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Kenneth Rexroth: Turning Eastward to Renew the West

R. Bruce Elder

Part One: Rectifying Language to Present the Thing

The following is the first of three linked essays on the influence of Ken-
neth Rexroth’s (1905-82) translations of Chinese poetry. Rexroth was a San
Francisco poet who held weekly salons at his home, which were attended by
poets, painters, dancers, and filmmakers; there he passed on thoughts about
art, religion, and society. The spiritual anarcho-pacificism we identify with
West Coast art from the 1950s to the present was in large measure his cre-
ation. He had participated in a lively circle of Dada artists in Chicago in the
1920s, and began writing in the international vanguard style of the time. He
soon renounced that style, and adopted what many characterize as a more
Classical verse form. I do not believe the momentous change in his writing
constitutes any sort of retrenchment. In my view, it marks a renewal of the
ideal of the purification of language that Ezra Pound announced in his Ima-
gist days. Like Pound’s, Rexroth’s program for the rectification of language
was influenced by his encounter with Chinese poetry and his efforts at trans
lating the works of the Chinese poets that meant the most to him. Demon-
strating that is the topic of the first of these linked essays.

Direct Presentation of the Thing

The epigram to A. C. Graham's Poem of the Late T'ang (1965) is a com-
ment by Weitai: “Poetry presents the thing in order to convey the feeling. It
should be precise about the thing and reticent about the feeling.” That was
not a common belief among English-language poets prior to the twentieth-
century, who might sometimes have strived for a certain quality of diffidence
in emotional expression (to convey “emotion recollected in tranquillity”),
but hardly ever embraced with enthusiasm the conviction that poetry pres-
ents “the thing” with unadorned precision. But American poets in the twen-
tieth century did take up that hitherto spurned principle—and they often
claimed that Chinese poetry had led them to this new mode of poetry. The
notion that the direct presentation of the “thing” is the cardinal feature of
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Chinese poetry transformed American poetry.'

In 1909, there had been about a dozen books of translations of Chinese
poetry done in the last one-hundred and fifty years, and most of those were
little-known volumes produced by missionaries. From the 1920s on, Amer-
ican writers, if only in small numbers, began to pay attention to Chinese lit-
erature and Chinese poetry. By the 1960s, this interest had swelled, to the
point that the translations of Chinese poetry (especially from the Tang [618-
906] and Song [960 —1279] dynasties) were widely available. But the interest
of West Coast (largely San Franciscan) writers was especially pronounced.
The reasons for this interest on the part of San Francisco poets is often at-
tributed to geographic proximity-both San Francisco and the East coast of
China are part of the Pacific Rim, and commerce and human traffic passing
among the Pacific Rim nations brought cultural influences along with com-
modities. The presence of a large Chinese population in San Francisco bol-
stered that effect. But, in my view, this account is not specific enough: it
suggests that whatever the location, poets exposed to enough Chinese verse
would have responded to it in the same way. To the contrary, however, San
Francisco poets of the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s responded to Chinese poetry
in a quite particular way, and I contend this response was grounded in Ken-
neth Rexroth’s (1905-82) poetics, ethics, and religious cosmology. Rexroth'’s
ideas about the nature and value of Chinese poetry affected how that liter-
ature was taken up, first in San Francisco, then across America and Canada,
and somewhat later in Europe.

Among the earliest translations of Chinese poems into English to find a
wide readership was Ezra Pound’s Cathay (1915), a collection of fourteen
classical poems. It introduced Li Bai ([701-62], whom Pound, following the
Japanese convention, called Rihaku) to the Anglophone world, making him
the central Chinese poet for Westerners. It also established the precedent—
call it the permission—for English-language poets to use translation as a means
for addressing their own concerns, but from a distance, as though through
the eyes of another (and translation from Chinese served this purpose espe-
cially well, for the grammatical ambiguities of Chinese allow the poem to be
understood as a collocation of many possible meanings, any one of which
can be teased out, according to one’s immediate needs). Cathay also served
Pound as a demonstration of the literary method he espoused at the time,
that of Imagism—he offered his understanding of the tradition of Chinese po-
etry as validating the new principles he had proposed to renew English-lan-
guage poetry. Pound’s translations created a conception of Chinese poetry
as focussed on the peace of the natural world and the beauty and sadness of
transience, and as offering direct and immediate perceptions of objects. But
the free-verse form adopted by the Imagists concealed from English-speaking
readers the strictly regulated character of much Chinese verse and especially
the regulated lishi (#:1°; Wade-Giles: lii-shi) verse of the Tang period, with
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its ser ronal patterns.’

China changed Pound’s verse—drastically. Examples to demonstrate the
transformation are easy to find, but since Eliot Weinberger did a splendid
job of highlighting the role Chinese poetry in effecting this change, | shall
use the set of examples he provides.’ “Occidit,” from Pound’s 1919 collec-
tion Personae, opens,

Autumnal breaks the flame upon the sun-set herds.
The sheep on Gilead as tawn hair gleam

Neath Mithra’s dower and his slow departing,
While in the sky a thousand fleece of gold

Bear, each his tribute, to the waning god.

Six vears later he writes,

For a moment she rested against me

Like a swallow half blown to the wall.

Contrast the typically Victorian “Occidit” with Pound'’s translation of
lines from a poem that Li Bai titled simply “Ancient Style, No. 14" (so called
because, in writing it, Li adopted the form of the gufeng !y Ji\, an ancient
style that is simple, relatively free, and unembellished)—tellingly, Pound
called his translation “The Lament of the Border Guard™:

Desolate castle, the sky, the wide desert.
There is no wall left to this village.
Bones white with a thousand frosts,

High heaps, covered with trees and grass;
Who brought this to pass?

Pound’s beliefs about Chinese literature and Chinese culture produce
new, laconic, imagistic American verse—even the elegiac tone of this poem
(and many of the poems in Cathay) would become that of large swaths of
The Cantos:

Autumn moon, hills rise abourt lakes
Against sunset

Evening is like a curtain of cloud,
blurr above ripples; and through it
sharp long spikes of cinnamon,

a cold tune among the reeds.?

Rexroth points out that Pound taught the West a kind of irregular iambic
pentameter or free verse, in both cases as dependent on quanritative rhythms
as on accentual. Chinese poetry, in fact, bears no resemblance to this kind
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of verse. It is thymed with considerable emphasis, usually, on the rhymed
words, and at first was in four monosyllable lines, or five, or seven, and in ad-
dition the tones which distinguished the meanings of homonymous Chinese
monosyllables came to follow regular patterns. Later in the T'ang, and reach-
ing its flower in the Sung [Song] Dynasty [960—1279], poems were patterned
on the irregular lines of songs, as well as being written in the five or seven
syllable classic patterns.’

If anything, this passage underestimates the difficulty of translating regu-
lated Chinese verse. In these poems the pictorial nature of each character,
the allusions and echoes of predecessor poets (practically required in the reg-
ulated verse of the Tang and Song dynasties), the parallelisms between lines,
the mandatory pattern of tones (which give the poems the quality of a song),
its inventiveness in creating internal thymes along with adherence to stipu-
lated rhymes at line-endings, the division of the line into units of meaning,
and patterned use of cadences all contribute to the impact of the poem. The
mind boggles at the prosodic complexity, which cannot be brought over into
English.

Pound’s initial enthusiasm for Chinese verse developed out his encounter
with Scented Leaves from a Chinese Jar-original prose poems patterned on Chi-
nese verse, by Allen Upward (1863-1926)~which was published in 1917, but
Pound read in manuscript form in 1913. But there was a greater influence:
Pound points out that he based his translations on “the notes of the late Ernest
Fenollosa [1853—1908] and the deciphering of the Professors [Kainan] Mori
and Ariga”—in using “Rihaku” to refer to Li Bai (usuzlly referred to in older
English-language works as Li Po), he made clear that his access to the ur-text
was mediated through Japanese. That highlighting of mediation, along with
his profession of ignorance of the language, prises apart the poems’ semantic
and aural dimensions. In the end, it accords complete and thoroughgoing pri-
macy to a “poeticness” that repudiated the idea that poetry draws on ordinary
language as an intricate, syntactically flexible and plurisemic material that
an imagination adequately attuned to the stuff of sound-with-meanings can
forge into an aurally complex (nearly musical) structure.®

Nonetheless, Pound’s peculiar method, following on Fenollosa’s notes, pro-
duced some remarkable poems. An often-cited example is the 113™ poem in
the Classic of Poetry (Shijing; Wade-Giles: Shi Ching).” Poem 113 is a plaint
against the cruelty of tax-collectors—its title is “Shishti” (fEE): Shii (F) means
“rat,” but what shf means in the context is difficult to say. The traditional Chi-
nese character (which is the form with which Fenollosa and Pound would have
been acquainted) is i (the simplified Chinese character is fif)~the character
on the left 47 (shi) means stone and the character on the right H (y¢) could
mean leaf or page. However, Pound might have mistaken that second character
for & (shdu, first or head), or perhaps he connected E with 9 (t6u), which
does in fact mean head. But whether by association or confusion, by following
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Fenollosa's belief that the graphic form of Chinese characters contains seman-
tic information, Pound translated the opening lines of the poem as

RATS,

stone-head rats lay off our grain,
three years pain,

enough, enough, plus enough again.

More than enough from you, deaf you,
we're about thru and ready to go
where something will grow

untaxed,

Good earth, good sown,

and come into our own.

The repetitions and rhyme scheme approximate those of the original.
Compare Pound’s translation with one made by the renowned James
Legge who, in 1861, published the first complete translation of The Classic _

of Poetry.

Large rats, large rats, let us entreat

That you our millet will not eat.

But the large rats we mean are you,
With whom three years we've had to do,
And all that time have never known
One look of kindness on us thrown.

We take leave of Wei and you;

That happier land we long to view.

O happy land! O happy land!

There in our proper place we'll stand.®

The precious vocabulary and the thyming couplets approximate the form
of Victorian doggerel. Arthur Waley (1889-1966), true to form, produced a
translation that avoided the cloying archaism of Legge.

Gennaio / giugno 2014

Big rat, big rat,

Do not gobble our millet!

Three years we have slaved for you,
Yet you take no notice of us.

At last we are going to leave you
And go to that happy land;

Happy land, happy land,

Where we shall have our place.”
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Like Waley's, Pound’s approach to translating Chinese poetry repudiated
the means that Victorian academics relied on—for example, it was in marked
contrast to the translations prepared by the reigning authority on Chinese
culture in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Herbert Giles
(1845-1935), whose Chinese Poetry in English Verse (1898) attempts to marry
sense and sound by rendering the sense of the original Chinese verse with
the aural structures of conventional Victorian prosody—he sought to convey
something of the essence of Chinese poetry-as-song with the close-to-lyric
forms of Victorian verse. Predictably, this worked not at all.

Here is Pound’s translation of a poem by Mei Sheng (d. 140 BCE, known
as a writer of fu)-he gave it the title “The Beautiful Toilet”:!°

Blue, blue is the grass about the river

And the willows have overfilled the close garden.

And within, the mistress, in the midmost of her youth,
White, white of face, hesitates, passing the door.
Slender, she puts forth a slender hand;

And she was a courtezan in the old days,
And she has married a sot,

Who now goes drunkenly out

And leaves her too much alone."

The highly affected “courtezan” aside, this is an extraordinary poem, quite
daring in its use of repetition. Nonetheless, even this startling device hardly
captures the original’s use of repetition. Here is the first stanza, in the Chi-
nese characters, a character-by-character transliteration (using tone mark-
ings, essential in commentary on prosody), a character-by-character
translation, and an execrably straightforward translation (altogether lacking
in poetic value).

HoOoF W mE B Green, green, grass on the riverbank,
ging qing hé  pan cdo
green green river bank grass

#2 # R F Il Lush, lush, willows in the courtyard.
yit  yiu  yudn zhong lii
lush lush court in willow

W M Lk 7 Afull-bodied woman on the upper floor,

ving ving léu shang nii
full full floor upper woman
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B B B W i Stands radiantly behind a window.
jido  jido dang chuang you
bright bright just at window screen

ik % #L ¥ Kt Ravishingly beautiful in red make-up,

é é hong fén zhuang
beautiful beautiful red  powder make-up

il o # F She gracefully extends a pale hand.
xiagn  xian  chi sus  hou
delicate delicate put forth white hand

The Chinese poem far outstrips the (extraordinary) translation in its in-
tricately patterned repertition. Further, note the paucity of explicit verb forms
in the original, which contrasts sharply with Pound’s use of strong verbs:
“And the willows have overfilled the close garden./ And within, the mistress,
in the midmost of her youth,/ White, white of face, hesitates, passing the
door./ Slender, she puts forth a slender hand."—there is no basis in the original
for the choice of the verb “hesitates” (though, arguably, its use makes for a
stronger English translation).

Here is the same poem translated by Herbert Giles, which, in keeping
with his Victorian moralism, he titled “Neglected™:

Green grows the grass upon the bank,
The willow-shoots are long and lank;

A lady in a glistening gown

Opens the casement and looks down
The roses on her cheek blush bright,
Her rounded arm is dazzling white;

A singing-girl in early life,

And now a careless roué’s wife . . . .

Ab, if he does not mind his own,

He'll find some day the bird has flown!"?

As with the Legge translation above, rhyming couplets are used to give
the translation a lyric form, evoking the song form of the Chinese original,
and its idioms recall familiar songs (“green grows the grass,” “opens the case-
ment,” “roses on her cheek”). But the paratactical brilliance-the gaps be-
tween images—of the original has been eliminated, as the phrasing is pressed
into Aristotelian form. Giles's failure in melding sense to lyric form (it re-
sulted in a cultural levelling, turning great Chinese poems into poor Victo-
rian verses) steered poets away from attempting to convey the unity of sound
and sense. Perhaps this accounts for Pound’s willingness to sacrifice the tight
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relation between a poem’s aural and semantic properties, which is such an
important feature of Chinese verse, and to substitute aural/imagistic struc-
tures of his own devising. Rexroth himself comments on this:

Learned and industrious people have tried to reproduce in English
original rhythms, but have managed to produce only absurdities. So
Chinese poetry has come to influence the West as a special form of
Chinese verse—which annoys some more pedantic Sinologists of Chi-
nese ancestry. It is a special kind of free verse and its appearance hap-
pened to converge with the movement towards Objectivism, Imagism,
and even the Cubist poetry of Gertrude Stein and Pierre Reverdy—
“no ideas but in things,” as Williams says rather naively.!?

In fact, Pound was not the first to separate the dimensions of sound and
sense and to accord priority to the latter: at the beginning of the twentieth
century, Lancelot Cranmer-Byng produced a book of “translations” of Chi-
nese poetry without any first-hand access to the original, approaching the
original texts only through glosses that Herbert Giles had made on the text;
furthermore, the poet Clifford Bax worked with the Japanese Buddhist monk
Tsutomi Inouye to bring out Twenty Chinese Poems in 1910; and a few
decades before that, Judith Gautier (daughter of Théophile Gautier), in Le
livre de jade (1867), pressed Chinese verse into the service of her chinoiserie,
in the process distorting the sense of the original.

Pound’s influence helped create a Western conception of a Chinese poem
(or, at least, a Chinese-poem-in-English) as an early, very exotic analogue
of Imagist or Objectivist verse that trades in direct perception of the external
world. A few years after Cathay appeared, Amy Lowell and Florence
Ayscough brought out Fir Flower Tablets (1921) and Witter Bynner and the
Kiang Kang-Hu brought out The Jade Mountain (1929), works that followed
Pound in using translation to address the personal and poetic issues that they
found most pressing at the time.!*

By way of contrast, Arthur Waley resisted Pound's example, and at-
tempted to use the resources of the new verse forms to create poems that
read like works in the new relaxed form but nonetheless represent with rea-
sonable accuracy both the meanings and structures of the original Chinese
poems. Waley's translations hardly ever seem to force the Chinese poem into
commenting on the translator’s feelings about the state of the world. A mem-
ber of the Bloomsbury circle and a Cambridge-trained Classicist, Waley
shared in the humanism of those milieux. He was especially fond of the
melancholy poems of Bai Juyi (772-846)."% His privately printed Chinese
Poems (1916) and the more widely read One Hundred and Seventy Poems from
the Chinese (1918) show a real independence of spirit and poetic intelligence.
When questioned by a BBC interviewer (in 1963) whether Pound had in-
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fluenced him, he replied, “I don’t think so, I think we differed very much.
Pound ojected to my retaining the length of line of the original, and kept
on screaming, ‘Break it up break it up’.'® From the time of the first major
publication of his translations from the Chinese, Waley himself maintained
insistently that his poems were not examples of the free verse that Pound
had advocated; they followed a precise, but mobile, metric, he asserted, a
“sort of Sprung Rhythm” akin to Hopkins's (Waley generally uses one
stressed syllable for every Chinese character, and allows the syllable count
of the chosen words to introduce a sprung rhythm shifting from iambs to
trachees, or other feet).!” An issue that arises with this approach is that since
one or more unstressed syllables normally occur between the two stresses,
the line in the English poem becomes considerably longer than the original.
The compact structure of the Chinese poem is lost—and that compactness
was part of the appeal of Chinese poetry for twentieth-century poets who
were trying to rid poetry of the rhetorical baggage of Victorian verse.

Sometimes Waley, in his efforts to suggest something of the prosodic and
phonological character of the original, falls into just the opposite problem.
Here is his tanslation of Mei Sheng's poem:

Green, green,
The grass by the river-bank.
Thick, thick,
The willow trees in the garden.
Sad, sad,
The lady in the tower.
White, white,
Sitting at the casement window.
Fair, fair,
Her red-powered face
Small, small,
She puts out her pale hand.

Once she was a dancing-house girl.

Now she is a wandering man’s wife.

The wandering man went, but did not return.
It is hard alone to keep an empty bed.'®

Waley preserves many of the repetitions and parallelisms of the original
(more than Pound manages). In contrast with Pound’s use of strong verbs,
Waley translates the poem with almost no verbs at all-his translation closely
approximates the syntactic form of the original (partly it does not serve a
metaphysical parti pris). What is most important, he alone captures the temp-
tation the spurned woman experiences. However, the hardness of monosyl-
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lables (which he favoured, in order to convey the compactness of the origi-
nal) hardly captures the waif-like quality of the woman who is wasting away
with grief.

Despite the monumental challenges, from 1920 onward interest in Chi-
nese (and Japanese) poetry continued to grow. In 1947, Robert Payne
brought out The White Pony: An Anthology of Chinese Poetry, a collection of
translations by various scholars that covered three thousand years of Chinese
verse, from the Classic of Poetry (Shijing) to Mao Zedong's (“To the Tune of
Spring in Qin’s Garden: Snow”), and the book became a poetry best-seller.
By 1977, acceptance of Chinese poetry had reached the point that Rexroth
could state,

Today, for a very large sector of American poets, the poetry of the
Far East is more influential than American or English poetry of the
19" century. The only rival is the slowly dying influence of “meta-
physical” verse of the English Renaissance. It would be possible to
name over a hundred American poets deeply influenced by the poetry
of the Far East and some who have difficulty in thinking about poetry
in any other form than Chinese or Japanese. Now, of course, there are
a number of poets, by no means uninfluential, who read Chinese and
Japanese and who are philosophically Buddhist or Taoist or both.?

In what follows, 1 suggest that Rexroth’s verse (both his original verse
and his translations—and not just those from the Chinese and Japanese) has
been a principal factor in morivaring this extraordinary inrerest.

Away from Early Anglo-Modernism, Towards an American Modernism

Kenneth Rexroth himself was a prolific translator. Among his translations
are Fourteen Poems by O. V. de L.-Milosz (1952), 30 Spanish Poems of Love
and Exile (1956), One Hundred Poems from the Japanese (1955), One Hundred
Poems from the Chinese (1956), Poems from the Greek Anthology (1962), Pierre
Reverdy: Selected Poems (1969), Love and the Turning Year: One Hundred More
Poems from the Chinese (1970), 100 Poems from the French (1972), with Ling
Chung, Orchid Boat (1972, reprinted as Women Poets of China), 100 More
Poems from the Japanese (1976), with Ikuko Atsume, The Burning Heart
(1977, reprinted as Women Poets of Japan), Seasons of Sacred Lust: Selected
Poems of Kazuko Shiraishi (1978), and Complete Poems of Li Ch'ing-Chao
(1979). His poetry and translations have been enormously influential
(though not more so than his teaching, essays, polemics, and personal inter-
action with students and poets); however, their influence has not been con-
sidered worthy of attention.
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Rexroth’s translations of Du Fu (Rexroth used the Wade-Giles translit-
eration, Tu Fu) opened America, and the West, to the poet. Before Rexroth's
book appeared, the most widely read collection of Chinese poems in English
was Pound’s Cathay (1913), and that work highlighted the work of Rihaku
(Li Bai) and Wang Wei (699-759), but included nothing by Du Fu. Pound’s
followers continued this neglect.?® By contrast, 100 Poems jrom the Chinese
declares Du Fu to be the “greatest non-epic, non-dramatic poet to have sur-
vived in any language,” and An Autobiographical Novel declares that the Chi-
nese poet had made him “a better man, as a moral agent and as a perceiving
organism.*!

The generation of reactionary critics that swept into the universities in
the 1930s and remained ensconced there until the beginning of the 1970s
(and, in some backwaters, even later) were Rexroth’s bugbears: in his poetry
and critical writing alike, he makes frequent asides or digressions to expose
their silliness. In “The New American Poetry,” published in the New York
Times Book Review (February 12, 1961), he denounces the “powerful Reac-
tionary Generation” and the punitive effects of “a willful provincialism, a de-
liberate cutting off of American verse from the main stream of world poetry
of the twentieth century. Sidney Lanier was far more important to the South-
ern Agrarians than was Goethe . . . let alone Baudelaire or Apollinaire” (35).

The comments perhaps sound overwrought. But ask yourself how often
Allen Tate and John Crowe Ransome actually cited Baudelaire or Apolli-
naire or Goethe. The Metaphysical Poets and the poets of the “Generation
of the [18]80s” (whose poetic forms, they supposed, reflect those of the earlier
group) mark the limits of their poetic universe: on the work of those two
groups, they developed a theory of poetry that maintained that an achieved
poetic form is a structure so precise and harmonious that it elevates the work
to a transcendental status. Only the relations among elements intrinsic to
the poem have aesthetic value—the relation between the work and the world
does not matter. The purpose of Rexroth's New York Times article was to de-
clare that the New Critics’ reign was over and a new internationalist and vi-
sionary mode of poetry had captured the interests of the younger poets,
including Robert Duncan (1919-88), William Everson (1912-94; as a mem-
ber of the Dominican order from 1951 to 1969, he then went under the name
of Brother Antoninus), Denise Levertov (1923-2007), Philip Lamantia
(1927-2005), and Charles Olson (1910-70). These new poets were inter-
ested in Antonin Artaud (1896-1948), the Cabala, and the esoteric tradi-
tions of both the West and the East. Many of these poets attended Rexroth’s
Friday evening salons, and learned from him about Thomas Vaughan (1621-
1666), the Jewish mystical tradition, the Cathars, and Tantra, topics the po-
litically and religiously conservative New Critics would never have broached.
Most of them, too, agreed with Rexroth that Lawrence’s dark erotic vitalism
and William Carlos Williams’s direct presentation of the “thing"-the ob-
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ject experienced as a hierophany (for example, a red wheelbarrow)—formed
the basis for the new American poetry. Rexroth nored, “The young poets
wha have come into notice since the Second World War have certain com-
mon characteristics, and they are certainly wholesome ones. Primary is an
emphasis on direct, personal communication. All of them have something
to say and arc anxious to have other people pay attention. In some this has
taken the form of poetry of explicit social protest”.” Rexroth understood
well this was in contrast to the New Critical conception of the poem,
which dominated poetry in this era: “No avant-garde American poet ac-
cepts the I. A. Richards-Valéry thesis that a poem is an end in itself, an
anonymous machine for providing esthetic experiences. All believe in po-
etry as communication, statement from one person to another”.?

Rexroth’s poetics was instrumental in this change—and he recognized
that Chinese poetry had helped steer him in the direction of direct, per-
sonal statement. If the generation of Ezra Pound and T. S. Eliot looked to
England as the antidote to American vulgarity and crassness and made
themselves over as rabid Anglophiles, Rexroth essentially turned himselt
into a Chinese sage. Rexroth came across Pound’s Cathay as a high-school
student in Chicago in the 1920s, and met the translator Witter Brynner
on a trip to New Mexico in 1924 (Brynner introduced him to “the major
Sinologists in French and English” and advised him to shift the focus of
his interests from Li Bai to Du Fu). From the 1940s onward, translations
from and imitations of Chinese poetry began appearing in his poetry col-
lections. He transformed himself from a high modernist, expounding on
the dissociation of sensibilities and the failures of language, into a quietist
sage measuring the transient affairs of humans against the inviolable
rhythms of the natural, and hymning those moments (such as lovemaking)
when those rhythms most forcefully seize hold of the human spirit.

Soon enough, others were following suit: just as T.S. Eliot’s poetics (and
his example) spawned the Reactionary Generation, so Kenneth Rexrorh’s
poetics (and his example) spawned the poets of the San Francisco Renais-
sance. One facror thar made Rexroth’s rranslarions so much more influen-
tial than Pound’s in the long run was that Rexroth was sympathetic to
Buddhist and Daoist thought (he was a practitioner of Zen), while Pound
was explicitly and forthrightly anti-Buddhist, anti-Daoist, pro-Confucian
(and offered an authoritarian interpretation of Confucian principles purged
utterly of any vestige of the Daoist and Buddhist borrowings of later Con-
fucianism).”* We will come to Rexroth’s Buddhist/Daoist sympathies
presently, but let us note new thar as the counter-culrures of the 1950s,
1960s, and 1970s came to embrace Buddhism, Rexroth’s translations from
Chinese and Japanese came to be seen as very contemporary, even au
courant. Another factor that contributed to making Rexroth’s translations
influential was the widespread interest the twentieth century developed
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(probably under the influence of Cubist modes of construction) in
parataxis. Pound, of course, tauted paratactical modes of construction in
various polemical writings, and relied on the method in the Cantos:
parataxis, he knew, has the cinematic virtue of “throwing” one visual image
after another “on the mind,” a method he in fact associated with Chinese
writing: that approach, he proclaimed, allowed each individual element to
retain a greater quantum of ambiguity and, indeed, of logopoeia (or mean-
ing-production) than hypotactical constructions do.”> Nevertheless,
Pound’s Chinese translations did not go nearly as far in their use of parat-
actical constructions as Rexroth’s did. Compare Pound’s translation of a
couplet from “Taking Leave of a Friend 1% A A

i = ff F &
S yin  you al b

to float clouds to drift or travel suffix (making a noun) desire or
thought or idea floating clouds traveller’s thoughts/desire

% H # A (]

luo ri ga  rén  qing®

fall/drop sun old person feeling/emotion
setting sun old person’s emotion

Pound turns this couplet into

“Mind like a floating white cloud.

Sunset like the parting of old acquaintances.”

Notice that Pound closes off many of the possible meanings of the lines,
to create two similes—the first line may allude to mind, or mindset, but it
could have many other meanings. “Floating clouds traveller's thoughts/de-
sires” might suggest the traveller’s thoughts are as delicate as floating clouds;
or it might suggest that the traveller's thoughts stray like floating clouds; or
it might suggest the traveller’s desires to drift off (perhaps into death, in
which case the traveller would be a pilgrim on life’s journey); or it might
emphasize the ephemerality of the traveller’s thoughts; or it could even be a
way of stating that floating clouds occupy the traveller’s thoughts, connect-
ing him to the beyond. Of course, the couplet suggests all of these, and more—
and much of the content of that “more” depends on the extraordinary
parallelism between the couplet’s two lines (with its “as above, so below”
implication). Pound’s translation closes down the plurisemic wonder of the
couplet. For all his remarks about the stark juxtaposition of luminous par-
ticulars, Pound relies heavily on connectives.

Compare this with Rexroth’s translation of Du Fu's liishi titled “Facing

Snow” #F % (dui xug):7
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5% Es % H R

zhan kii dud xin  guf

fighting ‘tocry’ many new ghosts

% W mo E H
chou vin dii ldo weng

“to worry about’ ‘to moan’ alone old elderly man’

luan yiin  dr  bo mit

disorder cloud low meager sunset (note: i% £ = dusk)

2 % T [E] P
Ji xué  wi hut feng
rapid snow dance return wind

mo L ¥
pido  gi zin wii

laddle ‘throw away’ ‘ancient wine cup’ not

FofF ok Bloa
lii  cin  huo si  hong
stove remain fire like red

* P | IS T}
shu zhou xido Xt duan
several prefecture disappear news broken

& % I £ 78
chou o  zheéng  sha kang
“To worry” ‘to sit” straight book/letter empty

Rexroth turns this into

Snow Storm

Tumult, weeping, many new ghosts.

Hearthbroken, aging, alone, [ sing
To myself. Ragged mist settles

In the spreading dusk. Snow skurries

In the coiling wind. The wineglass
Is spilled. The bottle is empty.
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The fire has gone out in the stove.
Everywhere men speak in whispers.
[ brood on the uselessness of letters.”®

Rexroth’s poetry and his translations from Chinese and Japanese are often
described as being in a Classic vein. Certainly in its focussed and assured style,
its reserve, its clarity and simplicity, Rexroth’s verse does display features of
the Classical style—especially in its conviction that the truth, stated purely and
simply, will be recognized and accepted as truth. But, however Classical
Rexroth’s verse may be, it retains the key feature of his Cubist and Objectivist
verse (the work of what is often described as his avant-garde period): Rexroth
makes far more radical use than Pound ever did of the juxtaposition of image
to image, with no connective-the essence of parataxis. One image after an-
other is cast on the screen of the reader’s mind. Consider the montage of im-
ages this passage offers:

Ragged mist settles

In the spreading dusk. Snow skurries
In the coiling wind. The wineglass
Is spilled.

And compare it with that old chestnut of Imagism, which first appeared in
the April 1913 issue of Poetry:

IN A STATION OF THE METRO
The apparition of these faces in the crowd:
Petals on a wet, black bough.

Pound’s famous poem stages no evidence of the transformative power of
metaphor—the capacity of metaphor (or even straightforward juxtaposition)
to reinvent the meaning of the terms that compose it. The juxtaposition of
the second and third lines (counting the title as a line, as one should) invites
us to mentally introduce a “like” at the beginning of the third line. When we
do, comparison becomes flat, a prosaic exercise in comparison. The delicacy
of the metre (dispensing with “the pentametre”), the soft, liquid quality of the
plosives that begin and end the third line, and the link between those and the
plosive in the second line do nothing to overcome the fact that what should
have been a sharp juxtaposition (montage) has turned into flow and the poem
has become an interpretation of an experience, rather than the experience it-
self.

I have been highlighting the use of parataxis in the first and second gener-
ations of Chinese translators. Hugh Kenner, at one time Marshall McLuhan'’s
student, pointed out an important aspect of Pound’s translations from the Chi-
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nese as from other ancient languages: Pound, he notes, “tended to fix on the
constellated words in ancient texts, not on their syntactic connections”.*’ The
privilege accorded to Chinese poetry in the early rwentieth century was largely
a consequence of the belief that its constellated structure reflected a meta-
physical reality. Fenollosa, whose essay (and its use by such followers as Ezra
Pound) helped stimulate the interest in Chinese verse, declared that the Chi-
nese character is “based upon a vivid shorthand picture of the operations of
nature. In the algebraic figure and in the spoken word there is no natural con-
nection between the thing and sign: all depends on sheer convention. But the
Chinese methed follows natural suggestion”.™® The Chinese character does
not offer one simple image of nature: it is a moving picture. Chinese characters,
Fenollosa averred, “carry in them a verbal idea of action”.”! And further, “The
transferences of force from agent to object, which consritute natural phenom-
ena, occupy time. Therefore, a reproduction of them in imagination requires
the same temporal order”.* Later, when surveying the strengths and weaknesses
of earlier Imagist ideas, Pound once again stresses the importance to phanopoeia
of casting dynamic images on the reader’s mind:

The defect of the earlier Imagist propaganda was not in misstate-
ment but in incomplete statement. The diluters took the handiest and
easiest meaning, and they thought only of the STATIONARY image.
If you can’t think of imagism or phanopoeia as including the moving
image, you will have to make a truly needless division of fixed image
and praxis or action.”

Gary Snyder (b. 1930), another poet in Kenneth Rexroth’s circle, takes
over the idea of Chinese poetry as phanopoesis and modifies it, by turning it
towards a meditative practice that issues in the direct perception of the thing.
Speaking about his translations of Han Shan (fl. 9th century), he notes,

The strategy ultimately is this: You know the words . . . in the orig-
inal context, so drop them and now remember what it looks like to look
at cloudy mountains and see what they look like, in your mind—go deep
into your mind and see what's happening: an interior visualization of
the poem, which means of course that you have to draw on your senses,
your recollection of your senses.™

But what accounts for this enthusiasm for developing a form of writing that
casts one image after another on the mind, without connectives (a form that
excited the Canadian literary critic Marshall McLuhan)? I believe the answer
is that parataxis suggests what Marshall McLuhan often said it does—a new cos-
mology, set out best (in my view) in Alfred North Whitehead's Process and
Reality (1929). Here Fenollosa anticipates McLuhan’s views:
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A true noun, an isolated thing, does not exist in nature. Things are
the terminal points, or rather the meeting points of actions, cross sec-
tions cut through actions, snapshots. Neither can a pure verb, an ab-
stract motion, be possible in nature. The eye sees noun and verb as one,
things in motion, motion in things, and so the Chinese conception
tends to represent them . . . A truth is that acts are successive, even
continuous; one causes, or passes into another. And although we may
string ever so many clauses into a single, compound sentence, motion
leaks everywhere, like electricity from an exposed wire.

Rexroth’s experiments in Objecrivism and Cubism in his early years suggest
a sympathy with the emerging process metaphysics, and Chinese poetry opened
for him the possibility of making a radical metaphysics of process (similar to
that which Fenollosa found in Chinese thinkers) the fiber of a poetry woven
in more classical forms. The dynamic image Chinese poetry offered of a fleeting
reality (of the turning year, which turns everything with it) was revelatory—
but what it disclosed related to an epochal change that was taking place.

Conclusion

With the development of technologies of mass communication, beginning
with the pulp press and broadsides, and later, extended by photographic images
capable of mechanical reproduction, and later still, by radio and voice-record-
ings (which greatly expanded the importance of political speech), late-nine-
teenth-century thinkers, in ever-increasing numbers, felt troubled by language’s
potential for deception and dishonesty. What is more, many concluded that
ornate and embellished forms of speech and writing often conceal language’s
treacherous operation. The root of this discontent was an anxiety about lan-
guage’s inability to capture reality. One response—that of Guillaume Apolli-
naire in Calligrammes: Poémes de la paix et de la guerre (1913-1916), and
Gertrude Stein in “Orta or One Dancing,” and their followers in literary Cu-
bism—was to make the literary object itself (the poem) into a secure, real object,
by emphasizing its constructed character and its independence from anything
outside itself-Rexroth’s first poems (after the indisputably precocious and still
rewarding A Homestead Called Damascus) were of this sort.*® Another response
was to strip language of its ornamentation, and to present the thing itself, in
its naked truth. In this first of three linked essays, | have shown that Rexroth’s
encounter with Chinese poetry led him to abandon the compositional meth-
ods of his early poetry and to ally himself with a poetry of presentational im-
mediacy.
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Endnotes

! The San Francisco poet Jack Spicer writes in
one of his prose-poem letters to (an imaginary)
Federico Garcia Lorca,

Dear Lorca,

I would like to make poems out of
real objects. The lemon to be a lemon that
the reader could cur or squeeze or taste-a
real lemon like a newspaper in a collage is
a real newspaper. | would like the moon in
my poems to be a real moon, one which
could be suddenly covered with a cloud
that has nothing to do with the poem-a
moon utterly independent of images. The
imagination pictures the real. I would like
to point to the real, disclose it, to make a
poem that has no sound in it but the
pointing of a finger. (Jack Spicer, Ajter
Lorca [London: Aloes Books [ San Fran-
cisco: White Rabbit Press, n.d. (1957)],
36-37).

I The aural structures of liisshi (# 4% ) are more
complex than this phrase suggests. Liishi's pre-
scribed tonal patterns (referred to as ping-ze),
which constitute a quantitative metre whose
measures are at once both quantitative and qual-
itative, interact with complex patterns of rising
and falling tones to form a melody.

Pound's translations raised the ire of many
Sinologists. George Kennedy protested that “the
English of Pound has loosed irself completely
from any Chinese mooring” (“Fenollosa, Pound
and the Chinese Character,” Yale Literary Maga-
zine 126 [Dec. 1958]: 36;) and Chen Shih-
Hsiang dismissed them by saying that his
translations “are based on purely speculative or
fictitious, rather than real, etymology™ (“Re-
view,” Literature East and West 2 [Spring, 1955],
16). However great the discrepancies herween
Pound’s versions and the poem itself, Pound did
offer some genuine insights into Chinese poetry
and its value as a corrective to the overblown
rhetoric of Victorian verse. In “A Retrospect,”
most of which was composed in 1913, Pound ad-
vocated “direct trearment of the ‘thing’ whether
subjective or objective” and asserted that “the
natural objcet is always the adequate symbol”
(Pound, Literary Essays, ed. T.S. Eliot [London:
Faber and Faber, 1963], 3, 5). Further, he main-
tained that

An ‘Image’ is that which presents an in-
tellectual and emorional complex in an
instant of time . . . [t is the presentation
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of such a ‘complex’ instantaneously which
gives the sense of sudden liberation; thar
sense of freedom from time limits and
space limits; that sense of sudden growth,
which we experience in the presence of
great works of art. (Ibid, 4)
Chinese poetics offers similar ideas abour unlim-
ited semeiosis. Liu Hsieh states that “the An-
cient Poets operated on the principle of the
endless association of ideas. They lost them-
selves in the myriad of things completely ab-
sorbed in the visual and auditory sensations”
(The Literary Mind and the Carving of Dragons,
trans. Vincent Yu-chung Shih [New York: Co-
lumbia Universiry Press, 1959], 478-79). Kang-
I Sun comes even closer to Pound's view: “The
poetic value of the simple image lies in its power
to evoke endless associations regarding the es-
sential qualities of the object in question, despite
its brevity in presentation” (“Chinese ‘Lyric
Criticism' in the Six Dynasties,” in Susan Bush
and Christian Murck, eds., Theories of the Arts in
China |Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1983], 215).

Rexroth agreed with Pound thar the images
in a Chinese poem are plurisemic and that their
meanings spiral towards infinity, and as we fol-
low this proliferation of meanings, they, to-
gether, provoke epiphany. However, other
writings by Pound make clear that for him the
vanishing of space and time raised the experi-
ence of unlimited semeiosis towards the wan-
scendental; in the second of these linked essays,
[ show that Rexroth, more in keeping with the
metaphysics of Daoism and Buddhism, rejecred
those transcendental ambitions.

There is an()thcr, MOmentous consequence
to Pound’s Imagism (and the Chinese peems
that were its models). There is a strong narrative
strain in Englsh-language poetry. The
phanopoeic character of Pound’s Imagist poetry,
and its Chinese models, do not accord with nar-
rative, for in essence every image must appear as
discrete and self-originating (providing exam-
ples of poetic forms that give a sense of the in-
dependent and self-originating character of
objects is likely the grearest gift that Chinese po-
etry has given to recent American poetry). They
are not forced into being by linear sequences of
causes. Poetic forms offer a series of semi-au-
tonomous images, whose links to one another
are sometimes difficult to discern and seem
rather tenuous, became common forms in West-
ern poetry only after Chinese poetry was intro-
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duced to the West, in translation. Rexroth’s po-
etry is generally in this form

! Eliot Weinberger, “Inventing China” in Or-
anges and Peanuts for Sale (New York: New Di-
rections, 2009); Weinberger presents these
examples on page 17.

* Ezra Pound, Canto 49, sometimes referred to
as the “Seven Lakes Canro.” as its first line is
“Faor the seven lakes, and by no man these
verses."” It first appeared in The First Decade of
Cantos XLII-LI (1937). The influence of Chi-
nese poetry on its composition is all but explic-
itly acknowledged: these lines form the second
stanza, ol ten, all based in much reordered and
rearranged fragments from translations Pound
made in 1928, with the help of Pao-sun Tseng,
of a set of poems (by anonymous poets) pre-
sented in some version of Eight Views of Xiao and
Xiang (ShoSho Kakkei). The Eight Views is a
Japanese album that Pound'’s father Home had
bought and was now in the poet's possession. It
comprises eight painted scenes from Hunan
Province near modern-day Changsha, where
two tributaries of the Yangize converge: each
scene is accompanied, in triptych, by a Chinese
poem and a transliteration into Japanese. The
“Seven Lakes Canto” as a whole has the quality
of wistful recollection of tranquillity. This poem
fits in with the other cantos in this section, be-
cause The Cantos itself was deeply influenced by
methods (especially that of presenting “lumi-
nous particulars”) Pound derived from his study
of Chinese poetry.

9 From “Chinese Poetry and the American Imag-
inarion: Statements at a Symposium,” in Elior
Weinberger, ed., The New Directions Anthology
of Classical Chinese Poetry (New York: New Di-
rections Publishing, 2003), 209.

& Weinberger offers an interesting comment on
a rarely considered aspect of Pound’s develop-
ment as a translator of Chinese. While in the in-
sane asylum in Washington, Pound began
receiving Chinese visitors, corresponding (and
conversing) with a knowledgeable and sympa-
thetic Harvard academic Achilles Fang. And,
what is more important, he studied the work of
the great Swedish Sinologis: Bernard Karlgren
(1889-1978). Karlgren was a student of the evo-
lution of Chinese writing systems and his metic-
ulous commentaries on the etymology of some
C}]:nest: Charactt‘rs lil'lks [hem to fhE UTBCIE
bone and seal script inscriptions, and so to their
pictographic origins. His great importance,
though, is due to his work in the historical
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phonology of Chinese. He was a deep student of
Chinese languages, and not given to Fenollosa's
excesses. He also had a profound understanding
of the aural aspects of Chinese languages and
paid careful heed to Chinese poetry's aural struc-
ture.

Karlgren had brought out a translation of
the Classic of Poetry, as The Book of Odes in
1950, which glosses the literal meanings of
words in each poem, often connects its meaning
to earlier (pictographic) writing systems, and
comments on the linguistic structure of the work
linkages. Pound had access ro the work while in-
carcerated at St. Elizabeth’s Hospital in Wash-
ington, D.C. Pound made a translation of the
305 poems in the Chinese original, which he
brought out as The Confucian Odes (1954).
Weinberger notes of this project,

Most of all, Pound had become interested
in the music of Chinese poetry. By the
time The Chinese Whitten Character was
first published in hook form in 1936,
Pound was already moving away from
Fenollosa’s purely visual reading. In some
new notes to the texr, he emphasized the
“verbal sonority” of Chinese (“I now doubt
if it was inferior to the Greek.") and, more-
over, that the poems must be sung. In the
insane asylum, Pound carefully transcribed
the sounds of each line of the Odes, mixing
modern usage with Karlgren's reconstruc-
tions of archaic pronunciations, and he
practiced chanting them. The entire book
was conceived as a songbook, with Pound’s
oceanic eclecticism finding models from
the Troubadours to the Elizabetheans, hill-
billy folk songs to some syncopated boo-
gie-woogie. Rarely discussed by Pound
scholars . . . and largely dismissed by Sinol-
ogists, The Confucian Odes remains-along-
side Samuel Beckert's anthology of
Mexican poetry and Louis Zukofsky's Cat-
ullus—one of the masterpieces of idiosyn-
cratic translation: a radical invocation of
spirits, if not always an accurate transmis-
sion of the words. (Weinberger, Oranges
and Peanuts for Sale, 18)
" The work is one of the five classic Confucian
collections—ir anthologizes poems and songs dat-
ing from the 11th to 7th centuries BCE. The
title is often translated as The Classic of Poetry,
The Buook of Songs, or The Book of Odes.
¥ James Legge, The Book of Poetry (Facsimile
reprint, New York: Paragon Book Reprint Cor-
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poration, 1967), 125-26.

* The Book of Songs, trans. Arthur Waley (New
York: Grove Press, 1960 [copyright 1936]), 309.
1 The fu (%) is a form of rthymed prose, in
which the text is written as a continuous prose
description (thus resembling a prose poem), with
some passages rthymed and others unrhymed.
Earlier forms of fu, like Mei Sheng's, were elab-
orate pieces, in ornate language, often providing
exhaustive, rhapsodic descriptions of scenes.

' Ezra Pound, Personae: The Collected Poems of
Ezxva Pound (Norfolk, Conn.: New Directicons,
1926), 128.

12, Herbert Giles, History of Chinese Literature
(New York: Appleton-Century,1933), 97-95.

' Kenneth Rexroth, statement at a symposium,
“Chinese Poetry and the American Imagina-
tion," 207.

¥ Kiang Kang-Hu's (pinyin, Jiang Kanghu,
1883-1954); he was a founder of Socialist Party
of China (1911), the country’s first anarchist-
socialist party-and, for a time, a faculty member
at McGill (he was the first Sinologist appointed
to a Canadian university).

Y Bai Juyi (Wade-Giles: Pai Chu-1; alternatively
Bo Juyi or, according to the Wade-Giles method
of transliteration thar Waley used, Po Chu | or
Po Chu-i).

% Arthur Waley in Conversarion, BBC inter-
view with Roy Fuller (1963). Printed in Madly
Singing in the Mountains: An Appreciation and An-
thology of Avthur Waley, ed. Ivan

Maorris (New York: Walker, 1970), 138-151, esp.
145.

7T Arthur Waley, One Hundred and Seventy Chi-
nese Poems (London: Jonathan Cape, 196%; orig-
inally published 1918), 8. In his introduction to
More Translations from the Chinese (1919), he
complained that commentators had not ac-
knowledged his translations “as an experiment
in unrhymed verse” (5). Of course, in his word
choice Waley attempts to preserve a relatively
steady (albeit sprung) pulse. The prosodic forms
that result deviate considerably from natural
speech, so it is not surprising that Eliot Wein-
berger opines that his “translations were often
sunk by his fondness for Gerald Manley Hopkins
and a theory that the number of stresses in the
English line must match the number of charac-
ters in the Chinese. (In the end, Waley's greatest
work may well be in prose and from Japanese:
The Tale of Genji.)" (“Inventing China,” in Or-
anges and Peanuts for Sale, 25).

SArthur Waley, One Hundred and Seventy Chi-
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nese Poems (London: Constable and Company
Led., 1918), 39,

" Kenneth Rexroth, from a statement at “Chi-
nese Poetry and the American Imagination,”
210.

1 am, of course, stressing rranslations by poets,
offered as genuine poems in the new language.
Florence Ayscough's T Fie. The Autobiography of
a Chinese Poet had been published in 1929, Erwin
Van Zach’s rranslation (into German) of Du Fu's
poems had been published in 1936, and William
Hung's 1952 biography and critical study of the
poet, Tu Fu: China's Greatest Poet, offered trans-
lations of 374 of Du Fu's verses. However, none
of these rranslations captured the interest of
poets, by turning the Chinese originals in id-
iomatic European verse the way that Rexroth's
translations did. (Von Sach offered only seman-
tically precise prose translations of the Tang orig-
inals that often, like Herbert Giles's translations,
fill in the originals’ paratactical gaps with logical
conmnectives. Rexroth considered Ayscough's
translations to be excellent, and sometimes relied
on them in his own renderings of Du Fu's verse.
Certainly, they come close to being a genuinely
poetic translation. Those facts notwithstanding,
the limitations of Ayscough’s translations result
from aspirations diametrically opposed to Von
Sach's, for Ayscough strived for the urmost con-
cision and avoided introducing connectives, rep-
resenting each word in the original by a pithy
phrase, with spaces between them. The result too
often verged on obscurity; moreover, the raut
phrases are sometimes overly imaginative, failing
to capture the poem’s actual meaning, and the
oddity of these imaginative constructions some-
times shows through. Hung, the editor of the Har-
vard-Yenching Institute Conceordance to Tu Fu
[1940], in an effort to make this book, on a poet
he revered, suitable for a general reader, stripped
away much of Du's allusiveness For example, a
line [from Li He's or Li Ho's (791-817) *Qin
Wang Yin Jiu" (The King of Qin Drinks Wine|
that in the original reads “Hsi and Ho whip up
the sun"-Hsi and Ho in Chinese tradition are the
charioteers of the sun-is translated all too pro-
saically as “The sun is driven downwards.” [A. C.
Graham, in Paems of the Late T'ang translates that
line and the next, much more successfully as“*He
is His-ho flogging the sun forward with the sound
of ringing class” [111]).Hung's translations, to my
ear, are too often rather flar.)

4. Kenneth Rexroth, An Autobiographical Novel,
319.
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2 Kenneth Rexroth, “The New American Po-
etry,” published in the New York Times Book Re-
view (February 12, 1961): 37. “The New
American Poetry” offers many ideas about the
poetry that the world urgently requires, as does
Rexmoth’s preface to The Dragon and the Unicom,
but, if anything, in a more fierce form: the era
when the New Critic dominated literature is
NOW Over; a new, visionary poetry is abroad, pro-
pelled by the example of William Carlos
Williams's quotidian epiphanies and D. H.
Lawrence's savage, erotic mysticism—this new
sensibility manifests itself in the work of Robert
Duncan, William Everson, Denise Levertov,
Philip Lamantia, and Charles Olson.

2 Kenneth Rexroth, “Disengagement: The Art
of the Beat Generation,” in World Outside the
Window: The Selected Essays of Kenneth Rexroth
(New York: New Direcrions Books, 1987), 54.
* Haun Saussy revealed in his introduction to
the critical edition of Fenollosa's essay that
Pound, when preparing Fenollosa's article for
publication, edited out most of the allusions it
made to Tendai Buddhism. See section 5 of
Haun Saussy, “Fenollosa Compounded: A Dis-
crimination” in Haun Saussy, Jonathan Stalling,
and Lukas Klein, eds, The Chinese Written Char-
acter as a Medium for Poetry: A Critical Edition
(New York: Fordham University Press, 2008), 8-
23. In China, the Tendai School is referred to as
Tiantai (Wade-Giles: T'ien T'ai) Buddhism—
after the Mount Tiantai, where Zhiyi (Wade-
Giles: Chih-1, 538-597), the fourth patriarch
and rhe founder of the Tiantai Buddhism lived—
or the Lotus Sutra (Fahua Jing) School of Bud-
dhism, for adherents take the Lotus Sutra to be
the Buddha's highest teaching. Unlike earlier
versions of Buddhism, Tiantai is entirely of Chi-
nese origin, and rose to considerable importance
during the Tang Dynasty.

There is a great deal more to Pound’s Con-
fucian interests than might strike one initially.
Stephen Owen, Traditional Chinese Poetry and
Poetics: Omen of the World (Madison: University
of Wisconsin Press, 1983), highlights the fact
that Confucian beliefs about the importance of
poetry (the Confucian examinations for the civil
service required candidates to compose poems)
were rooted in a conception of reality in which
everything has a preordained place in a universe
of fixed relations:

Within the highly circumscribed rhetori-
cal moves of examination verse are found
the formal embodiments of the imperial
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ideology~the politically legitimate senti-
ments, the attention to only the author-
ized aspects of the outer wnr|d. the
parallelism and rules of rhetorical ampli-
fication which teach that all objects and
events belong to a system of received re-
lations. In other poetry the rigid rules of
examination verse seem to be relaxed, but
this liberation is only illusory: beneath the
surface all the properties are either ob-
served or denied in acceptable ways. (29)
That was part of what attracted Pound to Chi-
nese poetry-his interest in the rectification of
names is another aspect of that.
¥ For phanopoeia and logopoeia, see Ezra Pound,
Literary Essays of Ezra Pound, ed. T.S. Eliot.
(New York: New Directions Publishing, 1960},
25.
0 The couplet provides a strong example of the
wedding of sound and sense in Chinese poetry.
Naorice thar the first two characters in the first
line are pronounced in a rising tone, as befirs a
line concerning cloudsfthoughts/desires floating
free (or wishing ro be free), while the first two
characters in the second line are pronounced
with a falling tone, befitting a life in decline.
" The passage from Pound cited here can be
found in Ezra Pound, Poems and Translations, ed.
Richard Sieburth (New York: Library of Amer-
ica, 2003), 258.
The litshi (Wade Giles: lii-shih) is a highly regu-
lated poetic form with eight lines of five charac-
ters each. The first couplet offers the exposition
(A2 gi, lirerally to begin or arise), which presents
the time, the place, and the theme of the poem;
the second couplet further develops the theme
(7% cheng, to continue) by focusing on a set of
images; the third couplet offers a shift in the
focus of the observation (4% zhuan, literally to
wurn); and the final coupler presents the conclu-
sion (#1 he, literally to conclude or enclose)).
The strict form extends to the thyme scheme—
the same thyme-sound is used throughout, but
only even-numbered lines thyme (though op-
tionally the rhyming sound may appear at the
end of the first line as well). Du Fu's poems in
this form are generally raken to epitomize this
sort of verse.
* From Kenneth Rexroth, One Hundred Poems
from the Chinese, 6. This was the first Chinese
poem [ translated, and the experience so affected
me that [ still remember it as vividly as if | had
just elatedly finished the job.
David Hinton’s translation is so much less

145



R. Bruce Elder

personal-indeed, we might consider his transla-
tions from the Chinese as an effort to establish
alternative to the translation-as-re-creation rra-
dition that has dominated American transla-
tions of Chinese verse. Titled “Facing Snow"
Hinton's more literal translation reads,
Enough new ghosts now to mourn any war,
And a lone old grief-sung man. Clouds ar
Twilight's ragged edge foundering, wind
Buffets a dance of headlong snow. A ladle
Lies beside this jar drained of emerald
Wine. The stove's flame-red mirage lingers.
News comes from nowhere. 1 sit here,
Spirit-wounded, tracing words onto air.
{Weinberger, ed., The New Divections An-
thology of Classical Chinese Poetry, 98)
* Hugh Kenner, “The Muse in Tatters,” Arion 7
(1968): 222. Of course, this tendency reached
an apogee in his translations from the Chinese,
because it was believed that the syntax of Chi-
nese is rudimentary.
Y Ermest Fenollosa, The Chinese Whitten Charac-
ter as a Medium for Poetry, ed. Ezra Pound (San
Francisco, City Light Books, 1964), 8.
 1bid., 9.
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 Ibid., 7. Emphasis in original.

1 Ezra Pound, The ABC of Reading, 52. Pound's
claims here must be read in light of his unhap-
piness of Amy Lowell's (1874-1925) taking over
the Imagist movement—in response, Pound for-
mulated the theory of Vorticism, which was,
among other things, a condemnation of the
sappy chinoiserie of Lowell and Ayscough's
(1878-1942) Fir-Flower Tablets: Poems Translated
from the Chinese (1921).

" Gary Snyder, from comments at a “Chinese
Poetry” symposium, quoted in The New Direc-
tions Anthology of Classical Chinese Poetry, 218.
¥ Ernest Fenollosa. The Chinese Whritten Charac-
ter as a Medium for Poewry, 10-11.

¥ Apollinaire described Calligrammes in a letter
to the scholar and novelist André Billy (1882—
1971) as “an idealisation of free verse poetry and
typographical precision in an era when typogra-
phy is reaching a brilliant end to its career, at
the dawn of the new means of reproduction that
are the cinema and the phonograph” (quoted in
Michel Butar's preface to Calligrammes [Paris:
Editions Gallimard, 1966], preface copyright
1966), 7).
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