
Upon the national brains and set ’em achin’. 
(’Tis an anomaly in our large land of freedom, 
You can not get cheap books, even if you need ’em). 
Radway was ignorant as an editor, 
And, heavenly, holy gods! I can’t say more, 
Though I know one, a very base detractor, 
Who has the phrase “As ignorant as an actor.”

 

But turn to Radway: the first night on the river, 
Running so close to “hell” it sends a shiver 
Down Rodyheaver’s13 prophylactic spine, 
Let me return to this bold theme of mine, 
Of Radway. O clap hand ye moralists! 
And meditate upon the Lord’s conquests. 
When last I met him, he was a pillar in 
An organization for the suppression of sin.... 
Not that he’d changed his tastes, nor yet his habits, 
(Such changes don’t occur in men, or rabbits). 
Not that he was a saint, nor was top-loftical 
In spiritual aspirations, but he found it profitable, 
For as Ben Franklin said, with such urbanity: 
“Nothing will pay thee, friend, like Christianity.” 
And in our day thus saith the Evangelist: 
“Tent preachin’ is the kind that pays the best.”

 

’Twas as a business asset pure an’ simple  
That Radway joined the Baptist Broadway Temple.

 

I find no moral for a peroration, 
He is the prototype of half the nation.




HOMAGE TO SEXTUS PROPERTIUS

Orfeo  
“Quia pauper amavi. ”


I

Shades of Callimachus, Coan ghosts of Philetas1  
It is in your grove I would walk, 
I who come first from the clear font 
Bringing the Grecian orgies into Italy, 
and the dance into Italy. 
Who hath taught you so subtle a measure, 
in what hall have you heard it; 
What foot beat out your time-bar, 
what water has mellowed your whistles?

 

Out-weariers of Apollo will, as we know, continue their 
Martian generalities, 
We have kept our erasers in order.2  
A new-fangled chariot follows the flower-hung horses; 
A young Muse with young loves clustered about her 
ascends with me into the æther, ... 
And there is no high-road to the Muses.

 

Annalists will continue to record Roman reputations, 
Celebrities from the Trans-Caucasus will belaud Roman 
celebrities  
And expound the distentions of Empire, 
But for something to read in normal circumstances? 
For a few pages brought down from the forked hill unsullied? 
I ask a wreath which will not crush my head. 
And there is no hurry about it; 
I shall have, doubtless, a boom after my funeral, 
Seeing that long standing increases all things 
regardless of quality. 
And who would have known the towers 
pulled down by a deal-wood horse; 
Or of Achilles withstaying waters by Simois3  
Or of Hector4 spattering wheel-rims, 
Or of Polydmantus, by Scamander, or Helenus and 
Deiphoibos?5  
Their door-yards would scarcely know them, or Paris.6  
Small talk O Ilion, and O Troad7  
twice taken by Oetian gods,8  
If Homer had not stated your case!

 

And I also among the later nephews of this city 
shall have my dog’s day, 
With no stone upon my contemptible sepulchre; 
My vote coming from the temple of Phoebus in Lycia,9 at Patara, 
And in the meantime my songs will travel, 
And the devirginated young ladies10 will enjoy them 
when they have got over the strangeness, 
For Orpheus tamed the wild beasts—
and held up the Threician river; 
And Cithaeron shook up the rocks11 by Thebes 
and danced them into a bulwark at his pleasure, 
And you, O Polyphemus?12 Did harsh Galatea almost 
Turn to your dripping horses, because of a tune, under Aetna? 
We must look into the matter. 
Bacchus and Apollo in favour of it, 
There will be a crowd of young women doing homage to my 
palaver, 
Though my house is not propped up by Taenarian columns13  
from Laconia (associated with Neptune and Cerberus),  
Though it is not stretched upon gilded beams: 
My orchards do not lie level and wide 
as the forests of Phaeacia, 
the luxurious and Ionian, 
Nor are my caverns stuffed stiff with a Marcian vintage,14  
My cellar does not date from Numa Pompilius,15  
Nor bristle with wine jars, 
Nor is it equipped with a frigidaire patent; 
Yet the companions of the Muses 
will keep their collective nose in my books, 
And weary with historical data, they will turn to my 
dance tune.

 

Happy who are mentioned in my pamphlets, 
the songs shall be a fine tomb-stone over their beauty. 
But against this? 
Neither expensive pyramids scraping the stars in their route, 
Nor houses modelled upon that of Jove in East Elis,16  
Nor the monumental effigies of Mausolus, 
are a complete elucidation of death.

 

Flame burns, rain sinks into the cracks 
And they all go to rack ruin beneath the thud of the years. 
Stands genius a deathless adornment, 
a name not to be worn out with the years.


II 

I had been seen in the shade, recumbent on cushioned 
Helicon,17  
The water dripping from Bellerophon’s horse,18  
Alba, your kings, and the realm your folk 
have constructed with such industry 
Shall be yawned out on my lyre—with such industry. 
My little mouth shall gobble in such great fountains, 
“Wherefrom father Ennius,19 sitting before I came, hath 
drunk.”  
I had rehearsed the Curian brothers, and made remarks on 
the Horatian javelin20  
(Near Q. H. Flaccus’21 book-stall). 
“Of” royal Aemilia, drawn on the memorial raft, 
“Of” the victorious delay of Fabius, and the left-handed 
battle at Cannae,22  
Of lares fleeing the “Roman seat” ... 
I had sung of all these 
And of Hannibal, 
and of Jove protected by geese. 
And Phoebus looking upon me from the Castalian tree, 
Said then “You idiot! What are you doing with that water: 
Who has ordered a book about heroes? 
You need, Propertius, not think 
About acquiring that sort of a reputation. 
Soft fields must be worn by small wheels, 
Your pamphlets will be thrown, thrown often into a chair 
Where a girl waits alone for her lover; 
Why wrench your page out of its course? 
No keel will sink with your genius 
Let another oar churn the water, 
Another wheel, the arena; mid-crowd is as bad as mid-sea.” 
He had spoken, and pointed me a place with his plectrum: 

 
Orgies of vintages, an earthen image of Silenus 
Strengthened with rushes, Tegaean Pan,23  
The small birds of the Cytherean mother,24  
their Punic faces dyed in the Gorgon’s lake;25  
Nine girls, from as many countrysides 
bearing her offerings in their unhardened hands,

 

Such my cohort and setting. And she bound ivy to his thyrsos;26  
Fitted song to the strings; 
Roses twined in her hands. 
And one among them looked at me with face offended, 
Calliope:27  
“Content ever to move with white swans! 
Nor will the noise of high horses lead you ever to battle;  
Nor will the public criers ever have your name 
in their classic horns, 
Nor Mars shout you in the wood at Aeonia, 
Nor where Rome ruins German riches, 
Nor where the Rhine flows with barbarous blood, 
and flood carries wounded Suevi.28

Obviously crowned lovers at unknown doors, 
Night dogs, the marks of a drunken scurry, 
These are your images, and from you the sorcerizing of 
shut-in young ladies, 
The wounding of austere men by chicane.” 
Thus Mistress Calliope, 
Dabbling her hands in the fount, thus she 
Stiffened our face with the backwash of Philetas the Coan.


III 

Midnight, and a letter comes to me from our mistress: 
Telling me to come to Tibur: 
At once!! 
“Bright tips reach up from twin towers, 
Anienan spring water falls into flat-spread pools.” 

 
What is to be done about it? 
Shall I entrust myself to entangled shadows, 
Where bold hands may do violence to my person?

 

Yet if I postpone my obedience 
because of this respectable terror, 
I shall be prey to lamentations worse than a nocturnal 
assailant. 
And I shall be in the wrong,  
and it will last a twelve month, 
For her hands have no kindness me-ward,

 

Nor is there anyone to whom lovers are not sacred at midnight 
And in the Via Sciro.  
If any man would be a lover 
he may walk on the Scythian coast, 
No barbarism would go to the extent of doing him harm, 
The moon will carry his candle, 
the stars will point out the stumbles, 
Cupid will carry lighted torches before him 
and keep mad dogs off his ankles. 
Thus all roads are perfectly safe 
and at any hour; 
Who so indecorous as to shed the pure gore of a suitor?! 
Cypris29 is his cicerone. 
What if undertakers follow my track, 
such a death is worth dying. 
She would bring frankincense and wreaths to my tomb, 
She would sit like an ornament on my pyre.

 

Gods’ aid, let not my bones lie in a public location 
With crowds too assiduous in their crossing of it; 
For thus are tombs of lovers most desecrated.

 

May a woody and sequestered place cover me with its foliage 
Or may I inter beneath the hummock 
of some as yet uncatalogued sand; 
At any rate I shall not have my epitaph in a high road.


IV 

Difference of Opinion With Lygdamus30

Tell me the truths which you hear of our constant young lady, 
Lygdamus, 
And may the bought yoke of a mistress lie with 
equitable weight on your shoulders; 
For I am swelled up with inane pleasurabilities 
and deceived by your reference 
To things which you think I would like to believe.  
No messenger should come wholly empty, 
and a slave should fear plausibilities; 
Much conversation is as good as having a home. 
Out with it, tell it to me, all of it, from the beginning, 
I guzzle with outstretched ears. 
Thus? She wept into uncombed hair, 
And you saw it. 
Vast waters flowed from her eyes? 
You, you Lygdamus 
Saw her stretched on her bed,—
it was no glimpse in a mirror; 
No gawds on her snowy hands, no orfevrerie,31  
Sad garment draped on her slender arms. 
Her escritoires lay shut by the bed-feet. 
Sadness hung over the house, and the desolated female 
attendants 
Were desolated because she had told them her dreams.

 

She was veiled in the midst of that place, 
Damp woolly handkerchiefs were stuffed into her undryable 
eyes, 
And a querulous noise responded to our solicitous reprobations. 
For which things you will get a reward from me, 
Lygdamus? 
To say many things is equal to having a home. 
And the other woman “has not enticed me 
by her pretty manners, 
She has caught me with herbaceous poison, 
she twiddles the spiked wheel of a rhombus, 
She stews puffed frogs, snake’s bones, the moulted feathers of 
screech owls,

 

She binds me with ravvles of shrouds. 
Black spiders spin in her bed! 
Let her lovers snore at her in the morning! 
May the gout cramp up her feet!  
Does he like me to sleep here alone, 
Lygdamus? 
Will he say nasty things at my funeral?”

 

And you expect me to believe this 
after twelve months of discomfort?


V 

I

Now if ever it is time to cleanse Helicon; 
to lead Emathian horses afield, 
And to name over the census of my chiefs in the Roman camp. 
If I have not the faculty, “The bare attempt would be 
praiseworthy. ” 
“In things of similar magnitude 
the mere will to act is sufficient.”

 

The primitive ages sang Venus, 
the last sings of a tumult, 
And I also will sing war when this matter of a girl is exhausted. 
I with my beak hauled ashore would proceed in a more stately 
manner, 
My Muse is eager to instruct me in a new gamut, or gambetto, 
Up, up my soul, from your lowly cantilation, 
put on a timely vigour.

 

Oh august Pierides!32 Now for a large-mouthed product. 
Thus: 
“The Euphrates denies its protection to the Parthian and 
apologizes for Crassus,” 
And “It is, I think, India which now gives necks to your 
triumph,” 
And so forth, Augustus. “Virgin Arabia shakes in her inmost 
dwelling.”  
If any land shrink into a distant seacoast, 
it is a mere postponement of your domination. 
And I shall follow the camp, I shall be duly celebrated 
for singing the affairs of your cavalry. 
May the fates watch over my day.


2

Yet you ask on what account I write so many love-lyrics 
And whence this soft book comes into my mouth. 
Neither Calliope nor Apollo sung these things into my ear, 
My genius is no more than a girl.

 

If she with ivory fingers drive a tune through the lyre, 
We look at the process. 
How easy the moving fingers; if hair is mussed on her 
forehead, 
If she goes in a gleam of Cos, in a slither of dyed stuff, 
There is a volume in the matter; if her eyelids sink into sleep, 
There are new jobs for the author; 
And if she plays with me with her shirt off, 
We shall construct many Iliads. 
And whatever she does or says 
We shall spin long yarns out of nothing.

 

Thus much the fates have allotted me, and if, Maecenas, 
I were able to lead heroes into armour, I would not, 
Neither would I warble of Titans, nor of Ossa 
spiked onto Olympus, 
Nor of causeways over Pelion,33  
Nor of Thebes in its ancient respectability, 
nor of Homer’s reputation in Pergamus, 
Nor of Xerxes’ two-barreled kingdom, nor of Remus and his 
royal family, 
Nor of dignified Carthaginian characters, 
Nor of Welsh mines and the profit Marus had out of them.  
I should remember Caesar’s affairs ... 
for a background, 
Although Callimachus did without them, 
and without Theseus, 
Without an inferno, without Achilles attended of gods, 
Without Ixion, and without the sons of Menoetius and the Argo 
and without Jove’s grave and the Titans.

 

And my ventricles do not palpitate to Caesarial ore rotundos,34  
Nor to the tune of the Phrygian fathers.35  
Sailor, of winds; a plowman, concerning his oxen; 
Soldier, the enumeration of wounds; the sheepfeeder, of 
ewes; 
We, in our narrow bed, turning aside from battles: 
Each man where he can, wearing out the day in his manner.


3

It is noble to die of love, and honourable to remain 
uncuckolded for a season. 
And she speaks ill of light women, 
and will not praise Homer 
Because Helen’s conduct is “unsuitable.”


VI 

When, when, and whenever death closes our eyelids, 
Moving naked over Acheron36  
Upon the one raft, victor and conquered together, 
Marius and Jugurtha together,37  
one tangle of shadows.

 

Caesar plots against India, 
Tigris and Euphrates shall, from now on, flow at his bidding, 
Tibet shall be full of Roman policemen,  
The Parthians shall get used to our statuary 
and acquire a Roman religion; 
One raft on the veiled flood of Acheron, 
Marius and Jugurtha together.

 

Nor at my funeral either will there be any long trail, 
bearing ancestral lares and images; 
No trumpets filled with my emptiness, 
Nor shall it be on an Attalic bed; 
The perfumed cloths shall be absent. 
A small plebeian procession. 
Enough, enough and in plenty 
There will be three books at my obsequies 
Which I take, my not unworthy gift, to Persephone.

 

You will follow the bare scarified breast 
Nor will you be weary of calling my name, nor too weary 
To place the last kiss on my lips 
When the Syrian onyx is broken.

 

“He who is now vacant dust 
Was once the slave of one passion:”


Give that much inscription 
“Death why tardily come?”

 

You, sometimes, will lament a lost friend, 
For it is a custom: 
This care for past men,

 

Since Adonis was gored in Idalia, and the Cytherean38  
Ran crying with out-spread hair, 
In vain, you call back the shade, 
In vain, Cynthia. Vain call to unanswering shadow, 
Small talk comes from small bones.


VII 

Me happy, night, night full of brightness; 
Oh couch made happy by my long delectations; 
How many words talked out with abundant candles; 
Struggles when the lights were taken away; 
Now with bared breasts she wrestled against me, 
Tunic spread in delay; 
And she then opening my eyelids fallen in sleep, 
Her lips upon them; and it was her mouth saying: 
Sluggard!

 

In how many varied embraces, our changing arms, 
Her kisses, how many, lingering on my lips. 
“Turn not Venus into a blinded motion, 
Eyes are the guides of love, 
Paris took Helen naked coming from the bed of Menelaus, 
Endymion’s39 naked body, bright bait for Diana,” 
—such at least is the story.

 

While our fates twine together, sate we our eyes with love; 
For long night comes upon you 
and a day when no day returns. 
Let the gods lay chains upon us 
so that no day shall unbind them.

 

Fool who would set a term to love’s madness, 
For the sun shall drive with black horses, 
earth shall bring wheat from barley, 
The flood shall move toward the fountain 
Ere love know moderations, 
The fish shall swim in dry streams. 
No, now while it may be, let not the fruit of life cease.

 

Dry wreaths drop their petals, 
their stalks are woven in baskets, 
To-day we take the great breath of lovers, 
to-morrow fate shuts us in. 

Though you give all your kisses 
you give but few.

 

Nor can I shift my pains to other, 
Hers will I be dead, 
If she confer such nights upon me, 
long is my life, long in years, 
If she give me many, 
God am I for the time.



VIII 

Jove, be merciful to that unfortunate woman 
Or an ornamental death will be held to your debit, 
The time is come, the air heaves in torridity, 
The dry earth pants against the canicular heat, 
But this heat is not the root of the matter: 
She did not respect all the gods; 
Such derelictions have destroyed other young ladies aforetime, 
And what they swore in the cupboard 
wind and wave scattered away.

 

Was Venus exacerbated by the existence of a comparable equal? 
Is the ornamental goddess full of envy? 
Have you contempted Juno’s Pelasgian temples.40  
Have you denied Pallas41 good eyes? 
Or is it my tongue that wrongs you 
with perpetual ascription of graces? 
There comes, it seems, and at any rate 
through perils, (so many) and of a vexed life, 
The gentler hour of an ultimate day. 

 
lo mooed the first years with averted head, 
And now drinks Nile water like a god, 
Ino in her young days fled pellmell out of Thebes, 
Andromeda was offered to a sea-serpent 
and respectably married to Perseus,  
Callisto,42 disguised as a bear, 
wandered through the Arcadian prairies 
While a black veil was over her stars, 
What if your fates are accelerated, 
your quiet hour put forward, 
You may find interment pleasing,

 

You will say that you succumbed to a danger identical, 
charmingly identical, with Semele’s,43  
And believe it, and she also will believe it, 
being expert from experience, 
And amid all the gloried and storied beauties of Maeonia44  
There shall be none in a better seat, not 
one denying your prestige,

 

Now you may bear fate’s stroke unperturbed, 
Or Jove, harsh as he is, may turn aside your ultimate day. 
Old lecher, let not Juno get wind of the matter, 
Or perhaps Juno herself will go under, 
If the young lady is taken?

 

There will be, in any case, a stir on Olympus.


IX 

I

The twisted rhombs45 ceased their clamour of accompaniment; 
The scorched laurel lay in the fire-dust; 
The moon still declined to descend out of heaven,

 

But the black ominous owl hoot was audible.

 

And one raft bears our fates 
on the veiled lake toward Avernus46  
Sails spread on cerulean waters, I would shed tears 
for two;  
I shall live, if she continue in life, 
If she dies, I shall go with her. 
Great Zeus, save the woman, 
or she will sit before your feet in a veil, 
and tell out the long list of her troubles.


2

Persephone and Dis, Dis, have mercy upon her,47  
There are enough women in hell, 
quite enough beautiful women, 
lope, and Tyro, and Pasiphae, and the formal girls of Achaia, 
And out of Troad, and from the Campania,48  
Death has his tooth in the lot, 
Avernus lusts for the lot of them, 
Beauty is not eternal, no man has perennial fortune, 
Slow foot, or swift foot, death delays but for a season.


3

My light, light of my eyes, 
you are escaped from great peril, 
Go back to Great Dian’s dances bearing suitable gifts, 
Pay up your vow of night watches 
to Dian goddess of virgins, 
And unto me also pay debt: 
The ten nights of your company you have 
promised me.


X 

Light, light of my eyes, at an exceeding late hour I was 
wandering, 
And intoxicated, 
and no servant was leading me, 
And a minute crowd of small boys came from opposite, 
I do not know what boys, 
And I am afraid of numerical estimate,  
And some of them shook little torches, 
and others held onto arrows, 
And the rest laid their chains upon me, 
and they were naked, the lot of them, 
And one of the lot was given to lust.

 

“That incensed female has consigned him to our pleasure.” 
So spoke. And the noose was over my neck. 
And another said “Get him plumb in the middle! 
Shove along there, shove along!” 
And another broke in upon this: 
“He thinks that we are not gods.” 
“And she has been waiting for the scoundrel, 
and in a new Sidonian night cap,49  
And with more than Arabian odours, 
God knows where he has been. 
She could scarcely keep her eyes open 
enter that much for his bail. 
Get along now!”

 

We were coming near to the house, 
and they gave another yank to my cloak, 
And it was morning, and I wanted to see if she was alone, and 
resting, 
And Cynthia was alone in her bed. 
I was stupefied. 
I had never seen her looking so beautiful, 
No, not when she was tunick’d in purple.

 

Such aspect was presented to me, me recently emerged from 
my visions, 
You will observe that pure form has its value.

 

“You are a very early inspector of mistresses. 
Do you think I have adopted your habits?” 
There were upon the bed no signs of a voluptuous 
encounter, 
No signs of a second incumbent.  
She continued: 
“No incubus has crushed his body against me, 
Though spirits are celebrated for adultery. 
And I am going to the temple of Vesta...”

and so on.

 

Since that day I have had no pleasant nights.


XI 

I

The harsh acts of your levity! 
Many and many. 
I am hung here, a scare-crow for lovers.

 

2

Escape! There is, O Idiot, no escape, 
Flee if you like into Tanais, 
desire will follow you thither, 
Though you heave into the air upon the gilded Pegasean back, 
Though you had the feathery sandals of Perseus50  
To lift you up through split air, 
The high tracks of Hermes would not afford you shelter.

 

Amor stands upon you, Love drives upon lovers, 
a heavy mass on free necks.

 

It is our eyes you flee, not the city, 
You do nothing, you plot inane schemes against me, 
Languidly you stretch out the snare 
with which I am already familiar,

 

And yet again, and newly rumour strikes on my ears.

 

Rumours of you throughout the city, 
and no good rumour among them.  
“You should not believe hostile tongues. 
Beauty is slander’s cock-shy. 
All lovely women have known this.” 
“Your glory is not outblotted by venom, 
Phoebus our witness, your hands are unspotted.” 
A foreign lover brought down Helen’s kingdom 
and she was led back, living, home; 
The Cytherean brought low by Mars’ lechery51  
reigns in respectable heavens, ...

 

Oh, oh, and enough of this, 
by dew-spread caverns, 
The Muses clinging to the mossy ridges; 
to the ledge of the rocks: 
Zeus’ clever rapes, in the old days, 
combusted Semele’s, of lo strayed. 
Oh how the bird flew from Trojan rafters, 
Ida52 has lain with a shepherd, she has slept between sheep.

 

Even there, no escape


Not the Hyrcanian seaboard, not in seeking the shore of Eos.53

 

All things are forgiven for one night of your games.... 
Though you walk in the Via Sacra,54 with a peacock’s tail for 
a fan.


XII 

Who, who will be the next man to entrust his girl to a friend? 
Love interferes with fidelities; 
The gods have brought shame on their relatives; 
Each man wants the pomegranate for himself; 
Amiable and harmonious people are pushed incontinent into 
duels, 
A Trojan and adulterous person came to Menelaus under the 
rites of hospitium,  
And there was a case in Colchis,55 Jason and that woman in 
Colchis; 
And besides, Lynceus,56  
you were drunk.

 

Could you endure such promiscuity? 
She was not renowned for fidelity; 
But to jab a knife in my vitals, to have passed on a swig of 
poison, 
Preferable, my dear boy, my dear Lynceus, 
Comrade, comrade of my life, of my purse, of my person; 
But in one bed, in one bed alone, my dear Lynceus, 
I deprecate your attendance; 
I would ask a like boon of Jove.

 

And you write of Achelöus, who contended with Hercules, 
You write of Adrastus’ horses and the funeral rites of Achenor, 
And you will not leave off imitating Aeschylus. 
Though you make a hash of Antimachus,57  
You think you are going to do Homer. 
And still a girl scorns the gods, 
Of all these young women 
not one has enquired the cause of the world, 
Nor the modus of lunar eclipses 
Nor whether there be any patch left of us 
After we cross the infernal ripples, 
nor if the thunder fall from predestination; 
Nor anything else of importance.

 

Upon the Actian marshes58 Virgil is Phoebus’ chief of police, 
He can tabulate Caesar’s great ships. 
He thrills to Ilian arms, 
He shakes the Trojan weapons of Aeneas, 
And casts stores on Lavinian beaches.59  
Make way, ye Roman authors, 
clear the street, O ye Greeks, 
For a much larger Iliad is in the course of construction  
(and to Imperial order) 
Clear the streets, O ye Greeks!

 

And you also follow him “neath Phrygian pine shade:” 
Thyrsis and Daphnis60 upon whittled reeds, 
And how ten sins can corrupt young maidens; 
Kids for a bribe and pressed udders, 
Happy selling poor loves for cheap apples.

 

Tityrus61 might have sung the same vixen; 
Corydon tempted Alexis, 
Head farmers do likewise, and lying weary amid their oats 
They get praise from tolerant Hamadryads,62  
Go on, to Ascraeus’63 prescription, the ancient, 
respected, Wordsworthian: 
“A flat field for rushes, grapes grow on the slope.”

 

And behold me, small fortune left in my house. 
Me, who had no general for a grandfather! 
I shall triumph among young ladies of indeterminate character, 
My talent acclaimed in their banquets, 
I shall be honoured with yesterday’s wreaths. 
And the god strikes to the marrow.

 

Like a trained and performing tortoise, 
I would make verse in your fashion, if she should command it, 
With her husband asking a remission of sentence, 
And even this infamy would not attract 
numerous readers 
Were there an erudite or violent passion, 
For the nobleness of the populace brooks nothing below its 
own altitude. 
One must have resonance, resonance and sonority ... like a 
goose.

 

Varro sang Jason’s expedition, 
Varro, of his great passion Leucadia,64  
There is song in the parchment; Catullus the highly 
indecorous, 
Of Lesbia, known above Helen; 
And in the dyed pages of Calvus, 
Calvus mourning Quintilia,65  
And but now Gallus had sung of Lycoris.66  
Fair, fairest Lycoris—
The waters of Styx poured over the wound: 
And now Propertius of Cynthia, taking his stand among these.




HUGH SELWYN MAUBERLEY 

(Contacts and Life)

 

 

“Vocal œstus in umbram”1

—Nemesianus, Ec. IV.


E. P. ODE POUR L’ELECTION DE SON SEPULCHRE2 

For three years, out of key with his time, 
He strove to resuscitate the dead art 
Of poetry; to maintain “the sublime” 
In the old sense. Wrong from the start—

 

No, hardly, but seeing he had been born 
In a half savage country, out of date; 
Bent resolutely on wringing lilies from the acorn; 
Capaneus;3 trout for factitious bait;

 

“Iδµεν γαρ τoi πανθ’, δ’σ’ ενi Tρoíη4  
Caught in the unstopped ear; 
Giving the rocks small lee-way 
The chopped seas held him, therefore, that year.

 

His true Penelope was Flaubert, 
He fished by obstinate isles; 
Observed the elegance of Circe’s hair 
Rather than the mottoes on sun-dials.

Unaffected by “the march of events,” 
He passed from men’s memory in l’an trentuniesme  
De son eage;5 the case presents 
No adjunct to the Muses’ diadem.


II 

The age demanded an image 
Of its accelerated grimace, 
Something for the modern stage, 
Not, at any rate, an Attic grace;6

 

Not, not certainly, the obscure reveries 
Of the inward gaze; 
Better mendacities 
Than the classics in paraphrase!

 

The “age demanded” chiefly a mould in plaster, 
Made with no loss of time, 
A prose kinema, not, not assuredly, alabaster 
Or the “sculpture” of rhyme.


III 

The tea-rose tea-gown, etc. 
Supplants the mousseline of Cos, 
The pianola “replaces” 
Sappho’s barbitos.7

 

Christ follows Dionysus, 
Phallic and ambrosial 
Made way for macerations; 
Caliban casts out Ariel.

 

All things are a flowing, 
Sage Heracleitus says;  
But a tawdry cheapness 
Shall outlast our days.

 

Even the Christian beauty 
Defects—after Samothrace;8  
We see τòκαλóν9  
Decreed in the market place.

 

Faun’s flesh is not to us, 
Nor the saint’s vision. 
We have the press for wafer; 
Franchise for circumcision.

 

All men, in law, are equals. 
Free of Pisistratus,10  
We choose a knave or an eunuch 
To rule over us.

 

O bright Apollo, 
τíν’ ανδρα, τíν’ ηρωα, τíνα θεòν,11  
What god, man, or hero 
Shall I place a tin wreath upon!


IV

These fought in any case, 
and some believing, 
pro domo,12 in any case ...

 

Some quick to arm, 
some for adventure, 
some from fear of weakness, 
some from fear of censure, 
some for love of slaughter, in imagination, 
learning later ... 
some in fear, learning love of slaughter;  
Died some, pro patria, 
non “dulce” non “et decor” ... 13  
walked eye-deep in hell 
believing in old men’s lies, then unbelieving 
came home, home to a lie, 
home to many deceits, 
home to old lies and new infamy; 
usury14 age-old and age-thick 
and liars in public places.

 

Daring as never before, wastage as never before. 
Young blood and high blood, 
fair cheeks, and fine bodies; 

 
fortitude as never before 

 
frankness as never before, 
disillusions as never told in the old days, 
hysterias, trench confessions, 
laughter out of dead bellies.


V

There died a myriad, 
And of the best, among them, 
For an old bitch gone in the teeth, 
For a botched civilization,

 

Charm, smiling at the good mouth, 
Quick eyes gone under earth’s lid,

 

For two gross of broken statues, 
For a few thousand battered books. 


YEUX GLAUQUES15 

Gladstone was still respected, 
When John Ruskin produced 
“Kings’ Treasures”;16 Swinburne 
And Rossetti still abused.

 

Fœtid Buchanan lifted up his voice 
When that faun’s head of hers 
Became a pastime for 
Painters and adulterers.

 

The Burne-Jones cartons 
Have preserved her eyes; 
Still, at the Tate, they teach 
Cophetua17 to rhapsodize;

 

Thin like brook-water, 
With a vacant gaze. 
The English Rubaiyat was still-born 
In those days.

 

The thin, clear gaze, the same 
Still darts out faun-like from the half-ruin’d face, 
Questing and passive.... 
“Ah, poor Jenny’s case” ...

 

Bewildered that a world 
Shows no surprise 
At her last maquero’s18  
Adulteries.


“SIENA MI FE’; DISFECEMI MAREMMA”19 

Among the pickled foetuses and bottled bones, 
Engaged in perfecting the catalogue,  
I found the last scion of the 
Senatorial families of Strasbourg, Monsieur Verog.20

 

For two hours he talked of Gallifet;21  
Of Dowson; of the Rhymers’ Club;22  
Told me how Johnson (Lionel) died 
By falling from a high stool in a pub ...

 

But showed no trace of alcohol 
At the autopsy, privately performed—
Tissue preserved—the pure mind 
Arose toward Newman as the whiskey warmed.

 

Dowson found harlots cheaper than hotels; 
Headlam for uplift; Image impartially imbued23  
With raptures for Bacchus, Terpsichore24 and the Church. 
So spoke the author of “The Dorian Mood,”

 

M. Verog, out of step with the decade, 
Detached from his contemporaries, 
Neglected by the young, 
Because of these reveries.


BRENNBAUM25 

The sky-like limpid eyes, 
The circular infant’s face, 
The stiffness from spats to collar 
Never relaxing into grace;

 

The heavy memories of Horeb, Sinai26 and the forty years, 
Showed only when the daylight fell 
Level across the face 
Of Brennbaum “The Impeccable.”


MR. NIXON27 

In the cream gilded cabin of his steam yacht 
Mr. Nixon advised me kindly, to advance with fewer 
Dangers of delay. “Consider 
Carefully the reviewer.

 

I was as poor as you are; 
When I began I got, of course, 
Advance on royalties, fifty at first,” said Mr. Nixon, 
“Follow me, and take a column, 
Even if you have to work free.

 

Butter reviewers. From fifty to three hundred 
I rose in eighteen months; 
The hardest nut I had to crack 
Was Dr. Dundas.

 

I never mentioned a man but with the view 
Of selling my own works. 
The tip’s a good one, as for literature 
It gives no man a sinecure.

 

And no one knows, at sight, a masterpiece. 
And give up verse, my boy, 
There’s nothing in it.”

 

Likewise a friend of Blougram’s28 once advised me: 
Don’t kick against the pricks, 
Accept opinion. The “Nineties” tried your game 
And died, there’s nothing in it.


X 

Beneath the sagging roof 
The stylist has taken shelter,  
Unpaid, uncelebrated, 
At last from the world’s welter

 

Nature receives him; 
With a placid and uneducated mistress 
He exercises his talents 
And the soil meets his distress.

 

The haven from sophistications and contentions 
Leaks through its thatch; 
He offers succulent cooking; 
The door has a creaking latch.


XI 

“Conservatrix of Milésien”29  
Habits of mind and feeling, 
Possibly. But in Ealing 
With the most bank-clerkly of Englishmen?

 

No, “Milesian” is an exaggeration. 
No instinct has survived in her 
Older than those her grandmother 
Told her would fit her station.


XII 

“Daphne with her thighs in bark 
Stretches toward me her leafy hands,”—
Subjectively. In the stuffed-satin drawing-room 
I await The Lady Valentine’s commands,

 

Knowing my coat has never been 
Of precisely the fashion 
To stimulate, in her, 
A durable passion;

Doubtful, somewhat, of the value 
Of well-gowned approbation 
Of literary effort, 
But never of The Lady Valentine’s vocation:

 

Poetry, her border of ideas, 
The edge, uncertain, but a means of blending 
With other strata 
Where the lower and higher have ending;

 

A hook to catch the Lady Jane’s attention, 
A modulation toward the theatre, 
Also, in the case of revolution, 
A possible friend and comforter.

 

Conduct, on the other hand, the soul 
“Which the highest cultures have nourished” 
To Fleet St. where 
Dr. Johnson flourished;

 

Beside this thoroughfare 
The sale of half-hose has 
Long since superseded the cultivation 
Of Pierian roses.30


ENVOI (1919) 

Go, dumb-born book,  
Tell her that sang me once that song of Lawes:31  
Hadst thou but song  
As thou hast subjects known,  
Then were there cause in thee that should condone  
Even my faults that heavy upon me lie,  
And build her glories their longevity.

 

Tell her that sheds  
Such treasure in the air,  
Recking naught else but that her graces give  
Life to the moment,  
I would bid them live  
As roses might, in magic amber laid,  
Red overwrought with orange and all made  
One substance and one colour  
Braving time.

 

Tell her that goes  
With song upon her lips  
But sings not out the song, nor knows  
The maker of it, some other mouth,  
May be as fair as hers,  
Might, in new ages, gain her worshippers,  
When our two dusts with Waller’s shall be laid,  
Siftings on siftings in oblivion,  
Till change hath broken down  
All things save Beauty alone.


MAUBERLEY 1920 

“Vacuos exercet in aera morsus. ”32


I 

Turned from the “eau-forte 
Par Jacquemart”33  
To the strait head 
Of Messalina:34

 

“His true Penelope 
Was Flaubert,” 
And his tool 
The engraver’s.

Firmness, 
Not the full smile, 
His art, but an art 
In profile;

 

Colourless 
Pier Francesca, 
Pisanello lacking the skill 
To forge Achaia.35


II 

“Qu’est ce qu’ils savent de l’amour, et qu’est ce qu’ils peuvent comprendre?

S’ils ne comprennent pas la poésie, s’ils ne sentent pas la musique, qu’est ce qu’ils peuvent comprendre de cette passion en comparaison avec laquelle la rose est grossière et le parfum des violettes un tonnerre?”

—Caid Ali36

 

For three years, diabolus in the scale,37  
He drank ambrosia, 
All passes, ANANGKE prevails,38  
Came end, at last, to that Arcadia.

 

He had moved amid her phantasmagoria, 
Amid her galaxies, 
NUKTOS AGALMA39

 

Drifted ... drifted precipitate, 
Asking time to be rid of ... 
Of his bewilderment; to designate 
His new found orchid....

 

To be certain ... certain ... 
(Amid ærial flowers) ... time for arrangements— 
Drifted on 
To the final estrangement;

 

Unable in the supervening blankness 
To sift TO AGATHON40 from the chaff 
Until he found his sieve ... 
Ultimately, his seismograph:

 

Given that is his “fundamental passion,” 
This urge to convey the relation 
Of eye-lid and cheek-bone 
By verbal manifestation;

 

To present the series 
Of curious heads in medallion-

 

He had passed, inconscient, full gaze, 
The wide-banded irides41  
And botticellian sprays implied 
In their diastasis;42

 

Which anæsthesis,43 noted a year late, 
And weighed, revealed his great affect, 
(Orchid), mandate 
Of Eros, a retrospect.

 

Mouths biting empty air, 
The still stone dogs, 
Caught in metamorphosis, were 
Left him as epilogues.


“THE AGE DEMANDED” 

Vide Poem II.

 

For this agility chance found 
Him of all men, unfit  
As the red-beaked steeds of 
The Cytheræan44 for a chain bit.

 

The glow of porcelain 
Brought no reforming sense 
To his perception 
Of the social inconsequence.

 

Thus, if her colour 
Came against his gaze, 
Tempered as if 
It were through a perfect glaze

 

He made no immediate application 
Of this to relation of the state 
To the individual, the month was more temperate 
Because this beauty had been.

 

The coral isle, the lion-coloured sand 
Burst in upon the porcelain revery: 
Impetuous troubling 
Of his imagery.


 

Mildness, amid the neo-Nietzschean clatter, 
His sense of graduations, 
Quite out of place amid 
Resistance to current exacerbations,

 

Invitation, mere invitation to perceptivity 
Gradually led him to the isolation 
Which these presents place 
Under a more tolerant, perhaps, examination.

 

By constant elimination 
The manifest universe 
Yielded an armour 
Against utter consternation,

A Minoan undulation, 
Seen, we admit, amid ambrosial circumstances 
Strengthened him against 
The discouraging doctrine of chances,

 

And his desire for survival, 
Faint in the most strenuous moods, 
Became an Olympian apathein45  
In the presence of selected perceptions.

 

A pale gold, in the aforesaid pattern, 
The unexpected palms 
Destroying, certainly, the artist’s urge, 
Left him delighted with the imaginary 
Audition of the phantasmal sea-surge,

 

Incapable of the least utterance or composition, 
Emendation, conservation of the “better tradition,” 
Refinement of medium, elimination of superfluities, 
August attraction or concentration.

 

Nothing, in brief, but maudlin confession, 
Irresponse to human aggression, 
Amid the precipitation, down-float 
Of insubstantial manna, 
Lifting the faint susurrus46  
Of his subjective hosannah.

 

Ultimate affronts to 
Human redundancies;

 

Non-esteem of self-styled “his betters” 
Leading, as he well knew, 
To his final 
Exclusion from the world of letters.


IV 

Scattered Moluccas47  
Not knowing, day to day, 
The first day’s end, in the next noon; 
The placid water 
Unbroken by the Simoon;48

 

Thick foliage 
Placid beneath warm suns, 
Tawn fore-shores 
Washed in the cobalt of oblivions;

 

Or through dawn-mist 
The grey and rose 
Of the juridical 
Flamingoes;

 

A consciousness disjunct, 
Being but this overblotted 
Series 
Of intermittences;

 

Coracle49 of Pacific voyages, 
The unforecasted beach; 
Then on an oar 
Read this:

 

“I was 
And I no more exist; 
Here drifted 
An hedonist.”


MEDALLION 

Luini50 in porcelain! 
The grand piano  
Utters a profane 
Protest with her clear soprano.

 

The sleek head emerges 
From the gold-yellow frock 
As Anadyomene51 in the opening 
Pages of Reinach.52

 

Honey-red, closing the face-oval, 
A basket-work of braids which seem as if they were 
Spun in King Minos’ hall 
From metal, or intractable amber;

 

The face-oval beneath the glaze, 
Bright in its suave bounding-line, as, 
Beneath half-watt rays, 
The eyes turn topaz.




End of sample
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