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Introduction 

The emergence of Imagism in the early twentieth century marked one of the most radical 

revolutions in the history of English poetry. Imagist poets rejected the sentimental 

language, elaborate ornamentation, and abstract generalizations that had dominated much 

nineteenth-century poetry. Instead, they sought a new poetic language characterized by 

precision, economy, clarity, and direct presentation. 

At the center of this movement stood Ezra Pound (1885–1972), one of the most influential 

and controversial figures in Modernist literature. Pound was not only a poet but also a 

critic, editor, translator, and cultural theorist whose ideas shaped the direction of twentieth-

century poetry. His slogan "Make It New" became a defining principle of Modernism. 

According to Beasley, Pound's significance lies not merely in his individual poems but in 

his role as a revolutionary innovator who transformed poetic language. Through Imagism 

and later Vorticism, Pound challenged traditional poetic conventions and developed new 

methods of representing experience. 

This lecture examines Pound's theories of Imagism and Vorticism while analyzing major 

works including "In a Station of the Metro," "The River-Merchant's Wife: A Letter," 

selections from *Lustra*, and *Hugh Selwyn Mauberley*. 

The Modernist Revolution 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, many writers believed that traditional poetic 

forms no longer reflected modern reality. 

Modern life was characterized by: 

* Urbanization 
* Technological development 
* Cultural fragmentation 
* Rapid social change 
* Global interactions 
Victorian poetic language often appeared excessively decorative and distant from 

contemporary experience. 

Modernist poets sought: 

* Precision 
* Compression 
* Innovation 
* Intellectual rigor 
* Formal experimentation 
Ezra Pound became one of the leading advocates of this poetic revolution. 

 



What Is Imagism? 

Imagism emerged around 1912 as one of the first major Modernist movements.  Pound 

defined the image as: 

> "An intellectual and emotional complex in an instant of time."  For Imagists, poetry 

should present an image directly rather than describe it indirectly.  The image becomes the 

central unit of poetic meaning.  Instead of explaining emotions, poets create images that 

evoke emotional and intellectual responses. 

Principles of Imagism 

Pound identified several key principles: 

1. Direct Treatment of the Thing 

Whether subjective or objective, the subject should be presented directly.  Poets should 

avoid unnecessary explanation. 

2. Economy of Language 

Every word must contribute to meaning. 

Redundant language should be eliminated. 

3. Musical Rhythm 

Poetry should follow the rhythm of the musical phrase rather than traditional metrical 

patterns. 

4. Precision 

Images should be concrete and exact. 

Abstract language should be minimized. 

5. Concentration 

Complex experiences should be condensed into brief, powerful images. 

These principles transformed poetic practice throughout the twentieth century. 

"In a Station of the Metro" 

The Perfect Imagist Poem 

"In a Station of the Metro" is perhaps the most famous Imagist poem. 

The poem consists of only two lines: 

 



 The apparition of these faces in the crowd; 

> Petals on a wet, black bough. 

The poem emerged from Pound's attempt to capture a moment of perception in a Paris 

subway station.  Instead of describing the experience directly, Pound juxtaposes two 

images: 

* Faces in a crowd 
* Petals on a dark branch 
Meaning emerges from the relationship between these images. 

Imagist Technique 

The poem illustrates several key Imagist principles: 

Compression 

An entire experience is condensed into fourteen words. 

 Visual Precision 

The images are concrete and immediately accessible. 

 Juxtaposition 

The comparison remains implicit. 

Pound does not explain the relationship between faces and petals. 

Readers create meaning through their own engagement with the images. 

Elimination of Excess 

No unnecessary words appear. 

Every word contributes to the overall effect. 

The poem demonstrates how modern poetry can achieve extraordinary complexity through 

extreme brevity. 

 Vorticism 

After Imagism, Pound became associated with Vorticism. 

While Imagism emphasizes static visual images, Vorticism focuses on energy and 

movement. 

The vortex represents: 

 



* Creative energy 
* Cultural transformation 
* Dynamic forces 
* Artistic innovation 
Pound described the vortex as the point where maximum energy is concentrated.  Unlike 

Impressionism, which records sensory impressions, Vorticism seeks to capture the 

underlying forces shaping experience.  This movement reflects Modernism's fascination 

with dynamism, technology, and change. 

*Lustra* A New Poetic Voice 

Published in 1916, *Lustra* represents a crucial stage in Pound's development 

The collection demonstrates: 

* Imagist precision 
* Cultural experimentation 
* Historical awareness 
* Formal innovation 
Many poems draw upon: 

* Classical literature 
* Chinese poetry 
* Medieval traditions 
* Contemporary urban life 
Pound sought to create a poetry that was simultaneously modern and historically informed. 

Multicultural Influences 

One of Pound's most significant contributions involves his engagement with non-Western 

literary traditions.  He believed European poetry could be revitalized through encounters 

with: 

* Chinese literature 
* Japanese aesthetics 
* Provençal poetry 
* Classical civilizations 
This cosmopolitan approach became a defining characteristic of Modernism.  Pound 

transformed poetry into an international and intercultural project. 

 

 

 


