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Hell-Hole

ON THE NIGHT before he first sees Pound he takes his words and cuts them up. They fall like ash, a storm.

It is Monday 26 November 1945 and an exceptionally tall and ruffled man somewhere between youth and middle age is at home in his small apartment in the outskirts of Washington, DC. He is so tall that he breaks beds and has to have his shirts made specially; so tall that he was exempt from military service during the war. His name is Charles Olson. Later, he will be celebrated as the father of postmodern American poetry, but this evening he is not quite yet a poet. Before him is the new issue of PM magazine, which includes an outspoken, perhaps foolish, interview with Ezra Pound. ‘If a man isn’t willing to take some risk for his opinion, either his opinions are no good or he’s no good,’ Pound declares in the interview and Olson notes this down. He copies out two phrases from his volume of Pound’s Cantos, too, and he takes lines from the strange and rambling essay called Jefferson and/or Mussolini, which Pound wrote in early 1933 and which now, after the war, looks like his most incendiary book. ‘Stand with the lovers of ORDER,’ Pound instructs, and Olson notes it down, and then: ‘a one-party system is bound to appear’. These are troubling phrases. It is a careful jumble, and at the top of the page, as if this were a legal proceeding, Olson adds a title: ‘Your Witness’. The next day he goes into the centre of the city and in the pillared courthouse just after lunch he hears Pound described as a traitor, then as insane, and last of all as one of the greatest literary geniuses of the time. Olson watches as Pound stands silent, and he catches the look in Pound’s eyes: dark, full of pain and tired. He thinks for a moment about reaching out to touch him.

At the end of 1945 St Elizabeths Hospital housed 7,031 patients. There were 4,109 men and 2,922 women; 4,835 were white and 2,196 were, in the language of the time, colored. In December 102 arrived, almost all of them servicemen who had come back from the war but stayed touched by it, and these numbers tell us two things. They suggest the overcrowding that had cursed the hospital since its first construction, and they reveal the huge scale of life here, how this is a place where one man might get lost. On 21 December the patients in occupational therapy finished wrapping 1,425 Christmas gifts in bright tissue paper. These were for the women but almost everybody got something for that afternoon the more mobile patients distributed through the wards 3,096 green and red rough muslin bags, each filled with an apple, salted nuts in cellophane and a pack of chewing gum. That evening, as the wards of Center Building were echoing with the laughter of humble gifts being handed out, Ezra Pound arrived at St Elizabeths.

Pound did not receive a gift because he was not on the wards. He was brought direct from the District Courthouse to Howard Hall, a separate and enclosed building to the west of the hospital grounds. This was the maximum security section, for the most dangerous patients, and it was designed to keep the criminally insane and the violent apart from the war-shocked soldiers who filled the rest of the hospital. It was three storeys, square and brick, with a tower at two corners; a low garden around it, and then a high wall. ‘Howard Hall is totally inadequate,’ notes the hospital’s 1945 annual report: ‘it lacks hydrotherapeutic, recreational, occupational and various other facilities.’ Pound stopped his ears with paper and spent the night trying to escape the cries of the other patients.

In the morning he reported to his admission interview. ‘This patient this morning strolled into the examining room, seated himself wearily in the chair offered him, sighed deeply, held his head, and immediately began to complain about his Howard Hall surroundings,’ begins the lightly sardonic account kept by the doctor who conducted the interview. Dr Edgar Griffin was clinical director of Howard Hall and saw many patients in many states of various distress, but this patient insisted he was different. His shirt was untucked and his buttons were undone, and he talked about Confucius and the founding of the Bank of England. At one point he took out a small notebook and from it made a short speech about Italian politics and how he was not a traitor but a saviour. ‘Delusions of persecution and grandeur,’ noted the doctor and wrote it all down.

To the doctor that morning Pound told a colourful story. He recounted how he had moved to Italy because he and his wife Dorothy could afford to live there on their small income, and how when the war began he knew his ideas could help, so he sought out the microphone and started to broadcast. He told the doctor that he had been misunderstood, and how they had held him in a cage at Pisa. He slept on the floor there, he said, and then he suffered from ‘great confusion and loss of memory’. At the start they treated him like a criminal, but later they were kind. When they brought him to America he was first held at the city jail, and then the old symptoms started to return, but he recovered once he was transferred to a public hospital in early December. Now he feared he would fall ill again, because of the noise and bright lights. ‘What is wrong with you?’ the doctor asked, and Pound replied: ‘All of Europe upon my shoulders.’ He was, he repeated, just so tired, and soon he became angry. ‘I want quiet,’ he said, raising his voice, and ‘If this is a hospital, you have got to cure me.’ Cure you of what? asked Dr Griffin, and Pound replied, ‘Whatever the hell is the matter with me – you must decide whether I am to be cured or punished.’

Howard Hall was a place of both punishment and cure. The original plan of St Elizabeths, dating from the 1850s, had no separate, enclosed ward for the criminally insane. Howard Hall was added in 1891: 120 single rooms set in two L-shaped buildings, interlocking to frame a quadrangle. That year, the superintendent described this as ‘a perfectly secure ground where the inmates can be at will in the open air and sunshine. Here they can grow plants, keep their pet birds and animals, and make it their home.’ On the original plans the structure looks fine and elegant. There are walkways marked ‘veranda’, which suggests lemonade and civil afternoons in the Old South. It did not turn out this way. The verandas were iron-barred external walkways, while the courtyard was shadowed by the high buildings ringing it. All was tall and narrow. The doors were seven feet high and two feet ten inches wide, each a single plate of metal with three hinges, two locks and an anchor bolt at the top and bottom. On each window was a diamond-pattern iron lattice, as if the whole building were made from lopsided squares, each one locking into the next.
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It was imagined as one thing, but soon became another. Howard Hall was built to house those patients whose insanity had turned to crime, but a second subset of the hospital population were soon moved here too: the violent patients. These required
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Essay on Sources

AS I HAVE argued throughout this book, the way to Pound is well worn. Canto 5 begins with the slightly despairing statement ‘Great bulk, huge mass, thesaurus’, and in reading my way after Pound I often came to think that the same might be said about both Pound’s own Cantos and the huge reef of commentary which has grown upon them. Reading Pound is also reading about Pound, and finding him refracted in what others have said and written. Yet the most pleasing thing about him is how he is, up close, unlike anything one might expect. He is funnier and more generous than his detractors allow, for they see him only as severe and unforgiving. He is also harder and crueller than his adepts will permit. At the hospital, his visitors often felt differently about him on the way out than they had on the way in.

I wish here to acknowledge the great bulk and huge mass of previous works I have gratefully drawn upon in assembling this group portrait. This is not a complete list of relevant materials, since such a record would encompass a Poundian forty years, but instead an account of those sources which have been for me most resonant, most charged with meaning.

I have been particularly guided by several scholars, whose thinking has shaped all my own responses to Pound. The work of Donald Davie – particularly his essay ‘The Cantos: Towards a Pedestrian Reading’ in Paideuma 1:1 (Spring and Summer 1972) and his study Ezra Pound: Poet as Sculptor (Oxford University Press, 1964) – is one foundation. Another is Marjorie Perloff’s many writings on Pound, particularly in The Poetics of Indeterminacy: Rimbaud to Cage (Princeton University Press, 1981). Guy Davenport’s Cities of Hills: A Study of I–XXX of Ezra Pound’s Cantos (UMI Research Press, 1983) is full of valuable critical insights and biographical detail, observed during Davenport’s own visits to St Elizabeths. Donald Carne-Ross’s essay ‘The Music of a Lost Dynasty: Pound in the Classroom’ in the Boston University Journal (1972) has an admirably unfussy sense of the practicalities of reading difficult poetry.

Although I have at times disagreed with Hugh Kenner’s The Pound Era (University of California Press, 1971), it is the most important biographical study of Pound and will always remain so. The more orthodox biographies of Pound have been an invaluable resource, both for details of the life and the ways in which that life might be told. I wish to note my gratitude to Humphrey Carpenter’s occasionally bad-tempered A Serious Character: The Life of Ezra Pound (Delta, 1988) and A. David Moody’s reverential three-volume Ezra Pound: Poet, A Portrait of the Man & His Work (Oxford University Press, 2007, 2014, 2015). For my purposes, Pound biographies have sometimes been more useful when less reliable: Michael Reck’s Ezra Pound: A Close-Up (Rupert Hart-Davis, 1968), Noel Stock’s The Life of Ezra Pound (Pantheon Books, 1970) and Eustace Mullins’s This Difficult Individual, Ezra Pound (Fleet Pub. Corp., 1961). The greatest amassing of Poundian critical and biographical material is in the journal Paideuma, founded by the scholar Carroll F. Terrell. Terrell’s two-volume Companion to The Cantos of Ezra Pound (University of California Press, 1993) is also the starting point for any serious reading of the Cantos.

The best of Pound is in volumes compiled by others: D. D. Paige’s edition of the Letters (Faber and Faber, 1951); T. S. Eliot’s edition of the Literary Essays (Faber and Faber, 1954). Richard Sieburth is the editor of the two best editions of Pound: The Pisan Cantos (New Directions, 2003) and New Selected Poems and Translations (New Directions, 2010), each of which has a hugely valuable introduction. When I went to the field at Pisa I had Sieburth’s edition of The Pisan Cantos in my pocket. It was my Confucius, and Sieburth’s A Walking Tour in Southern France: Ezra Pound among the Troubadours (New Directions, 1992) was an early inspiration, particularly for its simple insistence that we must walk in Pound’s own footsteps. ‘Of this place,’ writes Pound in one of the diary scraps in this volume, ‘there is nothing in the archives.’

Pound’s own writings are filled with affronts which feel as if they are aimed directly at those who have the temerity to try to pin him down. ‘Swinburne versus his Biographers’ is the title of a 1918 essay; often he warns against any idea that the past might be known in sequence, that a man’s life or story can be directly told. I mention it nowhere in the book, but Rachel Cohen’s A Chance Meeting: Intertwined Lives of American Writers and Artists, 1854–1967 (Random House, 2004) was for me a model of escape from the traditional strictures of biography, as was Richard Holmes’s Footsteps: Adventures of a Romantic Biographer (Hodder & Stoughton, 1985).

Prologue and first approaches

For Bishop, one very rich source is her letters, as collected by Robert Giroux in One Art (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1995) and by Thomas Travisano and Saskia Hamilton in Words in Air: The Complete Correspondence between Elizabeth Bishop and Robert Lowell (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2008). It was reading the exchanges between Bishop and Lowell about Pound – and seeing him from their very different perspectives – that I first began to imagine the shape of this project, so I owe this volume a particular debt. I learned much from the reminiscences collected by Gary Fountain and Peter Brazeau in their Remembering Elizabeth Bishop: An Oral Biography (University of Massachusetts Press, 1994), as well as the sensitive biography by Brett C. Millier, Elizabeth Bishop: Life and the Memory of It (University of California Press, 1993). But Bishop’s riddling poem ‘Visits to St Elizabeths’ was the true touchstone and prompt to all my thinking about how one might imagine and approach Pound. This is the sharpest example of a sub-genre of poetry, the poem which is also a visit to Pound, which includes John Berryman’s ‘The Cage’, Charles Olson’s ‘Letter 6’ in his Maximus Poems, the later volumes of William Carlos Williams’s Paterson, and Frederick Seidel’s ‘School Days’ and ‘Glory’.

Pisa is the background to all of Pound’s years at St Elizabeths; like a myth, it can be endlessly retold and it shifts each time, into a story of pathos or defiance, a tragedy or trick. Pound liked to tell this story. For detail on what happened at the DTC – and for the ways in which what may or may not have happened there can, in turn, be appropriated – I have taken much from the accounts by Robert Allen in A Casebook on Ezra Pound (Thomas Y. Crowell, 1959), edited by William Van O’Connor and Edward Stone; Michael King’s ‘Ezra Pound at Pisa: An Interview with John L. Steele,’ Texas Quarterly 21.4 (1978); and Stanley I. Kutler, ‘This Notorious Patient’ in Helix 13/14 (1983), edited by Les Harrop and Noel Stock; as well as Julien Cornell, The Trial of Ezra Pound: A Documented Account of the Treason Case by the Defendant’s Lawyer (Faber and Faber, 1967). A sensitive and illuminating discussion of Pound as a traitor is given in Hsiu-ling Lin’s ‘Reconsidering Ezra Pound’s Treason Charge in the Light of American Constitutional Law’, in Paideuma 34 (2005), a special issue on ‘Ezra Pound and American Identity’, edited by Hugh Witemeyer; and Pound’s extensive Department of Justice file has been made publicly available online.

On the scene at St Elizabeths, I quote from Jack LaZebnik, ‘The Case of Ezra Pound’ in the New Republic (1 April 1957). On the periplum, I learned much from Ondrea Ackerman’s essay ‘The Periplum of The Pisan Cantos’ in Paideuma 38 (2011), as well as the discussion in Peter Makin, Pound’s Cantos (Allen & Unwin, 1985). On the power of poetry, Pound’s claim that when words fail kingdoms fall appears in his ‘Affirmations … VI: Analysis of this Decade’ in the New Age (1 February 1915), while the statement by E. E. Cummings is in Charles Norman’s The Case of Ezra Pound (Funk & Wagnalls, 1968), alongside many other poets who commented upon the Pound case.

1 Olson and beginnings

All readers of Charles Olson owe a great debt to his friend and editor George F. Butterick, who is responsible for assembling the late Maximus poems, as well as the superbly thorough A Guide to The Maximus Poems of Charles Olson (University of California Press, 1980). This includes 4,000 annotations and, in revealing the full extent of Olson’s allusions, raises what Butterick calls ‘certain fundamental questions as to the nature of Olson’s poetry and the limits of originality in art in general’. Those questions – about where one poet ends and another begins – are fundamental to my own inquiry into Olson. Other vital sources on Olson’s life and works are Ralph Maud’s edition of the Selected Letters (University of California Press, 2001), Tom Clark’s biography Charles Olson: The Allegory of a Poet’s Life (W. W. Norton, 1991), and Marjorie Perloff’s essay ‘Charles Olson and the “Inferior Predecessors”: “Projective Verse” Revisited’ in ELH Vol. 40, No. 2 (Summer 1973). Charles Olson & Ezra Pound: An Encounter at St Elizabeths (Grossman, 1975), edited by Catherine Seelye, contains both Olson’s pre-meeting writings, the drama of his anticipations, and then the notes – titled ‘Cantos’ – he wrote upon each meeting.

The interview with Olson on ‘The Art of Poetry’ conducted by Gerard Malanga for the Paris Review (No. 49, Summer 1970) is a provocative, revealing account; Olson is characteristically slippery when the topic of his debt to the figure he calls ‘Father Pound’ arises. More broadly, the Paris Review interviews with writers on their craft remain one of the crucial sets of materials for understanding twentieth-century literature. I have gratefully consulted these throughout this project, and in this book the interviews with Pound himself (conducted by Donald Hall), Robert Lowell (conducted by Frederick Seidel), and Frederick Seidel (conducted by Jonathan Galassi and Lorin Stein) have been particularly valuable.

For my account of Howard Hall in this specific year, I have gratefully followed The Annual Report of the Federal Security Agency, Section Six: St Elizabeths Hospital (1945), as well as the monthly reports on St Elizabeths which are held in the National Archives: these give details of the numbers of patients and the Christmas gifts. Architectural sketches and plans for Howard Hall – including the details about doors and window guards – are from the Library of Congress and are accessible through the Prints & Photographs Online Catalog (PPOC). The Patient Case File of Ezra Pound is also now held at the National Archives; its six boxes hold what was for me an astonishingly rich and resonant set of materials, upon which I have drawn throughout this book. A useful description of the history and composition of this case file is given in the article ‘Ezra Pound at St Elizabeths Hospital: The Case File of Patient 58,102’ by Donald W. Jackanicz, in Manuscripts Vol. XLIII (No. 3, Summer 1991). The inventories – dated 26 December 1945, 28 January 1946 and 30 August 1946 – are in the National Archives case file, as are the twin mugshots taken on 26 December 1945. Dr Griffin’s ‘Admission Note’, dated 22 December 1945, is also held here, as is Dr Kendig’s Rorschach report.

In this chapter and throughout, I am indebted to Thomas Otto’s St Elizabeths Hospital: A History (United States General Services Administration, 2013), which is the most thorough account of the hospital’s planning, construction and changes over the years. I have also gratefully drawn upon two pamphlets prepared by Dr Suryabala Kanhouwa and given to me at the hospital: ‘History of Saint Elizabeths Hospital, Washington DC’ and ‘Blackburn Library: A Pioneer in the Field of Neuropathology’, as well as a further pamphlet issued by the General Services Administration and given to me by Carter Wormeley: ‘Ezra Pound at St Elizabeths’.

On Pound’s own beginnings, I have learned much from Ronald Bush’s monograph The Genesis of Ezra Pound’s Cantos (Princeton University Press, 1976); Ezra Pound to his Parents: Letters 1895–1929, edited by Mary de Rachewiltz, A. David Moody and Joanna Moody (Oxford University Press, 2010); and Pound’s own essay ‘Early Translators of Homer II: Andreas Divus,’ in The Egoist (September 1918).

2 Kavka and family history

Dr Kavka’s first set of case notes, dated 4 January 1946, are in the National Archives file, as is the ‘Family History’, dated 24 January 1946. He adds to – and reconsiders – these initial doctorly accounts in three articles: his memoir ‘Olson Saved My Life’ in Paideuma 14:1 (Spring 1985); ‘Ezra Pound’s Personal History: A Transcript’ in Paideuma 20: 1 & 2 (Spring and Fall 1991); and then in ‘The Dreams of Ezra Pound’ in Paideuma 39 (2012). Further details come from ‘St Elizabeth’s Diary’ in Helix 13/14; Kavka’s obituary in the Chicago Tribune (27 May 2012) was another useful source.

Pound colourfully recounts his own early life in ‘Indiscretions or, Une Revue De Deux Mondes’, which was written in 1923 and is included in Pavannes and Divagations (New Directions, 1958). Here, Pound writes: ‘It is one thing to feel that one could write the whole social history of the United States from one’s family annals, and vastly another to embark upon any such Balzacian and voluminous endeavour,’ and, as with the thwarted autobiography, this Balzacian chronicle is perhaps what Pound and Kavka were co-writing in Howard Hall. Pound’s early poems are collected in Personae; fittingly, given his own shifting self-presentations, he revised this edition several times, and I have here followed the texts as presented in the revised edition prepared by Lea Baechler and A. Walton Litz (New Directions, 1990).

Marjorie Perloff discusses the Malatesta Cantos and their flattening of history in The Poetics of Indeterminacy. The challenge of narrating the past, even a single life within it, is one of Pound’s great themes throughout his writings, not only in ‘Near Perigord’ and the Cantos, but also in his extraordinary account of his friendship, Gaudier-Brzeska: A Memoir (New Directions, 1974). In Guide to Kulchur (New Directions, 1970) he insists, ‘We do NOT know the past in chronological sequence. It may be convenient to lay it out anesthetized on the table with dates pasted on here and there, but what we know we know by ripples and spirals eddying out from us and from our own time.’ He has borrowed the image of the patient etherized upon a table from T. S. Eliot’s ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’, but in the context of a literal patient in a hospital it assumes a new – and Poundian – resonance.

Julien Cornell’s correspondence with the doctors and the court testimony are from his book The Trial of Ezra Pound. On Frank L. Amprim, the major source was the file of materials provided by the Federal Bureau of Investigation, following my Freedom of Information Act request; and, although this may sound a little eccentric in this context, I would like to thank the FBI and the US Department of Justice for their assistance. Further details about Pound’s statement at Genoa are from ‘Transcript: the Interrogation at Genoa’ in Helix 13/14.

3 Williams and America

The crucial – richest, perhaps strangest – source for William Carlos Williams is his own Autobiography (New Directions, 1967), particularly Chapter 51, ‘Ezra Pound at St Elizabeth’s’, although the whole book is marked by Pound’s presence. As Williams noted in his essay-memoir I Wanted to Write a Poem (Jonathan Cape, 1967), ‘Before meeting Ezra Pound is like B.C. and A.D.,’ and often when Williams is writing of other things he is thinking about – or quarrelling with – Pound. His essay ‘Speech Rhythm’ (1913) sets out his sense of an underlying rhythm beneath literary works; Pound praised Williams for ‘eschewing the American vices’ in Poetry Review (October 1912) in a short introduction to a selection of Williams’s poems, which, as ever, reveals as much about Pound as it does about Williams. The long poem Paterson is Williams’s most explicit engagement with Pound. I am grateful to the very useful revised edition, with extensive notes, by Christopher MacGowan (New Directions, 1992). One further illumination of Williams’s turbulent, rich friendship with Pound comes from the strange poem titled ‘To My Friend Ezra Pound’, written by Williams in June 1956. ‘I hope they do give you the Nobel Prize,’ he writes: ‘it would serve you right.’

I have quoted from Paul Mariani’s biography William Carlos Williams: A New World Naked (McGraw-Hill, 1982) and Adam Kirsch’s essay ‘The New World of William Carlos Williams’ in the New York Review of Books (23 February 2012). I have learned much about this most subtle, elusive of poets from these clear-sighted studies.

On Superintendent Charles Nichols, I have gratefully drawn upon the materials assembled in Thomas Otto’s history. Otto’s account of the practicalities of the hospital contrasts in interesting ways with Thomas Kirkbride’s On the Construction, Organization, and General Arrangements of Hospitals for the Insane (J. B. Lippincott & Co., 1854), which describes the dream behind moral treatment. The report on St Elizabeths Hospital West Campus prepared by the Historic American Landscapes Survey (HALS DC-11) is a hugely valuable repository of plans, descriptions and details about the landscaping and gardens. The redevelopment of St Elizabeths is ongoing at the time of writing; a new plan announced in the summer of 2015 proposed to locate the main offices for the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) inside a renovated Center Building. The joke is irresistible, and it is perfectly Poundian that the old government hospital for the insane will now house the DHS. ‘Ply over ply,’ he wrote, following Mallarmé, as buildings shift and shimmer.

This sense that a place may be twofold, may be dream and reality, stands behind Pound’s versions of the Confucian Odes. On Pound’s versions of Confucius I recommend Edith Sarra’s wise and thorough essay ‘Whistling in the Bughouse: Notes on the Process of Pound’s Confucian Odes’ in Paideuma 16: 1 & 2 (Spring and Fall 1987). Bernhard Karlgren’s glosses on The Book of Odes were printed in Bulletin 16 of the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities, Stockholm, while Pound’s own versions of the Confucian Analects – written during the Second World War, but published while he was at St Elizabeths – also shed much light on his project in the Odes. The Analects advise scholars to study the Odes precisely because they will, in Pound’s rendering of the phrase, ‘sharpen the vision, help you spot the bird’, and he advises, too: ‘Remember the names of many birds, animals, plants and trees.’

One hundred and twenty of Pound’s broadcasts are available in Leonard Doob’s Ezra Pound Speaking: Radio Speeches of World War II (Greenwood, 1978); Pound’s letter to Ronald Duncan of 31 March 1940 is included in the Paige Letters. On Mahlon Loomis and early radio, I have gratefully followed Orrin E. Dunlap, Jr.’s Radio’s 100 Men of Science (Harper & Brothers, 1944) and Alfred Thomas Story’s The Story of Wireless Telegraphy (George Newnes, 1904), as well as Dr Mahlon Loomis & Wireless Telegraphy (Berea Printing Company, 1914) by his (and Pound’s) cousin Elisha S. Loomis. Another useful angle on the topic of Poundian radio was provided by Richard Sieburth’s essay ‘The Sound of Pound: A Listener’s Guide’ (2007), which appears on the University of Pennsylvania’s PennSound site. This immensely valuable website includes links to all known recording of Pound speaking or reading his poetry: http://writing.upenn.edu/pennsound/x/Pound.php.

4 Eliot and modernist friendship

The extraordinary edition prepared by Christopher Ricks and Jim McCue of The Poems of T. S. Eliot (Faber and Faber, 2015) arrived when I was in the late stages of writing this book, but it nonetheless made me see Eliot anew. Like Patrick Heron’s fascinating series of portraits of Eliot – painted in 1947 and 1948 and a great help to me in my imagining of the man – these volumes and their commentary will continue to force all future readers of Eliot to keep on reconsidering the poet and his work.

As I have suggested in this chapter, one way to understand literary modernism is through the friendship of Pound and Eliot. For the tone and feeling of that friendship, I have followed several sources. Eliot’s 1928 selection of and introduction to Pound’s poetry (reissued by Faber and Faber in 1948) suggested much; as did Eliot’s edition of Pound’s Literary Essays (1954). Pound’s letters to Eliot, and Eliot’s replies, are held among the Ezra Pound Papers, as YCAL MSS 53 in the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library at Yale. Some of the letters are fractious and some are tender; sometimes they gossip and sometimes they chide; ‘yrs anonymous,’ Pound signs off, from St Elizabeths, while Eliot signs ‘with love’ or simply ‘yours’. Perhaps the most telling traces of that friendship are the editorial scrawls and corrections made by Pound upon Eliot’s first draft of The Waste Land, which has been published in Valerie Eliot’s edition of The Waste Land: A Facsimile and Transcript of the Original Drafts Including the Annotations of Ezra Pound (Faber and Faber, 1971). This volume is a great record of the shelving and shoring of fragments which made up the relationship between these two men and composed one of the central dynamics of literary modernism. It was also, I suggest, a kind of game, and sometimes the two great modernist pursuits of editing and tennis are joined. Guy Davenport remembered that Pound at St Elizabeths ‘wore an editor’s eyeshade, giving him the air of a man who had just come off a tennis court’.

On modernism more broadly, I have learned much from Lawrence S. Rainey’s Ezra Pound and the Monument of Culture: Text, History, and the Malatesta Cantos (University of Chicago Press, 1991), Helen Carr’s The Verse Revolutionaries: Ezra Pound, H. D., and the Imagists (Jonathan Cape, 2009), Frank Kermode’s Romantic Image (Vintage Books, 1964) and Michael North’s essay ‘The Making of “Make It New”’ in Guernica (August 2013): https://www.guernicamag.com/features/the-making-of-making-it-new. On the consequences of the Bollingen Prize, as well as the wider effects upon American poetry of the separations between life and art, I recommend the thought-provoking discussion in Jed Rasula’s The American Poetry Wax Museum: Reality Effects, 1940–1990 (National Council of Teachers of English, 1996).

Modernism was and remains an astonishingly powerful body of art and theories about art. It is also the story of specific volumes at particular moments and for me much of the wider story of modernism and Pound’s place within it is encapsulated in a specific copy of a single book: the autographed Selected Poems of Ezra Pound (New Directions, 1949), presented by Pound to the hospital in late 1949 and held in the St Elizabeths Medical Library as item No. 13,565. There have been moments when I felt I could, like Olson, reach out and touch Pound through the page, and reading this book in the closed archive of the new hospital was one of them. Hugh Witemeyer’s essay ‘The Making of Pound’s “Selected Poems” (1949) and Rolfe Humphries’ Unpublished Introduction’ in Journal of Modern Literature, Vol. 15, No. 1 (Summer 1988) explains the context of this edition. I am also grateful to Gregory Barnhisel’s wider discussion of the strategies of repackaging Pound in his superb James Laughlin, New Directions, and the Remaking of Ezra Pound (University of Massachusetts Press, 2005).

The whole of this study is built upon the accounts left by Pound’s visitors, and in this chapter I draw explicitly upon the descriptions given in the following: A. Alvarez’s autobiography Where Did It All Go Right? (Bloomsbury, 2002); Richard A. Cassell’s ‘A Visit with E. P.’ in Paideuma 8:1 (Spring 1979); Ronald Duncan’s How To Make Enemies (Rupert Hart-Davis, 1968); Samuel Hynes’s ‘Meeting E.P.’ in The New Yorker (12 June 2006); W. S. Merwin’s The Mays of Ventadorn (National Geographic, 2002); David Rattray’s ‘Weekend with Ezra Pound’ in The Nation (16 November 1957); and Michael Reck’s Ezra Pound: A Close-Up (Rupert Hart-Davis, 1968). Kathleen Raine gave an account in a letter to Peter Russell in 1952, and this was later published as the pamphlet ‘Visiting Ezra Pound’ (Enitharmon Press, 1999). Hugh Kenner gives a brief description in the chapter ‘The Jersey Paideuma’ in The Pound Era, and another in The Elsewhere Community (Oxford University Press, 2000), where he describes visiting Pound as ‘one of the two or three turning points of my life’. His article ‘Ezra Pound On Visitors’ Day’ in the New York Times (19 November 1972) mentions Pound catching squirrels with peanuts tied to string. Carroll Terrell has included a range of accounts in his short essay on St Elizabeths published in Paideuma 3:3 (Winter 1974), as well as interesting detail on Pound’s Elizabethan pseudonyms. In 1972 a journalist called Karlyn Barker checked herself in to St Elizabeths for five days and wrote about her experiences in a series of articles in the Washington Post, beginning 16 July 1972; these give further, revealing context to the tenuous distinction between hospital visitor and patient.

For literary activity among the patients at St Elizabeths, I have drawn upon the annual reports, particularly for 1953 and 1954, as well as Thomas Otto’s account of the patient library and production of ‘Hotel St Elizabeths’. Pound was, of course, producing plays at the same time and I am grateful to Carey Perloff’s edition of Pound’s version of Sophocles’ Elektra (New Directions, 1990); Denis Goacher’s introduction to the Women of Trachis (Neville Spearman, 1956) is also valuable as written by someone who knew and visited Pound. On Poundian and Sophoclean tragedy more broadly, I have learned much from Christine Syros’s rich essay ‘Beyond Language: Ezra Pound’s Translation of the Sophoclean Elektra,’ in Paideuma 23: 2 & 3 (Fall and Winter 1994) and Anne Carson’s translation of Elektra (Oxford University Press, 2001). The manifesto ‘Hellenists’ is reprinted in Paideuma 6: 1 (1977). Translation – and the linked ideas that we do not all live at the same time and that we may speak with the dead – was one of Pound’s obsessions. I am grateful to Eliot Weinberger’s incredibly rich discussion of translation – with particular reference to Pound’s Cathay – in his introduction to the New Directions Anthology of Classical Chinese Poetry (New Directions, 2003).

5 Lowell and madness

Lowell’s best critic is Michael Hofmann, whose criticism has always been for me a model of the ideal relationship between poem and reader; this is the very relationship Pound spent his life considering and trying to complicate. In his essay on Robert Lowell collected in Where Have You Been? (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2014), Hofmann poses one reaction to Lowell’s elegant – what he calls ‘tailored’ – poems, and asks, as if exasperated with the man: ‘How can there be anything the matter with someone, if they express themselves so insightfully, with such wit and joy? What is defective or deficient here?’ Nothing I read forced me to think more or more carefully about the relation between poetry and madness – in Lowell’s poetry and in Pound’s – than this essay.

I have often found a writer’s letters to be his or her richest and most revealing source. I read Lowell’s first in the beautiful edition by Saskia Hamilton (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2005) and then reread them among the Pound papers at Yale, the early ones in his manic, perfect capitals, that eerily careful handwriting. I am grateful to both Paul Mariani’s biography Lost Puritan: A Life of Robert Lowell (W. W. Norton, 1994) and Ian Hamilton’s more idiosyncratic study Robert Lowell: A Biography (Faber and Faber, 1983). A subtle essay by Helen Vendler – ‘Lowell’s Persistence: the Forms Depressions Makes’, included in her collection The Ocean, the Bird and the Scholar: Essays on Poets and Poetry (Harvard University Press, 2015) – considers depression as poetic style. But really, Lowell was his own best biographer and analyst. Robert Giroux’s edition of Lowell’s Collected Prose (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1987) includes ‘Near the Unbalanced Aquarium’ and the interview with Frederick Seidel, as well as an illuminating interview with Ian Hamilton.

The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) sets out the standard classification of mental disorders in the United States, and is regularly updated: in its shifting editions and revisions, this manual represents both the best attempt to quantify mental states and proof of the impossibility of that task. As I was writing this book, a new edition was released, in which grief was newly recognized as a kind of depression or disorder, and this is, surely, the question behind so much literature: is grief a style of madness or not? This is the question of Antigone and of Hamlet, and this small example suggests that our discussion of madness is always also a literary discussion; perhaps the reverse is equally true, that all our discussion of literature is, at some depth, a discussion of madness. On madness I have consulted and reflected upon many sources, from Lowell’s poems to the 1,430 items in the Patient Case File of Ezra Pound, but one has stayed with me almost longer than all the rest. Richard Avedon’s extraordinary portraits of Pound were taken, as I recount, at William Carlos Williams’s home after Pound’s release from St Elizabeths, but when Avedon came to publish them in his amazing collection An Autobiography (Random House, 1993), he placed them side by side with eerily similar images of the patients at a mental hospital in Louisiana, as well as a portrait of his own father, Jacob Israel Avedon. Avedon does not anywhere explain his intention behind this, but the point is – perhaps – clear. As we have so often seen, the context in which we place Pound works as a kind of judgement, an analysis.

Pound’s madness – or not – will always remain an open question. The testimony of Dr Romolo Rossi is reprinted in Ezra Pound: Language and Persona (Università degli studi di Genova, 2008), edited by Massimo Bacigalupo. Dr Frederic Wertham’s essay ‘The Road to Rapallo: A Psychiatric Study’ in the American Journal of Psychotherapy (October 1949) and Readings in Law and Psychiatry (Johns Hopkins Press, 1968), edited by Richard C. Allen and others, usefully guided my understanding of the larger controversy around the specific question of Pound’s sanity. For another angle on faked or false madness, the accounts of the Rosenhan experiment, given in the article ‘On being sane in insane places’ in Science (January 1973), are relevant. In these famous and controversial tests, David Rosenhan sent eight ‘pseudopatients’ to admit themselves to mental hospitals and record their experiences. In the hospitals, doctors failed to distinguish between the real patients and these impostors, although, in a neat twist, the other patients could tell. In the end it came to seem to me that the attempt to tell mad from sane reveals more of the doctor than the patient, and that the history of psychiatry is therefore a history of impossible struggle. I learned of that history from Man Above Humanity: A History of Psychotherapy (Lippincott, 1954) by Walter Bromberg, with a preface by Overholser; and Overholser’s 1952 lecture at Harvard, which was published in The Psychiatrist and the Law (Harcourt, Brace and Co., 1953). At the new St Elizabeths, Dr Prandoni gave me a copy of the volume of Centennial Papers, published by St Elizabeths in 1955, for which I thank him; Dr Prandoni and I also discussed E. Fuller Torrey’s strange and revealing The Roots of Treason: Ezra Pound and the Secrets of St Elizabeths (Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1984).

On paranoia and its relation to literary style and storytelling, I am, like so many others, indebted to Richard Hofstadter’s famous essay ‘The Paranoid Style in American Politics’ (Harper’s Magazine, November 1964); I have also learned from James A. Aho, The Politics of Righteousness: Idaho Christian Patriotism (University of Washington Press, 1990) and Mark Fenster, Conspiracy Theories: Secrecy and Power in American Culture (University of Minnesota Press, 1999). Eustace Mullins’s books The Secrets of the Federal Reserve (Kasper and Horton, 1952) and This Difficult Individual, Ezra Pound (1961) are both oddly Poundian and crucial in understanding Pound. Mullins’s website is www.eustacemullins.us, and his economic works are available there; his biography of Pound is also easily available for free on the Internet, and even this free circulation of reading material shows how deeply Mullins in his life and afterlife perpetuates the Poundian project.

For criticism on the cantos of Section: Rock-Drill I recommend Massimo Bacigalupo, The Forméd Trace: The Later Poetry of Ezra Pound (Columbia University Press, 1980); and on the ideograms I have followed Thomas Grieve’s ‘Annotations to the Chinese in Section: Rock-Drill’ in Paideuma 4: 2 & 3 (Fall and Winter 1975). Carroll Terrell’s annotations to these volumes are indispensable to those who wish to try to read them; working from a very different set of assumptions, Donald Davie’s argument in Poet as Sculptor that the whole point of these late cantos is that they are ‘unreadable’ was a valuable prompt to my thinking. Samuel Hynes’s article ‘The Case of Ezra Pound’ in Commonweal (December 1955) considers Pound’s late cantos and their relation to his case. Allen Grossman’s provocative discussion of poetic failure in his The Long Schoolroom: Lessons in the Bitter Logic of the Poetic Principle (University of Michigan Press, 1997) has much to say about the relationship between poetry and institutions, and underpins this chapter.

6 Seidel and extreme politics

Pound’s claim that poetry and prose are the expressions of opposite emotions is in a footnote to his 1918 essay on Henry James, which is included in his Literary Essays, while Ernest Fenellosa’s essay on ‘The Chinese Written Character as a Medium for Poetry’, edited by Pound in 1919 and included in his Instigations (Boni & Liveright, 1920), contains the claim that the ideograph for ‘to speak’ shows a mouth with flame coming from it. This is, perhaps, an emblem for Pound’s idea of the poet’s role in politics: one who speaks flame. One poet who speaks flaming, provocative words is Frederick Seidel, and although I am not suggesting that Seidel and Pound share political ideals, I do here propose that Seidel’s style is, at least in part, inspired by Pound. In my consideration of Seidel’s style, I have been led by Wyatt Mason’s profile ‘Laureate of the Louche’ in the New York Times Magazine (8 April 2009) and Benjamin Kunkel’s essay ‘Last things: the sinister charm of Frederick Seidel’ in Harper’s Magazine (September 2007). Michael Hofmann writes about Seidel in Where Have You Been? and Seidel himself kindly agreed to speak with me. William McNaughton’s ‘The Secret History of St Elizabeths’ in Paideuma 30: 1 & 2 (Spring and Fall 2001) gives further details about Pound’s response to Seidel.

In his study The Characters of Shakespeare’s Plays (1817) William Hazlitt observed that ‘The language of poetry naturally falls in with the language of power.’ My thinking on fascism as both politics and style began with Susan Sontag’s celebrated essay ‘Fascinating Fascism’ in the New York Review of Books (6 February 1975), but I have been led also by many other sources. I would like to note particularly my debt to: Tony Judt’s Thinking the Twentieth Century: Intellectuals and Politics in the Twentieth Century (William Heinemann, 2012); Denis Mack Smith’s Modern Italy: A Political History (Yale University Press, 1997); Christopher Duggan, Fascist Voices: An Intimate History of Mussolini’s Italy (Bodley Head, 2012); Lucy Hughes-Hallett’s superb biography The Pike: Gabriele D’Annunzio, Poet, Seducer and Preacher of War (Fourth Estate, 2013), particularly for the vexed entanglement between high art and low politics; R. J. B. Bosworth’s Mussolini’s Italy: Life Under the Dictatorship 1915–1945 (Allen Lane, 2005); and Sergio Luzzatto’s strange and compelling The Body of Il Duce: Mussolini’s Corpse and the Fortunes of Italy (Picador, 2006). The political scientist James C. Scott discusses modernist architecture and the perfect fascist city in his Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed (Yale University Press, 1998), which is a book I have been thinking about – and with – for many years.

Pound’s politics and political writings have at times been obscured in the consideration of his poetry. I am very grateful to recent work by several scholars, particularly Tim Redman’s Ezra Pound and Italian Fascism (Cambridge University Press, 2009) and Matthew Feldman’s Ezra Pound’s Fascist Propaganda, 1939–45 (Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), for their clear treatment of the vexed and occasionally tricky discussion of Pound’s political engagement. Robert Casillo’s The Genealogy of Demons: Anti-Semitism, Fascism and the Myths of Ezra Pound (Northwestern University Press, 1988) contains very useful analysis and translation of Cantos 72 and 73.

Pound’s journalistic prose has been collected in the multi-volume edition Ezra Pound’s Poetry & Prose: Contributions to Periodicals (Garland Publishing Inc., 1991), edited by Lea Baechler, A. Walton Litz and James Longenbach. Noel Stock’s Reading the Cantos: A Study of Meaning in Ezra Pound (Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1967) is written from the perspective of one who knew – and worked with – Pound during these years, and emphasizes the links between the style and content of the journalism and the Cantos. The CasaPound website also features much material which attempts to connect Pound’s poetry and thought with our own contemporary concerns. The report prepared by Jamie Bartlett and Jonathan Birdwell, ‘Populism in Europe: CasaPound’ (Demos, October 2012) contains much useful context to this fascinating movement, while Kasper’s FBI file is also openly available online.

7 Berryman and academia

Of all the poets in this book, John Berryman is the one I am closest to. I have been reading and rereading him for many years, and I had not thought of him at all in the context of this project when I began, but was pleasantly unsurprised to find in his Dream Songs another encounter with Pound. This least Poundian of poets was in his own way deeply touched by Pound.

Berryman’s complicated identification with Pound is implicit in his poems ‘The Cage’ and ‘A Winter-Piece to a Friend Away’. It is made explicit in Robert Lowell’s obituary for his friend, published in the New York Review of Books (6 April 1972), where he observes that Berryman, shortly before his death, was almost turning into ‘Pound at St Elizabeth’s, emphatic without pertinence, then brownly inaudible’. Berryman’s account of his visit to Pound was published in the Michigan Quarterly Review, Vol. XLV, No. 4 (Fall 2006); and Amanda Golden usefully discusses Berryman’s annotations to Pound’s letters in her essay ‘John Berryman at Midcentury: Annotating Ezra Pound and Teaching Modernism’ in Modernism/modernity, Vol. 21, No. 2 (April 2014). Berryman’s copy of Pound’s Letters, as well as the drafts of his account of his visit and the letters from Olson, are in the John Berryman Papers (Mss 43), Literary Manuscripts Collection, University of Minnesota Libraries, Minneapolis. Here, too, is the manila folder marked ‘Pound biog’: like much else in Berryman’s life, the project here hinted at remained unfinished. Berryman’s life has been subtly and thoroughly recounted by John Haffenden in The Life of John Berryman (Routledge, 1982) and Paul Mariani in Dream Songs: The Life of John Berryman (William Morrow & Co., 1990). For Berryman as a skilled yet thwarted academic, Haffenden’s edition of his writings on Shakespeare is invaluable: Berryman’s Shakespeare: Essays, Letters and Other Writings (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1999).

Pound’s passion for teaching – and his self-presentation as a kind of rogue, dissident academic – is evident across his writings and broadcasts, but perhaps nowhere made clearer than in his letters to Iris Barry, included in the Paige edition of his Letters. He told Kavka that his nickname at school had been ‘professor’, while Marcella Booth’s essay ‘Ezrology: The Class of ’57’ in Paideuma 13:3 (Winter 1984) describes him lecturing on the lawns at St Elizabeths. Michael Davidson’s essay ‘From the Latin “Speculum”: The Modern Poet as Philologist’ in Contemporary Literature, Vol. 28, No. 2 (Summer 1987) argues that philology – the archetypal academic practice – is central to modernist poetry, and particularly Pound’s. Sheri Martinelli’s memoir published in Paideuma 15: 2 & 3 (Fall and Winter 1986) was a valuable and moving source, on both the late cantos and the feeling of loving and being loved by Pound; even more so are the eighteen uncatalogued, pale green folders of Martinelli papers now held in Yale, alongside Omar Pound’s papers and the broken teeth.

The statistics for patient admissions and discharges, revealing the impact of the new tranquillizing drugs, are from the annual reports. Pound’s last days at the hospital, and his departure, are described in Harry M. Meacham’s The Caged Panther: Ezra Pound at Saint Elizabeths (Twayne Publishers, 1967), as well as in Eustace Mullins’s This Difficult Individual, which quotes Pound’s concern at lamp posts and street signs in Washington, DC. Michael Reck’s Ezra Pound: A Close-Up recounts the scene on his ship back to Italy.

Epilogue and endings

Pound in his last years was a powerfully symbolic, moving, silent figure. Donald Hall’s account of Pound’s late life and the printing of the final cantos is given in Their Ancient Glittering Eyes: Remembering Poets and More Poets (Ticknor & Fields, 1992), as well as in his 1962 interview with Pound for the Paris Review. Guy Davenport’s short story ‘Ithaka’ in his collection Da Vinci’s Bicycle (New Directions, 1979) describes a visit to an elderly Pound at Rapallo. Pound’s late work has attracted very sympathetic and subtle commentary, most notably Peter Stoicheff’s The Hall of Mirrors: Drafts & Fragments and the End of Ezra Pound’s Cantos (University of Michigan Press, 1995), while Christine Froula also usefully discusses the idea of error as central to the whole project of the Cantos in her To Write Paradise: Style and Error in Pound’s Cantos (Yale University Press, 1984). D. G. Bridson of the BBC visited Pound at Brunnenburg in April 1959 and filmed him there.

Although I do not discuss it here, Allen Ginsberg’s meeting with Pound in Venice in October 1967 stands behind my consideration of Pound’s own endings. As Ginsberg recounted in an article published in the Evergreen Review 57 (June 1968), the young Jewish poet praised Pound’s technique and tried to explain his debt to Pound’s poetry. In reply, Pound apologized for what he described as ‘that stupid, suburban prejudice of anti-Semitism’. ‘You must go on working,’ Ginsberg told Pound, and the scene remains for me a moving one. It suggests, simply, what we all must do: which is to make our peace, as best we can, with this most difficult man.
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