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This study examines Imagism as a foundational aspect of modern poetry, focusing on the works of Ezra Pound, 

a pivotal figure in the development of modernist literature. Pound’s exhortation to “make it new” serves as a 

guiding principle for poets seeking to revitalize poetic tradition while acknowledging their influences. 

Through an analysis of selected poems—including “In a Station of the Metro,” “The Return,” “A Pact,” and 

“A Virginal”—this study highlights how Pound employs literary elements such as style, syntax, figures of 

speech, and poetic diction to evoke both concrete and abstract imagery. Imagism emerged in the early 20th 
century as a response to Romantic and Victorian poetic conventions, positioning itself as an Anglo-American 

literary movement. The founding members of Imagism articulated principles that suggest poets, akin to 

painters, can create vivid imagery through language. This exploration aims to illuminate the significance of 
imagery in Pound’s poetry and its broader implications for the evolution of modernist literature. 
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Introduction 

Ezra Loomis Pound, an influential American poet, significantly impacted the trajectory of 

modern poetry. Renowned not only for his own poetic contributions, particularly the loosely 

structured, allusive series of “Cantos,” Pound also shaped the work of many contemporary poets. 

His notable poems, such as “A Virginal,” “The Return,” “The Merchant’s Wife,” “A Letter,” and 

“A Pact,” reflect his innovative approach to language and form. 

Pound’s academic journey began with his pursuit of a master’s degree in art in 1905, where his 

interests in various languages and literatures flourished. However, it was his encounters with 

fellow poets William Carlos Williams and Hilda Doolittle that would prove pivotal in the 

development of Imagism. Doolittle would later join Pound’s Imagist group, and his rivalry with 

Williams would influence their respective works for decades. Pound’s introspection about his 

literary journey is encapsulated in his assertion: “I thought I knew something all along. But then, 

on a strange day, I suddenly realized that I didn’t know anything.” This sentiment underscores 

his belief in the perpetual quest for knowledge in literature, which extends beyond mere 

technical proficiency (Snodgrass, 2000, p. 60). 

Throughout history, poetry has served as a profound medium for expression, transcending 

cultures and epochs. It has been utilized by diverse individuals, including soldiers, politicians, 
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and philosophers, to convey complex ideas and emotions. Volpe articulates this sentiment, 

stating that “poetry is perhaps the most difficult kind of language” (as cited in Korg, 2003, p. 

130). Understanding poetry requires an appreciation of its multifaceted nature; language serves 

various purposes, and poetry encompasses all experiences—whether joyous or sorrowful, 

ordinary or extraordinary. Imagery, defined as the use of language to evoke sensory experiences, 

is crucial in this regard. 

Imagery can be categorized into different types, with visual imagery being particularly prevalent, 

as it allows readers to envision mountains, stones, and landscapes in their minds. Poetry’s appeal 

lies not only in its auditory qualities, through rhythm and melody, but also in its capacity to 

evoke vivid images that resonate with readers’ emotions and memories. Consequently, imagery 

is not merely ornamental; it serves to reinforce the poem’s overarching themes and messages 

(James, 1981). This study aimed to address the following research questions: 

1. How does Ezra Pound utilize imagery in his selected poems to convey complex emotions and 

ideas? 

2. What are the distinctive features of Imagism as reflected in Pound’s poetry? 

3. In what ways do the literary elements employed by Pound contribute to the overall impact of 

his poetry? 

Theoretical Background 

Imagism was an avant-garde movement in poetry that flourished in the early 20th century, 

particularly between 1912 and 1917. This movement aimed to redefine poetic expression by 

emphasizing clarity, precision, and economy of language. It was rooted in symbolism but also 

drew significant influence from classical Japanese and Chinese poetry, particularly haiku. As 

noted by Mikics (2007), haiku’s emphasis on brevity and vivid imagery resonated deeply with 

English-language poets, including the Imagists, who sought to distill language to its essence. 

Amy Lowell, a prominent figure within the Imagist movement, articulates its foundational 

principles in her book Tendencies in Modern American Poetry (1917). She contends that 

Imagism arose as a reaction against the verbosity that characterized much contemporary poetry. 

Instead of indulging in elaborate and ornate language, Imagism advocated for precision and 

directness in poetic expression. Lowell states, “Imagism refers more to the manner of 

presentation than to the thing presented. It is a kind of technique rather than a choice of subject” 
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(Lowell, 1917, p. 200). This assertion highlights the Imagists’ focus on technique over subject 

matter, which was crucial for crafting vivid mental images through concise language. 

Ezra Pound, another key figure in the Imagist movement, believed that poets could convey 

profound meaning through brevity and clarity. He emphasized that imagery should be the focal 

point of their work. In his essay “A Few Don’ts by an Imagiste” (1913), Pound serves as an 

informal manifesto for the movement, outlining essential guidelines for Imagist poetry. He 

articulates the importance of clear language, concrete imagery, and the use of free verse, 

asserting that these principles were a direct response to the lengthy and ornate poetry of the 

Romantic era. The Imagists aimed to evoke immediate visual impressions, allowing readers to 

construct mental pictures from the words on the page, thus fostering a more engaging and 

immersive reading experience. 

Mikics (2007) identifies three core tenets of Imagism, as articulated by F. S. Flint: simplicity, 

free verse, and brevity. While these principles served as guiding tenets for the movement, Pound 

cautioned against interpreting them as rigid dogmas. Instead, he argued that they emerged from 

careful consideration of effective poetic practice and the desire to engage readers more directly. 

This commitment to clear and vivid imagery ultimately laid the groundwork for modernist 

poetry, influencing subsequent generations of poets who sought to explore new forms and 

techniques in their work. 

Imagism’s focus on clarity and precision not only distinguished it from its predecessors but also 

established a foundation for the evolution of modern poetry. The movement’s emphasis on 

imagery and concise expression continues to resonate in contemporary poetry, demonstrating its 

lasting impact on the literary landscape. As such, Imagism can be seen as a pivotal moment in 

the trajectory of poetic form, marking a shift towards a more innovative and direct approach to 

language and expression (James, 1981). 

Analysis of Selected Poems 

Despite its brief existence, Imagism’s impact on modern poetry is undeniable. Mikics (2007, p. 

149) highlights how Pound mockingly referred to the movement as “Amygism,” reflecting the 

internal conflicts among its leaders. Nevertheless, the movement’s emphasis on precise language, 
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concrete imagery, and support for free verse left an enduring legacy. Korg (2003) notes that 

“historians of Imagism agree that Pound was the publicist, rather than the inventor, of Imagist 

doctrines” (p. 129). This distinction underscores Pound’s role in promoting Imagism as a vital 

force in modern poetry. 

Imagist poets adhered to a set of principles designed to differentiate their work from earlier 

poetic forms. Snodgrass (2000) defines Imagism as “the tight, precise construction of verse that 

calls up multiple meanings and implications through sound, rhythm, word etymology, and free-

form syntax” (p. 32). This definition underscores the Imagists’ commitment to crafting poems 

that are concise yet rich in meaning. Lowell (1917, pp. 200-244) outlines several key rules for 

Imagist poetry, including the use of everyday language, the creation of new rhythms, and the 

importance of clarity and precision. 

Ezra Pound’s “In a Station of the Metro” 

Pound’s poem “In a Station of the Metro” exemplifies the principles of Imagism through its 

vivid imagery and concise structure:        

The apparition of these faces in the crowd: 

Petals on a wet, black bough (Cited in Beasley, 2007). 

Beasley (2007) observes that this poem captures the moment when an outward, objective reality 

transforms into an inward, subjective experience (p. 39). The juxtaposition of the “apparition” of 

faces and “petals” evokes a hauntingly beautiful image, suggesting both the transience of urban 

life and the ephemeral nature of human connections. The use of the word “apparition” conveys a 

sense of ghostly presence, emphasizing the fleeting nature of the commuters’ identities. 

The metaphorical comparison of faces to “petals” further underscores the poem’s exploration of 

beauty and transience. Each “petal” represents an individual, reflecting the diversity of people in 

Paris. The imagery invites readers to consider the multicultural tapestry of the city, as well as the 

implications of seeing individuals as mere “apparitions” in the hustle and bustle of urban life. 

Brinkman (2009) argues that the poem’s syntactical structure and word choices foreground the 

visual and musical aspects of the work, illustrating Pound’s mastery of phanopoeia and 

melopoeia (pp. 20-25). 

Phanopoeia, as defined by Pound, refers to the visual imagery created by words, while melopoeia 

pertains to the poem’s musical quality. In this poem, words such as “apparition,” “crowd,” and 
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“petals” create vivid visual images, evoking the atmosphere of a bustling metro station. The 

poem’s rhythm, characterized by its brevity and alliteration in “black bough,” further enhances 

its auditory appeal. Despite its conciseness, “In a Station of the Metro” encapsulates the essence 

of urban life, prompting readers to reflect on their perceptions of anonymity and connection 

within the modern world. 

The Return 

In “The Return,” Pound explores the theme of uncertainty in the context of pagan rituals. 

The poem captures the tentative movements of returning deities:       

See, they return; ah, see the tentative 

Movements, and the slow feet, 

The trouble in the pace and the uncertain wavering! 

The imagery in this poem conveys a sense of hesitation and ambiguity, as the gods move slowly 

and uncertainly after their worship. The phrase “uncertain wavering” suggests a lack of direction, 

evoking the image of individuals who are unsure of their path. This portrayal invites readers to 

contemplate the complexities of belief and the human experience of returning to familiar spaces. 

Pound’s use of tactile imagery, such as “slow feet” and “trouble in the pace,” evokes the physical 

sensations associated with movement. The poet’s depiction of the gods as hesitant figures 

underscores the fragility of faith and the challenges of reconciling divine and human experiences. 

The poem’s structure, with its rhythmic pacing and careful word choice, reinforces the theme of 

uncertainty, allowing readers to engage with the emotional resonance of the text (Perrine, 1991, 

p. 347). 

A Pact 

In “A Pact,” Pound confronts his relationship with Walt Whitman, acknowledging his literary 

debt while asserting his independence as a poet:   

I make a pact with you, Walt Whitman— 

I have detested you long enough. 

I come to you as a grown child 

Who has had a pig-headed father? 
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I am old enough now to make friends. 

It was you that broke the new wood, 

Now is a time for carving. 

We have one sap and one root— 

Let there be commerce between us. 

This poem serves as a metaphorical negotiation between generations of poets. Pound positions 

himself as the rebellious offspring of Whitman, expressing both admiration and frustration. The 

imagery of “new wood” and “commerce” suggests the potential for creative collaboration and 

growth. The poem’s brevity reflects the Imagist ethos, emphasizing clarity and precision in 

expression (Pondrom, 1990, pp. 90-99). 

A Virginal 

Pound’s “A Virginal” explores themes of purity and innocence through rich sensory imagery:         

No, no! Go from me. I have left her lately. 

I will not spoil my sheath with lesser brightness, 

For my surrounding air hath a new lightness; 

Slight are her arms, yet they have bound me straitly 

And left me cloaked as with a gauze of æther; 

As with sweet leaves; as with subtle clearness. 

Oh, I have picked up magic in her nearness 

To sheathe me half in half the things that sheathe her. 

No, no! Go from me. I have still the flavour, 

Soft as spring wind that’s come from birchen bowers.     

The imagery in this poem conveys a sense of delicate beauty and fragility. The metaphor of 

“sheath” evokes the idea of protection, while references to “gauze of æther” and “sweet leaves” 

create a sensory experience that highlights the speaker’s longing for purity. The tactile imagery 

of “flavour” and “soft as spring wind” reinforces the connection between nature and the 

speaker’s emotional state (Bullaro, 1962). 

The poem’s exploration of purity and the desire to protect it resonates with the broader themes of 

love and self-restraint. Pound’s use of ordinary language and vivid imagery invites readers to 
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engage with the emotional nuances of the speaker’s experience, illustrating the power of imagery 

in conveying complex sentiments. 

Conclusion 

Imagism, as an Anglo-American literary movement, played a pivotal role in the evolution of 

modern poetry. Poets of the era sought to distance themselves from the ornate styles of previous 

periods, such as Victorian and Romantic poetry. The selected poems analyzed in this study 

demonstrate Pound’s adept use of various types of imagery, including visual, tactile, kinesthetic, 

and organic imagery. 

Imagery serves as a vital component of poetry, allowing poets to convey their experiences and 

emotions in a manner that resonates with readers. In “In a Station of the Metro,” Pound captures 

the essence of urban life through vivid imagery that reflects the anonymity and fleeting 

connections inherent in modern existence. “The Return” explores the complexities of belief and 

uncertainty through the hesitant movements of returning deities. 

While “A Pact” focuses on the relationship between generations of poets, highlighting the 

potential for creative collaboration, “A Virginal” delves into themes of purity and emotional 

longing through rich sensory imagery. Each poem exemplifies how Pound’s careful selection of 

words and imagery invites readers to engage with the deeper meanings embedded within the text. 

Pound’s mastery of imagery allows him to craft poems that resonate with readers on both 

emotional and intellectual levels. The interplay of literary and linguistic elements in his work 

creates a vivid tapestry of experiences that reflect the complexities of the human condition, 

solidifying his legacy as a foundational figure in modernist poetry. 

The current study on imagery in Ezra Pound’s poetry underscores the significant role of Imagism 

as a transformative force in modern poetry. By focusing on selected poems such as “In a Station 

of the Metro,” “The Return,” “A Pact,” and “A Virginal,” this research illuminates how Pound’s 

use of vivid imagery not only adheres to the principles of Imagism but also enhances the 

emotional and thematic depth of his work. The implications of this study extend to a broader 

understanding of modernist literature, demonstrating how Pound’s innovative techniques 

challenged traditional poetic forms and paved the way for subsequent literary movements. 
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Furthermore, the analysis revealed the enduring relevance of Imagist principles in contemporary 

poetry, suggesting that the emphasis on clarity, precision, and sensory engagement can still 

resonate with modern poets and readers alike. However, this study is not without its limitations. 

Primarily, the selection of poems analyzed may not encompass the full breadth of Pound’s 

oeuvre, which includes a wide range of styles and themes beyond Imagism. Additionally, while 

the study highlights the significance of imagery, it did not delve deeply into other critical aspects 

of Pound’s work, such as his political views, cultural critiques, and the historical context of his 

poetry, which could provide a more nuanced understanding of his contributions to literature. 

Moreover, the subjective nature of interpreting imagery presents challenges, as different readers 

may derive varying meanings from the same text, potentially complicating the analysis. To 

address these limitations, future research could expand the scope by including a wider range of 

Pound’s poems and exploring how his imagery interacts with his broader philosophical and 

political ideals. Researchers might also consider comparative studies that examine the use of 

imagery across different modernist poets or investigate how Imagism has influenced 

contemporary poetic practices. In doing so, scholars can further enrich the discourse surrounding 

Imagism and modern poetry, fostering a deeper appreciation for the intricate relationship 

between form, content, and reader engagement in literary works. 
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