Workshop for written examiners 2019



Author and text:
Ezra Pound: Selected Poems



How would you introduce this text?
[bookmark: _GoBack]Pound was a giant of the Modernist movement; dedicatee of TS Eliot’s poem The Waste Land, which he edited for Eliot into its final form; friend and supporter of many great writers and artists including WB Yeats, Hemingway and James Joyce; poet, translator, critic and unofficial literary agent to his friends; innovator and scholar…and fascist, arrested by the allies for Treason in Pisa in 1945; put on trial in the US, and confined in a psychiatric hospital where he remained until 1958; released on the grounds that he was ‘permanently and incurably insane’. He spent the last part of his life in Venice, where he continued to be visited by prominent writers and artists.
A problematic man, and a fascinating and important – but equally problematic - poet. 


What would you consider to be the main ideas or issues that animate the text?
A belief that poetry had become decadent and weak, and that it must be revived by going back to the source: Pound revisited French troubadour poetry, Chinese poetry of the Tang dynasty, Anglo-Saxon poetry and the Latin and Greek classics, and created a modernist poetry that aimed to draw upon the vigour and muscularity of these sources, as well as their focus on essential human experience
A belief that contemporary bourgeois culture had similarly become decadent and weak, and that the position of women was particularly desperate; a conviction that today’s world, like today’s poetry, needed revitalizing (‘Make it new’ was Pound’s famous injunction, which ironically he found in the work of 12th century Confucian scholar Chu Hsi).
An attempt to bring together politics, art and economics in a network of ideas borrowed from the great thinkers of the past into a system that would provide ‘coherence’ in the chaos of the 20th century
An attempt to establish an equally ‘coherent’ poetic approach drawing upon some connected ideas:
· Parataxis – short units of language juxtaposed on an equal basis, without hierarchy of meaning or importance
· Imagism – using concrete images as the basis for suggesting the essence of abstract states or ideas while retaining concreteness
· Interest in the Chinese ideogram as a medium for poetry: like parataxis and imagism, this involves the equal combination of two concrete images to create a third meaning suggested by the poetic impact of the combination
· Pound’s ‘idiogrammic method’ of imagism
· The notion of an ‘equation’ between two images (The Bath Tub, In a Station of the Metro)
· The idea that poetry, if it is great, is eternal – ‘news that stays news’
· The use of personae drawn from the past: TS Eliot wrote of Pound’s method of ‘expressing himself through historical masks’


 The poems set fall into several groups:
1. Translations: ‘The Seafarer’ and the Chinese translations of ‘Cathay’
2. Early poems that contemplate the poverty and weakness of contemporary bourgeois society and the impact this has on women (e.g. the poems from ‘Lustra’)
3. The Cantos: a self-consciously ‘epic’ project drawing partly on Homer’s Odyssey, but developing as a kind of archive or ‘palimpsest’ in which texts and ideas from different cultures and periods of time are overlaid upon each other, from Homer to Walt Disney


The Cantos reflect Pound’s movement from the epic tone of a confident explorer in Canto I to the ambiguous, touching confession in the last canto (CXVI) that ‘I cannot make it cohere’ and that ‘my errors and wrecks lie about me’.















What literary features (e.g. style, structure, use of genre) make this text distinctive, and how are they used to convey ideas or create effects?
Pound’s methods, outlined above, are really the embodiment of his ideas of renewal and of returning to the ‘thingness’ of things and the focus on essential human experiences, avoiding the abstract


Are there any contextual elements that seem particularly important to this text (e.g. socio-historical, literary, artistic, scientific)
Modernism, the suffragette movement, the rise of fascism, World War 2
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