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Introduction

Ezra Pound devoted much of his life to the writing of a long poem, The Cantos, which was to be a history both of the world and of himself, a new Odyssey telling the story of an exile’s return to his home and promised land, and a new Divine Comedy depicting the arduous ascent from Hell to an erotic and visionary Paradise. However, while those great models were based on a linear narrative, Pound, a poet of the image and of sudden intuitions, tells his story circularly, by repetition and variation. The part contains the whole, and canto 1 already offers a blueprint for the entire poem, going from Odysseus’s descent to Hades to a vision of Venus, she of ‘dark eyelids’, as well as ‘mirthful’. She is Baudelaire’s beautiful temptress, revisited by an American poet who arrived in Europe with an insatiable desire for knowledge and self-affirmation.

Consequently, over the fifty-year course of Pound’s poem, states of mind alternate, and the only continuous and irreversible story that we can make out in its turbulent pages is the poet’s own life, his travels and sudden departures, his pitfalls and misadventures, his aesthetic youth, his maturity increasingly occupied by economic projects, the day of reckoning of his incarceration, the relatively serene twilight of his final years.

Pound always wrote with incisiveness and passion, and the best parts of The Cantos are an eccentric but powerful chronicle of his times and of some of their most representative figures. The troubadour and friend of Yeats of the London salons; the Renaissance scholiast and guru of Shakespeare and Company, the Paris bookshop patronized by Joyce and Hemingway; the passionate tennis player and compiler of ABCs (How to Read, Guide to Kulchur, ABC of Economics), perfectly naturalized in Rapallo during the two decades of Fascism; the desperate and unregenerate prophet of the Pisan cage; and finally that painful persona – the poet in the insane asylum of Washington, DC, not far from the White House and its tenant, to whom he believed he had much to impart. These are images known to everyone, images that do not, and will not, cease to provoke fear and wonder, as well as delight, like the mirthful Venus of canto 1.

The Cantos began among false starts and revisions between 1915 and 1925, when they first appeared in a book-length sequence, A Draft of XVI Cantos – a title still suggesting tentativeness, though cantos 1–16 were to remain substantially unchanged in later editions. In 1917 Pound published in Poetry, the groundbreaking Chicago monthly of which he was European correspondent, ‘Three Cantos’, a rich and brilliant overture to his long poem, devoted in part to a debate with himself on ‘what’s left for me to do’, in part to descriptions of cherished landscapes (chiefly Sirmione on Lake Garda) and to extracts from, and comments on, his omnivorous reading (Lorenzo Valla; Catullus; the Chinese poets, who were a recent enthusiasm). The last of ‘Three Cantos’ was for the greater part a version of Book XI of the Odyssey, the descent to Hades of Ulysses to consult Tiresias – a version, as the poet-scholar notes, based not on Homer’s original but on a Latin crib published in 1538. Why so? Essentially because Pound always uses the material at hand, and perhaps Latin was easier for him to read – and misread – than Greek. Through the travesty of a double translation it might be possible to recover the foreignness and potency of the original. Yet Pound’s main conceit here was the use in his version of the rhythms and alliterations of the Old English Seafarer and Wanderer, which he had admired at college. The result is a music touched by archaism, a neo-medievalism that blends with classicism and modernism in a characteristic Poundian pastiche: history is present in the layers of the text. As for subject-matter, Odysseus’s encounter with the dead is a metaphor of Pound’s own confrontation with friends lost in the First World War, which he experienced as a non-combatant in London, in a period of intense productivity, possibly enhanced by that great European tragedy. It also alludes to Dante’s otherworldly travels and encounters, and suggests that The Cantos will be a summoning of ghosts, from whom much will be learned about our present and future.

Between 1917 and 1922, the ‘Three Cantos’ of 1917 were followed by nine further cantos, numbered progressively, but when in 1923 Pound gave quasi-final form to cantos 1–16 for book publication, he radically revised the overture, with the same decisiveness he had brought one year before to the manuscript of T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land. The descent to Hades of the third canto became, with appropriate cuts, canto 1, thus providing a grandiose though precarious introduction to all that follows. ‘Canto I’ and ‘Canto II’ of 1917 were also broken up, rearranged and augmented. The poem resulting from these radical changes was more experimental. Pound no longer detained his readers with doubts and perplexities about his intentions: he said what he had to say, and stopped. In this way, despite some uncertainties, the ship of The Cantos was launched, not to be overshadowed for esotericism and experimentalism by those two coeval cruisers – Ulysses and The Waste Land.

However, not all was gain in the transition from ‘Three Cantos’ to XVI Cantos. Pound was more confidential and sympathetic in the early version, with his student’s literary passions, his portrait of the not very young artist (he was over thirty), his not invariably persuasive anecdotes (this was not to change in the final version), and his infectious lyric breakthroughs. But the 1917 ‘Three Cantos’ remained forgotten in the back files of Poetry (and in the volumes Lustra and Quia Pauper Amavi of 1917–1919), to be reprinted only after Pound’s death. Thus they can be justifiably included in a book titled Posthumous Cantos.

After this uncertain start, The Cantos proceeded without too many obstacles. Pound had found a canto-style and he went on to perfect it and modify it over the decades. But given the composite nature of his project, which is made up of autobiography, history and economics, evocations of moments of immersion in nature and physical and mental delight (the gods), translations of and annotations on Cavalcanti, Dante and the ancient Confucian annals – given all this, the text of The Cantos as it appeared in a series of installments (called ‘decads’ by Pound, though often containing not ten but eleven cantos, sometimes more) is the result of an extensive process of writing and rewriting. Pound wrote lines and passages in notebooks or on stray sheets, then typed and retyped his notes, and was often dissatisfied with first drafts. The ‘canto’, as the name suggests, had to be a kind of composition, or talk, moving on without breaks from opening to close. Pound drafted a canto and if he was not happy with the result he started again from the beginning. This explains in part the notorious obscurity of Pound, who as he wrote and rewrote the same passages forgot, or decided he could do without, this or that clarification. Let the readers worry. He had more important matters to attend to, nothing less than ‘the tale of the tribe’, as he called his poem. (In the meantime he had become enthusiastic about Leo Frobenius and African civilizations.) Surprisingly enough, Pound carefully preserved his notebooks and drafts, perhaps thinking that he could make use of them later. (He surely did not anticipate that university libraries in his native land would vie for their possession.) Thus the text of The Cantos as published is only the tip of an iceberg of mostly unpublished material: notebooks, typescripts, proofs. At times Pound really forgot memorable passages among his drafts, though generally he proved a good judge in choosing what to preserve and what to discard.

The present volume offers a selection from this abundant material, based on criteria of quality, accessibility, and documentary interest. Passages from the inter-war years are relatively few because the best writing appears to have made it into The Cantos as we have them. The early lines about Pound’s meeting with Eliot in Verona (By the arena, you, Thomas amics) offer a sketch of an encounter that was to find its place, more allusively, in the Pisan Cantos, and give an idea of Pound’s method. (It is striking how rough and journal-like these notes are, even mentioning ‘Bitter Bonomelli’, a popular drink in Italian cafés of the period.) Similarly, the three discarded openings of what was to become canto 2 (And So-shu stirred in the sea) show us the poet at work, sketching, abbreviating and even eliminating entire segments, some of them notable, as he seeks both themes and procedures. Of great interest are three such passages that appeared in various drafts of canto 49, the often-cited ‘Seven Lakes Canto’ on Chinese themes. This originally had an anecdotal prologue (two distinct and striking versions) and included a long and distasteful invective, wisely omitted by Pound. This is the period in which Pound wrote his celebrated ‘Usura’ canto, denouncing with Ruskinian fervour the destruction that bad economic practices brought to the pre-Raphaelite ‘world of moving energies’, and to great art and artists. He repeated the theme in canto 51 (for ‘repetita juvant’), a canto for which we have many discarded passages, some of them linking Pound’s usurious foes (John Law, founder of the bank of France) and his musical friends (Antonio Vivaldi) against a Venetian background. At the same time he was attempting to reconstruct in his poem the unspoiled pre-capitalist world in which nature and culture coalesce, and he found it in the ancient customs that he noted among his peasant neighbours in Rapallo (the town near Genoa where Pound spent much of his writing life). These he describes excitedly in drafts dealing with nature, folklore, and sexuality, preliminary to the well-known, and somewhat truculent, ‘fertility cantos’ (39 and 47).

With the war, the development of the poem entered upon a more turbulent and poetically productive phase. Pound did not grasp at first the enormity of events, or what his collaboration with the Italian state radio would cost him. In 1940 he had published Cantos LII–LXXI and he was already envisaging a final volume devoted to religion and philosophy. Many notes, here titled Voices of War, evoke nature rituals going back to Greek myth, but they are interspersed with reports of contemporary disasters, among them the testimony of a veteran of the war in Greece. One draft was of special interest to me, for it opens with an anecdote about my grandfather (and namesake), who operated a pharmacy in Rapallo. In August 1943 (as we learn from the draft) he lent Ezra the bound volume of the Gazzetta di Genova for 1815, which he happened to possess and was showing to his friends in the shop. Pound carried this precious find to his attic apartment on the Rapallo seafront, and began making notes of events surrounding Napoleon’s Hundred Days – that is, his brief return to power after the Elba exile – implying a parallel with the arrest of Mussolini (July 1943) and possibly with his rescue by the Germans, that led to the creation of the puppet Republic of Salò (1943–45).

Again, Pound could not imagine the consequence of these events and how much he and his poem would be overwhelmed by them. The notion of a fearless last stand against all enemies, with anarchic and antibourgeois components, attracted Pound as much as Marinetti, his Futurist antagonist and associate, and both reaffirmed their allegiance to their contemporary Mussolini in his pathetic and bloody decline. Pound wrote articles for the newspapers of the Repubblica Sociale Italiana (as the Salò Republic was called), published economic and historical pamphlets in Rapallo and Venice, and even composed two cantos in Italian (cantos 72–73) to salute the ‘boys’ and ‘girls’ who ‘wear black’ (i.e., the Fascist black shirt). Part of canto 72 and all of canto 73 appeared in a fugitive periodical of the ‘Republican Navy’ (Marina Repubblicana), to be included only in 1985 in the full edition of The Cantos issued in Italy for the Pound centenary. (In 1986 they were added to the US edition.) From every point of view, cantos 72–73 are astonishing: an American writing in quasi-medieval Italian of El Alamein, Ezzelino da Romano (who figures in Dante), Marinetti, and that ‘half-foetus who sold all of Italy and the Empire’ (the proverbially diminutive King of Italy, who dismissed Mussolini). What chiefly strikes the reader is Pound’s passion – and passion is what invigorates these texts.

Thus The Cantos could do anything – they could speak also in tragic times, of yesterday as well of today. Isolated as he was in the hills overlooking Rapallo, Pound planned further Italian poems, producing a quantity of tentative drafts. Here he wrote of visions he had encountered or imagined along the hillpaths, of Medieval and Renaissance figures, as well as of stray deranged women whose homes had been destroyed. They were Cunizza (another favourite Dante persona), the Moon, the Madonna of the Ligurian sea-shrines, and Isotta, beloved of Malatesta, whose ‘Temple’ in Rimini had been damaged by Allied attacks. (Rimini was on the ‘Gothic Line’, which in 1944–45 separated the Allies in the South of Italy from the Germans and their Fascist allies in the North.) Pound worked as indefatigably as always on these drafts, which also included a potted history of the Roman empire and meetings with further ghosts (among them Basinio, Malatesta’s court poet, and Scotus Erigena, the Carolingian philosopher). When on May 3, 1945, two partisans arrested him in his hillside retreat, these pages were on his desk. He never returned to them, the captive Italian audience for The Cantos having dissolved in the interim; instead he returned to English and composed his most celebrated and controversial work, the eleven Pisan cantos (74–84). But Pound the professional poet never wasted anything: remembered passages from the Italian drafts recur in the Pisan sequence, recalling that visionary period of suspension before the catastrophe. Here I offer a selection of these rather rough Italian drafts, with an English translation which I hope will allow readers to appreciate their mixture of historic drama and otherworldliness. (Buddha, Confucius and the Madonna of the Assumption of the hilltop shrines all figure together in Pound’s syncretic elysium.)

Unlike the Italian drafts of 1945, which came to fruition only as material for later use, the Pisan cantos reveal few second thoughts in the transition from notebook to typescript to print. In the relative quiet (the quiet after the storm) of the US Army disciplinary camp, Pound was able to write a prison journal in verse which was also a justification for his life and a realization of the project of The Cantos, which at this point (as mentioned above) was supposed to turn to philosophy and religion. The prisoner’s stream of consciousness is interspersed with visionary episodes, true celebrations of the rituals of Venus, Diana-Luna, the Sun, Dionysus – the latter present through the god’s and Pound’s totem-animal, the lynx.

Pound wrote slowly but steadily through the summer, noting the changes of the season, from the oppressive July heat to the November hoarfrost. He deleted little of what he composed, the major exception being a long passage from the end of the last Pisan canto (84), and its 6-line prologue, a kind of formal testament, very explicit and emotional (Yet from my tomb such flame of love arise). He may have cancelled the latter because too personal and old-fashioned, or of ill omen (‘my tomb’). For all he knew, he could have been hanged, or electrocuted, for his ‘treason’. The deletion of the last pages results in a briefer and stronger conclusion to the Pisan sequence, so that the poet exits with new-found bravado – no tearful farewells. Pound never repented, except, at moments, for his personal failings.

During the years of his detention at St Elizabeths Hospital (1945–58), Pound composed two further volumes of cantos (or ‘cantares’, as he now called them). These are written in the Pisan style, but give little attention to their surroundings. Perhaps the confinement of the madhouse enters the poem in other ways, and at times one suspects that Pound’s crumb of folly has grown to full-scale paranoia. (What better proof of a conspiracy did he need than his own incarceration?) At any rate, The Cantos continue to present his version of world history, and he no longer intends to close with canto 100, as Dante had done: while there is the poem to be written there is life and hope.

From this period we also have notebooks and drafts with passages that were not used in the published text. One such document is a long typewritten transcript of notebooks from the early Washington years, preliminary to cantos 85–95. These cantos appeared with the title Rock-Drill after Pound gave them final form in 1954, in the course of a few particularly fruitful and creative months. From this typescript nine extracts are offered here. In 1959 Pound himself made a similar yet briefer selection for a minuscule Italian pamphlet, Versi prosaici – hence the appropriate title of this section, Prosaic Verses. One prominent future, not wholly new to be sure, is the ubiquity of quotations, as if the world of discourse were made up of the sayings of others, offered as authoritative. It is a paradox of Pound’s self-centered world (The Cantos can be read as an autobiographical myth), that to create his lopsided spider’s web he deploys fragments of ‘reality’, which mostly are nothing of the sort.

Pound had more trouble in concluding the next volume of cantos, Thrones 96–109. For example, canto 100, which one would expect to carry special significance, is chiefly composed of left-over notes from 1951–52, which makes for an anticlimax. But this may be one of the old poet’s tricks. He had returned to Italy in 1958 and the euphoria attendant on freedom regained soon gave way to exhaustion and depression, so that he was unable to conclude to his satisfaction a final volume of cantos, 110–116. (It appeared in 1968, edited by his publisher from drafts written no later than 1960.) The volcano which had not stopped throwing out sublimities and fatuities over sixty years was finally spent, or quiescent. He had found a quiet haven in the care of his lifelong companion Olga Rudge, from whom he had been estranged from 1954 to 1962. Feeling guilty for this betrayal, and suffering from acute depression, he became convinced that Olga was making inordinate personal and economic sacrifices for his sake – while in fact she was happy to shoulder the burden of living with her great man, and to do all she could in order that the world grant him the homage his genius deserved. In this state of mind, Pound wrote for Olga a number of plangent fragments, like an old man’s love notes, full of tenderness and admiration, recalling moments of their life together (even their first meeting at a masked ball in Paris), and crediting her with a clarity of perception that he might have lacked. Thus his praise also has ethical import, and is of a kind with the paradise of The Cantos, which, though marred by grievous errors, at least tries to avoid solipsism. And so Venus, as foreshadowed in canto 1, returns at the end, with her golden ornaments and her mirth, the vanquisher of monsters, ‘bearing the golden bough of Argicida’.

Massimo Bacigalupo
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