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Poet As Pharmakos, Poet as Strange Attractor –  
Control and Complexity in the Pisan Cantos1 
                           
      In my beginning is my end.  In succession  
      Houses rise and Fall, crumble, are extended 
      Are removed, destroyed, restored or in their place 
      Is an open field  

–T.S. Eliot  (my emphasis)  
                          
      “Give him the prize and hang him if you like, 
       but give him the prize.”   

–W.C. Williams 
 

“I believe in the Ta Hio.”  
– Ezra Pound 

                                

Introduction: POOR EZ!   

The Pisan Cantos open and close with images of humiliation and suffering.2  In Canto 
74, Pound startles us with a luminous detail of the fate of Mussolini and his mistress at 
the end of the war, two years after the collapse of his fascist regime: 

           

 Manes!  Manes was tanned and stuffed, 
           Thus Ben and la Clara a Milano 
                   by the heels at Milano 
     That maggots shd/ eat the dead bullock  
DIGONOS, ∂¡DONOV , but the twice crucified 
                     where in history will you find it? 
                                     (74/425) 

Pound likens Il Duce first to the heretic Manes, then to Dionysius.  According to 
Nietzsche, Prometheus, one of the types for Dionysius, was punished for attempting to re-
center human culture around himself, as if he were a vortex.3  The “tragedy of the 
dream”(74/425) inheres in the will to power.   

But what of the dreams of the powerless?  After all, this passage refers to the bent 
shoulders of peasants, or what Thomas Pynchon would call the preterites.  Yet Pound 
does not concern himself with the fodder for tyrants.  We should move from Prometheus 
to the blind Oedipus, from fallen hero to woebegone victim.  Palpable fear becomes 
expressed when Pound records the image from front-page photographs of Mussolini and 
la Clara’s desecrated corpses, for Pound half-expects the Americans to do the same to 
him.  There must be some logic behind his cruel and unusual punishment at the Pisan 
Detention Training Camp: 
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 “Se casco” said Bianca Capello 
              “non casco in ginnocchion” 

(If I fall/I will not fall on my knees) 
                      (74/427) 

At the end of Canto 84, Pound condenses his own privation and misery.  While not as 
graphic as the passage on Mussolini, Pound’s simple and stoic lines do take hold: 

             

  If the hoar frost grip thy tent 
             Thou wilt give thanks when night is spent. 
                         (84/540) 

Throughout the Pisan Cantos, the dominant tone is desperation, the holding on to dear 
life like Ishmael or Pym circling the vortex, without, however, the leisure of authorial 
reflection.   

Pound did not anticipate this kind of descent into the underworld in his letter to his father.  
The former was a busting through the geometry of culture (“quotidian”) into a 
transcendent “divine or permanent world” inhabited by Gods and geometrical laws.  The 
descent in the Pisan Cantos involves a disintegration, an effacement of all a priori 
categories and cultural hierarchies: Aphrodite and Till, the condemned African-American 
soldier, co-mingle in a disorderly way that would make Eliot’s nightmare vision of 
debauched civilization, “Shakesphearean Rag,” pale in comparison.  This time the 
accelerated grimace mentioned in the Mauberley sequence lies on Pound’s own face, his 
trajectory nomadic, without inertia, without acceleration.  In other words, what we have 
here is akin to the thermodynamic endgame prophecy by a Clerk Maxwell or by his 
cultural correlate, Oswald Spengler, an endgame characterized by terms like 
“equilibrium” or “systems death,” and diagrammed by reference to a simple, irreversible 
terminal attractor state in phase space.4 

In this most accessible sequence in Pound’s epic, poetry no longer manifests itself as the 
superimposition of order onto disorder: male, authoritarian, “the phallus or spermatozoid 
charging head on, the female chaos” (Natural Philosophy of Love, 170), but as passive, 
fragmented, circumstantial.  The poetry seems symptomatic of a mind brutalized, perhaps 
even unhinged.  POOR EZ! 

But Pound’s critics are not all moved.  Because of Pound’s problematic stature as a 
preeminent man of letters, and as a high priest of fascism, an anti-Semite and a crackpot 
economist, critics have failed to observe the formal implications of how first Mussolini, 
and especially Pound function as sacrificial bullocks in the Pisan sequence.  Il Duce and 
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Pound are pharmakoi, at once casualties of a shift in the historical winds, poisonous, 
medicine for cultural renewal out of the ravages of war, the focus for the emotional and 
irrational fragments seemingly dispersed across the landscape of the Pisan Cantos.5  We 
must defer discussing the charges against Pound, substantial though they may be, in order 
to inquire how Pound’s role as pharmakos shapes the matter and form of the Pisan 
sequence:                          

  sd/ old Upward: 
       “not the priest but the victim” (74/437) 

Specifically: how sincere is Pound in registering the experience of a man “on whom the 
sun has gone down”(74/430)?  How precise is he in transforming that experience into a 
poetics of victimization that diverges radically from the fascistic implications of his 
earlier, geometric and phallo-centric aesthetic, and indeed, bears study as a crucial 
anticipation of post-modern poetics? 

By using the word sincere, we are not concerned with how Pound “admits” his “guilt” 
and thus seeks to rectify his place in high culture by writing great confessional poetry.  
Rather we hope to observe how (Pound as) the victim functions both in history and in 
poetry: 

 from their seats the blond bastards, and cast ‘em            
 the yidd is a stimulant, and the goyim are cattle 
          in gt/ proportion and go to saleable slaughter 
          with the maximum of docility. (74/439) 

This ambiguous passage does not necessarily reveal a voice among the redeemed from 
either fascism or anti-semitism, but its content does suggest a formal relationship 
between the two.   

Pound intimates that the Jew is used as a chemical catalyst or electromagnetic trigger, 
producing unanimity of response in a homogeneous yet incoherent populace.   

Here a “benefit” is possible, whether one interprets this passage as Pound’s embrace of a 
necessary evil imposed as one of two poles necessary to generate the totalitarian vortex; 
or, improbably, as a belated comment on how both martial fascism and anti-semitism can 
be tools for the profit motives of international usurers. 

In the Pisan Cantos, however, any number of passages contradict this willful display of 
prejudice and crackpot economics, the most famous of which is the passage on “vanity”: 

            The ant’s a centaur in his dragon world. 
           Pull down thy vanity, it is not man 
           Made courage, or made order, or made grace, 
               Pull down thy vanity, I say pull down. 
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(76/521) 

By pointing out the dangerous arrogance of the will to power, the vain superimposition of 
order onto chaos, Pound does seem to seek rectification for past error.  But we cannot 
synthesize these contradictory passages into a categorical assertion on Pound’s intent.6  
This may explain partially why many critics remain blind either to his value as a poet and 
theorist, or to his repugnant world-view.7 But part of the problem (as always when 
considering intent) with interpreting on which Pound (the critic or the poet) one wishes to 
focus, lies with finding the point at which chaos ends and structure begins in this most 
affecting of poetic cries.  Perhaps the point is not to focus on a specific image or vortex 
but to observe the bizarre fluctuations of image, affect and matter throughout the Pisan 
sequence, and to cognize emergent orderings.

We should therefore introduce Pound’s own definition of sincerity, ch’eng ,  a 
pictograph from The Great Digest  and elucidated in the other treatises attributed to 
Confucius, and translated by Pound while engaged with the Pisan sequence during his 
imprisonment.8  Pound defines ch’eng (  ), which appears twice in the ten sections 
(74/454; 77/475), as “the precise definition of the word, pictorially the sun’s lance 
coming to rest on the precise spot verbally.  The right half of this compound means ‘to 
perfect, to bring into focus’”    (Confucius, 20).  For Confucius, according to Pound, 
character is judged on the ability to connect names and things with precision.  Earlier, 
Pound identifies this with technique and with the poet as geometer, or as masculine 
potency revitalizing the vortex motion, or “quickening” the cosmic egg.  In The Great 
Digest, this precision is identified similarly as the foundation for reestablishing coherence 
in the relationships among individual, family, state and cosmos.  There are important 
differences, however.  

Drawing on Confucian philosophy as well as on his own privations, Pound comes to 
define the function of the poet as a pharmakos.   As a pharmakos, the poet pivots internal 
and external landscapes through modalities of affect and emotion, with the poet at the 
center, that poet’s personal and cultural memory circling that center, and with socio-
political formations and then nature swirling beyond.9  Yet, he also seems to conceive of 
the behavior of a pharmakos in ways recognizable to those familiar with periodic and 
strange attractor states of open dissipative systems: emergent, self-organizing structures 
channeling affective energies-- like a simple Bénard cell, a chemical clock, catalytic 
chemical sythesis or a complex organism--through himself for creative effect.  Thus, the 
act of effacing the sovereign self (the Je), so that the boundary between subject and 
object becomes open and permeable, structures the matter and form of the Pisan Cantos.  
It symptomizes Pound’s shift from a dependence on largely dynamic, geometrical and 
time-reversible tropes (that I explore in a separate chapter) in his earlier poetry and 
prose), to a dependence on largely contingent, time-irreversible and self-organizing 
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tropes to represent the field of consciousness, family dynamics, culture and nature.  

Under extreme circumstances, Pound, informed by race memory (generously construed 
as that of the human race), links his own personal history and that of his family to the 
public history of the state through the inarticulate feelings of the heart stimulated by the 
sustained hate of his homeland toward him.  These inarticulate feelings, in turn, help to 
articulate his awakened filial piety, his compassion for others, his (misplaced) patriotism 
and his reverential observation of nature--the foci for all of which is learned from the Ta 
Hio or The Great Digest , which he happened to be translating as he composed the Pisan 
sequence.   

This first sustained intrusion of Pound’s own history into The Cantos does not indicate 
an escape from or a repudiation of public history, but does indicate how he incorporates 
his private existence into the larger historical processes of harmony and crisis at work 
throughout The Cantos.  Significantly, the figure of the pharmakos, first as the Jew, then 
as the Buddhist and the Taoist, emerges as a potent historical presence at moments of 
cultural crisis in the Chinese History Cantos, where the sinister implications of the 
mechanism of vortex motion applied to cultural entropy may be seen outside his prose 
writings explored earlier.  Therefore, a brief exploration of that sequence will help frame 
this reading of the Pisan sequence. 

Jews, Buddhists and Taoists, and the Chinese History Cantos 

In search of historical corroborations for his vorticist theory of cultural history in which 
the laws of nature and the laws of culture correspond, early on, Pound turned to the 
sustained Confucian hegemony of five thousand years.  For the Chinese (according to 
Pound’s mediated understanding of that culture), the individual, society and cosmos were 
linked directly through the Confucian doctrine of the Mean, or, as Pound translated it, 
“The Unwobbling Pivot.”10  Described as a balance of forces enabling harmony within 
diversity, these forces pivot in concentric vortices, so that the heavens revolve around the 
pole star, society revolves around the ruler.  The balance between the individual, society 
and the cosmos is the major theme of The Spring and Autumn Annals and The Book of 
Documents, which describe this balance in terms of what the Stoics call natural law, and 
a view of recursive patterns in history, respectively. 

Pound was so fascinated by these records of a balanced, synchronic civilization that he 
imitated their form in The Cantos.  In Canto LII, we find a theme reminiscent of the The 
Annals.  Here Pound condenses the rhythms of a society ordered by the changing seasons 
and moving stars: 

Know then: 
        Toward summer when the sun is in Hyades 
Sovran is the Lord of the Fire 
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        To this month are birds. 
With bitter smell with the odor of burning 
To the hearth god, lungs of his victim 
        The green frog lifts up his voice 
            and the white latex is in flower 

(LII, 258) 

Throughout this early section of the Chinese History Cantos (LII-LXI), the movements 
of the heavens, the rounds of the fish warden, the time not to cut indigo, the time glow 
worms breed--all are woven together in union, a cyclic balance of social and cosmic 
forces.  For Pound, this must be the golden age. 

Perhaps imitating the shorthand condensations of The Book of Documents, the ages of 
Chinese history are presented as dynastic cycles alternating between political stability 
and instability. Yet, the cycles of order and disorder are permeated with the underlying 
unity of the Confucian paideuma traced back to the ancient ones who governed by 
example: 

Yeou taught men to break branches 
     Seu Gin set up the stage and taught barter 
     taught the knotting of cords 
     Fou Hi taught men to grow barley 
         2837 ante Christum 
     and they know still where his tomb is 
     by the high cypress between the strong walls  

(LIII, 262)  

The Confucian concept of Ruler as exemplar of the State gets much attention.  Written in 
Italy under the Fascist dictator Mussolini, this translation by Pound clearly links fascism 
and Confucian social philosophy.   

Yet, many consider these Cantos as a major irritation, because they are cryptic, boring 
and highly slanted toward a Confucian perspective despite the considerable influence that 
Taoist and Buddhist philosophies and rituals had on China.  Throughout this sequence, 
there are constant derisive references to “Taozers,” damn Buddhists,” “shave heads,” and 
to the butchering of these “nihils” and “parasites” and the destruction of their temples.  
Thus, progressively we see less a faith in “natural cycles,” and more a sense of induced 
order through scapegoating.  Vorticism, as a “natural” order, requires an ordering force 
from outside, an authoritative subject (Je) inducing change.  That subject is the ruler, the 
stimulus is the scapegoat, kulchur, the object being changed.   

René Girard, in Violence and the Sacred, postulates that one can locate in the slaughter 
or exile of a sacrificial victim the beginnings of theology and of civilization.  
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Interestingly, Pound’s reading of the Book of Rites and the Spring and Autumn Annals 
coincides with Girard’s sense of the crucial significance sacrificial rites played in 
maintaining political harmony and cultural coherence for Confucian culture.11  However, 
the special significance of blood sacrifice is to channel the destructive forces within 
society through a sacrificial crisis, so to make those forces productive (VS, 8).  The blood 
sacrifice is meant to restore order that is not present at that historical moment, by making 
the victim a substitute for “the elements of dissension scattered throughout the 
community” (VS, 8).  In this way, by eliminating the victim, one eliminates the self-
destructive impulses within society, at least temporarily. 

Speaking of the tradition of the Athenian pharmakos that continued to function into the 
high civilization of fifth century BC, Girard suggests the symbolic and therefore 
universal function of the sacrificial rite: 

Like Oedipus, the victim is considered a polluted object, whose living presence 
contaminates everything that comes in contact with it and whose death purges the 
community of its ills...That is why the pharmakon was paraded about the city.  He 
was used as a kind of sponge to sop up impurities and afterward he was expelled 
from the community or killed in a ceremony that involves the entire populace.   

(VS, 95) 

Girard also insists on the structural similarities among institutions of punishment in so-
called advanced as well as primitive societies.  Blood vengeance, ritual sacrifice and 
criminal justice all perform essentially the same function, and at moments of crisis, even 
“adopt the same types of violent response” (VS, 25).   

Girard’s use of the words “polluted,” “contamination” and “impurities,” and Pound’s 
invocation of the word “stimulus” quoted earlier suggest their dependence on analogies 
from chemistry and physics to illustrate their conceptions of the volatile energies within a 
culture that ritual sacrifice seeks to tame.  Pound’s vortex draws from Plotinus, Confucius 
and Patangeles, Spengler’s Kultur, Frobenius’ paideuma, Maxwell and Faraday’s theories 
on electro-magnetism, and Helmholtz’s investigations on the physics of vortex motion.  
These point collectively to a working model for culture as a field of force inhabiting the 
cells of the brain and genitals as well as the inarticulate roots of ideas “in the air” (GK, 
57) that poets, as antennae of the race, recuperate.12  Pound’s “race consciousness,”
conceived in terms of “great hollow cones of steel...charged with a force like electricity” 
(SP, 299) undergoes processes that erode or restore the dynamic order of society.  
Erosion, modeled after Spengler’s notion of cultural decline as entropy, is answered by 
recourse to a mechanical process--vortex motion.  The ruler directs energies around 
himself to redirect them towards a goal; the scapegoat becomes the focus of negative 
energies, and is then killed or expelled.    
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Despite having defined “provincialism” as a “desire to coerce others into uniformity” 
(SP, 189), Pound clearly viewed the totalitarian state as a machine of infinite correlation, 
directed by a ruler to free itself from impurities at the level of genetics, economics and 
language that would create interference and thus introduce incoherence in the field.  His 
understanding of the place of Jews in the West, and particularly in their upsetting the 
epistemology of coinage through usury, indicates Pound’s wish to locate within a 
particular marginal group, an “other,” the source of cultural incoherence or pollution.  
The marshalling of hate against such a group marks both the energizing of the dominant 
but dormant field through the expression of powerful emotions, and the expelling of the 
polluting “agent.”  The result is the temporary restoration of genetic purity, economic 
stability, and the return to precision in thought.13 

In the Chinese History Cantos, Pound puts this theory into practice in his cribbed 
interpretation of the Confucian Vortex of five thousand years.  Beginning in Canto LII, 
Pound modulates from his concern with Jews as pariahs to the lessons of Chinese history: 

 -------sin drawing vengeance, poor yitts 
paying for 

---------- 
          paying for a few big jews’ vendetta on goyim 

. . . . 
          Remarked Ben: better keep out the jews 

or yr/grand children will curse you 
          jews, real jews, chazims, and neschek. 
          also super-neschek of the international racket 
          (LII, 257) 

After generating a sustained image of a Golden Age lasting several millenia in ancient 
China (LII-LIII), Pound now focuses by analogy on the sources of cultural pollution in 
China-- Taoists and Buddhists: 

 And now was seepage of Bhuddists. HAN PING 
simple at table, gave tael to the poor 
Tseou-kou and Tchong took the high road 
The prince of Ou-yen killed off a thousand, 

set troops to tilling the fields. 
(LIV, 280) 

A distinct pattern of cultural analysis emerges: Jews become objects of vengeance, 
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Buddhists are blamed for disorder in the state and are massacred, Taoists implicated in 
the death of emperor Tcin Ngan (LIV, 282).  Pound’s method is to look around him, and 
then find precedents in history, but not question the assumptions underlying his method 
or his mediating sources. 

One can see how the marginality of the groups plays into the hands of the Confucian 
rulers, who create crimes as they go along:    

Found great store of arms in a temple 
Then To-pa-tao went after the shave heads, the hochang 
And the censor finally printed his placet  

against extortionate judgements and greed of  

the High Judge Yupingtchi (LIV, 283)      

The convenience of finding weapons in the temples of Buddhist vegetarians, which 
brings about their persecution, also brings about a change in monetary policy that has 
been oppressing the peasants and making them restless, thus connecting that restlessness 
with the shaveheads and not with the powers that be.  This continues a pattern in which 
pogroms follow cycles of corruption, decadence and disorder from one generation to the 
next, rulers blaming cultural upheaval on foreign contamination: 

         Li-Chan wd/ not leave his mountain 
Et les Indiens disent que Boudha 

         in the form of a white buck elephant 
               slid into Queen Nana’s bosom, she virgin 
               and after nine months ingestion 

emerged on the dexter side 
               The Prince of Ouei put out the hochangs 
             put out the shamen and Taotsse 
             a.d. 444, putt ‘em OUT        (LIV, 283) 

All this occurs in order to preserve the purity of Confucian China, to restore the 
“totalitarian instinct” (Guide to Kulchur, 279) of the Confucian conception of order, for: 

             Kung is to China as is water to fishes. (LIV, 285) 

Disorder applies equally to the realm of discursive, political and economic orders: 

    our lord TCHIN going mumbo 
       and they buried him with the tracts about heaven 
       which had wrought his dishonor 

           and GIN TSONG cleaned out the taozers  
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and the tartars began using books (LV, 296)  

Here, TCHIN’s embrace of Buddhism becomes equated with vague and imprecise 
thinking.  When TCHIN dies, the restoration of order through the expulsion of Buddhists 
and Taoists also brings an expansion of civilization to barbarians.  This pattern of cultural 
dissonance followed by renewal recalls Pound’s retelling of a tale in Canto XIII, in which 
Confucius decides to dwell among barbarians.  We find, therefore, the inversion of the 
logic of the scapegoat, because for a superior man to live among them would mean that 
they would be barbarians no longer. He would become a pole star. 

But even this method of scapegoating can lead to abuse of Confucian totalitarian 
principles, as when the hybrid philosophy and the just rule of NGAN comes under attack 
by the privileged mandarins seeking continued dominance over the peasants:14 

Mandarins oppressing peasants to get back their grain loans/    
and his dictionary is, they say, coloured with hochang 
           interpretations and Taozer, that is Ngans’s.   and merchants in Cai fong put 
up their shutters in                                       mourning/ 

for Sse Kouang 
anti-tao, anti-bhud, anti-Ngan 
                whose rules had worked 20 years     till Sse-kouang reversed ‘em 
Students went bhud rather than take Kung via Ngan 
Flood relief, due to Ngan?  (LV, 298) 

Here, at least, Pound recognizes the primacy of the function of scapegoating over the 
substance of the charges against the marginal group or individual under attack.  It is 
fascinating, therefore, after reading the cycles of order, disorder and ritual scapegoating 
for the restoration of order in the Chinese History Cantos, to examine then Pound’s own 
position in the Pisan Cantos and his response to victimization, as it were, from the other  
side of the ritual. 

Poet as Scapegoat: The Pisan Detention Training Camp 
Pound’s culpability could not possibly justify his barbaric treatment at the Pisan 
Detention Training Camp, and his long internment at St. Elizabeth’s, without a trial and 
conviction, unless we apply the logic of the scapegoat.  Girard’s analysis of the victim is 
poignantly applicable as we draw parallels to Pound’s experience as an expatriate brought 
up on charges of treason and anti-semitism by a nation that did nothing to stop Franco, 
sent boat-loads of Jews already on the docks of New York and Boston back to the gas 
chambers because of “strict immigration policies,” and helped smuggle high-ranking 
Nazi war criminals out of Europe under assumed names:15 

All our sacrificial victims...are invariably distinguishable from the non-sacrificial 
beings by one essential characteristic: between these victims and the community a 
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crucial social link is missing, so they can be exposed to violence without fear of 
reprisal...Sacrifice is primarily an act of violence without risk of vengeance.  (VS, 
13) 

As an expatriate, and as a poet with minimal cultural impact upon a market society, 
Pound made a much easier target than other, more prominent fascist sympathizers and 
anti-Semites like Charles Lindbergh and Henry Ford.  Still, even though Pound remained 
a highly visible “criminal,” the question of what to do with him was not so simple. In the 
Pisan sequence, Pound’s own treatment contrasts with that of Till, the otherwise 
anonymous fellow prisoner convicted of rape, whose rapid trial and execution without 
ceremony (74/430) provokes no passions. 

But the very nature of Pound’s offense determined the public nature of his punishment, 
which in turn altered his status as a criminal, and thus altered as well the conditions under 
which he could be punished.  The problems which arose in committing Pound to the 
machinery of law and justice were due to his paradoxical status as a sacrificial victim.  As 
an artist of major reputation, despite America’s general ignorance of him, Pound as 
pharmakos became larger than life, provoking contradictory responses.  As Girard puts it: 

Because the victim is sacred, it is criminal to kill  
him--but the victim is sacred only because he is to be 
killed.  (VS, 1) 

Because Pound was a poet, it became barbarous to execute him for treason.  Yet Pound 
became valuable to society as a poet only because society wanted to wreak vengeance 
upon him for alleged treasonous activities.  We can understand, therefore, the violently 
differing opinions over Pound and his work by critics still baffled by his ambiguous 
position:  they are blind to the inherently unresolvable tensions in his status as 
pharmakos: 

The pharmakos, like Oedipus himself, has a dual connotation.  On the one hand 
he is a woebegone figure, an object of scorn who is also weighed down with guilt; 
a butt for all sorts of jokes, insults, and of course outbursts of violence.  On the 
other hand, we find him surrounded by a quasi-religious aura of veneration; he 
has become a sort of cult object.  This duality reflects the metamorphosis the 
victim is designed to effect; the victim draws to itself all the violence infecting the 
original victim and through its own death transforms this baneful violence into 
beneficial violence, into harmony and abundance.  

(VS, 95; my emphasis) 

This passage can be applied suggestively to the way Pound had remained for many years 
a marginal figure pedagogically, while his few champions in academia tended to avoid 
the difficult questions concerning the relationship between his fascism and his poetics.  
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The indeterminate, wobbling status of the pharmakos, however, becomes one way of 
understanding the radical shift in the poetic practice, a shift in voice, form and matter.  

In the Pisan Cantos, the fragmenting of the subject Ezra Pound into original and mimetic 
objects of violence enables his woebegone, vilified or venerated status each to become 
personae, shifting nomadically to the foreground and then veering back again, 
alternately, throughout the Pisan Cantos.  He becomes in turn fascist anti-Semite, 
“woebegone” endurer of countless indignities and pain, psychotic economist, humbled 
will seeking rectification, poet extraordinaire capable of unprecedented lyricism.   

This personnae as wobbling pivot may explain in part the violent oscillations in mood in 
this sequence from passages of undiluted bile, to reverence for nature through precise 
attention to detail, to affection stirred by the memory of old lovers and family, for the 
play of cultural memory unbounded by materials at hand, to even compassion for 
prisoners awaiting a more anonymous fate than he.  Pound seems to thrive on the 
alternating impulses of vilification, pity and veneration from his imagined audience.  
Does Pound, in order to deflect the violence of society, do violence to himself in a self-
induced poetic schizophrenia?  Here we find the initial conditions for a reading of 
Pound’s aesthetic based on contingency, randomness and nomad thought: the poet as 
periodic or strange attractor. 

Poet as Periodic or Strange Attractor: The Stochastic Subject 

In the first issue of Blast, Pound discusses how the poet becomes “the toy of 
circumstance, as the plastic substance RECEIVING impressions,” or becomes a medium 
“DIRECTING a certain fluid force against circumstance, as conceiving instead of merely 
observing and reflecting.”  Pound’s “circumstance” at Pisa matches the first capacity of 
poetic sensibility, as it were, in extremis.  This second capacity of directing fluid force 
against circumstance resonates with Girard’s concept of the victim’s engagement in 
“mimetic counterviolence” to the woebegone status of the pharmakos enduring the 
violent opposition of society (VS, 148).  As Girard states: 

Violent opposition, then, is the signifier of ultimate desire, of divine self-
sufficiency, of that “beautiful totality” whose beauty depends upon its being 
inaccessible and impenetrable. The victim of this violence both adores and detests 
it.  He strives to master it by means of a mimetic counterviolence and measures 
his own stature in proportion to his own failure. (VS, 148). 

We will observe the way Pound uses The Great Digest and other Confucian works as a 
structuring principle for his poetic innovations, which in turn are forms of mimetic 
counterviolence.  Girard’s notion of mimetic counter-violence may inform the 
disintegration of Pound’s frame of reference and the radical shifts in focus and affect in 
the Pisan Cantos, through the trope, from non-equilibrium thermodynamics, of the 
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fluctuating dissipative structure through which energy and/or matter flows. In other 
words, we are moving from the poet as geometer ordering the chaos around him, to the 
poet as periodic or strange attractor self-organizing his subjectivity by directing 
through himself the flows of affect in an attempt to reintegrate in a larger system of 
relations that include family, society, nature and cosmos.  

Ludwig Boltzmann’s Order Principle helped to understand the roles irreversiblity and 
contingency play in the history of a closed system.  As the Nobel Laureate Ilya Prigogine 
puts it, because of the state of maximum probability for any given system, that system, 
“will merely fluctuate around the attractor state.”16  Given the law of equilibrium, all 
fluctuations occurring within the system, representing statistical variations of that 
system, must cancel each other out with respect to the attractor state.  For isolated 
systems, that attractor state must correspond to the maximum disorder for that system.  
There exist structures in nature, like crystals, where the attractor state is one of maximum 
orderliness.  These structures are closed, inert, dead.  Yet, there are open systems where 
the attractor state is far-from-equilibrium and therefore very much”alive.”  Bénard cells 
are structures in liquids that occur when the “boundary conditions” (diS) for that liquid 
are extremely unstable; that is, when the liquid is exposed to heat (diS) for that liquid are
extremely unstable; that is, when the liquid is exposed to heat from outside (a bunsen 
burner below the flask, for example).  The heat creates turbulence in the system, the 
liquid immediately above the heat source forces the molecules to vibrate more rapidly, so 
that the density of the liquid decreases.  In other words, the ystem appears to increase its
disorder (dYS).  But at a crucial threshold, something happens and the entire system 
inverts its center of gravity and convection occurs.  Most important, while the heat source 
continues to transfer energy through the liquid, that liquid will remain in a turbulent 
steady-state that is simultaneously a macroscopic order and far-from-equilibrium: 
(dYS) becomes negative, not positive.  

The Bénard cell is one of the simplest dissipative structures, and its source of order has a 
mechanical origin (bunsen burner heating beaker) explainable in terms of the First and 
Second Laws of Thermodynamics.  But the rules governing non-equilibrium 
thermodynamic systems remain the same as the Second Law: at certain thresholds, a 
deviation in the “boundary condition” of a system gives rise to turbulence which in turn 
changes the “macroscopic parameters” of that system spontaneously and irreversibly.  
The difference lies with the capacity of systems to self-organize--to move towards 
greater order and complexity.  Prigogine wins the Nobel Prize in 1977 for describing 
such self-organizing processes “far-from-equilibrium.”  But before him, in during the 
height of the madness of World War II in 1945, Erwin Schrödinger publishes a slim 
volume called What Is Life?, which Pound may indeed have read prior to his 
imprisonment at St. Elizabeth’s.  In it, the famous physicist counters (with ethically 
hopeful overtones given the historical context) the discourse of thermodynamic doom by 
posing the concept of negentropy, or negative entropy, to describe how living systems 
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“disobey” the 2nd Law of Thermodynamics that seems to govern the rest of the 
universe.17 

This principle of “negentropy” which inspires Prigogine’s work twenty years later seems 
to underly processes governing linear chemical chain reactions, or the self-generating 
nature of non-linear catalytic “loops” in which a chemical created by a reaction becomes 
a crucial stimulus for a subsequent identical or different reaction, or even complex 
cellular processes involving DNA replication and cell division, and involves entropic 
processes that preserves the memory of the initial state of that system.  Depending on the 
complexity of the system and its boundary conditions, it will preserve as well the linear 
and cyclical sequences of subsequent states.  This form of irreversibility does not, as in 
the Second Law, cause the system to evolve in the direction of greater disorder, but rather 
in the direction of different, even more complex forms of order.  An example from 
biology occurs when the changes in a nutritive environment causes cells of slime mold to 
aggregate and then disperse once again in surprisingly orderly ways.18  Rhizomes also 
exemplify such behavior. 

We have gotten ahead of ourselves.  Yet, the crucial point here is establishing a 
correspondence between open systems whose behavior far-from-equilibrium can be 
mapped as an attractor state (periodic if predictable; strange if not), and the fluctuating 
status of Ezra Pound the poet as a pharmakos.  The modalities of emotion -- from his own 
hate for usurers and war-mongers like Churchill and Roosevelt, to affection for members 
of his family or past lovers, to empathy for those others abject as well, to simple 
perception of natural objects (and so forth) -- serve as intermediate states modulating the 
turbulence of his mind engaged in mimetic counterviolence against his status as 
pharmakos.  The hate that Pound experiences from his own people during his 
imprisonment provides the stimulus triggering this complex, poetic response: reactive yet 
self-generating; initiated by his hostile environs, yet sustained by non-linear and therefore 
self-perpetuating processes independent of that stimulus.  These modalities, in turn, are 
derived from the Confucian work Ta Hio, or The Great Digest. 

Ta Hio as Model of the Periodic Attractor State 

In a passage recalling Odysseus as a victim escaping sacrifice through the use of his wits 
and his command of language to blind his would-be executioner, Pound says: 

      OŸ  TI  
      a man on whom the sun has gone down 
      nor shall diamond die in the avalanche 

be it torn from its setting 
      first must destroy himself ere others destroy him 



15 

(74/430) 

Pound may be talking of his soul here, but he also refers to his hide.  He speaks of 
society’s hate marshalled against him like an avalanche, and speaks also of the mimetic 
counterviolence crucial to his survival.  This counter-violence is crucial because he finds 
himself, not in the position of Elpenor in Canto I, nor of the poets of Mauberley, but of 
the unfortunate man in Tseng’s Comment XVII on The Great Digest: 

To love what the people hate, to hate what they love is called doing violence to 
man’s inborn nature.  Calamities will come to him who does this [definite 
physical calamities], the wild grass will grow over his dead body. (Confucius, 81) 

To destroy himself, Pound means in one sense to rectify the violence committed to his 
“inborn nature,” which is not to be confused with any particular social, economic or 
political views he may or may not have discarded.  In The Unwobbling Pivot, “inborn 
nature” is defined as a form of intelligence derived from sincerity: 

Intelligence that comes from sincerity is called nature or inborn talent; sincerity 
produced by reason is called education, but sincerity [this activity which defines 
words with precision] will create intelligence as if carved with a knife-blade, and 
the light of reason will produce sincerity as if cut clean with a scalpel.   

(Confucius, 172-3) 

Pound’s light of reason, which is produced by education, and images of that light, serve 
collectively as a source of continuity between the Pisan sequence and the earlier Cantos, 
is the light of Plotinus and Erigena.   

Pound seeks desperately to connect that light with the light of Confucius, associated with 
“inborn talent,” and produced by Pound’s particular definition of sincerity: 

   in the light of light is the virtu 
“sunt lumina” said Erigena Scotus 

as of Shun on Mt. Taishan 
   and in the hall of the forebears 

as from the beginning of wonders 
   the paraclete that was present in Yao, the precision 
   in Shun the compassionate 
   in Yu the guider of waters  (74/429) 

It may be that the light of education and the light of lights are one and the same.  But the 
Confucian light, the light of precision, of compassion, of channeled fluid force that 
guided the Golden Age dynasties of Yao, Shun and Yu, cannot be learned from a book, 
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but only through a process that is merely described in The Great Digest--the discovery of 
one’s inner nature.  This sensibility is absent from the Chinese History Cantos, and 
represents a crucial point of discontinuity between those and the Pisan Cantos, despite 
the Confucian references in both. 

In his commentary on the Unwobbling Pivot, Tsze Sze defines “process”: 

What heaven has disposed and sealed is called the ‘inborn nature’.  The 
realization of this nature is called the process.  The clarification of this process 
[the understanding or making intelligible of this process] is called education.  
(Confucius, 99) 

As we read the Pisan Cantos, the distinction between “realization” and “clarification” as 
separate activities emerges as an important organizing principle.  Pound as expounder 
and pedagogue is a familiar persona.  Yet, Pound as difficult student attempting to put 
into action those clarifications, and then using that struggle as material for his poetry, 
represents a significant point of departure. 

In Canto XIII, Pound does seem to have a grasp (however tenuous) on the “process” as a 
realization of the inborn nature: 

If a man have not order within him 
  He can not spread order about him; 
  And if a man have not order within him 
  His family will not act with due order; 
        And if the prince have not order within him 
  He cannot put order in his dominions. 
  And Kung gave the words “order” 
  and “brotherly deference” 
  and said nothing of the “life after death.” (13/59) 

In this early translation of the crucial Great Digest, Pound recognizes the role of what he 
would later translate as “filial piety”(Jen) in establishing order in the individual and in 
society.19  Pound sees the inexorable logic in Kung’s belief that any sentient individual 
who wishes to set his nation straight must first set his house in order; in order to set one’s 
house in order, one must be in tune with society and with the cosmos: 

To build the city of Dioce whose terraces are the/ 
colour of stars 

The suave eyes, quiet, not scornful, 
rain also is of the process.           
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What you depart from is not the way  (74/425) 

Here, at the beginning of the Pisan sequence, Pound jumps from an image of human and 
cosmic perfection, of Dioce, to “suave eyes” which he knows well enough to trust--
suggesting a lover or relative (erotic and filial love), and then juxtaposes the cleansing 
image of rain with the idea of “process.”   This image recalls “The liquid and rushing 
crystal/beneath the knees of the gods”(15) in Canto IV, and that we now must associate 
with the discovery of the “inborn nature.”  The last line of this grouping, “What you 
depart from is not the way” insists that one’s whole life must be considered as an open 
book to determine how sincere one is in this process of realization.  While alluding to 
Eliot’s Four Quartets, it echoes also another and related commentary by Tsze Sze, who 
says:  

You do not depart from the process even for an instant; what you depart from is 
not the process.  Hence, the man who keeps reign on himself looks straight into 
his own heart at the things wherewith there is no trifling; he attends seriously to 
things unheard. 

(Confucius, 101) 

This process is the rectification of the heart described by Confucius, and Pound’s 
recognition that it involves one’s total life can be construed as an implicit self-criticism.  
“That the drama is wholly subjective”(74/430) is not the only point: it merely identifies 
the stage upon which Pound’s great learning will take place.  Self-discipline, keeping a 
“reign on himself” is not easy. 

Tseng’s commentary on The Great Digest defines self-discipline in terms of rectification: 

In the phrase “Self-discipline is rooted in the rectification of the heart,” the word 
rectify [Cheng] can be illustrated as follows: if there be a knife of resentment in 
the heart or enduring rancor, the mind will not attain precision; under suspicion 
and fear it will not form sound judgement, nor will it, dazzled by love’s delight 
nor in sorrow and anxiety come to precision.  (Confucius, 51) 

Thus, Tseng continues, “Words that go out a-wry, pettishly, will return as turmoil” 
(Confucius, 73), and so Pound, the pharmakos, linking himself with Odysseus the Greek 
pharmakos already mentioned, says: 

O¥  TI 
O¥  TI  

      “I am noman, my name is noman” 
      but Wanjina is, shall we say, Ouan Jin 

  or the man with an education 
      and whose mouth was removed by his father 
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because he made too many things 
      whereby cluttered the bushman’s baggage    (74/426-7) 

First alerting us to the trick that Odysseus played with language to free himself from the 
Cyclops, Pound then alludes to an African tale concerning the dangers of prolific speech.  
Here Pound plays with his sense of personal error by reminding us that his language is 
the revolutionary language of objects that he believes has rectified the corpulence of 
Victorian English-- the language of pictographs, Emerson’s hieroglyphs via Fenellosa.  
But we also remember the curse placed upon Odysseus by the blinded Cyclops for 
allowing his pride to loosen his tongue and betray his origin.  This reminds us of the petty 
rancor and suspicion of the earlier Cantos, and of the long rancorous passage that 
immediately precedes this passage, including: “that free speech without free radio speech 
is as zero”(74/426). 

But catching one error, one symptom, is only the beginning of Pound’s medicine: 

The men of old wanting to clarify and diffuse throughout the empire that light 
which comes from looking straight into the heart and then acting, first set up good 
government in their own states, wanting good government in their states, they first 
established order in their own families; wanting order in the home, they first 
disciplined themselves; desiring self-discipline, they rectified their own hearts; 
and wanting to rectify their hearts they sought precise verbal definitions of their 
inarticulate thoughts [the tones given off by the heart]; wishing to attain precise 
verbal definitions, they set to extend their knowledge to the utmost.  This 
completion of knowledge is rooted in sorting things into organic categories. 

(Confucius, 30-1) 

This is Pound’s final translation of the central passage in The Great Digest, and by 
following this inward process and then the reverse movement which re-establishes order 
through the expanding concentric rings of psychological, social and cosmic organization, 
we can learn something about Pound’s poetic in the Pisan Cantos.  Here we find the 
mechanics governing the shift from being a “toy of circumstance” to “DIRECTING a 
fluid force against circumstance” in mimetic counterviolence to Pound’s status as a 
pharmakos. 

“Clarifying” the significance of this “process” for us, Pound, on the opening page of the 
Pisan sequence, writes: 

O¥  TI   ,   O¥  TI   Odysseus 
the name of my family. 

   the wind also is of the process, 
sorella la luna 
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   Fear god and the stupidity of the populace, 
   but a precise definition 
      transmitted thus Sigismundo  
      thus Duccio, thus Zuan Bellin, or trastevere with La Sposa/
               (74/425)

Here we have a non-linear, self-organizing sequence, that while turbulent, repeats the 
sequence in the sense of generating permutations of it.  First, Pound invokes the earlier 
pharmakos, a kindred NOMAN “upon whom the sun has gone down.”  He then abruptly 
shifts his attention through the first name of his father (Homer) from The Odyssey to his 
family, while invoking the wind, one of the leitmotifs for the “process.”  He extends his 
feeling of filial piety for his family outward to the cosmos, by alluding to St. Francis and 
his “sister moon.”   He then acknowledges the necessity for avoiding “misunderstanding” 
by the populace, something which Girard suggests breaks the social link that marks the 
sacrificial victim as an “other,” and for observing the rites, which will link the populace 
and the gods to the individual.  Then Pound identifies sincerity, the searching for “a 
precise definition” among the inarticulate tones of the heart, as the core of the Great 
Digest, given the labors exerted upon his education, as expressed by his invoking the 
memory of Sigismundo, one NOMAN of Italian history among others, including Duccio, 
and Zuan Bellin.  While the patterning seems to remain haphazard, the signposts of the 
Ta Hio are immediately recognizable. 

Clarification is thus one method of Pound’s digest in the Pisan sequence.  But through 
this clarification process a hint can be found of the process of realization that Pound 
himself goes through as he allows his varying personae to move in and out of this 
subjective landscape: 

By no means an orderly Dantescan rising 
         but as the winds veer 

tira libeccio 
         now Genji at Suma         , tira libeccio 
              as the winds veer and the raft is driven 
                and the voices . . . 
         . . .          as the winds veer in periplum (74/443) 

Pound suggests that his method is to become a toy of circumstance deliberately, as a 
pharmakos, as a poet--both by registering his external environment and by conceiving of 
a harmony larger than the sum of his subjective landscape of memory on the one hand, 
and those inarticulate tones emanating from his heart, on the other.   

Pound embraces the poetic persona of a stoic, witnessing the violent fluctuations of 
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perception and mood as they cross his internal and external fields of vision.  The purpose 
of this witnessing is to test just how much has been digested in the clarification and 
realization of this process. Pound wishes to define that stoicism in mechanical, vorticist 
terms: how well one is able to stand at the axis of things, as if the polestar: 

Happiness, rage, grief, delight.  To be unmoved by these emotions is to stand in 
the axis, in the center; being moved by these passions each in due degree 
constitutes being in harmony.  (Confucius, 101) 

Yet, we really see another trope at work, hidden among the mechanical tropes, and 
derived from thermodynamic processes, that describes how an open system transforms 
potentially threatening energy flows to evolve in complexity and order far-from-
equilibrium. 

Pound’s relinquishing of intellectual control, whether deliberate or inadvertent, involves a 
“directing of fluid force against circumstance” that, paradoxically, represents a human 
mind in synchrony with the veers and shifts of political and emotional turbulence.  But 
crucially, this relinquishing of control requires maintaining a steady-state in turbulent 
conditions far-from-equilibrium.   The matter of the Pisan sequence, we must remember, 
occurs under the conditions at Pisa, and we should not construe Pound’s experience as a 
wrapping himself into a solipsistic revery of beauty, or in any way numbing his mind to 
the considerable suffering he no doubt experienced.  Pound is in pain, and it is with 
Roman fortitude that he says “in short shall we look for a deeper or is this the 
bottom”(74/438), thus merging the circles of Dante’s Inferno with the concentric rings of 
The Great Digest, still attempting to integrate this hell with the one he describes to his 
father.  

In this sense, Pound indeed does violence to himself.  Early in Canto 74, we can observe 
the emotional turbulence that shifts focus from internal to external stimulus, from mood 
to mood.  These fluctuations govern the rest of the sequence and the later Cantos as well. 
The references to usury and to Churchill (74/426) that fill him with rage ; the contrite, 
self-critical embrace of the “paraclete or the verbum perfectum: sinceritas” (74/427); the 
filial and erotic affection for the three “donnas” (74/427) of his life; the uplifting yet 
precise impression of a “smell of mint under the tent flaps/especially after the rain” 
(74/428); the Confucian dream of the golden age of Yao, Shun and Yu (74/429), gleaned 
from his cultural memory; railing against “David Rex/ the prime s.o.b.” (74/429) as the 
king of usurers who disrupt the precision of things; railing against the origins of war in 
the international money and arms conspiracy (74/429), which is the direct consequence of 
that imprecision; or the cry of personal pain after watching Till hanged (74/430), never 
knowing when society’s hate will descend upon him.  From the state, to the family, to the 
self, to the precise observation and then outward again, these veers move capriciously in 
and out of his frame of reference, and the boundaries between outside and inside dissolve 
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in incomprehensible yet imaginative juxtaposition of startling images.  Yet they remain 
within the circumference of foci illustrative of the levels of The Great Digest itself: state, 
family, self, cognitive acts. So even though it becomes impossible to predict which level 
of the Digest each successive image will refer, the Digest itself becomes an attractor state 
for the range of Pound’s emotional states and cognitive veers.20 

Yet, while he seems to submit to the open system philosophy of the Ta Hio out of 
conviction, he commits this violence to himself also to channel the violence being done 
to him in a way that cannot be called rectification.  For the victim to resist victimization 
is in one sense to ignore society and directly link himself to the cosmos in a conspiracy to 
end history.  The powers that be would hope to avoid that force, which justifies the victim 
as an object of veneration, by placing the victim (that is, Pound) under circumstances in 
which he would die of exposure or commit suicide.  That way, they could avoid 
responsibility for his death and avoid incurring wrath from those who would grant him 
the status of cult worship.  Moreover, they would avoid becoming like Pound, avoid 
being called a fascist by silencing a fascist: 

To do violence to a violent person is to be contaminated by his violence.  It is 
best, therefore, to arrange matters so that nobody, except perhaps the culprit 
himself, is directly responsible for his death...The custom of exposure, as a means 
of getting rid of malformed children, seems to find its origin in this same fear.  
(VS, 20) 

Thus, Hugh Kenner reports of “death cells.” or of the “50-odd jagged spikes (what to do 
but to count them?) were an invitation (as he thought) to slash his wrists.  He was 
sometimes tempted” (The Pound Era, 101).  That Pound did not oblige may testify to 
what extent the process of Pound’s poetic transformation of his circumstance had taken 
hold, underscoring the accomplishment of composing drafts of eleven cantos and his 
translations of Confucius under those conditions.   

Even this early in his incarceration he may have glimpsed the significance of his 
“circumstance” in terms of his role as an author of a poem including history, and as a 
scapegoat.  His isolation perhaps proved a catalyst rather than an inhibition, because 
“beauty is difficult” (74/444) enough for Pound without having his unwieldy curriculum 
to draw on. The conditions of isolation and deprivation enable him as well to allow his 
mind to follow flows of emotion rather than the lines of force that might have been 
projected by his now-unhinged intellect.   We have discussed his belief that the purpose 
of the poet is to “free the mind from the tyranny of the affects,” but here, despite his best 
intentions, as it were, Pound assaults a more fundamental tyranny. The tyranny of top-
down geometrical superimpositions onto emergent and creative human cognitive 
processes, and of the mechanical world-view as a strategic and top-down superimposition 
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of the reversible laws of geometry upon the irreversible yet vitally contingent 
circumstances, constitutes the self-destructive processes of control over the contingent 
duration that we call life.   

Yet, as the Pisan sequence proceeds, the tight intensity of the modal fluctuations from 
one to another foci of the Ta Hio -- from the self, to the family, to the State, to the 
Cosmos and back again -- and present from the beginning of Canto 74, has dissipated, 
and the range and specificity of reference and modality becomes increasingly stochastic, 
increasingly strange.  

Conclusion 

Thus, Pound both resists and complies with the ritual transformation that comes from the 
circumstance of being a pharmakos: redirecting the violent unanimity of hate away from, 
but to some effect channeling that violence through himself as well.  He must both assert 
his status as a poet, as an object of veneration, and yet rectify the violence to his inner 
nature that was interfering with his sincerity as a poet and as a relational and vulnerable 
element in a cultural field ruled by both mechanical and thermodynamic laws. 

For Pound, restoring the link between his divine self-sufficiency on the one hand, and the 
stupid populace, the ants and the pleiades on the other, becomes a surrender to the fluid 
force which is both the wisdom of poetry and the quintessence of cosmic desire: the azure 
empyrean folding back upon itself through human consciousness: 

This liquid is certainly a 
       property of the mind 
nec accidens est   but an element 

in the mind’s make-up 
est agens and functions  dust to a fountain pan 
otherwise/ 
       Hast ‘ou seen the rose in the steel dust 

(or swansdown ever?) 
so light is the urging, so ordered the dark petals of iron/ 
we who have passed over Lethe.  (74/449) 

With reference to semen, liquidity, “swansdown,” sexual urging and electromagnetism, 
this merging of organic and mechanical processes marks the shift in Pound’s attention 
from the public to the private nature of the cultural vortex.  Pound finally recognizes too 
late that the difference between “dust to a fountain pan” and “the rose in the steel dust,” 
as well as between phallic sexuality and filial love, is the delicate texture of the pre-
conscious feelings, beyond human memory yet structured by it: 
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 nothing matters but the quality       of the affection---- 
in the end---that has carved the trace in the mind              dove sta memoria  
(76/457)            

While Pound’s fluctuating personae in the Pisan sequence make it impossible to 
determine his motive, what finally becomes most interesting about the Pisan Cantos are 
the violent fluctuations of image and mood that we can liken analogically to a period and 
then strange attractor state delineated by the foci of the Great Digest.  As in the poem 
“The Wind Shifts” by Wallace Stevens, this veering gives Pound’s mind the properties of 
the wind and frees it from the tyranny, not of the affects, but of the forged intellect and 
the will to power which threaten to destroy the integrity of his poetics by refusing to 
submit to forces beyond his control.  What follows poetically from the barely predictable 
patterns of a periodic attractor ruled by the intensities of the Great Digest in Cantos 74-
81 can only be called strange attractions.  From the sincerity in Pound’s expression of the 
range of pure affect in the Pisan sequence and in the later Cantos comes at least one 
important catalyst for contemporary poetics, indeed. 



 24 

NOTES 

                         
1  This essay, revised from my dissertation, is the second of two short chapters on 
Ezra Pound for the book manuscript Fables of Emergence: The Cultural Work of 
Complexity in the Avant-Garde, originally contracted to Oklahoma University Press’s 
defunct series on science and culture.  The first chapter addresses the scientific 
epistemological foundations of Ezra Pound’s fascism.  Here I explore Pound’s embrace 
of “emergence,” in spite of his ideological groundings in the top-down, mechanistic 
world view of reversible systems characteristic of the Industrial Revolution. I would like 
to acknowledge the mentorship of Stuart Y. MacDougall, whose seminar on Pound in 
1984 served as incubator for this work, and who also, along with William R. Paulson, 
helped chair my dissertation committee.  I would like to also thank Joe Amato, who 
recently insisted that there would still be some interest in it. 

2  I will examine the Pisan sequence in its finished form, mindful of Ronald Bush’s 
careful elucidation of its three-stage genesis.  I do so in order to foreground the 
structurally-coupled relationship between the Ta Hio or Great Digest and the matter and 
form of this sequence in light of two observations upon which Professor Bush and I 
agree: 1. Pound’s fascist ideological stance has not abated; 2. There remains a need to 
account for (and some say resolve) “conflicting authorial signals” without either letting 
Pound off the hook, or diminishing the achievement of this sequence.  My recourse to 
both Pound’s obsessive engagement with his idiosyncratic Confucian synthesis, and 
complexity theory is to attempt just such an accounting without resorting to any 
“resolution.”  I’m arguing that no such resolution is possible or warranted given this 
reading, provided one is willing to take the final form of Pound’s sequence at “face 
value.” See Ronald Bush, “Modernism, Fascism, and the Composition of Ezra Pound’s 
Pisan Cantos.”  Modernism/Modernity 2.3 (1995), 69-87. 

3 Frederick Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy and The Case Against Wagner trans. 
Walter Kauffman, New York: Vintage Books, 1967, 67-72.  Clearly there is a parallel in 
the relationship on the one hand between Dionysius as Prometheus and Pound’s earlier 
polemics concerning the Fascist vortex, and on the other hand between Dionysius as the 
wandering Oedipus, and Pound’s stance in the Pisan Cantos and after: from tragic hero to 
tragic victim.  See also Kathryne K. Lindberg, Reading Pound Reading: Modernism after 
Nietzsche, Cambridge: Oxford University Press, 1987, whose remarkable discussion of 
Pound’s thinking in terms of the neo-Nietzschean “tradition” complicates my brief 
allusions admirably, although she does not examine his poetry in detail. 

4 I have been writing about complex systems and their applications to aesthetic and 
cultural criticism for years under the influence of the philosopher Gilles Deleuze, but an 
especially effective discussion of phase space as an ontological model in Deleuze’s 
modified realism, see Manuel De Landa, Intensive Science and Virtual Philosophy, New 
York and London: Continuum, 2002.  See also my “Chess RHIZOME and Phase Space: 
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Mapping Metaphor Theory onto Hypertext Theory.”  In Intertexts Vol. 3, #2, Fall 1999. 
Special Issue: Webs of Discourse: The Intertextuality of Science Studies, ed. Bruce 
Clarke.  The title of my 1990 dissertation was “Physics, Hegemony, Art and the Nomad 
in the Works of Ezra Pound, Marcel Duchamp, Samuel Beckett, John Cage and Thomas 
Pynchon.”   The connection of the phase space modeling of intrinsic random systems like 
periodic and strange attractors and Deleuze’s nomadology motivated my scholarly work 
early on.   

5 See Jacques Derrida, “The Pharmacy of Plato” in Disseminations, Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1977, for a powerful deconstruction of the Greek term 
Pharmakos, in which he plays with the doubled implications of poison and medicine.  
The work of René Girard, Violence and the Sacred, Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1981, informs my approach throughout.  Many have noticed, for example, the 
affinity of Girard’s approach to those anthropologists from the early decades of this 
century, Frobenius, Spengler, and Frazier.  Needless to say, Pound read these writers 
avidly.  One must also note that Girard wrote this work while a colleague of Hugh 
Kenner at Johns Hopkins.  See also Robert Casillo, The Genealogy of Demons: Anti-
Semitism, Fascism and the Myths of Ezra Pound, Evanston: Northwestern University 
Press, 1988, 207-278, for an acute discussion of Ezra Pound in terms of the scapegoat, 
with reference to René Girard.  This study originated in a 1983 seminar with Stuart 
McDougal, before I had a chance to read Casillo’s study.  I differ from his work first by 
tracing the details of Pound’s own scapegoating from the Taoists and Buddhists to the 
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