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Many early twentieth-century American poets admired Chinese and
Japanese poetry for its power of suggestion and felt the same reverence for
Far Eastern art. Ezra Pound is well known for his interest in the "Orient,"

but other P,Oetsof the tim€>-including Harriet Monroe, Amy Lowell, John
Gould Fletcher, Arthur Davison Ficke, and Witter Bynner-turned to visual
arts of the Far East for inspiration to help escape what they saw as the
"blurring" in late nineteenth and early twentieth-century poetry they so
disliked. Richard Aldington quoted as an Imagist tenet, "To produce poetry
that is hard and clear, never blurred nor indefinite" (Perkins 334). One
critic of the time found a correspondence between this poetic rule and the
aesthetics of Japanese art: "Hitherto in poetry there has been a tendency to
blur form by indistinct images and not to make the most of color. But our
contemporaries by turning to one of the graphic arts, the Japanese Print, for
inspiration have tried to correct this" (Snow 315). The high valuation of the
quality of suggestion, of leaving the reader to create his or her own links,
suggests a distrust of language that is echoed in the insistence that words
should evoke concrete images from nature rather than abstract ideas. That
poets should turn to Far Eastern, rather than Western, art as justification
for these values implies that this distrust of language stemmed from a
flagging estimate of Western civilization and shows that modem poetry,
considered a formalist bastion, reflects cultural biases of the time. The work
of these poets examined as a whole demonstrates that the great fascination
the East held for the West was a widespread cultural phenomenon, not an
individual quirk of genius isolated in Ezra Pound.

The desire for physical images from nature is not necessarily a value-
neutral one. Terry Eagleton has noted that "it is one of the functions of
ideology to 'naturalize' social reality, to make it seem as innocent and
unchangeable as Nature itself" (135). And Murray Krieger has pointed out
that the desire to establish the precedence of nature and the natural sign is
not innocent, but is instead the desire for a stable, ontologically grounded
authority ("Natural Sign Aesthetics"). Taking nature as a model may signal
a desire to support the notion of hierarchies in the vast chain of being in
nature. Western poets likely admired the use of images from nature in
Japanese and Chinese poetry and art because they portrayed stability in
what many saw as the chaotic world of pre- and post-World War I Western
society. Many poets who.were interested in Far Eastern art as a model for
Western poetry, Pound included, exhibited a nostalgia for harmony and
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