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Abstract 
 

This dissertation considers the relationship between American modernist 

literary forms and what I call the "fact of fiction." The “fact of fiction” refers to the 

sense, increasing in the modernist era, that the boundaries between real and made up 

things were more porous than previously supposed, meaning that facts were largely 

fictional, and fictions were often facts. This was particularly important for what I call 

"social fictions," phenomena like race or money that are constructed, but have attained 

a degree of real-world facticity. As social fictions became apparent as fictions, they 

created artistic anxiety. I tie this to the modernist interest in self-aware 

experimentation as well as the complex relationship of modernism to politics. 

Chapters cover Langston Hughes's revolutionary use of improvisation in response to 

the social fiction of race, Ezra Pound's reactionary use of imagism in response to 

Keynesian re-conceptions of money, Ernest Hemingway's refusal to accept the 

performative nature of gender even as his literary style reveals it, and Claude McKay's 

plotless revelry in the face of the breakdown of the nation. 
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Introduction 
Defining Facts and Fictions 

 
 

Scholars interested in defining the nature and scope of literary modernism have 

faced two significant challenges. First, it is very difficult to say what modernism is. 

This problem has a long and illustrious history within the field, from Harry Levin’s 

famous “What Was Modernism?” essay in 1960—which elegiacally sketched the 

nature of the phenomenon while it was, by many accounts, still happening—through 

Raymond Williams’s provocative re-framing “When Was Modernism?” a few decades 

later, to our current situation, in which, according to Mark Wollaeger, “A good deal of 

the vitality of modernist studies over the last decade or so has derived from various 

efforts to destabilize what is meant by ‘modernism’.” Wollaeger refers in particular to 

the erosion of older definitions, which have hinged on things like suites of formal 

features, unified artistic movements, engagement with questions of technology and 

other content of modernity, and so on; these have been disrupted by the expansion of 

modernist studies into increasingly diverse global contexts, adding a “where” to 

Levin’s “what” and Williams’s “when.” As Wollaeger notes, this really does lead to 

“definitional complications” (7). It was difficult enough to study modernism when we 

were simply unsure what it was or when it had happened, but now we have to account 

for its presence in vastly different cultural contexts, ranging from Rubén Darío’s 

modernismo in 1880’s Latin America to Lu Xun’s short stories in 1920’s China to 
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modernist movements in South Africa.1 How can modernism encompass all of this 

while remaining (or perhaps, finally becoming) a coherent category? 

On top of defining the field, scholars of modernism have also long struggled to 

articulate its politics. In short, everyone knows that modernism is political, but no one 

is quite sure how. The most obvious guess is that modernism is fascist, or at least 

encourages fascism. Some of its earliest (Filippo Marinetti), most canonical (Ezra 

Pound) and most politically extreme (Wyndham Lewis) practitioners were eager 

collaborators with the losing side of World War II. Yet the side that defeated them 

also included modernists like Ernest Hemingway and Gertrude Stein in its ranks; 

meanwhile, poets like Langston Hughes and Vladimir Mayakovsky, to say nothing of 

the most famous modernist painter, Pablo Picasso, were staunch communists. From all 

of this, Werner Sollors concludes in his book Ethnic Modernism that "the time has 

come to think of modernism… merely as a set of stylistic conventions—not unlike 

realism or neoclassicism—that helped artists achieve some extraordinary aesthetic 

accomplishments but that also could, and did, serve many different ideological 

purposes, some good and some bad" (234). His observation that modernists embraced 

essentially the entire political spectrum is undoubtedly correct, and he presents it as a 

succinct case for tying off attempts to find crude directional politics to correlate with 

modernist aesthetics.  

At the same time, Sollors’s answer is at odds with the fact that the question 

exists in the first place. If modernism simply describes a set of stylistic conventions, 

then why have its politics become a question important enough for him to address? It 
                                                
1 For more on modernismo, see Jrade. For an analysis of Lu and Chinese modernism, see Zhang. For 
one example of post-war modernism in South Africa, see Morris. 
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is because, in practice, modernist scholars seem quite convinced that the art and 

literature they study bears some important relationship to the political: The journal 

Modernism/modernity, for instance, publishes articles about the politics of some 

modernist subject or other at a rate of slightly more than one every other issue, and 

since its founding in 1994 has never gone a year without at least one such article.2 If 

modernism is simply a set of aesthetic conventions, then why have scholars so 

consistently identified relationships between particular modernists and intense 

political activism? Why has the impulse to generalize these relationships remained so 

strong throughout the field? And after all, the writers and artists above are certainly 

not evidence for a lack of politics; it might be more accurate to say that modernism 

seems to correlate with activism, but in a way that has proven very difficult to parse. 

Here again the globalization of the field makes the problem even more difficult to 

assess, not only because of the wider range of political stances captured through the 

inclusion of people like Darío and Lu in a sphere once considered almost exclusively 

European, but also because the very nature of what it means to be political varies 

widely from one context to another. As Chris Hanscom notes in his recent study of 

1930’s Korean modernism, in that colonial context simply focusing on aesthetics 

could seem like political abnegation, and writing in Korean at all was a highly charged 

act after Japanese language reforms (6). The first issue barely applies to, say, Ezra 

Pound, and the latter does not at all. Hanscom argues that the writers he treats are 

modernist, but what connects the politics of their art to that of, say, Eliot or Hughes? 

                                                
2 This claim is based on an assessment of the titles of every article published in Modernism/modernity 
from the first issue in 1994 to mid 2016. To be precise, at least one title including the string “politic” 
appears, on average, every 1.74 issues. This figure includes reviews.  
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In summary, these two problems—what is modernism? And what are its 

politics?— describe a field in which we are not sure what we are studying or what it 

does in the world. Yet the global turn does not merely highlight the difficulties; it also 

points to a solution. As Hanscom argues, we can understand how modernism might 

appear in widely divergent times and places “by examining modernism not as a pre-

established genre determined by its historical moment but as an interpretive category” 

(17), or, as he says elsewhere, an “interpretive strategy” (11). For Hansom, this 

strategy is rooted in the “crisis of representation,” which he defines as “a divergence 

between language and meaning” (11) that arises when “the repeatability of the relation 

between sign and referent is destabilized” (12). In colonial Korea, this leads the 

authors he studies to take part “in a more general crisis of representation, a modern 

loss of faith in the capacity of language to represent reality as such” (14). In this 

“[d]istrust of a positivist basis for both perceiving and representing the ‘real’ of a 

predetermining actuality” (15), then, he sees, “a ‘modernist mentality’ that appears in 

different times and places but which finds its commonality in the realization of a gap 

between language and the world” (17). Modernism for Hansom therefore consists of 

the interpretive strategy or strategies used in response to the crisis of representation. 

This enables him to reject the “developmentalist mode” that sees modernism as a 

concept developing in the center of the world literary system before moving to the 

periphery, but without wholesale denying the importance of history for each particular 

modernist instantiation. It is not a phenomenon radiating from Woolf’s London and 

Joyce’s Paris to the antipodes, but arising wherever artists respond to the crisis of 

representation.  
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This is an elegant solution to the “what”, “when”, and “where” of modernism, 

and in this book I apply a similar paradigm to United States modernism, especially in 

the 1920’s and later—but with one major conceptual difference: a rethinking of the 

crisis of representation. In invoking this term, Hanscom taps into a long tradition for 

explaining modernism’s classic formal features of self-awareness, attention to the 

conditions of its own production, experimentation, and thirst for the new. Indeed, in 

his Cambridge Introduction to Modernism Pericles Lewis uses the phrase “crisis of 

representation” more than 20 times. For Lewis, as for Hanscom, the phrase refers to 

the apparent inadequacy of representational systems for accurately depicting the 

world. The idea is that an artist tries to represent the world using some system—

language, painted images, notes—but the representation can never truly capture it. 

Whether because of some a priori impossibility inherent to language, or because of the 

breakdown of social conventions sustaining the meaning of specific representations, 

the result is that system ≠ world. Faced with this impossibility, the story goes, many 

modernists instead began to focus on what Charles Bernstein calls “the autonomy and 

self-sufficiency of the medium” (94), all of those classic avant garde formal features. 

Where a 19th-century realist painter may have attempted to paint pears realistically, a 

still life by Picasso may have more to do with brush strokes, lines, and colors—in 

short, with paint—than with the bowl of fruit it ostensibly represents; Gertrude Stein’s 

description of oranges may have more to do with nouns and syntax than with citrus.3 

The crisis of representation in this sense entails abandoning the task: faced with the 

                                                
3 For a good example of a Picasso pear that is barely a pear, see Green Still Life (Avignon, 1914). For 
Stein on oranges, see especially the sections “Orange.”, “Orange.”, “Oranges.”, and “Orange in.” in 
Tender Buttons (495-496) 
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impotence of symbols and symbolic systems as a way to depict the world, these artists 

and writers shift their focus to an examination of the symbols themselves. 

Here, however, we return to the same dilemma that characterized Sollors’s 

explanation of modernist politics. For all their shifted focus, the modernists hardly 

neglected the real world: Hughes wrote about initiating “the slaughter / That will end 

my hunger / And your bullets / And the gas of capitalism” in his communist poetry 

(174); Pound committed treason against the United States to promote fascism; Ernest 

Hemingway participated in and wrote about at least three major wars; and Claude 

McKay talked politics with everyone from anarchist editor Sylvia Pankhurst to Leon 

Trotsky.4 Anywhere one looks in modernist history, it is easy to find writers placing 

themselves and their art in the service of direct, often extreme real-world action. How 

can we square this with the retreat into reflexive aestheticism that Lewis—accurately 

relating the doxa—describes? 

The term “crisis of representation” proves unexpectedly agile in addressing 

this question. Prior to the 1980’s, when it found favor among both post-structuralists 

like Paul de Man and Marxists like Fredric Jameson, the phrase mainly appeared in 

political science journals. In its original contexts the phrase described a crisis of 

specifically political representation, the capacity of various groups of people to gain a 

voice in their own governments. The earliest use I can find dates to the 1960’s; It is by 

a lawyer discussing the complexities of electoral representation, akin to contemporary 

discussions surrounding redistricting or gerrymandering.5 Before it was ever deployed 

                                                
4 See the respective chapters for more information about each of these cases. 
5 Notably, the phrase itself appears when the article suddenly, in the next-to-last paragraph, brings up 
the "veritable Negro revolution" as a complicating factor (Dixon, 547). 
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to explain semiotic inadequacy, the crisis was about the very literal kind of 

representation, the sort that, combined with a little taxation, led to the American 

Revolutionary War. It was not until the 1980’s that this term made its way into the 

humanities, where it was taken up by post-structuralists and Marxists alike. Indeed, 

this earlier context resonates with the colonial situation described by Hanscom as well, 

in which the apparent inadequacy of language and literary forms for depicting or 

changing reality is largely the result of real-world political problems, including 

oppressive measures taken by the Japanese colonizers. This provenance points to the 

possibility of a crisis of representation that extends well beyond the bounds of the arts; 

the focus of that first article on racial politics helps to explain exactly where the new 

bounds might lie—in a reconception not just of the arts, but of the world at large. And 

this is especially clear in the United States. 

 

Representations in the Real World 

The reality of race, one of the most hotly contested areas of representation in 

the United States, changed dramatically over the course of the Modernist Era,6 as 

exemplified by W.E.B. Du Bois’s radical diagnosis of American racial politics near 

the era’s outset. Since approximately the early 19th century, the scientific consensus 

about race had been that race was an inherent human condition indicative of 

individuals’ intellectual and moral capacities.7 Yet here was a Harvard-educated and 

                                                
6 As the first section indicates, this is a highly variable concept. My use of the term refers to the period 
running roughly 1890-1960, since I view that as the era of American modernism. 
7 See Frederickson for more on this. The idea that race determined inherent, inborn, unchangeable 
differences took many years to develop; the biological version of race that often persists in the popular 
imagination today was an even later development. By the late 19th-century, however, both had a strong 
foothold in United States thinking about race. 
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brilliant black man diagnosing racism as a social problem—in effect, defying the 

deterministic account of racism by his argument, by his capacity to make it so 

ingeniously, and, ultimately, by his very existence as a formidable public intellectual 

who was also black.8 The world was increasingly on his side; within a few years Franz 

Boas’s anthropological work would deal a major blow to evolutionary, racialized 

accounts of cultural difference. By 1915, the pragmatist philosopher Alain Locke 

would argue of race and culture that: “far from being constants, these important 

aspects of human society are variables, and in the majority of instances not even 

paired variables, and that though they have at all times significant and definite 

relationships, they nevertheless are in no determinate way organically or causally 

connected” (188). In other words, the scientific consensus was increasingly being 

challenged. The theory of race began to look less and less like an obvious property 

emergent from the world, and more and more like something people made up to 

explain the world—and evidently, not very well at that. What’s more, its failure was in 

this period increasingly obvious, for example when The New Negro, edited by Locke, 

showed the world poetry, short stories, essays, plays, and more by some of the most 

innovative authors in the United States, nearly all of them black. Of course, not 

everyone was convinced by the new evidence; the point is simply that there was new 

evidence, and that it created its own crisis of representation, a crisis defined by the 

inadequacy of the prevailing racial theory to represent its putative object. 

                                                
8 As Ross Posnock has demonstrated, DuBois very likely “imported the tradition of modern intellectuals 
into the United States,” becoming “virtually the first American to turn ‘intellectuals’ into a force for 
‘justice and humanity’ after the word emerges from France in 1898” (7). 
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Crucially, however, Locke did not argue that the system of race was not real. 

In the same paragraph where he argues that race and culture are variables, frequently 

unpaired, he goes on to clarify: 

This position, differing from that of the school of interpretation which 
denies all significant connection between racial and cultural factors, 
does not deny that race stands for significant social characters and 
culture-traits or represents in given historical contexts characteristic 
differentiations of culture-type. However, it does insist against the 
assumption of any such constancy, historical or intrinsic, as would 
make it possible to posit an organic connection between them and to 
argue on such grounds the determination of one by the other. (188) 
 

This is a nuanced argument: Race is real, and it has effects in the world; it is also not 

intrinsic, but rather made up, and socially determinative only by virtue of various 

historical contingencies. Race really does determine important aspects of people’s 

lives, and many people experience its effects every day, even though there is no 

biological or inherent reason it has to exist. With this careful negotiation between 

reality and constructedness, Locke prefigures some of the most sophisticated race and 

ethnicity theory today, particularly that advanced by the group of scholars loosely 

classifiable as Post-Positivist Realists (PPR), and including Linda Martín Alcoff, 

Paula Moya, Satya P. Mohanty, and Michael Hames Garcia, among others. 

When these theorists began to publish in the 1990’s, the arena of identity 

theory was split between a conundrum like that noticed by Locke (and still influential 

today): a difficult negotiation between, on one side, reality, lived experience, and 

practical truth, and, on the other, plausible critical theory about the constructed nature 

of things like race. Old fashioned essentialism—the idea that a person would simply 

be born with intrinsic characteristics because of her race or gender, for instance—still 
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retained substantial cultural force even after a century of challenges like those by 

DuBois and Locke. In the academy, however, the highly visible work of post-

structuralist theorists rejected these ideas outright. They argued instead that all such 

identity categories are constructed, with or without willing participation from the 

individuals in question, and that their resulting existence is a mechanism for the 

persistence of existing power hierarchies. But even as this way of thinking led to 

important advances in thinking about the relationships between people and their social 

structures, it sometimes came perilously close to denying both the lived experience of 

women and people of color and the stable existence of any kind of objective world in 

which these complex social constructions were taking place. Ernesto Javier Martínez 

summarizes the problematic claims of what he calls “antirealist” standpoints: 

“identities are fictions, normative claims are violent, linguistic reference is 

indeterminate, subjecthood is always and only a form of subjection, intelligibility (if 

desired) is a normative yearning to be recognized as a legitimate subject” (9). This led 

to a paradoxical situation in which clear political engagement—what could be more 

charged than identity politics?—coincided with practical political abnegation. Gayatri 

Spivak’s concept of “strategic essentialism” (a term which she has since disavowed) is 

a case in point on this question of the difficulty of squaring post-structuralist thinking 

with real-world action. She argued that it can make sense for women and minorities to 

temporarily adopt essentialist identities in order to combat their oppressors, saying, 

“Since one cannot be an essentialist, why not look at the ways in which one is 

essentialist, carve out a representative essentialist position, and then do politics 

according to the old rules whilst remembering the dangers in this?” (45). In other 
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words, to form political interest groups and other identitarian movements, it is useful, 

and possibly necessary, to adopt the logic of essentialism—implying that to get 

anything done one must abandon the terms of post-structuralist critique, because they 

are, in a practical sense, not workable. If essentialism incorrectly denied the 

constructed nature of reality, post-structuralist thinking appeared to go too far in 

denying the real nature of constructions—the lived reality of gender and race. 

PPR resolves this problem through an insistence on both the existence of some 

sort of reality which exists outside of particular humans—in short, a “real world”—as 

well as on the reality of made up things. The first point means that a given theory may 

do a better or worse job correlating with, explaining, and predicting results for that 

reality.9 For example, Linda Martín Alcoff points out that the operations of gender, 

while in many ways contingent on just the kinds of construction and subjection 

identified by the post-structuralists, also depend crucially on the morphology and 

functioning of different kinds of human bodies. It is certainly true that something like 

                                                
9 I use the term "reality" here in the sense explained by the pragmatists below, particularly William 
James's notion that truth is an event or process of verification. I take the implication to be that reality 
consists of strata of more or less verified truths; I like to picture the most verified at the bottom, and the 
least at the top, like propositional sand dunes. The influence of this notion can be traced in a number of 
directions: The "web of belief" proposed by W.V.O Quine and J.S. Ullian; the paradigms of Thomas 
Kuhn's scientific history; even, to some extent, Ludwig Wittgenstein's idea of the family resemblance. 
In each framework, I take the realness of a notion to be a description of its resistance to adjustment 
when a new idea is proposed. It is very difficult to accept a new theory that requires us to adjust the 
speed of light, but easy to accept one that requires us to adjust the purported start time of a meeting; this 
is a measure of the relative realness of the speed of light and the times written in our day planners. As I 
explore further below, the social world is a key factor in this "resistance". In Quine's and Ullian's 
argument about the truth of observations rendered as statements, a true statement is that which can be 
“intersubjectively observable” (i.e., can possibly have multiple witnesses) and about which “all 
members of the community that concerns us are disposed, if asked, to assent to the sentence under the 
same stimulations of their sensory surfaces” (19). A real thing is anything such a sentence can describe. 
This does suggest that changes in agreement among enough speakers would change reality; these are 
precisely the moments that I cover in this book. Finally, the epistemic and ontic are deeply entangled 
here. For more on this last point, see the discussion of Barad, below. 



J.D. Porter 

 12 

access to birth control is a very socially contingent feature of the way gender operates 

in the world; at the same time, it is also wrapped up in particular people’s capacity to 

give birth. This capacity depends both on social factors and on the material reality of, 

for instance, having a uterus or not. This is far from an essentialist or determinist 

argument: Neither Alcoff nor any other PPR-affiliated theorist would assert that being 

born into a body with a uterus is the one defining factor in a given individual’s gender 

experience. It may not even be the most important factor. It is a factor, though, and 

one which an “antirealist” framework might struggle to represent. Constructions are 

important, but they are informed by realities that may antedate or provide substantial 

resistance to them. 

At the same time, constructions may themselves attain a kind of reality. 

Returning to the issue of race, for instance, Paula Moya and Hazel Markus explain that 

“Contrary to what most people believe, race and ethnicity are not things that people 

have or are. Rather, they are actions that people do. Race and ethnicity are social, 

historical, and philosophical processes that people have done for hundreds of years 

and are still doing” (4). Beyond its insights about race and ethnicity in particular, this 

definition is important for its transition from a consideration of static entities to one of 

dynamic processes. The question is not “What is race?” but “What does race do?” As 

Moya and Markus see it, the first question is too naive in assuming that race is an 

essential, intrinsic property of the world. Rather, it is something that people have 

constructed and continue to prop up today. It is only comprehensible in a picture that 

includes time; it only exists because of and through motion—which, after all, is a 
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constitutive feature of the rest of reality.10 So, this does not mean that race is any less 

real. Taking an antirealist position with respect to human creations is a good way to 

crash into a wall. Why couldn’t the same principle be true for race? This is a key part 

of what Moya and Markus argue. They certainly would not assert that race is not real; 

in fact, they are at pains to stress just the opposite, devoting significant space to its 

effects on (and ongoing origins in) employment, housing, schooling, medicine, justice, 

sports, media—all measurable instantiations of an idea that, as recently as six 

centuries ago, did not exist (62-6). Race has been constructed, made up by human 

beings over a long period that has not yet ended, and it is at the same time very real, a 

set of facts we must confront if we want a correct understanding of the world. 

 With current identity theory in mind, it is easier to see how philosophical 

antecedents in the modernist era had begun to cover similar ground, and how their 

explorations relate to a crisis of representation that had extended well outside of 

aesthetic practice. Locke himself has threaded the needle on the reality of race, 

combining the key paired claims of PPR: that some sort of reality exists, and that 

made up things are included in its real features. Race, for him, is a collection of 

variables, dependent on historical contexts and not intrinsic (i.e., made up), and at the 

same time an actual feature of the world, about which theorists can make more or less 

accurate claims (i.e., real). Locke arrives at this understanding in large part thanks to 

the intellectual advances of his pragmatist predecessors and contemporaries. On the 

                                                
10 To some extent, this is true even for objects, like a chair or table. As the physicist Richard Feynman 
reminds us, “The world is a dynamic mess of jiggling things, if you look at it right. And if you magnify, 
you will hardly see a little thing anymore, because everything is jiggling in its own pattern, and there’s 
a lot of little balls. It’s lucky that we have such a large scale of view of everything, that we can see these 
as things, without having worry about all these little atoms all the time.” This is probably true in terms 
of looking at tables; at other times, our scale is less fortuitous. 
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specific topic of race, for example, John Dewey states the case even more succinctly, 

arguing in 1919 that “Scientifically… race is largely a fiction,” but “as designating a 

whole group of phenomena, it is a practical reality” (251). And broadening the claim, 

as early as 1907 William James was already anticipating just the kind of dynamic 

understanding of reality that Moya and Markus describe: “The truth of an idea is not a 

stagnant property inherent in it. Truth happens to an idea. It becomes true, is made true 

by events. Its verity is in fact an event, a process: the process namely of its verifying 

itself, its veri-fication” (77-78). Truth exists, and, like race, is a process, something 

that is only intelligible in a dynamic conception of reality as a series of interconnected 

events (and, Moya and Markus would add, processes and institutions). It stands to 

reason—and if James does not quite say this, Dewey and Locke clearly extrapolated 

it—that the things people have done may well be part of this verification process. Any 

number of examples show this to be reasonable, even for far less abstract objects of 

inquiry than race; take the statement, “Beagles exist.” Obviously this is true, but it has 

also only recently become true; the modern breed has only existed for a few hundred 

years.11 What is more, people bred the beagle; it would not exist without human 

intervention. Beagles are, therefore, simultaneously real and made up.  

 I refer to this situation as the fact of fiction. I use the term “fiction” here, as 

opposed to the more common “construction,” not just because of its associations with 

literature, although these are important for my purposes, but because the tension 

between its etymology and its ordinary current usage is well-suited for capturing the 

                                                
11 Beagles have existed in some form for at least 500 years (there are explicit references attested from 
the 15th century), but used to be a smaller dog, which people would carry around in pockets or saddle 
bags (“Beagle”, 42). 
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unintuitive ontological situation in question. In ordinary usage, “fiction” means 

something like the opposite of real: A person in a non-fiction book, generally 

speaking, must have existed at some point, whereas a person in a fictional book may 

never have existed outside of the book. Yet even in trying to explain this usage, we 

run into some difficulties, as evident in that qualifier “outside of the book,” which 

already concedes a certain amount of “realness” to the fiction. That is, we cannot 

simply say that Leopold Bloom “does not exist,” full stop, because he does exist, in 

Ulysses—otherwise, who are we talking about?  

Another, perhaps more common way to explain a fictional character is to say 

that someone else invented him; this is one of the Oxford English Dictionary 

definitions for fiction: “Arbitrary invention.” In other words, the character is made 

up—but, as we have just seen, that does not necessarily mean that the character is not 

real in some (however limited) sense. And after all, beagles were in some sense made 

up, too—an “arbitrary invention” of British hunters. Perhaps this is why, 

etymologically, fiction derives less from a reality claim than from a description of 

process—the Latin root is a noun of action meaning something like “to form.” A 

fictional thing is really just a thing whose construction is understood to be an 

important feature of its ontological status. Nearly everyone would agree that Leopold 

Bloom exists in some sense but nearly everyone would also insist that he be 

distinguished from James Joyce primarily on the basis that we all remain aware that 

Joyce constructed Bloom. The degree to which this remains the case for invented 

things varies widely; few insist that the hunters remain an integral part of claims about 

the reality of beagles. Over time, depending on circumstances, fictions apparently 
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have the capacity to transition into ordinary facts; correspondingly, many facts are 

apparently fictional in origin. The fact of fiction describes the condition from both 

directions, with an eye toward those instances where attention to fictionality has the 

capacity to spark a reimagination of the facts. 

 One such arena, important for the pragmatists and modernists alike, is that of 

social fictions, the other major term I use in this book. A social fiction is something 

invented by a large number of people over a long period of time, typically involving 

long-standing, world-shaping societal norms and processes. Examples include race, 

gender, money, nation, religion, law, even cities. In all of them, vast edifices have 

been constructed from sedimentary layers of past ideas (perhaps still in place, perhaps 

long inactive), the results of those ideas, cross-contamination from other social 

fictions, and all of the ensuing habits, beliefs, customs, and human institutions. In 

addition to these clearly fictional (in the sense of made up) components, other parts of 

a given social fiction may be more or less independent of social constructions (the fact 

that some people can bear children while others cannot, or the weather in Boston), and 

in all cases the results of a social fiction have led to material realities, facts of fiction 

that are inescapably real. Race is an “arbitrary invention” (in the strict sense of the 

word “arbitrary”—as noted below, its development was motivated), but today in the 

United States a child really does face a different likelihood of completing college, 

going to prison, buying a house, even reaching adulthood, simply as a result of his or 

her race.12 A social fiction will always include material facts about the world, things 

like the number of women sitting in corporate board rooms each day, or even the 
                                                
12 It is also important to note that a given person’s racial identity can change over time, voluntarily or 
otherwise. For more on this, see Saperstein. 
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physical locations of those boardrooms as people have placed them within cities. Each 

social fiction therefore takes both facts and fictions as inputs, and produces both facts 

and fictions as outputs. The idea of the fact of fiction plays an important role in 

disentangling those components of social fictions which are real, constructed, or both. 

 The social part of the term is equally important, however, because it indicates 

the complex and largely ateleological development of these edifices. In contrast with, 

say, religious explanations of the world, no easily identifiable force lies at their root. 

The motivations that underlie the progress of each fiction are so widely dispersed 

across so many people over such a long stretch of time that they are extremely difficult 

to attribute to any particular goal, purpose, or even logic.13 With a social fiction like a 

city, this feature is quite clear. A person may move to Boston because the Charles 

River is a good source of fresh water, or because her Puritan aunt has a spare bed, or 

to escape the Irish potato famine, or because the Celtics have drafted him. The city 

grows as a result of its natural features, its existing residents, events that have little to 

do with it, and institutions that are largely a side-effect of its own past growth. 

Everything that happens has a local explanation—perhaps the Celtics need outside 

shooting and the draftee is good at threes—but no one explanation connects 

everything; the city is multicausal. With other social fictions, strong overarching 

motivations, for example of power, economics, or ideology, may play a very large 

role. Race, for example, developed largely as a result of a European desire to divide 

labor as capitalism developed alongside New World conquests (Quijano, 534-535), 

and gender derives in large part from the division of family labor as well as what 

                                                
13 See Chapter 4 for a discussion of the relationship between this idea and a larger theory of history. 
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Gayle Rubin calls “the traffic in women” more generally (Rubin, esp. 45-47). Yet both 

race and gender still entail all sorts of historically contingent and even virtually 

random signifiers, ideas, practices—in short, fictional strata—ranging from the 

apparently minor (pink is for girls, blue is for boys) to the world-changing (the victims 

of the new racial ideology were very often dark-skinned). The incredibly convoluted, 

disparately motivated histories of social fictions means that the second part of the 

term—their very fictionality—often becomes difficult to see. Obscure beginnings have 

a strange way of conferring a sense of timelessness. 

 One of the key features of social fictions, then, is that they erase their own 

origin stories, they naturalize themselves—they appear, in other words, like 

collections of inevitable facts. This happens to a greater or lesser degree, and with 

more or less meaningful results, depending on the type of social fiction in question. 

People walking around Boston today probably do not spend a high percentage of their 

time thinking about the historical contingencies that led the Prudential Tower to be 

situated near both the Berklee College of Music and a Cheesecake Factory; if they do, 

it is a fairly innocuous kind of historical curiosity. Meanwhile, it is very difficult to 

persuade certain very large swaths of Americans that race and gender are anything 

besides natural, inevitable realities ordained to look more or less as they do today; 

confronting that fiction challenges important aspects of still larger structures, up to and 

including the entire body politic and culture, and threatens the status quo and existing 

social arrangements. When social fictions like these do begin to crack—when the 

fictional nature of their facts begins to show—people who benefit from them get 

worried. And this is precisely what happened in the modernist era. It is no coincidence 



J.D. Porter 

 19 

that the pragmatists active in that period A) Anticipated some of the PPR-style 

reconciliations of reality and construction, and B) Had theories explicitly about race. 

The entire structure of racial thinking was shored up in the American 19th century not 

just by the usual self-naturalizing effects of social fictions, but also by highly 

motivated actors either eager to reinforce that naturalization or, often, so eager to 

exploit them that they were not too worried about their justifications one way or the 

other. And then the new reality collided with pragmatists and modernists alike: Locke, 

who was both, advanced both pragmatist racial theory and the literature of Langston 

Hughes; Zora Neale Hurston was studying with Boas at virtually the same time as she 

appeared in Locke’s anthology; and Du Bois, another New Negro alum, was not just 

an artist, organizer, and philosopher, but also a former student of William James. To 

put it the other way around: The man who literally wrote the book on Pragmatism first 

had a student who flagrantly belied the inevitability of the racist interpretation of 

reality. The artists and thinkers who figured out pragmatism and modernism—often 

together—ran headlong into new evidence that substantial social realities were, in fact, 

fictions.  

 I have focused primarily on race so far, not just because its combination of 

constructions and realities is particularly clear, but because I believe, with Toni 

Morrison, that the creation, interrogation, and horror of racism run through the heart of 

American literature.14 As the examples above show, this influence continued during 

the modernist era. But the fraying of social fictions in this period went well beyond 

race—though they also frequently overlapped with it. On the issue of gender, for 

                                                
14 This is the central thesis of Morrison’s Playing in the Dark. 
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instance, Gertrude Stein’s 1909 Three Lives, arguably the first American modernist 

novel, famously includes a section in which, perhaps for the first time, a white 

American writer depicts a psychologically complex and realistic African-American 

character—but the character is also a woman, in a book featuring only women 

protagonists, written by a woman de facto married to a woman.15 Meanwhile, 

women’s suffrage and its sibling issue of temperance dominated United States politics 

on or about 1910, both of them amending the Constitution itself right as Gertrude 

Stein’s innovations were beginning to reach the Lost Generation—women gained the 

right to vote in the U.S. in the same year F. Scott Fitzgerald and John Dos Passos 

published their first work. Of course, many of the members of that generation only 

met Stein in Paris because World War I had so thoroughly shaken up the long-dormant 

boundaries of Western nations, another social fiction being strained to the breaking 

point in a period of aesthetic production so often described as centering on two global 

wars. And the second of those wars resulted in part from the massive collapse of the 

world economy right in the middle of modernism. Not just macroeconomic structures 

and policies but also money itself underwent immense conceptual and practical 

changes during this period. Each of these social fictions—race, gender, nation, and 

money—had become a crisis. They had large-scale implications both philosophical 

and immediate, abstract and life-and-death; and these were, to a large extent, crises of 

representation. And in the last of these, money, lies one of the clearest examples of the 

                                                
15 For more on the reaction to Melanctha’s psychological complexity, see Sollors, who mentions 
positive reactions from black writers and intellectuals including DuBois, James Weldon Johnson, Nella 
Larsen, and Sterling Brown (though not everyone was so enthusiastic—Claude McKay was a notable 
exception) (30). 



J.D. Porter 

 21 

ways the fact of fiction led people to reconceptualize the relationship between systems 

of representation and the real world.  

 

Redefining the crisis 

Just before the twentieth century started, William McKinley and William 

Jennings Bryan waged the most expensive Presidential election the country had yet 

seen (Gilson). At the center of it, and perhaps its most contentious issue, was a very 

basic question: What should money be? McKinley argued that the value of the dollar 

should depend on gold. People would trust and be able to use currency because the 

government guaranteed that it could be exchanged for a particular amount of a 

particular metal. This was very much in line with the prevailing idea that, as Walter 

Benn Michaels puts it, money was “the sort of thing… that the world might run out 

of” (146)—in other words, that money was less a convenient human abstraction than 

another commodity out there in the world. The notion was so powerful that 

McKinley’s opponent, the man who waged such a bitter campaign against him, ran for 

President twice more, and railed that “you shall not crucify mankind upon a cross of 

gold,” was merely arguing that silver be added to the mix, too. Dollars should, he 

argued, be exchangeable for two kinds of metal.16 The only way that money made 

sense to people at this time was for it to be tied to something else that they already 

considered valuable—literally a heavy metal. 

 Two important historical developments posed serious challenges to this 

paradigm. First, the Weimar Republic experienced inflation on a truly staggering 
                                                
16 For a good summary of bimetallism in the United States and elsewhere, including during the 
McKinley/Bryan campaign of 1896, see Friedman. 
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scale: in 1914, a one-dollar book would have cost about 4 German marks; in 1920 it 

would cost about 50 marks; by 1924, it would cost about 4,200,000,000,000 marks 

(Widdig, 39). This was not the first time anyone in the world had experienced rapid 

inflation; in fact, one reason the U.S. so wholeheartedly adopted bi-metallism was the 

runaway inflation that accompanied a brief Civil-War-inspired detour into fiat 

currency—that is, money decoupled from commodities like gold, and backed only by 

a government guarantee. Still, as Thomas Piketty has noted in Capital in the Twenty-

First Century, inflation in general was quite low in the Western world over the course 

of the 19th century, and the idea of money as a limited commodity could easily have 

become naturalized again after a stable half century. As he puts it, “the loss of stable 

monetary reference points in the twentieth century marks a significant rupture with 

previous centuries, not only in the realms of economics and politics but also in regard 

to social, cultural, and literary matters” (108).  So, while the sheer absurdity of the 

Weimar situation may have done little to contradict the idea that money should be tied 

to rocks, it was a dramatic reminder that it could depart from the rocks and everything 

else, leaving behind in dramatic fashion the world it ostensibly merely described—

and, as Piketty says, dramatically re-orienting people’s conceptions of stability even 

beyond money itself.17  

The second historical development arose in the wake of the Great Depression, 

when nearly every major economy abandoned the gold standard. Fiat currency became 

a global emergency measure; but this time, rather than leading to disaster, it led the 

way out of it. The sooner a country abandoned the gold standard, the sooner and better 
                                                
17 Piketty stresses the literary impact of all of this, noting in particular that it had pronounced effects not 
only in Europe and the United States, but in Egypt and Turkey as well (109). 
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it recovered from the Depression.18 Evidently money could function just fine without 

its metal anchors; in fact, it seemed to function better as a purer form of fiction, tied 

only to social agreement. People were certain that money drew its meaning from the 

world it was supposed to describe; yet here it was operating better—in a very practical 

sense—by detaching from that world, by drawing its meaning only from social 

agreement. One new abstraction in the everyday thinking about money had arrived: It 

was working without any commodity backing at all. And this led directly to a second, 

even more powerful abstraction in the understanding of this social fiction. 

Even as fiat currency, money could be understood as a primarily descriptive 

symbolic system.19 Whether or not it was tied to gold, it still had the job of explaining 

how much one kind of real object was worth in terms of some other real object. In this 

way of thinking, if a house cost $4,000 and a bushel of wheat cost $2.00, the dollars 

were really just a convenient way to say that a house was worth 2,000 bushels of 

wheat. In classical economics, this function was oten seen as an ironclad rule about 

money. If a government decided to print twice as much currency, nothing would 

happen to the wheat or the house; people would just use $8,000 to buy one and $4 to 

buy the other. Economists of the first half of the twentieth century, most famously 

John Maynard Keynes, realized that this was not an accurate understanding of the 

world. Among his many other innovations, Keynes pointed out that adjusting the 

money supply could actually adjust the world itself. In the situation above, for 

instance, if you had $4,000 in the bank and the government was doubling the money 

                                                
18 See Eichengreen, especially Ch. 12. 
19 In this paragraph, I use a highly simplified example of a demand crisis in which printing more money 
stimulates production. For a much more detailed explanation of classical economic theories, see 
Keynes, Ch. 2; for the relationship of monetary policy to production, see his Ch. 15. 
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supply, you would want to get rid of your dollars—wheat and houses are still the 

same, but your dollars will soon buy half as much of them as they used to. It would 

make more sense to invest the dollars in something else, perhaps the wheat itself. But 

with everyone buying more wheat, farmers would have an incentive to plant more of 

it. As a result, the real world would soon contain more wheat—all because the 

government arbitrarily printed more dollars. In other words, the system that 

supposedly describes the world has in fact changed the world. In real life, these 

situations are quite complicated (see Chapter Two for more), but the summary is 

simple: Printing new dollars can result in the world actually containing more wheat; 

the physical reality can change as a result of an adjustment to a symbolic system.  

This is a new kind of crisis of representation, very different from the standard 

one described in the traditional accounts of modernism summarized by Lewis. There, 

it appeared that representations were inadequate to the world, that they could never 

accurately depict or explain it. But the example of money shows us something else: A 

form of representation that is, if anything, over-adequate for describing the world. 

Changing money changes the world; an intervention in the system of representation 

has the capacity to make real changes in the thing being represented. On reflection, it 

quickly becomes apparent that this result is implied by the dynamic I have described 

as the “fact of fiction.” This is especially true of those changes in social fictions—well 

beyond money alone— that so influenced the pragmatists and their modernist 

contemporaries. Ideas which had previously been taken for granted as stable and 

unchangeable features of a static world were, evidently, actually the residue of 

interventions in the world. The system of race, for instance, was not merely describing 
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the kinds of people in the world; it was also creating those kinds and assigning people 

to them. Gender as an organizing system and interpretive framework could explain 

that women were, say, better at crocheting than men, but gender was also making 

women better at crocheting. Like the value of wheat, these systems of representation 

were depicting things that, to a surprising extent, they had constructed in the first 

place. Of course, the wheat was still materially there, and its price was, as Dewey 

might say, a practical reality. But that just made the whole situation even more 

alarming: it was not just that a few scattered conventions were flimsier than previously 

supposed. This would have been a minor epistemological crisis, amenable to 

quarantine and correction—just figure out those conventions, and everything is back 

to normal. Instead, this was a major epistemological crisis, because of the confusing 

extent to which it was also an ontological crisis. That is, it was increasingly apparent 

that the two—representation and reality—were linked. Representations were changing 

the things they supposedly merely depicted; in a broader sense, inquiry was adjusting 

its objects. This was not a world immune to representers and their systems, but one 

they were constantly creating. 

It is worth emphasizing the extent to which this really is a claim about the 

world, both for the thinkers I am describing and for me in this book. At the same time 

as the pragmatists and the modernists were re-evaluating reality on the basis of social 

fictions, scientists faced their own re-evaluation of many of their tenets about the way 

the world works on its most fundamental levels. As Karen Barad explains, the physics 

experiments and theories of this era produced startling, often counterintuitive results. 

These often seemed epistemological, but turned out to be ontological, too; in fact, as 
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Barad argues, the two are deeply entangled. Take Werner Heisenberg’s famous 

uncertainty principle, for instance. This seems on the face of it to be an 

epistemological situation: in the investigation of a particle, knowledge of its 

momentum is at odds with knowledge of its position, such that it is impossible to have 

both. In simple terms, measuring either affects the other. For instance, in order to 

figure out the position of a particle, one must detect it, which usually involves 

bouncing something off of it (like a beam of light, or an electron). This action changes 

what the particle would have been doing otherwise—perhaps it was on its way to point 

A, but after being blasted with a beam of light, it has been knocked off its path is now 

now en route to point B. Thanks to the beam, we now know where the particle is, but 

its velocity (and thus its momentum) has changed. Figuring out one requires adjusting 

the other. 

This is certainly an epistemological problem, a question of our inability to 

figure out two simultaneously true facts residing in a particle. However, according to 

Niels Bohr, who critiques Heisenberg’s original article on this issue, it is also an 

ontological reality; that is, a particle does not entirely have both a position and a 

momentum prior to the instant of investigation. It simply has a field of possible 

positions and momentums; investigation collapses this field down to a single result. 

This is not a question merely of uncertainty (an epistemic question), but of 

indeterminacy (an ontic question); Heisenberg added a postscript to his article in 

which he agreed with Bohr’s interpretation.20 Barad is at pains to emphasize the extent 

to which, on this minute, fundamental level of reality, the epistemological is entangled 
                                                
20 My discussion of the uncertainty principle in this paragraph and above derives from Barad, 115-118. 
As she notes, Bohr is arguing for indeterminacy. 
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with the ontological. She even coins the term onto-epistemology to describe the 

inextricable interweaving of both in any true account of reality in the wake of these 

radically revised scientific theories (185). Our figuration of an artist using a 

representation to explore the world is a little misleading then, at least to the extent that 

it makes each term look distinct from the others. According to Bohr and Barad, it 

would be more accurate to show all of the terms entangled with one another in a 

complex interaction.21 In some ways this is obvious, e.g., in the fact that artists are part 

of the world; as Barad puts it, “we are a part of that nature that we seek to understand” 

(26). Of course, this also means that nature contains those parts which seek to 

understand it. We may not usually think of it this way, but it is clear on reflection that 

the universe is both self-aware and exploring itself.  

Artists are part of the world, and the world is partly art; that leaves only the 

representation itself, the mechanism by which the other two become apparent to each 

other. Bohr might call this an apparatus, akin to the devices used to test, say, the paths 

of particles. To say something true, he argued, one must account not just for the 

phenomena observed, but also for the observer and the apparatus. It is not sufficient to 

say “the particle had momentum X”; the fact of the matter necessarily entails the 

scientist and the apparatus as well: “We hit a particle with a beam of light, which 

produced observation X about momentum.”22 For our purposes, the apparatus is that 

                                                
21 Barad usually uses the term intra-action, since the agents are not actually independent enough to do 
anything inter each other. I think she is right to prefer this term; I have avoided it only for the sake of 
brevity in the main text. 
22 There is a clear affinity here for some of the key observations of post-positivism, which accepts the 
existence of the world, but insists on accounting for the observer (and other contexts) in its description. 
See, for example, Thomas Kuhn’s comparison of his work to Karl Popper’s: “Finally, Sir Karl and I are 
united in opposition to a number of the most characteristic these of classical positivism. We both 
emphasize, for example, the intimate and inevitable entanglement of scientific observation with 
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part of the world used by the artist to represent some part of the world to herself and 

others; a fact does not exist separate from some sort of system of representation used 

to determine and convey it. This may be language, signs, or even dollars. These are 

not mere simulacra of the world, an insufficient way of approximating it; they are part 

of it, the means by which it can come to know itself as that entity which seeks to know 

itself. Remembering that fictions are simply things whose construction is considered a 

key part of their ontological status, it is safe to say that the interplay of artist, 

representation, and world leaves little outside of the boundaries of the fact of fiction.  

 

Closing the Loop 

 This way of understanding the theories articulated by the pragmatists, and 

evident in both social fictions and scientific research over the modernist era, yields 

important insights for our two fundamental problems in modernist studies. The easier 

one to tackle first is the question of the politics of modernism. The crisis of 

representation as I have articulated it here is A) evident in urgent, clearly political 

social fictions, and B) a crisis of power rather than of impotence. A reality as massive 

as race, as embedded as gender, as vital as money, and as determinative as nation was 

in fact the result of fictions, developed by people in part through the use of symbolic 

systems. In other words, fiction has created much of our present reality, and can, 

presumably, recreate it—in fact, is inevitably participating in the life of social fictions. 

This situation, in which the structure of society is amenable to editing, erasure, and 

rewrites is a situation that demands a response both aesthetic and political: Aesthetic 
                                                                                                                                       
scientific theory”—an early formulation of the post-positivism truism that all observations are theory-
laden (267). 
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because of the evident immediacy of forms, now apparently capable of creating facts, 

and political because of the social nature of the results. There was no way to know 

these new things about the world and to assume that a work of art had no impact on 

them, or that they could be changed without attention to form, in all of its valences. 

This world demanded an aestheticopolitical response. At the same time, it said 

nothing about what that response ought to be. Confronted with the possibility that race 

might be revised—as a theory and as a practical reality—Hughes set about trying to do 

just that, writing a poetry that drew heavily from African-American culture and 

sought, in explicit terms, to establish political and economic equality for all American 

people. Pound, meanwhile, saw the same cracks in the foundation and panicked. His 

fascist, anti-Semitic poetry, essays, and radio broadcasts were often a desperate 

attempt to prop up the crumbling edifice—“fragments shored against his ruin,” as his 

friend T.S. Eliot might put it (“The Waste Land”, l. 431). The politics of modernism 

are a response without a direction—in physics terms, a speed rather than a velocity. 

This accounts, on the one hand, for the difficulty of correlating modernism with any 

particular politics that Sollors describes. On the other hand, it also accounts for the 

persistent critical impulse to assign a politics to modernism, because, in effect, 

modernism is political; it is the formal response to a political situation, the crisis of 

representation emergent from the revelation of the fact of fiction. One author may call 

it a disaster, and another an opportunity, but their specifically modernist response is in 

both cases the necessary aestheticopolitical response to this breakdown in certainty. 

Understanding modernist politics as a response to a crisis of representation has 

the salutary effect of rendering visible the contours of modernism as an aesthetic 
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movement as well: A work is modernist to the extent that it evinces the kind of 

asetheticopolitical concern occasioned by the response to the fact of fiction. In 

practice, this means a reconceptualization of the relationship between representation 

and the world, the media used to create artistic forms and the ontological status/effects 

of the resulting artistic artifacts. In European and American modernism, this usually 

does involve calling attention to “the autonomy and self-sufficiency of the medium”—

a painter does not render paint an invisible conveyance of an image, say, a bowl of 

pears, but shows it as paint at the same time. Yet this need not be understood as a 

rejection of the reality or representability of the pears. Rather, it engages reality on the 

terms of its actual existence, which is a combination of factual and fictional inputs. 

From the onto-epistemological entanglement of a pear at the atomic level, to the 

interacting social fictions which result in its tasting good to people, or being in a bowl 

next to a bottle of wine and a guitar, the thing represented is not distinct from the 

representation, but continuous with it. It partakes of the same kinds of material and 

constructive features and is amenable to adjustment by the artist through the 

representation itself. So when Stein stresses words over concepts, or Pound’s poem is 

so difficult and intertextual that it returns the reader continually to its arrangement, 

these are not rejections of some more stable ontology, but an acceptance of onto-

epistemology. They are the reasonable response to the realization of the fact of fiction: 

The creation of fictions which simultaneously interact with the world and revel in their 

own construction.  

Yet this definition applies beyond the classic “high modernist” examples as 

well. Hughes, for instance, deploys sophisticated improvisational techniques, 
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effectively highlighting the extent to which the production of art is a dynamic process 

entangled with its performance and reception—and perhaps highlighting the dynamic 

nature of the things represented, like the constructed nature of race. Meanwhile, 

Hanscom says that 1930’s Korean modernism, “far from immersing itself in the 

pursuit of a purely nonreferential linguistic pleasure, strove for the presentation of—

for lack of a better phrase—a realer real in attempting to overcome this crisis of 

representation” (6, emphasis his). Formally, this is practically the opposite of what 

Stein and Pound are doing, and yet Hanscom still has no trouble identifying it as 

modernist. My definition explains this apparent conundrum: Both writers are 

producing an aestheticopolitical response to the fact of fiction.23 If modernism is on 

some level an example of “what Wittgenstein called the family resemblances that 

make multiple modernisms recognizable as members of a class” (Wollaeger, 11), then 

this definition is an important contribution to our understanding of the modernist 

genome, an explanation of why art produced in different parts of the world, at 

different times, with different political aims, and with different (even opposite) forms 

can still be so readily identified as part of the same family.24 As examples of 

modernism, they are designed to highlight their status as both fictions and facts, in 

                                                
23 Hanscom argues for a more traditional understanding of the crisis of representation—a “skepticism  
regarding the capacity of language to correspond with its referent in the world” that, in this case, results 
in “an almost hyperrealist aesthetic practice adequate to the experience of the modern and within the 
strictures of colonial censorship” (6). This last clause is, I think, evidence for my reading of the crisis: If 
the Japanese colonizers are able to wrest so much control of language and the experience of the modern, 
it seems that their language—Japanese, but also decrees, rulings, etc.—has quite a bit of capacity to 
correspond with, and indeed to alter, its referents. 
24 It might even help us to think more “probabilistically” about modernism (to borrow a practice, albeit 
imprecisely, from the physicists above). That is, a writer need not be modernist or not a modernist; he 
or she could be, say, 30% modernist. We can understand any given work or author to be modernist to 
the extent that they deploy an aestheticopolitical response to the fact of fiction. 
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order to interact with a world in which the truth is, as James observes, something that 

happens. 

There remains one question at the heart of my claims about modernism’s roots 

in the fact of fiction: Why then? If the fact of fiction is really such a fundamental 

feature of the world, why did it only emerge as a literary concern in the modernist era? 

One answer is that the forces I have described above converged in dramatic fashion at 

this time. Speaking of the American case, for instance, it is fair to say that the 

DuBoisian challenge to racism, the suffragist challenge to gender norms, the 

Keynesian challenge to money, and the world wars’ challenge to the nation were all 

particularly powerful and chronologically proximate events in the history of the fact of 

fiction. The coalescing of pragmatist philosophy, the investigations of the particle 

physicists, and the aestheticopolitics of the modernists surely do not coincide with 

these events by sheer coincidence. Another, more nuanced version of this answer is 

that the fact of fiction may well have been apparent to some degree or another 

throughout history, but did not reach the critical mass of an artistic movement before 

the modernist period. This would go some way toward explaining the usual historical 

outliers, e.g., the meta-textual experiments of Tristram Shandy, published during the 

Seven Years War—sometimes described as the first true world war.25 Ultimately, 

however, I think the best proof is in the pudding. In a broad sense, this theory, as we 

have seen, goes a long way toward explaining the longstanding questions of the 

“what”, “when”, and “where” of modernism, as well as its complicated politics. More 

                                                
25 The Seven Years War began with Tanaghrisson, an Iroquois chief, and George Washington in the 
Ohio Valley, and eventually involved battles in Havana, Hanover, West Africa, south India, and 
Manila, among other places (Anderson, 5-7; Maps 1 and 7). It ran from 1754-1763. The first parts of 
Tristram Shandy were published in 1759, while the United Kingdom was still at war. 
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narrowly, it provides an approach that has proven remarkably agile in addressing 

specific problems within modernist texts. This is the work of the remainder of this 

book, each chapter an example of the general principle at work for a specific writer, 

political stance, and formal question. 

 

The Chapters 

For specific examples of this general principle, I turn now to the outline for the 

remainder of this book. I have organized it according to four different political 

responses to the fact of fiction: Revolution, Reaction, Refusal, and Revelry. In each 

case, I tie the politics to both a specific social fiction and a specific aesthetic question 

which faced a particular modernist writer. The goal is to articulate an 

aestheticopolitical response which explains both the artistic innovations and the 

political engagement made possible by each writer’s response. 

I begin with a revolutionary who treats the social fiction of race: Langston 

Hughes. The aesthetic question which drives the chapter centers on his critically 

neglected activist poetry of the 1930’s, or, as I call it, his Radical Poetry. Hughes was 

always left-leaning and politically proactive: For instance, he was at the height of his 

1920’s success when he wrote his famous essay “The Negro Artist and the Racial 

Mountain,” which argues forcefully against a kind of proto-respectability politics in 

art, and for the value of African-American aesthetic practice. During the 1930’s, 

however, Hughes began to write even more overtly political statements directly into 

his poetry. This work was proudly communist and steeped in current events, ranging 

from defending the Scottsboro Boys to railing against Benito Mussolini’s invasion of 
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Ethiopia. From their initial publication to today, critics have generally considered 

these poems to be Hughes’s weakest output; even his generally laudatory biographer 

Arnold Rampersad says that in this period “political rhetoric frequently masqueraded 

as poetry” (I, 42), and that his political concerns “tended to short-circuit the full 

process of Hughes’s artistic genius” (II, 339). Yet, for all that they are criticized as 

simplistic agitprop, many of the Radical Poems also show Hughes at his most 

experimental and ambitious. He quotes advertisements and then argues with them, 

combines invented news articles (“DJIBOUTI, French Somaliland, May 4 (AP)”) with 

imaginary radio broadcasts and nursery rhymes, frames a poem about “smash[ing] the 

spines of you / Who shoot me” with columns made of politically charged terms, writes 

singing parts in the margins, and in general creates a poetics as difficult to parse, as 

sonically complex, and as formally heterogeneous as anything Eliot or Pound was 

trying at the time.  

Scholarly distaste for the Radical Poetry owes something to its politics, 

something to its oddity within Hughes’s corpus, and something to the fact that it is less 

racially intelligible than his other work—when he returned to writing in more 

obviously jazz-inflected forms in the 1940’s, critics at the time hailed it as a return to 

form.26 But neglecting the formal innovation of the politically radical 1930's material 

sells Hughes short and obscures an understanding of his development as an artist. I 

argue that the Radical Poems are necessary for a complete understanding of Hughes’s 

more acclaimed work. On a basic level, his later poetry develops from the Radical 

work; as he turns to more avant garde, politically active forms of jazz, like the bebop 
                                                
26 Even today, the Hughes poems which are taught in schools and anthologized tend to come from either 
the 1920’s or the 1940’s; there is a conspicuous absence of anything in between. 
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that influenced his 1948 comeback Montage of a Dream Deferred, Hughes combines 

his longstanding genius for African-American musical influence with the formal 

innovations of the communist work. At the same time, the nature of the Radical Poems 

provides a key piece of evidence for the aestheticopolitical approach that drives nearly 

all of Hughes’s output: revolution of the avant garde, in every sense of the term. 

Hughes sees a world that can be remade, where racial shame can become racial pride, 

where socioeconomic structures can be rewritten as equality, and, crucially, where 

both of these are intertwined in their operations and capacity for being remade. The 

revolution in race would, like Hughes’s poetry, require an injection of new forms from 

new corners, even as it insisted on proficiency in the forms that black people had 

created before and were still creating then. This is especially true when it comes to the 

musical and philosophical approach that most influences Hughes: improvisation. The 

improviser has the capacity to take what exists and transform it going forward: The 

soloist cannot change what has already been played, but the meaning of the song can 

be adjusted through the notes that come next. Improvisation is the attempt to revise the 

irreversible. This is how Hughes responds to the social fiction of race: with a poetry 

that combines the radicalisms of V.I. Lenin and Charlie Parker, sparking a revolution 

in political as well as poetic forms. 

In Chapter Two I turn to Ezra Pound, whose politics are notoriously 

reactionary. Where Hughes is communist, Pound is fascist; where Hughes is racially 

progressive, Pound’s views range from ignorance to anti-Semitism. I ground my 

examination of these intellectual and moral failures in a fundamental question about 

Pound’s aesthetic work. As a founding father of the Imagist movement in the 1910’s, 
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Pound spent much of his early career advocating for simple, straightforward style—as 

he famously puts it, “direct treatment of the thing” (“Vorticism”). His most famous 

work, however, is a sprawling, complicated, 140,000-word poem written over the 

course of about six decades and ranging in subject matter from The Odyssey to the 

history of China to the epistles of John Adams. How is it that his most famous poem 

seems to flout his own poetic rules? For an answer I turn to a social fiction that crops 

up again and again in The Cantos, even as its subject matter spans centuries and 

circles the globe: money. I have already mentioned the complex changes in the 

understanding of money that developed during the modernist era; Pound was 

surprisingly ahead of his time on this front. He noticed the disjunct between classical 

economics and modern reality, and his economic heroes were eventually mentioned in 

Keynes’s seminal The General Theory of Employment, Interest, and Money, in which 

Keynes tellingly dismisses all of them as either crackpots or, at best, as innovators 

who fell short when it came time to do the math.  

Pound’s economics fall short in a similar fashion: Although he has correctly 

diagnosed many of the central problems with economic theory in the 1930’s, 

particularly with respect to money and monetary policy, he lacks both the expertise to 

form a strong alternative theory and the humility to understand that he is not an expert. 

This is a stark contrast with his efforts in poetry, where his expertise is essentially 

unbounded. In both realms, Pound senses the fact of fiction, the complex interlayering 

of ideas, events, and the material world. His poetic response embraces the 

complication, taking as his object a “thing” that turns out to be impossibly complex, 

and treating it directly—recognizing all the while that the boundaries between 
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treatment and thing are, to borrow a phrase from Morrison, not porous but liquid 

(“Romare Bearden”). For Pound, the poem tells a history of which it is a constitutive 

part, in an unending cycle, or, as Pound might say, a vortex. When it comes to money, 

however, a combination of inexpertise, outrage, and animosity causes him to short-

circuit the loops. Rather than embracing complexity, he seeks easy answers, leaping 

quickly to the outcome he prefers via whatever will get him there the fastest. This is 

visible not just in his rejection of Keynes, which was based largely on personal dislike 

when they met in person,27 but in the hare-brained schemes he suggested for fixing the 

money supply, in his lazy assignation of the evils of usury to Jewish conspiracies, and, 

eventually, in his embrace of fascism. If there is a feedback loop here, it is one where 

his moral shortcomings are continuously amplified, until he finally commits treason 

on behalf of Italian fascists allied to the Nazis. Pound sees the possibility of changing 

the world if only he can make new forms to describe it, but the outcomes of this 

aestheticopolitical insight are tragically opposed in the two most passionate arenas of 

his life. 

The politics of Hughes and Pound are relatively extreme, even by the standards 

of their fraught historical eras, but extremism is not the only way to respond to the fact 

of fiction. In Chapter Three I explore how Ernest Hemingway reacts with what I call 

the politics of refusal, a stance that is never more evident than in his constant, tortured 

engagement with the social fiction of gender. Perhaps more than any other modernist, 

Hemingway is at pains to depict gender, and especially masculinity, in terms 

remarkably similar to Moya’s and Markus’s definition of race: Not as something 
                                                
27 Pound disliked Keynes; I do not know that Keynes had any opinion of Pound. Pound’s animosity may 
have stemmed from homophobia Chapter 2, note 28 for more. 
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people have, but as something they must do. Whatever else might be said—and plenty 

has been said—about the tendency of his notoriously manly protagonists to spend all 

of their time hunting, fishing, drinking, sleeping with women, and fighting wars, it 

certainly shows an author who does not take masculinity for granted. This comes to a 

head in a more complex fashion in his posthumously published novel, The Garden of 

Eden, the primary text of the chapter. The young married couple at the center of the 

novel, David and Catherine, spend their honeymoon in an escalating game of gender 

swapping, one that eventually involves dressing the same, changing their names, 

inviting an additional woman into the relationship, and even, in the case of Catherine, 

occasionally presenting in public as a man. Hemingway’s awareness of trans 

possibility is strikingly ahead of its time, especially for a writer so famous for 

relentless heteronormativity.28 Yet Garden eventually reacts violently against its own 

expansive suggestions: David is increasingly unhappy, Catherine burns his novel-in-

progress and loses her mind, and the two of them eventually break off the marriage; in 

some of Hemingway’s variations on the ending, Catherine commits suicide. What’s 

more, David winds up marrying the other woman, who emphasizes that she will 

always be his girl, and that he should have plenty of “men friends and friends from the 

war and to shoot with and to play cards at the club” (26). One task of my chapter is to 

explore the question: What accounts for this over-the-top erasure of the possibilities 

that Hemingway himself raised in the first place? 

A similar question applies to Hemingway’s style. He perfected it under the 

guidance of Gertrude Stein, and always retained an aesthetic kinship to her; he read 
                                                
28 In this book I use the word “trans” in a fairly capacious sense, applying it to a broad array of gender 
crossing and mixing. See Chapter 3, footnote 2 for more. 
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and praised modernist writers like Joyce and Pound; and he wrote constantly about the 

craft of writing and the intense labor required to produce his prose. And consider the 

results: His writing is famously clear, simple, minimalist—even easy to translate. 

These are not descriptive terms ordinarily associated with modernists. Yet, as I show 

in the chapter, these are actually quite hard-won effects. From the structure of his plots 

to the choice of individual pronouns, Hemingway’s style incorporates highly 

sophisticated mechanisms, many of them taken directly from modernist progenitors, 

that are designed to create a literary artifact that integrates seamlessly with the two 

worlds of its creation and its existence. The minds of his characters are easy to read 

because Hemingway has injected his mind into them and connected them to the minds 

of the readers. He has, in other words, a complicated, innovative style designed to 

render itself invisible. It erases its own complications. If we take this as an 

aestheticopolitical model, then his gender politics become a little clearer. Hemingway 

is aware of the fictionality of gender; he sees the possibility of doing gender 

differently; he cannot accurately depict it—and, as we have seen, it is very frequently 

his object of depiction—without showing that it is made, and that it can be remade. 

Yet he resists the results. It is as though, having agreed that the facts require him to 

create a certain fiction, he gives Bartleby’s answer without any of Bartleby’s inaction. 

His protagonists constantly struggle not to think about things, to tamp down the war 

with fishing, the fear with sleep, or the loneliness with wine. But this response is only 

possible because he shows the thing they struggle not to see—that is the refusal. If 

Hughes veers 10 miles left, and Pound 10 miles right, Hemingway wants to make a 10 

mile circle, back to the start, the kind of arrival that is only possible after having left.  
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Finally, I conclude the book with a chapter that shows how, in his essentially 

plotless novel Banjo, Claude McKay responds to the fact of fiction with revelry, an 

exuberant, madcap response to the fictionality of the nation. Set in the shipping 

quarters of Marseilles between the wars, Banjo features characters from the U.S., the 

Caribbean, north Africa, various European locales, and Asia, east and west. They 

wander the city essentially ungoverned, partying, scraping together money, getting in 

trouble, threatening to leave, and wandering in and out of the plot, such as it is. The 

social fiction at the center of it all, the nation, is more or less a joke, something to be 

used when convenient, ignored when not, and enjoyed when possible. The characters 

use nationality for information, about language or musical skill, for instance, but they 

never seem to worry about it very much. In this sense, as in its heteroglossic, aimless 

plot, ironic humor, and occasional overt self-awareness, Banjo highly resembles 

postmodernist work like Thomas Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow, which, though much 

bleaker, also features comical multicultural characters in a transnational space.  

From this, I argue that the roots of postmodernist form are deeply entangled 

with a set of aesthetic possibilities that already existed in modernism, and that these 

are not simply epistemological, but onto-epistemological. Forms of knowing and 

representing are, for the modernists, not merely reflective but constitutive of reality. 

This is how McKay manages to write a Pynchon novel 46 years and one World War in 

advance. Postmodernism is, in my account, not a broadening but a narrowing of 

modernist possibility, from a multifaceted concern with the fact of fiction to a 

narrower focus on the falseness and precarity of a few particular fictions that became 

prominent in the second half of the century. But this may be the natural response to an 
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aestheticopolitics like McKay’s. Banjo’s revelry explodes outward, neither marching 

nor propagandizing nor hiding from the fact of fiction, but seeking an alternative to its 

fundamental logic, and throwing it a wake and graduation party at the same time. 

Each of these chapters tells the story of modernism as a response to the crisis 

of representation. As in any investigation, changing the angle of approach affects the 

outcome, and the specific forms of each case vary substantially, from jazz-inflected 

communism to fascist imagism to repressive minimalism to exuberance. The theory of 

modernism as an aestheticopolitical response to the fact of fiction goes a long way 

toward explaining why it seems so identifiable and so sprawling at the same time, but 

it is only through additional case studies, each attentive to the apparatus of 

exploration, that a full and accurate picture can emerge. The nature of the theory is 

that scholarship is implicated in the things that it studies—that we must account very 

precisely for our own presence and symbolic systems, and that we must understand 

that modernism draws its continuing meaning in part from the investigations it 

continues to inspire. To the extent that it was a meaningful intervention in the world, 

we are now part of what it made—and, correspondingly, its effects include us. As 

always, representation and reality are entangled. The truth of modernism is still 

happening; the goal of this book is to be an apparatus we can use to explore it.
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Revising the Irreversible: Race and Radical Form for Langston Hughes 

 

The career arc of Langston Hughes poses a problem for critics: it is upside 

down. The general consensus praises his early, jazzy works and his late, not 

coincidentally also-jazzy works, but has little positive to say about his middle period, 

when he largely detoured from musical explorations to deliver pointed messages about 

violent Marxist revolution. This is precisely the sort of extremism at the heart of the 

aesthetic, political, and philosophical questions of this book, however, so I will begin 

precisely where so many others have declined to tread. Hughes will serve as the first 

example of a modernist building a literary form in response to a social fiction, in his 

case leading to a revolutionary response to the social fiction of race.  

Since this is the first chapter, it will be helpful to lay out my argument in clear 

terms right away: In the remainder of the introduction, I will discuss some of the basic 

context of Hughes’s career and reception as an experimental poet deeply engaged with 

both modern jazz and radical politics. The first section thereafter will explain the 

formal and political nuances of Hughes’s late-career bebop poetry. In this work, his 

achievements as a poet and social thinker are especially clear, making it a useful 

corpus for understanding his broader literary career. The second section will show the 

roots of this later work in Hughes’s mid-period radical poetry, with an emphasis on the 

connection between his radical politics and the specific poetic strategies that would 

later inform his more successful work. Finally, I will trace all of this back to Hughes’s 

earliest poetry, in which he demonstrates the entanglement of racial politics and 
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musical poetics in his aestheticopolitical approach to the world. In the end, this chapter 

will argue that Hughes develops his own jazz-inflected, improvisational approach to 

the fact of fiction, a poetic and pragmatist way to respond to the social fiction of race 

with a revolutionary style. 

An unavoidable, mostly fair question immediately arises: Was Hughes a 

modernist? On one hand, his career more or less overlaps peak American 

modernism—it might start a bit late relative to Virginia Woolf’s proposed date of 

December 1910, with his first poem published in 1921, but that is still early enough to 

get in ahead of more canonical modernists like William Carlos Williams, Ernest 

Hemingway, William Faulkner, and so on. What is more, he writes in a fairly 

experimental style—even more so than a casual reader might imagine, as we will see 

below—and makes use of popular culture, folk traditions, collage, and many other 

technical moves that are classic hallmarks of modernism. On the other hand, he is 

clearly part of the Harlem Renaissance, which has a complicated relationship to 

modernism. There are points of commonality, but it would be a mistake to confuse 

that movement for some sub-section of the overall trend, especially to the extent that 

doing so would sell short the originality and cultural specificity of those African-

American writers and artists. At the same time, Hughes is often left out of accounts of 

modernism, especially those that are introductory or focused on so-called “High 

Modernism”; in his most famous work, he does not have quite the same kind of 

confusing, avant garde writing, and although he was quite cosmopolitan, his world 

was much more Latin American than European, thereby skirting the edges of the usual 

modernist geographic focus.  
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One of the goals of this chapter, then, will be to explore just how modernist 

Hughes is: where he overlaps with modernism more broadly, where he differs from it, 

and how both of those situations can tell us more about his work and about modernism 

in general. To that end, the easiest place to start is probably the later stage of Hughes’s 

career, when he began working with a jazz form that is often seen as particularly 

modernist: bebop. Though it did not develop until the late 1930’s, well into the 

modernist era in other art forms (and in Hughes’s career), bebop (or bop) is often 

referred to as “modern jazz”. This is a bit strange, since other kinds of jazz had been 

around since the 1910’s; this strangeness turns out to play a role in the reception of 

Hughes’s work as well, as I will address below. For now, it suffices to say that bebop 

strikes people as modernist, and Hughes was deeply engaged with it.  

This is nowhere more evident than in his collection Montage of a Dream 

Deferred, which he finished by 1948 and published in 1951. The book plays an 

interesting role in Hughes’s career, as evidenced in the reaction of Hughes’s friend 

Arna Bontemps when Hughes sent him a copy of his new “precedent shattering opus” 

(Hughes’s phrase) (151). Bontemps responded that it was Hughes’s “strongest, most 

sustained creative expression in a long, long time” (153). That is a highly qualified 

compliment—does he really have to say “long” twice?—and in that sense it points to 

the upside down critical arc of Hughes’s career. The general consensus only with 

Montage does it return to the success of his 1920’s work. Most of what appears in 

anthologies comes from those two periods. In between, through the 1930’s and into 

the 1940’s, he wrote poetry that, to put it bluntly, critics do not like. Part of the 

problem was that it was deeply political. It was overtly Marxist, revolutionary, often 
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violent, and frequently not subtle at all: In one 1933 poem, for example, the speaker 

says, “I shall raise my hand / And smash the spines of you  / Who shoot me. // I shall 

take you guns / And turn them on you” (“Wait”).1 You can see why the scholar Faith 

Berry calls this part of Hughes’s oeuvre “some of the most revolutionary works by any 

American writer of his generation” (xix-xx).  

It is easy to imagine why various midcentury American institutions would 

object to this sort of poetry; it is difficult to get into, say, a junior high curriculum by 

threatening to murder white people and take their money. Hughes himself seems to 

have felt some pressure on that front; he left out almost all of that poetry when he 

edited his 1959 Selected Poems. Yet even today scholars often find fault with the 

poems. His own biographer, the usually admiring Arnold Rampersad, says, that in this 

portion of Hughes’s work “political rhetoric frequently masqueraded as poetry,” (42)2 

Günther Lenz asserts that the poems show a “marked loss of concreteness in imagery 

and complexity in sounds” (272), and even Anthony Dawahare, who seeks to 

rehabilitate this portion of Hughes’s poetic legacy, concedes that the radical work 

“may not have produced what some of us would deem formally or tonally “beautiful” 

works” and that Hughes may have chosen “to sacrifice artistry for politics” (22).3 

                                                
1 Throughout this paper, I will cite line numbers, where possible, for excerpts from the poems, and page 
numbers for poems quoted in their entirety. In all cases, I use the Collected Poems of Langston Hughes 
edited by Arnold Rampersad. 
2 This citation is from the second volume of Rampersad’s biography of Hughes. Further citations of this 
biography will appear as “Rampersad I” and “Rampersad II” to indicate the volume. Rampersad also 
claims that “Radical socialist literary theory...tended to short-circuit the full process of Hughes’s artistic 
genius” (Rampersad I, 339). 
3 Hughes also wrote politically activist plays at this time. Susan Duffy collects and analyzes examples 
in The Political Plays of Langston Hughes. 
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The tide may be turning for some of this work. The poem “Let America Be 

America Again”, for instance, circulated widely after the election of Donald Trump, 

perhaps in part because John Kerry used the title as an unofficial slogan in the 2004 

U.S. Presidential election. Moreover, when I teach Langston Hughes students seem as 

interested in the spine smashing as they are in the jazz poems. Nonetheless, the goal of 

this chapter is not to re-litigate the quality of these poems; I come not to praise them 

but to unbury them. There are two reasons. First, formally they have quite a lot in 

common with the bebop poetry, and may even have served as a testing ground for 

some of the techniques he used to greater success in Montage. Second, their political 

radicalism is an important lens onto the rest of Hughes’s career. These points are 

related. In its day, bebop was seen as a political challenge almost as much as an 

artistic style. It was an aggressively experimental, anti-mainstream, defiantly black art 

form designed in part to push against the commercial music establishment. 

Traditionalists, and a lot of white listeners, often did not like this; Philip Larkin, for 

instance, who often wrote jazz criticism in addition to poetry, argues that jazz lost its 

way at this time, because “the Negro stopped wanting to entertain the white man” 

(806). The sound and the fury go hand in hand—bebop scared people because of the 

way it sounds, and it sounds like that in part to scare people.   

That same unity of style and politics characterizes a lot of what Hughes is up to 

in Montage, which is part of why he was able to capture bebop style so well. But the 

roots of this go back much further, to the earliest phases of his career—and in fact, as 

I’ll argue below, the roots of bebop go back at least that far, too. In both cases, part of 

what is happening is the exploration of ways to do blackness differently. I refer here to 
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the concept of “doing race” developed by Paula Moya and Hazel Markus. As they 

explain, race is not a biological fact about people; instead, it is a complex and deeply 

rooted system of cultural practices, often shored up by institutions. To use the 

terminology of this book, it is a social fiction; it is as real as the bullets that killed 

Trayvon Martin, but as socially constructed as the fear his shooter felt—or even the 

criminal he may have seen as he looked at an innocent teenager. Hughes realized this; 

it is evident even in his very early work. His response was to try to do race differently, 

to begin from the dire straits of the early twentieth century United States and to forge 

ahead toward something better, something that might overthrow those practices and 

institutions. And his primary technique came out of the African American musical 

traditions that were so entwined with his best-received work. Over the course of his 

career, he developed a unique and, I argue, highly modernist poetics of improvisation.  

“Improvisation” means many things in many contexts, but I define it here as 

the practice of revising the irreversible. In a live jazz performance, when a certain set 

of notes has been played, there is no way to unplay them; all the musician can do is 

ignore them or, given enough skill, change their meaning through what comes next. It 

is clear how this way of thinking could be useful for engaging with social fictions—

race is, as John Dewey says, a “practical reality” (251), but perhaps starting now we 

can begin to change the meaning to something new. The specific poetic manifestation 

of this in Hughes is, naturally, a little more complicated, and over time it absorbs both 

the highly musical explorations of his early work and the highly revolutionary modes 

of his radical period. But to get there, it will help to see Hughes’s form at its most 

mature. To that end, this chapter will, as I have said, take a reverse approach to his 
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career. I will start with bebop, showing how Hughes transforms the style and politics 

of modern jazz into a bop poetics in Montage. I will then examine the roots of both the 

style and the politics in the radical middle poetry, and will finally arrive at the early 

work, ending with an examination of the ways an African-American cultural 

technology, improvisation, became central to a characteristically modernist project.  

 

Bop Poetics 

To begin with bebop, it will be helpful to understand exactly what it is. The 

standard jazz history narrative says that it developed in the late 1930’s in part as a 

response to swing, which was an incredibly successful form of popular music—some 

estimates suggest that something like 75% of all the hit record purchases in the 1930’s 

were in the swing genre (Kenney). Swing itself had grown out of New Orleans jazz, 

which is essentially the first form jazz took.4 Where New Orleans jazz was 

freewheeling, featuring overlapping improvised solos that could get quite chaotic, 

swing was more carefully arranged. Accordingly, the bands got bigger, the parts were 

more often written down, and the whole endeavor became more professionalized. 

White musicians had always made a lot of the money in jazz—the first jazz record is 

by a group of white college students, and one of the most successful musicians of the 

1920’s was a tepid white bandleader literally named Paul Whiteman.5 With swing, 

                                                
4 New Orleans jazz is also sometimes called Dixieland, but there are racial politics involved in the 
terminological decision, Dixie being remembered differently by white and black households of the 
1920’s. 
5 For the college students, who recorded as the “Original Dixieland Jass Band”, see Giddins and 
DeVeaux, 88-90. For Whiteman, see Giddins and Deveaux, 117. 
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though, jazz really became a mainstream music, popular with white audiences 

interested in white performers like Glenn Miller, Tommy Dorsey, and Artie Shaw. 

Bebop rejected this whole situation. It had what Eric Lott calls a “calculated 

hostility” to older jazz (461): It was so technically complicated that only the most 

proficient insiders could play it, so harmonically and rhythmically new that most 

listeners claimed some combination of shock, animosity, and confusion when they 

heard it, and so markedly anti-commercial that more than one of the early bebop greats 

is alleged to have said, “I don’t care if you listen to my music or not.” 6 In his classic 

1960’s history of jazz, Blues People, Amiri Baraka (then writing as LeRoi Jones) 

argues that the beboppers were interested in “dragging [black music] outside the 

mainstream of American culture again” (179-181), and that its unique style “resulted 

from conscious attempts to remove it from the danger of mainstream dilution or even 

understanding” (188). Of course, real life was more nuanced than this summary; many 

bebop musicians played in swing bands, and Gillespie—perhaps the most important 

musicologist among the form’s inventors—went on to create his own fairly 

commercial big bands. Still, the shock to the system was real. Glenn Miller did not 

play bebop, and probably could not have played bebop, and that was a pretty 

important part of the point of bebop. 

Given this overtly antagonistic element in the birth of the form, it is not 

surprising that, as Lott puts it, “Bebop could not in fact be heard without the alarm 

registering its birth; if we are to understand its radical implications, we must attend to 
                                                
6 LeRoi Jones, 188-96. I call the author “Baraka” throughout this essay, since that is the name he now 
prefers. The quote above is on page 188 and according to Baraka has been attributed to Thelonious 
Monk, Charlie Parker, and Dizzy Gillespie. For more on the politics of the style of bebop, see especially 
Lott. 
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this alarm” (463). The radical implications certainly played a significant role in 

Hughes’s understanding of the new approach to jazz. In one short story, “Bop”, he has 

the recurring character Jesse B. Simple describe the origins of the music to a friend: 

Old Cop just keeps on, ‘MOP! MOP!...BE-BOP!...MOP!’ That’s where 
Be-Bop came from, beaten right out of some Negro’s head into them 
horns and saxophones and piano keys that plays it...” 
...“Bop comes out of them dark days. That’s why real Bop is mad, wild, 
frantic, crazy—and not to be dug unless you’ve seen dark days, too. 
Folks who ain’t suffered much cannot play Bop, neither appreciate it. 
They think Bop is nonsense—like you. They think it’s just crazy crazy. 
They do not know that Bop is also MAD crazy, SAD crazy, FRANTIC 
WILD CRAZY—beat out of somebody’s head!...”  (“Bop”, 57-58) 7 
 

Simple takes the story beyond the ins and outs of the music business and attributes the 

new music to state sanctioned violence, police brutality against specifically Negro 

heads. In fact, many prominent bebop musicians were victims of this kind of systemic 

injustice: To name just a few notorious examples, the police assaulted Thelonious 

Monk (“one cop started beating on his hands with a billy club, his pianist’s hands,” 

said his companion), Bud Powell (“one of the greatest piano players who ever lived, 

until he got beat up and sent to Bellevue,” said Miles Davis) and Miles Davis (Davis, 

208-209).8 The rhythms of bebop probably did not actually come from experiences 

like these—as Powell’s case shows, they were often cut tragically short instead—but 

Hughes has captured the political spirit of the style, and part of that is its disorienting 

nature, its inaccessibility to outsiders. In its forms of craziness, MAD, SAD, and 

FRANTIC WILD, it creates a unique language that only others in the bebop world can 

                                                
7 Hughes sometimes spells the name as “Semple”, but uses the “Simple” spelling in this story. 
8 See, respectively, Kelley, 254; Davis, 208-209; and Davis, 238-240. The NYPD responded to their 
own unjustified beating of Miles Davis by revoking his cabaret license, effectively denying him the 
ability to perform in the city. This was a common tactic, also used against Monk.  
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interpret; others “cannot play bop, neither appreciate it,” though they certainly take 

note of its apparent insanity. 

On one level, Hughes achieves a bebop style simple by replicating this opacity, 

what one reviewer identified in Montage as “the shibboleths of bop” (R.Y.E., 24). In 

the poem “Flatted Fifths”, for instance, he employs a trademark form of bop arcanity, 

a careful combination of allusion and nonsense. The title refers to a characteristic 

bebop chord, though a reader would have to know a little about bebop—or perhaps 

music theory—to catch that. Hughes mentions people named “Heilbroner,” 

“Crawford” (10), and “Nat-undreamed-of-Lewis” (11), all of whom, if real people, are 

now too obscure to trace,9 and peppers the lines with phrases that sound like nonsense: 

“re-bop be-bop mop and stop” (2), or “oop pop-a-da” (16) and “ool ya koo” (18). He 

creates the sense that some of this would make sense if you just knew the reference, 

and that the rest is willful obscurity—and even then, he is playing. The names are 

genuinely unknown now, if they ever meant anything to anyone, but the apparent 

nonsense syllables all point to something in the bebop world: “re-bop” and “be-bop” 

are alternative names for the genre, “mop” is a common enough scat syllable that it 

formed part of the nickname of the well-known drummer Kenny Clarke (a.k.a Klook-

Mop), and Gillespie has songs called “Oop Pop-A-Da” and “Ool Ya Koo”. For a 

reader conversant in bop, all of this would be obvious; for anyone else, it just looks 

                                                
9 Hughes knew a couple named Matt and Evelyn Crawford (Rampersad I, 238), and once attended a 
rally put together by Cheryl Crawford (Rampersad II, 249), a theater director influential in the careers 
of people like Bill “Bojangles” Robinson and Paul Robeson, but it is not clear why he would refer to 
either in the poem. Nat Lewis appears to be completely obscure now, although Hughes may be referring 
to a little-known jazz musician active in the 1930’s. Rampersad’s extensive endnotes in The Collected 
Poems do not explain any of those references, a sure sign of their obscurity. 
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like gibberish. Like all shibboleths, Hughes’s bop language is a barrier to entry—

anyone can try to make the sounds, but only the initiated may pass. 

All that said, the alarm that registered at the birth of bop was not just about the 

politics of the players. As I have said, it was also an unusual musical form, designed 

not to get white people onto the dance floor so much as to scare them away, or at least 

get them to pipe down and listen. In the same essay where Larkin complains about 

black people not wanting to entertain white people anymore, he also criticizes the style 

form of bop musicians like saxophonist Charlie Parker: 

This development, this progress, this new language that was more 
difficult, more complex, that required you to work hard at appreciating 
it, that you couldn’t expect to understand at first go, that needed 
technical and professional knowledge to evaluate it at all levels, this 
revolutionary explosion that spoke for our time while at the same time 
being traditional in the fullest, the deepest ... Of course! This was the 
language of criticism of modern painting, modern poetry, modern 
music. Of course! How glibly I had talked of modern jazz, without 
realizing the force of the adjective: this was modern jazz, and Parker 
was a modern jazz player just as Picasso was a modern painter and 
Pound a modern poet. (805) 
 

The message is clear: Larkin thinks bebop is bad because it is modernist. In seeking a 

painterly analogy for Parker, he turns not to a contemporary like Jackson Pollock (who 

listened to bebop as he worked) but to Pablo Picasso, whose career started decades 

before Parker’s birth.10 And in seeking a poetic equivalent, he turns not to Hughes, 

who mentions Parker in his work,11 but to Ezra Pound, a racist fascist then serving a 

sentence in a sanitarium for treason (see Chapter 2). Of course, Larkin is just one 
                                                
10 To be fair, Larkin mentions Pollock shortly after the quoted passage; he seems to view Pollock and 
Picasso as fairly interchangeable. 
11 He mentions Parker by name in a section of the 1961 Ask Your Mama: Twelve Moods for Jazz. The 
section title, “Bird in Orbit”, is probably a reference to Parker as well, since his nickname—used in the 
poem—was Yardbird, often shortened to Bird. 
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person, but his analysis is right in line with the aforementioned tendency of critics to 

view bop as “modern” jazz. So why this close connection between Larkin’s distaste 

for bebop and his sense that is is modernist? What is it specifically about the style that 

makes it so objectionable to people like him? 

 Fortunately, Hughes gives us a sense of his own understanding of bop style in 

the short preface to Montage, which reads in full: 

In terms of current Afro-American popular music and the sources from 
which it has progressed—jazz, ragtime, swing, blues, boogie-woogie, 
and be-bop, this poem on contemporary Harlem, like be-bop, is marked 
by conflicting changes, sudden nuances, sharp and impudent 
interjections, broken rhythms, and passages sometimes in the manner of 
the jam session, sometimes the popular song, punctuated by the riffs, 
runs, breaks, and disc-tortions of the music of a community in 
transition. (387) 
 

Hughes mentions several musical styles here, including older jazz forms like boogie-

woogie and swing as well as jazz-adjacent forms like ragtime and blues. Yet bebop is 

the one that receives the most attention, and for which he offers the most formal 

elaboration. Hughes also connects the techniques to their context and message; the 

“riffs, runs, breaks, and disc-tortions” are not just from the music, but specifically “the 

music of a community in transition.” Moreover, the adjectives Hughes applies to 

otherwise musical terms are telling: conflicting changes, impudent interjections, 

broken rhythms; this is the language not simply of musical innovation, but of the same 

kinds of political challenges evident in the bop shibboleths above. Bebop musicians 

had all sorts of ways to distinguish their music and alienate audiences, from the 

behavioral (turning their backs to the audience, doing drugs, demanding silence during 

shows) to the terminological (new slang terms like far out, bread, axe, and even cool) 
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to the sartorial (then-unusual goatees and berets). But nothing packed quite the 

political punch of the music itself. It was above all in the aesthetic revolutions of bop 

that the political revolutions came through, and that is precisely what Hughes proposes 

to use at the outset of Montage. 

This close connection between medium and message speaks to an apparent 

lacuna about the critical reception of Montage: Many critics have noticed the bop 

influence—it would be difficult to miss, given the preface—but few have managed to 

explain exactly how that influence works, if they even try. They can generally tell that 

something is happening, that the influence exists, but they are not certain quite how. 

This is especially true for the reviews that came out around the time Montage was 

published. Saunders Redding is much more detailed than most when he argues that 

Montage “is fitted to the jarring dissonances and broken rhythms of be-bop… 

[causing] a bold and frequently shocking distortion of tempo and tone” (5). These are 

some of the same phrases Hughes uses, down to the reference to “broken rhythms”, 

but neither Hughes nor Redding explains what this means in a poetic context, and 

Redding gives no examples of any particularly boppy passages. Still, at least he 

mentions some features of bebop; at the other end of the spectrum, Carl Grabo merely 

notes that the poem shows “the rhythms of boogie-woogie, bebop, jazz, or what have 

you” (10).12 The key obstacle, of course, is that poetry is not music; it is genuinely 

difficult to say how a poem can incorporate syncopation or dissonance in any direct 

technical sense. This is all the more pressing an issue in the case of my argument, 

                                                
12 John Lowney and Meta DuEwa Jones are important exceptions to this trend, treating the bop poetics 
of Montage with much greater specificity. I discuss their work in more detail below. 
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since I claim an intense artistic and political connection between Hughes and bebop 

specifically on the basis of formal innovations unique to each medium.  

The root of the difficulty lies in an important distinction between two different 

kinds of influence. One kind works by direct imitation: A filmmaker inspired by 

Rembrandt’s color palette could simply use a very similar color palette. These cases 

are fairly straightforward, easy to detect, and simple to explain in formal terms (blue = 

blue, more or less). In the other kind of influence, however, interaction clearly exists, 

but is not attributable to any obvious formal connection. Indeed, such a connection 

may be impossible. When critics claim a connection between Gertrude Stein’s writing 

and Pablo Picasso’s cubist paintings, they are identifying something real; of course 

Stein is influenced by (and probably influencing) the path-breaking work of the 

painter whose career she helped create. But poems do not contain paint. She has no 

direct way to copy his muted color palettes, his arrangement of images, or his jumble 

of of planar shapes. She can write the word “blue”, but “blue” ≠ blue. In these cases, 

the interaction must be analogic, mediated through the effects generated by each 

medium. Perhaps Picasso’s use of color, composition, and shape produces a sense of 

having multiple simultaneous perspectives, or of focusing attention on the medium of 

communication rather than the object represented. Stein can then use literary methods 

to try and achieve the same effects—which may then produce slightly altered effects, 

and influence Picasso in turn. The two genres can interact, but only through this 

mediating layer of effects. In real life, the distinction between these two kinds of 

interaction is often blurry, and it may be that nothing is ever entirely one kind of 

influence or the other (Can a filmmaker ever use the same blue as Rembrandt? And 
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words are arranged on a page, sort of like shapes on a canvas, right?), but it is a useful 

conceptual difference. This is especially true for a problem as thorny as jazz poetry, 

where the distinction seems extra blurry. After all, poetic meter is similar to musical 

rhythm, so it can feel like poetry ought to be able to import jazz style directly. But 

meter and rhythm are not quite the same, and of course there is a lot more to music 

than just rhythm; how, for instance, would a poem approximate harmony, or even 

volume? When it comes to these features, only analogic interaction is possible.  

Hughes operates on both levels, pulling from bop both directly and 

analogically. So, in what follows I will examine just three of his most prominent bop 

techniques, beginning with a fairly straightforward, direct influence, and then moving 

toward the increasingly analogic. To use Hughes’s language, these will be the 

impudent interjections, the conflicting changes, and finally the broken rhythms (which 

have some sudden nuances as a bonus). Yet, as we will see, in every case the 

structures of his bop poetics are deeply interwoven with a revolutionary form of doing 

race. 

The first technique for our purposes is also one of the first to appear in the 

book: the impudent interjections. Hughes gets to this method of aggressive 

disorientation within the first ten lines of the first poem: 

Good morning, daddy! 
Ain’t you heard 
The boogie-woogie rumble 
Of a dream deferred? 
Listen closely: 
You’ll hear their feet 
Beating out and beating out a— 
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You think 
it’s a happy beat? (“Dream Boogie”, 1-9) 
 

The interruption in line 8 happens across a number of different vectors. 

Typographically, the text is suddenly italicized, potentially signalling that a new 

speaker has joined the poem. The dash at the end of line seven is also a clear 

indication that this is not a conversation; the first line of thought has been cut off. 

Then there is the rhythm: The first stanza establishes a pattern, which James Smethurst 

analogizes to the “head” in bebop—that is, the recognizable, catchy part of the song 

that the musicians play before they begin trading solos over the chord changes.13 In the 

second stanza, the pattern continues, just long enough that the cut off at the dash is 

maximally surprising. That repetition of “Beating out” sells the effect even further; 

first, by establishing another pattern to disrupt, and second by foreshadowing the 

obvious rhyme, “beat”, which is instead deferred two lines. Finally, of course, there is 

the syntactic interruption, the nearly completed sentence abruptly abandoned for a new 

thought—and it is this interruption of thought that most clearly links this poem to the 

aesthetic project of bebop. It is not merely that Hughes interjects, which might be 

surprising and aggressive enough on its own, but that he is impudent, using the 

interjection to challenge the idea that the music set up so far is designed for anyone’s 

pleasure, or happy at all.  

This is exactly the sort of interjection that Baraka describes in Blues People 

(which Hughes called “a must” for those who wish to understand American popular 

music). He explains that the development of bop rhythm came about largely because 

                                                
13 I am grateful to James Smethurst for sending me an English-language copy of his article, which was 
published in Chinese. 
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drummers stopped keeping time with the heavy, thumping sound of the bass drum and 

migrated instead to tapping out notes on the top cymbal. This freed up the bass drum 

for what Kenny Clarke called “dropping bombs”, seemingly arbitrary percussive 

interjections—say, a snare hit, or a bass kick—that disrupted and complicated the 

regular rhythm and which, in their unexpected booms and crashes, were a key source 

of disorientation for unsuspecting listeners (195-196). As Gary Giddins and Scott 

DeVeaux have noted, the unpredictability of bebop rhythms was a primary reason that 

the music seemed so revolutionary, and, to many at the time, disturbing (even an older 

jazz musician like Fats Waller was supposedly moved to yell at the beboppers, “Stop 

that crazy boppin’ and a-stoppin’!”) (298). Hughes captures both the attitude and, in a 

pretty direct way, the methodology of these surprises, dropping a bomb right into the 

middle of an otherwise metrically pleasant beginning. 

The interruption technique quickly fades as an immediately obvious 

component of Hughes’s bop poetics, though its place at the outset of the collection 

demonstrates its importance. As if to emphasize this, Hughes uses it again in the 

second poem, “Parade”, which ends with the lines, “PARADE! / A chance to let / 

PARADE! / the whole world see / PARADE! / old black me!” The almost comically 

exaggerated “PARADE!”s are bombs dropped in the middle of an otherwise sensical 

sentence; clearly this is, as John Lowney puts it, an “aggressively disruptive 

approach.” (Lowney, 372). Still, having set the scene with this overt impudence, 

Hughes moves on to a subtler approach that intermingles with his next technique: the 

conflicting changes. 
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This is perhaps the most remarked-upon feature of the bop poetics in Montage, 

and in most cases the critical analysis rests firmly in the camp of analogic influence. 

The impudent interjections of the first two poems are, to a certain extent, directly 

imported from the actual rhythmic surprises of bebop, those snare hits and bass kicks 

that interrupt the head, albeit with a few poetic adjustments centered on things like 

typology and syntax. With the conflicting changes, however, this kind of direct 

interaction is essentially impossible, because they refer to the ways that bop 

approaches harmony. “Changes” refer to chord changes, the movement from one 

chord to the next that provides a foundation for the melody and, after the completion 

of the head, solos. And as Giddins and DeVeaux explain, “Bebop was famous—and 

sometimes reviled—for its complex, dissonant harmonies” (299). Relative to earlier 

jazz musicians, bebop performers use more total unique chords in a given song, and 

their chords are more complicated, often to the point of intense dissonance—although, 

as trumpeter Dizzy Gillespie joked, it isn’t dissonance unless it hurts your ears (Lott, 

462).  

Unlike rhythm, harmony has no direct correlative in poetry, but this has not 

stopped critics from locating some sort of harmonic effect in Montage.  Contemporary 

reviewers noted its “discordances” and “jarring dissonances”, although they never 

explained what they meant, and academic work has often reached for something poetic 

that, like a dissonant chord, combines ordinarily distinct components. This has usually 

centered on Hughes’s content, particularly the variety of Harlem experiences he 

depicts, although sometimes with an emphasis on the formal effect of the 

juxtaposition. Lowney, for instance, argues that “What makes Montage so compelling 
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not only as a formally innovative long poem but as a representation of postwar Harlem 

is its formal and thematic discontinuity, the tensions it produces rather than its 

tentative answers” (370).  Though Lowney does point out some formal techniques, 

including metrical irregularity, dialogic exchange among jazz styles (e.g. boogie and 

bebop), and tonal range between poems, he focuses on juxtaposition of concepts, the 

things Hughes describes, e.g. the placement of popular entertainment sites within “an 

intricate but explosive political web of violent power relations” (373). The topical and 

scenic expansiveness of Montage has been a common point of concurrence among 

reviewers and critics, who have noted that Hughes explores everything from smoking 

weed to anti-Semitism in the local economy to schoolwork to dancing, usually from 

the vantage point of a unique participant.  Meta DuEwa Jones sums up a common 

view when she claims that “The conflicting changes in Montage often take shape 

through the divergent voices and perspectives of the Harlem residents Hughes depicts” 

(1149). In other words, Hughes replaces notes with a multiplicity of viewpoints, 

experiences or topics—the divergent perspectives that Jones notes—and achieves 

something similar to playing two dissonant sounds. 

Yet, as Jones points out, Hughes does not only do this with perspectives; he 

also uses voices, and this polyvocality plays a telling role in his bop poetic system. At 

times it is simply a matter of contrasting viewpoints between poems, as when, in 

“Question”, a woman asks a man if he can “love me daddy— / and feed me, too?” (4-

5), and three poems later, in “Ultimatum”, a lover asks, “how come you can’t see me / 

when I’m paying your bills” (1-2)—almost exactly opposite vantage points on the 

same issue. In these cases, the effect takes shape on the level of Montage as a whole; it 
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is this variety of viewpoints that has led so many readers to see in Montage a vivid 

portrait of Harlem life, a neighborhood milieu in which every neighbor gets a chance 

to speak. At other times, however, Hughes changes voices within a single poem. In 

“Argument [2]”, for example, two different speakers argue about a racial nursery 

rhyme in a straightforward exchange: “Do you believe that, Jack? / Sure do! / Then 

you’re a dope” (4-6). Elsewhere speakers simply take turns without necessarily 

interacting directly, as in “Deferred”, where fourteen different voices express their 

dreams, ranging from studying French (21) to getting “one more bottle of gin” (33). In 

these cases, the polyvocality blends with the impudent interjections, the constant and 

irregular interruption of one voice by another, effectively dropping bombs on trains of 

thought even as it establishes the analogic basis for the claims of dissonance noted by 

Jones and Lowney.  

That one poetic technique approximates the work of at least two bop 

techniques speaks to the difficulty of comparing music and poetry, as well as the 

importance of the distinction between the direct and the analogic. It certainly feels as 

though a multiplicity of poetic voices can approximate musical harmonies, and the 

word “voice” does a lot of metaphoric work to that end. Furthermore, to the extent that 

certain contrasts are unexpected or jarring (say, a pimp near a preacher, or a pro-

World War II view next to an anti-anti-Semitism plea) they seem to create dissonance. 

But this is really an analogy for the effects of dissonance—it unsettles, surprises, 

juxtaposes two things not usually juxtaposed—while also operating as a fairly direct 

imitation of the music’s literal rhythm, bopping and stopping through the meter. 

Polyvocality shocks like dissonance even as it bops like snare hits. The point is not 
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merely that Hughes is adopting both the technical apparatus and the political force of 

bebop, but that the two are finally indistinguishable. When translated into poetry, the 

forms and effects of the music blend together, the close connection that they always 

had becoming in the new form something more like unity. For Hughes, the 

engagement with bebop is a question not just of how but of what bop does, and, 

eventually, the places where those two questions become one and the same.  

The summation of the politics I have addressed so far might be expressed as 

resistance, or perhaps, to borrow a term from the drummer Max Roach, insistence. The 

cover art for his 1960 album We Insist: The Freedom Now Suite depicts a lunch-

counter sit-in; like the Civil Rights activists who inspired that image, his title affirms a 

political position that defies the American racist status quo: There will be no quietism 

here, no acceptance of the way things are. Instead there is an assertion of presence, a 

refusal to move, a stated lack of interest in pleasing anyone. This is why Larkin 

connects the form to the idea that “the Negro stopped wanting to entertain the white 

man”—to him, this went hand in hand with an aesthetic decline into the avant garde. 

This distaste from a racist, if anything, confirms the success of the project. The 

interjections, the impudence, the conflict and clashing: All signal a combination of 

presence (literally making noise) and refusal (to kowtow to popular tastes). Certainly 

this came through to the readers of Montage; early reviews ranged from “Too strident 

a note of protest” to “These poems are definitely for the people. They are sharp like a 

two-edged sword.”14 Whether it is too strident or for the people (or both), even a 

                                                
14 Respectively, these quotes are from: Clancy, 103-4, and West, 5, both reprinted in The Contemporary 
Reviews. Redding also claims that Hughes “still views his function as being useful to social reform, and 
(though it is no fault in itself) such a view tends to date him in the same way that a poet like Byron is 
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casual read through Montage shows how unavoidable the note of protest is: “Not a 

Movie” describes a man beaten for political participation in the South; in “Green 

Memory” the speaker pines for the good old days of World War II, “when money 

rolled in / and blood rolled out” (3-4); “Mellow” ponders the sexual politics of white 

women who fall “Into the laps / of black celebrities” (1-2) for a thrill; “Café: 3 a.m.” 

takes both sides of a debate on homophobia—“Degenerates / some folks say. // But 

God, Nature / or somebody / made them that way” (5-8). The poems are political; 

moreover, there is a politics in the very fact of publishing them, of being strident. 

Bebop insists; bebop resists. 

For all this, however, Hughes’s most profound engagement with the politics of 

bop takes place on a more nuanced register: that of sheer virtuosity. The shock and 

aggression of bebop have faded a bit over time; new musical forms within and without 

jazz have surpassed it in volume, oddity, and even political explicitness. But one 

feature remains: Bebop is difficult to play. Before moving on to the political effects of 

this virtuosity, or how Hughes engages it, it is worth emphasizing it just a little. This is 

Charlie Parker’s explanation of the harmonic and melodic structure of bebop: 

I’d been getting bored with the stereotyped changes that were being 
used all the time at the time, and I kept thinking there's bound to be 
something else. I could hear it sometimes but I couldn't play it. ... I 
found that by using the higher intervals of a chord as a melody line and 
backing them with appropriately related changes I could play the thing 
I'd been hearing. I came alive. (DeVeaux”, 189, n. 4)15 
 

                                                                                                                                       
dated” (387 in The Contemporary Reviews); though ambivalent about the value of Hughes’s politics to 
his poetry (the parenthetical caveat damns with faint praise, even as Redding compares Hughes to 
Byron), Redding nonetheless sees Montage as clearly politically activist. 
15 As DeVeaux notes, the exact wording and provenance of this quote is uncertain; the general idea of 
playing higher intervals on the chord is, however, consistent across the varying versions. 
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The process he is describing involves two characteristic bebop moves. First, he 

changes the relationship of the melody to the chords. In the usual jazz solos of 

previous eras, the band would play a chord, usually one of just a few types (“the 

stereotyped changes”) like a major, minor, or seventh. The soloist would then play a 

note related to that chord; a C major, for instance, contains C, E, and G, so the soloist 

might use one of those notes to fit in with the chord. And in general, the soloist would 

pick something within the scale based on the root of the chord: 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

C D E F G A B C 

 

Here, the C chord is depicted by the bold letters, which the band would play and hold. 

They are part of the C scale, which jazz musicians tend to think of numerically; in this 

case, a third would be an E, a fifth would be a G, and so on. Parker decides to start 

playing with “the higher intervals of the chord”, the notes that extend past the ones 

depicted above; he might reach for, say, a sharp eleventh, in this case an F# above the 

8th-interval C. And this process works the other way, too; bored with being handed a 

lot of C majors, Parker, Gillespie, and the other beboppers reverse engineered more 

innovative chord structures (“backing them with appropriately related changes”) from 

these melodies—so Parker might write a song with a C13#11 chord (C-E-G-Bb-D-F#-

A), which gives the next soloist a more complex backdrop to work with. The typical 

bebop composition contains more and stranger chords than had been used in previous 
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types of jazz—as arranger Gil Fuller put it, “People [before] weren’t playing 

augmented eleventh chords, thirteenth chords, minor ninths—they hadn’t heard such 

stuff” (Gillespie, 260). What’s more, these decisions did not just apply to 

compositions. Parker was perhaps most famous as an improviser; in other words, he is 

making decisions like these in his head as the song happens. And these songs happen 

fast: “Ko Ko”, for instance, is about 300 beats per minute, and Parker’s solo mostly in 

eighth notes, which works out to, at times, 10 notes per second, each one chosen to fit 

in with the kind of scheme described above.16 The legendary formation of bebop took 

place at nightclubs like Minton’s in Harlem, where the most brilliant musicians 

challenged each other to play more and more difficult forms, in part to grow, and in 

part to exile anyone who could not keep up, creating more of those shibboleths 

(Giddins and DeVeaux, 296-297). It worked. Even today, bebop is very difficult to 

play. To anyone who knows anything about improvisation or music theory, bop 

contains a very self-evident truth: You have to be a genius to play it. 

To put it succinctly, bebop practices the politics of black excellence. On one 

hand, this means black artists so undeniably excelling at something that the world is 

forced to recognize their brilliance. For a black artist, at least in this period, to produce 

something too difficult and intellectually complex for white artists to copy was to 

challenge racist ideology about black intellectual inferiority. On the other hand, it also 

means being excellent in a way that is undeniably black. It is one thing for a black 

                                                
16 I have seen the tempo of “Ko Ko” described as about 150 beats per minute as well, but in that case 
Parker is playing 16th notes, preserving the same number of notes per second. Either way, simply 
watching the clock and counting the notes as the song plays will quickly show that Parker is playing 
about ten notes per second at various points throughout his solo; in the version used for this paper, the 
portion from 0:58 to 1:04 is particularly action-packed. 
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artist to excel at creating cultural products already valued by white people, like a 

Countee Cullen sonnet or a Marian Anderson aria. This achieves the aim of 

excellence, but entails the risk of devaluing black culture by suggesting that black 

artists really ought to be ignoring it in favor of European-American ideals. Hughes 

famously addresses precisely this issue in his 1926 essay, “The Negro Artist and the 

Racial Mountain,” decrying “this urge within the race toward whiteness, the desire to 

pour racial individuality into the mold of American standardization, and to be as little 

Negro and as much American as possible” (955). Though he may be a little unfair in 

his criticisms (Cullen, the presumable target of the essay, was, after all, a good poet), 

Hughes argues instead for creating art that is continuous with black culture, especially 

that of “the low-down folks, the so-called common element” whose “joy runs, bang! 

Into ecstasy;” he even says “jazz is their child”, in part “because they still hold their 

own individuality in the face of American standardizations” (955-956). This entails 

risks of its own; historically, black achievements have often been devalued by white 

critics exactly in proportion as they are understood to be black. The tendency is to 

naturalize/biologize, and therefore render stupid, the achievement, using it instead to 

shore up the idea of racial difference, a reality at least Thomas Jefferson observed that 

slaves were talented musicians and concluded that they must have an inherent talent 

for what is after all not that impressive an art (Jefferson, 165). This shows both the 

difficulty of operating against prevailing racial views and the possibility of changing 

those views, albeit not always to the good. In any case, against this potential pitfall, 

Hughes has a response in the same essay: “If white people are pleased we are glad. If 

they are not, it doesn't matter” (958). 
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Nowhere is this complex navigation of excellence and counter-stereotypical 

blackness more evident than in Hughes’s use of broken rhythms. The racial myth of 

superior black rhythmic gifts is deeply interwoven with Hughes’s reception and 

career. In fact, it may even have started his career—he notes in one of his 

autobiographies that he was chosen to be “Class Poet” in his multiracial grammar 

school because the other students assumed he would have good rhythm (The Big Sea, 

24). Yet within this racist context Hughes practices the politics of black excellence 

anyway, reaching a kind of rhythmic apex in the bebop forms of Montage. As 

Gillespie explains, the beboppers were “modifying the concept of rhythm in jazz, 

making it a much more fluid thing” (78), and that “what the band was playing at the 

time didn’t correspond to just four beats on the bass drum… the music had progressed 

too far to adhere to old habits” (100). Lott explains that bop drummers “[substitute] for 

a monotonous bass beat the shimmering pulse of ride and hat cymbals” (10), landing 

on a term that bop historians apparently cannot escape—Baraka notes that the 

“whirring, shimmering cymbal sound underscored the music with a legato implication 

of the desired 4/4 beat” (195), and Giddins and DeVeaux likewise call the 

“shimmering cymbal” a “lighter, more flexible foundation for all of modern jazz” 

(298). With neither bass drums nor cymbals to replace them, Hughes has to find a 

workaround if he wants to approximate all of this shimmering, to say nothing of the 

“demanding re-bop rhythm” in general that one early Montage reviewer complained 

about (it “overwhelms the basic seriousness”, he said (Virginia Kirkus)). And he does, 

in ghost meter.  
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 I borrow this concept from the Victorian poet Gerard Manley Hopkins, who 

sets out to explain the technical possibility of metrical counterpoint. In music 

counterpoint involves multiple rhythmic lines occurring at the same time; this is not 

really possible in a poem, since there is usually only one line happening at a time—

there may be multiple speakers, but it is difficult to imagine how it would even be 

possible to read multiple lines at once. But Hopkins argues that a poet can set up an 

expected beat, and then subvert it by changing where the accent falls, thereby creating 

a counterpoint wherein the expected rhythm still faintly sounds underneath the actual, 

disruptive words. As he puts it, “the new… rhythm is actually heard and at the same 

time the mind naturally supplies the… foregoing rhythm,” so that “two rhythms are in 

some manner running at once and we have something answerable to counterpoint in 

music” (46). In short, if the poet can establish metrical expectations sufficiently 

forcefully, then those expectations will continue to sound faintly in the reader’s mind, 

as a ghost meter, even as the actual lines begin to diverge from them here and there. 

And of course, the degree of divergence has to be carefully managed in order to 

maintain the ghost meter.  

Hughes’s characteristic approach throughout his career, and especially his use 

of African-American musical forms, entails what critics have widely viewed as an 

apparent simplicity of structure and meter that actually allows for substantial 

flexibility from line to line.17  David Chinitz, for example, points out that the blues 

provide a consistent rough framework around which meter can vary significantly (yet 

always with reference to that framework), and argues that Hughes is unique in his 
                                                
17 Karen Jackson Ford has addressed Hughes’s apparent simplicity in detail, although with less focus on 
meter specifically. 
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ability to adapt that fluid quality to poetic meter (185).18 In Montage, Hughes takes 

this African-American-musically influenced line-by-line fluidity and applies it to 

larger, less regular metrical units. In the poem “Lady’s Boogie”, for instance, he very 

closely copies the structure of “Dream Boogie”. Here, for instance, are my scans of the 

first stanza from each poem: 

“Dream Boogie” (388) “Lady’s Boogie” (412) 

//-/- 

/-/ 

-/-/-/- 

--/-/ 

/-/- 

/-/ 

-/-/-/- 

/-/ 

 

The basic structure is immediately clear; three short lines with a longer line in the 

middle, one that appropriates the rolling rhythms of boogie-woogie (which is, in fact, 

mentioned in the third line of each poem). The rhyme schemes (both are ABCB) and 

especially the titles reinforce the similarities. Yet it is also clear that similarity does 

not equal identity. “Dream Boogie” has that arresting extra syllable at the opening 

(“Good morning, daddy!”) and trades multisyllabic ambiguity in the last line (“Of a 

dream deferred?”; should the “of” be stressed?) for a quicker kind in “Lady Boogie” 

(“On her mind—”; should the “her” be stressed?). And of course, all of this addresses 

only the first stanzas; within each poem, additional stanzas further play with the basic 

structure. In short, these lines are wavering around the songlike patterns of the stanza. 

                                                
18 Chinitz further says of blues flexibility that, “The blues artist has, to an extraordinary degree, free 
reign to insert unstressed syllables between the musical beast, and on the other hand to draw out a single 
word or syllable over several beats” (185).  
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This is a larger unit than the single lines of Hopkins, which has two effects. First, it 

amplifies the shimmering; with longer and more complex structures, Hughes has more 

ways to dance around the beats. Second, the structure can be very deeply embedded in 

the work as a whole. There are 52 poems in between “Dream Boogie” and “Lady’s 

Boogie”, yet the connection clearly exists. The ghost of the poem recedes to the edge 

of the reading experience, becoming actually ghostlike, before a new version can 

hover over the surface. Hughes is not the only poet to use metrical counterpoint—

Hopkins cites Milton as the master of it (47)—but he takes it to new levels of 

variability, complexity, and sophistication. Speaking analogically, it moves past the 

stereotyped changes toward the upper intervals. Breaking these rhythms leads to the 

kinds of sudden nuances that defy existing expectations, and even possibilities. Like a 

Charlie Parker solo, it confronts its audience with undeniable brilliance. Hughes starts 

from a certain set of rhythmic givens—poetic limitation, the late 19th-century 

innovations in counterpoint, the racist assumptions about black people that started his 

career, the racially determined realities of different rhythmic access to, say, boogie, 

and the existing achievements of bop. And he neither evades nor accepts these givens 

but advances them; it is the literal avant garde. It is a new way of writing a poem, of 

being black—in more ways than one, a revolution. But then, he had been calling for 

that for years. 

   

Radical Means Roots 

In 1944 two Langston Hughes poems achieved a kind of dubious preservation 

for posterity. Denouncing Hughes as a dangerous radical, Congressman J.B. Matthews 
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of Special Committee on Un-American Activities read portions of three of his poems 

into the official record; if they didn't quite make the Selected Poems anthology, at least 

they were memorialized somewhere. This was not the first time Hughes would receive 

this kind of official attention; it happened in 1938 and 1941 as well, and two of the 

three poems made the record twice. 19 It also was not the last—in 1947 Senator Albert 

Hawkes of New Jersey read “Good Morning” and “Another S” into the record again, 

this time of the Senate . Whatever its lack of poetic merits, his work in this period 

certainly caught the attention of the United States government. And on even cursory 

examination, it is not difficult to see why. Here, for example, is a passage from “One 

More ‘S’ in the USA” (the ‘S’ is to “make it Soviet”, he says): 

 

But we can’t join hands strong together 
So long as whites are lynching black, 
So black and white in one union fight 
And get on the right track. 
By Texas, or Georgia, or Alabama led, 
Come together, fellow workers! 
Black and white can all be red: 
 
Put one more S in the U.S.A. (26-33) 

 

The message is clear: the people should rise up in multiracial harmony and overthrow 

the capitalist elite (later he mentions “the bankers” planning a war to “make them rich 

from the workers’ dead”) in order to propagate a socialist revolution. And these poems 

are not outliers; Hughes wrote dozens, perhaps hundreds of poems along these lines, 

                                                
19 “Good Morning Revolution” and “Put Another ‘S’ in the USA” were read from twice; “Goodbye 
Christ” was only read in 1944 (Rampersad II, 90-91).   
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from tributes to Vladimir Lenin (“Lenin”, “Ballads of Lenin”) to more general calls 

for revolution (“Revolution”, “Song of the Revolution”, “The Underground”). What's 

more, he continued this strain of his work until the end of his life, writing a poem like 

“Lumumba’s Grave”, about the assassinated socialist leader of the Congo, in 1961, 

long after he had begun to publish more successful music-inflected pieces again.20 In 

this body of work, he sees the world, he seeks to remake it, and he insists that a leftist 

overthrow is the best way. 

As damning as this is from a Red Scare standpoint, Congressman Matthews, 

focused like the rest of his committee on overt expressions of Marxist allegiance, may 

have overlooked an even more (perhaps even genuinely) troubling aspect of the 

radicalism—the violence. In the 1934 poem "Revolution”, Hughes writes: 

Great mob that knows no fear---  
Come here!  
And raise your hand  
Against this man  
Of iron and steel and gold  
Who's bought and sold 
You---  
Each one---  
For the last thousand years,  
Come here,  
Great mob that has no fear,  
And tear him limb from limb,  
Split his golden throat  
Ear to ear,  
And end his time forever,  
Now---  

                                                
20 This poem was first published in translation in Mexico City, an especially clear example of Hughes’s 
brand of cosmopolitanism—as profound as Stein’s if not more so, just not based in Paris (Collected 
Poems, 678).  
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This year---  
Great mob that knows no fear. (175) 
 

Tearing the wealthy limb from limb, slitting their throats, ending them forever—this 

explicit aggression is shocking coming from a poet better known for positivity, hope, 

and unity. As one of his more widely quoted poems says, “I play it cool / And dig all 

jive. / That’s the reason / I stay alive. // My motto / As I live and learn, / is: / Dig and 

Be Dug / In Return (“Motto”). It is a far cry from playing it cool and digging all jive to 

splitting a golden throat ear to ear, yet this violence indicates a political philosophy 

that is more or less continuous with the bebop thought of Montage, where "Motto" 

appears. Certain continuities are visible even in the more restrained, more explicitly 

communist works above; there it is still easy to see the germs of bop insistence and 

resistance. Yet violence suggests something more: a certain pragmatism, an 

acceptance of the-world-as-it-already-is that functions as a necessary precursor to the 

revolution. Violence requires bodies to shoot. And though this is not a necessary 

conclusion of the social fiction philosophy that seems to underlie his and the boppers’ 

vision of rewriting existing blackness (and, here, class), it certainly precludes 

alternatives in two directions. First, it precludes those that see the current state of 

affairs as inevitable (not as constructed fictions, but as essentialist truths). Second, it 

precludes those that see the fictiveness of social fictions as evidence against their 

reality. Violence as a solution requires a careful balance between those views: Yes, 

this house exists, but it was built, so now I can burn it down and build a new one. 

Still, this political continuity does not necessarily indicate aesthetic continuity, 

and that is where the issues of the poetry's current reputation arose. If the politicians 
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disliked the message, critics seem to dislike the clarity. These poems simply seem too 

obvious, too explicit, even, at times, too clumsy—artless. If the New Critical school 

that dominated poetic criticism during Hughes’s late career decries the “Heresy of 

Paraphrase” (Brooks, 176), arguing that paraphrase leaves the poem “mauled and 

distorted if we attempt to convey it by any vehicle less subtle than that of the poem 

itself” (67), the problem with Hughes’s radical work is that it can feel like nothing 

could be less subtle than the poem itself; it is almost as though these poems have 

already paraphrased themselves. In a poem like “Advertisement for the Waldorf 

Astoria”, Hughes often appears to have turned to sarcastic prose, barely 

distinguishable as poetic lines: “So when you've got no place else to go, homeless and 

hungry / ones, choose the Waldorf as a background for your rags---  / (Or do you still 

consider the subway after midnight / good enough?).21 When Dawahare says that this 

work “sacrifices artistry for politics”, this is probably what he means.  

The ham-fistedness of lines like these is difficult to deny; yet a closer look at 

these poems reveals a deep seated formal strangeness that is difficult to square with 

the criticism of their crude explicitness. "Waldorf", for instance, is full of sentiments 

expressed just like the lines above. Yet it also careens rapidly between quotations from 

an advertisement and furious critique, switches into dialect after, almost as an 

afterthought, remarking "NEGROES / Oh, Lawd, I done forgot Harlem!", and even 

excerpts a menu at length. This jumble of found texts and manic shifts in speaker and 

tone is common Hughes’s work of this period, and oddly enough is frequently married 

                                                
21 The lineation of this poem, like many from this period, is essentially impossible to enumerate, 
because the lines are often too long and prosaic to parse with confidence; in one passage that appears to 
me to be one line, I count 8 sentences. The poem begins on page 143. 



J.D. Porter 

 75 

to precisely the kind of overt, almost prosaic fury that seems so antithetical to it. 

"Broadcast on Ethiopia," to take one more example, straightforwardly complains 

about the Italian invasion of Africa under Benito Mussolini, but also includes the first 

half of the lede sentence of a newspaper story sandwiched in between a nursery rhyme 

breezily referring to another Italian imperialist: 

 
MISTER CHRISTOPHER COLUMBUS 
 

DJIBOUTI, French Somaliland, May 4 (AP)--- Emperor Haile Selassie  
and imperial family, in flight from his crumbling empire, reached the  
sanctuary of French soil and a British destroyer today.... 
 

HE USED RHYTHM FOR HIS COMPASS (192) 
 

Are these interruptions? (They are certainly impudent.) Are they conflicting changes? 

(They are certainly polyvocal.) It is fair to say that, at the least, their rapid fire 

experimentation, even on the level of montage, charts a path toward the Harlem of 

Hughes’s bebop work. 

At times, the radical poetry even seems to surpass the bop avant garde 

credentials of Montage. The poem “Wait”, quoted at the beginning of this chapter for 

its interest in spine crushing, is so impossible to engage with ordinary critical practices 

that I include it here not as a quote, but as Figure 1: 
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Figure 1: “Wait” (174) 
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How are we supposed to read this? Are the names on the side mostly a visual 

decoration? Is the eye meant to wander around the page as though it is a painting? Or 

might there be a sonic component to this? Certainly in other poetry of the 1930's 

Hughes writes performance instructions alongside the main text, as in “The Big 

Timer”, where a column titled “The Mood” runs alongside one titled “The Poem” and 

gives acting notes like “Telling his story in a hard, brazen, cynical fashion,” and stage 

directions like, “gradually returning to a sort of barrel-house jazz” (153). The 

marginal italics narrate music that does not exist as an accent to a story that cannot 

actually be read at the same time. He asks for a kind of simultaneity that is frankly 

impossible for a single reader; these poems must either be performed by a group or 

remain, essentially, hypothetical. 

Again, there is no denying the crude propaganda of these poems; but their 

formal oddity is equally inescapable. Look at them with a poetic-historical eye, and 

they resemble nothing so much as canonical modernism. In the union of seething 

anger about current events and found-text collage, there are reminiscences of Ezra 

Pound quoting the letters of John Adams to complain about interest rates (see Chapter 

2), or Eliot combining Arthurian legends with overheard conversations about returning 

soldiers. Of course, this is not the only place where Hughes resembles more 

canonically-modernist poets - compare, for example, his use of dots to depict street 

signs in Montage’s “Neon Signs” with William Carlos Williams's “The Attic Which Is 

Desire” (see Figure 2). But the formal connection is never as clear—literally visible—

as it is in this radical period. These works, whatever their shortcomings, are formally 

experimental in a way that resonates explicitly with canonical modernism. When 
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Parker makes jazz strange and political, he seems, to Larkin, like Picasso; when 

Hughes makes his poetry strange and political, that is precisely when he begins to 

seem like Pound. And the modernism goes hand in hand with the message; this is 

when, as he writes in “Cubes”, Hughes begins to work hand in hand “From the game 

of black and white / disease / From the city of the broken cubes of Picasso” (41-43). 

 

Figure 2: Comparing details of Hughes’s “Neon Signs” (left, 397) and Williams’s 
“The Attic Which is Desire” (325) 
 
 

Here, then, we have the modern; but do we have the jazz? I mentioned the 

proto-formations of impudent interjections and conflicting changes, including 
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polyvocality, above; but the broken rhythms were conspicuously absent. Recall that 

Günther Lenz’s critique of the radical poetry is that it shows a “marked loss of 

concreteness in imagery and complexity in sounds.” The latter seems particularly true. 

Where is ghost meter in this work? Little comes close to achieving that sort of metrical 

nuance in the passages I have excerpted (and the excerpts are more or less 

representative of the period as a whole). The closest is probably the Columbus rhyme, 

and yet it only establishes one line before it is broken up by a highly prosaic 

passage—literally a newspaper story in form. Moreover, consider the scansion of the 

two lines of the rhyme:  

Mister Christopher Columbus He Used Rhythm for his Compass 

/-/-/-/- /-/-/-/- 

 

In ghost meter, the point is to set up a line and play with it, shimmering around the 

beat to achieve an effect like syncopation of polyrhythm. Here, there is no deviation 

from the beat; these lines are quite straightforward internally and in comparison with 

each other. I would not go so far as to say that Hughes’s musicality has abandoned 

him in this period; some poems are more musical than others, and as the table above 

shows, he had complex musical questions on his mind. Nonetheless, it is fair to say 

that the roots of the jazz rhythms in Montage do not appear to be here. The avant 

garde experiments are, with their attendant echoes of canonical modernism; but the 

music, for the most part, is not. 

 That list leaves out the politics; they are clearly there in a form that prefigures 

Montage, from the calls for unity to the strong racial defiance and even, on some level, 
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to the critique of poverty—remember that bebop poem where the speaker longs for the 

easy money of World War II. But they are different. They are more violent, more 

totalizing, more overtly communist; in short, more revolutionary in the strict sense of 

the word. They seek to destroy and replace. Montage barely mentions destruction; 

instead, it seems to build from what is already there. This political difference is linked 

to the lack of music in the radical poems. And it is only by turning to the source of the 

rhythm and the outrage that the differences in the two later periods of Hughes’s career 

can be resolved.   

 

The Birth of the Cool 

The strange thing about claims like Larkin’s, or the implicit claims of anyone 

else who uses the term “modern jazz”, is that bebop did not develop as a recognizable 

form until the 1930’s, whereas jazz in general had been around at least since the 

1910’s—in other words, since the dawn of literary modernism in English. What’s 

more, jazz was deeply entangled with some of the early modernist classics.22 The first 

jazz record appeared in 1917; by 1921, the futurist poet Mina Loy was referring to a 

“jazz-band sunset” in her work;23 F. Scott Fitzgerald constantly talks about the jazz 

age; Ernest Hemingway, who used to listen to Fats Waller as he wrote (Selected 

Letters, 696), mentions “a good jazz band playing” in the 1926 The Sun Also Rises 

(233); and the list could easily go on. So why is bop the “modern” jazz? One answer is 

simple racism. There is something very suspicious about the idea that black people 

                                                
22 See especially Appel on this point. 
23 The phrase appears in the third line of her poem “Mexican Desert” (74). I take the publication date 
from Januzzi, 520. 
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arrived at modernism roughly twenty years after white people. No doubt cross-cultural 

exchange often operates with a delay; but in this case the better example probably cuts 

the other way. When Bloomsbury-group member Clive Bell complains in 1921 that 

James Joyce “rags the literary instrument” (95), when T.S. Eliot refers to the 

“Shakespeherian Rag” in The Waste Land in 1922 (l. 128), or even when Igor 

Stravinsky writes the song “Piano-Rag-Music” in 1919, they are the ones behind the 

times: They are all referring to ragtime, a style that was then decades old and one or 

two styles behind the latest in jazz—it is akin to someone in 1999 writing a disco 

poem. Thus they simultaneously prove that African-American music was present in 

early modernism and that, if anything, it was white people experiencing a cultural lag. 

All of which, for our purposes, leads to the question: Was Hughes himself doing 

something modernist as early as the 1920’s? 

Perhaps the easiest way to approach this question is by noting the connections 

between the early work and the forms we have already seen. For instance, here is the 

1924 poem, “The Cat and the Saxophone (2 a.m.)”: 

EVERYBODY  
Half-pint,---  
Gin?  
No, make it  
LOVES MY BABY  
corn. You like  
liquor,  
don't you, honey?  
BUT MY BABY  
Sure. Kiss me,  
DON'T LOVE NOBODY  
daddy.  
BUT ME.  
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Say!  
EVERYBODY  
Yes?  
WANTS MY BABY  
I'm your  
BUT MY BABY  
sweetie, ain't I?  
DON'T WANT NOBODY  
Sure.  
BUT  
Then let's  
ME,  
do it!  
SWEET ME.  
Charleston,  
mamma!  
! 
 

Here we clearly see an early version of the interjection technique, with the capitalized 

lines interrupting the conversations and vice-versa. This in turn points to polyvocality, 

the conflict between the “speakers” who co-exist in the poem—the capitalized lines 

and the at-least-two people having a conversation between them (“I’m your sweetie, 

ain’t I?” “Sure”)—even though not every speaker is necessarily aware of all of the 

others. Every voice here seems to belong to a bar or nightclub scene, so there may not 

be any flatted-fifth dissonances, but the blueprints for that later development are 

clearly in place. What’s more, the capitalized lines are a quotation from the popular 

song, “Yes Sir, That’s My Baby”, a minor shibboleth, albeit not nearly as obscure as 

“Ool ya koo”. It is also a found text, a less jarring version of the Waldorf menu or 

story from DJIBOUTI. Finally, it is clear that there is a metrical backbone to this 

piece, driven largely by the song it quotes, but also a lot of metrical variation, with 

lines ranging from the trochaic duple of “don’t you, honey?” to the accented “Sure.” to 
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the unscannable “!” that ends the poem. In other words, this is a plausible version of 

ghost meter—and this is not the only place in the early work. In this period, Hughes 

constantly return to the blues, the genre in which Chinitz observes fluid variation 

around a base meter, and also a means of creating the deep embedding that would 

resurface in boogie and bop form in Montage. Read through the 1927 Fine Clothes to 

the Jew, and, because they all use a traditional blues song structure, “Hard Daddy” 

(124) recalls “Young Gal’s Blues” (124) recalls “Bad Man” (112) recalls “Po’ Boy 

Blues” (83) recalls “Hard Luck” (82) recalls “Suicide” (82) recalls “Bound No’th 

Blues” (76), and so on, each of them contributing to a collective blues meter that any 

given line can shimmer around. The sudden nuances of these broken rhythms were not 

unformed in the later radical work; they were dormant. 

But if music seems missing in the middle years, the radical might seem 

missing in the early. Where is the examination of anti-Semitism or homophobia in this 

work, to say nothing of the Soviet proselytizing or throat splitting? There are shades 

here and there, but nothing that comes close to the leftist fury of the 1930’s work. But 

recall also that “The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain” was published in 1926. It 

may not be Marxist, or violent, but it is clearly political, an early work of advocacy for 

the proto-Black-Is-Beautiful message for which Hughes is famous. Moreover, Hughes 

was an enthusiastic contributor to The New Negro, the anthology organized by Jessie 

Fauset and Alain Locke in part as a politically-motivated showcase of black 

excellence. In this stage of his career, through extra-poetic moves like these as well as 

through his depiction of jazz, repetition of the blues, and lingering on common people, 

Hughes shows his foundational political issue, the origin of his later philosophy, 
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present in the first two words of the title of the first poem he ever published, “The 

Negro Speaks of Rivers.” The rest of his revolutions can be traced to his treatment of 

race. 

It is of course easy to say that race is at the center of Hughes’s poetry, and 

especially his poetry about music, but consider the converse: Is there a reason music is 

at the center of Hughes’s work on race? After all, he clearly thought that music had 

political power. This is apparent in any number of examples, from his famous line, “I, 

too, sing America” (“I, Too”, 1) in 1925 to his discussion of “LUMUMBA LOUIS 

ARMSTRONG” in the 1961 Ask Your Mama: 12 Moods for Jazz (512), but it may 

have reached an apex when Hughes visited Spain during the Civil War; there he 

drowned out the bombs by blasting Benny Goodman, Duke Ellington, and Jimmy 

Lunceford records.24 In some ways, the cause of all of this is probably correlation: 

Jazz and blues are the music of the subaltern Hughes wants to elevate. Yet there is also 

one formal feature, common to nearly every genre of African-American music, that 

doubles as a philosophical technology nearly perfectly suited for the world and 

problems confronted by Hughes: improvisation. 

Although intuitively easy to grasp, improvisation has historically resisted 

definition. In the loosest sense it refers to making something up off the top of one’s 

head; in jazz, this usually occurs in the context of the rhythm and harmonies produced 

by the parts of the band accompanying the improvising soloist, who will usually play 

more or less in their time signature, tempo, and key. The boundaries with composition 

                                                
24 It was already common practice at Hughes’s residence in Madrid to play loud music during 
bombardments; he simply swapped in jazz for the previous preference of Beethoven, Brahms, and 
Wagner (I Wonder, 340-341). Hughes left his records behind when he returned to the United States—
his contribution to the cause (399). 
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are blurry, however. After all, a composer writing a melody on top of other parts is 

engaging in a very similar activity. For my purposes, the key difference lies in the 

relationship to history, or the notes that have already happened. If the composer writes 

an E-flat and does not like the sound, she can simply erase it, or even change the other 

parts of the song to fit it. If a jazz soloist plays an E-flat, that is it: the E-flat is now 

part of the song. The only way out is forward; the only way to change the meaning of 

the note is to play another. By doing something new, it is possible to make that E-flat a 

quick stairstep to an F, the beginning of a minor scale, or the first of a line of dissonant 

E-flats repeating across multiple chords. What it meant will be determine by what 

follows. “History, the mother of truth: the idea is astounding,” says Jorge Luis Borges 

in a short story about a man named who is “a contemporary of William James, [and] 

does not define history as an inquiry into reality but as its origin” (Ficciones, 6).25 I 

define improvisation, then, as the process of revising the irreversible. 

As the reference to James indicates, this is an essentially pragmatist way to 

engage the world. To that end, it is particularly well suited for operating with or 

against social fictions. Walton Muyumba has articulated a particularly compelling case 

for this relationship. He argues for a longstanding “relationship between African 

American intellectual practice and pragmatism” (6), and specifically notes that, 

“Thinking of Deweyan theories of linguistic utility, we can hear jazz and 

improvisation as linguistic/aesthetic tools for negotiating and solving social 

difficulties” (20); these include “the contingent relationship of artistic expression, 

ethnic identity, and political/cultural critique” (18). Other scholars of jazz have long 
                                                
25 See Borges’s short essay “Kafka and His Precursors” for a similar idea: “The fact is that each writer 
creates his precursors. His work modifies our conception of the past, as it will modify the future” (243).  
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emphasized the more overt ways that improvisation is politically important as well: Its 

insistence on both group attention and self expression says something about 

community and freedom; it is therefore radically interdependent and radically 

dependent at the same time; and it is traditionally, at least in the United States, the 

musical language of those with less access to traditional instruction and performance 

opportunities. These are all deeply intertwined with the pragmatist realities of 

improvisation; it is no coincidence that navigating between the self and the group 

would result in a praxis primed to notice and adjust social fictions, nor is it a surprise 

that this would happen precisely where traditional opportunities were denied—in other 

words, through an artistic and intellectual technology open to and largely developed 

by those with the most to gain by noticing and adjusting a social fiction like race.  

Race confronts a progressive-minded 1920’s American as an especially 

horrifying social fiction, the situation in which two people with no particular ethical or 

genetic difference face wildly distinct lived realities. The depth of its entrenchment is 

reason for despair, but the fact of its fictionality is reason to hope. Improvisation 

suggests a path for navigating both components. When he plays a trumpet solo, Louis 

Armstrong cannot ignore his band, the chords, or the accumulated history of his own 

notes and the notes of Western and African music history. They are real. Yet he also 

cannot cease to be an agent, the source of the next sound, Louis Armstrong of New 

Orleans, the artist. This is perhaps the American aesthetic achievement best suited for 

the philosophical problems of the twentieth century (the “great innovation of 

twentieth-century art”, according to Albert Murray (Muyumba, 17)), because of its 
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fitness for addressing the crisis of representation, for engaging social fictions. And it is 

precisely here that Hughes finds the foundation of his poetics. 

In general Hughes positions his poems as performances or events rather than as 

objects; this is closely related to his relatively higher emphasis on the sonic compared 

to the semantic or syntactic in the construction of his poems. All poets must account 

for all three components to some degree, and of course Hughes is no exception; his 

“conflicting changes”, for instance, depend heavily on the juxtaposition of a wide 

variety of semantic content, from prostitution and drugs to French class and trumpets. 

In the balance of all three features, however, Hughes places heavy emphasis on sound, 

the rhythms and rhymes and onomatopoeia that he so often hangs on structures 

borrowed—directly—from songs, from blues to boogie. And sound is a temporal 

medium, generally intelligible only in performance. Ghost meter, for instance, is not 

even detectable unless the poems are heard (even if only in the mind) from one to the 

next. As Hopkins says, it is only the anticipated beat that accumulates from one line to 

the next that can establish the possibility of metrical counterpoint, the deviations from 

a beat that cannot actually exist on the page. This is all the more important for 

Hughes’s deeply embedded ghost meters; without actually reading “Dream Boogie” 

and “Lady’s Boogie” in some temporal proximity to each other, the implicit meter of 

the former fades too much before the latter can ever arrive. The full force of all of 

those blues poems in the early work is likewise a cumulative effect; they each sound 

against an idealized “blues poem” that only results from all of them, and only if they 

are all experienced.  
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Hopkins’s emphasis on anticipation is telling: The effect only works because 

the reader expects something, and expectation is itself a temporal game. This is 

especially clear in the logic of impudent interjections. Hughes goes to such trouble to 

set up an expected line ending “Beating out and beating out—” because this is the only 

way to have an impudent interjection (“You think it’s a happy beat?”). There is a 

pretense of non-revision here: If the poet really changed his mind, he could simply 

delete the first stanza—unless he was in the middle of a reading. The reader must be 

experiencing the poem, awaiting a possibility, and then see that possibility removed, in 

order for the effect to be an interjection at all, much less an impudent one. Even 

polyvocality has a temporal component. The conflicting changes may depend largely 

on juxtaposed semantic fields, but the polyvocal effect, where one type of voice says 

one thing, and then another voice—perhaps with more slang, perhaps in a different 

tone, perhaps confrontationally—says another, also sets up a kind of harmonic effect 

because each voice sounds off against the others in time. The conflict would be there 

either way; a poetics or critical framework that treated poems more as architectural 

constructs—or perhaps well-wrought urns—could still find conflict between two 

ideas. But only a poem-as-a-song could produce this level of changes. For Hughes 

poetry is something that happens. 

It is perhaps the development of this improvisational approach to poetry as a 

(largely sonic) event that best explains the development of form and function over the 

course of Hughes’s career. He begins with a characteristically African-American 

aesthetic technology applied in large part to the problem of race—how to enlist what it 

already is, and especially the art that black people have already created, in work that 
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moves toward something new. In the middle period, it is almost as if he grows too 

self-conscious. The work becomes omnivorous, not only absorbing inputs from 

everything—menus, newspapers, tracts—but applying its focus to a global and 

economic revolution as well. It is in this period that Hughes begins to rely more 

heavily on actual performance notes, the instructional texts, bearing an uncertain 

relationship to the poetry, that explain how it should be paced, emoted, 

accompanied—in short, how it should sound. Finally, he finds in bebop a way to re-

synthesize everything, in part through independent advances in the musical aesthetics 

he has to draw upon. There he merges multiple revolutions, the politics of resistance 

and black excellence with the improvisational sounds and structures.  

My use of the term “synthesize” above suggests that there is a bit of a Marxist 

dialectic at work behind this story. In short, Hughes is struggling to resolve the 

competing forces of material reality and the forms that seem to rest upon it. In the 

middle period he seems to have maximized his exploration of both components, and 

perhaps the distance between them. The emphasis on material reality is literally 

Marxist and materialist; the poems are famously direct, explicit, extreme, and violent. 

At the same time, the forms are as strange and experimental as they would ever be in 

his work. In their fragmentation, difficulty, omnivorousness, and even typography 

they approach the avant garde nature of canonical modernism. This is why we have 

the paradoxical situation that the poems are considered both insufficiently subtle and 

insufficiently intelligible. What, then, leads to the synthesis achieved in the bop 

poetics? It may be as simple as the recognition that the form and the material reality 

are not nearly as distinct as they seem; and not only that, but the form is not some 
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mere epiphenomenon of the material. We have already seen how this is true in bebop. 

It is precisely the form that produces the aggression, the resistance, and the proof of 

black excellence that are the primary political content. But the examination of 

Hughes’s previous work reveals a deeper layer to this: the primary material reality that 

bebop challenges, race, is itself a form. It is a social fiction, a truth that has happened, 

and can therefore happen differently, starting now. Hughes early on finds the 

improvisational forms that can guide his work as it interrogates and recreates 

blackness, chases them through the swing era, when jazz itself arguably lost track of 

them, and then seizes on them again in bebop as the path into a precedent shattering 

opus. He gets to modern jazz through precisely what was modernist about his work all 

along. 

And yet, there is something strange about the relationship of all of this to 

modernism. By the terms laid out in the introduction, Hughes’s aesthetic project is 

imminently modernist throughout his career. It arises in part in response to a social 

fiction, and takes on a “crisis of representation” that is really about the overcapacity of 

forms to create and adjust reality, resulting in new and experimental literary forms. 

That this arrives at bebop, which is widely called modern, and that the bebop forms 

have a direct lineage extending through to the 1920’s, only underlines his modernist 

credentials. At the same time, the crux of this argument is that the 1930’s work is, to 

some extent, both a departure from Hughes’s primary project (if crucial to its 

development) and the most obviously modernist period in comparison with canonical 

poets like Pound and Williams. If the improvisational style is modernist insofar as it 

revises the irreversible, producing a revolutionary response to a social fiction, then 
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what is happening in the middle period, when the influence of African-American 

music takes a back seat, but modernist style seems to come to the fore?  

In this period, it may be that Hughes is experimenting with a different 

approach to modernism, one that is recursive rather than improvisational. To the 

extent that modernism focuses on the conditions of its own creation, these could be 

considered two poles of aesthetic possibility. One focuses on art as a process, the fact 

of fiction with an emphasis on “making”, the constructed nature of apparent facts. This 

is improvisation. The other focuses on art as a construct, the fact of fiction with an 

emphasis on the factual nature of apparent constructions. This is recursion. The first 

technique looks forward; the second constantly loops backwards. It is evident in 

Stein’s insistence on repeating words agrammatically until they are finally visible only 

as language, in Eliot’s explanation that he is assembling fragments in the obviously 

fragmented Waste Land, and in Hemingway’s constant writing about writers writing. 

In the recursive model, the art constantly points out the fact of the making (of the fact 

of the making of the fact of the…).  

It is tempting to correlate these approaches with particular political responses, 

since the first is characteristically African-American and, as we have seen, amenable 

to revolution, whereas the second is (in the examples listed so far) characteristically 

white and seemingly analogous to conservative retrenching. This takes things too far; 

all modernist work incorporates both modes to some extent, their presence differing in 

degree rather than kind. The self-evident modernism of Hughes’s middle, radical work 

may reflect an increase in the recursive model relative to the improvisational model 

(the “too self-conscious” aesthetic noted above). This in turn may be related to 



J.D. Porter 

 92 

Hughes’s relative emphasis on economics compared to race; but it also goes along 

with some of his most revolutionary politics. In the next chapter, however, we will see 

another poet whose economic obsessions of the 1930’s drove him both to extreme 

conservatism and to the endless feedback loops of recursive style: The modernist 

response to social fictions goes a very different direction in the fascist sprawl of Ezra 

Pound’s Cantos as he takes on the made up reality of money.
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Direct Treatment of a Mess: Ezra Pound’s Keynesian Poetics1 

 

In addition to the usual questions about Ezra Pound’s fascism, anti-Semitism, 

economic extremism, and various other intellectual and moral failures, one of the 

fascinating problems facing a Pound scholar is the distance between his poetics and 

his poetry. On the one hand, he is a founding father of Imagism, a poetic form of 

hyperconcise precision that uses “absolutely no word that does not contribute to the 

presentation.”2 On the other hand, Pound’s magnum opus, The Cantos, is one of the 

longest and most notoriously difficult poems in the English language, a fifty-year 

project which contributes to its presentation over 21,000 unique words.3 His most 

prominent poetic theory and his most prominent poem seem to contradict each other. 

The political problems tend to overshadow this one—fascism stands out more than not 

practicing what you preach—but in a way the poetics precede them: before Pound 

decides to write about usury or Mussolini, why does he decide to write a poem that 

seems so unlike his own rules for writing? 

The answer to this question is surprisingly complicated, so it may be helpful to 

lay out the trajectory of the chapter here. I begin by explaining exactly how Pound’s 

poetics relate to The Cantos. This relationship evolves over time as Pound’s 
                                                
1 I am indebted to Michael Golston for the portion of this title to the left of the colon. 
2 Pound called it Imagisme, but it is the same thing. This specific line originated with F.S. Flint, but 
Pound frequently reiterated or paraphrased it approvingly—for an example of reiteration, see 
“Vorticism”; for paraphrase, see the line “Use no superfluous word, no adjective, which does not reveal 
something” in “A Few Don’ts for an Imagiste” (201). 
3 This figure is based on a simple programmatic analysis of The Cantos using a Python script. The text 
of the poem came from the Chadwyck-Healey database; I did not thoroughly vet it (i.e., there may be 
small errors here and there), but approximate figures should be accurate. The figure cited above does 
not include numerals and ideograms. 
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commitment to “direct treatment of the thing” is modified by his increasingly 

capacious and dynamic understanding of things. Put simply, Pound begins to see that 

much of the world around him is fictional, or made up, and the idea of a poetics that 

can accurately represent this ontological situation requires a form that looks something 

like what we see in The Cantos. In order to explain this more clearly, I turn to one of 

Pound’s sociopolitical obsessions: economics. Especially during the 1930’s, Pound 

constantly writes economic analysis and prescription into The Cantos, and his work on 

this front mainly has to do with the ability of economic actors to change reality by 

manipulating economic symbols. This emphasis and Pound’s particular economic 

influences place his work in conversation with that of John Maynard Keynes, whose 

revolutionary rewriting of classical economics occurred in the same period. Through a 

Keynesian-influenced analysis of Pound’s economics, I show how Pound came to 

view the world as a complicated mess of social fictions—by which I mean things a 

society makes up, like money or race, that turn out to have serious material reality. In 

the world Pound tries to translate into poetry, real things are often entirely fictional, 

and fictional things are surprisingly real. 

 

Imagism and the Image  

It is worth emphasizing just how different from Pound’s Imagist theories The 

Cantos seem to be. The theories are somewhat complicated, and they evolved over 

time, but they initially revolved around a few simple ideas, originally articulated by 

F.S. Flint and repeated by Pound as follows: 

I. Direct treatment of the “thing,” whether subjective or objective. 
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II. To use absolutely no word that does not contribute to the presentation. 

III. As regarding rhythm: to compose in sequence of the musical phrase, not in 

sequence of the metronome. (“Vorticism”) 

The easiest way to examine these principles in action in Pound’s work is 

probably via comparing The Cantos with the canonical Imagist poem, Pound’s own, 

“In a Station of the Metro.” The poem runs in full: “The apparition of these faces in 

the crowd; / Petals on a wet, black bough” (“In a Station”, 1297). There are the 

obvious quantitative differences: Two lines versus about 15,000; 20 words including 

the title versus 175,000 (The Cantos say the word “face” alone over 120 times); and 

one image versus impossibly many. Where the one poem deals with a glance, the other 

squeezes a history of the Chinese empire from start to finish into a few cantos in the 

middle. More important, perhaps, is the process that created each poem. According to 

Pound, after seeing the scene in a metro in real life, he composed a thirty line poem, 

then threw it away; six months later he made a fifteen line poem and threw that away, 

too; one year later, he sat down and produced the two-line final version.4 Leaving 

aside the ample time for recollecting an emotion in tranquility,5 the primary process 

here is excision. Pound sees something discrete and reduces his word-count until he 

has produced a notably discrete poem; it is the same process he used when editing the 

H.D. poems on which he wrote the word “Imagiste” (launching the movement) and 

                                                
4 Told in “Vorticism.” 
5 Pound on Wordsworth: “Perhaps ‘alive’ is scarcely the word one would apply to the ‘luminary’ of the 
Lake District. Wordsworth drew his first orderly and deliberate breath in 1770, and continued the 
alternate processes of inhalation and exhalation until 1850” (“Beddoes”, 378) 
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when chopping T.S. Eliot’s first draft of The Waste Land into its current shape.6 The 

subject matter may be important, too (an apparition is one event, and H.D. wrote 

constantly about rocks and grains of sand [i.e., little rocks]), but the excision is 

unavoidable. The Cantos fails the Imagism test on both counts. The second canto is 

already about something entirely different from the first (Robert Browning and the 

Odyssey, respectively), and, more important, Pound never stopped adding on to the 

work. Later editions never significantly cut early poems, and meanwhile the number 

of cantos grew, the text expanding basically until Pound’s death. Whatever The 

Cantos are, they do not look much like the poem Pound used to explain his own 

theory, and they were not born the same way, either. 

An obvious objection to this apparent disjunct may be that The Cantos occupy 

a later place in the Pound chronology; perhaps he had moved on from Imagism by 

then, or the theory had, as I suggested, evolved. It is certainly true that Pound amended 

his earliest Imagist claims quite a few times—although he often casts this as 

clarification. Eventually he even stopped referring to himself as an Imagist. But as 

Hugh Kenner notes, this was a change more of affiliation than of aesthetic philosophy. 

Pound pushed away from an “Imagist” movement that grew to have increasingly 

nebulous technical ideas and claimed everyone from William Carlos Williams to Amy 

Lowell. At the same time, Pound’s commitment to “the doctrine of the Image” 

remained (Kenner, 178). And although the doctrine did evolve, its evolution does not 

resolve the apparent contradiction between Pound’s poetics and the actual poetry of 

The Cantos. This is true in two key ways. First, Pound maintained an emphasis on 
                                                
6 In Pound studies these anecdotes are commonplaces, but for succinct examples see Lewis, 274 (the 
H.D. story) and Longenbach, 473 (the Waste Land story). 
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clarity, particularly in losing every unnecessary word, and also continued to emphasize 

“direct treatment of the thing.” In the avant-garde textbook ABC of Reading published 

in 1934, for instance, Pound writes that, “Good writers are those who keep the 

language efficient. That is to say, keep it accurate, keep it clear” (32), and also that 

good poetry is “an attempt to set things down as they are, to find the word that 

corresponds to the thing, the statement that portrays, and presents, instead of making a 

comment, however brilliant, or an epigram” (74). By this time, Pound had already 

published 41 cantos, so obviously The Cantos do not postdate a concern with clarity, 

efficiency, and close correspondence to the thing portrayed.7 It is not clear that these 

principles would require the kind of excision and minimalism of his earlier work, but 

they still seem a far cry from the convoluted mass of The Cantos—in any case, this is 

not the sort of evolution in theory that would square the epic with “In a Station of the 

Metro.”  

The second important component of Pound’s poetic evolution is an adjustment 

to the definition of the “Image,” or, put another way, the “thing” that receives the 

“direct treatment.” In his 1913 Imagist essay, “A Few Don’ts for an Imagiste,” Pound 

defines the Image as “that which presents an intellectual and emotional complex in an 

instant of time” (200). He does not elaborate much on this definition; most of the 

essay focuses on practical writing advice that seems to center on concision and 

precision, and it seems fair to conclude (reading this essay alone) that “In a Station of 

the Metro” is a perfect example: It is about an instant, and it takes about an instant to 

                                                
7 For an even later affirmation of these principles, see Kenner’s anecdote about Pound giving a mini-
lecture on the grounds of St. Elizabeth’s at the age of 70, during which he endorses a “Confucian” ideal: 
“Get the meaning across” and “Stop” (Kenner, 13).  
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read. In a 1914 essay, Pound quotes the original definition, and “In a Station of the 

Metro” (apparently as an example of it), but he expands: “THE IMAGE IS NOT an 

idea. It is a radiant node or cluster; it is what I can, and must perforce, call a 

VORTEX, from which, and through which, and into which, ideas are constantly 

rushing. In decency one can only call it a VORTEX” (“Vorticism”). After this essay, 

Pound frequently does describe himself as Vorticist rather than Imagist, but his point 

seems to be that the Image is a Vortex; it draws any number of other ideas toward 

itself and concentrates them into one point. This looks a lot more like a “complex” 

than in the initial essay. One year after that, the Image involves “pattern-units,” the 

“arrangement of forms,” and vortices, and may be either subjective or objective. 

Pound still, however, recommends that “having got the Image one refrains from 

hanging it with festoons” (“Affirmations”, 374-375). The idea of Imagism quickly 

becomes complicated enough to warrant a flood of neologisms. But even as it rapidly 

loses clarity, it still wants its poetry unadorned. 

This specific change in Pound’s poetics points to another explanation for the 

seeming disparity between the poetics and the poetry: It could be that The Cantos are 

simply about something so complicated that even the clearest explanation remains 

difficult and expansive—the same way a well-written quantum physics textbook is 

still going to be fairly abstruse. Increasing complexity is a common explanation for 

modernist form, especially when that form gets strange. Franco Moretti, for example, 

describes the stream-of-consciousness technique in Ulysses as a response to the 

modern metropolis, particularly the constant barrage of largely-meaningless stimuli 

occasioned by its size, its diversity, and its many advertisements. As he describes it, 
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Joyce’s technique both mimics the metropolis (providing its own constant barrage of 

quickly-forgotten things) and demonstrates—maybe even creates—a way of dealing 

with it, in this case by paying very little attention to any given stimulus.8 The writing 

is odd because the referent is odd—not only when the referent is merely depicted, but 

also when the text attempts to explain or navigate it. Applied to Pound, this would 

mean that, in order to justify their length and difficulty, The Cantos must be about 

something pretty strange. This certainly seems true in light of the actual content, 

which ranges from William Blake running around purgatory with his head on 

backwards to Benito Mussolini hanging upside down dead, with plenty of time for the 

correspondence of John Adams in between—and here we have to abandon examples 

before really beginning to cover the disparate subject matter of The Cantos or risk 

extending this paragraph for several pages, which argues strongly for the overall point. 

What is more, this idea appears to fit with Pound’s more complicated definitions of the 

Image, which eventually accommodates multiple referents and even moving parts. But 

all of this merely raises an even more confusing question: What exactly are the Cantos 

about? What is this “Image” idea? For that, matter, what is the metropolis? 

If this last question receives little attention in Moretti’s treatment of Ulysses, 

this is in part because it is far less visible in Ulysses than it is in Pound’s work. For 

Joyce, the key question is less “What is the metropolis” than “What is the metropolis 

like?,” or even, “What does the text do, given the metropolis?” Pound never quite 

manages to take things like the metropolis as given; for him the poetics problem 

quickly becomes a problem of ontology. He never stops advocating for direct 
                                                
8 This is my interpretation of Moretti’s argument in the chapter “Ulysses and the Twentieth Century” in 
Modern Epic. 
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treatment of the thing, but the thing itself spirals out of control—or, as he might 

prefer, into a vortex. For Pound, an Image is not at all stationary—he rails against the 

“needless division of fixed image and praxis or action” (ABC, 52)—which necessarily 

means that it is in a state of flux. Whatever the “thing itself” was when the poem 

started, it might easily have changed by the last word. This theory of dynamic 

referents seems almost tailor-made for treating social fictions, man-made things 

susceptible to man-made edits. Certainly a metropolis would qualify; what modern 

city ever stopped being built, torn-down, and rebuilt? This sort of concern is evident in 

many of what Moretti calls “modern epics,” which have an unfinished nature that, 

among other things, allows for evidence of the text’s own construction to remain in the 

text—the “the crane still standing upon the top of the uncompleted tower” that Ishmael 

mentions in Moby Dick when leaving his “cetological System standing thus 

unfinished.”9 Unfinished texts for unfinished things: Ulysses and The Cantos, says 

Moretti, never stop adding on, which is key not only to much of their difficulty, but 

also to their efficacy in dealing with modernity (189-194). Clearly, then, ontological 

questions about made-up things are active in the work of other modernists; the 

difference with Pound is that he explicitly (and constantly) worries about them. Where 

a writer like Joyce treats the strange new thing phenomenologically, Pound produces 

                                                
9 I cite Moby-Dick, which is not always considered modernist, because Moretti includes it as an 
example of the morphological tendencies of “modern epics.” The Moby-Dick quote appears at the end 
of Chapter 32 (Melville, 124-125). Andrew DelBanco argues that it is precisely the reflexive and 
unfinished nature of Moby-Dick that makes it so predictive of modernist style. For him, Moby-Dick is 
“like an active archaeological site in which the layers of its own history are left deliberately exposed” 
(146), and Melville “was writing less about the world he imagined than about the self-revising process 
by which he continuously reimagined it” (148). We could say much the same about The Cantos, with 
the addendum that for Pound (as, I suspect, for Melville), the world being written about is itself a self-
revising, active archaeological site. The reality of the metropolis comprises many past processes of 
being made up. 
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essays that want to get behind the surface phenomena to explain what “the thing” is; 

he remains devoted to the direct, un-festooned treatment of the Image, even as he 

tremendously complicates its definition. The ideal is still minimal distance between 

the symbolic system and the reality it represents; but when the ontological status of 

that reality gets shaky, when the Image grows complicated and multivalent and 

dynamic, the implications for the symbolic system are, to use a common critical 

euphemism about Pound, difficult.  

For Pound, part of this difficulty is that the symbolic system sometimes seems 

to slip into an active relationship with the underlying reality; in other words, the poetry 

might start changing the Image. With social fictions this is an even bigger issue, since 

the distinction between ideas about things and the things themselves is unclear to 

begin with—the metropolis is there, but it was not always, and it is under constant 

revision. This is, for Pound, a key concern, for two reasons. First, he believes the 

world and the arts have a very direct connection. Cantos XLV and XLVI, for example, 

claim that lines in paintings grow thicker when interest rates or taxes get too high 

(XLV, 229; XLVI, 234). Meanwhile, in the other direction, the arts play a key role in 

society at large; he argues, for instance, that “If a nation’s literature declines, the 

nation atrophies and decays.”10 Second, the political issues Pound chooses to engage 

frequently involve situations where the symbolic system actually can change the thing 

it describes. This is most apparent when it comes to economics. For instance, money, 

                                                
10 This is from ABC of Reading, 32. For more on the effects of usury on art, see Guide to Kulchur, e.g., 
during a discussion of usury: “A tolerance of gombeen men and stealers of harvest by money, by 
distortion and dirtiness, runs concurrent with a fattening in all art forms” (109), and elsewhere, “I 
suggest that finer and future critics of art will be able to tell from the quality of a painting the degree of 
tolerance or intolerance of usury extant in the age and milieu that produced it” (27). 
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as the Keynesian revolution in economic theory showed, does not simply represent the 

value of commodities, standing in for them as a means of exchange; it can also affect 

the value of commodities, or even determine how many of them exist. A dollar may 

stand in for so much wheat; but arbitrarily printing more dollars might stimulate more 

wheat production, thereby changing how much wheat each dollar represents (which in 

turn changes the way the dollars can affect wheat going forward).11 Pound devoted 

substantial attention to issues exactly like these for most of the 1920’s and 1930’s, and 

economic theory, especially about money and finance, is the key thematic concern of 

his middle-period cantos.12 His economic ideas replicate some of the same concerns as 

his aesthetic theory and practice: Sometimes he advocates for manipulating economic 

reality via its symbolic systems, and at other times he is deeply suspicious of any 

economic abstractions existing in the first place. It is a tumultuous political 

                                                
11 These issues are active in a sort of proto form in American literature leading up to modernism. In 
Frank Norris’s The Pit, an attempt to corner the wheat market changes global production and creates 
hunger in Eastern Europe, even though the ability of people to produce wheat has not changed at all. 
The Pit is the second of two Norris novels about wheat (he died before he could complete the planned 
trilogy), and across both novels proximity to wheat is almost inverse to the ability to control its value or 
how much of it the world should contain. The farmers in the first book, The Octopus, are completely at 
the whims of the railroad, whose CEO disavows any personal responsibility, locating the impetus for 
wheat production and consumption (and even rail transit) in vague semi-economic “forces” (Octopus, 
575-576). In The Pit, even the railroad comes to seem paltry compared to the Chicago commodity 
traders, who never even see any wheat (“Those fellows in the pit don’t own the wheat; never even see 
it; wouldn’t know what to do with it if they had it” (123)). Indeed, everyone who actually touches wheat 
winds up dead—the farmers who die fighting the railroad (summed on page 549), but also the railroad’s 
conniving agent, S. Berman, who effectively steals wheat from the farmers only to be drowned by it in 
the hold of a ship (642-646). Norris seems critical of those who use abstract forces to impede the natural 
power of the wheat—he is rhapsodic about its resurrection from the earth each season, and the traders 
and railroad agents are antagonists—but for his characters, actually handling the stuff is a fool’s game. 
12 As I am defining them, the middle-period cantos include Eleven New Cantos, The Fifth Decad of 
Cantos (1937), Cantos LII-LXXI (1940), and Cantos LXXII-LXXIII (1940). This is everything in 
between A Draft of XXX Cantos (published in 1930) and The Pisan Cantos (published in 1948). This is 
a slightly more expansive version of the subset that Peter Nicholls identifies as providing “a significant 
redefinition of the role of history”; he narrows in on Canto XXXVII as the place where “the economic 
dimension of the poem became operative in a new way” (Nicholls, 54). Although Nicholls starts his 
subset at XXXI, as I do, he ends at Canto LI, just before Pound embarks on his Chinese history cantos; 
these cantos, I argue, offer crucial evidence about Pound’s ideas for governmental economic 
management. 
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engagement that bears a striking resemblance to Pound’s poetic concerns, and 

whatever the causal relationship, Pound’s economics period is chronologically the 

middle step between his poetic manifestoes and his turn to overt fascism and anti-

Semitism. For this reason, we can better understand his economic commitments if we 

consider them in terms of the poetic ground we have already covered. Turning to them 

now, particularly to what they say about symbolic systems in a complicated reality, 

will also tell us something about his poetry, and perhaps even the usual questions 

about Pound’s politics that so often overshadow it. 

 

Pound and the Economy as a Symbolic System  

 It would be difficult to overstate the importance of economics in the Middle 

Cantos. Even though the subject matter ranges from Napoleon to Revolutionary 

America to the history of imperial China, of the 43 cantos included in that set, only 

three lack significant engagement with economic themes. This engagement is not 

merely a matter of occasional reference; it is the primary lens for this whole section of 

the poem. This is the case not just when Pound devotes an entire canto to an economic 

issue, like usury (XLV, XLVI, LI, LXXII) or the history of an Italian bank he finds 

especially enlightened (XLII-XLIV), but in all of them. In The Cantos, the history of 

China is largely a history of tax policy and coinage; the American Revolution is 

largely about securing loans from European investors. Yet, for all this, Pound’s focus 

is fairly narrow: Almost all of his economic references, proposals, and complaints can 

be classified under three categories. First, he is interested in finance, which includes 

things like banking, loans, and interest rates. Usury, a major concern of his, is a subset 
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of this category. Second, he is interested in money, particularly in the idea of money 

as a measure rather than as a commodity in itself. Finally, he is interested in taxes, 

specifically in the ways they might be just or unjust. Nearly everything he says about 

economics in the Middle Cantos falls into one of those categories; even when he 

mentions labor politics, for instance, it is often in the context of monetary policy or 

interest rates. I will treat each of these issues in greater detail below, but for now it is 

sufficient to note that they all have to do with the symbolic register of the economy. 

To understand what this actually means, we might turn to Mary Poovey’s idea 

of the “problematic of representation” in economics. As Poovey notes in Genres of the 

Credit Economy—her study of the intertwined development of money, economic 

theory, and fiction in 18th century England—the economy is replete with instances of 

made-up representations becoming naturalized, at least until a crisis makes their 

fictional nature uncomfortably clear again. Money and instruments of credit, for 

instance, are written documents that seem like obvious value-bearing tools of 

commerce when the economy is running smoothly, thanks to years of naturalization in 

the early years of capitalism. During hyperinflation or a market crash, however, the 

fact that these documents are made-up representations of value becomes clear again, 

and often troubling. The economy depends on a symbolic system that is nearly 

invisible—except when it is distressingly visible.13  The appeal of these symbolic 

registers for Pound, who devotes so much attention to minimizing the distance 

between word and Image, is clear, especially when it comes to his interest in forms of 

money and finance, which uses arbitrary interest rates to make up additional money—

                                                
13 Poovey spells this out most succinctly in her introduction, especially pages 1-10. 
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seemingly ex nihilo, as Pound and other decriers of usury might put it. Critics have 

often noticed this connection, particularly during the post-structuralist 1980’s. Richard 

Sieburth, for example, writes that Pound was attempting “to get his poetry off the gold 

standard, to defeteshize the signifier, as it were, to establish a poetics whose economy 

would be based on the direct exchange between subject and object, language and 

reality, word and world" (146). In other words, Pound likes his poems like he likes his 

money; both should be near-invisible representations.  

As convincing as this reading is, however, Sieburth and most other Pound 

critics miss a key part of the story, for two related reasons. First, they too often ignore 

the economic theory most relevant to Pound; sometimes they try to explain how he 

relates to Marx, but the influential theorists of Pound’s era, especially Keynes, are 

completely ignored, even though Pound was much more involved with them than with 

Marx. Important exceptions to this are Leon Surette and Tim Redman, who correctly 

note that Pound’s fringe economic ideas in many ways prefigured the Keynesian 

revolution.14 But many other critics miss that even when they observe the same 

influences. Peter Nicholls, for example, devotes an entire chapter to Pound’s 

misunderstanding of Capital, labor, class, and use-value, which is fine as far as it goes, 

except that these simply are not the issues that were most important to Pound, and not 
                                                
14 These themes run throughout Surette’s Pound in Purgatory and Redman’s Ezra Pound and Italian 
Fascism. Economic theory changed rapidly in the period of the Middle Cantos, and Pound’s unorthodox 
views sometimes put him ahead of the curve; as Redman puts it, “Keynes himself did not become a 
Keynesian until the appearance in 1936 of The General Theory” (124). My economic analysis owes 
quite a bit to Redman’s and Surette’s work, although they do leave room for additional analysis. Both 
critics explain in great detail exactly what Pound got right in his economic ideas, and Surette cites 
Redman quite often. But only Surette pays much attention to where exactly Pound fell short of the 
Keynesian revolution; Redman simply says they Pound’s economic ideas were “on the whole sound, 
despite their at times eccentric formulation” (151-52). Surette, meanwhile, explicitly avoids discussing 
the poetry, in part because he has so much historical ground to cover; as he puts it, “The poetry will not 
receive much attention in these pages, for it is the final, richest—and therefore most ambiguous—
product of Pound’s interaction with his times” (20). 
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the ones that appear most often in his work.15 Pound is far more focused on 

underconsumption, centralized monetary policy, finance, and other issues that lie right 

in the wheelhouse of Keynes—who does not even make Nicholls’s index.  All of this 

is all entangled with the second issue, which is their tendency to focus on the abstract 

aspects of Pound’s economics at the expense of his engagement with real-life, 

practical economic questions; to move too quickly from discussions of monetary 

policy to a desire to “defetishize the signifier.” Understanding Pound requires not only 

the correct economic referents, but also a constant eye toward their practical use in the 

world. These are related omissions, because, as Keynes showed, it is impossible to 

separate the symbolic register of the economy from its actual everyday functioning; it 

can be dangerous to isolate the abstract ideas from their practical application. It is 

worth emphasizing, for example, that Poovey is not using the term “problematic of 

representation” as a metaphor: actual money is a problematic representation. Money 

would not work if people did not accept it as “real”, a store of actual value. At the 

same time, understanding the fictionality of money is crucial for managing the 

economy. Especially in a crisis, diagnosing problems and restoring normal function 

depends on recognizing that money is made up, and the idea that money “has to come 

from somewhere” can create needless economic misery. Pound’s involvement with 

economic symbolic systems not only engages with prevailing theories; it is in part 

influenced by the reality he is trying to describe.  

Of course, this is not to say that Pound is a strict materialist, either. Rather, he 

attempts to straddle the line between abstraction and materialism, much the way 

                                                
15 The relevant Nicholls chapter is “The Quarrel with Marxism” (47-59). 
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Jamesian pragmatism stakes out ground between the rationalists and the materialists of 

late nineteenth-century philosophy.16 William James is against theoretical epistemes 

that pay too little attention to the real world, but he does not want to overthrow the 

theoretical realm entirely. As noted above with respect to the metropolis, sometimes it 

is difficult to tell where made-up structures stop and reality begins. Pound is not 

especially associated with the pragmatists historically, but the ideological connection 

is instructive here: James argues against rationalist philosophy’s tendency to ignore 

practical verifiability in favor of belief in abstract absolutes. For his part, Pound 

frequently spins off homilies like “Go in fear of abstractions” (“A Few Don’ts”, 201) 

and “A general statement is valuable only in REFERENCE to the known objects or 

facts” (ABC, 26). Unsurprisingly, Pound arrives at an understanding of truth that is not 

so different from James’s own description of it as “something that happens to an idea” 

(97); he argues that truth “is made… in the course of experience” (104). For Pound, 

the phrasing is “Ideas are true as they go into action” (Kulchur, 188).17 On the 

economics front, this results in a complicated negotiation between, on the one hand, 

                                                
16 This is the topic of the first chapter of Pragmatism, entitled “The Present Dilemma in Philosophy.” 
James characterizes the two main schools of philosophy as “Tender-Minded” and “Tough-Minded” and 
even makes a little table showing adjectives associated with each: For the former, words like 
‘Rationalistic,” “Intellectualistic,” and “Religious,” and for the latter, words like “Empiricist,” 
“Materialistic,” and “Irreligious” (4). James sees the two modes as apparently hopelessly separate: 
“And this then is your dilemma: you find the two parts of your quaesitum hopelessly separated. You 
find empiricism with inhumanism and irreligion; or else you find a rationalistic philosophy that indeed 
may call itself religious, but that keeps out of all definite touch with concrete facts and joys and 
sorrows” (8). Pragmatism is designed in part to bridge this gap; it “preserves as cordial a relation with 
facts, and … neither begins nor ends by turning positive religious constructions out of doors—it treats 
them cordially as well” (16). (James uses the word “religion” fairly loosely in this book, referring to no 
particular set of beliefs, but rather the overarching idea of an abstract or immaterial reality.) Although in 
practice James seems to fall on the materialist side much more than the rationalist/abstract/religious 
side, at least in Pragmatism, his insistence on attention to both modes is a key similarity between his 
work and that of Pound and Keynes. 
17 Pound goes on: “I am not resurrecting a pragmatic sanction, but trying to light up a pragmatic 
PROOF” (188). 
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abstract rules and overarching principles like supply creating demand or wages 

lowering as prices fall and, on the other hand, empirical observations like demand 

stagnation and sticky nominal wages.18 I will refer to this in what follows as a 

distinction between theory/abstraction on the one hand and 

practicality/materialism/actuality on the other. We can see this at work quite clearly in 

two of the three economic categories that dominate the Middle Cantos: finance, 

specifically usury, and money.19  

The most sustained treatment of usury in this section comes in The Fifth Decad 

of Cantos, published in 1937. In XLV, Pound details the many ways “usura” ruins a 

society: It destroys crafts such that “With usura hath no man a house of good stone / 

each block cut smooth and well fitting” (229); it ruins the arts because “no picture is 

made to endure nor to live with / but it is made to sell and sell quickly” (229); and it 

disrupts the just distribution of goods, as “wool comes not to market / sheep bringeth 

no gain with usura” (229). This is also an early instance in which Pound associates 
                                                
18 By “sticky nominal wages”, I mean the tendency of workers to resist lower wage figures, not just 
when their products fetch lower prices, but even when the value of money has increased. In other 
words, a worker will not want to move from $10/hr to $8/hr even if today’s $8 can buy just as much as 
yesterday’s $10. In theory, wages should fall under certain conditions, and purely rational workers 
should be fine with a purely nominal change—the fact that real life workers have a (partly 
psychological) aversion to this is a good example of a real-world complication to classical economic 
theory. 
19 The issue of taxes in the Middle Cantos occasionally touches on the issues important to this chapter, 
but not nearly to the same degree, which is why I have mostly left it aside. In brief, Pound seems to be 
against excessive taxation, even advocating for a “national dividend,” where the government would pay 
its citizens each year (see the section below, on C.H. Douglas, for more on this). Nonetheless, he 
balances this with all sorts of acceptable tax schemes. The situation is akin to the usury issues explored 
below, namely, an abstract and occasionally vitriolic principle balanced by surprisingly myriad 
exceptions. Examples of moderation on this issue in the Middle Cantos include: selling cheap cloth in 
order to draw workers and increase the tax base of a region in Italy (and taxing the cloth itself, too) 
(XXXV, 174-175); the maxim, in a Chinese imperial context, that “a good leader keeps down taxes” 
(LIII, 267) as opposed to eliminating them; a reference to “Ouei-Kao the just taxer / that set up pensions 
for widows” (LV, 290), suggesting there is room in “just” governance for welfare programs financed by 
taxation; an apparently wise adviser advocating for taxing a defeated army instead of killing them (“ten 
percent tax on hooch, 3 1 / 3rd on necessities”) (LVI, 301); and the idea that American colonists had 
“the right to tax themselves” (LXIV, 357 and LXVII, 389). 
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usury with “thickening”: “with usura the line grows thick / with usura is no clear 

demarcation” (229). At this point, the meaning is a bit obscure, but Canto XLVI, 

describing modern examples of usury in the banking system, says “Thereafter art 

thickened. Thereafter design went to hell” (234), suggesting that usury directly affects 

art, making it, like the poorly cut stones of the house in XLV, careless and unrefined.20 

Also in XLVI, Pound underlines a passage that reads: “Hath benefit of interest on all / 

the moneys which it, the bank, creates out of nothing.” (233, underline Pound’s), his 

first explicit mention of the ex nihilo concept.21 Finally, in the last canto of the Fifth 

Decad, Pound explains a little more explicitly: Usury wreaks these effects on design 

by pushing people toward activities “against Nature’s increase” (LI, 250), so that “the 

stone cutter is kept from his stone / the weaver is kept from his loom” (250). Goods 

are tied up in trade, so that “the peasant does not eat his own grain” (250). The 

consequences are even worse here: usury even “kills the child in the womb” (250). 

The conclusions to be drawn from this seem pretty clear: The Cantos are vehemently 

against usury, argue that it ruins most of what it touches, and relate this to its creation 

of value ex nihilo, since this pulls people away from genuinely productive activities. 

These are all classically materialist economic ideas, rooted in the idea that the 

financial system exists only to facilitate very clear material production like stone-

cutting and wheat-growing. So where is the negotiation between the abstract and the 

particular? 

The answer has to do with the definition of usury, which I have not yet 

provided because Pound never makes it clear himself. His most explicit attempt comes 
                                                
20 See also note 9. 
21 He adds, “the bank makes it ex nihil” a few lines later. 
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at the end of Canto XLV: 

N.B. Usury: A charge for the use of purchasing power, levied with 
regard to production; often without regard to the possibilities of 
production. (Hence the failure of the Medici bank.) (230) 
 

This may seem straightforward, at least in the first part. “A charge for the use of 

purchasing power” is basically a way of saying “Interest charges on a loan,” which is a 

standard definition of usury. The Oxford English Dictionary, for example, has it as 

“The fact or practice of lending money at interest; esp. in later use, the practice of 

charging, taking, or contracting to receive, excessive or illegal rates of interest for 

money on loan.” Absent from the OED version, however, is any mention of 

production or its possibilities, much less of the Medici Bank. Why does Pound include 

them? Probably in part to differentiate the usurious horrors of the latter half of the 

Fifth Decad from the idealized portrayal of a bank that dominates its first few cantos, 

XLII-XLIV. As William Cookson notes, these cantos depict the founding and 

operations of the Monte dei Paschi bank and compare it to the Banco di Georgio (47). 

The latter is run by the Medicis and charges high rates of interest. The former, as Paul 

Morrison explains:  

“was literally grounded in a type of collective ‘ownership of land,’ the 
pastures of Siena that sustained the Sienese flocks. To own deposits or 
shares in the bank was to own luoghi or ‘places’ on the mountainside; 
the ‘Monte’ as bank or money was coincident with the monte as mount 
or land. Because the bank paid its depositors or shareholders at the 
same rate it lent money—minus half a percent, which went for 
overhead—it was effectively nonprofit” (52).  
 

At first glance this seems like a pretty clear comparison, a standard-issue bank versus 

a bank that charges low rates and is literally based on the land. Pound takes care to 

emphasize the last point in particular: one line describing the Monte as “legitimate and 
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just, such a MOUNTAIN” is followed by a hand-drawn picture of a mountain, 

eliminating even the abstraction of language (214, emphasis and drawing his). This 

clarity does not stand up to closer inspection. To begin with, the strictest definition of 

usury includes any lending at all; as the OED definition notes, the idea of “excessive 

interest” is a later invention, perhaps because the “unnatural” ex nihilo value creation 

still exists even at a small rate of interest. The ½% rate Morrison describes is therefore 

a problem in itself, but to make matters worse, that is not even the actual lending rate 

described in The Cantos. The closest thing to it is in these lines: “To pay 5% on its 

stock, Monte dei Paschi / and to lend at 5 and ½ / Overplus of all profit, to relief works 

/ and the administration on moderate pay” (205). Morrison’s figure is correct, but it 

describes the difference between the rate of lending and the rate of return paid to 

stockholders; there is no guarantee that these are the same people, and in any case, the 

bank makes loans at 5 ½%. This is hardly loansharking, but it is a meaningful 

surcharge, creating $1.10 “out of nothing” for every $20 loaned. Yet Pound praises 

this bank for three straight cantos, right before the devastating usury described at such 

length in the rest of the Fifth Decad. Evidently, then, for Pound usury is not just “a 

charge for the use of purchasing power,” but an unfair charge of some kind; at 5 ½% 

interest a loan is admirable, but somewhere north of that it “kills the child in the 

womb” (LI, 250).  

This detailed quibbling reveals that Pound’s condemnation of usury is not 

quite as black and white as it initially seems, and it is part of a pattern that recurs 

throughout The Cantos, which surely must rival any poem in the canon for frequency 

of highly detailed interest rate examinations. The 5 ½% loans are not even the only 
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ones that Pound describes the the laudatory Monte bank dispensing; in XLIII, they are 

also involved in arcane deals like: “Monte to lend 4736 scudi / to the Tolomei 

foundation, and to take no interest on this sum spent for the college / 1680 to debtors 

4% and one third / to creditors be paid 2/3rds of 1% under that, frozen assets” (221). 

In XLVIII, Pound mentions in passing “12% interest in Bithnyia; / for home Romans 

interest 6” (241-242), though it is not clear if he approves of either rate. In L, he writes 

“interest at 24 to the hundred / and as they say ‘commerce languished’” (247), perhaps 

providing some hint of an upper bound to usury—it seems to be somewhere between 5 

½% and 24%.22 In the Adams Cantos, John Adams, typically a heroic figure in 

Pound’s writing, wanders Europe seeking loans to finance the nascent American 

government: from the Vatican (LXVIII, 397), at the behest of Benjamin Franklin 

(398); from a man named Mazzei who replies with “little hope of success @ so low an 

interest / more offered by powers of Europe (to T. Jefferson)” (399); and even with the 

confusing terms: “provision for negotiating the capital 2% / for undertakers to furnish 

the capital 2% / Brokerage ½% expenses stamped paper ½ / amortizaton 2 ¼ / for 3 

million guilders” (400). Adams then complains that the English can borrow up to the 

value of one half of their exports while the USA can only get 1/12th, suggesting that, 

whatever the rules are for lending, borrowing is fine even up to enormous sums, 8 ⅓% 

of his country’s entire exports (400). “America is willing to give a just interest” (401) 

he says of yet another loan (possibly from the King of Spain); but based on the 

                                                
22 For a similar range, see Guide to Kulchur, where Pound writes of a “usury axis,” where “the 30% 
racket on money rented out and risked in foreign mercantile expeditions was more than the traffic cd. 
bear,” but, farther down the same page, “The Roman 6% charge, on the other hand, conduced to 
stability” (41). Taking the extremes from this and The Cantos, we might say that stable lending turns 
into hellish usury somewhere between interest rates of 6% and 24%.  
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evidence of the Middle Cantos, which continue in this vein all the way to the end, 

figuring out what kind of interest is just is nearly impossible.  

The point is that even when it comes to Pound’s most notorious economic 

hobby-horse, he still bends the rules as the situation before him demands it. As an 

abstract principle, usury may be wrong, even evil, but a praiseworthy bank can lend at 

5 ½% interest, the heroic John Adams can lobby all of Europe for loans up to a 

fantastic percentage of American ability to repay, and “just interest” exists at some 

unspecified level—even when the loaning entities have no basis in selling pieces of a 

mountain. Moreover, Pound is clearly going out of his way to show this. It is easy to 

envision a poem that rails against usury in the abstract and then simply never mentions 

any particulars, but Pound spends almost as much time delineating minor loan 

repayment schedules as he does describing Usura in hell. Even though his hatred of 

usury is well known and often simplistic, Pound’s overall ideas about finance are 

complicated, and this is where the straddling of abstract and concrete begins to 

become clear. We could describe this in two ways. First, Pound holds the general 

principle that usury is wrong; but he is willing to amend this idea in the face of 

particular instances where it does not seem to work. Second, an anti-usury position can 

fairly be described as a fear of the immaterial: the unnatural thing about interest is that 

it creates signifiers of value out of signifiers of value, without any signifieds 

necessary, which is why basing a bank on mountain real estate might seem appealing 

to someone with such a position. Indeed, Pound begins The Chinese Cantos, which 

follow the usury-packed Fifth Decad, with these lines: “And I have told you of how 

things were under Duke Leopold in Siena / And of the true base of credit, that is / the 
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abundance of nature” (257)—as though the Monte bank was only loaning out the grass 

grown on its mountainside. So Pound seems to be going in fear of abstractions; but, as 

we have seen, he abandons this fear as soon as pragmatic conditions warrant it. If the 

Monte bank needs money for overhead, they can make it out of nothing; if John 

Adams needs money to start a government, he can borrow quite a lot of it at a just rate. 

We therefore have an abstract principle balanced by particular exceptions, and a fear 

of abstraction balanced by acquiesence to it—two ideas that, in the absence of the 

balance that characterizes them both, would be contradictory. For Pound, usury is evil 

only as it becomes evil. 

Pound’s balancing act is even more apparent when it comes to money. His 

position is perhaps clearest in his 1937 book, Guide to Kulchur, written around the 

same time as the Middle Cantos, where he writes of “the true function of money as 

MEASURE” (36) and argues that “the guinea stamp, not the metal, is the essential 

component of the coin” (188).23 For Pound, the value of a coin has nothing to do with 

its physical material; in fact, he favors coins that are explicitly worthless. He praises 

Lycurgus of Sparta for using coins made of iron “distempered so that it cd. not even 

serve as industrial iron or be beaten back into plowshares” (35), and makes fun of the 

idea that the value of coins lies in gold: “The real use of gold? false teeth 

(diminishing), spectacle frames (largely superseded but still valid), ornament … 

partially superseded by platinum” (163). The Middle Cantos are far less explicit about 

                                                
23 The full quote from which I excerpted this useful distillation is, “The moment man realizes that the 
guinea stamp, not the metal, is the essential component of the coin, he has broken with all materialist 
philosophies.” This context seemed sufficiently different from my excerpt to warrant a footnote; 
nonetheless, I believe it is fair to say that Pound believes the portion I quote (as I hope to have shown 
below), and that whatever he thinks about materialist philosophies (not an important topic in the rest of 
Guide to Kulchur), his own writings never quite escape materialism. 
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money than they are about usury and lending, but when it does show up, it is often in 

exactly this context. In XLIII, he mentions “more stew about the black money (lead 

money)” in Renaissance Italy (220); in LIV, “Great rebels began making lead money” 

in ancient China (278); in LV, another Chinese emperor a millenium later “used paper 

notes when coin was too heavy for transport” (299). This interest in the substance of 

currency may even inform a moment at the opening of LXV: 

A statue of H.M. (His Majesty) 
very large 
on horseback 
solid lead gilded with gold 
on an high marble pedestal 
We then walked up Broadway 
 magnificent building, cost 20,000 pounds 
      N.Y. currency 

(363) 
A useless statue, gilded but made of lead—a metal which only appears in the rest of 

The Cantos in the monetary contexts cited above—and bearing, like a coin, the 

likeness of the king, is quickly passed by to see something of true value, a well-made 

building purchased with a completely local currency—itself exchanged for 

Massachusetts currency a few lines farther on (363). The moment may bode poorly for 

the king, since, according to Guide to Kulchur, “the debasement of coin really begins 

when the design ceased to be cared for” (36).24 In other words, when people stop 

paying careful attention to made-up signifiers like the stamps on coins, value starts to 

slip away. Not only will the metal beneath the stamp fail to stop the decline; if it 

distracts people from the stamp, it will help cause the decline. Like the ideal, somehow 

non-usurious loan, the ideal money should resist making things from symbols.  

                                                
24 This is a recurring idea of Pound’s, especially in Guide to Kulchur. Even the frontispiece for the book 
contains an image of a symbolic seal from the Italian Renaissance, along with an esoteric explanation. 
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 Pound’s view on this topic is unique given his historical context, and it has 

economic policy implications. For most of its history up until Pound’s era, barring a 

brief hiatus during the Civil War, the United States had a strictly metallic basis for its 

currency. There were opponents to the gold standard, of course, but all they wanted, in 

the main, was to switch to silver—these fights were especially bitter in the William 

Jennings Bryan/William McKinley presidential campaigns that took place when 

Pound was a teenager. As Walter Benn Michaels notes, people thought of money as 

something that the world could run out of—if they imagined that gold really 

transitioned into something as abstract as money in the first place.25 During the Great 

Depression, however, the USA, like Great Britain and a few other nations, backed 

away from the gold standard, effectively unmooring the dollar from its historical ties 

to the quantity of particular metals in American safes. At the same time, the Roosevelt 

administration began deficit spending as part of the New Deal, which many interpreted 

as spending money that did not exist. This suspicion extended even to some 

modernists; Michael Szalay points out that Gertrude Stein wrote a series of articles 

against Roosevelt for spending nonexistent money: 

Everybody now just has to make up their mind. Is money money or 
isn’t money money. Everybody who earns it and spends it everyday in 
order to live knows that money is money, anyone who votes it to be 
gathered in as taxes knows money is not money. That is what makes 
everybody go crazy. (88) 
 

Pound was not a fan of Roosevelt (in later cantos, he describes “The total dirt that was 

Roosevelt” (LXXXVII, 590) and “the Rooseveltian dung-hill” (XCVII, 691)), but 

unlike Stein he understand money as something that could easily be devalued, 

                                                
25 Michaels; see especially 145 and 171.  
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arbitrarily printed, even manipulated in creative ways.26 In the Chinese Cantos, for 

instance, King Wang “thought to vary the currency / … / against council’s opinion, / 

and to gain by this wangling” (273). If the currency was gold, or if the money “had to 

come from somewhere,” as people sometimes say even today, such manipulation 

would be far more difficult than if money were just some symbolic system open to 

change. Pound might agree with Stein that money is money, but he might say that the 

taxers are the ones who know it, and the earners are wrong: If Roosevelt wants to 

order up some more distempered iron and stamp George Washington’s face on it, it 

might be bad policy, but the physical mechanisms behind it will be perfectly sound. 

Money, Pound realizes, can be made up, and the government can do the making. 

 If this sort of thinking seems familiar, that is probably because of the work of 

Keynes, or at least the popular understanding of him—TIME Magazine, in naming 

him one of the 100 most influential people of the 20th Century, said that “His radical 

idea that governments should spend money they do not have may have saved 

capitalism.”27 This is not exactly a correct understanding of Keynes or economics—all 

the money a government ever issues starts as “money they don’t have”—but it points 

to one of the key similarities between Keynes’s broadly accepted reworking of the 

discipline and Pound’s more disorganized, occasionally fringe ideas. A signature 

achievement of Keynes’s magnum opus, The General Theory of Employment, Interest, 

and Money, was revising a massive abstract theory to fit and then alter the facts on the 

ground. Classical economics before Keynes was a clean, robust theoretical system 

                                                
26 One interesting influence, noted by Sieburth: Pound’s father was an assayer who worked for the 
Franklin mint, and his grandfather printed his own scrip. (143, n.1) 
27 This line comes from the sub-headline (usually written anonymously by editors) of a piece written by 
Robert Reich, the former U.S. Secretary of Labor (Reich). 
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which encouraged laissez-faire policies and viewed the economy as self-correcting 

toward more-or-less inevitable stasis; but, although this theory had plenty of internal 

consistency, in the economic turmoil following World War I it seemed less and less 

true. As Keynes puts in the last sentence of his one-paragraph first chapter: “the 

characteristics of the special case assumed by the classical theory happen not to be 

those of the economic society in which we actually live, with the result that its 

teaching is misleading and disastrous if we attempt to apply it to the facts of 

experience” (3). Keynes used the facts of experience to revise the theory, and he did 

this in part by understanding the fictionality of many of the key elements of the 

economy. One key result is that in Keynesian economics we can negotiate between 

theory and reality via manipulations of the symbolic or made-up registers of the 

economy, like money or the Bank of England’s interest rates. We can therefore use 

theoretical ideas to alter the facts of experience, and let experience alter our theoretical 

ideas at the same time.  

Clearly this resonates in a general way with Pound’s negotiation between 

abstraction and practicalities on the subject of usury, or with his idea of altering the 

economy by “wangling” with the currency. In fact, Pound’s economic ideas in the 

Middle Cantos often have a remarkably Keyensian ring to them. In LXIX, for 

example, he writes (potentially through the mouthpiece of John Adams): 

depreciation of money a TAX on the people 
paid in advance and 

therefore prevents the public from being found in debt, true 
it is an unequal tax and causes perplexity 
but by no means disables the people from carrying on the war 
Merchants, farmers, tradesmen and labourers gain 

they are the moneyed men, 
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The capitalists those who have money at interest 
or those on fixed salaries 

lose. (403) 
The passage contains two ideas frequently associated with Keynes: First, that inflation 

(here “depreciation of money”) benefits laborers and merchants while harming rent-

seekers and financiers. This has been an issue even in the recent Great Recession, 

where New-Keynesians who support fiscal stimulus, like Paul Krugman, have had to 

argue against inflation fears from the wealthy right, even as actual inflation rates have 

remained historically low.28 The other key idea is in the line “but by no means disables 

the people from carrying on the war.” This is like the Keynesian idea that, if a society 

has not lost actual production capacity, then stimulus—what TIME might call 

“governments spending money they do not have”—is sustainable; as in the United 

States during World War II, the money may seem to “come from” nowhere, but the 

tanks it makes are real. The resulting inflation by no means disabled the U.S. from 

carrying on the war. This general idea, of varying government spending from the top-

down to respond to economic conditions (as opposed to acquiescing to classical 

economics’ general laissez-faire policy) appears in other contexts as well. Pound 

seems to approve a scheme by a Chinese emperor to store up rice, and “IN time of 

common scarcity; to sell it at the just price / in extraordinary let it be lent to the people 

/ and in great calamities, give it free” (335). For a reader using a Keynesian lens, it is 

difficult not to see this as an analogue for the idea of a government running surpluses 

in good economic times, and spending them back out (perhaps even to a deficit) in 

depressed times. At the very least, this is the sort of liberal governmental policy that 

                                                
28 Krugman writes about this frequently; for two representative examples, see his New York Times blog 
posts “The Year of the Weasel” (more polemical) and “Macro Policy in a Liquidity Trap (wonkish)” 
(more technical). 
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someone like Keynes would endorse. Pound does not ever mention Keynes 

specifically in The Cantos, but his ideas about economic policy seem to inhabit a 

similar intellectual space. 

 In spite of their clear similarities, however, Pound actually strongly disliked 

Keynes. They met on at least one occasion, and much of Pound’s hostility to Keynes 

seems to have been personal; Surette, who has the most complete analysis of Pound’s 

economic theory as it relates to the major theorists of his era, speculates that Pound 

might have hated Keynes because of his homosexuality.29 Instead, Pound embraced 

the work of a number of less mainstream economists whose ideas complemented and 

diverged from the Keynesian revolution in crucial ways. Examining two of these key 

influences will help us understand how Pound saw economics, what he got right, and 

where he went wrong. 

The first influence, chronologically and probably also in terms of importance, 

is Major Clifford Hugh Douglas, a former engineer who turned to economics after 

World War I. He founded the Social Credit movement, which was based on the idea 

that total income never reaches the same level as total cost, whether on the level of a 

factory or a nation: If the workers’ wages are built into the cost of the products, and if 
                                                
29 Surette mentions this in a footnote, and admits that he has “found nothing to corroborate it” (119). 
Nonetheless, references to Keynes in Pound’s correspondence indicate a typically personal distaste for a 
supposedly ideological opponent. This ranges from calling him “an ass” in a letter to John Quinn in 
1920 (Materer, 185) to worse: In the letter that precipitates Surette’s footnote, written thirty years later 
to Olivia Rossetti Agresti, Pound calls Keynes the “spirochetic son of Pigou” (Agresti, 60). Spirochetes 
are twisted bacteria, some of which cause syphilis (Thomson, 865); Pigou is a classical economist. 
Surette later cites another letter in which Pound calls Keynes “just as greasy though slightly softer a shit 
as and than Lippman” (118). Whether or not this is homophobia, it is obviously aggressively personal. 
For an alternate view, however, see Earle Davis, who argues that Pound dislikes Keynes because 
Keynes is against “debt-free-financing of the government’s needs” (113). This is a somewhat technical 
point about governments using private banks/lenders to adjust the money supply, and it is a good 
observation about Pound, who felt that all such operations should be public, with no private profit 
involved. Still, in light of the evidence just discussed, it seems difficult to attribute Pound’s animosity to 
Keynes to purely technical economic factors. 
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the products have other costs on top of that, then workers as a whole can never have 

enough money to buy all of the products they make.30 Pound explains this theory at 

great length in Canto XXXVIII, in 19 lines concluding with, “and the power to 

purchase can never / (under the present system) catch up with / prices at large” (190). 

Douglas advocated a few solutions, including a “national dividend”—essentially, state 

payments to citizens—and a just price, in his case a form of price controls that would 

base retail prices on actual productivity, and Pound endorses both ideas, mentioning 

the just price, for instance, in more or less positive contexts twice in the Chinese 

Cantos, LV and LXI.31 All of these ideas are extremely flawed. Surette explains that 

the underlying diagnosis “is simply an application of double-entry bookkeeping in a 

case where it is inappropriate. It is entirely inadequate to categorize aggregate 

transactions as either revenues or disbursements, since every disbursement is a 

revenue for some other economic agent, and vice versa.”32 What is more, Douglas’s 

solutions (and Pound’s uses of them) are never very well fleshed out. The historian 

W.E. Woodward, a member of Roosevelt’s Business Advisory Committee, once 

explained to Pound via letter that a national dividend of just $10 a month to every 

American adult would mean $600,000,000 in the first month, and soon after that “you 

would have prices sky high because of inflation” (Surette, 45). Surette notes that these 
                                                
30 This is often referred to as the A+B theorem, which basically holds that payments to workers (A) plus 
the costs of materials, taxes, etc. (B) will equal the price of goods created (P). Since everything 
produced includes at least some materials in addition to the workers’ salaries, P always has to be greater 
than A, or in other words, people will never be paid enough to buy all of the things they produce. For a 
good explanation, see Surette, 29-30. 
31 LV involves an emperor who “stood for just price and sound paper” (292), and LXI is a minor note in 
a government plan for selling rice to the poor (which I will explore a bit more in a moment) (335) 
32 Surette, 30. My explanation of A+B theory is largely a paraphrase of his. To use a specific example 
of  the A+B theory’s shortcomings, it may be true, as Douglas suggests, that a worker in an auto plant 
cannot afford the cars he makes because their cost includes both his salary and the cost of materials. But 
someone was paid for those materials—rubber harvesters, iron smelters, upholstery weavers, etc.—so 
the aggregate income involved in making the car is higher than it seems. 
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figures, which date to the mid 1930’s, imply yearly payouts three times greater than 

the entire national wages of 1926, which was a good year by 1930’s standards. Even 

given Douglas’s proposed price controls, this obviously completely unworkable. 

Nevertheless, Douglas and Pound were on to something important, namely 

underconsumption.  

Keynes himself gives Douglas credit for this in General Theory, arguing that 

“Major Douglas is entitled to claim, as against some of his orthodox adversaries, that 

he at least has not been wholly oblivious of the outstanding problem of our economic 

system” (371). This outstanding problem, underconsumption, is exactly what spurred 

Keynes to write his own groundbreaking work. According to classical economics, 

employment is always at its inevitable “natural” level, at least in the long run. After 

years of suffering through mass unemployment in Europe and the U.S., Keynes found 

this explanation unacceptable, and set about amending classical theory to account for, 

and hopefully adjust, this reality. In addition to his famous proclamation that “in the 

long run we are all dead”33 (meaning “long run” self corrections might not help that 

much), he argues that employment can be at the correct level for a given state of the 

entire economy, but that the entire state can itself be adjusted up or down, thereby 

changing the “natural” level of employment. The economy can hit stasis at a level of 

high unemployment, especially if aggregate demand is low; but, with demand 

stimulated, the economy can rise to a new stasis where unemployment is naturally 

lower. This is particularly true in a demand crisis, where depressed conditions are not 

                                                
33 The quote in greater context: “But this long run is a misleading guide to current affairs. In the long 
run we are all dead. Economists set themselves too easy, too useless a task if in tempestuous seasons 
they can only tell us that when the storm is long past the ocean is flat again” (Tract, 65). 
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brought on by weak economic capacity (as in, say, a war-ravaged country) but by 

systematic underemployment of existing resources and labor (as in, say, the U.S. 

during the Great Depression or in 2009). Douglas and Pound never quite understood 

how that worked, but they at least noticed the right problem; Douglas’s theory about 

costs and wages is all about producing more than can be consumed, and as Pound 

writes in his polemic Jefferson and/or Mussolini, “in 1918 we knew in London that 

the problem of production was solved, and that the next job was to solve distribution” 

(48).34 Keynes writes very critically of Douglas in General Theory, arguing that his 

most famous theory “includes much mere mystification.” Still, he concludes that 

Douglas is “a private, perhaps, but not a major in the brave army of heretics with 

Mandeville, Malthus, Gesell and Hobson, who, following their intuitions, have 

preferred to see the truth obscurely and imperfectly rather than to maintain error, 

reached indeed with clearness and consistency and by easy logic but on hypotheses 

inappropriate to the facts” (371). In his adherence to Douglas on this issue, Pound 

achieves the same: he adjusts, if sloppily, the abstract theory to the reality it 

represents, and he expects the reality to be adjustable as well. 

Keynes’s list of brave heretics includes one of Pound’s other key influences, a 

                                                
34 Sieburth notes that Marxist critics have been quick to point out Pound’s focus on distribution over 
production (166). From a Marxist perspective this is a crucial shortcoming. But from a Keynesian 
viewpoint, Pound gets this one right: the world had plenty of productive capacity; it just was not 
managing that capacity in a way that sustainably (if not ethically) distributed the output. As a 
contemporaneous literary example, we might consider chapter 25 of The Grapes of Wrath. The 
agricultural scientists of California enable the state to grow plenty of food: “The year is heavy with 
produce” (347); but prices are too low, so the food is allowed to rot, unpicked, or even proactively 
destroyed: oranges doused with kerosene, coffee and corn burned, pigs slaughtered and buried, potatoes 
dumped in rivers with “guards along the banks to keep the hungry people from fishing them out” (349). 
All of this because “Men who can graft the trees and make the seed fertile and big can find no way to 
let the hungry people eat their produce… cannot create a system whereby their fruits may be eaten” 
(348). Production is solved. Distribution is a disaster. And this is the moment in the novel when “In the 
souls of the people the grapes of wrath are filling and growing heavy” (349). 
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man whose theories about money are perfect for understanding how symbolic registers 

are crucial in the negotiation between abstraction/theory and reality. Silvio Gesell, like 

Douglas, was a self-taught economist who became interested in the field around the 

time of World War I; before that, he was a successful merchant (General Theory, 353-

354). Gesell’s most famous economic suggestion was stamp scrip, which works this 

way: A bill of currency is issued; every month or so, it is stamped; each stamp 

diminishes the value of the bill.35 In effect, stamp scrip is a self-deflating currency. 

The longer you hold it, the more worthless it becomes. If it worked, this would have a 

number of practical effects. For one, it would erase some of the costs associated with 

money, which, in its current form, people often prefer to hold onto rather than 

spending; this gums up the works if the goal is to have more transactions and 

investments in things like factories. Related, and perhaps more important, stamp scrip 

theoretically enables economic stimulus that does not cause rapid inflation. Pound was 

an ardent admirer of this idea, and although The Cantos do not mention it as overtly as 

Douglas’s theories, Gesell does appear in two references in The Pisan Cantos (which 

immediately follow the Middle Cantos) and has a strong presence in Guide to 

Kulchur. Alongside Surette’s research, all of this suggests that this concept was on 

Pound’s mind around the time he wrote the Middle Cantos: Surette claims that  Pound 

“adopted Gesell’s stamp scrip money as a permanent component of his economic 

toolkit.”36 To Surette, this infatuation is a little strange, since Douglasites and 

                                                
35 This explanation comes from Keynes, 357. Surette describes variations on this process, where the bill 
is stamped every time it is used, rather than on a time basis (181). This would still be a form of 
economic stimulus that, in theory at least, minimized inflation. 
36 The Pisan Cantos references to Gesell are in LXXIV (462) and LXXX (527). Gesell has six 
appearances listed in the index of Guide to Kulchur; compare Douglas (8) and Keynes (0). The Surette 
quote is from pp. 115-116. 
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Gesellites did not usually overlap (in fact, Surette paints a picture of Pound annoying 

his Douglasite friends with constant Gesell apologia), but the context we are working 

with here enables us to see two key reasons why Gesell is a good fit for Pound.37  

First, Gesell’s theory is a rejection of the hegemony of the old, classical 

economic system, a new approach that seeks to preserve capitalist prosperity while 

overthrowing the airtight theoretical structures used by professional economists to 

explain and govern the world. In Keynes’s words, it is “a reaction against laissez-faire 

built on theoretical foundations totally unlike those of Marx in being based on a 

repudiation instead of on an acceptance of the classical hypotheses, and on an 

unfettering of competition instead of its abolition” (355). The reference to Marx here 

is particularly instructive: the idea is that he granted too much of the classical theory, 

and, unhappy with the real-world results, concluded that the only option was to 

overthrow the whole system. Gesell was also unhappy with the real-world results of 

classical theory; but his response was to challenge and change the theory. This is 

obviously less revolutionary on a practical level: Gesell wants to stamp money, not 

overthrow the tsar. But on a theoretical level, it is arguably more revolutionary, since 

it does not require first accepting the classical theory as given. This application of 

nuance to the situation, a willingness to let reality and theory revise each other over 

time, seems to bear fruit on both ends, not only creating a new theory on the strong 

parts of the old (e.g., the Keynesian revolution in economics), but also relieving real-

world suffering (e.g., via the New Deal). Richard Sieburth approvingly cites David 

                                                
37 For more on the disjunct between Douglas’s Social Credit theory and Gesell’s stamp scrip idea 
(including the hostility of Pound’s social credit friends toward his Gesell apologia), see Surette, 176-
180. 
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Murray’s assessment that Pound’s economic theory is “perfectly consonant with his 

political conservatism, for by dismissing production as an economic issue, he thereby 

dismisses the need for (or historical inevitability of) any fundamental structural 

changes in society” (166). Keynes might argue that Pound’s Gesellian/Douglasite 

theory was also perfectly consonant with the actual state of the economy, and that 

fundamental changes on a Marxist scale were neither needed nor, so far, inevitable. 

On this level, the often-radical Pound is surprisingly moderate, fighting the given 

economic system using theories from the fringe, but resisting any calls for total 

overthrow, even on a Marxist scale. 

Of course, all of this leaves open the actual mechanisms by which Gesell 

resists classical economics, and these bring us to the second reason Gesell is such a 

natural fit for Pound. Gesell’s theory has two key parts: First, things like the interest 

rate on money are not merely determined by economic reality (e.g., the total economic 

capacity of a society)—they also determine that economic reality. In other words, the 

tendency of people to resist hoarding money and instead buy things, make things, risk 

things, etc. helps to set the interest rate, but the interest rate also changes those 

tendencies. Second, a society can (and perhaps should) attempt to adjust the situation 

via manipulation of such elements of the economy as the society can control from the 

top down. These tend to be the symbolic registers, but even those are not merely 

symbols. Money is not just a representation of value, floating inevitably over the top 

of a bunch of commodities; it is also a store of value, and because it is made up, the 

government (or whoever issues the currency, sets the bank rates, etc.) can change how 

it stores value, and thereby change its relationship to everything else. The idea of 
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devaluing money via mandated stamps is is important when it comes to Pound, 

because it is the clearest evidence yet that he views money as a highly flexible, 

completely made-up system of symbols which can be arbitrarily changed or devalued: 

Given his views about the true value of the Guinea, Gesell’s devaluers are actually 

stamps on top of stamps. Furthermore, changing these symbols can change both the 

things they represent (e.g., how many goods get produced) and the whole 

representative system (e.g., the “natural” interest or unemployment rate). If the fear of 

ex nihilo money creation in usury makes Pound seem vehemently opposed to adjusting 

a symbolic system without first changing the physical world to which it refers, his 

money views do just the opposite. Change the signifiers, and either the signs or the 

signifieds, or perhaps both, will follow suit.38 This is how you negotiate between 

theory and reality: you adjust a mediating symbolic register; you change what is made 

up. 

If Gesell’s success as an economist shows us something about Pound’s 

pragmatic understanding of social fictions, his failures show where Pound’s thinking 

falls short. Keynes’s specific explanation of Gesell’s shortcomings is quite technical, 

devolving mostly to Gesell failing to account for (or even notice) liquidity-preference; 

as a result, says Keynes, Gesell “has constructed only half a theory of the rate of 

interest.”39 This is similar to the issues with Douglas’s work. Both men accurately 

identify an alarming disjunct between classical theory and actual reality, but they falter 
                                                
38 For a somewhat alternative view, see Lewis Hyde, who argues that Gesellian stamp scrip is appealing 
to Pound because it seems more connected to nature, since its decay resembles the rotting of plant life 
(339). 
39 More specifically, Gesell “altogether overlooks the need of an explanation why the money-rate of 
interest is positive, and he fails to explain why the money-rate of interest is not governed (as the 
classical school maintains) by the standard set by the yield on productive capital” (356). Keynes 
addresses both issues at great length in Chapter 23, section VI of General Theory. 
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in the finer points of correcting it, perhaps because, unlike Keynes, they simply did not 

have sufficient training in economics and math, or experience with macroeconomic 

policy.40 Keynes’s genius derived from combining a willingness to experiment with 

prodigious technical facility in economic theory; Pound and his favorite economists 

had the former, but lacked the latter almost entirely. As Surette puts it, Pound and his 

favorite economists did not “do the numbers” very well, if at all—Douglas, he says, 

never got around to “descending from a general and abstract level” (34).41 If the 

negotiation between theory and reality consists of a prolonged feedback loop, with 

evidence adjusting the theory, the theory changing the evidence, and so forth, then 

Pound and his influences stop after too few loops: They change their theory on the 

basis of the evidence, and even advocate for the possibility of more profound 

interaction between theory and reality via proactive economic policy, but they never 

really check how their theoretical changes would play out.  

This can lead to unrealistic conclusions, like Pound’s national dividend that is 

three times peak national income, and hopelessly vague thinking, like Pound’s 

inability to distinguish between just interest rates and damnable usury. Indeed, Pound 

at times resurrects economic fallacies from earlier eras. Keynes, for example, argues 

that mercantilists in the era prior to classical economics had noticed that low interest 

                                                
40 Keynes had quite a resume by the time he wrote General Theory: A mathematics degree from 
Cambridge (Clarke, 25); second place overall in the English Civil Service exams (first in logic, 
psychology, English essay, and political science, and second in moral and metaphysical philosophy) 
(26); the equivalent of tenure at King’s College, Cambridge by age 26 (he later managed their finances) 
(27); an important role in the English Treasury department, including post-World-War-I peace talks 
(37-43); multiple books on economics published, including the best-selling The Economic 
Consequences of the Peace (44-45); and over a decade as one of the most prominent public intellectuals 
in economics. Meanwhile, as noted, Douglas was an engineer before he began writing about economics, 
and Gesell was a businessman. 
41 Surette uses the “do the numbers” phrase twice, on pages 34 and 109. 
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rates on money stimulated enterprise and grew the economy. Rather than coming up 

with a way to manipulate the interest rate, however, they simply made anti-usury laws 

that put crude legal caps on lending. To the extent that Pound has correctly identified 

high interest-rates as a real problem in the Depression economy, his response is almost 

exactly as crude. Keynes also argues that one of the key historical delimiters of wealth 

was too high a liquidity-premium placed on land in the minds of the wealthy, such that 

they bought too much of it and inflated its value relative to other things. This, he says, 

drove up interest rates and reduced enterprise as well, since it de-incentivized 

investments in current or innovative projects (241-242). Reading this in close 

succession to the Middle Cantos, it is difficult not to think about Pound’s obsession 

with the Monte dei Paschi bank, which literally parceled off land, and his conviction 

that this basis in actual mountain real-estate is the reason the bank succeeded. Keynes 

seems to argue, to the contrary, that Pound has just reproduced the reason “that the 

world after several millennia of steady individual saving, is so poor as it is in 

accumulated capital-assets.”42 In his failure to “do the numbers,” Pound manages to 

hit on erroneous thinking that actually pre-dates classical theory. He is good at 

noticing that the dominant theory does not adequately explain reality; he is good at 

noticing that theory and reality can adjust each other; he even notices that this 

adjustment takes place through manipulable symbolic registers; but he falls far short 

                                                
42 All the more striking, Keynes argues that usury laws were developed largely in response to the high 
interest rates created by this inefficient attachment to land (241). If this is true, then two of Pound’s pet 
economic projects—destroying usury and advocating for a bank based on land—are mutually defeating. 
This goes to show how far short of technical mastery Pound’s intuitive economics fell. To be 
completely fair to Keynes’s argument in this section of General Theory, he says that the high liquidity-
premiums formerly attaching to land now attach to money, with similarly destructive results (242). Still, 
I think it is fair to say that in his emphasis on land, Pound recreates an old, superseded economic 
fallacy. 
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of creating a sufficient theoretical response. Having noticed that revision is possible 

and desirable, he too quickly moves to solution, cutting the feedback loop short. 

Pound’s attentiveness to problematics of representation helps explain his 

economic perspicacity in an era where classical economics still dominated; but the 

ways his economics fell short also show a typical mode of incorrectness that recurred 

in multiple domains for him. To put it simply, he has noticed that the world consists of 

an active relationship between representation and thing, or theory and reality, but he 

often seems not to understand this completely, or want it to be true. As a result, he too 

quickly abandons—or proactively seeks to sever—the feedback loop that this active 

relationship entails. It is a pattern that recurs all across his thinking, from the 

economic to the political to the personal. Having observed that the government is 

inadequate to the people and that it can be changed by and for the people, he advocates 

fascism, the surest way to cut short the democratic process. Having noticed that high 

interest rates are a problem, he not only makes the economic errors noted above, but 

links usury with anti-Semitism, reducing a complicated problem to an identifiable, 

literally physical explanation. And having noticed that classical economic theory is 

failing the millions of people suffering through depression, he rejects the one person 

who could best rectify the theory with the real world, because he found John Keynes 

“greasy” in person. When the reigning theory is revealed to be broken, or reality 

revealed to be made-up, he notices; but his solution is frequently making up (or 

endorsing) an alternative that is simple, authoritarian, even wrong. And with this 

return to the sociopolitical questions that dominate so much Pound scholarship, we 

have also arrived back at the question that dominated the first part of this chapter: how 
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does this relate to Pound’s poetics? 

 

Return to Form 

The instigating question of this chapter, that Pound’s Imagist poetics seem so 

unlike the sprawling Cantos, sets his literary achievement in opposition to his 

sociopolitical failings almost by default. Where he too frequently resorts to hasty, 

simplistic answers to social fictions in the arenas of economics, politics, and race, the 

surprising thing about The Cantos is that they are the exact opposite—not hasty but 

meticulous, not simplistic but difficult and complex, not a short-circuit to any 

feedback loop, but never-ending. His understanding of the Image only grew more 

sophisticated and dynamic over time: By 1934, during composition of the Middle 

Cantos, he writes in ABC of Reading that, “If you can’t think of imagism or 

phanopoeia as including the moving image, you will have to make a really needless 

division of fixed image and praxis or action” (52). This does not sound like the sort of 

crude solution-making that produces a national dividend, blames usury on the Jews, or 

embraces Mussolini; instead, it sounds like the sort of open-ended interaction between 

representation and thing that might produce a poem like The Cantos.  

Why does Pound achieve in poetry what he stops just short of in economics, or 

fails to understand completely in politics? One answer is that in poetry Pound has 

technical expertise; he has read the major works, knows the practitioners, and is up to 

date on his theory—editing The Waste Land in 1922 may be the rough equivalent of 

Keynes publishing The Economic Consequences of the Peace in 1919. As important as 

expertise, however, is a willingness to experiment—to do the numbers. Certainly no 
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one could accuse The Cantos of falling short in that regard. The feedback loop 

between theory and reality keeps going roughly as long as Pound does. Here again, it 

is precisely in its apparent break with Imagist theory that The Cantos manages to pull 

off a truly modernist poetry. As with “A Station of the Metro,” he never stops 

revising; he only switches to revising by addition rather than subtraction. As it 

happens, this is exactly how social fictions are revised. Because they exist in time, 

changes even to the most clearly made-up parts of them require accounting for the 

current reality of past fabrications. This brings us back around to a theory proposed 

above: that Pound’s poetry is strange only because it represents a strange modernist 

world. His is a difficult literature for a difficult ontology. But now we are better 

positioned to understand how exactly Pound understands and navigates those 

ontological difficulties. 

Perhaps the best way to frame this is to compare the approach of this chapter to 

the work of the critic who comes closest to it. Michael Bernstein argues that Pound is 

trying through The Cantos to craft an epic, a “tale of the tribe.” Counter to a lyric 

tradition that increasingly viewed poems as their own objects, divorced from the 

everyday world, the epic poem would be deeply entangled with reality: in a tale of the 

tribe, “The ideal relationship between history and the tale … is one of perfect 

interpenetration” (Bernstein, 9). Obviously this accords well with this chapter’s 

argument about Pound’s views regarding the relationship between art and 

economics—usury changing the line thickness in paintings, or a poem railing against 

particular interest rates, for instance. And Bernstein’s argument comes even closer 

than that. Where I draw on William James and John Maynard Keynes to explain 
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Pound’s navigation of abstraction and particulars, Bernstein identifies a similar 

dichotomy in a defining structural principle of The Cantos. He argues that Pound uses 

the inductive “Ideogrammic method,” which operates by juxtaposing objective facts 

without commentary in hopes of making a unifying abstraction clear—the same way a 

Chinese ideogram might use symbols for “rose,” “cherry,” “flamingo,” and “rust” to 

communicate the idea “red.”43 At the same time, Pound uses “Confucian 

historiography” to identify transhistorically constant ideals. For Bernstein, the conflict 

between the Ideogrammic and historiographical modes is powerfully explanatory for 

The Cantos, the key to its successful mining of cultural artifacts but also to its 

dangerous oversimplifications (Bernstein, 35-65). He even says that these 

oversimplifications mean that “There is history in the Cantos, but no historical 

process, no dialectic to show the complex interaction of the specific and the 

general”(65)—different in degree but perhaps not in kind from my point about 

feedback loops cut short far too soon. 

To this point, Bernstein seems to have arrived at conclusions similar to those in 

this chapter, albeit with less historicization of the specific ways economics work in 

The Cantos. But one subtle difference in Bernstein’s ultimate conclusion is crucial. He 

argues that, in order to make history fit his structural balance between assembled 

particulars and transcendental abstractions, Pound must create “a desperately 

precarious balancing act, in which the world’s history is fictionalized, appropriated 

with all the thematic license and willful patterning of art, only so that it can re-emerge 

in the (fictional) text as ‘valid’ history” (74). The difference between Bernstein’s 
                                                
43 This Pound’s own example; he goes on to say that “the ‘word’ or ideogram for red is based on 
something everyone KNOWS” (ABC, 22) 
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approach and my own is that I argue that in the world Pound confronts with his poem, 

history already is fiction. Pound does not necessarily have to do anything to 

“fictionalize” the real world, because so much of the real world is fictional to begin 

with. This is powerfully clear in the realm of economics, where, as Keynes so 

convincingly shows, not just money but things like the actual operation of factories—

whether a person is employed, whether or not the goods get made—all depend on 

manipulable, partly arbitrary, largely symbolic, culturally stratified processes of 

making things up. So Pound’s presentation of fictional things as “valid” history may 

be off at times—as noted, he badly lacks expertise in some pretty important areas—

but this only entails his being wrong about which fiction is valid, and not whether the 

history is fictional in the first place. 

To return to the terminology that began this chapter, The Cantos do 

demonstrate direct treatment of the thing, but with the caveat that “treatment” and 

“thing” have taken on new registers. That is, many “things” are at least partly made-

up, and engaging with them on any level entails engagement with a whole series of 

past representations, theories, adjustments—with layers and layers of fictions. 

Meanwhile, the “treatment” is itself frequently a thing, and one that actively adjusts 

and is adjusted by the one it set out to treat. The border between fiction and reality is 

not blurry: It does not exist. Money is made up and it is real. The products it buys are 

made up and real. The inflation rate is made up and real as well. This is a bit of an 

abstraction, but it is easy to see it at work in The Cantos. Moretti identifies a key 

technique of modernism as bricolage (229), and it is apparent here: Pound begins with 

a translation from The Odyssey, cites encyclopedias, quotes the letters of John Adams, 
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and relates facts from the war, anecdotes from his friends, jokes he has overheard, and 

lines from sundry national literatures. It is true, as Moretti argues, that this is “the 

allegory of a heterogeneous—but forcibly unified—reality” (229), but it is also an 

example of a heterogeneous and densely layered fiction—myths, memoir, facts, poetic 

lines and other previously-written evidence as both the content and the formal 

mechanism of the work, a poem of and about the things previous writers made real. 

Moreover, Pound constantly merges signifier and signified, as in the use—explained 

in part by Bernstein—of Chinese writing. This is a symbolic system, Pound thinks, 

that makes concepts by retaining the presence of examples, “redness” from the 

presence of red things. At times, the mingling of invention, referentiality, and 

symbolic manipulation is borderline unparseable: Canto LXXV (the second canto 

following the Middle Cantos), consists primarily of a handwritten musical score, a 

transcription by Pound’s friend Gerhart Münch of an arrangement for violin and piano 

by Francesco da Milano of a song by Clement Janequin, which Pound thought 

reproduced the sensibility of a poem by Arnaut Daniel. All of these sources are about 

birdsong; Pound argues in ABC of Reading that the birds remain audible through the 

entire lineage of this artwork (“in the violin part”) (54), and he includes the music 

because the birds he sees from his P.O.W. camp remind him of musical notes, and 

because that further reminds him of an anecdote, related in Guide to Kulchur and 

quoted in Canto LXXV just before Pound reprints the score, in which a violinist read 

Janequin’s score and said, “a lot of birds, not one bird.”44 Without getting carried 

                                                
44 Pound explains the lineage of the music from Arnault to Münch in ABC, 53-54. I take the idea that 
Pound is reminded of music by the sight of birds from his P.O.W. enclosure from Carroll Franklin 
Terrell, who also notes that Pound explores this more explicitly in canto LXXVIII (Terrell, 424, n. 20). 
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away, it seems safe to say that Pound represents birds by quoting quoted notes which 

quoted notes which he thinks quoted a poem which represented birds. The symbols are 

the pictures and the sounds of birds, the representation of Pound’s immediate vista and 

the borrowed adaptations of previous writings. There is not exactly any indirect 

treatment of the thing here; it is simply that things are frequently treatments, and 

treatments are frequently things. 

It is no surprise that a writer with this poetic perspective would be so 

fascinated by economic questions that preoccupied Pound. Viewed another way, it is 

no surprise that a writer preoccupied by those economic questions would come to have 

Pound’s poetics. The causal directionality is not—and probably never was—clear. The 

result is: An aesthetic practice enabled by, representative of, and active in the world of 

made-up but real things that surrounds it. Pound sees that symbolic registers can 

mediate between theory and reality, understanding and objects. He also sees that this 

mediation is not merely a question of potential—it is already happening, like James’s 

definition of the truth. Money is the direct discourse of the economy, and changing it 

has effects both theoretical and material; but it is already a fiction, and already has its 

dynamic effects. A poet who was so often at his best as an editor—of Eliot, of 

Zukofsky, even of the sources composing The Cantos—comes to see that the world 

itself is editable. Pound ends Canto XIII with these words from the philosophical 

character Kung: “The blossoms of the apricot / blow from the east to the west, / And I 

have tried to keep them from falling” (60). Pound’s response to the fictive processes 

                                                                                                                                       
The Guide to Kulchur anecdote appears on pp. 152-153. I found Ellen Keck Stauder’s work on Pound 
and Janequin particularly helpful for clarifying the layers of artistic contribution involved in this 
complicated reference (see especially Stauder, 262). 
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around his often devolves into an aggressive attempt to keep them from altering, to 

seize the unceasable. But in The Cantos, even when his goals are reactionary, he 

represents the process of fiction. He may not like the mess, but he treats it directly—

and in the poem, the blossoms fall.
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‘He was beautiful in the water’: Gender, Style, and the Struggle Not to See for 

Ernest Hemingway 

 

From its first publication in 1986 Garden of Eden has challenged the 

prevailing wisdom about Ernest Hemingway. A long, unfinished, semi-

autobiographical novel about honeymooners experimenting with gender swapping 

while one of them writes short stories, it suggests a much more complicated 

Hemingway than the public—or even critics—had previously known. From a literary 

standpoint, its intense reflexivity shows an author surprisingly comfortable with 

abstract experimentation, far removed from the bullfights and campfires of his most 

famous work. Even more striking, its complex engagement with gender appears to 

contradict Hemingway’s reputation as a “master misogynist”, to use Michael North’s 

phrase (175). To many critics, Garden seemed like an outlier; Mark Spilka is not alone 

when he calls Garden “the one novel wherein [Hemingway] tries courageously to do 

new things” (301). But this raises the question: What was he doing before? I argue in 

this chapter that Garden is more of an apotheosis than a departure, the chance to 

reveal in the rest of Hemingway’s output the tendencies that had previously run 

through his work without ever attracting much attention. These tendencies 

demonstrate, even in their previous invisibility, the project that underlies both 

Hemingway’s style and his treatment of gender: the struggle not to see.  

Hemingway’s unique form of experimentation has a tendency to disguise or 

counteract itself, making it difficult to detect. On the level of style, the popular 
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understanding of Hemingway as a modernist master-craftsman is balanced by the idea 

that he produces extremely simple, minimalist sentences—experimental writing that 

essentially hides its experimentation in clarity. Historically, this has frequently 

resulted in contradictory critical evaluation. Thus, Hemingway’s use of simple, clear 

language similar to Gertrude Stein’s either makes it more modernist, as Marjorie 

Perloff argues (680-683), or, as North has it, ruins Stein’s work by removing the irony 

(202).1 Meanwhile, it is practically a cultural commonplace that Hemingway’s work is 

misogynist, but it has also been called everything from androgynous (e.g., in Spilka’s 

Hemingway’s Quarrel with Androgyny) to a prescient forerunner of écriture féminine 

(Willingham, 221-235). This sort of dissent is made possible by the most 

uncontroversial fact about Hemingway’s engagement with gender: He writes about it 

constantly. Whatever the purpose of his male characters’ constant fishing, warring, 

bullfight-watching, and boxing, for instance, they certainly do not suggest an author 

who takes masculinity for granted. But why say so much simply in order to confirm 

the status quo, i.e. that which existed without him saying anything at all? In matters 

both stylistic and sociopolitical, Hemingway’s work begins somewhere complex—

Steinian language, gender construction—and lands somewhere apparently simple, or 

even invisible. Its hard-won nothingness, or even conservatism, is at odds with the 

experimentation and openness to doing things differently that is required to create it.  

                                                
1 To be fair, Perloff does not exactly come to praise Hemingway: In this essay, she seems to prefer 
Stein’s “outsider” modernism and ambiguity (683), and she argues that Hemingway alters her style in 
part so he can be more directly satirical (679). Still, quite unlike North’s dismissal, in this account 
Hemingway skillfully manipulates Stein’s style, and, tellingly for this chapter, even the object of his 
satire in Perloff’s example (“Mr. and Mrs. Elliott”) remains ambiguous and complex—perhaps it is 
homosexuality itself, or perhaps it is the attempt to hide one’s sexuality with “genteel marriages and 
babies” (679). 
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In both arenas, Hemingway responds to the fact of fiction with a complicated 

mediation of the borders between the real and the made up. He sees these borders as 

thin and porous, and insists on recognizing them as such, but also fights to keep them 

in place—the difficulty being that the very act of recognition places them at risk; 

admit that, say, maleness is a construct, and the way maleness exists in the world 

might change. This is the struggle not to see, a struggle that is only possible because 

he insists on seeing clearly, a tension between, in one corner, intellectual honesty and 

clarity, and in the other, deep pessimism and fear about the possibility of change. I 

argue that this tension is one of the key forces behind his entire literary career; but it 

was never clearer than in Garden of Eden. 

 

The Creation Story 

Though critics found plenty to discuss when it was published, the most striking 

feature of Garden is its engagement with gender, not least because of its extensive and 

complex exploration of trans experience in the lives of its protagonists, the newly 

married couple Catherine and David.2 Just a  few pages into the book, Catherine is 

lying with David and says that she is “going to be changed” (12). The escalation is 

quick: She soon returns from a mysterious outing with her “hair cropped as short as a 

boy’s” (14)—more specifically, she went to David’s barber and asked for a cut “just 
                                                
2 Following Cressida Heyes, I use the term “trans” as “a broad umbrella adjective intended to capture 
the multiple forms of sex and gender crossing and mixing that are taken by their practitioners to be 
significant life projects” (1093). In some cases, the experiences described in Garden might be more 
precisely described with the term “transgender” (living “a gender… not perinatally assigned” (Heyes, 
1093)), and other theorists have sometimes used “transgender” more broadly, to encompass something 
like the Heyesian sense of “trans”, which might extend to activities like sexual role-play or cross-
dressing (see, for example, Enke, 4). Nonetheless, for a work like Garden, in which the degree of sex 
and gender crossing is often ambiguous or subterranean, it seems appropriate to register these moments 
using the most capacious term that can still meaningfully identify them. 
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the same as” David’s (16).3 That night in bed Catherine does something new and 

announces that she is Peter and David is now “my girl Catherine…. My beautiful 

lovely Catherine” (17). This combination of public presentation and private sexual 

experience continues. Publically, Catherine gets an “Eton” haircut (46) and then she 

and David go into the barber at the same time to get the exact same cut (79-82); 

Catherine frequently announces that she is switching between genders at cafes and 

other public places, and at one point is quite open about things with an older mutual 

acquaintance—after he says he noticed her looking like a male “young chief warrior” 

at the museum, she asks, “How did you know I was a boy at the Prado?” (“Why 

shouldn’t you be?” he replies) (62-63). Privately, she sometimes asks David if they 

can change in bed (56) and sometimes just refers to him as a girl (85-86), with varying 

levels of resistance on his part. Somewhere in between these registers, both Catherine 

and David think of her as living as a boy for months at a time (57), and she sees the 

whole experience as directly related to issues of gender roles, like childbirth (71), 

privilege—as she says to David, “You know it isn’t so easy to be a girl if you’re really 

one” (86)— and stereotypes: When David requests that she stay female, she asks if he 

wants “everything that goes with it? Scenes, hysteria, false accusations, temperament 

isn’t that it?” (70). The “change” that Catherine and David experience ramifies widely 

                                                
3 The emphasis on haircuts is a reminder that, once again, Garden is quite continuous with the rest of 
Hemingway’s corpus. In fact, his erotic interest in hair (often with gender-bending implications) is so 
widely remarked upon by critics that Carl Eby apologizes for listing its appearances in the novels 
Farewell, Bell, To Have, Across the River, Islands, and Garden, the memoir Moveable Feast, and a 
number of short stories (19-33). Among the critics who have also remarked on Hemingway’s interest in 
hair, Eby lists Carlos Baker, Jeffrey Meyers, Michael Reynolds, Lynn, Comley and Scholes, and Spilka 
(17-19). I would add to that list Toni Morrison in Playing in the Dark, which is the pre-eminent 
exploration of race in Hemingway’s general oeuvre and in Garden in particular (for more on race in 
Garden, see also Moddlemog and Comley and Scholes).   
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across gender as a social fiction, from the private to the public, the sexual to the 

structural, and beyond.4 

All of this might have given critics plenty to work with even if it wasn’t 

written by Ernest Hemingway, but his existing critical reputation has made it all the 

more enticing. From the earliest stages of his career Hemingway drew criticism 

centered around gender, though it never quite reached a consensus. Rena Sanderson 

sketches the history: Early praise for a “masculine style”; mid-career allegations of 

misogyny and ineptitude in including women in his work at all; posthumous 

antagonism (coincident with the broader women’s movement) toward his apparent 

implication in overt sexism; and finally a re-evaluation based on the idea that 

Hemingway at least “revealed his own sensitivity to gender issues”, coupled with the 

idea that this may have stemmed from unresolved identity/sexuality struggles in his 

own life (170-171). These are roughly chronological changes in Hemingway 

scholarship, but they overlap substantially: Just within the last thirty years, the gender 

themes in his work have drawn casual dismissal as misogynist (especially in popular 

culture), harsh dissection (e.g., North, Gandal), and rehabilitation (e.g., Willingham), 

and he has been described as androgynous (Spilka), gay (Moddelmog), masochist 

(Fantina), and, of course, almost paleolithically heteronormative (too many to name). 

Everyone can tell that something worth discussing is going on, but there has been little 

agreement about what exactly it is. 

                                                
4 And this is just what made the published cut; Jenks excised substantial material involving another 
couple experimenting with gender swapping and a motif involving a Rodin statue that depicts either 
lesbian or androgynous sex (Peters, 44-45). 
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Given this context, a work like Garden was virtually guaranteed to cause a stir. 

That Hemingway would so extensively probe trans possibility, and at a time (he 

worked on the novel in the 1950’s) when it was still far from widespread cultural 

acceptance, is clearly tantalizing given the complexity and contentiousness of his 

already-familiar engagement with gender. If this suggests a straightforward 

redemption story, however—something like, “See, Hemingway was more enlightened 

than we thought!”—the further plot development in Garden veers right back toward 

complication. For all its boldness in taking up the trans theme so extensively, this 

novel is intensely pessimistic about any sort of prolonged disruption to traditional 

gender roles. Amid all of the experimentation, the honeymoon begins to unravel; 

David is conflicted, Catherine seems increasingly psychologically unstable, and the 

two start fighting. Eventually, mostly at Catherine’s insistence, another woman, 

Marita, joins the relationship (95), leading to all sorts of complicated sexual politics 

and conflict. Catherine eventually more or less loses her mind, to the point that David 

worries about her capacity, or desire, to drive safely if she is in the car alone (225). 

Her instability affects David too; she burns his writing, including a father-and-son 

short story (another arena for exploring gender, albeit through elephant hunting) that 

has made up so much of Garden’s narrative to that point (219-221). Later Catherine 

feels tremendous guilt about this, and that only deepens her depression and anxiety. In 

the published version, she eventually moves away, leaving a note that indicates she 

has not found any way out of her guilt and sadness. This is widely criticized as the 

overly happy ending, perhaps because David apparently successfully rewrites his lost 

stories (the real Hemingway never managed to do this with the short stories that his 
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first wife, Hadley, lost on a train), and David and Marita appear to live happily ever 

after. 

As Robert Fleming points out, this really is more optimistic than the usual 

Hemingway endings. At the end of Farewell to Arms, for instance, Frederic Henry, 

having escaped a proto-fascist manhunt, is handed his stillborn child and invited to say 

goodbye to his dead wife; three other protagonists end their books by dying, and of 

course Santiago (The Old Man and the Sea) loses the fish.5 And the published ending 

to Garden really does beat the alternatives, though Hemingway never clearly settled 

on any of them; they include David becoming a caretaker for a psychologically 

disabled version of Catherine (Fleming, 38) and Catherine committing suicide 

(Fleming, 36-37). From the standpoint of trans possibility, however, even the 

published version of Garden could hardly be more pessimistic. David begins “to 

realize what a completely stupid thing he had permitted” (178) and basically he and 

Marita turn into a heterosexual couple; she eventually tells David that she wants him 

“to have men friends and friends from the war and to shoot with and to play cards at 

the club” and also says, “I’m your girl…. Your girl. No matter what I’m always your 

girl” (245). She becomes, as Nancy Comley and Robert Scholes put it, the perfect 

writer’s spouse (98) —neatly wrapping up sociopolitical roles and sexual anxiety at 

the same time.6 For all its openness and experimentation then, the message of Garden 

is remarkably conservative: Play around with sex and gender, and everyone spirals 
                                                
5 The three protagonists who die are Harry (To Have and Have Not), Robert Jordan (For Whom the Bell 
Tolls), and Thomas Hudson (Islands in the Stream) 
6 Hemingway’s conflation of women and wives may owe something to Stein, who often coupled the 
two concepts (e.g. in “As a Wife Has a Cow: A Love Story”, or the discussion of wives in The 
Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas (13))—Hemingway mentions the latter from another angle in 
Moveable Feast (24)). Evidently Hemingway took from Stein an ambition to style, a love of short 
words, and a theory of wives. 
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into self-destructive madness; get back to a traditional, heterosexual patriarchy, and 

you can be happy again.  

This treatment of trans possibility in Garden, with its odd combination of 

progressive conceptualization and conservative reaction to his own concepts, shines a 

revealing light on Hemingway’s previous treatments of gender, most notably in his 

engagement with masculinity. David typifies this: He catches a massive fish within 

Garden’s first few pages (7-10); he has recently finished a successful book about 

“flying... [i]n the war” (112), probably based on his own martial experience (191); he 

constantly sleeps with his wife and another woman; and he increasingly turns his 

attention to a long story about his relationship with his father and another older mentor 

as they track down a gigantic male elephant to kill him. Of course, much of this is 

classic Hemingway; his characters are always hunting, fishing, warring, bullfighting, 

and otherwise enacting traditionally masculine interactions with sex and death. And 

although it is certainly plausible to read this tendency as chauvinist, or as 

Hemingway’s attempt to compensate for insecurity about his real-life identity, it is 

also evidence that Hemingway does not view masculinity—nor, perhaps, maleness—

as a given. Rather, as Thomas Strychacz has argued, “Hemingway’s narrative art 

constantly represents masculinity as temporary and subject to abrupt change rather 

than stable and permanent; as relational and contingent rather than self-determined; as 

the function of insubstantial codes and evaluating audiences rather than the sole 

possession of code heroes; as negotiated and constructed rather than constitutive of an 
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essential identity” (8).7 David especially shows how such persistent engagement can 

also function as interrogation, since he not only performs his gender in all the usual 

Hemingway ways, but then sits down to contemplate and write about a formative 

experience in which he learned to perform gender in the usual Hemingway ways. 

Manliness is not something that he or the other Hemingway protagonists have; it is 

something that they do. Yet, as Hazel Markus and Paula Moya observe in Doing Race, 

the fact that identities like race or gender are “not things that people have or are” but 

“actions that people do” (4, emphasis theirs) does not mean that they can easily be 

undone or redone.8 Given enough actions, actors, and time, these identities have been 

embedded deep within our social institutions, our interactions with each other 

(Strychacz’s “evaluating audiences”), and even our own implicit assumptions about 

the world, making them very difficult to reconfigure. And in fact, David’s 

interrogation does not seem to amount to much of a challenge; Hemingway’s men 

think about performing masculinity quite a bit, but they still wind up doing it in a 

pretty traditional way, just as Catherine’s and David’s exploration of trans experience 

relapses violently into heteronormativity. In general, his philosophical approach 

suggests that things could be different, but in fact they are not—or at least, usually not 

                                                
7 Strychacz argues further that Hemingway was, in general, always performing, aware that he had an 
audience, and that this certainly extends to his complicated relationship with masculinity.  Yet, as 
Strychacz notes, “‘just performing’ might actually constitute identity” (7). 
8 Markus and Moya do not have much in common with Hemingway when it comes to the politics of 
identity, and are much more progressive (and optimistic) when it comes to the possibility and 
desirability of change. Nonetheless, they take pains to point out that race and ethnicity (the social 
fiction they focus on in Doing Race) are, as John Dewey would say, a “practical reality” (251). There 
are, for instance, “unseen historical events, political movements, institutions, narratives, and social 
practices” that, although the result of processes rather than inevitable states of being, still have to be 
confronted and altered over time to effect change (Markus and Moya, 62). 
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much. There is no reason that a man on the first page has to wind up a man on the last, 

but he typically does. 

In short, Catherine’s and David’s experience with trans possibility, and 

Hemingway’s exploration of masculinity more generally, exemplify the struggle not to 

see. Hemingway is at once honest about the performative nature of gender and deeply 

skeptical about the possibilities of performing it differently; it may be constructed, but 

it is very difficult to de- or re-construct. How can we account for this apparent 

disparity? Why raise the specter of alternative gender experience at all if the 

conclusion is crushing heteronormativity?  

One possible answer is that Hemingway is staging a morality tale, not unlike 

an after-school special that shows a teenager experimenting with drugs precisely in 

order to demonstrate the destructive nature of drug-use.9 Yet there is a fundamental 

difference in the politics of simply raising the specter of “transgression” in these two 

cases. One of the key features of social fictions is that they tend to naturalize 

themselves, to obscure their own origin stories in order to appear timeless, 

inevitable—in short, to seem like facts. The standard historical account of the rise of 

the nation, for instance, suggests that the modern concept dates to the late eighteenth 

century, but is almost always presented as a prehistoric social bond.10 Likewise, race 

initially developed from the contingencies of New World labor conditions and the 

then-prevailing exploitation of African slave markets by Europeans, but is now often 

described as biological, a feature of ancestry dating to time immemorial, or even to the 

                                                
9 I bring this up because it has been a common question at past presentations of this work. 
10 For the recency of the nation in its modern conceptual form, see Hobsbawm, 14-20. This is a central 
conceit of Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities as well, summarized on page 5. 
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evolutionary past of DNA.11 The lived reality of gender follows a similar pattern, 

relying much more heavily on socialized practices, institutional pressures, and 

historical contingencies than on inherent differences at the level of X and Y 

chromosomes.12 Simply pointing this out—the “fact of fiction” at the heart of this 

book—is necessarily a form of subversion. If gender can be done differently at all, 

then it does not have to be the way it is; it is not “natural” or “inevitable” that we 

maintain its status quo. The goal of the war on drugs was never to argue that teens 

cannot use them, that they do not really exist, or that they are a contradiction in terms; 

all of these are familiar tactics from transphobic rhetoric. When it comes to social 

fictions, and perhaps especially to gender, simply raising questions is subversive.  

This leaves us with the initial question: Why subvert in order to revert? Why 

challenge or destabilize the thing you seek to keep in place? This is where the 

complexity of the struggle not to see really becomes clear: It is only a struggle if one 

sees well. In this arena, Hemingway practices a politics of refusal, enabled only 

through raising the possibility of the thing to be refused. But gender is not the only 

question for which his work invokes this recursive tension. His entire 

aestheticopolitical program is shot through with a broader sense that the truth must be 

encountered with utter intellectual honesty, clarity, and courage, and also that the 

world is only navigable if that truth is, quite often, ignored. This is particularly 

apparent in his deft manipulation of the border between fact and fiction. 

 

                                                
11 See, for instance, Quijano, 534-535. 
12 As Linda Martín Alcoff has argued, however, gender is not wholly divorced from the material reality 
of chromosomes. She explores this complex reality at length in Visible Identities. 
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One True Sentence 

As a preface to his books—both novels and short story collections—

Hemingway often uses a disclaimer devised by his publisher’s legal department at his 

own request: “In view of a recent tendency to identify characters in fiction with real 

people, it seems proper to state that there are no real people in this volume: both the 

characters and their names are fictitious. If the name of any living person has been 

used, the use was purely accidental.”13 This is a strange message. Most notably, the 

protesting-too-much clause “there are no real people in this volume” would hardly 

need saying for most literary fiction; it almost feels like a definitional rule about what 

fiction is. And though Hemingway probably just means that his characters do not 

represent anyone real enough to sue him in a real-life court, he raises, if only to deny, 

the counterintuitive ontological notion that there could be real people in one of his 

volumes. In fact, the latter is wrapped up with the utter disingenuousness of the 

former; that is, Hemingway arrives at this ontological oddity in part because he 

constantly draws on real-world people in the creation of his characters. That 

Hemingway even feels the need to deny this in such a philosophically provocative 

fashion speaks to the profound entanglement in his work of fictional creations with 

real world facts.  

Garden is a case in point. From the outset reviewers and critics have noticed 

that novel’s complex self-reflexivity. It would have been tough to miss: David is a 

writer living in France in the 1920’s, married to a wife not unlike Hemingway’s first 

                                                
13 Hemingway asks for a disclaimer like this in a letter to his editor, Maxwell Perkins (Selected Letters, 
326-327). The exact wording varies slightly depending on the book; as noted below, this version is from 
To Have and Have Not. 
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wife Hadley, embarking on a complicated three-way affair with a woman not unlike 

Hemingway’s second wife Pauline (with whom he and Hadley had a complicated 

three-way affair), and turning for solace to alcohol, watersports, and carefully narrated 

short-story writing about big-game hunting. It is not surprising that within one year of 

Garden’s publication, Robert Jones was arguing that “in foregrounding its self-

reflexivity, this new novel also proves the problematical interplay between art and life, 

imagination and reality” (77) and that “the novel turns itself inside out: it explores its 

own status as a text” (85). Jones also arrived early at an attempt to show how this 

reflexivity represented a change for Hemingway.14 This became a standard move, 

ranging from Spilka’s designation of Garden as Hemingway’s singular attempt at 

innovation, to K.J. Peters’s more measured assertion that its experiments “mark 

Hemingway as an evolving writer” (43). Yet, as the recurring disclaimer shows, this 

sort of “interplay between life and art” actually had a longstanding presence in 

Hemingway’s work—the version of the notice above, for instance, is from 1937’s To 

Have and Have Not. It is a philosophical concern that informs his aesthetic 

commitments throughout his career; we can see it most clearly by navigating through 

three increasingly precise levels of literary technique: character, plot, and style.      

As his recurring disclaimer suggests, character is probably the most obvious 

place to spot Hemingway’s tendency to import real-world facts into his fictional texts. 

To see this in a general way, consider Figure 1, which provides an overview of 

                                                
14 Specifically, Jones distinguishes between the “modernist”, generally mimetic or symbolic aspects of 
the novel (which are like Hemingway’s older output) and its “postmodern” metafictional elements 
(which are new). The distinction between modernist and postmodernist style plays a key role in this 
conversation in general; see, for example, Beatriz Penas Ibáñez’s extended Baudrillardian reading of 
Garden. 
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Hemingway’s tendency to make his protagonists variations of himself. These 

Hemingway Variations are characters who share significant biographical experiences, 

and often personality traits, with their author. This chart shows nine of Hemingway’s 

ten novels.15 In five cases, the protagonist is a writer or artist—of these, the only non-

writer is Thomas Hudson of Islands in the Stream, but he spends at least as much time 

reminiscing about his friendship with James Joyce as he does painting. One of these, 

Robert Jordan of For Whom the Bell Tolls, is supposedly just an engineer, but he has 

apparently written a book, and is always thinking things like, “Alright. He [Jordan] 

would write a book when he got through with this” (248). Three of the protagonists 

live in Europe in the 1920’s and another two wax nostalgic about it, and in all cases 

these are places where Hemingway actually lived; it is worth mentioning as well that 

another three protagonists live in the Caribbean, where Hemingway resided later in 

life. A full seven of the ten novels feature protagonists who have participated in the 

same wars as Hemingway, namely World War I and, in an unofficial capacity, the 

Spanish Civil War and World War II. Nine out of the ten novels draw on at least one 

significant aspect of Hemingway’s life; the only exception is The Old Man and the 

Sea, and even then Santiago is fishing off the coast of Cuba, where in real life 

Hemingway founded a fishing tournament.16 

 

 
                                                
15 I omitted The Torrents of Spring, a slim madcap parody of Sherwood Anderson that Hemingway may 
have written to get out of his first book contract. Because it is not clear how Torrents fits in with the 
rest of the Hemingway canon—for instance, we do not know if even Hemingway took it seriously—it 
seemed expedient to relegate it to a footnote. It is worth noting, however, that the book is set in 
Hemingway’s native Michigan, and the main character is a World War I veteran. 
16 Although no one organization seems to be in charge, it is still possible to find “Hemingway Fishing 
Tournaments” run out of Cuba, many claiming to be over 60 years old. 
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Figure 1 

Novel Writer/Artist? Europe in the 
1920’s? 

Hemingway 
War Veteran? 

The Sun Also Rises 
(1926) 

X X X 

A Farewell to 
Arms (1929) 

 X X 

To Have and Have 
Not17 (1937) 

X   

For Whom the Bell 
Tolls (1940) 

x  X 

Across the River 
and Into the Trees 
(1950) 

  X 

The Old Man and 
the Sea (1952) 

   

Islands in the 
Stream (1970) 

X X X 

The Garden of 
Eden (1986) 

X X X 

True at First Light 
(1999) 

X X X 

 
Figure 1 Key 

X = Present in main plot 
X = Present in characters’ recollections 
x = Ambiguously present 
 

Since they cover his entire novelistic oeuvre, these categories are somewhat 

broad, but zooming in on any particular case tends to underscore the ties to 

                                                
17 There are two protagonists in this novel. One is a writer and the other a failed commercial fisherman. 
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Hemingway’s real life quite dramatically.18 Jakes Barnes of The Sun Also Rises, for 

instance, is a journalist in the same European cities where Hemingway was a 

journalist, and the war experiences of the protagonists mirror Hemingway’s to a 

surprising degree: Frederic Henry of A Farewell to Arms and Richard Cantwell of 

Across the River and Into the Trees fight on the same Italian front as Hemingway, for 

example, and Hudson of Islands duplicates (albeit more successfully) Hemingway’s 

real-life attempts to find Nazi U-boats in the Gulf of Mexico. Finally, this chart also 

captures visually an interesting trajectory in Hemingway’s novels, from an early stage 

checking many boxes at once, toward a middle phase that moves away from them, and 

then into a late period with more checks than ever. Put another way, this is a move 

from experience into memory. The early characters live and write in Europe in the 

1920’s; the middle characters have moved on to adventures elsewhere; the late 

characters memorialize the early years. From youth to nostalgia: even the trend across 

the novels mimics a life. 

One could object that so far this only shows that Hemingway has taken 

inspiration from his own life, and indeed his own mind, rather than from the real world 

at large. But his approach to characters does not only apply to protagonists, and 

Hemingway did not only draw on himself—at times with complicated results. I said 

above that, in Garden, the protagonist David Bourne is based on Hemingway, his wife 

Catherine is loosely based on Hemingway’s first wife Hadley, and the couple’s 

mistress, Marita, is loosely based on Hemingway’s second wife, Pauline. This is the 

                                                
18  Of course, this situation is not unique to Hemingway. Herman Melville’s characters are quite 
frequently American sailors prone to rhapsodic discourse, for instance. Nonetheless, there is clearly a 
spectrum here: Edgar Allan Poe was not an insane murderer, nor Nathanael West a depressed advice 
columnist. Hemingway obviously sits at the far end of the spectrum. 
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most straightforward reading, but the situation is not quite as clear as that. Other 

scholars have made compelling arguments that the two women are based on some 

combination of Hadley, Pauline, Hemingway’s third and fourth wives, and even Zelda 

Fitzgerald—sometimes with more than one real-life woman assigned to each 

character.19 Still, there is widespread agreement that Hemingway is drawing on 

someone, almost as though he has no other way to construct a character. In other texts, 

Hemingway often uses real people even more directly; the short story “Mr. and Mrs. 

Elliot”, for example, was originally called “Mr. and Mrs. Smith” because it was about 

real people named Mr. and Mrs. Smith, and when the names were changed to avoid a 

lawsuit, Hemingway went with “Elliot” in part to refer to T.S. Eliot.20 It was such a 

pronounced tendency in his work that Langston Hughes was shocked to see it in 

action, having met some people who witnessed a murder that Hemingway later turned 

into a short story. Where Hughes preferred to alter his real-world-inspired characters 

so that “they would not be recognizable”, he was “interested in observing what 

Hemingway did to real people in his story, some of whom he described almost 

photographically” (364-365). Indeed, this is basically the advice that Hemingway gave 

F. Scott Fitzgerald after reading a draft of Tender Is the Night: “If you take real people 

and write about them you cannot give them other parents than they have… you cannot 

make them do anything they would not do… Invention is the finest thing but you 
                                                
19 Spilka argues that a couple excised from the published version of Garden are the real Ernest and 
Hadley, while the Bournes are Ernest and Pauline (297), an opinion that Robert E. Fleming seconds, 
even calling it an “obvious” conclusion, while also noting that Catherine seems to draw on Hadley and 
Zelda Fitzgerald as well (354). Meanwhile, Rose Marie Burwell offers a strong case that Marita is a 
combination of Pauline and Mary (Hemingway’s fourth and final wife), and argues that Catherine 
combines Hadley, Fitzgerald, Jane Mason (with whom Hemingway had an affair) and Martha Gellhorn 
(Hemingway’s third wife) (107). 
20 This is a widely dispersed anecdote in Hemingway criticism, but see for example Comley and 
Scholes, 81. 



J.D. Porter 

155 

cannot invent anything that would not actually happen” (Selected Letters, 407). This is 

the sort of thing that leads a writer of fiction to insist, for legal reasons, that he is a 

writer of fiction. Literally speaking, of course, a volume of words on paper cannot 

contain a real person; literarily speaking, Hemingway's volumes sure come close. 

So far the mixture of fact and fiction being described has been mostly one-

sided: the real world feeds into the fictions. But on the level of plot, we begin to see 

something much more complicated, even shocking; the fictions begin to seep back out. 

At first, things may seem to be proceeding apace: Like his characters, Hemingway 

also frequently drew his plots from real life. This is clear in any number of 

Hemingway’s works, though this is another case where Garden takes things to the 

extreme.21 The reason I interpret Catherine as Hadley and Marita as Pauline is that 

they occupy roles described in A Moveable Feast, a memoir posthumously published 

in the 1960’s. There, Hemingway describes how his first marriage falls apart: a second 

woman joins the couple, she appears to become romantically entangled with both of 

them, the man falls in love with her, the wife is alienated, and eventually she leaves 

and the man and the second woman are together. Biographically, this refers to Hadley 

and Pauline, respectively, and it is exactly what happens in Garden, albeit with 

differences in the details (location, personality tics, etc.). The correspondence here is 

apparent to anyone who has read both books, and it is widely noted by critics. But 

there is another, less obvious conclusion to draw as well. Hemingway worked on 

                                                
21 To give a few examples from other works: Hemingway really did have a romance with a nurse after 
being wounded on the Italian front in World War I (Farewell), though he did not escape to Switzerland 
with her; he really did patrol for Nazi U-boats in the Caribbean (Islands), though he never found any; 
Hemingway’s father really was a doctor who saw Indian patients in Michigan (“The Indian Camp”), 
although Hemingway probably did not accompany him to a birth/suicide. As E.L Doctorow says, “The 
source of his material and spring to his imagination was his own life” (15). 
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Feast and Garden at the same time, “alternating between” them as Michael Reynolds 

has it, and eventually  realizing “that he was writing about the same period from 

different perspectives” (307-308).22 J. Gerald Kennedy observes that in at least one 

case Hemingway even has notes for both works on the same piece of paper, just one 

among many reasons he argues that memoir and fiction commingle in the two books—

it is often difficult to tell what really happened and what Hemingway made up, not 

least in the service of his always partly-fictionalized public persona (171-172). Feast 

is “a self-portrait calculated for popular consumption” (176), and Garden is full of 

“biographical implications” (177).  

Kennedy sees in this compositional chronology evidence that Hemingway 

understood himself in no small part through the lens of his own fictionalizations, both 

in his works and in his self-promotion. It seems only reasonable to assume that this 

understanding had implications for what Hemingway actually did—that when, for 

example, he not only went to Madrid during the Spanish Civil War but ostentatiously 

stayed in one of the most dangerous hotels and frequented the most dangerous bar, he 

was to some degree actualizing a life that his literature and marketing had previously 

made up. A less charitable way to put this is to note that Hemingway often lied about 

himself—pretending he had seen combat in World War I, for instance, even though he 

was actually in the Red Cross; this is fair enough, as long as it is accompanied by an 

acknowledgement that Hemingway also often acted like, and to some extent became, 

the man he lied about having been all along, the real man merging with the 

                                                
22 Reynolds also points out that “both books tied back to the memories of Thomas Hudson in the Bimini 
novel [Islands]” (308). John Leonard corroborates Reynolds’s claims about Feast and Garden being 
written (at least in part) simultaneously, identifying 1957 as the primary year in which Hemingway 
worked on both (69-70). 



J.D. Porter 

157 

constructed public image of himself.23 Indeed, as Strychacz observes, Hemingway’s 

editor Edmund Wilson worried about the effects of his successful publicity on his 

actual personality (3). Hemingway may have shared his concern: a less voluntary 

version of this idea shows up in Garden, when Catherine worries about David reading 

the newspaper clippings that review his recent novel: “How can we be us and have the 

things we have and do what we do and you be this that’s in the clippings?” (24). As 

the fictions influence the public perception of the writer, he risks becoming the new, 

constructed version. Carl Eby puts it well: “Hemingway used the raw material of his 

life to forge fiction, only to use that fiction to reinterpret and fictionalize his life” 

(156). In Hemingway’s work, fictions grow from facts, but facts also grow from 

fictions; he puts the world into the works and gets the works back out. 

This last claim may seem a bit extravagant, but it is observable on a more 

refined level as well, in the subset of plot that I am calling the event. I use this term to 

designate, essentially, any discrete thing that happens—someone enters a room, two 

people chop wood, a pot boils, etc.—especially when that thing is too minor to be 

considered plot in any obvious, meaningful way. For Hemingway, events are a key 

site in which fictions leap back into reality not just for the author but for the reader, 

too. Ralph Ellison explains this well. In an interview, describing the writers he used to 

study when learning to write, he says: 
                                                
23 For more on Hemingway’s military service, see especially Keith Gandal, who argues that 
Hemingway was part of the short-lived “mobilization” genre in which writers who did not pass muster 
for joining the United States military during World War I compensated with literature. For Gandal and 
others (e.g. North) it is important that Hemingway was only briefly part of the volunteer Red Cross 
during World War I, and that his famous battle wounds happened while he was distributing supplies, 
casting his later emphasis on masculine pursuits—war, bullfights, hunting, etc.—in a basically comic 
light. As Updike puts it, these critics argue that “three weeks of distributing candy bars do not a warrior 
make” (23). If these claims prize violent military service over working for the Red Cross, that only 
confirms the vexed nature of working with the fact of fiction.   
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Especially Hemingway; I read him to learn his sentence structure and 
how to organize a story. I guess many young writers were doing this, but 
I also used his description of hunting when I went into the fields the next 
day. I had been hunting since I was eleven, but no one had broken down 
the process of wing-shooting for me, and it was from reading 
Hemingway that I learned to lead a bird. When he describes something 
in print, believe him; believe him even when he describes the process of 
art in terms of baseball or boxing; he’s been there. (Chester) 
 

Hemingway knows about the things he describes because “he’s been there”, but a 

perceptive reader can be there, put the things into actual real life practice, because of 

the way Hemingway describes them. He makes fictional birds, no doubt partly from 

real birds he has seen, and then using that fiction Ellison can go into the woods near 

his house and shoot real birds with real enough bullets. Facts make the fiction; fiction 

makes the facts.  

 In Death in the Afternoon, Hemingway suggests that this can quickly become a 

complicated cycle, where the fictional event actually requires that the reader 

instantiate it in real life in order for the fiction to function properly:  

There are two sorts of guide-books; those that are read before and those 
that are to be read after and the ones that are to be read after the fact are 
bound to be incomprehensible to a certain extent before; if the fact is of 
enough importance in itself. So with any book on mountain ski-ing, 
sexual intercourse, wing shooting, or any other thing which it is 
impossible to make come true on paper, or at least impossible to 
attempt to make more than one version of at a time on paper, it being 
always an individual experience, there comes a place in the guide book 
where you must say do not come back until you have ski-ed, had sexual 
intercourse, shot quail or grouse, or been to the bullfight so that you 
will know what we are talking about” (55).  
 

Hemingway is theoretically talking about guidebooks here, but as Ellison’s description 

of wing-shooting indicates (perhaps he was aiming at “quail or grouse”?), the 

distinction between guides and novels is not very strong for Hemingway. His novels 
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seem to be guide-books for before and after: First, they teach the reader how to make 

the event real—note that Hemingway immediately hedges his claim that the event 

can’t be made true on paper, arguing not only that it must become true elsewhere 

(presumably in the real world), but that, in a limited version, it actually can become 

true in a limited fashion on paper as well. After this, the novels require the reader to 

replicate the event in real life, bringing that factual experience back to the fictional 

text, to make the “guide-book” more true. The guides/novels become more true by 

virtue of the fact that they literally instantiate the things they ostensibly merely 

describe; they make things happen in the real world, which helps the reader make 

those same things happen more truly in the text. 

This way of handling events—so that they seem to come from and to seep back 

into reality—is characteristic of Hemingway’s work; there is a minuteness of detail, a 

patience of explanation in his writing, that makes the event not only realistic but real. 

In Garden in particular he proves Doctorow’s observation that he knows what time it 

is on every page (15), as the characters cycle through a meticulous recounting of the 

ordinary, what John Updike calls “a daily repetition of actions … (wake, write, drink, 

lunch, siesta, drink, eat, make love, sleep)” (24) and Burwell, less charitably, 

designates an “Immense repetition that Hemingway seems to have been unable to 

control” (104). Controlled or not, it is a repetition that looks a lot like people living 

actual lives, writing while explaining how to write, describing their strokes as they 

swim. When a character has a drink, we get: “He closed the door of the ice chest and 

holding the cold bottle untwisted the seal and loosened the wire and then carefully 

moved the cork between his thumb and first finger feeling the pinch of metal cap 
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against his thumb and the long cold rounded promise of the bottle” (234). When he 

eats breakfast, it is “ham with a big beautiful fresh egg that he ground coarse pepper 

over sparsely and spread a little mustard on before he broke the yolk” (43). In Don 

DeLillo’s Libra a character says, “When I read Hemingway I get hungry” (160). Here 

it is not difficult to see why. The Hemingway event lives outside the novel as much as 

in. 

The roots of this double life are deeply embedded in Hemingway’s stylistic 

strategies, down to the levels of narratology and grammar. There, the text becomes not 

just a blueprint for real experiences like bird-shooting and lunch, but a real experience 

in itself. The linguist Wallace Chafe distinguishes between two types of consciousness 

relevant to representations in speech and writing: immediate consciousness, which is 

the real-time experience of the world around a person, and displaced consciousness, 

which is any time the mind turns inward—as in memories, self-analysis, and the like.24 

Immediate consciousness is rich in detail but light on plot, almost a real-world reality 

effect; the thinker can observe every leaf in the forest, but cannot really move from 

observation to interpretation. Displaced consciousness is just the opposite; most of the 

leaves are lost in the forgotten (or never noticed) past, but the thinker can explain how 

she got to the forest, what she did there, and whether any trees actually mattered in her 

story. Translated from consciousness to discourse—a move Chafe frequently makes—

the immediate resides in the continuous here and now, the displaced in the 
                                                
24 Chafe actually uses the terms extroverted and introverted to refer to consciousness, and immediate 
and displaced to refer to the equivalent states in discourse. For the sake of clarity, I stick to 
immediate/displaced in all cases. It is also worth noting that I am able to cite Chafe quite extensively 
because Hemingway’s work is an important example for him (see especially the section about 
protagonist-oriented identifiability and reader-oriented identifiability, below). I depart from Chafe 
mainly in my analysis of the relationship between Hemingway’s stylistic/linguistic strategies and the 
fact/fiction questions that are so important for Hemingway’s work.  
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disconnected past. All consciousness and discourse blend both modes, but not always 

in equal measure. Chafe argues that conversation, for instance, tends to privilege the 

displaced mode, since, aside from comments on the weather, most of it will involve 

stories, analysis, or even people who are not there. Literature, on the other hand, is 

able to replicate some of the features of the immediate mode, because of its capacity 

for the detail and continuity ordinarily only experienced in immediate consciousness 

(199-201). For Hemingway, the precise blending of these modes reflects a 

commitment to the same sort of fact/fiction dialectic at play in his characters and plots, 

where facts feed into the construction of his made up worlds, but the fictions manage 

to seep back into the real world. Two of his strategies make this particularly clear. 

First, Hemingway’s narrative practice strongly privileges the immediate mode, 

which pushes the experience of his particular fictions closer to the ordinary experience 

of reality—more specifically, to the ateleological reality that is foundational for the 

worldview of Hemingway’s literary system. Chafe says that only the immediate mode 

is really continuous; there are no gaps in experience, and everything proceeds apace 

from one second to the next for no particular reason aside from the thinker remaining 

awake (202). We have already seen one example of how this might work in Garden in 

the “endless repetitions” noted by Updike and Burwell. The cycle of “wake, write, 

drink, lunch, siesta, drink, eat, make love, sleep” is what might be termed an 

ateleological progression, perhaps the most characteristic feature of Hemingway’s 

narratological program. In his work, events very frequently take place just because 

they’re the next thing that would have happened; characters eat because it is 

lunchtime. Readers of Hemingway get hungry in part because he shows them every 
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single meal, at around the time the characters would have been hungry. As a corollary, 

many of Hemingway’s books take place over very short periods of time, the week or 

so of For Whom the Bell Tolls or even the single night of The Old Man and the Sea. 

Works with longer stretches—Garden, To Have and Have Not, Islands in the 

Stream—still devote their text to the passage of small time; longer stretches are 

demarcated by section breaks. It simply would not be feasible to apply his usual level 

of detail to more extensive periods of time. The ateleological progression also enables 

the inclusion of compendious procedural detail, as in a description of shooting a bird, 

or opening a champagne bottle. There time is so minute and the stream of action so 

continuous that trivia like the seal and the wire and the “the pinch of metal cap against 

his thumb” come into play. Just as in real-life immediate experience, nearly every 

detail seems to be close at hand, noticed as it arises. And as these detailed chains of 

events arise en masse they create a logic of accumulated efficient causes, so that the 

idea of the final cause is pushed to the side, absent and eventually unnecessary. The 

answer to the question, “Why does event X happen?” in a Hemingway text is often 

simply that it came after event W.  

Now, the importance of the procedure for Hemingway may call into question 

my use of the term ateleological, since, for instance, David does everything he does 

with the seal and wire and cork in order to get some champagne, arguably lending 

telos to his detailed operations. It is certainly true that many of Hemingway’s details 

are included in the service of a discrete activity—catching a fish, preparing an egg, 

etc. But the term is useful for situating Hemingway’s approach among others. Clearly 

there is a literary spectrum when it comes to invoking the immediate mode, running 
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from something like a fairy tale, which includes barely any continuity or extraneous 

detail at all, to something like Ulysses, perhaps the most extreme example of both. As 

Ulysses makes clear, however, stories may also entail a higher level narratological 

telos; Joyce famously structures his story in part to parallel The Odyssey. In other 

words, in a work of fiction there is more than one kind of telos applicable to an event. 

At the very least, we can identify two types: plot telos—an event must happen to 

forward the plot—and literary telos—an event must happen to fit in with a larger 

authorial scheme, like mimicking Homer. Of course, Hemingway must have some 

purpose to his narratological structures; but on the spectrum of possibility, his 

movement from day to day, meal to meal, across “endless repetitions” appears to lack 

the grand literary telos that structures a work like Ulysses, even if they are similarly 

light on plot telos. Details appear in Hemingway’s fiction for local reasons—to show 

how the bottle gets opened, say—but with no apparent position in either a master plot 

or a complex Joycean project. Even on this more abstract level, once again the final 

cause has been replaced by so many efficient causes; a novel like Garden is a 

collection of events relatively undetermined by structurally specific locations in an 

overarching literary design. The readerly experience of extracting meaning and 

coherence from Hemingway’s continuity is, as in real life immediate experience, 

largely unaided by the sense of a benevolent guiding hand.  

Hemingway’s refusal to disrupt the mimetic nature of ateleology by allowing 

literary telos into his created worlds hints at his commitment to the business of 

building realities; his second strategy for blending the immediate and the displaced 

cashes in on that promise by extending his fictions into the world of the reader. This 



J.D. Porter 

164 

strategy is wrapped up, on the level of language, with a blending of consciousness 

across writer, character, and reader. Chafe notes that in conversation speakers will 

often enlist generic experience as a way to combine the rich detail of immediate 

experience with the narrative possibility of displaced experience (204). A key 

indicator of this is the use of what linguists call the generic “you”—so a story about a 

commute might involve a sentence like, “You hit that first traffic jam and just sigh”.25 

Hemingway does something like this all the time, enough that it is practically a 

signature part of his style. In The Sun Also Rises, to pull one of any number of 

possible examples, Jake Barnes narrates alcoholic insomnia: “I could shut my eyes 

without getting the wheeling sensation. But I could not sleep. There is no reason why 

because it is dark you should look at things differently from when it is light. The hell 

there isn’t!” (151). As the first sentences make clear, these are ostensibly Jake’s 

private thoughts. Yet as they move along their continuous stream—like immediate 

experience—they bring in analytical, generalized content—like displaced experience, 

mixing modes by invoking the generic “you”. And because it technically refers to no 

one, this generic “you” is also an appeal across consciousnesses, just as it would be in 

conversation—it has its effect because it calls on you to draw on what you know, on 

the assumption that whoever originated the statement (Jake, but also Hemingway) has 

some similar experiential reservoir. The mixing of modes in this case coincides with a 

mixing of minds. 

Chafe shows that this phenomenon recurs across many of Hemingway’s 

signature stylistic strategies. Consider the frequent use of proper names, sometimes 
                                                
25 The word “generic” here is the standard term in linguistics for this usage; it does not have anything to 
do with literary genre. 
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full names, in apparently internal monologues, where a pronoun should suffice. Chafe 

points out that this tends to happen when any other subject—in the following example, 

Princessa the cat—has intervened between the character and another pronoun (255), 

indicating that it is a way to help the reader understand who is the subject of the idea: 

“Since he had seen Princessa in heat, not the first tragic time, but after she was grown 

and beautiful, and so suddenly changed from all her dignity and poise into 

wantonness, Thomas Hudson knew that he did not want to die without having made 

love to a princess as lovely as Princessa” (Islands, 217, emphasis mine). This 

oscillation from pronoun to name is at once a way of pinning the internal state to the 

character—this is ostensibly Thomas Hudson’s narration, and certainly his odd lust—

and of distancing the narration from the character by using an extreme form of the 

third person, in a way systematically designed to make things easier to follow for a 

third-party reader. The language therefore combines the consciousness of the 

character, via description, with the consciousness of the reader, via grammar. A 

similar principle extends all the way to Hemingway’s use of articles. Chafe cites the 

example of Nick Adams in the short story “Big Two-Hearted River”: As Nick uses his 

camping gear, the text refers to “the ax”, “the frying pan”, etc.—the definite article 

indicating a “protagonist-oriented identifiability”, since Nick already knows about a 

specific ax or pan in his pack. Yet Nick also uses “a long nail”, “a wire grill”, “a can 

of spaghetti”, and several other indefinite-articled items. These are a concession to 

“reader-oriented identifiability”, since Nick would already know enough to say “the 

grill” instead of “a grill”. What’s more, Chafe argues that the use of indefinite articles 

coincide with items which fit a much more individualized schema for camping gear. In 



J.D. Porter 

166 

other words, Hemingway uses Nick’s orientation for gear which fits a schema that the 

reader can more easily understand, and the reader’s orientation for gear that is part of a 

unique schema to which the reader needs some introduction (283-286).26 Once again 

the experiential content of the character is mediated through Hemingway’s 

grammatical concessions to the experience of the reader. 

All of this demonstrates just how minutely Hemingway explores and 

challenges the fact/fiction divide. As Mikhail Bakhtin notes, “the world that creates 

the text”, where Hemingway and his readers live, is typically understood to be “set off 

by a sharp and categorical boundary” from the “represented world in the text,” but 

even with this distinction firmly in place, “it is also impermissible to take this 

categorical boundary line as something absolute and impermeable” (253). This is 

because “The work and the world represented in it enter the real world and enrich it, 

and the real world enters the work and its world as part of the process of its creation, 

as well as part of its subsequent life, in a continual renewing of the work through the 

creative perception of listeners and readers” (254). By so directly and extensively 

importing the real into his work, and in particular by honing his style so that his 

fictional characters’ consciousnesses will blend with his readers’ as they “renew” the 

represented world of the text, Hemingway carries this process as far as it can plausibly 

                                                
26 A similarly cognitive strategy is apparent in Hemingway’s manipulation of activation costs. Roughly, 
a clause should only introduce one new idea at a time into the mind of an immediate experiencer. But 
for a reader of displaced experience, this constraint is relaxed. Hemingway and other writers exploit this 
to introduce one new idea to the character while introducing many new ideas to the reader, e.g. in the 
clause “The train went on up the track out of sight”, the only new idea for Nick is the part about “going 
out of sight”, whereas the reader is introduced to “the train” and “the track” (Chafe, 291). Combined 
with the points above about articles and pronouns, we might say that a fully character-oriented clause 
would read “It went on out of sight”, and a fully reader-oriented clause would read “A train went on up 
a track, away”. All of which goes to show how thoroughly Hemingway’s clause combines the two 
perspectives. 
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go. Perhaps this is why he resists literary telos over and above his antipathy to plot 

telos: Having noticed that immediate experience of the actual world is, essentially, 

ateleological, he chooses to make his literary texts wholly ateleological as well, 

because to a surprising extent he does not distinguish them from the actual world. The 

world comprises just so many locally true chains of efficient causes, many of them 

made up, and his work extends from and feeds back into this network of unguided 

procedures—which, after all, is the direct source of his characters and plots, and 

contains the Ellisons who can shoot birds like his characters do or experience Nick 

Adams’s camping trip from inside a shared mind. Facts in, fictions out; the big 

question is which are which. 

It is precisely this ambiguity that connects Hemingway’s aesthetic program to 

his politics of refusal, and to the struggle not to see. One of his most famous tools for 

interweaving the consciousness—and duties—of authors and readers is the “iceberg 

technique”. In his own words: “If a writer of prose knows enough about what he is 

writing about he may omit things that he knows and the reader, if the writer is writing 

truly enough, will have a feeling of those things as strongly as though the writer had 

stated them” (Death, 165). To Hemingway, the facts of the fictional world are so 

entirely a shared product of the writerly and readerly minds that the writer can leave 

them out, let the reader supply them (in effect, taking over part of the writing job), and 

anticipate that the world will still be constructed more or less the same way.27 But 

                                                
27 This is all the more true in Garden since it is posthumous, leaving readers (admittedly, some in the 
form of editors) to supply even more than they ordinarily would; as Ellison once complained: 
“Incompletion of form allows the reader to impose his own imagination upon the material with too little 
control from the author” (Juneteenth, 363).  I suspect that this issue may be more foundational to 
American modernism than current critical literature has suggested. On top of Ellison and Hemingway, 
important American novelists who left unfinished, posthumously published work include Herman 
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another way to put this is that Hemingway’s style rests on simultaneously concealing 

and revealing: The former, because he omits things, the latter because these things are 

supposed to be discovered anyway. When, in his famous short story “Hills Like White 

Elephants”, the characters discuss an abortion without ever mentioning it explicitly, 

Hemingway has in one sense hidden the abortion, and in another sense found a way to 

smuggle a controversial concept into a story now routinely taught in high schools—

showing it to people who might otherwise have little access to depictions of the 

concept. It is a process of hiding that depends upon the notion that the hiding will not 

work, that in a story written “truly enough” no part of the truth can, in the end, be 

concealed. This idea proves highly distressing for Hemingway’s characters, who 

frequently struggle to lose consciousness, and often precisely at those moments of 

generalized or mixed consciousness that entangle the reader. Think of Jake Barnes 

swapping “I” for “you” as he struggles to get to sleep in the dark, or Frederic Henry of 

Farewell bedding down for the night during a dangerous trip: “You could not go back. 

If you did not go forward, what happened? You never got back to Milan. And if you 

got back to Milan, what happened? I listened to the firing north of Udine” (192-193). 

The protagonists, the Hemingway Variations, cannot turn off their minds, cannot 

escape what they know, not least because they are not entirely in control; as often as 

they are “I”, they are “you”. There is no escaping the scariness of the dark room, or 

                                                                                                                                       
Melville (Billy Budd: An Inside Narrative), Mark Twain (The Mysterious Stranger), Henry James (The 
Ivory Tower), F. Scott Fitzgerald (The Last Tycoon), Richard Wright (Lawd Today), and one of the first 
major postmodernist novelists to die, David Foster Wallace (The Pale King). Hemingway has three 
posthumous novels and a memoir. Incidentally, if it is true that unfinished/posthumous work has 
important stylistic/literary theoretical implications for modernism, then Edgar Allan Poe’s only novel, 
The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym of Nantucket, which pretends to be unfinished and posthumously 
published even though it is neither, is yet another example of his bizarre ability to predict the future 
without profiting from it at all. 
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the firing north of Udine, because they, you, and Hemingway are constantly putting 

them there. The world we all produce is unavoidable for any one of us. The 

philosopher of science Karen Barad notes that scientific investigation becomes 

difficult when we realize our own entanglement with our object of study, that “we are 

a part of that nature that we seek to understand” (26). The Hemingway corollary might 

be that we are (in part) making that reality that we seek to ignore.   

 

He asked the mirror 

It is in this inescapable mixture of real author and reader with created 

characters and their worlds that Hemingway creates the parameters for his response to 

the social fiction of gender, as well as the critical reception that made Garden so 

surprising for its first academic readers. Hemingway scholarship has always been rife 

with what Kennedy calls “psychobiographical conjecture” (177), the idea that every 

last quirk of Hemingway’s writing is a direct reflection or symptom of his sex life, his 

gender uncertainty, his odd childhood, his deficiencies as a soldier, etc. In part, as 

Strychacz argues, Hemingway “must be held responsible for the strong biographical 

focus to interpretations of his work”, because he “arguably made his entire life a 

calculated attempt to keep himself and his works in the public eye” (4). The same 

publicity success that worried Hemingway’s friends when they saw him acting more 

and more like his marketed persona has had its effect on later attempts to interpret his 

work. In part, too, the psychobiographical criticism arises because Hemingway really 

did have a complicated biography. His mother, for instance, attempted to “twin” him 

with his older sister Marcelline, dressing them alike in feminine clothes and haircuts 
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when they were babies, and later on in “a sort of compromise boy-girl costume”; she 

even held Marcelline back in school to keep the twinning more exact (At the 

Hemingways, 61-62). This is tantalizing fodder for critics interested in the complex 

picture of gender in Hemingway’s work, which is why so many critics (Kenneth Lynn 

(43, 273), Spilka (46-47, 246), and Burwell (122, n. 10), to name a few) have 

emphasized its importance over his literary career. Work in this mode has excavated 

significant historical context for Hemingway’s work and offered new and insightful 

readings, but all too often it has also treated psychobiography as an end—as though 

Hemingway was naively seeding his work with clues that provide a final, correct 

answer about his own mind. As we have seen, Hemingway was intentionally playing 

with concealing and revealing, probing the boundaries between concepts like 

biography and fiction. The detectable submersion of the iceberg technique in effect 

creates a subconscious for the critics to probe; naive or not, his fictions include not 

only the clues but the mind.  

It is precisely when his aesthetic program reaches its most intense pitch that 

Hemingway can most directly engage with questions of sex, sexuality, and gender. As 

Comley and Scholes have observed, Hemingway’s textual gaps frequently ask the 

reader to supply not just sexual ideas, but fringe or disordered or problematic sexual 

ideas—Jake’s implicit impotence in Sun, for instance, or that “Hills Like White 

Elephants” abortion. In their words, “All of Hemingway's readers must write, it seems, 

and the issues of reading and writing are regularly combined by him with matters of 

venery” (81). The iceberg technique therefore combines the aesthetic and the political, 

and in Garden the two become, at times, virtually indistinguishable. 
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In Garden’s treatment of David’s and Catherine’s experience, Hemingway 

weaves together several of the threads that we have been discussing so far, including 

the ideas that fact and fiction are deeply entangled with each other, that the experience 

of any one mind is constrained by the world we are all (as readers and writers) co-

creating, and that the immense possibility implied by recognizing the constructed 

nature of realities like gender seems to eventuate in barely anything changing. In one 

widely quoted passage, for instance, David looks at himself in the mirror: 

“So that’s how it is,” he said to himself. “You’ve done that to your 
hair and had it cut the same as your girl’s and how do you feel?” He 
asked the mirror. “How do you feel? Say it.” 

“You like it,” he said. 
He looked at the mirror and it was someone else he saw but it was 

less strange now. 
“All right. You like it,” he said. “Now go through with the rest of it 

whatever it is and don’t ever say that anyone tempted you or that anyone 
bitched you.” 

He looked at the face that was no longer strange to him at all but was 
his face now and said, “You like it. Remember that. Keep that straight. 
You know exactly how you look now and how you are.”  

Of course he did not know exactly how he was. But he made an 
effort aided by what he had seen in the mirror. (215) 

 
It is clear that some sort of agential change to gender is possible here. David has his 

hair cut like a girl’s and his adjusted appearance is eventually “no longer strange to 

him”. His identity is part of a flexible process, such that he can tell himself “You 

know exactly how you look now and how you are”; the adverb in both cases is not 

“what” but “how”, implying a way of being rather than a state. This is in line with the 

Markus and Moya account of components of identity as things that people do rather 

than have, and with the broader pragmatist view that the truth “happens to an idea” 
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rather than being a property inherent to it.28 Yet David’s agency falls well short of full 

control, which is why, right after he says that he knows how he is, the narration reads, 

“Of course he did not know exactly how he was”. There are two reasons for this 

ignorance, each important for understanding why Hemingway arrives at the struggle 

not to see. 

 David’s first problem is that the question is unanswerable. He wants to know 

“exactly how he [is]” (emphasis mine), but his methodology is “an effort aided by 

what he had seen in the mirror.” He is trying to get to some fundamental reality, but all 

he can see is a reflection. This concept recurs constantly in Hemingway’s work; 

characters try to understand themselves, often on the level of gender and sexuality, by 

staring into mirrors, and usually fail. Thus Jake looks at himself in the mirror to 

contemplate the war wound that made him impotent (38); Frederic is aroused 

watching his girlfriend—another Catherine—at the hairdresser’s “in three mirrors” 

(260);29 Richard Gordon, the writer in To Have and Have Not, goes on a drinking jag 

after he discovers that his wife has been cheating on him and sees his own face 

“reflected in the mirror behind the bar… beginning to look strange to him” (145); Pilar 

from For Whom the Bell Tolls looks in a mirror just before a symbolic haircut that 

caps off a horrific experience and thinks, “My own face I could hardly recognize” 

(351); and Renata in Across the River and Into the Trees theorizes about mirrors at 

some length: 

                                                
28 See the introduction for more on this, as well as James, 77-78. 
29 The arousal is signified by Frederic’s voice getting thick; for some reason, the two go together 
consistently in Hemingway’s work. For the importance of haircuts in these contexts, see note 3. Note 
that both female protagonists in Have adjust their hair in mirrors, too (167, 178). Hemingway’s 
narrators often watch women watch themselves. 
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“‘The mirror bores me,’ she said. ‘Putting on lipstick and moving your 
mouths over each other to get it spread properly and combing your too 
heavy hair is not a life for a woman, or even a girl alone, who loves 
someone. When you want to be the moon and various stars and live 
with your man and have five sons, looking at yourself in the mirror and 
doing the artifices of a woman is not very exciting’” (113). 

 
This is Hemingway’s second to last published novel, and he seems to have arrived 

somewhere in mirror theory with it, encapsulated by his line about the protagonist 

Richard Cantwell, “To hell with you, he said to the mirror” (107). The cavalcade of 

cosmetic adjustment and failed self-recognition culminates in rejection of the whole 

thing, disgust with the inability to see anything but a reflection, the look itself. There 

is nothing at the bottom; only Santiago seems to escape this, to see behind it all by 

catching a fish “the color of the silver backing of a mirror” (110)—and it only happens 

because he is not trying to see himself in the first place; he is just looking directly at a 

fish.30 When it comes to the self, and especially the constructed, gendered self of 

David with his hair “cut the same as [his] girl’s” or Renata “doing the artifices of a 

woman”, there really is no there there; in these countless mirrors, there is only here. 

Examining reality is just one in the endless series of loops that go into producing it. It 

is enough to drive someone—a Catherine perhaps—mad. 

 The second reason David cannot really see how he is derives from a constraint 

common to all social fictions: They are social, and attempts to change them run up 

against other people and the realities that they maintain. Just because the mirror 

produces an endless loop of self-investigation with nothing behind it does not mean 

that the “real world” is entirely absent. David’s body matters insofar as he can engage 

                                                
30 Moreover, Santiago “did not want to look at the fish” when it looked like a mirror; here and 
elsewhere in Old Man (see 49) the color of the backing of the mirror indicates that the fish has died. 
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it, insofar as it does work with respect to his identity. To use Linda Martín Alcoff’s 

term, it matters because it gives him a “visible identity”, which in turn leads to a 

“social location”. The lack of an obvious “real world” does not mean the lack of 

resistance to change; as W.V.O. Quine has argued, the web of ideas produces its own 

resistant force without the need to say anything about an underlying reality.31 That is, 

adjusting even something that is “made up” can prove difficult simply because it 

would require adjusting many other made up things. The pressure that Catherine and 

David experience as they attempt to adjust their social location is real and powerful 

even though their experimentation depends upon the lack of a gender reality on the 

level of some fundamental material inevitability. Just as in his ateleological program 

more generally, the parts of a system influence each other just by coexisting in the 

system. David eats an extra egg at one point because it is breakfast time, because 

Catherine is late, and because he is hungry. There is not exactly any top-down control 

or bottom up necessity to any of that, but it is also clear that not just anything could 

happen—it is too early to eat a hamburger, and he is not in a position to eat sushi—

and as systems grow in complexity, these relationships become all the more 

constraining and influential. The mass of efficient causes comes to seem like a 

bottom-up teleological system, a sort of democratic final cause. And this is all the 

more true when the interacting parts are people. When David says to himself, “Now 
                                                
31 This has been a key concept in post-positivist realism as well. See, for example, Satya P. Mohanty’s 
work in Literary Theory and the Claims of History. If the Quinean web is a good example of a way to 
be realist without invoking naive positivism (or materialism), other theorists—many of whom have 
developed these ideas in close collaboration with Mohanty and Alcoff—have hit upon ways to explain 
the absence of top-down control as well. Michael Hames-García, for example, notes that identity can be 
thought of as a Wittgensteinian family resemblance. Under these terms, a concept like “woman” derives 
not from some single shared characteristic that unites all women, but from a large set of characteristics 
held in varying numbers by actual women. In Wittgenstein’s terms, the meaning of the word is just its 
use in the world (Hames-García, 21). See also Heyes, 1101. 
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go through with the rest of it whatever it is and don’t ever say that anyone tempted you 

or that anyone bitched you,” he neatly shows us that almost the exact opposite is true. 

People who know they have made their own decisions do not have to convince 

themselves that they did. Instead, he finds that other minds have influenced, perhaps 

begun to intertwine with, his own. It is a sophisticated way for Hemingway to portray 

the sociality of gender—but no surprise in light of his aesthetic intertwining of 

readerly and character consciousness as he melds narrative modes, the articles, tenses, 

and generic you’s that combine the orientations of protagonists and readers. As we 

have seen, that kind of mingling has the capacity to change the ontological status of 

the worlds in which the author, characters, and readers live; at the very least, it 

changes what David sees when he looks in the mirror. 

 In the end, of course, what he chooses to see is David, the man who eventually 

erases his trans experience from his life almost entirely. In a sense, by the end of 

Garden nothing has happened. David begins and ends the story a man in a young 

relationship, on a prolonged stay by the beach; in the last scene of the published 

version, he is literally re-writing the same stories he was working on throughout the 

rest of the novel. There is no denying the conservatism of this move, just as there is no 

denying the simplicity of Hemingway’s style, which is so often encountered less as a 

sophisticated blending of reality and fiction that mixes the minds of author, character, 

and reader, and more as an endless series of unchallenging sentences that directly steal 

from real life. Hemingway’s insistence on the “true”—as he says in his oft-quoted pep 

talk from his days as a young writer, “All you have to do is write one true sentence. 

Write the truest sentence that you know” (A Moveable Feast, 22)—leads him to depict 
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gender as an endless performance susceptible to radical change. Yet his resistance to 

that same change forces him to submerge this truth, constantly hiding it like he does 

with everything important. His stated aesthetic commitment to the “iceberg” style 

results in constant submerging of his most radical ideas, and in Garden we have a 

perfect example of the apparent conservatism this eventuates. David cannot be 

Catherine; the world will not let him, people will not let him, and you will not let him. 

By this I mean you, the person reading this right now, presumably having just read 

David in front of his mirror.  

This is perhaps the most radical thing Hemingway does, aesthetically or 

politically: He entangles your mind with his and his characters. The point of the 

iceberg technique is not just that the truth can be submerged, but that it can be 

recovered. If he writes it well enough, we can see it anyway, even if it is hidden. 

Hemingway trusts you; he thinks that you can find what he could not, or at least did 

not, say. David stays in his gender role in large part because that is what Hemingway 

thinks men do. The pressure of the web of ideas, the mass of ateleological efficient 

causes, and the social part of the social fiction keeps things as they are. The change is 

still there, submerged, and it is undeniable that Hemingway refused it. But he has also 

shown you everything he struggled not to see.
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A Passport for the Boneyard: Plotless Nation in Claude McKay’s Banjo 
 

 
The first time he tried to write a novel, Claude McKay complained to an editor 

friend about his difficulty “devising a plot.” The friend’s advice: “Don’t worry about a 

plot. Just get a central person or idea interesting enough and write around that.” (Long 

Way, 206). Apparently McKay took this suggestion quite literally; the title of his 

second novel is Banjo: A Story Without a Plot. Which leads to an obvious question: Is 

such a thing even possible? Can a story, much less a novel, even exist if it does not 

have a plot? 

In Banjo, McKay is certainly game to find out. After his first novel, Home to 

Harlem, proved a hit with reading audiences, McKay seems to have doubled down on 

its structure of loosely connected vignettes—described by W.E.B. DuBois in a 

famously negative review as lacking in “any artistic unity” (Maxwell, 170). In that 

book, there was at least a vague romance plot involving the central character. Banjo 

does not even concede that; DuBois liked it better than Home to Harlem, but found it 

even less narratively coherent: “It is described as ‘a story without a plot’, but it is 

hardly even that. It is in no sense a novel, either in the nature of its story or in the 

development of character” (DuBois, 234). As Brent Hayes Edwards notes, DuBois 

was hardly alone in his assessment; rather, “Nearly all the contemporary reviews of 

Banjo comment on the subtitle, often in order to claim the book is not a novel at all” 

(190). It is not difficult to see why. Banjo begins with five chapters about various 

unemployed men in Marseilles who call themselves the beach boys (no relation). They 

carouse, and one of them, who is named Banjo, contemplates starting an orchestra, 
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although he does not get around to it. In the Second Part, a character from Home to 

Harlem appears.1 A Haitian poet named Ray, he is essentially a stand-in for McKay, 

and the action shifts away from Banjo and toward Ray’s intellectual conversations 

about race and politics, though there is still plenty of carousing. Finally the beach boys 

drift apart; but the novel still has a Third Part, in which they get back together, Banjo 

goes to the hospital, almost leaves on a ship, stays, almost leaves again, and stays 

again. There is also plenty of carousing. This is essentially everything that happens; 

occasionally there are momentary hints of a plot that are ultimately abandoned—e.g., a 

love story between Banjo and a character named Latnah seems, early on, as though it 

might structure the narrative, but she disappears from the story for long stretches, and 

the book concludes with an exchange between Ray and Banjo in which they take note 

of Latnah’s absence (“It would have been a fine thing if we could have taken Latnah 

along, eh?” (Banjo, 326). Indeed). Banjo, Ray, Latnah—none of them quite anchors 

the text, and McKay’s friend did suggest that he find something central to write 

around. So what determines the structure of this story without a plot? 

    It seems to be the setting. In the first sentence of the novel, Banjo walks “the 

magnificent length of the great breakwater of Marseilles” (3). Banjo eventually fades 

away in favor of Ray, but Marseilles never does. Characters advance and retreat, 

plotlines ebb and flow, and arguments flare up, get interrupted by violence, and 

resume dozens of pages later, but virtually everything takes place within the anchoring 

logic of this city. As Edwards puts it, “The book immediately raises a question of 

literary form, in other words—a question of the relation between its apparent 

                                                
1 These divisions are McKay’s; he calls the sections “First Part”, “Second Part”, and “Third Part”. 
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‘plotlessness’ and its portrait of a transnational community” (189).2 And as 

communities go, this one is particularly appropriate for a story without a plot: A rough 

and tumble port city filled with international travellers, stragglers, and deportees, 

Marseilles itself has just the sort of adventurous lack of oversight and willingness to 

ignore conventions that are so evident in Banjo’s narrative structure. As one world 

traveler put it, Marseilles is “a kind of Main Street without borders… basically a 

country all its own until a few miles inland…  an old connection that can’t be broken 

by borders and countries” (Richards, 301). In other words, it is the perfect place to dig 

in for a challenge to the social fiction of the nation. 

In this chapter, I will close the book with a discussion of precisely how McKay 

engages with the social fiction of the nation, leading to a political strategy that stands 

apart from those examined so far, and that I call the politics of revelry. In 

Wittgensteinian fashion, the easiest way to explain it is by analogy to a game. The 

discovery of the fact of fiction—i.e., the principle that seemingly inevitable parts of 

the world are actually quite constructed—is a bit like discovering that the rules of a 

game are much more flexible than they seem. The rook has moved in straight lines for 

centuries, but increasingly it is obvious that one could just move it anywhere. In this 

analogy, the different political modes I have identified are akin to strategies for 

playing the game in light of this realization. So far we have seen players who tried to 

change the rules out for new, better ones (Hughes), who tried to make the old rules 

                                                
2 For Edwards, this relationship has more to do with the true-to-life nature of many of Banjo’s 
characters and events than with its resistance to the teleological logic of “plot” in the Peter Brooks 
sense, as I argue below. He does discuss Banjo’s resistance to the logic of capitalism, but in less 
narratological terms, and with less emphasis on the nation as a social form. Nonetheless, my argument 
is indebted to his, particularly his provocative claim that in Banjo’s episodic structure, “Finally, the 
episodes are the philosophy” (210). 
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more difficult to break (Pound), and who decided the game was only still playable if 

the unstable rules were kept anyway, on something like the honor system 

(Hemingway). McKay decides to play his own game, not in the Hughes sense of 

bending the rules to produce his own outcome, but in the sense of ignoring them and 

doing something else with the board; it is as though he says, “Sure, keep your rules—

I’ll just be over here throwing a party”. To use the terms laid out by his editor friend, it 

is not rejection of the plot so much as not worrying about it, though the plot disappears 

just the same. 

Though it is most evident as an absence—of plot, of political action, of 

concern—revelry nonetheless proves remarkably productive in the context of 

Marseilles’s strange relationship to the nation. Published in 1929, Banjo was close 

enough to World War I that the cataclysmic folly of nationalist thinking was still alive 

in the minds of anyone from the Western world, yet also well into the post-war era in 

which Europe was redrawn with even more emphasis on romantic nationalist ideals—

fewer Hapsburg-style empires, more Ireland-style nations. Eric Hobsbawm calls this 

period the “apogee of nationalism” (131), implying not only the peak of a certain way 

of seeing the globe, but a coming decline; from the peak all routes go down. McKay 

and Banjo are trapped in the midst of all this, an already-mad world in which the just-

witnessed folly of nationalism was corrected (so the theory went) by further 

nationalism. Moreover, even the usual political strategies seemed hopelessly entangled 

in this destructive logic—whether Pound’s fascism (exemplified by the nationalist 

Mussolini) or Hughes’s revolution (exemplified, at least temporarily, by the nationalist 

Lenin). There is nowhere to go, so McKay goes nowhere. Having constructed a theory 



J.D. Porter 
 

181 

of history that rejects teleological progress in favor of endless change, he produces 

narratives that reject plot in favor of endless events: scenes of fun, laughter, death, 

dancing, love, philosophy, and music, but almost never development. Revelry enables 

him to confront an unsolvable problem by rejecting the whole premise of problem-

solving, wringing life, art, and, as we will see, even some subversion out of the 

doomed logic of the nation. 

The formal results of this strategy are, as we have seen, quite strange. On the 

surface, his rambling, picaresque, protagonist-free narratology recalls nothing so much 

as the postmodern novel—if not quite the starring role of Macondo over any particular 

Buendías in Gabriel García Márquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude, certainly 

Tyrone Slothrop fading from view in the international postwar zone of Thomas 

Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow. To that end, I will use the odd structure of Banjo as a 

way to examine the literary historical impact of my theory of modernism, which finds 

in McKay a blueprint for the transition into postmodernism—or at least one version of 

postmodernism. In effect, I locate the origins of literary postmodernism in precisely 

the sorts of deep examinations of social fictions that characterize modernist politics 

and form; but I see the former extending from one particular line of inquiry in the 

latter, following one crooked path among the many modernism charted. I will close 

this chapter and the book with a suggestion that the kind of modernism exemplified by 

the experimentation of McKay paved the way for postmodern literary form. And all of 

this begins with his challenge to the concept of the nation. 
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A Barbarous International Romance 
 

Even before its shaggy-dog lack of a coherent plot, which is necessarily 

difficult to detect until a few chapters have unfolded (or rather failed to unfold 

anything), Banjo is clearly a novel about places. It is difficult to convey the ceaseless 

arrival of place names and demonyms in this text, but it might go some way to note 

that in the first chapter McKay mentions Marseilles, New Orleans, Montreal, San 

Francisco, Hamburg, Genoa, London, Paris, Barcelona, America (meaning the United 

States), Jamaica, Canada, New Zealand, Australia, Africa, the Caribbean, the 

Mediterranean, the Panama Canal, Europe, Provence, the Cotton Belt, Dixie, and the 

South (of the United States). To that he adds the following demonyms: American, 

West Indian, British, Senegalese, Finns, Poles, Italians, Slavs, Maltese, Indians, 

African, Froggies (for French), Arabian, Persian, Greek, Jugo-Slav, Neapolitan, Arab, 

Corsican, Armenian, Czech, Russian, Canadian, Yankee, and Oriental. Again, this is 

all in the first chapter, which is not quite fifteen pages long. Even the characters are 

figured largely as geographic cyphers: The generically West Indian Malty, whose 

mother cooked for a British missionary (5); Latnah, whom Malty describes as “Arab 

or Persian or Indian. She speaks all landwidges” (pun intended?) (10); or Banjo 

himself, who through a combination of lies and international military service 

intentionally gets himself deported from the U.S. to, eventually, France by claiming to 

be Canadian (even though he is really “a child of the Cotton Belt” (11)). As the 

narrator puts it, “They were all on the beach, and there were many others besides 

them—white men, brown men, black men…. [and] deportées from America for 

violation of the United States immigration laws—afraid and ashamed to go back to 
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their own lands, all dumped down in the great Provençal port, bumming a day’s work, 

a meal, a drink, existing from hand to mouth, anyhow any way, between box car, 

tramp ship, bistro, and bordel” (6). This is practically a summary of the book: People 

have arrived here from everywhere and, through varying degrees of desire and 

limitation, have stayed. 

It is easy enough to find the origins of this sensibility in McKay’s biography. 

By the time he wrote Banjo in Marseilles and Barcelona, he had already spent 

substantial periods in his native Jamaica, London, Paris, Berlin, the nascent Soviet 

Union, and the United States, where before moving to Harlem he worked on a train—

meaning he spent most of his waking hours moving between places.3 In his memoir A 

Long Way from Home, McKay records this response to a low-level British consulate 

worker who asked him about his citizenship during a prolonged stay in Morocco: 

I said I was born in the West Indies and lived in the United States and 
that I was an American, even though I was a British subject, but I 
preferred to think of myself as an internationalist. The [worker] said he 
didn’t understand what was an internationalist. I laughed and said that 
an internationalist was a bad nationalist. (231) 
 

The consulate worker’s confusion is understandable, since McKay claims a citizenship 

status that is arguably impossible—he is American, even though he is a British 

subject, and lives in the United States, even though he plainly lives in Morocco. But 

this bad nationalism is also understandable; not only did McKay live out the complex 

national situation of growing up in (and permanently leaving) a colony 4,700 miles 

and an ocean away from its purported capital, but he also faced all sorts of legal 

difficulties as a result of his political activity. A long-time radical, he had been forced 
                                                
3 See A Long Way from Home for more, especially: Berlin and Paris (183-194); London (51-75); 
Harlem (79-118); the Soviet Union (121-173); the U.S. railroad (9-13). 
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to dodge the authorities in London; once, a policeman raiding the offices of the leftist 

magazine where McKay worked asked him, “And what are you?”, to which McKay 

replied “Nothing sir”, with  a “big black grin” (it worked—the policeman let him pass) 

(68).4 After a lengthy visit to newly post-revolutionary Russia, however, he struggled 

even to cross borders into places like Britain and France. McKay notes in a bit of an 

understatement that in spite of “scrupulously complying with official regulations” 

regarding documents, he “got into little difficulties” here and there (231). These were 

the natural consequence of his anti-authoritarianism, but also of the wandering spirit 

and the tense real world he wandered, a combination that really did seem to produce a 

“bad nationalist”.  

 The translation of this life story into a novel filled with place names and 

international characters seems natural enough; the surprise is that this comes at the 

expense of a plot. A Long Way from Home, for instance, is chockablock with place 

names and travelogues, yet it tells more or less the sort of life story one expects from a 

memoir. It would be difficult to ascribe any sort of bildung to Banjo; a few minor 

characters die, including one beach boy, but no one really grows, much less becomes 

reconciled to society. The episodes practically never pay off later, and most have no 

impact on future events; the initial agon, Banjo’s desire to start an orchestra, is 

realized in passing a little less than a third of the way through the story and scarcely 

mentioned again (even Banjo is “quite unconscious of it” (97)); a romantic rivalry 
                                                
4 In this case, McKay’s uniquely international (or bad nationalist) background may have helped him; I 
imagine that a British policeman looking for anarchists and Soviets in the early 1920’s simply could not 
see either in McKay’s “big black grin”. It is reminiscent of the time McKay got out of a legal scrape 
because the judge was charmed by McKay’s Jamaican accent, which reminded the judge of a pleasant 
vacation (Long Way, 13). Usually McKay is frustrated white people’s inability to see beyond 
stereotypes (e.g., the many times they recommend he become a boxer instead of a poet), but on rare 
occasions the willful ignorance behind them cuts in his favor.   
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between Banjo and a character named Malty is resolved even more quickly because 

Banjo basically ignores it (81-82); an apparent “end of an era” moment occurs in 

chapter 17 when the beach boys break up, but they basically all return in chapter 18. 

All the while there are countless detours as full of international markers as they are 

devoid of narrative payoff, as when the American Bugsy fights a South African man at 

the behest of an American woman and is awarded an apple pie by a Chinese cook who 

immediately disappears again forever. This is a seemingly symbolic—McKay even 

calls it an “American pie”—but totally unexplained exchange that leaves even Bugsy 

“rather astonished by the gesture and not in the least understanding what it was all 

about” (156). The globetrotting life that McKay mined to produce Banjo followed the 

plot of a life; so why is it that the global-encyclopedic Banjo cannot seem to follow 

any plot at all? 

Two other slightly longer-tenured minor characters hint at a way to begin to 

parse all of this. They are two British conmen described by Ray as “gentlemen 

bums”—they meander around Europe showing wealthy tourists a good time (138-

139), on the theory that being “all dressed up fine and dandy” pays off because it is 

“the best way to bum among swell people,” since a tourist like that will “feel ashamed 

if he can’t hand him a fifty or a hundred franc note” (148). This is exactly the modus 

operandi of Maxwell Rowley-Bugge, who, as his name indicates, is a Pynchon 

character. In V., he gets his meals by pretending to be “a well-off fellow tourist 

temporarily embarrassed”, a con tacitly understood by his marks, for whom the 

“inconvenience was more than made up for in “color”” (69-70). Though Maxwell’s 

story takes place in 1898, some thirty years before Banjo’s, he is still a “gentleman 
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bum” living in a Mediterranean port city (in his case, Alexandria) as a character in a 

novel with a sprawling, confusing plot (or lack thereof).5 As noted above, this is 

hardly the only Pynchon parallel in Banjo; the later Gravity’s Rainbow is even more 

explicitly international, set in a post-WWII Berlin controlled by multiple powers and 

featuring an explicitly international zone populated, like Banjo’s Marseilles, by a cross 

section of Europeans, Americans, and Africans operating in the cracks between 

official status and relatively unencumbered by plot—at least, not a plot that resolves. 

The more interesting chronological gap, then, is that between the publication of Banjo 

in 1929, at the height of modernism, and the publication of V. (1961) and Gravity’s 

Rainbow (1973) as canonical exemplars of postmodernism.  Here are two instances, 

dispersed in time and literary periodization, in which the breakdown of national 

borders appears to correlate with the breakdown of certain kinds of narratological 

form. Yet this is less a question about McKay’s direct influence on postmodernism (I 

have seen no evidence that Pynchon is especially aware of McKay) and more about 

the relationship between these two kinds of breakdown, using what we know about 

each case to better understand the other. First, however, we need a more precise 

picture of McKay’s stance toward the nation—what, for him, is this particular social 

fiction? 

 

 

                                                
5 I use the gentleman bum mainly as a striking and convenient connection between McKay and 
Pynchon; the question “Why this specific kind of character?” could fill a paper of its own. Here I will 
only suggest that encountering a poor white British man in the colonies calls into question the inherent 
superiority of white British people relative to the colonies. It is a workable con because tourists need to 
maintain a few different social fictions at once—nation and race, most notably—to justify their tourism 
in the first place. Paying a fellow Brit a few pounds is, ultimately, a small price to pay. 
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The Same Dirt All Over the World 

At first glance, the philosophy of Banjo appears to be highly international. All 

of those proper names of cities, countries, regions, and so on, indicate a combination 

of the elements of the prevailing system rather than a challenge to its fundamental 

logic. Ray, for instance, thinks of Marseilles as “the most international place in the 

country” in the middle of a paragraph about nationalist manipulation of peace and war, 

in which citizens are easily duped by the French nation-state (135). In other words, the 

internationalism has done nothing to disrupt the power of the nation over its people. 

McKay seems to underline this approach with frequent attention to nations as sites of 

economic exchange, “agitated by the great commerce of all the continents” (66), a 

phrase followed by a list of important commercial waters (“the Caribbean, the Gulf of 

Guinea, the Persian Gulf, the bay of Bengal, the China Seas, the Indian Archipelago”) 

and then a list of commodities that exemplify their national origins: “Grain from 

Canada, rice from India, rubber from the Congo, tea from China, brown sugar from 

Cuba, bananas from Guinea, lumber from the Soudan, coffee from Brazil, skins from 

the Argentine, palm-oil from Nigeria, pimento from Jamaica, wool from Australia, 

oranges from Spain, and oranges from Jerusalem” (67). This is a virtually mercantilist 

vision of the world, in which each nation has its part to play as a uniquely specialized 

component of the international economy. As such, it participates in the fundamentally 

statist conceptual structure of mercantilism, in which the world consists of various 

state entities attempting to maximize profit within their own borders as part of a global 

zero-sum game. Yet this list goes beyond even mercantilism in its naturalizing of the 

nation as the economic unit—all of these products are organic, literally growing from 
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the soil of their home countries. Land and state are unified in their instantiation as 

enumerable characteristic commodities to be shipped through the list of literally 

landless spaces that immediately precede their appearance in the text. If McKay slips 

in subtle challenges to this way of thinking (ending the list on oranges and oranges, 

thus challenging their necessary identification with either Spain or Jerusalem), the 

basic logic here is nonetheless internationalist, a list of essentially unproblematic 

entities for whom Marseilles is simply a site of collection. 

This is essentially a League of Nations model, or a vision of internationalism 

consisting not of the dissolution of state borders, but of an affirmation of those borders 

as the basis for political representation in a larger organization that replicates their 

basic structure—nations are to the League what people are to the nation. This makes 

sense given the political climate in which McKay wrote Banjo, that  “apogee of 

nationalism” observed by Hobsbawm (131), when the map of Europe was redrawn 

according to a Wilsonian vision of correspondence between nation and state. Two 

hundred years earlier, the concept of “nation” barely even existed, and had little to do 

with the state—it merely referred to where one was born, or one’s language or cultural 

practices.6 Beginning in the late eighteenth century, the idea of nation developed into 

the “imagined communities” that Benedict Anderson describes in his version of the 

same history, a concept that linked various cultural practices more or less directly with 

the idea of political structures and rights. This process that reached a fever pitch in the 

aftermath of World War I, when the victorious powers, guided in large part by the 

political vision of Woodrow Wilson, attempted to organize European states according 
                                                
6 This premise is explored throughout Hobsbawm (and Anderson), but see especially Hobsbawm, 14-
20. 
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to some arbitrary assessment of European nations. The version of internationalism that 

McKay articulates with his list of fruits aligns fairly well with this vision of the world. 

If Hobsbawm describes the classic nationalist thinking with the equation “state = 

nation = people” (23), in Banjo we might simply tack on “... = land = commodities”, 

producing an even more essentialist vision of the whole concept. Which is not to say 

that McKay is thinking purely in terms of oranges: The constant barrage of 

geographical backstories for practically every character, major or minor, has a League 

of Nations logic to it. As Ray opines at one point,7 “It was as if every country of the 

world where Negroes lived had sent representatives drifting into Marseilles” (68). This 

is the idea of the League of Nations essentially verbatim, with one obvious caveat—

the constituents are not nations, but “Negroes”. 

In this sense, McKay is participating in the tradition that William Maxwell 

calls “the transnational novel of the Harlem Renaissance” (170). He points out the 

expansive internationalism of African-American intellectuals like DuBois, who helped 

organize the first Pan-African Congress, or Alain Locke, whose introduction to the 

highly influential New Negro anthology casts the Harlem artistic movement as a 

“world phenomenon” and compares it to nationalist movements in Ireland and 

Czechoslovakia (Maxwell, 172; Locke, 14 & 7). Edwards has explored in still greater 

detail the position of Banjo in black diasporic literature more broadly, particularly 

since, upon being translated into French, it had a substantial impact on writers who 

                                                
7 Strictly speaking, this section is in free-indirect-discourse, but it is pretty clearly attributed to Ray. 
This is of course rendered all the more complicated by the close association between Ray and McKay, 
which is widely noted and difficult to miss (both are West Indian poets who expound the exact same 
political theories in the exact same cities). For the sake of efficiency, throughout this chapter I will 
attribute FID concepts to the characters I judge to be “producing” them in the text; the reader may wish 
to take this with a grain of salt. 
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would go on to found and popularize the Négritude movement (187). In McKay’s 

case, participation in this broader transnational movement probably had something to 

do with his predilection for uninterrogated essentialism on matters of identity. As Tom 

Lutz notes, McKay was a fairly enthusiastic primitivist (42), and he frequently casts 

people of African descent as a cultural cure for the evils of a stultifying Western 

civilization; Banjo, for instance, is full of claims like, “Before the grim, pale rider-

down of souls, he [the African] went his careless way with a primitive hoof and a grin 

… [h]e was the red rag to the mighty-bellowing, all-trampling civilized bull” (Banjo, 

314). Of course, this kind of thinking is hardly a prerequisite for the kinds of black 

transnationalism described by Maxwell or Edwards, but for McKay it was a 

foundation for political and social organization that would unite people around the (in 

his view) fact of race or ancestry across the constructed borders of nationality.8 

Almost paradoxically, then, McKay’s essentialism about race seems to pave the way 

for a less politically rigid vision of the nation than the simple League of Nations 

model. Edwards observes not only that “It is risky… to accept blindly a discourse of 

‘primitivism’ without noting the ways that McKay’s book twists it and wrenches it out 

of shape” (222), but also that “In the end, Banjo, the most emphatically transnational 

black novel of the interwar period, is paradoxically also a radical critique of black 

internationalism” (210). These are related phenomena; the essentialism about race is 

entangled with the freer thinking about nation, such that each plays a crucial role in 

                                                
8 This kind of essentialism is nowhere more apparent than in Banjo’s attitudes toward women. One 
passage, for instance, argues that “Woman is woman all over the world, no matter what her color is”, 
which means that she “worships the active success of man and rewards it with her body” (206). (Oddly, 
he couples this with a call for more “freedom” for women, since he sees that as correlated with societal 
advancement.) 
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perpetuating and enabling the other. The land may still be linked to its governmental 

name and its characteristic commodities, but the people, unified by some other reality, 

can move freely from one place to another; and here it is a little clearer why Jamaica is 

both the place that grows pimentos and the birthplace of an American British subject 

in Morocco. 

This interpretation appears especially plausible in the context of another novel 

that exemplifies a later, postmodernist form of black transnationalism. Ishmael Reed’s 

1972 Mumbo Jumbo, like Banjo, depicts a fundamental struggle between black people 

and white through internationalist characters devoted to incompatible sociopolitical 

systems. Like McKay, Reed also positions the black model as less dry, rationalist, and 

death-oriented than the white model. But Reed replaces McKay’s emphasis on 

primitivism with a focus on competing civilizations, equally sophisticated even though 

opposed; his African mythology looks not to some imagined jungle but to Egyptian 

cities. At the same time, Mumbo Jumbo, though highly experimental, has far more plot 

development than Banjo—the murders in Reed’s novel actually get solved, whereas 

those in McKay’s barely seem to be remembered. What’s more, it never engages in 

the sort of interrogation of the nation that, as we have seen a little and will soon see 

more, McKay is poised to undertake in his plotless depiction of Marseilles. This is a 

useful chiaroscuro for the way that McKay is balancing fairly simplistic essentialism 

about race with something much more sophisticated when it comes to the nation; and 

the contrast between the two books may even underline the possibility that the former 

somehow enables the latter. 
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This is a complex political vision, to say the least, and it has proven difficult in 

McKay scholarship to explain the contours of his general political philosophy, much 

less theory of the nation, with any specificity. This surely owes something to McKay’s 

idiosyncratic relationship with communism. The troubles begin with the fact that he 

was interested in communism at all; as Hobsbawm has pointed out, the idea of the 

nation had an uneasy relationship with communist theorists and activists. Given the 

emphasis of Marxist theory on class as the great historic determinant, and the 

proletariat as an international phenomenon, “Nothing seems more logical… than to 

see the appeals of nationalism and socialism as mutually exclusive” (123). At the same 

time, in point of fact many socialist and communist political movements were highly 

nationalist, and many of the first theorists of the nation as such were Marxists like 

Josef Stalin (2). McKay, meanwhile, had a complicated relationship with other 

socialists. During his time in Russia, for instance, he ruffled feathers by resisting 

attempts to bring him under various official purviews; he went as an individual 

traveller even though the American Communist party had an official delegation there, 

refused to support their idea that the party should organize in secret in the United 

States—for which they got him kicked out of his hotel room—and consistently turned 

down opportunities to be seen as a spokesman for African-Americans (Cooper, 173-

192). As his biographer W.F. Cooper puts it, McKay “wished to support the Bolshevik 

government in the Soviet Union and the Third Communist International abroad while 

retaining his independence as a poet, writer, critic, and political analyst” (184). In 

other words, he supports communism but remains anti-authoritarian. Particularly in 

the context of the Soviet Union, this is a complex position to hold, even before the 
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national question comes into it. Add that, and all of the attendant questions about 

scale, authoritarianism, and practical political structures become even more difficult to 

disentangle. 

The best response to this quandary is probably the analysis of Joel Nickels, 

who calls McKay a “dissident internationalist” (1). In his view, McKay is better 

understood as a syndicalist anarchist than as a traditional, top-down authoritarian 

communist (much less a Bolshevist). Like Cooper, he notes that “McKay always 

maintained a critical distance from institutional communism, expressing reservations 

about political centralization and the dangers of authoritarian rule” (3), and observes 

that McKay often worked with socialists who had anarchist tendencies, like Sylvia 

Pankhurst, the editor of the magazine that employed McKay in London (3-4,9). In 

practical terms, this means that McKay preferred democratic associations in which 

groups organized around guild-like labor or ethnic interests could collaborate to 

produce bottom-up sociopolitical structures; this explains McKay’s frequent calls for a 

“Negro bund” (5-9), or political association / voting bloc. He took this idea seriously 

enough to conclude his memoir with a call for its implementation (Long Way, 266-

270). A philosophy like this has clear and significant implications for a theory of the 

nation. As Nickels puts it, “McKay’s representations of transnational patterns of 

interaction do not celebrate any administratively implementable cosmopolitan ethic of 

humanitarianism, tolerance, or hybridity”, instead establishing “self-organized, racial 

structures of proletarian democracy within a larger multiethnic international” (5). It is 

clear on the one hand why this might look like League of Nations theory; in 

syndicalist anarchism, interest groups all get a seat at the table, like the nations 
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comprised by the league. But McKay departs from the theory in two important ways. 

First, he specifically wants to ignore national borders. This is why half the characters 

in Banjo’s Marseilles are there illegally, not just the “deportées from the United 

States”, but those who have been deported from France itself, but responded like 

Ginger, the longest-tenured beach boy: “on coming out of jail he had destroyed the 

expulsion paper and was still enjoying Marseilles” (178). Second, he is against the 

overarching structure that the League of Nations implies. He envisions a far less 

centralized world, one like the port city, in which people live in small collectives like 

the beach boys, and expulsion papers go unenforced. 

It is here that the historical context for McKay’s thinking is most important for 

his attention to the nation as a social fiction. If the post World War I era was the 

apogee of nationalism as a fact about the world, it was also the moment in which the 

contradictions of the national concept became most inescapable. Hobsbawm writes 

that “The inter-war situation…  provides us with an exceptionally good opportunity 

for assessing the limitations and the potential of nationalism and nation-states” (132). 

By “us”, he means historians working toward the end of the twentieth century, but it 

may be that, to a perceptive observer, this would have been true even during the 

moment of nationalism’s triumph. Indeed, more recent research in what Tara Zahra 

calls “national indifference” suggests that even inattentive people had a skeptical view 

of the rise of the nation. Within the former Austria-Hungary, for instance, 

communities like the Silesians, Dalmatians, and Istrians variously ignored nationalist 

movements or switched their allegiance from one to the other (Zahra, 99-100); Zahra 

notes that many people in Czechoslovakia who registered as Germans in 1910 appear 
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to have switched sides by 1921, disappearing as Germans to become something else.9 

As Ray says of the beach boys, “They knew very little about governments, and cared 

less” (Banjo, 222). (This cuts both ways: The government, for its part, eventually 

issues many of the people in Marseilles papers indicating “Nationality Doubtful” 

(312).) All of this in spite of the fact that the nation, especially in the Wilsonian 

model, was supposed to be the natural outgrowth of something primal, with its origins 

in the deep past, an inescapable component of people’s identities.10 And if this seemed 

doubtful to Silesians in Silesia, how must it have looked to a Jamaican American 

British world traveler deeply invested in his African roots? To McKay, as to the 

nationally indifferent, the rise of the Wilsonian nation could only have made these 

contradictions clearer: The nation, broadly understood as “so natural, primary and 

permanent as to precede history” (Hobsbawm, 14), was now, in practice, pretty 

obviously something constructed by someone somewhere at some time—and not too 

long ago, at that. It was, in other words, a social fiction. 

For McKay’s purposes, there are three features of the nation that make it an 

especially meaningful social fiction for both his politics and his aesthetic approach. 

The first is the false ancientness that we have already observed. Nationalists almost 

invariably claim that the nations they represent “precede history”; yet, as we have 

seen, the actual origins of the nation in anything like its modern form (most 

particularly, in its conception/realization as the nation-state) really only date back to 
                                                
9 Between 1910 and 1921, 400,000 Germans disappeared from the registry. As Zahra notes, some of 
this had to do with war deaths, emigration, the new category for Jews, and so forth—but, she argues, 
“Many others… were simply side-switchers” (103). Note that I use the term “inattentive” somewhat 
loosely in this section. No doubt many side-switchers watched national events closely; but some, surely, 
did not. 
10 For the apparent ancientness of nations, despite their clearly recent vintage, see Anderson, 11-12; 
Hobsbawm, 14. 
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the eighteenth century—in Anderson’s telling, starting no sooner the various 

American Revolutions of the late eighteenth century (xiii). This makes them notably 

younger than the other social fictions discussed in this book. Travel back in time to 

Virginia in 1700, and you would encounter fairly close analogues to our modern 

concepts of race, money, and gender.11 They would be different, since all of these 

social fictions are ever-changing, but recognizable—Africans treated as inherently 

inferior and enslaved by Europeans, albeit with less biological sophistry; money 

circulating freely in exchange for goods, albeit still frequently coupled to reserves of 

metal; gender widely understood as a binary in which women had none of the power. 

The nation, meanwhile, simply would not exist—as Hobsbawm shows, most Western 

languages did not even have the terminology to talk about it (14-18). Moreover, the 

construction of the nation often seemed to hinge on the deployment of older social 

fictions, most obviously in its appeals to ethnicity—though this worked less well in, 

say, Jamaica or the United States than in Dalmatia, it still held a lot of sway (it is 

surely no coincidence that the Wilson of the Wilsonian model was also by far the most 

racist U.S. President of his era). Even the word “nation” itself, etymologically rooted 

in birth, seems to suggest origins in very old conceptions of gendered labor—a theory 

that McKay treats explicitly in Banjo, arguing that races (and, by extension, nations) 

are propped up by careful avoidance of intermarriage (206-8). If McKay really does 

maintain a complex balance of, on one hand, primitivist essentialism on issues of race 
                                                
11 As the historian George Fredrickson has explained, modern racism derived in large part from the 
desire of Europeans to explain why it was morally justifiable to enslave people, especially dark-skinned 
Africans. He identifies this as a primarily 15th and 16th century process (29-31), which is why I picked 
the year 1700. However, it should be noted that the association of Africanness and slavery was still in 
flux at this time, if rapidly solidifying. Morrison’s A Mercy is a particularly insightful fictional 
treatment of this changing reality; this is especially clear in Paula Moya’s analysis of that novel in Ch. 5 
of The Social Imperative. 
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and gender, and, on the other, a sophisticated understanding of the constructed nature 

of the nation, it is probably because A) the latter is so much younger, and B) the fact 

that it is constructed is all the more evident as a contrast with the older social fictions 

it draws upon. 

For McKay, then, the apparent fictiveness of the nation rests in part on its 

contrast with much older social forms. The second feature important to him, however, 

is virtually the opposite: The nation is clearly highly dependent on more literal 

fictions. Hobsbawm notes, for instance, that the close association between languages 

and nations—crucial to many of the nationalist movements of the twentieth century—

“is a literary and not an existential concept” (57). That is, it originates not with “facts 

on the ground” but with intellectuals and, more specifically, writers. Older models of 

nationhood prevalent in the 19th century actually required a literary heritage as one of 

just a few consistent prerequisites for attaining national status (37). For the early 

stages of the nation, in both the general theoretical sense and the practical, specific 

movements, the existence of literature predates the possibility of nationness. 

Winichakul Thongchai points to another striking example of the ways papers can 

engender peoples: In the European colonies of Southeast Asia, mapping was often a 

way not to depict jurisdiction that already existed, but to create it ex nihilo, asserting 

boundaries where they may not have existed in any real sense before. Thus, each map 

became a  “model for rather than a model of what it purported to represent… a real 

instrument to concretize projections on the earth’s surface” (Anderson, 174, emphasis 

mine). Anderson, taking up this argument, aptly summarizes it as one of many cases in 

the birth of the nations in which “we see fiction seeping into reality” (122). Perhaps 
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this is why McKay so frequently speaks about the official papers of belonging to a 

state—whether “scrupulously complying with official regulations regarding passports, 

identity cards and visas, etc., in all my traveling in strange places” in A Long Way 

from Home (though he views his “own personality as the best passport”) (231) or in 

the constant talk of papers as Ray interacts with the police, the consulates, hospitals, 

and so forth.12 What else to conclude amidst all this originary and constantly 

reproduced paperwork except, to use the Marseillais government’s own words, 

Nationality Doubtful? 

Together these features of the nation have a strong de-naturalizing effect in 

McKay’s work. In the indifference of the beach boys, and even more in the explicit 

declarations of Ray, he evinces a deep skepticism about the provenance and value of 

the nation. The only reason Banjo is even in Marseilles is that he cared so little about 

his nationality that he lied about it to get himself deported on purpose—it was worth 

less to him than a free trip. As for Ray, “It seemed a most unnatural thing to him for a 

man to love a nation—a swarming hive of human beings bartering, loving, competing, 

exploiting, lying, cheating, battling, suppressing, and killing among themselves; 

possessing, too, the faculty to organize their villainous rivalries into a monstrous 

system for plundering weaker peoples” (137, emphasis added). In part, this is just 

McKay’s usual suspicion of “civilization” in comparison with the virtues of primitive 

societies; as Ray says elsewhere, “for me there is no such animal as a civilized nation” 

                                                
12 Examples: Americans are popular among beach boy types because they have a good passport and 
consulate (19); Ray helps a character named Lonesome Blue who keeps going to jail for ignoring his 
expulsion papers (“he had made souvenirs of the papers for the benefit of the police”) (178); Banjo 
gives a fake name to a shipping company so that he can work for them without having to leave the 
country (318). 
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(274). Yet there is something more in this long list of reasons not to love your nation. 

As described here, the nation is little more than a lot of people doing ordinary things 

together, mostly negative things, but two arguably innocuous (bartering, competing) 

and one positive (loving). The entity that is supposed to produce these things instead 

seems to be emergent from them, as the borders are from the maps. The most striking 

result is the hedge in the last clause. Given the number of horrible activities that the 

swarming hive of people undertakes in creating the nation, and judging based on 

Ray’s suspicion of civilization throughout Banjo, it is surprising that nations are not 

inherently exploitive; the hive simply possesses the faculty to exploit—and then not 

even any particular part of the hive, but just some unspecified organization within it. 

Ray and McKay may dislike the nation, but the emphasis in this description falls less 

on its inherent evil than on its highly contingent form—in other words, on its lack of 

anything inherent at all. 

This brings us to the third and perhaps most important feature of the nation as a 

social fiction in McKay’s era and work: In the long run, no one is in charge. Nations 

are large, chaotic, frequently unguided, highly contingent entities constantly in the 

process of building, destroying, and rebuilding all at the same time. As I argue in the 

introduction to this book, this is true of all social fictions to some degree or another, 

but it could hardly be clearer than it is in the case of the nation.13 Here again the map 

offers a clear example. When Anderson asks “why entities like Chile, Venezuela, and 

Mexico turned out to be emotionally plausible and politically viable” (51-2), he refers 

to the somewhat unintuitive historical fact that deeply felt national loyalties in Latin 
                                                
13 Admittedly, nations usually do have someone (or a small group of people) in charge at any given 
time. But the leadership clearly changes over time, often very quickly and dramatically. 
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America tend to follow the borders of fairly arbitrary administrative units created by 

the Spanish over their centuries of rule in the area. Following no particular system or 

plan, these units did develop inertia, so that, for instance, when Simón Bolívar tried to 

create Gran Colombía, it quickly dissolved back into Venezuela, Colombia, and 

Ecuador. In fact, throughout Latin America independence movements typically 

preserved whatever administrative units existed as of the turn of the nineteenth century 

(52-3). Again, these were not divisions on the basis of an overarching scheme, not 

least because the Spanish conquest took place over multiple generations, nor was it the 

result of a keen eye for cultural differences, not least because many of the residents 

traced their lineage to Spain rather than to the local hills. What is important is simply 

that they were divisions. In setting up administrative units at all, Spain kicked off a 

process that, through various processes of bartering, loving, competing, exploiting, 

lying, cheating, battling, suppressing, and killing eventually became the internally 

beloved Chile, Venezuela, Mexico, and so on. This turns out to be a widely translated 

story: for example, there is no eternal reason Switzerland, with its three or four major 

language groups living on isolated mountains, should be a nation; but the borders 

wound up near their current location sometime around 1815, and today there are Swiss 

people (Anderson, 136). The nation comes into existence not because an ancient 

people cries out for their natural autonomy, but because a gigantic web of events, 

some highly motivated, some almost preposterously meaningless, coheres into a form 

that has real-world power. 

Embedded in the apparent fictiveness of the nation, then, is a theory of history. 

Banjo puts it best, as the narrator quickly seems to agree: 
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“Everything works out to a change.” Banjo had said a right pretty thing. 
The grand rhythm of life rolled on everlastingly without beginning or 
end in human comprehension, but the patterns were ever changing, the 
figures moving on and passing, to be replaced by new ones. (234) 

 
At first glance this might seem like a straightforward Heraclitean philosophy, 

suggesting that the only constant is change. History has neither beginning nor end, 

which means that it has not been building up to anything and never arrives anywhere: 

History is always just passing through. This makes it, at bottom, inexplicable, beyond 

“human comprehension” in the literal sense that any trace of cause and effect will lead 

through endless flux to some impossibly distant originary or terminal moment. The 

causal chain does not end—which would, in its way, be the boundary of an 

explanation; it merely disappears into the vanishing point. Certainly this way of 

thinking would help to explain why a committed political leftist might prefer highly 

decentralized syndicalist anarchism over the statist Communism of the Bolsheviks, 

whose understanding of history—and, for that matter, the future—emphasized an 

especially teleological version of Marxism—late in life, a somewhat more 

conservative McKay would accuse “the Communists” of too often “making a religion 

out of Communism” (Cooper, 360).14 History as he sees it is not that solvable. It is 

simply too changeable, too impossible to pin down even on the level of something as 

seemingly big and obvious as an entire nation. When an American uses his past 

Canadianness to become illegally French, he is only reproducing what history was 

doing all along: Yesterday’s Alpine villager is today’s Swissman is tomorrow’s…? 
                                                
14 For an example of McKay’s anti-instrumental Marxist vision, see Vaughn Rasberry’s analysis of 
McKay’s later novel, Amiable with Big Teeth: A Novel of the Love Affair between the Communists and 
the Poor Black Sheep of Harlem (re-discovered recently by Jean-Christophe Cloutier and authenticated 
by Edwards). As Rasberry observes, the “love affair” between Soviet Russians and American black 
people is only love because the black Americans can do nothing to advance the aims of the Soviets; 
McKay “foregrounds the absence of a coherent or meaningful relationship among them” (198-199). 
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Little wonder that Ray sees nothing natural about any man loving his particular 

swarming hive. 

Yet McKay is not declaring the situation altogether impenetrable. The patterns 

may be ever changing, but they are still patterns. The figures move on and pass, but 

they still exist, and get replaced by new figures. In other words, they might be 

contingently constructed, but they still attain facticity, if only temporarily. Moreover, 

the proximate causes of any given set of figures are often perfectly discoverable, and 

even illuminating. Peru and Chile are real, and many questions about them have 

answers rooted in Spanish administrative divisions. That these divisions are 

themselves highly contingent historical phenomena is very important in terms of the 

ever changing grand scale of history, particularly since nationalism is so invested in 

making up its own ancientness. But the divisions still explain Peru: Lack of 

ontological stability is no excuse for ignoring temporary realities. Ray, for instance, 

outraged by bigotry, thinks of “Prejudices like the stock market—curtailed, 

diminishing, increasing, changing chameleon-like, according to place and time” (193). 

Ray does not doubt the reality of prejudices any more than he doubts the reality of the 

stock market; in fact, this passage appears in a chapter filled with racist encounters and 

entitled “White Terror”. He just sees their reality as the byproduct of Banjo’s brand of 

history, ever changing. Patriotism, racism, and capital are all real enough, and can all 

be locally explained; it is just that no overarching plan has guided their development. 

History has no central focus, no beginning and no end. 

 In other words, it has no plot. In his influential account explaining what exactly 

plot is, Peter Brooks emphasizes its role as a fundamental organizing logic. In 
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Aristotelian terms, it does not consist merely of a lot of actions (praxis), but of their 

coherent combination (mythos). Thus plots are “intentional structures, goal-oriented 

and forward-moving” (12); they depend heavily on “time-boundedness” (22); they are 

“an embracing concept for the design and intention of narrative, a structure for those 

meanings that are developed through temporal succession, or perhaps better: a 

structuring operation” (12). The point of a plot is to tie together the vast array of 

complicated, apparently disconnected events that actually occur and to suggest that 

they mean something, that they were working up to something all along. Brooks even 

goes so far as to say that the popularity of plot-heavy narratives in the Western world 

increased as a form of compensation for the loss of religion—that the increasing 

absence of “providential plots” to make sense of the world made people long for 

something in their place (6). And this is precisely what McKay’s theory of history 

declines to provide. For something like the nation, there has been “temporal 

succession”, sure, and the odd “intentional structure” here and there (say, a U.S. 

passport, or a deportation paper), but as a whole it is not “goal-oriented”, or really 

“designed” at all. There is far more praxis than mythos in the chaos of Marseilles. 

More than anything else, however, McKay's theory of history is not time-

bounded. The emphasis of Banjo's idea that "everything is a change" is that the rhythm 

of life "everlastingly rolls on"; it has no beginning and, more importantly, no end. This 

is precisely what makes all of that praxis so difficult to interpret, to gather under one 

mythic structure. What is the point of any given event if nothing concludes it? If it is 

succeeded endlessly by other, often unrelated events? Brooks coins the phrase 

"anticipation of retrospection" to explain how readers engage a plot moment by 
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moment—they make sense of events by assuming that they will eventually look back 

on them (23). For Walter Benjamin this process is driven by an impossible desire to 

understand our own mortality (Brooks, 22). This is, in a sense, the final ending, the 

universal determinant of every person's plot. But even if that is true (and it would be 

difficult to confirm empirically), it breaks down on the level of history and the social 

fictions that it comprises. Nations have what biologists call “negligible senescence”: 

death is not built into the aging of their cells, ordained from birth; they can only die by 

accident. History has no plot; it is only praxis. It is little more than everything that has 

happened so far. 

It is surely no surprise at this point to note that McKay's theory of history 

applies almost directly to the narrative program of Banjo. Still, it is worth taking stock 

of the extent of this parallel. We have already seen that Banjo has virtually no “design 

and intention of narrative”, but at times it almost seems designed as an anachronistic 

bit of spite against the Brooks's theory of plot. Among other things, it directly 

addresses mortality, and none of it goes anywhere or really seems to mean anything: 

the two murders vanish from memory almost instantly, and when the beach boy Bugsy 

dies, no one is with him (259-260). His death happens offstage, for no good reason—

his illness is never explained, and he might well have lived with a simple hospital 

visit, as Banjo does in the parallel narrative that immediately precedes Bugsy’s story 

(244-255). Bugsy is buried and gone within one page of his death, and is barely ever 

mentioned again, his name appearing only twice more in the remaining 65 pages of the 

book. It is almost as if McKay is playing a prank on the future Benjamin: If this novel 

is supposed to clarify something about the finality of death, it takes an awfully strange 
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approach. In fact, it seems to protest finality in general. As noted, the narrative (such 

as it is) enfolds a fairly natural ending: the beach boys break up, Banjo leaves, and as 

for Ray: “Now that Banjo was gone and the group dispersed, the spell was broken and 

he felt like moving on” (223). But this happens less than 70% of the way through the 

novel.15 It then unaccountably fails to conclude, and the very next chapter is titled 

“Banjo Returns”, like some sort of embedded sequel, even though Banjo left just one 

page prior. When Banjo visits the hospital and heals, then visits the consulate and gets 

papers sending him home, but decides to stay, the story really seems over. Yet he then 

hatches one additional scheme to get passage home again and neglect it again, and 

only then does the novel cease. McKay had access to his own finished pages; he spent 

months in Morocco editing them (Long Way, 229). He could have removed this 

obvious repetition if he wanted. That the final ending is an exact parallel of an 

immediately prior failed ending (Banjo gets permission/obligation to leave but does 

not actually leave) only underlines the antipathy between this narrative and the 

“anticipation of retrospection”. Sense an ending, and you are probably wrong—even if 

the real ending is virtually indistinguishable from your guess. 

To summarize the case so far, McKay’s unique theory of the nation as a social 

fiction emergent from the endless stream of history bears clear parallels to the unusual 

plotless structure of Banjo. In choosing Marseilles as the “central idea” to write 

around, he frees himself from the logic of mythos, with its coherent chain of cause and 

effect, allowing him to focus instead on the scattered events, characters, and 

relationships constantly at work in the world. The story, like history, is not going 

                                                
15 It appears at the conclusion of the Second Part, wrapping up on page 223 out of 326. 
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anywhere, and its ending is merely an arbitrary cut, rather than the culmination of 

anything. To all of this we need only add an account of the corresponding political 

agenda. The suggestion that the nation is not natural, that it makes little sense for any 

person to feel patriotism, and that history itself is no more rational than Banjo’s 

careening from one unresolved adventure to the next, implies some relationship to 

prevailing structures of power. McKay responds with what I call the politics of 

revelry. 

The most useful starting point for unpacking this concept is probably a 

conversation that happens in passing toward the end of the novel. Aware that he will 

soon ship out for the United States, a beach boy named Goosey fills a glass jar with 

some soil. This leads to a minor debate between him, Banjo, Ray, and their chauffeur 

friend: 

Goosey held the jar of earth against his heart. 
“It’s the soil of France,” he said. “I couldn’t make it, all right. I was 
outa luck, but I can always remember that I was here.” 
“Kain’t you remember without that theah flask a dirt?” asked Banjo. 
“Better you tote back a flask a real Marstell cognac on you’ hip, for that 
you won’t find back home in Gawd’s own, but you’ll find plenty a dirt. 
Dirt is the same dirt all ovah the wul’ cep’n’ for a li’l’ difference in 
color, maybe.” 
…   
The chauffeur had been listening with sentimental interest and now he 
said to Goosey: “Vous avez raison. La France, c’est le plus joli coin du 
monde.” 
“How do you know that?” said Ray. “You have never been out of it.” 
“Yes I have,” responded the chauffeur. “I’ve been to North Africa and 
Spain and Italy and Constantinople. You forget I was a sailor.” 
“Let’s quit arguing about dirt and find the first café where we can have 
wine,” said Banjo. (287) 
 

In this brief exchange, McKay covers most of the ground necessary to introduce his 

theory of the nation and produce a political response to it. Through the chauffeur he 



J.D. Porter 
 

207 

includes his typical litany of place names, nodding toward internationalism even as he 

suggests that the chauffeur may not be quite the world expert he imagines—every one 

of the places he mentions is on the Mediterranean. Through Goosey he shows the 

powerful connection people feel toward precisely those aspects of their national 

experience that feel the oldest and most natural, literally the soil, “held against his 

heart.” Through Ray he shows a healthy skepticism toward just that sort of feeling, 

since Ray questions the chauffeur’s superlative love for France (delivered in French, 

for bonus internationalist points). Banjo at first seems to be merely a stronger version 

of Ray in this respect, noting that dirt is the same all over the world, give or take 

minor aesthetic differences. But it is his closing remark that suggests the first response 

to Goosey-style love of nation that is not purely negative, the first proactive anti-

national move: Going wherever (“the first café”), and drinking wine.  

In this simple suggestion we can already see the two primary features of 

revelry as a form of politics. First, it emphasizes pleasure; drinking wine at a café is 

fun. Second, it is not goal-oriented; they will go to the first café that serves wine, and 

they will do so in order to “stop arguing about dirt”. Given a conundrum about the best 

way to respond to the fictiveness of an important social fiction, revelry declines to 

have the debate at all. In this sense, McKay’s politico-aesthetics come closer to 

Hemingway’s than to Hughes’s or Pound’s. Where the latter two respond to the fact of 

fiction by focusing on the possibility of change, Hemingway attempts to ignore the 

situation as best he can without being dishonest. He acknowledges the fact of fiction, 

but goes on to propose that everyone keep pretending, acting as though the facts are 

simply facts. McKay also strategically ignores the situation, but with a crucial 
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difference: He is not pretending that the status quo is desirable at all. He is fully aware 

that the nation is constructed and that it is problematic; as we have seen, his characters 

talk about this constantly, including those like Banjo who seem to have mastered the 

situation. Moreover, no one seems particularly invested in keeping things as they are, 

or adhering to convention. Where Hemingway’s David and Catherine are brutally 

punished for transgressing against gender norms, McKay’s beach boys have a great 

time. There are risks, as one would expect from a near-total resistance to societal 

norms of employment, relationships, citizenship, and so on; Bugsy dies, after all. But 

there is no indication in Banjo that depression or madness inevitably follow 

transgression—Banjo and Ray seem perfectly happy at the end, in the midst of 

announcing that they plan to keep living more or less the same way in some new 

place. This is a complicated political maneuver, a delicate blend of resistance and 

recusal in which the ratio of one to the other remains unknown. Set free in the center 

of the breakdown of the nation, Banjo and Ray have a party.  

The complex relationship of revelry to direct political intervention is evident in 

the balance of carousing and political conversation as the two major kinds of scenes in 

Banjo. The carousing is present right from the start, with endless depictions of 

drinking, dancing, bar-hopping, jazz, and romantic entanglement. When Ray appears 

at the beginning of the Second Part, however, the novel starts to give itself over to 

lengthy political conversations. Almost as soon as he enters the narrative, Ray wades 

into the middle of a debate about colonialism, Marcus Garvey, comparative racism in 

different nations, and more (74-78). One chapter later, Banjo and Goosey argue about 

whether the banjo is “the instrument of slavery” before moving on to more Back-to-
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Africa talk, leading Bugsy to exclaim “Chuts! All that race-talking!” (90-92). The 

pattern continues; in between drinks, fights, and hustling for meals, the beach boys 

apparently like nothing more than to argue about race, nation, colonialism, gender, and 

so on, all the way to the symbolic status of the banjo itself. No one participates more 

than Ray—who also has political discussions about exchange rates, language, and 

patriotism with the gentlemen bums (142-147), debates transnational race and racism 

with a Martiniquian student and a bartender (199-208), and criticizes French 

superiority complexes and proletarian culture to two student friends (269-275), to 

name just a few examples. Ray’s obsession with political discourse at times 

approaches parody: When Banjo asks him to leave Marseilles with him, Ray 

disappears into a political/philosophical rhapsody in his own mind, only re-emerging 

six pages later, when Banjo asks, “Why you jest sidown theah so long studying ovah 

nothing at all?” (325). This is not a novel that shies away from political confrontation; 

it is practically bursting with it. It just never goes anywhere; people talk and talk, but 

nothing happens, as though they really are studying over nothing at all. But they are 

almost always talking in bars—or on the way from one to the next; and if the world’s 

problems are not solved, it is the problems’ fault for being unsolvable, and no reason 

not to have fun. Turmoil, national or otherwise, is a problem, but it also makes it 

easier to get away with things. 

It is worth emphasizing, however, that revelry is not merely a form of 

negation, but instead a productive philosophical response to a genuinely intractable 

question. Consider again Banjo's theory of history: Everything works out to a change; 

there is no beginning; there is no end; there is no teleology. The logic of history is not 
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progress, but flux. History’s achievements are produced not by telos, but by accretion. 

This is the underlying process behind the facticity of social fictions as well. France is 

not France because of the eternal Frenchness of its people; it is France because of a 

long history of people moving to the area, getting conquered, building things, 

conquering other people, writing things down, having families, getting sick, making 

art, and so on. None of that had to happen. France simply eventuated, from the 

accretion of countless events, some intimately connected to others (the Revolution to 

the adoption of the metric system, say) and others not so much (say, the Revolution to 

the popularity of accordion music). Capitalism is perhaps the most direct instantiation 

of this logic; at the heart of it is the "accumulated wealth or goods" that become 

capital, the basis for the investments that become yet more capital. It is an economic 

system that deploys the Banjo theory of history: mere accretion is the foundation of 

the future. And as attempts to resist capitalism have shown, it is virtually impossible to 

escape from this logic when it has taken hold—even Marx described communism as 

the culmination of capitalism, rather than its antithesis. Moreover, if Banjo's theory of 

history is true, then a sufficiently long-term view would show all human activities to 

be forms of plotlessness; history does not end, so everything that seems to be a plot is, 

in the grand scale, merely a vignette. Again, this does not mean that nothing can 

happen; if Hughes achieves his dream of overthrowing the prevailing economic and 

racial order, life really will be different for real people. If stock prices change, fortunes 

will be made and lost, and McKay is aware of this—after all, everything works out to 

a change. It is just that the changes will themselves change; in the long run, the 

revolution will have been just another in an endless series of events. 
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All of which is to say that it is exceedingly difficult even to conceptualize 

alternatives to the logic of accretion that underlies so much of reality. It is 

correspondingly difficult to imagine a narrative that both acknowledges that logic and 

resists it—which is why so many of Banjo’s early reviewers were left wondering if it 

was even a novel. To create such a form would be to make a major intervention in our 

understanding of our relationship to history and to the reality of the world we live in. 

And this is what Banjo achieves: An escape from that logic, a story without a plot, a 

narrative structure that resists history. As Edwards puts it, Banjo himself “never 

remembers to collect” when he plays jazz; he forgets to pass around a hat, and so 

makes no money, but this resistance, “inherent in the aesthetic” (220), is why Banjo 

manages to create something that “eludes or exceeds the logic of capitalist 

civilization” (224)—and, I would add, to the logic of the nation, capitalist or not. In 

Banjo, there is no accretion; events float around practically unmoored from 

consequence—even death holds little sway. Every seeming resolution, like the break 

up of the beach boys at the end of the Second Part, is subverted, becoming instead just 

another part of the series. McKay both identifies the accretive nature of history and, 

perhaps recognizing that there is no way to fight this logic except on its own terms 

(inevitably resulting in a capitulation to that logic), finds a way out of it. He creates a 

narrative method that is, essentially, outside the plot of history. 

Unsurprisingly, this leads to a very complicated politics on a more practical 

level. On one hand, it seems to advocate for resistance, however unfocused, a form of 

cultural and quotidian subversion akin to the Bakhtinian carnivalesque. On the other 

hand, it might be that dropping out is just dropping out; perhaps in picking up a bottle 
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instead a bomb the beach boys are simply disengaging, tacitly allowing the larger 

system to continue apace. There are Molotov cocktails and then there are cocktails. In 

the end revelry surely encompasses both possibilities; still, in comparison with the 

approaches we have seen in the other chapters, it is far more difficult to pin down even 

in terms of its basic valence (say, left, right, or other). Its implications really become 

clear in its afterlife, when other writers take up strategies surprisingly similar to 

McKay's. To understand revelry, then, it will help to turn to the postmodern. 

 

It all depends on which way you take it 

It is always risky to broach the topic of postmodernism, especially in the 

relatively brief space I am affording it here. As Umberto Eco put it, “On the subject of 

the postmodern nearly everything has been said”—and that was over thirty years ago 

(227). All I want to do, then, is to trace a connection between McKay's modernist 

politico-aesthetics and one branch (or, if you prefer, version) of postmodernism. This 

is not an assertion of a direct influence; McKay is fairly obscure, and if readers know 

him for one thing, it is more likely to be for his relatively un-experimental poetry, like 

the widely reprinted sonnet "If We Must Die." Instead, I want to demonstrate the way 

that a particular approach to social fictions implies a formal and political set of 

possibilities later taken up by the writers who followed the modernist era. 

At the heart of this connection is a definition of postmodernism that makes 

Banjo's plotless version of national history look like anachronism. It is best explained 

by Linda Hutcheon, in a passage that by now should seem strikingly familiar: 
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[I]n challenging the seamless quality of the history/fiction (or 
world/art) join implied by realist narrative, postmodern fiction does not, 
however, disconnect itself from history or the world. It foregrounds and 
contests the conventionality and unacknowledged ideology of that 
assumption of seamlessness and asks its readers to question the process 
by which we represent ourselves and our world to ourselves and to 
become aware of the means by which we make sense of and construct 
order out of experience in our particular culture. We cannot avoid 
representation. We can try to avoid fixing our notion of it and assuming 
it to be transhistorical and transcultural (235) 
  

Accepting representation while rejecting any given representation’s status as 

transhistorical or transcultural—this sounds surprisingly similar to Ray’s idea that it is 

unnatural to love a nation, that prejudices are as changeable as the stock market, that 

there are inescapable contradictions evident in representations that claim to emerge 

organically from the world, but that these representations still have power. Moreover, 

Hutcheon’s point about “challenging the seamless quality of the history/fiction (or 

world/art) join” sounds an awful lot like the general theory of social fictions 

motivating the explanation of modernist form at the heart of this book—an 

investigation of the means of representation in artistic fictions as a response to the 

already existing means of representation in the world, our cultures, and even our own 

minds. The crisis of representation, the fact of fiction, the aestheticopolitical 

response—all seem to have a place in Hutcheon’s description, if not in so many 

words; but she is talking about the period that is supposed to come after modernism, 

and specifically trying to identify the features that best differentiate the newer period 

from its predecessors. The politics of postmodernism, in her telling, also mimic not 

only Banjo’s revelry, but the logic of this book: Its primary political move is to “de-

naturalize” things, but this sometimes seems more subversive, and sometimes more 
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complicit, with the system represented (1-2). All of this appears to pose a problem: 

Either my theory starts too early, or Hutcheon’s starts too late. Opinions differ as to 

the inaugural date of postmodernism, varying by as many as twenty years, but 

virtually no major theory pushes it anywhere near Banjo’s 1929 publication. As we 

have seen, however, this problem does not appear to be restricted to the level of 

critical theory. Canonical postmodernist texts, like V., Mumbo Jumbo, and Gravity’s 

Rainbow, bear a remarkable similarity to Banjo, without any apparent direct influence. 

What explains this temporal disjunct? 

 Cornel West proposes one explanation. As he sees it, many influential theories 

of postmodernism have missed the mark because they reject a kind of “this-worldly 

involvement” at its heart. Scholars, especially European scholars, too often favor 

explanations that “displace political engagement” in favor of abstraction and rigor, 

which leads to tendency to overlook the origins (intellectual and otherwise) of 

postmodernism in a response to the contradictions of politically salient social 

fictions—most notably, for West, race in America (216-217). In that specific sense, he 

says, “Americans are politically always already in a condition of postmodern 

fragmentation and heterogeneity in a way that Europeans have not been" (214), and 

we can therefore “look at [postmodernism] principally as a form of Americanisation of 

the world" (217). West is not making an argument about exact literary/art historical 

dates here so much as pointing out the origins of postmodern aesthetics and 

philosophy in a deeper substrate of social reality. In other words, he argues that the 

conditions that enable postmodern thought are already present in the kinds of 

contradictory social fictions at the heart of American experience. We might say that 
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the conditions of postmodernism were present in some form early on, as soon as 

writers began to notice and respond formally to the fact of fiction, though presumably 

this would apply not just to Americans, but to anyone well-positioned to notice social 

fictions. Indeed, this seems to capture most of the major modernist writers in English, 

and explains how some of them may have produced postmodernist-like work avant la 

lettre.16 In Gravity’s Rainbow, an African soldier riding through the ruins of Hamburg 

wonders if they are the “Real Text”, a “Torah” to be read for clues about the true 

workings of the world and its progress through time toward apparent destruction 

(529); but perhaps for a colonial subject in Marseilles in the 1920’s this destructive 

progress (toward, we might say, “villainous rivalries” eventually “exploiting, lying, 

cheating, battling, suppressing, and killing among themselves” ) was always 

obvious—to the vagrants and illegal immigrants living on the beach, the buildings 

already are a kind of ruin, built on murder and theft, the aftermath of destruction. The 

question then becomes: What, if anything, differentiates the postmodernist response 

from the modernist response? Perhaps more to the point, What does this situation 

mean for literary periodization? 

 Here it might help to take a page from the general theory of history proposed 

by Banjo and apply it not only to the world at large, or culture in general, but to our 

own literary historical project. This means A) Accepting a certain amount of 

unmotivated, random variation in the changes from one era to another, and B) 

                                                
16 Naming an important white male British Victorian writer is easy, and captures many of the most 
important figures of the era—Dickens, Tennyson, Hardy, Thackeray, Kipling, etc. But who is a white 
male British modernist? Eliot? But he grew up in St. Louis. Forster? But formally speaking he is barely 
a modernist. Wyndham Lewis fits most of the criteria—but comparing this answer with the Victorian 
list only proves the point. By the standards of the status quo that preceded them, modernists were nearly 
all demographic “outsiders”.   



J.D. Porter 
 

216 

Maintaining a healthy suspicion of overarching, too-teleological theories. It therefore 

forecloses some explanations of postmodernism, though these might not be wrong so 

much as describing other phenomena (or even other postmodernisms). For instance, 

Frederic Jameson’s idea that postmodernism is “the cultural logic of late capitalism” 

has been undeniably useful as an analytic tool for many contemporary artistic realities; 

but for our purposes it invokes a bit too much of the sort of teleological Marxism that 

McKay found so suspicious. With this in mind, the proposal at hand is essentially an 

attempt to take seriously the kind of theory of postmodernism once proposed half-

jokingly by David Foster Wallace: “No, no, no, no. ‘After modernism’ is what it 

means.” It produces a “story without a plot” that looks something like this:  

Part One: Writers begin producing works partly inspired by the 
increasingly apparent fictiveness of social fictions, engaging this newly 
apparent “fact of fiction” on a formal as well as political level. 
 
Part Two: This process reaches its apogee sometime between the 
World Wars, invoking strategies ranging from Improvisation to 
Imagism to Icebergs to the Non-instrumental, crossing the boundaries 
of politics from Revolution to Reaction to Refusal to Revelry, and 
finally becoming the dominant mode of high literary expression. 
 
Part Three: Out of this dominant milieu a few strands (notably, those 
of Non-instrumentality and Revelry) are taken up and immediately 
begin to produce their own offshoots and variations. 
 

At first glance this might seem to suggest that postmodernism is a process of 

narrowing the possibilities of modernism. To some extent, this seems to be true. While 

McKay’s revelry, plotlessness, nationally ambiguous settings, playful interaction with 

history, and detached suspicion of capitalism bear clear affinities with the work of 

writers like Pynchon, Reed, E.L. Doctorow, Donald Barthelme, and so on, the case it 
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not nearly as clear for the other writers covered in this book.17 Hughes’s race theory 

was ahead of its time, but his poetic forms are remote from the classic postmodernist 

works of, say, John Ashbery or Charles Olson.18 Pound had perhaps slightly more 

poetic influence, but his fascist ideology was dramatically out of fashion in the West 

until quite recently. And Hemingway’s style of invisibility lived on predominantly 

through two non-high-art traditions, exemplified by two Raymonds—genre fiction 

(Chandler) and the middlebrow (Carver). Yet postmodernism does not appear to be a 

very narrow field; as Hutcheon points out, the term has had currency in architecture, 

music, film, television, visual arts, and so on, to say nothing of the variations among 

forms called postmodern within those genres (Politics, 8-10). It is more accurate, then, 

to describe the transition into postmodernism not as a narrowing, but as a form of path 

dependency. That is, one among many paths extending out of modernism were 

selected; those not selected were culled; and then, from the selected path, new ones 

emerged. Strictly speaking, this process describes all progress through time: The 

actualization of one among countless possibilities, cutting off the rest, but making 

possible countless more. To use McKay’s words, literary periodization, like history in 

general, consists of patterns that are “ever changing, the figures moving on and 

passing, to be replaced by new ones.” 

                                                
17 Of course, these are all prose writers. As Brian McHale has noted, it is difficult to describe, much less 
explain, postmodernist poetry in the same breath as postmodernist fiction; this is partly because there 
are, as he says, many simultaneous postmodernisms (“What Was Postmodernism?”). Still, the overall 
historical trajectory (or lack thereof) that I am describing would apply to both, even if the specific 
effects differ. 
18 Note, however, that Olson was quite interested in improvisation as a technique—on this, see 
especially Belgrad. That Olson produced work so structurally and sonically different from Hughes’s is a 
topic for a longer study. 
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 This resolves the apparent contradiction—or rather, problematic agreement—

between Hutcheon’s theory of postmodernism and the theory of modernism in this 

book. Her description of the former appears to apply to the latter because it does; 

literary postmodernism obviously arises from a set of forms that enable its existence. 

The major period-making difference is that the later era uses only some of these, and 

highlights only some of their components. The basic premises were necessarily 

already in place, but had not yet been selected; to be more specific, postmodernism 

needed modernism to tackle the crisis of representation and the fact of fiction more 

broadly before something like plotless revelry could become an important model for 

its own explorations. Why this strand and not others, and why was it selected when it 

was? Plenty of investigations have provided local reasons focusing on history, 

philosophy, form, etc.: The rise of the multinational corporation (Jameson, though see 

above); but also, as Brian McHale notes, the effects of inflation (Charles Newman); 

the “contemporary informational regime” (Jean-François Lyotard); the replenishment 

of forms (John Barth); a “stage on the road to the spiritual unifcation of mankind” (Ibn 

Hassan), and even the transition into more ontological concerns from modernism’s 

more epistemological ones (McHale himself) (4).19 From the beach in Marseilles, 

however, these questions seem to miss the point. The search for a totalizing answer 

can never be satisfactorily resolved when “everything works out to a change”. 

                                                
19 McHale’s account interacts usefully with my own: I think he is basically correct about the transition, 
but would add that the modernists understood ontology and epistemology as profoundly entangled, 
along the lines of Karen Barad’s “onto-epistemological” idea of “agential realism” (44). The difference 
is that they focused on their role in that entanglement, where the postmodernists shifted toward 
understanding the results. McHale also says, “as for the prefix POST, here I want to emphasize the 
element of logical and historical consequence rather than sheer temporal posteriority” (5); though this is 
no crude determinism, it is more consequentialist than my argument here, which aligns more closely 
with the Banjo theory of history. 
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Postmodernism is, in this telling, really just the thing that came after modernism. Why 

should literary history have a plot? 

 To look, briefly, in the other direction: In Moby-Dick, in the “Lee Shore” 

chapter that Andrew DelBanco uses to demonstrate the unfinished, improvisatory 

nature of proto-modernism, Melville gives us another beach. It is the lee shore that has 

become unreachable during rough weather; the narrator advises turning away from it, 

toward the ocean: “But as in landlessness alone resides highest truth, shoreless, 

indefinite as God- so better is it to perish in that howling infinite, than be ingloriously 

dashed upon the lee, even if that were safety!” (97). McKay’s cast of characters are on 

the shore, yet they still have rough weather. They do not have the option of rejecting 

safety for chaos, because there is none. And even as they all resist boarding a ship out 

of Marseilles, theirs is still a story of ever-increasing landlessness, the move toward 

“Nationality Doubtful” status, the realization that even citizenship rests on little more 

than a swarming hive, that dirt is the same all over the world, and, finally, that instead 

of arguing about dirt, it might be better to go to the first café that sells wine. Banjo 

faces the dilemma that all modernists faced when they encountered the fact of fiction: 

Reality is both unavoidable and largely made up; in his case, the police are no less a 

fact than France is a fiction. He finds a way out, without really leaving, that depends 

on a theory of the kind of endless, plotless, self-reflexive change that the 

postmodernists would eventually embrace. For Banjo, history itself is infinite. All he 

can do is make sure that it is howling.
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