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POUND AND THE LIMITS OF PROSODY:
SOME NOTES ON THE CANTOS

John Kwan-Terry*

From A Lume Spento to Hugh Selwyn Manberley, Pound’s poetry
has run the whole gamut of the English prosodic tradition. Begin-
ning with a metrically regular versification, Pound quickly loosens
it to include the mettically irregular, strong-stress verse, accentual
verse, and finally a type of loose accentual verse where patterning
becomes mainly a matter of speech cadencing. In the light of
Manberley and Homage to Sexctus Propertius, this last development is
particularly impottant. Mauberley, for all its ““ thyme and regular
strophes,” is actually written to a very loose kind of accentual
prosody. The thythms, however, ate not at all slack but give
a strong sense of pattern. Pound achieves this effect by allowing
the speech cadences to create their own design while at the same
time controlling them in such a way that, when he wants a special
effect, he imposes on them a pseudo-metrical pattern. This pat-
tern sometimes emerges as the rhymed tetrameter quatrain and
affords the poem a felt, if not an entirely obvious, symmetry.

A prosodic reading! of the opening stanza of Maunberley, for

* Senior Lecturer at the University of Singapote.

1 In my approach to scansion, my view is the traditional one exemplified in such
a work as George Saintsbury’s .4 History of English Prosody (London, 1906), and more
recently tevived, on a theoretical level, by W. K. Wimsatt, Jr. and Montoe C. Beards-
ley in ‘ 'The Concept of Meter: An Experiment in Abstraction,”” PML..A, 74 (Decem-
ber 1959), 585-93, and on a more practical level by Harvey Gross in Sound and Form
in Modern Poetry (Ann Arbor, Michigan, 1964), Katl Shapiro and Robert Beum in
A Prosody Handbook (New York, 1965) and Paul Fussell in Poetic Meter and Poetéic Form
(New York, 1967). I adopt the traditional foot prosody they recommend and the
traditional nomenclature for scanning metre. All unmarked syllables occuting in
conjunction with stressed syllables and all syllables marked with a cross (X)), count as
unstressed ; all syllables marked with an acute accent (/) count as stressed. A grave
accent (\) marks syllables metrically unstressed but which carry a weight of rhetorical

[ 951

NI | -El ectronic Library Service



The English Society of Japan

96 John Kwan-Terry
example, may yield a loose anapaestic-iambic pattern:

For thrée | yéars, | out of kéy | with his time,

He stréve | to resuscitate | the déad |4rt

Of pdetry; | to maintdin | ¢ the sublime’

In the 6ld | sénse. | Wréng | from the stirt— (P 187)!

The frequent syncopation, however, is an indication of the strong
thetorical movement. ‘This movement often overrides the loose
anapaestic-iambic metre and imposes a pattern of its own, made
up of anapaests (in phrases like “ out of kéy,” * with his time,”
“from the stirt ”’) interwoven with such rhythmic spondaic ”’
repetitions as “‘For thrée yéars,” ““ the déad 4rt,” “In the old
sénse.” This thetorical movement or speech cadencing frequently
establishes its own loose accentual scheme to underscore an
ironic effect:

Incipable of the ledst ttterance — or composition —
Emendations, — conservition of the bétter tradition, —
Refinement of médium, — eliminition of supérfluities, —
Augtst attriction — or concentrition. | (P 212)2

Meaning seems lost as the rhythm is etiolated by the cascade of
syllables which come with such rapidity that one notices nothing
except the pace of the stresses. The artist, seeking for the * better
tradition ” and the ““ elimination of superfluities,” has come out
with just a mouthful of syllables and a * concentration ” that
climinates all meaning except a thumping movement which is

emphasis heavier than normal unstressed syllables. A vertical line (|) matks the
division between feet. A double line (1) marks the caesura. Where ““ quantitative >’
scansion is employed, the long and short syllables are marked respectively with the
macron (—) and the mora (~).

t T have adopted the following abbreviations for page references indicated in
the body of the text. P=Personae: Collected Shorter Poems (London, 1961); C=
The Cantos of Exra Pound (London, 1975).

2 T use terminal junctures to indicate more clearly the speech phrases. | stands
for // (falling or fading juncture), 1 for || (tising juncture), and — for | (sustained
juncture),

NI | -El ectronic Library Service



The English Society of Japan

Pound and the Limits of Prosody 97

made more emphatic by the balanced disposition of the phtases.
Towatds the end, a final judgment is made, and even the thumping
movement petets out. The scansion follows the natural phrasing
to establish a series of monometers:

‘1 wis |

And I né more | exist;
Here drifted |

An hédonist.” | (P 213)

In the end, nothing seems to be left of the stanza except the rhymes
““ exist, hedonist,” and even these have come as echoes of words
in earlier stanzas, *‘ dawn-mist, seties, intermittences, this, drifted.”
The artist makes his exit, left only with the shell of his art. This
is, indeed, a brilliant demonstration of how prosody can be used
to reinforce meaning.

In Homage, Pound writes in a form that is not even as fixed as
that of Manberley. 'The poem, prosodically speaking, is Pound’s
““ last elaboration.” Here, the loose anapaestic measure modulates
easily into longer metrical units to produce the colloquial ease of

Annalists | will continue | to recérd | Réman | reputitions, |

Celébrities | from the Trins-|Ciucasus | will belatdd | Réman |
celébrities |

And expéund | the disténltions of Empire, | (P 217)

or the solemn music of

For 18ng night | cémes | upén you |
and a day | when né day | retarns. |
- Let the géds | 14y chdins | upén us |
so that né ddy | shall tnbind them.| (P 229)

without losing the suggestion of an underlying pattern of penta-
meters and hexameters. It is this elusive skeletal pattern of *‘ pen-
tameters > and ¢ hexameters,” combined with the recurrence of
a dactylic-anapaestic-spondaic rhythm, that just manages to give
the poem a unified prosodic tone which serves to relate the loosest
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thythms to a controlling centre and keeps the loose prosodic
structure intact.

Eliot regards Homage as ‘“ the necessaty prolegomena to the
Cantos.”t  Indeed, in its overall poetic method and specific pro-
sodical character, it is close to the Canfos. Loose thythms, oblique
references, entanglements of mythological, personal and local
allusions, sudden transition, often from line to line, of tones,
images and ideas,—these give Homage its special character, and these
are also familiar devices in the Cantos. In versification, the Cantos
constitute an extreme prosodic mixture and many parts are written
to no apparent rhythmic system. But whete a *‘ carrying metric ”
is discernible, the rhythm moves in a dactylic-anapaestic and
spondaic combination.? ‘This same combination characterizes the
mettic of Homage, exemplified in the two passages quoted and
again in the following:

Shides of Callijmichus, | Céan | ghdsts of Phi

It is in your gréve |1 would wilk |

I who come | fitst from the | cledr fént |

Bringing the | Grécian | 6tgies | into Italy, |
and the dénce | into Italy.| (P 217)

létas |

Unlike the Cantos, however, Homage has thematic homogeneity.
As Vincent E. Miller has argued, despite its complexity and
variety of tone and references, Homage is a celebration of man’s
patticipation, such as exemplified in physical love, in nature’s
great creative force through an acceptance and affirmation of
man’s place in the natural cycles of birth and death.? It is true
that the same subject is stated in Canto I, and for this reason, it
is perhaps significant that this Canto, chronologically and pro-
sodically close to poems like ““ The Seafarer ”” and Homage, *“ looks

t ““Introduction,” Ezra Pound: Selected Poems (London, 1959), p. 20.
® Fot a fuller discussion of this point, see below, especially pp. 100-101 and fn.
on p. 101.

? ““'The Serious Wit of Pound’s Homage to Sextus Propertius,”’ Contemporary Litera-
ture, 16 (Summer, 1975), 452-62.
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like a separate Poundian poem,” in the words of Noel Stock.?
For the rest, as the same critic has shown after an exhaustive
analysis, the Cantos appear to be uninformed by any larger purpose.
The truth of the matter seems to be that in Homage Pound has a
goal to work towards, a prevision of aims and ideas, and there-
fore of structural methods, whether such prevision is conscious ot
subconscious. ‘The Canros, on the other hand, have a literally
limitless and undefined subject to deal with and the thematic
heterogeneity is reflected in the absence of a prosodic scheme such
as is found in Homage.

Canto I begins promisingly enough and, except for the difficulty
arising from obscurity of reference, it is clear. The measure is
that of ¢ The Seafarer ”’; the strong-stress metre with four heavy
beats to the line is well sustained and modulates easily from formal
to informal speech:

And thén went déwn to the ships,

Set kéel to bréakers, || f6rth on the godly séa, and
We sét up mast and sdil || on that swart ship,

Bére sheep abdard her, || and our bddies 4lso
Héavy with wéeping, [| so winds from stérnward
Bére us out dnward || with béllying cinvas,

Circe’s this craft, || the trim-coifed géddess. (C 3)?

In most of the more colloquial passages which are marked by
a greater “‘ prose ” movement, the strong-stress metre is replaced
by a loose accentual versification. The three-stress line gives
an unobtrusive pattern to the easy colloquialism of the following

v Reading the Cantos (London, 1967), p. 3.

2 The scansion follows Pound’s reading of the Canto as recorded in Caedmon
Record, TC 1122. Pound emphasizes the four-beat structure of the lines by de-
liberately dwelling on the primary stresses, often, as in line 2, passing over even
secondary stresses. He also puts extra emphasis on all the alliterated syllables (as
in lines 3 and 4), and reads the intervening syllables in a brisk, even tone. But see
below, pp. 100-101, for further comments on the strong-stress prosody of Canto I.
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passage in Canto XII:

The 6le sdilor was agdin tdken bad
and the ddctors sdid he was dying,
And the bdy cime to the bédside,
and the 6ld séilor said:
‘Bdy, I'm sérry I can’t hdng on a bit lénger,
‘You’re yéung yet.
I ledve you tre-sponsa-bilities.
‘Wish I could ha’ wiited till you were older, (C 56)

We sometimes come across a passage written in the manner of
Marianne Moore’s rhythms:

We desire that yéu our fictors give to Zohdnne of Rimini
our sérvant, six lire marchesini,

for the thrée prizes he has wén ricing our barbatisci,

at the rite we have agréed 6n. The rices he has wén
are the Modéna, the Sin Petrénio at Bolégna

and the ldst rdce at Sdn Zérzo. (C 110)

The regular pace of the lines is maintained by a more or less
regular distribution of stresses, a more or less uniform allotment
of syllables per line, and by unobtrusive internal and end-thymes,
“Rimini, marchesini, barbarisci,” ‘“won, agreed on, won,”
““ Modena, Bologna, Marchesa,” “° San Petronio, San Zorzo.”
The strong-stress line as a sustained metric is discernible only
in Canto I. But even here, the strong-stress pattern is often more
appatent than real. The opening of Canto I is mote heavily
stressed than the scansion which Pound makes in his recorded
reading of the poem suggests.! A few of the lines should hold

five instead of the four or three stresses indicated in the scan-
sion:

Sét kéel to bréakers, férth on the gédly séa, and
We sét up mdst and sdil on that swirt ship,

1 See preceding fn.
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Bére shéep abdard her, and our bddies dlso
Héavy with wéeping, . . .

This * rhythmic undercurrent > characterizes the tendency of the
strong-stress lines to move to the anapaestic-dactylic-spondaic
combinations which have appeatred in the prosody of Homage

Péured we li/bitions [ unto éach [ the déad,
First méad | and then swéet | wine, | witer | mixed with | white
fldur

Dark blood | ﬂowed in the | fésse,
Séuls out of | Erebus, | cadd|verous déad, [of brides,

1 Albert Cook in ¢ Rhythm and Persona,”” New Approaches to Exra Pound, ed. Eva
Hesse (London, 1969), pp. 345-64, makes an interesting attempt to trace the prosodic
structure of the Cantos and finds it in the varying thythm of ¢‘ persona-voices.”” In
other words, the rhythmic pattern of the Canfos is open-ended. This view looks at-
tractive but faulty, and Cook gives himself away when he compares Pound’s use of
petsona-voices in the Cantos with their use in Personae. Certainly, to say that the
prosodic structure of the Cantos is analogical to that in Personae is not saying much.
Cook’s view appeats to be an elaboration of the brief discussion on the subject that
William McNaughton gave in his study, ‘ Ezra Pound’s Meters and Rhythms,”
PMIL..A, 78 (Match, 1963), 136-46. Quoting Yeats and Eliot, McNaughton contends
that the Cantos are written in ‘“ an effective free verse >’ (no explanation is given as to
its structural ptinciples) that is adaptable to all the different *“ articulations > in the
work.

My view is closer to those of Delmore Schwartz and Harvey Gross, as presented
n “ Notes on Fzra Pound’s Cantos: Structure and Metric,”’ (1940), Ezra Pound :
The Critical Heritage, ed. Eric Homberger (London, 1972), pp. 345—47, and Sound and
Form in Modern Poetry (Ann Arbor, 1964), pp. 130-68 respectively. To theit obsetva-
tions, I wish only to add that the paradigmatic figure which they see as forming the
¢ Great Bass’’ of the Canfos wherever a consistent rhythmic is discernible, is not
confined to the Cantos. ‘This same figure has appeared in Pound’s eatlier poems,
notably in The Seafarer, Manuberley and Homage. Interestingly enough, this figure
even bears some resemblance to Hopkins’ ‘‘ sprung pentameters’” and ‘‘ hexa-
meters,”” and the reason may be that both instances share some affinity with Anglo-
Saxon strong-stress metre. One is therefore not sure whether this dactylic-anapaestic-
spondaic paradigm has been deliberately deployed in the Cantos. All one can say is
that this thythm is heard very often and gives an impression of a consistent prosodic
tone in parts of the Cantos.
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Of yéuths | and of the 6ld | who had bdtne | much;| (C 3)

It is this mixture of anapaests, dactyls and spondees in lines of
four and six feet, often cut up into half-lines of two and three
feet or in dimeters and trimeters, that forms the metric of the
Cantos following Canto I and gives them a fairly consistent
rhythmic direction.

Canto ITT opens in these free rhythms, sustained, furthermore,
by Pound’s exquisite sense of syllabic duration:!

Gods fléat | in the dz|ure air |
Brlght gdds | and Tuscan, | bick before | déw was | shéd. |
Light: and the | first light, | before é|ver déw | was fallen. |
Pinisks, | and from the dak, [dryas,]
And from the 4pple, | mlid, | ‘
Thtough 4ll | the wéod, | and the léaves | are full | of voices, |
(C 11)

The same thythms move through Canto XXIX. In one passage,
we have alternating trimeters of dactyls and of spondaic feet, the
faint rise of the breeze and the settled calm of sunshine:

The téwer, 1vory, the cléar sky

Ivory rigid in sanlight

And the péle cléar of the héaven

Phéibos of nirrow thighs,

The cut céol of the air,

Bléssom cit on the wind, by Hélios

Loétd of the Light’s édge, and April

Bléwn réund the féet of the Géd, (C 145)

This rhythmical alternation is used to magnificent effect in Canto
IV where the spondaic rhythm ushers in a sense of burdened
excitement and suspense:

The silver | mirrors | cétch the | bright sténes | and flare,
Déwn, to our | wiking, | drifts in the | gréen céol | light ;

! See the examples of *‘ quantitative prosody >’ below, pp. 105, 107 and the fa.
following.
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Déw-haze | blars, in the | gréss, péle | 4nkles | méving.
Béat, béat, | whitr, thad, |in the séft tirf | (C13)

As the climax is teached, the lines move in simple dactyls and
trochees:

And she wént téward the window and cést her déwn,
) ‘All the while, the while, swillows crying:
Ityn!

¢ {t is Cabestan’s heirt in the dish.’

“ It is Cabestin’s hedrt in the dish?

“ N6 other tiste shall chinge this.’

The climax itself returns to the spondaic movement of the intro-
duction:

And she wént téward the window,
the slim white stone bar
Miking a déuble 4rch;
Firm éven fingers héld to the firm péle stone;
Swang for a mdément,
and the wind out of Rhddez
Catght in the fall of her sléeve.

The holding effect of the pause after ““ swung * upsets the delicate
balance in line 4 which  held ” maintains between the two sets
of close-cropped stresses at either end. The rhythm then expands
into rising anapaests as the wind momentarily catches up the body,
and then descends in rapid dactyls.

So far, we have not come across a passage in blank verse or
in any variation on the iambic norm. Indeed, these figure mini-
mally in the Cantos, though we have occasional passages of Brown-
ingesque loose blank verse, as in the section on Henry James in
Canto VII. Even here, the iambic movement is weakened by
trisyllabic substitutions, and where lines scan as iambic, they can
also scan as trochaic-dactylic:

And the gréat démed héad, con gli occhi onesti ¢ tardi
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Méves befére me; phintom with wéighted mdétion
Grave incessu, dtinking the téne of things,
And the 6ld vdice lifts itsélf
wedving an éndless séntence.
We 4lso made ghdstly visits, and the stdir
That knéw us, féund us again on the tirn of it,
Knécking at émpty rodms, séeking for buried beduty; (C 24)

The rhythmic ambiguity, where the iambic half emerges and is
half lost, beautifully creates an atmosphere of insubstantiality and
sense of things lost but recovered in the emotions. In the larger
prosodic context of the Cantvs, this ambiguity shows the weakness
of the iambic movement which, when it occurs, occurs within the
general run of a strongly falling rhythm.

A predominant mood marks the first thirty Cantos. This is
elegiac in tone and exemplifies the pathetic change in time, a
sense of recovery and loss of the beauty and mysteries of natute
and life. The rhythmic force is continually maintained in dactylic-
anapaestic and spondaic rhythms:

The sténe | is alive | in my hénd, | the créps |
will be thick |in my déath-yéar| (VI, p. 21)

And 6ne ddy | he was sitting | in the chiéxa, |
On a bit | of cét|nice, a bit | of sténe | gréoved for a | cérnice,
Téo nérrow | to fit | his big béam, |
huinched up and | néting what was | déne wréng,
(XI, p. 49)

And the sil[ver béaks | tising and | ctéssing. |
Sténe trées, | white and | rése-white | in the ddrkness, |
(XVII, p. 78)

White hétn, | pale in the | mbon shift, | and Titdnia |
By the drink|ing hdle, |
stéps, | cit in the | bdsalt. | (XXI, p. 100)

Léaf over | léaf, | ddwn-branch | in the sky |
And the séa | dark, | dnder | wind, (XXIII, p. 108)
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Within the prosodic context wé have outlined, Pound’s * quan-
tities "1 also form a notable feature, often underlying the stress-
patterns of the lines and slowing down their thythm considerably.
The grave lyric movement of the lines from Sappho in Canto V
is not possible otherwise:

Hash f the 6ldét song:  Fades light from séa-crést,
‘And in Ljdia walks with piir'd womén.

‘ Peerléss among thé pairs, that 6nce In Sardis

“In satieties . . . (C 17-18)

Pound does not reproduce the Sapphic line here, but the Aeolic
nucleus of ————, around which the Sapphic line is built provides
the rhythmic impetus of the passage. The quantitative dactyls
and spondees in the following passage from Canto XX effectively
reinforce the sense of ontushing and receding waves:

And the blae | watér | dasky bé[néath thém, |
pduring thére | into the | cataract, |
With | ndise of | séa ovet | shinglé, |
striking with: |
hah hih | 2hah thim, | thanb, ah |
woh woh | arzha | thimm, bhada. | (C 93)

In the first thirty Cantos, we have a prosody which maintains
a certain unity of tone and sound. There are beautiful sections
in almost every canto. However, trouble begins, both with

1 Quantity is an aspect of versification that has received a great deal of attention
from Pound. He found fault with Eliot’s theory of sers Jibre because it implied that
<¢ a1l metres were measuted by accent’’ and ¢‘ omitted all consideration of metres
depending on quantity.”” There are numerous isolated lines in the Cantos which
can be read as classical quantitative verse.

What Pound is after in these experiments, as he says, is not to copy the effect of
classical quantitative measures, but to arrange, as in this example, the sequence of
consonants and vowels into a pleasing and significant movement and proportion, and
thus heighten the natural intonation into melody without distorting ““the actual
cadence of voices.”” See Letters of Erza Pound, ed. D.D. Paige (London, 1951),

pp. 13, 87’ 137, 248) 337 421.
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tegard to content and form, in Cantos VIII to XI, and reaches
uncontrollable degrees in Cantos XVIII and XIX where Pound
leads us into a labyrinthine confusion of thought and expression.
The “ Malatesta Cantos > (VIII to XI) have a certain unity in a
central character. But otherwise they consist of a chaotic entangle-
ment of documentary facts which are arranged in no apparent
significant thythmic pattern. The only observable rhythm is
provided by the endless list of ‘“and’s > which Pound uses here
with increasing frequency and by the stuttering, heaving end-
stopped lines. In other parts, Pound tries to drown out this
lack of thythm by an idiosyncratic idiom, in the form of loud-
~mouthed invective in the flat and inept style of his earlier poems
from ‘‘ Contemporania ” and “ Blast,” or in the form of some
self-conscious American dialect:

And another day on the pier

Was a fat fellah from Rhode Island, a-sayin’:
‘Bi Hek! I been all thru Italy

An’ ain’t never been stuck !
‘ But this place is plumb full er scoundrels.’
And Yusuf said: Yais? an’ the reech man
In youah countree, haowa they get their money;
They no go rob some poor pairsons? (XXII, p. 104)

The above is bad not because Pound has attempted to use the
vernacular, but because his use is not guided by any rhythm that
will shed a deeper significance to what he is saying. The verse
is completely superficial and stops short at Pound’s uncontrolled
anger or funny mimicry. |

After the first thirty Cantos, the poetic power is less sustained.
The initial rhythmic impetus that begins so powerfully in Canto
I and kept up till Canto VII, begins to falter and is broken by
latge blocks of prose. Cantos XXXI to LI consist of economic
propaganda, for the most part considerably less sensitive in
phtrasing than dry prose. Parts of the series which show any
significant and consistent rhythm include Cantos XXX VI, XXXIX
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and the last half of Canto XL (pages 199 to 201), the powetful
litanic chant of Canto XLV, the sustained lyricism of Canto
XLVII and the beautifully-ordered Canto XLIX. The familiar
dactylic-anapaestic and spondaic movement is again heard in
these parts. In Canto XXXIX, we find a remarkable piece of

»

““ quantitative ”’ verse:

With plam | ldwéts above | thém |
with allménd 8n th€ black | bough |
With jas|mine and Glive | 1éaf, |
TG thé | beat of thE meéalstre |
From star-|ap to thé half-|dark |
From half-dark | to half-dark |
Uncéasing | theé méastre | (C 195)

Pound seems to use, for his lines here, the second pherecratean,
whose paradigm is

~—
— — —_—— N —_—
~—

For the last two lines, he switches to the bacchic half of the first
pherecratean, whose form is

—_— N N —— I e

Canto XLIX reminds one of the charming brand of strong-stress
verse with its gnomic grammat which Pound uses in the Confucian

Odes :

Sun up; work

sundown ; to rest

dig well and drink of the water

dig field; eat of the grain

Imperial power is? and to us what is it? (C 245)

Viewed in the context of twenty-one Cantos, the occurrence of
these lyrics is, to say the least, sporadic. Furthermore, they
diverge too much in mood, tone and style from the miasmic loose-
ness of the rest of the section as to become virtually independent,
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isolated units which therefore cannot provide even a loose thythmic
to strengthen the articulations of the weak thythms. The poetic
power which we discover in the first thirty Cantos falters consider-
ably in the next twenty-one and the two series following, Cantos
LIT to LXI, which narrate the history of China, and Cantos LXII
to LXXI, which deal with John Adams.

Canto LII opens unpromisingly with the invective carried over
from the previous section. But halfway through, it suddenly
breaks into one of the most beautifully sustained canticles in the
whole of the Cantos, a brilliant redaction from the Chinese Book
of Rites. In lineation, it recalls the Cathay poems, but the thythm
is tauter, in quite regular anapaests and dactyls, frequently punc-
tuated by spondees:

Velox 7-4-2 The like wirden to gither rushes

Planus §—2 to tdke griin for the mdnes

Tatdus 9-6-3 to tdke griin for the béasts you will scrifice

Planus 5—2 to the Lérds of the Mdbuntains '

Planus §—2 To the Lérds of gréat rivers

Tardus 9-6-3 Inspéctor of dfe-works, inspéctor of cédlour
and bréideries

Planus 5—2 sce that the white, blick, gréen be in Srder

Planus s—2 let né filse célour exist here

Tardus 8-6-3 black, yéllow, gréen be of quality (C 259—60)

The ritualistic movement is further sustained by the rhetorical
device of cursus endings (marked on the left margin),* and by
syntactic parallelism. The passage opens with a nominal phrase
followed by three verbal phrases and rounded up by two com-
plements. The pattern is then repeated, a nominal phrase followed
by two verb-clauses and a co-ordinate phrase. The syntactic

! The cursus is a system of clause endings used in oratorical prose. The numerals
indicate the position of the stressed syllables counting from the last syllable of the
line. For an exposition of the cursus, see Motris W. Croll, ¢ The Cadence of English
Otatorical Prose,” in Style, Rbetoric and Rbythm, Essays by Morris W. Croll, ed. J. Max
Patrick & Robett O. Evans (Princeton, 1966), pp. 304-05, 312—13, 344-36.
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structute appears to be built on triple repetitions. Thus the three
verbal phrases at the beginning are balanced by the three adjuncts
of the ¢ Inspector ”:  dye-works, colour, broideries,” the triple
pattern then echoed in “ white, black, green,” and ““ black, yellow,
green.” In the Cantos which follow, the ear can heat no signifi-
cant rthythm except in very occasional lines, until we come to
the all too brief passage in Canto LVI on “ Ouang Chi,” and the
“1i Sao” and “ Ousan” passages at the end of Canto LVII
(pp- 305, 322-23).

In the Adams section, our ear is occasionally caught, but fleet-
ingly, by the falling dactylic-spondaic movement:

Nuambers of | small birds | from the shére |
instant they | light on a | ship |
drép a|sléep from ex|haustion | (LXV, p.370)

Throughout the two sections, ouft attention is repeatedly con-
fused by the mass of details which Pound often transcribes literally
but in an obscure, short-hand form from books on Chinese and
American histoty and from John Adams’ diaries. There are lists
of dates, names and incidents, jumbled together helter-skelter and
lacking any sense of rhythmic arrangement ot coherence.

In the Pisan Cantos (LXXIV to LXXXIV), Pound’s poetic
power seems to return, and these Cantos on the whole show
greater artistic restraint. Like the previous sections, they are
filled with chaotic prosaisms, incomprehensible references, dia-
tribes, Chinese ideograms and other visual devices, but these are
mote frequently interspersed with lyric passages so that both the
thythm and the mood they sustain are more easily and readily
heard and felt. The elegiac tone of the first seven Cantos retutns
with the familiar dactylic-anapaestic and spondaic movement.
Indeed, this prosodic * signature ” is written on page after page
of the Pisan Cantos:

and ¢|live trée | bléwn white | in the wind |
wiéshed in the | Kiang and | Hén |
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what whiteness | will you 4dd | to this whiteness, |
what cindour? |
‘ the gréat | périplum | brings in the | stdrs to our | shére.” |
(LXXIV, p. 425)

né cloud, | but the crys|tal bddy |
the tin|gent férmed | in the hind’s cup | 7
(LXXVI, p. 457)

cléar in the | chéir that would | ting ping | on the high | dltar |
in the Bach | chérals | (LXXX, p. 504)

in the drénched tént | there is quiet |
séred éyes | are at rést | (LXXXIII, p. 529)

The ““ Pisan > section contains a greater amount of verse in
regular metre than can be found in the other sections. There is
the “ Libretto ” in Canto LXXXT in trochaic tetrameter:

Ere the season died a-cold

Borne upon a zephyr’s shoulder

I rose through the aureate sky
Lawes and Jenkyns gnard thy rest
Dolmetsch ever be thy guest, (C 519)

In the same Canto, we find the oft-quoted passage beginning with
““The ant’s a centaur in his dragon world,” which is in blank
verse with irregular rhyme. Thete is also the rare rhymed iambic
pentameter verse in Canto LXXX, written in the Rubaiyat stanza:

Tudor indeed is gone and every rose,

Blood-red, blanch-white that in the sunset glows

Cries: ‘Blood, Blood, Blood!’ against the gothic stone
Of England, as the Howard or Boleyn knows. (C 516)

Occasionally, we find hokku-like passages, like the following, in
dactyls and spondees:

sky’s clear
night’s sea
green of the mountain pool

NI | -El ectronic Library Service



The English Society of Japan

Pound and the Limits of Prosody 111

shone from the unmasked eyes in half-mask’s space.
(LXXXI, p. 520)

Often, what appears as free verse is actually built on a metrical
ground plan. This is obvious in the passage on Yeats in Canto
TLXXXIII where the initial anapaestic trimeter

There is fatigue deep as the grave

sets the thythm for the three- and two-stress lines to follow.

The Pisan Cantos, if disjointed, have at least a certain unity of
tone and an audible versification. Little of such unity or versifica-
tion exists in Section : Rock Drill or in Thrones. Canto CVI is the
only Canto where the dactylic-anapaestic and spondaic rhythm
is distinctly heard:

Seléna, | féam on the | wive-switl |
Out of géld light | ldoding the | péristyle |
Trées | é6pen in | Piros, |

White féet | as Catrd|ra’s whiteness | (CVI, p. 755)

Lines can be extracted from Cantos XCI to XCIII and Canto
XCIX which are both beautiful and rhythmical, but even these
Cantos are so frustratingly cryptic that what audible versification
there is affects the ear too faintly. Furthermore, the visual devices,
which in the Pisan Cantos have already gained a disturbing pro-
minence, become, in these two sections, oppressively dominating.
Printed ideograms, hieroglyphics, line arrangements, spacing, and
peculiar orthography have replaced an audible thythmic form as
the principle ““ structural ” elements.

In the last Cantos that Pound wrote (Cantos CXV-CXVI), we
find 2 new measure of coherence. The visual “ prosody” of
Rock Drill and Thrones has disappeared, and in its place, there is
a shift back to rhythmic stability:

A bléwn husk | that is finished |
but the light sings | etérnal |
a péle flire | Sver | marshes |
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Where the silt hdy | whispers to | tide’s chinge |
Time, spice, |
néither | life nor | déath is the |dnswer. | (C 794)

The music returns as it rediscovers the security of the familiar
dactylic-anapaestic and spondaic movement.

From Homage to the Cantos is a step backwatd rather than for-
ward, The Cantos read much like a prosodic * handbook > which
contains all the prosodic modes Pound has been experimenting
with. As with such a handbook, the Cantos do not show any con-
sistent metric. One is hard put to find a line or passage that can
be identified as the ‘ Great Bass > of the work. This lack of
prosodic consistency is pethaps a direct reflection of the kind of
subject-material it treats of. A typical passage from the Canzos
reads:

a man on whom the sun has gone down
the ewe, he said had such a pretty look in her eyes;
And the nymph of the Hagoromo came to me,
as a corona of angels
one day were clouds banked on Taishan
or in glory of sunset
and tovarish blessed without aim
wept in the rainditch at evening
Sunt lumina
that the drama is wholly subjective
stone knowing the form which the carver imparts it
the stone knows the form ' (C 430)

Each line or two atticulates an image or “‘ constatates a fact.”?
But nothing, not even an implied grammar, or an emotional
consistency or semantic coherence, articulates one image with
another. Prosodically speaking, each line is isolated from the rest.

! Pound’s term, in one of his essays in the series, ‘“Approaches to Paris,”” New
Age, 13 (October 1917), 662.
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The poem is made up of *“ bits of thythm ! placed one after the
other unrelated to any definite base. In spite of the pleasant
sequences of sounds and of light and strong syllables making up
individual lines, there is no sense of movement and duration in
the passage, no sense of that harmony of meanings and connections
which, according to Eliot, forms the ‘‘ music” in poetry.2 The
Cantos are supposed to relate the ‘“ tale of the tribe ”’® but they
consist of such a heterogenous mixture of myths and personal
histoty, of facts and supposed facts, of chronicle and assertions
that it is difficult to see the design and direction of the poem.4
Pound himself, as Hayden Carruth has pointed out, acknowledges
the ““ improvised structure > of the Canzos.> The lack of any goal
to work towards, of an ‘““Aquinas-map >’ to direct him,% and the
consequent adoption of °“make-shift” patterns for individual
episodes of the poem, lead to a structural disintegration that is
all too cleatly mirrored in the lack of a firm and consistent prosodic
tone throughout this gigantic work.

Received May 9, 1978

1 A term that Pound used in another context in his *“ Treatise on Harmony,’’ Patria
Mia and the Treatise on Harmony (London, 1962), p. 82.

2 ¢“’The Music of Poetry,”” On Poetry and Poets (London, 1965), p. 32.

8 Letters of Egra Pound, p. 385.

¢ Though Daniel D. Peatlman, in The Bark of Time (London, 1969), has successfully
argued that the Cantos are informed by the authot’s consistent purpose centring on
the theme of time, still the question of the overall structure of this sprawling poem
remains unanswered.

5 ““ The Poetry of Ezra Pound,”” Perspectives U.S..A., No. 16 (Summer, 1956), 145—
46.

¢ Letters, p. 418.
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