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Praise for Ezra Pound’s Adams Cantos

‘This illuminating study of Ezra Pound’s Adams Cantos (62 to 71 of Pound’s Cantos) 
offers a tour de force of careful literary-historical scholarship, adroit reading, and lucid 
explication… This robustly researched book is a must for Pound scholars, and it can 
also be read profitably by those wishing to gain acquaintance with Pound’s poetics in 
the Cantos and the main lines of Pound’s middle years.” 

Miranda B. Hickman, Associate Professor of English, McGill University, Canada

‘Subtly engaged in Pound’s larger literary and cultural project of the 1930s, Ten Eyck 
deftly brings readers afresh to these underappreciated poems, illuminating Pound’s 
own reading of John Adams, his process of composition, and his development of “a 
documentary method” of poetic writing—one of the most radical elements of The 
Cantos. Ten Eyck’s greatest contribution, however, is his convincing insistence that we 
engage these poems and their politics literarily, and his teaching us how to do so.’

Catherine E. Paul, Professor of English, Clemson University, USA

‘…David Ten Eyck offers a careful and lucid analysis of Pound’s interest in John Adams, 
which crystallize in the Adams Cantos. By giving us fine close readings, and by looking 
at these Cantos in the context of Pound’s life and development of his political and social 
views, Ten Eyck successfully counters the general negative critical reception of this part of 
Pound’s magnum opus, also in terms of its poetic quality. He convincingly demonstrates 
how Pound’s use of the Adams material is a new development in his “historical method” 
and in the textual evolution of the poem, making his study an indispensable tool for any 
reader of Pound’s work.’

Peter Liebregts, Leiden University, The Netherlands

‘David Ten Eyck’s book provides an invaluable service to scholarship in its scrupulous 
adumbration of famously difficult modernist verse. Ezra Pound’s Adams Cantos elabo-
rates the “documentary method” at work in Pound’s epic, tracing its development from 
the Malatesta Cantos of the 1920s to its fullest expression in the inscrutable poems 
dealing with the political thought and milieu of John Adams, composed swiftly in the 
lengthening European shadows of World War Two. Ten Eyck accomplishes a rare thing 
by showing how Pound’s methods of citation transform from conventional (if dense) 
literary reference to what Peter Nicholls calls “an autonomous and continuous discourse.” 
In doing so, Ten Eyck unlocks a hitherto oblique dimension of Pound’s “poem containing 
history.” The book is a lesson in How to Read: it performs a material hermeneutics 
carefully calibrated to a deep and judicious awareness of seemingly intransigent poetic 
materials and underlying documentary evidence. More than bringing the archive into 
the text – though surely the book does a deft job of this – Ezra Pound’s Adams Cantos 
reinvigorates our understanding of Pound’s own aspiration to write a poem that would 
function as a cultural repository, a textual place “where memory liveth.” ’

Mark Byron, University of Sydney, Australia
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Series Editor’s Preface

This book series is devoted to the analysis of late-nineteenth to twentieth century 
literary Modernism within its historical context. Historicizing Modernism thus stresses 
empirical accuracy and the value of primary sources (such as letters, diaries, notes, 
drafts, marginalia or other archival deposits) in developing monographs, scholarly 
editions and edited collections on Modernist authors and their texts. This may take a 
number of forms, such as manuscript study and annotated volumes; archival editions 
and genetic criticism; as well as mappings of interrelated historical milieus or ideas. To 
date, no book series has laid claim to this interdisciplinary, source-based territory for 
modern literature. Correspondingly, one burgeoning sub-discipline of Modernism, 
Beckett Studies, features heavily here as a metonymy for the opportunities presented 
by manuscript research more widely. While an additional range of ‘canonical’ authors 
will be covered here, this series also highlights the centrality of supposedly ‘minor’ 
or occluded figures, not least in helping to establish broader intellectual genealogies 
of Modernist writing. Furthermore, while the series will be weighted towards the 
English-speaking world, studies of non-Anglophone Modernists whose writings are 
ripe for archivally-based exploration shall also be included here.

A key aim of such historicizing is to reach beyond the familiar rhetoric of intellectual 
and artistic ‘autonomy’ employed by many Modernists and their critical commen-
tators. Such rhetorical moves can and should themselves be historically situated 
and reintegrated into the complex continuum of individual literary practices. This 
emphasis upon the contested self-definitions of Modernist writers, thinkers and 
critics may, in turn, prompt various reconsiderations of the boundaries delimiting the 
concept ‘Modernism’ itself. Similarly, the very notion of ‘historicizing’ Modernism 
remains debatable, and this series by no means discourages more theoretically-
informed approaches. On the contrary, the editors believe that the historical specificity 
encouraged by Historicizing Modernism may inspire a range of fundamental critiques 
along the way.

Matthew Feldman
Erik Tonning
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brackets. In instances where Pound’s handwriting is difficult to decipher, leaving some 
doubt as to the appropriate reading, the text in question has been placed in square 
brackets with a question mark. In instances where there is serious doubt about the 
appropriate reading, the word ‘illegible’ has been placed in square brackets in place of 
the indecipherable text.

All translations from foreign languages are those of the author unless otherwise 
specified.

All previously unpublished material by Ezra Pound: Copyright © 2012 by Mary de 
Rachewiltz and the Estate of Omar S. Pound. Used by permission of New Directions 
Publishing Corporation, agents. All published material by Ezra Pound used by 
permission of New Directions Publishing Corporation.
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Introduction
Ezra Pound’s ‘Adams Paideuma’

Although they are centrally located within Ezra Pound’s career and intersect with 
crucial developments in his reflections on history, government and poetic form, the 
Adams Cantos have received a proportionately small amount of critical attention. 
Unconvinced by the section’s radically source-based poetics and put off by Pound’s 
close involvement with Fascist politics at the time of its composition, even many 
of the most sympathetic readers of The Cantos have been inclined to minimise the 
importance of these poems. The trajectory of Pound’s career in the late 1930s and 
1940s is not uncommonly described in terms of failure and recovery. In this vision, the 
Adams Cantos represent a poetic dead-end from which Pound freed himself only after 
World War II, when he radically transformed his poetic procedures as he wrote The 
Pisan Cantos. George Kearns puts forward such a view, for example, when he charac-
terises the Adams Cantos as being ‘written rapidly, [at a time] when Pound was most 
distracted by political propaganda’ (Kearns 1989, 44), before going on to suggest that 
the Pisan Cantos ‘transformed a floundering poem [that might otherwise] well appear 
today merely a curiosity of literary modernism’ (ibid., 45).
 While disagreement as to the poetic merits of the Adams Cantos will continue, it 
must be recognised that these poems offer crucial insights into formal strategies and 
thematic concerns that have broad relevance for Pound’s career. They help to clarify 
evolutions in the way he handled historical documents, in the relationship between his 
poetry and his politics, and in his handling of American subject matter. An attentive 
reading of this sequence is likewise essential if one is to appreciate the growing impor-
tance of Pound’s reflections on government and on the legal framework of the state to 
his work on The Cantos.
 In keeping with the goals of the ‘Historicizing Modernism’ series, the central 
purpose of this book is to make available archival material and to elucidate historical 
contexts that will allow readers to return to the Adams Cantos with a fuller under-
standing of how the sequence was composed and of how it relates to the broader sweep 
of Pound’s career. It is the author’s hope that by doing so it will also cause certain readers 
to reflect anew on Pound’s poetic accomplishment in the Adams Cantos. But even 
where this is not the case, it is hoped that by rigorously situating the Adams Cantos 
within their historical and archival context, this work of literary-historical scholarship 
will give a new impetus to discussions of the poetry that Pound wrote in the late 1930s.

* * *

Ezra Pound composed the ten John Adams Cantos (62–71) very quickly, at the end of 
1938 and over the first few months of 1939. They were written as the second part of 
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2 Ezra Pound’s Adams Cantos

a twenty-canto diptych, together with the ten Chinese History Cantos (52–61). These 
ten earlier cantos had begun with an evocation of seasonal rhythms, based upon the Li 
Ki (the Book of Rites), before offering a condensed narration of Chinese history from 
2837 bc to ad 1736. Collectively, the Chinese History Cantos and the Adams Cantos 
were entitled Cantos LII–LXXI and published in 1940 by Faber and Faber in Europe 
and by New Directions in the United States.
 Pound’s basic goal in writing these twenty cantos was to offer an extended 
engagement with historical records, focusing on the question of what constituted good 
government. The Chinese Cantos introduced a continuous historical narrative into 
The Cantos, which had hitherto been characterised by rapid shifts from one historical 
moment to another, while the Adams Cantos represented by far Pound’s most extensive 
treatment of American subject matter to date.1 Both groups of cantos employed new 
poetic strategies, a fact which Pound drew to Faber executive F.V. Morley’s attention 
in a 1939 letter, telling him, ‘you are gettin something NEW in the Cantos; not merely 
more of the same. Trust at least two advances in mode will be perceptible by you and 
the PSM [Eliot]’ (Surette 1979, 146–7). The primary advance of which Pound spoke 
was the method of extended citation of material from a single text, which is used as the 
source for a whole block of cantos: Joseph de Mailla’s eleven-volume Histoire Générale 
de la Chine for the Chinese History Cantos and the ten-volume Life and Works of John 
Adams for the Adams Cantos. The poetry of Cantos LII–LXXI thus depends upon 
Pound’s ability to achieve an extreme condensation of the essential ideas and actions 
presented in these source-texts, while relating them in a language that speaks to a 
twentieth-century audience. It is likely that the highly condensed form he achieved in 
these cantos was another of the advances of which he spoke to Morley, and he drew 
attention to this aspect of his writing in the blurb he prepared for the dust jacket of the 
first edition of Cantos LII–LXXI: ‘Poetry: the WORKS, action or process. The German 
“dichten” meaning to condense.’

The critical heritage of the Adams Cantos

Few of Pound’s readers, however, have been prepared to go along with his belief that 
Cantos LII–LXXI constituted an ‘advance’ over what had gone before. Randall Jarrell’s 
review of the book in The New Republic is illustrative of the dismay with which it was 
received even by those closest to Pound and most sympathetic to his poetics:

I had thought of Ezra Pound as the one thing constant in this fleeting world. 
Continents sank under the sea, empires fell: Vienna fell, Canton fell, Warsaw fell: 
the unmoved sage sat on at Rapallo, like Idiosyncrasy on a monument – the warm 
Italian breeze bore out over a universe of cretins his condemnations and invective, 
his economic panaceas, his wd’s and cd’s and shd’s, his American slang unparal-
leled outside the pages of an English novel. But as Hitler says, there are no more 
islands: Mr. Pound has deteriorated with the world. Cantos LII–LXXI contains 
the dullest and prosiest poetry that he has ever written. These cantos are so bad 
that they would not seem his at all, if they were not so exactly like the very worst 
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 Introduction 3

portions of the old ones. Mr. Pound has become himself to the ∞th degree, his 
day-dream is at last absolute. One sees implicit in every page: ‘Le droit, c’est moi’. 
Prejudice, whim, idiosyncrasy, have been hypostatized into a universal imperative. 
Mr. Pound is obviously one of the most talented poets of our time; yet these cantos 
are almost unreadable. (Erkkila 2011, 268–9)

Jarrell’s damning assessment touches on many of the features of the sequence that have 
baffled and infuriated generations of Pound’s readers. It is worth quickly summarising 
these criticisms before proceeding.
 Most basically, numerous readers have criticised the Adams Cantos for their lack 
of clarity in the presentation of their protagonist’s life and times. Pound’s source for 
these cantos, the Works of John Adams, is not arranged chronologically, like de Mailla’s 
Histoire Générale de la Chine. Rather, it organises Adams’s writings by genre. Volume 
one is a biography of John Adams, mostly written by his grandson Charles Francis 
Adams, the editor of the Works. Volumes two and three contain John Adams’s diary 
and autobiographical writings. Volumes three to six contain his political writings, 
while volumes seven to ten contain his state papers and correspondence. The corre-
spondence is itself divided into two parts: the official correspondence, which is 
contained in volumes seven and eight and the first part of volume nine, and the private 
correspondence, which fills the remainder of volume nine and all of volume ten. Since 
the Works are so organised, Pound’s decision to proceed through them sequentially 
means that ‘his presentation does not result in a single linear chronological account of 
the career of John Adams’ (Sanders 1975, 19).2

 In the Chinese History Cantos, Pound was at pains to emphasise the chronological 
sequence to which his exposition of nearly 5,000 years of Chinese history adheres. 
Italicised dates appear at regular intervals in the margins of these cantos, enabling 
the reader to position herself within a historical space that exists independently from 
Pound’s source. Likewise, the names of individual emperors and of imperial dynasties 
are generally capitalised in these cantos, so as to insist on the process of dynastic 
rise and fall that constitutes their most basic subject matter. In the Adams Cantos, 
however, Pound’s decision to adhere to the structure of his source at the expense 
of chronology means that his readers must make a considerable effort simply to 
recognise and respond to the historical subject matter of the sequence. Nor is this task 
rendered any easier by Pound’s decision to minimise the importance of some of the 
most widely familiar events of John Adams’s life and times, such as his presidency or 
the military history of the American Revolution.
 It is ironic that one of Pound’s stated goals in writing the Adams Cantos should have 
been to clearly define the terminology necessary to achieve well-ordered government. 
For while these poems repeatedly insist on the importance of being ‘clear / as to defini-
tions’ (C, 67/387), many readers have judged them unfavourably precisely because they 
seem to lack such clarity themselves. Donald Davie, for example, concluded his account 
of the section in his influential study Ezra Pound: Poet as Sculptor by claiming that

Pound’s cuts and compressions and juxtapositions make a non-sensical hurly-
burly of Adams’s life, a life that was harried indeed but admirably purposeful. 
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4 Ezra Pound’s Adams Cantos

Adams’s politicking was not senseless and desperate like Sigismundo Malatesta’s. 
And indeed Pound knows this. Yet his method, ruinously wasteful and repeatedly 
arbitrary, blurs all distinctions. (Davie 1965, 163)

Humphrey Carpenter, writing twenty years after Davie, drew an unfavourable 
comparison between the Chinese History Cantos and the Adams Cantos on the 
grounds that while in the former ‘the reader has a vague idea of what is going on [, the 
latter] are three-quarters opaque’ (Carpenter 1988, 572). To explain this opaqueness 
Carpenter points specifically to Pound’s management of his source:

Ezra rushed through the ten-volume Charles Francis Adams edition of the John 
Adams Works (1850–56) – as he had done with the de Mailla – picking out 
incidents from Adams’s life and activities that caught his eye, and transposing 
them into the Cantos. However, whereas de Mailla presented his Chinese infor-
mation chronologically, the Adams Works were organised differently, with the 
material divided according to sources. Hard as it is to believe, Ezra simply ignored 
this, and put his chosen quotations into the Cantos in the order in which they 
happened to appear in the Works. In consequence he made complete nonsense of 
Adams’s life. (Ibid., 573)

A second line of criticism against the Adams Cantos has been formulated by readers 
with a taste for lyrical poetry, or at least with the inclination to judge a poet’s 
achievement on the basis of the originality of his or her writing. For such readers 
Cantos LII–LXXI offered very little. The review of the volume that Louise Bogan wrote 
for the New Yorker neatly summarises the frustration of readers who admired Pound’s 
lyrical abilities, but were uninspired by his attempts to achieve a poetic mode based on 
the extreme condensation of seemingly obscure documents, all derived from a single 
source. ‘We are given,’ Bogan complains:

the atmosphere of American Colonial laundry bills and old promissory notes. 
Pound’s early ability to open up gaps in his narration, through which we saw 
tranquil sea and landscapes and lovely, cool forms of antique beauty, has totally 
disappeared. The only asides are scatological ones, of an extremely childish and 
petulant kind, and a few yelps of pure race hatred. (Erkkila 2011, 268)

Readers seeking the formal and metrical innovation so evident in earlier cantos, or at 
least some effort to weave the new material together with the thematic strands of the 
first fifty-one cantos, also had reason to be frustrated with Cantos LII–LXXI. Thus, 
Peter Makin summarised his dissatisfaction with the sequence by claiming that it

fails to have emotive shape for two reasons. Long stretches are obscure, in a sense 
properly applicable to poetry: they do not impart enough ‘information’ through 
channels available to poetry (denotative, metrical, of image) to create emotional 
direction. Second, elsewhere the emotion generated is too uniform in nature. 
(Makin 1985, 212)
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More basically, Pound’s apparent lack of effort to create connections between the 
new cantos and what had gone before are pointed out by readers such as Humphrey 
Carpenter and Ira Nadel.3

 Finally, numerous appraisals of Cantos LII–LXXI have focused on the biographical 
context within which these poems were produced, pointing out that the late 1930s 
and early 1940s were a period of hyperactivity for Pound, as well as being a time that 
was heavily marked by his political propaganda in favour of Italian Fascism and by 
the most distasteful expressions of his anti-Semitism. A simple survey of the scope of 
Pound’s activities in the six-year period from 1937 to 1943 lends credence to the idea 
that Pound was overworked in these years and that he became artistically careless 
as a result. In addition to writing Guide to Kulchur (1937) and Cantos LII–LXXI 
(1940), and overseeing the publication of The Fifth Decad of Cantos (1937), Pound 
published well over a hundred articles on politics, economics and culture in a variety 
of magazines over these years and completed pre-publication drafts of numerous other 
such articles that were never printed for one reason or another.4 He delivered over a 
hundred speeches on Rome Radio and most likely also wrote several more, which 
were delivered by other speakers.5 He wrote well over 1,000 letters to more than a 
hundred different correspondents, almost all of which transcend the private sphere 
and seek to further the artistic, economic and political projects with which he was 
occupied.6 In addition to this literary and political activity, Pound organised yearly 
concerts in Rapallo and, with his companion Olga Rudge, sponsored the reproduction 
of manuscripts of Vivaldi’s music, promoting the composer’s reputation within 
musical circles. Finally, he travelled extensively within Italy during this time and made 
two long trips abroad, to England in 1938 and to the United States in 1939. The latter 
was made expressly for political purposes, as Pound hoped to obtain interviews with 
government officials in Washington in order to persuade them against involving the 
United States in an eventual European war.7

 Pound cuts the figure in these years of a man working himself to the point of 
exhaustion, spreading his considerable energy and talent over an impossibly wide 
field, and in the process compromising the technical care that characterises his finest 
poetry and losing the ability to make measured judgements on political, economic and 
cultural matters. Many of his activities at this time suggest a dangerously inflated sense 
of his own abilities and of their relevance to world affairs. In writing Guide to Kulchur, 
for example, he believed he had produced ‘a universal history of all human Kulchur or 
whatever, in approx[imately] 70,000 words’ (EP/JI, 71). His use of the radio to speak 
directly to a mass audience, in the belief that he was giving ‘the young men of England 
and America … [material] to build their souls, or at least their minds for tomorrow’ 
(Carpenter 1988, 590) bespeaks a similar loss of perspective in his estimation of the 
impact he might hope to have on world affairs. The same may be said of his efforts to 
meet with heads of state such as Roosevelt and Mussolini in order to convince them 
of the justice of his political and economic views.
 Cantos LII–LXXI was written in the midst of this hyperactivity, and Pound clearly 
saw it as a book that would further the political and economic agenda he was pursuing 
by other means at the time. He even went so far as to send a copy of the book to 
Mussolini, telling him in the accompanying letter:
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I hope I have done some useful work, especially in condensing some historical 
facts in my CANTOS 52/71.
 The book is accordingly hardly neutral and my editors have cancelled the name 
Rothschild from the first page. (Zapponi 1976, 53)

Given this situation, it is unsurprising that many of Pound’s readers have been moved 
to draw connections between the perceived flaws of these cantos and Pound’s other 
activities at the time they were composed. Having offered a biographical sketch of 
these years of Pound’s life, for example, Humphrey Carpenter declares that:

[i]n the John Adams Cantos we encounter a mind in chaos. Ezra purports to give 
Adams to us as an example of pragmatic wisdom, an embodiment of Confucian 
ethics. But he actually presents a frighteningly candid picture of his own intellect. 
(Carpenter 1988, 573)

Reflecting more sympathetically on this period of Pound’s career, David Moody is 
moved to associate it with his later admission: ‘[t]hat [he] lost [his] center / fighting the 
world’ (C, 117 et seq./816; Moody 1992, 80). Even Hugh Kenner seeks to qualify the 
shortcomings of Cantos LII–LXXI along these lines, commenting that by the late 1930s 
‘the Cantos … had used up much of their capital, and were confronting material the 
author had not known for very long’ (Kenner 1971, 433). While Massimo Bacigalupo, 
foregrounding the political dimension of what Pound had done in Cantos LII–LXXI, 
reads the section as a misguided attempt to transform The Cantos into an organ of 
Fascist propaganda; to marry his unfolding epic to the fate of Mussolini’s régime:

[Pound] set his hand in 1938 to compartments third and fourth of the middle 
cantos, China-John-Adams – and produced a glaring example of regime art, or of 
what we could call ‘fascist realism’. (Bacigalupo 1980, 98)

The lasting importance of Pound’s Adams paideuma

In spite of the predominately negative responses they have received over the years, the 
Adams Cantos remain a vitally important part of Pound’s oeuvre. It is worth noting that 
Pound’s own view of what he had accomplished in Cantos LII–LXXI was unfailingly 
positive. He wrote to Agnes Bedford in 1939 that these newly completed cantos were:

a progruss on the earlier ones
tenny rate somfink different. (Carpenter 1988, 569)

And there is no evidence that his estimate of the section ever changed in the years 
following World War II. When he attempted to describe the structure of The Cantos 
during the later stages of his work on the poem, he consistently stressed the central 
importance of Cantos LII–LXXI. An explanation that he offered to James Laughlin in 
1953, for instance, spoke in terms of the poem having three major subdivisions:
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A. Dominated by the emotions.
B. Constructive effort – Chinese Emperors and Adams, putting order into things.
C. The domination of benevolence. Theme in Canto 90. Cf. the thrones of Dante’s 
‘Paradiso’. (Ibid., 812)

Pound’s daughter, Mary de Rachewiltz, has recently echoed this assessment of the role 
that the Adams Cantos play in the structure of The Cantos, stressing that ‘[c]ontrary to 
accepted opinion, Cantos LXII–LXXI, the Adams Cantos, are to my mind the mandrel, 
the axial center that holds Pound’s epic together’ (de Rachewiltz 2011, 266).
 The selections that Pound made for Selected Cantos in 1965 (the volume was 
published in 1967 by Faber and Faber and in 1970 by New Directions) are likewise a 
reminder of the importance he continued to attribute to Cantos LII–LXXI in his later 
years.8 He was at pains, in this book, to represent equally each section of The Cantos, 
and he reserved twenty of its 110 pages for the Chinese History Cantos and Adams 
Cantos (only slightly less than the proportion given in the actual text). In making 
his selections from the Pisan Cantos he also chose passages that reinforce key motifs 
of the Adams Cantos, notably electing to reproduce Canto 84 in its entirety, with its 
concluding panegyric to John Adams: ‘John Adams, the Brothers Adam / there is our 
norm of spirit / … whereto we may pay our / homage’ (C, 84/554).
 It is clear that what Pound called his ‘Adams paideuma’ (C, 256) – or, to use the 
language he employed in Guide to Kulchur, his poetic rendering of ‘the gristly roots of 
ideas’ (GK, 58) that were put into constructive action by John Adams – retained great 
value for him over the two and a half decades during which he continued to work on 
The Cantos.9 Thematically, the Adams Cantos remained associated in his mind with the 
notion of constructive effort, directed at laying down the ethical and legal foundations 
of a just state. This remained one of the major thematic strands of the late cantos and, 
as will be shown in Chapter 6 of this study, Pound frequently thought back to what he 
had done in the Adams Cantos as he sought to elaborate on this theme over the course 
of the 1950s and early 1960s. In terms of poetic form, Pound remained convinced of 
the advances he had achieved in Cantos LII–LXXI. He continued to make substantial 
use of the technique of extended citation from a single source in both Rock-Drill 
and Thrones, albeit never on anything approaching the same scale as what he had 
done in Cantos LII–LXXI.10 This poetic strategy allowed him to directly and rapidly 
present what he considered to be the essential features of a given text or historical 
moment. The succession of swift juxtapositions generated by this mode of writing 
imparts energy to the poetry and encourages the reader to assume an active role, 
making connections between the fragments of the source text from which the poem is 
composed and arriving at an understanding of the basic subject of the source material 
in the process.11 This poetic method constrains Pound to work within the space prede-
fined by his source, employing the language of that text wherever possible. Yet it would 
be a mistake to think that this limits the poetic value of his writing. The method that 
Pound employed in the Adams Cantos, and in numerous cantos from Rock-Drill and 
Thrones, simply meant that his creative energy was channelled into the mediation of a 
pre-existing text for the contemporary reader, rather than into original composition. 
The value of such poetry resides in Pound’s ability to select and effectively juxtapose 
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material from his source, while acting upon the language of that source so as to bring 
it to life for readers of his own time.
 These qualities of the Adams Cantos are too often ignored, and if they go unappre-
ciated it is difficult to respond to much of what Pound sought to do in Rock-Drill and 
Thrones. It is therefore important that readers of The Cantos approach the Adams Cantos 
not merely as a way to better understand Pound’s handling of American subject matter 
or his efforts to inscribe his political and economic commitments of the late 1930s 
into his epic, but that they also seek to engage poetically with this sequence. Efforts 
have already been made to lay down the critical groundwork for such engagement. 
The poetic merits of Pound’s technique of selecting and juxtaposing textual fragments 
from the Works of John Adams have, for example, been very usefully described by 
David Moody in his essay ‘Composition in the Adams Cantos’. Here Moody employs a 
musical metaphor to encourage readers to re-evaluate Pound’s accomplishment in the 
Adams Cantos. He compares the textual fragments that Pound culled from the Works 
and juxtaposed in his poem to notes that are related to one another as they would be in 
a musical sequence. Moody demonstrates how such a reading strategy might be applied 
to a fourteen-line passage from Canto 66, which he sees as

[a] practical demonstration of how to relate verbal impressions, partly visual, 
partly aural, partly referring to common knowledge and experience, as if they 
were indeed the notes and phrases of a purely musical composition – a sonata, 
say, rather than a full symphony. It is as if Pound had been using Adams’s diary as 
a set or series of possible effects, from which the next ‘right’ note or phrase had to 
be selected in order. (Moody 1992, 85)

Contemporary comments that William Carlos Williams made about Pound’s ability 
to carry the common language of the day into his verse, even as he engaged with 
the historical record, likewise help clarify the nature of Pound’s poetic achievement 
in the Adams Cantos. In two letters that Williams wrote to James Laughlin in 1940, 
soon after having read Cantos LII–LXXI, he at once expressed his impatience with the 
economic, historical and political substance of Pound’s poetry, and his admiration for 
the excellence of its language. ‘It all revealed itself to me yesterday when I was reading 
his new Cantos, “Chinese Numbers” I calls it’, Williams told Laughlin.

He doesn’t know a damn thing about China, the Chinese, or the language… . But 
in spite of it all, he’s a good poet. I had to acknowledge it as I read along in the 
Chinese abacus frame of his enumerating verse. It had charm, it had sweep, it had 
even childish innocence written all over it. He thinks he’s being terribly profound, 
frowningly serious, and all he’s doing is building blocks, and it’s lovely. (Laughlin 
1987, 116) 

In a second letter, written the same week, Williams elaborated at length on what he 
meant:

All that is necessary to feel Pound’s excellence in [his] use of language, is to 
read the work of others, from whom I particularly and prominently exclude e.e. 
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cummings. In the use of language, Pound and Cummings are beyond doubt, the 
two most distinguished American poets of today. It is the bringing over of the 
language of the day to the serious purposes of the poet, that is the difficult thing. 
Both of these men have evolved that ability to a high degree. Two faulty alterna-
tives are escaped in the achievement of this distinction: there are plenty, who 
use the language well, fully as well as Pound, but for trivial purposes either in 
journalism, fiction, or even verse. I mean the usual stroking of the meter without 
penetration, where anything of momentous significance is instinctively avoided; 
there are, on the other hand, poets of considerable seriousness, who simply do 
not know what language is and unconsciously load their compositions with the 
minute anachronisms, as many as dead hairs on a mangy dog… . It is impossible 
to praise Pound’s lines. The terms for such praise are lacking. There ain’t none. 
You’ve got to read the line and feel first, then grasp through experience in its full 
significance, how the language makes the verse live. It lives. Even such uncom-
promising cataloguing as his Chinese kings, princes and other rulers, do live and 
become affecting under his treatment. It is the language, and the language only, 
that makes this true. (Ibid., 117–18)

Following the publication of the Pisan Cantos in 1948, Williams again reflected on 
the uniqueness of Pound’s handling of language in an essay entitled ‘The Later Pound’, 
which was written in 1950, but remained unpublished until 1973. Here he reaffirmed 
his basic judgement of Pound’s accomplishment in the Chinese and John Adams 
Cantos, and sought to find the ‘terms of praise’ he had declared lacking in his letter 
to Laughlin a decade earlier. In the process he suggested an essential poetic similarity 
between Cantos LII–LXXI and The Pisan Cantos that few other readers of Pound have 
been prepared to recognise. ‘The greatness of Ezra Pound,’ Williams asserts,

lies not, as he grows older, in his esteemed ‘romantic passages’, but in the common 
text of his Cantos – the excellence of the fabric, the language of woof and warp, 
all through. It is the fineness, the subtlety, the warmth and the strength of the 
material that gives the distinction – awkward in some ways as the use of that figure 
must remain. For we are not speaking of cloth, but of a fabric of words whose 
essence, comparable to woven thread, is time…
 It is the time, the way the words are joined in the common line, common in 
the sense that the tissues of music are joined or, as one might speak of the book 
of common prayer, the general text. The ripening has been not in the passages 
usually picked out but rather in the superb passages (of nonsense, if you will) 
between. There his ear is shown at its best – joining phrases to time as it has not 
been done in the prosody of recent periods. Time is the pure element of Pound’s 
success – here he is unsurpassed – a quality that makes most other contemporary 
verse sound juvenile by comparison. It is an adult occupation and rouses, conse-
quently, the resentment and derision of children. (Williams 1973, 124) 

* * *
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In spite of the largely hostile critical response with which they have met, the Adams 
Cantos do, in fact, have an important place in the story of Ezra Pound’s effort to 
compose ‘a poem including history’, and they are themselves a far more substantial 
and complex poetic achievement than is often recognised. The aim of this book is to 
promote a fuller critical understanding of these poems – in terms of the lessons they 
can teach about Pound’s reflections on politics, economics and American history in 
the late 1930s, in terms of their relation to evolutions in his compositional method 
and in terms of their intrinsic poetic value. Archival material that makes possible a 
fuller understanding of the historical context of the Adams Cantos is foregrounded 
throughout.
 Although they are only one part of Cantos LII–LXXI, together with the Chinese 
History Cantos, the focus of this book remains squarely on the Adams Cantos. The 
Chinese History Cantos are addressed only when parallels between the two sections 
have been deemed useful for a fuller understanding of the Adams Cantos.12 It is true 
that these two sections of The Cantos mirror each other in important ways, and that 
they complement one another within the structure of Cantos LII–LXXI. Yet they also 
draw upon two very different strands of Pound’s intellectual heritage, to which it 
would be difficult to do justice in a single monograph. Moreover, the Adams Cantos 
generally provide more striking examples of Pound’s source-based poetics in Cantos 
LII–LXXI, since he transcribed material directly from his source as he composed 
them, whereas his use of a French source for the Chinese History Cantos meant that 
he engaged in translation and paraphrase as he composed those poems.
 The opening chapter of this book focuses on the genesis and composition of the 
Adams Cantos. Beginning with Pound’s first serious encounter with revolutionary 
America as a student at the University of Pennsylvania, it goes on to record his later 
readings of Adams’s Works and traces the manner in which Pound composed the 
Adams Cantos, in an effort to clarify points about which there is some confusion. 
Chapter 2 places the Adams Cantos within the context of the evolution of the 
documentary strategies that Pound used to include historical subject matter in The 
Cantos. It draws on archival material to study Pound’s compositional practice in the 
most well-known documentary cantos, beginning with the Malatesta Cantos (1923) 
and moving chronologically through a consideration of the Venetian Cantos (1928), 
the Jefferson-Adams Cantos (1934) and the Chinese and John Adams Cantos (1940).13 
Chapter 3 engages with Pound’s poetic achievement in the Adams Cantos, exploring 
reading strategies for these poems and examining the far-reaching complex of ideas 
that Pound associated with the ‘Adams paideuma’. Chapter 4 deals specifically with 
Pound’s representation of history and the law in the Adams Cantos, engaging with the 
difficulties posed by his didacticism and his attempt to use poetry as a means of under-
standing history. Chapter 5 places the Adams Cantos within the context of Pound’s 
social criticism of the 1930s. While in no way proposing a complete overview of this 
vast topic, the chapter seeks to clarify the connections that exist between the Adams 
Cantos and Pound’s writing on social, economic and political subjects during the late 
1930s and early 1940s. Finally, Chapter 6 points out the continued importance of John 
Adams and of early American history to Pound’s writing of the 1950s, most notably in 
the Coke Cantos (107–109).
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