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A
Heap
of
Broken
Images

Gradations, Paul Klee, 1921

The war changed everything. The center of power shifted from Europe toward North America.
The peace talks after the war dismantled the Austro-Hungarian and Russian empires and created
or recreated multiple nations in Eastern Europe – Serbia, Czechoslovakia, Poland, Lithuania,
Latvia, Estonia.
Fifteen million had died during the war. Then the Spanish Influenza Pandemic swept across in
the world from 1918 until 1920, killing more people than the war. Unlike previous pandemics,
the disease affected young adults more than the elderly and children: half of the deaths were in
the age group 20-40 years. Among the fatalities were the French poet Guillaume Apollinaire, the
Austrian painters Gustav Klimt and Egon Schiele, and Hubert Parry, the British composer.
With so much death, society became unsure of itself. For many people, the philosophy became
one of living only for the present: carpe diem quam minimum credula postero (Seize the day and
put little faith in the future, Horace Ode I:11). Berlin during the Weimar Republic was the
epitome of this approach to life.
Others decided to build a new world. The October Revolution in 1917 had brought the
Communists to power in Russia and by 1922 the USSR was established. Mussolini became Il
Duce in Italy in 1922.
In Germany, several communist insurrections occurred after the war but were ultimately put
down. Hyperinflation in 1922-24 made money worthless and paved the way for Hitler and the
Nazis. An attempted fascist coup in Munich failed in 1923, but this just slowed the inevitable.
Although politics and economics were in disarray, art and literature flourished. Perhaps the
anxiety of the passing days triggered thoughts of things eternal – vita brevis ars longa occasio
praeceps experimentum periculosum iudicium difficile (life is brief, art long, opportunity
fleeting, experimentations perilous, and judgement difficult.
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Modernism – Make It New!
(i) Rebellion against formalism (free verse,
abstract art and atonal music)
(ii) Direct communication of experience
(imagism, stream of consciousness)
(iii) Broadening of boundaries (“unpoetic”
topics such as sex, economics, or science;
stretched metaphors and similes)
(iv) Multiplicity of meaning (irony,
personae, different voices, symbolism)
(v) Interactions with previous literature
(quotations, intertextuality, allusions,
pastiche)
Picasso, The Poet, 1911

Modernism was an artistic movement that rebelled against prior forms and techniques. In a sense
all original art is modernist, but one typically uses the term “Modernism” for the art produced
between about 1905 and World War II. Artists after the Second World War continued to rebel but
they are usually termed Postmodernist.
Modernism had its origins in France. In the visual arts one usually begins with Picasso (Les
Demosielles d’Avignon of 1907) and cubism or Matisse (Le Bonheur de Vivre, 1906) and
fauvism. Futurism in Italy and Vorticism in England followed quickly. There had been many
precursors – often called the Post-Impressionists – and the onset was more gradual than abrupt.
Modernism came to full flower after the Great War – the Bauhaus (Klee, Kandinsky) was
founded in Germany in 1919, De Stijl (Mondrian) began in the Netherlands in 1917, and
Suprematism held sway in Russia during the first years of the revolution.
In literature, the original sources of modernism were the French poets Baudelaire, Verlaine,
Rimbaud and Mallermé. We have already seen the beginnings of English modernism in the
years before the war when free verse became more common and Imagism thrived. In the years
between the two world wars, the great modernist poets of the English language came into their
own – Eliot, Pound, Stevens, Williams, cummings, Lawrence, Auden.
The slogan of modernism was Pound’s “Make it new!” (the title of his 1935 book). Several
characteristics distinguished Modernism from what had gone before. Some of these had been
present in prior art, but they were now accentuated. One characteristic was the use of prior
literature as a subject – the poems referred to other poems, played variations upon their themes,
and quoted them in new contexts. More than anyone else Pound and Eliot incorporated direct
quotations from other writers in their work, often without attribution. Their assumption was that
the reader would (or should) recognize their sources. According to Eliot, “Immature poets
imitate; mature poets steal; bad poets deface what they take, and good poets make it into
something better, or at least something different.” (The Sacred Wood, 1920)
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Thomas Stearns Eliot
(1888-1965)
Born in St. Louis, Eliot studied at Harvard,
the Sorbonne and Oxford University. In
England he met Ezra Pound who arranged
for the magazine Poetry to publish his Love
Song of J. Alfred Prufrock in 1915. That
same year, Eliot married Vivien HaighWood, but the marriage was a very
unhappy one. After working for a while for
Lloyd’s bank, Eliot became an editor at
Faber and Faber. His poetry (The Hollow
Men, The Wasteland) and plays (Murder in
the Cathedral, The Cocktail Party) are 20th
Century classics. He was awarded the
Nobel prize in 1948.

Portrait by Wyndham Lewis, 1938

T. S. Eliot was the first great modernist in English Poetry. He came to England to study
philosophy, but wound up becoming a poet. He was as socially insecure as he was poetically
astute. Like many of his compatriots he found himself more innocent than sophisticated when
faced by the culture of Europe. He was a character out of Henry James.
The painter Wyndham Lewis (1882-1957) was one of the major forces in British Modernism. He
founded the Vorticist movement in 1914. He was fascist, racist, and misogynist. Nevertheless he
was a marvelous portraitist and the portrait of Eliot is his masterpiece. The strange shapes to the
left and right in the upper part of the portrait likely represent the seething of the imagination,
whereas the clear white behind the head represent the coolness of the intellect.

The Love Song of
J. Alfred Prufrock
‘Prufrock’ alludes to Touchstone, a fool
in Shakespeare’s As You Like It, who
wins the luscious Audrey for his wife. In
Eliot’s poem, the narrator admits that he
is “almost, at times, the fool.”
‘J. Alfred’ relates to Eliot who, at that
time, signed himself as ‘T. Stearns Eliot’

King’s Jester, Juán Miró, 1926

The title derives from The Love Song of Har Dyal which was part of a short
story Beyond the Pale by Rudyard Kipling. This story told the tragic outcome
of a love that crossed caste and race. At the end of the story we hear Har
Dyal’s loved one longing for him after his departure:
My bread is sorrow and my drink is tears,
Come back to me, Beloved, or I die!
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The book in which Prufrock appeared was dedicated to Jean Verdenal, a medical student with
whom Eliot had roomed in Paris in 1910-11. Verdenal died serving as a medical officer in the
Dardanelles (Gallipoli) in the spring of 1915.
J. Alfred Prufrock’s name is similar in structure to Eliot’s. The “Stearns” may have been
necessary to prevent to backward reading of T. Eliot.
The poem is a love song to a woman that Eliot has yet to meet, though he searches
unsuccessfully through the receptions and cocktail parties of pre-war London.
The epigraph is from Dante who meet Guido da Montefeltro in the Eight Circle of the Inferno
(dedicated to the fraudulent):
“If I but thought that my response were made to one perhaps returning to the world, this tongue
of flame would cease to flicker. But since, up from these depths, no one has yet returned alive, if
what I hear is true, I answer without fear of being shamed.”
The idea is that this poem is an intimate confession, only made because the poet knows it will
never become public.

Nocturne, 1872
J. A. M. Whistler

Let us go then, you and I,
When the evening is spread out against the sky
Like a patient etherized upon a table;

The poem is a dramatic monologue – a form popularized by Robert Browning. The speaker is a
young man who is going out into the night life of London together with a friend (the “you” of the
first line).
The striking initial image of the poem recalls the Whistler’s paintings of the London night. The
tiny symbol on the right of the painting represents Whistler’s monogram. Initially a butterfly,
slowly it developed into a dragonfly (as in the present painting) and later into a scorpion.
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The first stanza leads to an “overwhelming question,” but refuses to identify it. Later in the poem
specific questions are posed:
Do I dare disturb the universe?
How should I presume?
How should I begin to spit out all the butt-ends of my days and ways?
Should I … have the strength to force the moment to its crisis?
Would it have been worth while?
and the poem ends with the querulous
Shall I part my hair behind? Do I dare to eat a peach?

In the room the women come and go
Talking of Michelangelo.
This couplet was supposed to be a loose translation of

Dans la pièce les femmes vont et viennent,
En parlant des maîtres de Sienne.
by Jules Laforgue.
In Paris in 1910, Eliot had been
close friends with Jean Verdenal,
who shared his enthusiasm for
Laforgue. Verdenal died in
Gallipoli in 1915.
Michelangelo
Dying Slave, 1590

During the poem the rhyming couplet about Michelangelo repeats as if it were a refrain.
Another line that repeats is “Would it have been worth while”
The attribution of the couplet to Laforgue is a mistake that has been repeated throughout the
critical literature on the poem. The French couplet is actually from the 1947 translation of Eliot’s
poem into French. Eliot did indeed think highly of Laforgue. He was first aware of Laforgue
through Arthur Symons’ book. The Symbolist Movement in Literature (1899, 2nd ed 1908). This
was the source of his modernist style. He underlined the statement in Symons’ book
The old cadences, the old eloquence, the ingenuous seriousness of poetry, are all banished
on a theory as self-denying as that which permitted Degas to dispense with recognisable
beauty in his figures.
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And I have known the eyes already, known them all—
The eyes that fix you in a formulated phrase,
And when I am formulated, sprawling on a pin,
When I am pinned and wriggling on the wall,
Then how should I begin
To spit out all the butt-ends of my days and ways?
And how should I presume?

But though I have wept and fasted, wept and prayed,
Though I have seen my head (grown slightly bald) brought in upon a platter,
I am no prophet

Salome, 1607
Michelangelo
Merisi da Caravaggio

The intriguing aspect of the Caravaggio picture is that the head of the Baptist is probably a selfportrait of the artist. Caravaggio did the same thing in other paintings from around that time –
Salome with the Head of St John the Baptist (1609) and David with the Head of Goliath (1610).
The 1607 painting is in the National Gallery in London.
The next lines of the poem accentuate Prufrock’s social insecurity. Even the footmen realize he is
of no importance:
I have seen the moment of my greatness flicker,
And I have seen the eternal Footman hold my coat, and snicker,
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Would it have been worth while,
To have bitten off the matter with a smile,
To have squeezed the universe into a ball
To roll it toward some overwhelming question,
To say: "I am Lazarus, come from the dead,
Come back to tell you all, I shall tell you all"—

Let us roll all our strength, and all
Our sweetness, up into one ball;
And tear our pleasures with rough strife
Thorough the iron gates of life.
Thus, though we cannot make our sun
Stand still, yet we will make him run.

Duccio di Buoninsegna, 1311
,

from To His Coy Mistress, Andrew Marvell

This section of the poem makes allusion to Andrew Marvell’s 17th Century poem. In it the poet
tries to convince his mistress not to tarry for life is far too short: “the grave’s a fine and private
place and none I think do there embrace.” However, Prufrock is far too concerned with his
overwhelming question than to be engaged in such elegant courtship.
The painting by Duccio shows Christ bidding Lazarus to come forth. One of the crowd hold his
nose against the smell of Lazarus’ decaying flesh. No one wants to be close to Lazarus.

Ulysses and the Sirens
Herbert James Draper
1909

I have heard the mermaids singing, each to each.
I do not think that they will sing to me.

The final section of the poem alludes to stories of the mermaids whose singing entices sailors to
their death. One such story is the episode in the Odyssey wherein Odysseus (Ulysses) plugs up
the ears of his crew with wax and ties himself to the mast so that he can hear the song of the
sirens but not be seduced. This was a common subject of for paintings in late Victorian days,
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since it allowed both the sensuousness of the sirens and the restraint of the hero. Prufrock listens
to the singing but it is not for him. Reality intrudes and his dreams depart.

William Carlos
Williams (1883-1963)
Poet and pediatrician (1883-1963),
Williams was one of the most
important of the American
modernist poets, writing in a free
verse that was clear and idiomatic.
His images were striking, his
descriptions extremely precise, and
his meanings far-reaching. The
Great Figure (1921) describes the
sudden experience of a fire engine.

Passport Photograph, 1921

Williams was a modernist quite different in nature to Eliot. His free verse was immediately
understandable. There were no quotations in other languages or allusions to previous poets.
Nevertheless, the poems have a depth of meaning below the straightforward surface. Williams
was upset by Eliot’s The Waste Land “which gave the poem back to the academics”
(Autobiography, 1967, p 146)

The Great Figure
Among the rain
and lights
I saw the figure 5
in gold
on a red
fire truck
moving
tense
unheeded
to gong clangs
siren howls
and wheels rumbling
through the dark city
William Carlos Williams, 1921
Charles Demuth, 1928

Note the dates. The poem came first, the painting followed. The Great Figure is one of the few
poems about which a painting has been made. Usually ekphrasis goes the other wary – poets
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describe paintings. Painters may illustrate episodes in poems but painters do not generally
represent poems.
In his Autobiography, Williams wrote
Once on a hot July day coming back exhausted from the Post Graduate Clinic, I dropped
in as I sometimes did at Marsden's studio on Fifteenth Street for a talk, a little drink
maybe and to see what he was doing. As I approached his number I heard a great clatter
of bells and the roar of a fire engine passing the end of the street down Ninth Avenue. I
turned just in time to see a golden figure 5 on a red background flash by. The impression
was so sudden and forceful that I took a piece of paper out of my pocket and wrote a
short poem about it.
A deeper meaning can perhaps be elicited from the title, which could refer to a famous person.
Thus the famous person is carried around the dark city to the accolades of gongs and sirens.
The New York Fire Department still has Engine 5 stationed at 14th St and 1st Ave. The squadron
there was involved in the rescue effort at the World Trade Center.

Not all poets moved to free verse. Some stayed resolutely with the rhythms and rhymes of classic
English poetry. Robert Frost’s poem Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening may be the most
famous poem of the 20th century. In Harmon’s Top 500 Poems (ranked by the number of times
the poems were included in anthologies) it comes in as number 6 (preceded by Blake’s The
Tiger, the ballad Sir Patrick Spens, Keats To Autumn, Shakespeare’s Sonnet 73 (That time of
year) and Hopkins’ Pied Beauty. The next 20th century poems in the list are Yeats’ The Second
Coming (19) and Sailing to Byzantium (22) and Eliot’s Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock (27).
The immediate meaning of the poem is simple to understand. The poet stops the sleigh to look at
the beauty of the snow falling. Some lines may be interpreted in different ways. “His house is in
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the village” certainly refers to the owner of the woods, but might also refer to the God whose
church is in the village and to whom all woods belong.
As well there are general meanings such as the inevitability of death that comes like sleep at the
end of the day. Our goal should be to accomplish as much as possible before we die. There are
promises to keep and miles to go before we sleep. Another possibility is the seductiveness of
giving up - the woods are lovely, dark and deep – but we must not do so until we have done
what we were meant to have done.
The great beauty of the poem is in its sound. The sound of the horse’s harness bells and the wind
come thought the words. The rhyme scheme is based on the Persian rubaiyat. This was made
famous by Robert Fitzgerald’s translation of The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam, which begins:
Awake! for Morning in the Bowl of Night
Has flung the Stone that puts the Stars to Flight:
And Lo ! the Hunter of the East has caught
The Sultan's Turret in a Noose of Light.
The stanza’s rhyme scheme is aaba. In Persian rubaiyat (but only occasionally in Fitzgerald’s
translation) the stanzas are often “chained” so that the unrhymed line in one stanza becomes the
rhyming line in the next. This is the form that Frost uses. The third line of the last stanza repeats
itself to ensure that no line is unrhymed. The full rhyme scheme is thus aaba bbcb ccdc dddd.
Extensive discussion of the poem is on website
http://www.english.illinois.edu/maps/poets/a_f/frost/woods.htm
The video is from a rare film of Frost taken in 1958.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hfOxdZfo0gs

The Waste Land
Ezra Pound made significant cuts
and alterations in the manuscript,
and Eliot dedicated the poem to him
as il miglior fabbro (the better
craftsman). The poem concerns the
processes of death and judgment. It
evaluates these in many different
voices, using quotations from many
different sources.
The first section begins with a
character – Marie – remembering the
past and despairing. She seems to be
Marie Larisch, a cousin of Ludwig II
of Bavaria.
Portrait by Patrick Heron, 1949

The Waste Land is Eliot’s magnum opus. It is a long poem in five parts:
I The Burial of the Dead
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II A Game of Chess
III The Fire Sermon
IV Death by Water
V What the Thunder Said
The title derives from the Legend of the Grail. The grail might be many different things
according to the different interpreters of the legend. In many versions it is the chalice in which
Christ served the wine at the Last Supper. According to the legend this was brought by Joseph of
Arimathea, the man who took responsibility for Christ’s burial, to a castle in Britain where it was
protected by a line of kings. The last of this line was the Fisher King who suffered from a wound
and became impotent. Unable to ensure that the Grail continue to be protected, his country
became a waste land. The Fisher King could only be healed by a knight who is pure of heart. In
different versions of the story this knight is Perceval or Galahad.
The Grail story conflates Christian myths with several other legends: Celtic legends that tell of a
magical cauldron, and Greek legends that describe The Golden Bough. These all might stem
from some ancient interpretation of the seasons, such as the Greek story of Persephone who is
abducted by Hades, the god of the underworld and only released intermittently to allow for
spring and summer to overcome the waste of winter.
As well as the legendary sources, Eliot was also well aware of the devastation that had been
visited upon the earth by the Great War. In this time of desolation, humanity was striving to find
something to ensure its own survival.
The poem is written using different voices. (A working title for the poem was He Do the Police
in Different Voices). Different people appear to comment and then disappear. However, although
the voices are different, there seems to be one unifying consciousness. This could be like a
clairvoyant who channels different people, but tells one story. It is not clear who this unifying
character is. It might be the seer Tiresias, who appears in the Oedipus plays and in the Odyssey
when Odysseus visits the Underworld. Tiresias is identified in the middle section of the poem: “I
Teresias have foresuffered all.”
In the 1995 performance of the poem by Fiona Shaw, the narrator appears as an Irish woman
who remembers what has gone before and prophesies what will come – a modern incarnation of
Tiresias.
There is an excellent hypertext version of the poem with all of Eliot’s notes as well as
translations, and other explanatory comments:
http://eliotswasteland.tripod.com/
There is also an iPad app that provides the text, commentary, Fiona Shaw’s performance and
multiple different readings.
https://itunes.apple.com/ca/app/the-waste-land/id427434046?mt=8
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Bin gar keine Russin, stamm’ aus Litauen, echt deutsch.
I am not Russian, I come from Lithuania, genuine German
Frisch weht der Wind
Der Heimat zu
Mein Irisch Kind,
Wo weilest du?
Oed’ und leer das Meer.

Fresh blows the wind
Toward my home
My Irish child
Where are you lingering?
Barren and empty the see.

hypocrite lecteur!—mon semblable,—mon frère!
Hypocrite Reader – my second self – my brother!

This slide translates the non-English parts of the first section of the poem. The middle two
quotations are from Wagner’s Tristan and Isolde. The last is from Baudelaire’s preface to Fleurs
du Mal (1857).
The bottom of the slide shows the cards from the Tarot deck that Madame Sosostris deals. These
have many different interpretations, and Eliot’s is sometimes arbitrary. He relates the Hanged
Man to the hooded figure that the Disciples meet on the way to Emmaus (to be described in
section V of the poem). Normally the card represents a complete change or reversal in fortune.
Eliot provided Notes to accompany the poem. This was the first example of the poet telling the
reader how to interpret what he had written. The notes refer to some of the sources that are
quoted in the poem, e.g. “the cricket no relief”
Ecclesiastes 12:5 Also when they shall be afraid of that which is high, and fears shall be
in the way, and the almond tree shall flourish, and the grasshopper shall be a burden, and
desire shall fail: because man goeth to his long home, and the mourners go about the
streets
Other quotations and allusions are not in Eliot’s notes but have been found by scholars, e.g. “the
shadow under this red rock”
Isaiah 32:2 And a man shall be as an hiding place from the wind, and a covert from the
tempest; as rivers of water in a dry place, as the shadow of a great rock in a weary land.
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It is best just to listen to the poem. This clip gives the first section as performed by Fiona Shaw.
She remembers the years before the war when she spent time in Bavaria. She laments her current
post-war state – “I will show you fear in a handful of dust.” She remembers once again the
innocent times. She visits a fortune teller who tells her that her card is the drowned Phoenician
Sailor and does not find salvation (there is no Hanged Man). She goes out in the city and
mistakes someone in the crowd for a person who died in the war. There is a suggestion that this
might be like seeing the ghosts of all the dead (as in Dante’s Inferno, or Homer’s Odyssey).
An irreverent summary of this section by Wendy Cope (1986)
In April one seldom feels cheerful
Dry stones, sun and dust make me fearful
Clairvoyantes distress me
Commuters depress me —
Met Stetson and gave him an earful.

Wallace Stevens
(1879-1955)
Educated at Harvard, Stevens initially
practiced law in New York. In 1916,
he moved to Hartford, Connecticut, to
join the Hartford Accident and
Indemnity Company, becoming vicepresident in 1934, and staying with
them until his death. He wrote most of
his poems while walking to and from
work. He spent many holidays in Key
West, at one time getting into a barroom brawl with Ernest Hemingway.
Photograph by Rollie
McKenna, 1950s?
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Wallace Stevens was a poet with a day-job. He had a marvelous sense of the sound of words. His
range of interests were wide. He liked modern art and music and wrote several poems about
paintings. He was interested in the literature of the East. One of his famous poems, Thirteen
Ways of Looking at a Blackbird, derives from Japanese and Chinese poetic techniques. Two
verses from this poem are
Among twenty snowy mountains,
The only moving thing
Was the eye of the blackbird.
and
I do not know which to prefer,
The beauty of inflections
Or the beauty of innuendoes,
The blackbird whistling
Or just after.

The Snow Man
If we become empty of ourselves, we no longer see things that are not there.
We come face-to-face with the truth, realizing that it is as empty as the
perceiving self. There are three nothings: the nothing of the emptied self, the
“nothing that is not there,” and “the nothing that is.”

The illustration shows some calligraphy of Sengai
Gibon (1750-1837), a Zen monk. The characters
represent bu and ji in Japanese or wú and shì in
Chinese (Mandarin). Sengai presents the traditional
characters 無事 quite freely. The first character
negates and can be translated as “no, not, nothing.”
The second character means “matter, affair,
activity.” Combined the two characters mean
“nothing doing.” Buji is the goal of meditation – the
serenity attained when one has the mind of winter.
Unknown reader

This poem begins with a bravura description of the winter landscape: the “juniper branches
shagged with ice,” the “distant glitter of the January sun.” The poem then contrasts the reality
that we perceive to the meaning that we attribute to it. The syntax is as torturous as the
understanding is difficult. It is so easy to think of misery when we see the frost and hear the
wind. Yet if we develop a “mind of winter” like that of the man of snow, we can experience what
really exists.
The poem has been interpreted in different ways, depending mainly on how the critic considers
the “nothing that is.” For some, the nothing that concludes the poem is but the first stage on the
path to imagination. One must remove the old ways of looking and then create a better way.
Contemplation can lead to detachment but must then proceed to imagination.
However, other critics propose that the nothing that concludes the poem may be an end in itself.
Stevens’ conclusion then hearkens back to Buddhist and other Eastern philosophies, wherein the
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goal is to lose the individual self in the universal self and thereby reach enlightenment. The
wording of the poem’s last two lines brings to mind the koan riddles of Zen, verbal tricks to help
the meditator reach true understanding.
The poem’s vision is austere. Not one that the western mind can easily grasp. The goal is to lose
one’s self. Not to gain comfort, not to make oneself better, not to determine how things work. Yet
by losing ourselves we might be released from suffering, learn what is right, and gain true
understanding.

Spring and All
By the road to the contagious hospital
under the surge of the blue
mottled clouds driven from the
northeast—a cold wind. Beyond, the
waste of broad, muddy fields
brown with dried weeds, standing and
fallen
patches of standing water
the scattering of tall trees
All along the road the reddish
purplish, forked, upstanding, twiggy
stuff of bushes and small trees
with dead, brown leaves under them
leafless vines—

Lifeless in appearance, sluggish
dazed spring approaches—

This poem about the coming of spring follows appropriately after The Snow Man. The poem
conveys the end of winter and the beginning of spring with words as clear as the fields are
muddy. The precision of the images convey the stark dignity of entrance. The world awaits
spring like the patients in the hospital await their recuperation. Wild carrot’s other name is
Queen Ann’s Lace. It is a very robust weed.

The Cantos
Ezra Pound began writing The Cantos in
1915, and published the first 16 cantos in
1925. By his death, there were 116.
The poem considered multiple aspects of
modern life, stressing history, politics and
economics. Pound quoted extensively from
multiple sources – the odes of Confucius,
Provençal poetry, Thomas Jefferson, and
Social Credit manifestos. Most of the cantos
are impossible to understand without
recourse to scholarly commentary.
Canto I retells some events in Homer’s The
Odyssey, particularly the episode wherein
Odysseus descends into hell to talk with the
dead. The canto ends expectantly “so that:”

Henri Gaudier-Brzeska, 1914
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One of the major poetic efforts of the 20th Century was Ezra Pound’s The Cantos. He wanted to
distill all of his knowledge into these poems. The problem with the poems is that they are, for the
most part incomprehensible, without a commentary. Even when the reference and allusions are
known, they often fail to impress.
The striking portrait bust of Pound was made by a young French sculptor and friend of Pound.
He died in the war in 1915.
And then went down to the ship,
Set keel to breakers, forth on the godly sea, and
We set up mast and sail on that swart ship,
Bore sheep aboard her, and our bodies also
Heavy with weeping, so winds from sternward
Bore us out onward with bellying canvas,
Circe’s this craft, the trim-coifed goddess.
Then sat we amidships, wind jamming the tiller,
Thus with stretched sail, we went over sea till day’s end.
Sun to his slumber, shadows o’er all the ocean,
Came we then to the bounds of deepest water,
To the Kimmerian lands, and peopled cities
Covered with close-webbed mist, unpierced ever
With glitter of sun-rays
Nor with stars stretched, nor looking back from heaven
Swartest night stretched over wretched men there.
The ocean flowing backward, came we then to the place
Aforesaid by Circe.

The first canto is one of the best. It is a retelling of the nekyia episode from Homer’s Odyssey
wherein Odysseus calls up the shades of the dead. Pound is using as his source a 1538 Latin
translation by Andreas Divus of the Greek poem published by Wecheli.
Odysseus performs the rites – digging a pit and sacrificing animals. The shades of Elpenor (one
of Odysseus’ crew who died earlier on the voyage), Anticlea (Odysseus’ mother) and Tiresias
(the seer) arise.
The canto ends with quotations from the Homeric Hymn to Aphrodite (translated by Dartona and
included in the Divus book):
Venerandum – worthy of veneration
Cypri munimenta sortita est – who held sway over the Cyprian heights.
orichalchi – of copper
Argicida – slayer of Greeks (Aphrodite was on the Trojan side)
The poetry is good, the nekyia scene is vivid, the references to obscure translations unnecessary.
The canto ends with the phrase “so that:” There is more to come. Like Odysseus, Pound will be
calling up ghosts from the past to help understand our present world.
Retelling the epics of Homer is not uncommon in the literature of the 20th Century. James Joyce
Ulysses (1922) is a novelistic version of the Odyssey. Derek Walcott’s Omeros echoes the Iliad.
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Archibald MacLeish
(1892-1982)

Photograph from early 1940’s

After serving as an ambulance driver
in World War I, MacLeish finished
his law studies at Harvard. In 1923,
he went to France to become a
writer. He visited Persia in 1926 to
report on opium production for the
League of Nations, returning home
when his father died. After
becoming a successful poet and
editor, he was appointed Librarian of
Congress in 1939. From 1944 until
1949 he served as Assistant
Secretary of State. He wrote the play
JB, based on the life of Job, in 1958.

Many of the poets we have been considering in this section have written poetry while doing other
things – we have already considered a bank clerk, an insurance administrator and a pediatrician.
MacLeish worked for a while as a diplomat.

You, Andrew Marvell

And here face down beneath the sun
And here upon earth’s noonward height
To feel the always coming on
The always rising of the night:

But at my back I always hear
Time's wingèd chariot hurrying near;
And yonder all before us lie
Deserts of vast eternity.
Andrew Marvell, 1650s?

This poem was based upon MacLeish’s return form Persia to attend his father’s funeral. It
concerns the deepening awareness of mortality. Death comes to us all as inevitably as the night
comes to end the day.
MacLeish is alluding in the title and in some of the phrasing he uses to Andrew Marvell’s poem
To His Coy Mistress. The “always rising of the night” is like Marvell’s “Time’s winged chariot
hurrying near.”
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We have already considered another reference to this poem in The Love Song of J. Alfred
Prufrock, though this reference was to the need to do something (ask the overwhelming question)
rather than the inevitability of death.

Reality and Imagination
Wallace Stevens was deeply interested in philosophical questions,
particularly those that concerned the nature of reality. He believed that the
imagination was as great a force in creating the world as its physical reality.
The purpose of art was to order the world. Stevens thought highly of Paul
Klee who said, “Art does not represent the visible; rather it makes visible.”
(Creative Credo, 1920).

One idea that Stevens proposed is that of the “Supreme Fiction:”
A supreme fiction would be a specific idea, known to be a fiction, that
would be as valid and fulfilling as the idea of God, and which people could
will themselves to believe. By willfully believing in this fictive idea, they
might compensate for whatever has been lacking since the generally
proclaimed loss of belief in God. (Gregory Brazeal, JML, 31, 80-100, 2007)

Scientists, philosophers and poets all use the imagination to understand the world. Wallace
Stevens wrote many philosophical poems. He often started from simple experiences – like The
Snow Man – and then explored the meaning of the experience. Other poems are directly
philosophical – A Prelude to Objects, The Ultimate Poem Is Abstract, Not Ideas about the Thing
but the Thing Itself, Notes toward a Supreme Fiction. These poems are not easy to understand.
The Idea of Order at Key West is one of his easier philosophical efforts.

The Idea of Order at Key West
She sang beyond the genius of the sea.
The water never formed to mind or voice,
Like a body wholly body, fluttering
Its empty sleeves; and yet its mimic motion
Made constant cry, caused constantly a cry,
That was not ours although we understood,
Inhuman, of the veritable ocean.
The sea was not a mask. No more was she.
The song and water were not medleyed sound
Even if what she sang was what she heard,
Since what she sang was uttered word by word.
It may be that in all her phrases stirred
The grinding water and the gasping wind;
But it was she and not the sea we heard.
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The main idea of the poem is that works of art and imagination are quite distinct from the
physical world. They communicate something rather than just exist. The song is not “medleyed”
with the sound of the sea – the two are different. The song can be understood, the sea only
experienced. Yet language can also help to order and to understand the physical world
Ramon Fernandez – to whom the poem is addressed – is not meant to be a real person.
Even if one fails to understand all that Stevens wishes to convey in this poem, it is easy and
peaceful just to listen to the sound of the words, and to enjoy the basic imagery of the poem – a
woman singing on the beach with the sound of the waves in the background.

A
Heap
of
Broken
Images

Paul Klee, Kairouan, 1914

This watercolor by Paul Klee represents the Great Mosque of Kairouan in Tunisia The mosque
contains numerous arcades which cast the light in shadows on the carpets. “Art does not
represent the visible; rather it makes visible.”

