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Preface

There is, I contend, an unbroken continuity in avant-garde aesthetics
from the fin de siécle to Vorticism. To demonstrate this requires an
unusually broad-based investigation; I seek therefore to bring to
light the striking congruity of the art and literature of the period,
emphasising the pervasive transcendentalism which present-day
critics have undervalued. Developing this approach, I argue further
for a radical reinterpretation of the relationship between Yeats and
Pound.

The characteristic tendency in aesthetics from the 1890s to the
First World War was to regard all the art-forms as complementary
expressions of the same anti-materialist sensibility. Artists and
writers voiced this in a stylistic register whose metaphysical
connotations have been neglected by later literary and art-
historians, enabling them to reduce discussion of the pre-war
movements to matters of technique. The period is accordingly
treated as a chaos of heterogeneous and apparently disparate
“isms’. I venture to challenge the adequacy of this wholly formalistic
approach and hence to reveal instead of confusing divergence a
shared post-Impressionist ideology.

On the basis of manifestos and articles published in the many
‘little magazines’ I seek to demonstrate the period’s veritable
saturation in an animistic aesthetics. This developed from the anti-
positivist revolution of the fin de siécle into the syncretic assimilation
of Bergsonism, Theosophism and pantheism which characterised
the literary and artistic avant-garde in the late Edwardian era.

Pound’s adherence to this aesthetic consensus means that modern
accounts of Imagism/Vorticism in poetry (the terms are inter-
changeable) misinterpret its aesthetic in attempting to present it as
breaking with Symbolism and looking forward formalistically to the
Cantos. Far from marking a reorientation, as the received critical
view has proposed, Pound’s aesthetic in this period is, I argue,
completely cognate with the transcendentalist animism which
characterised several major movements in the contemporary visual

Xiil



xiv Preface

arts. And, while previous critics have maintained that Pound was
reacting unreservedly against Yeats, the development suggested
here is rather that Pound reproduces the pattern of Yeats’s own
post-1903 aesthetic and psychological theories.

A.R.
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1 The Perceiving

Imagination

The problem confronting the literary historian of a period as
eclectic and cosmopolitan as the early twentieth century is as
daunting as that which James expressed in the Preface to Roderick
Hudson: ‘Really, universally, relations stop nowhere, and the
* exquisite problem of the artist is eternally but to draw, by a
geometry of his own, the circle within which they shall happily
appear to do so.”! The radius of my circle extends to Romanticism,
that nebulous phenomenon which, although the origin of the
themes of all later chapters, can here only be treated in a simplified
schema, whose aims and scope I shall now clarify.

My prime objective is to establish a philosophical model and a
vocabulary for later discussions. The use of aesthetic theory enables
me to abbreviate my exposition and to take a representative cross-
section of complex problems otherwise requiring extensive illus-
tration. An examination of German Romantic aesthetics has two
further advantages for my later argument. First, it rehearses
conveniently a variety of responses to the crisis of a desacralised
world, which was repeated in an accentuated form in the late
nineteenth century. The Romantic search for a compensatory
animistic cosmology, giving primacy to the artistic imagination as
an intuitive means of access to noumena or things-in-themselves,
forms a paradigm and in many cases an influential source for the
Modernist generation. Secondly, it raises as a corollary the crucial
problem of how such insights may be embodied in art, anticipating
strikingly the concerns of Symbolism and Imagism. Some general
considerations will serve to introduce these technical issues.

The central question in the Romantic period was the relationship
between man and his environment. The Enlightenment had
provoked a crucial change in Weltanschauung. Rational and scientific
inquiry could no longer support the traditional view of nature as a
vast system of interrelated beings and the belief that it embodied a

1



