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‘[S]earching every house to drive out the demons’: 
Ezra Pound, Fascism, and the Literary Mischaracterization of The Pisan Cantos

When Amiri Baraka became New Jersey’s Poet Laureate, the state assembly 

likely didn’t know what they were getting themselves into. Baraka, a well-respected but 

also much maligned black cultural nationalist poet and admitted Marxist, wrote 

“Somebody Blew Up America” in the month after the September 11 terrorist attacks in 

New York City and Washington D.C. When he read the work at a very public and very 

well-attended poetry festival, one particular passage stood out: 

Who knew the World Trade Center was gonna get 

bombed 

Who told 4000 Israeli workers at the Twin Towers 

To stay home that day 

Why did Sharon stay away? 

Read out of context, the section’s thesis is that Jews were somehow responsible, or had 

foresight of, the attacks that day. This drew the ire of the Anti-Defamation League and, 

subsequently, the news media, which triggered a public backlash against Baraka, 

formerly known as LeRoi Jones. However, Piotr Gwiazda’s analysis of the poem—which 

Baraka has staunchly defended—proves that the lines were hideously mischaracterized: 
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But it would appear that ADL officials did not read the 

poem in its entirety. Had they done so, they would have 

realized that the line about four thousand Israelis staying 

home is only one in a long series of accusations directed 

against perpetrators of violence against other people, 

including Jewish people. (470)

In short, people heard what they wanted to hear. Former New Jersey Gov. James 

McGreevy, who under state law was unable to remove the laureateship from Baraka, 

instead shepherded a bill at abolished the post altogether. “Never did a bill pass through 

committee so swiftly,” poet David Lehman jabbed in his off-target introduction to the 

2003 edition of The Best American Poetry (2). But what is disconcerting is the nature of 

the attacks Lehman spewed forth on a poem: 

An avid Internet user, Baraka had given credence to a 

paranoid conspiracy theory that had spread with the speed 

of electronic spam... But Baraka had not subjected his 

poem to a fact-checking test. (2)

It seems as though, given Gwiazda’s on-point analysis of the lengthy and controversial 

poem, Lehman hadn’t actually given the poem its fair shake, either. And while the 

political climate in the 21st century is staunchly different than other points in American 

history, there are significant parallelisms in the approach to poetry that allegedly reflects 

values that are different from mainstream America. 

Ezra Pound’s political affinities are well-known and thoroughly documented, 

sometimes with differing viewpoints on when the poet shifted from Marxism to Fascism, 
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but several critics, including Leon Surette, peg Pound’s turning point around 1933. 

Surette puts forth that Pound was naive and simply charmed into the ideology at a 

meeting with Mussolini. “The meeting with Mussolini seems to have been the catalyst 

that made Pound a Fascist... It is difficult to resist the conclusion that Pound was simply 

flattered out of his senses by this man who, it must be conceded, had charmed an entire 

nation, much of Europe, and a good deal of the United States” (71). Casillo, in a sharp 

examination of Pound’s anti-Semitism and political and economic theories, attributes 

some of the affinity Pound had for the Italian leader to a mutual disdain for liberal 

ideology: “Like Mussolini, he believed that liberalism treated society as a warring chaos 

of atoms. Moreover, as the philosophy of a plutocratic laissez-faire capitalism, it 

supposedly promoted and was dominated by usury, which Pound perversely linked with 

liberal thinking” (195). That appears to be the common analysis of Pound’s political 

affinities. 

All told, it seems as though the poet agreed thoroughly with Mussolini’s 

economic policies and stance on racially-based laws, particularly those that came about in 

the late 1930s, which Casillo argues served as a way to distract Italians from “the 

numerous cracks and unfulfilled promises of his corporate system were becoming 

increasingly visible” (194). Nichols concurs with criticism pegging Pound’s draw to 

Fascism as economic, more than totalitarian, in nature: “The main reason for his 

exasperation with the Left was Pound’s growing conviction that Mussolini was beginning 

to implement economic reforms which ran parallel to [Major Clifford Hugh] Douglass’s 

programme” of Social Credit, which advocated for the accumulation of a level of national 

currency capable of purchasing all goods produced in a country in a given year (81). 
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But in spite of shared economic views regarding the flaws in the capitalist system 

and anti-Semitic saber-rattling, Pound and Mussolini were proponents and advocates of 

significantly different views in two key areas of Fascist doctrine—aesthetic order and 

congruity, and nationalism, something Robert Hillyer failed to acknowledge in his two 

Saturday Review of Literature articles published in 1949. In addition, Hillyer’s false 

syllogism linking modernism to Fascism—claiming that the New Critics who awarded 

Pound the Bollingen Prize in Poetry had instituted some form of neofascist ideology 

within literary circles through intellectual intimidation and strong-arming—is false, as 

Bush claims: “To argue otherwise is to see a consistency in the relations between 

modernism and fascism that history will not sustain” (83). Leick agrees: “Hillyer 

continued his hyperbolic accusations, suggesting frightening political parallels between 

the great influence of Eliot and the New Critics and totalitarian governments” (26). If 

nothing else, the sequence is an elegy for a vision Pound long held for the Italy he 

envisioned but which was dead and buried by the time he was imprisoned in 1945, rather 

than a microphone through which he tries to convert people to totalitarianism. 

And while it is extremely difficult to come to a complete and informed 

understanding of the text, particularly because of the myriad languages and mythic, 

religious, and personal references, The Pisan Cantos appear to reflect that Pound, the 

man, was different from Pound, the poet. This has created somewhat of a discordant note 

in the criticism that has been lobbed forth by some academics and certainly by Hillyer, 

who appeared to have a personal and venomous aversion to Pound, in his June 11, 1949

article “Treason’s Strange Fruit”, which appeared in the Saturday Review of Literature
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and eventually sparked a nationwide dialogue about Pound and the role of politics and 

poetry. 

Nine months before the Hillyer’s articles were published, William Van O’Connor 

reviewed The Pisan Cantos for the Saturday Review. In spite of various potshots at 

Pound—referring to him as “a fanatic” and someone who “has always had grit in his 

soul”, in addition to saying Pound’s “latter-day obsession with the evil of usuary led him 

to treason” without Pound actually having been tried at that time (the magazine later 

publication a correction)—O’Connor actually took the collection itself into consideration, 

unlike Hillyer. “His once viciously satirical eye and his once wonderfully rich sensibility 

have somehow degenerated,” penned O’Connor. “Nor are there any lines comparable to 

the simple dignity of those in Canto XVII.” 

Hillyer, in “Poetry’s New Priesthood” (June 18, 1949), takes shot at “esthetes”—

referring particularly to New Critics, who he particularly loated—but also reserves 

column inches for jabs at Pound, as well: 

I say with full confidence that no one, outside neoesthetic 

[sic] circles, who examines that opus [The Pisan Cantos] 

will fail to agree that if it be ‘poetic achievement’ then 

everything we have known of poetry in the English 

language from Chaucer to Frost is not poetic achievement. 

(“PNP”)

And he continues, by saying that New Critical formalism is “based on a sense of personal 

inadequacy, and its failure to command our common English, result[ing] in a blurring of 

judgment both esthetic and moral” (“PNP”). But what Hillyer failed to notice was that 
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even in the text, The Pisan Cantos, Pound seems to acknowledge and even agree with 

Hillyer’s assessment, to a certain extent, and even if just in one small section of the poem: 

 (made in Ragusa) and : what art do you handle?

“The best” And the moderns? “Oh, nothing modern

we couldn’t sell anything modern.” (74.816-818)

Perhaps in Pound’s awareness of the perception of Modernism held in the world, it was 

best, even if only one small passage from an expansive and soaring poem, to 

acknowledge the difficulties of the movement: incomprehensibility, difficult narrative 

structures, fragmentary and fractured language and diction. 

By writing that the collection was “Fascist”—a term so engraved in the American 

psyche during that era that the mere mention of it was bound to shred the possibility of 

any informed or reasoned discussion about the collection among the general public—in 

“Treason’s Strange Fruit” (June 11, 1949), Hillyer grossly mischaracterized Pound’s 

poetic work and prompted vitriol for the sequence that was undeserved. To be clear, 

Pound certainly had Fascist sympathies. He espoused sentiments against the 

contemporary American situation and pro-Axis propaganda, and frequently wrote and 

talked of his belief in the Fascist doctrine. This essay is not meant to serve as a defense of 

Pound, the man, but instead The Pisan Cantos. 

“Pound’s belief that fascism was a bulwark defending the individual against 

dehumanizing technology is hardly justified and was remote from Mussolini’s stress on 

the discipline that fascism imposes on the individual,” Surette notes (79). The Pisan 

Cantos—written while Pound was being held at a Disciplinary Training Center in the 

Pisa region of Italy under charges of treason for the broadcasts made over Rome Radio 
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leading up to and during World War II—certainly showcases the vast rift between 

Fascism’s call for order and a Lucaksian sense of realism and Pound’s fragmentary and 

disjointed sequence that won the Bollingen Prize in Poetry in 1949 when he was being 

held at St. Elizabeth’s Hospital in Washington D.C., where he had been confined since 

1946. The controversy that ensued, in large part spurred by Hillyer’s articles, eventually 

led to a modification in the way cultural and artistic money was divvied out by the United 

States government under the name of the Library of Congress. 

The articles of Hillyer—who Leslie Fiedler calls a “second-rate poet” who

“vented his own frustration, as well as the public’s rage, at the best poetry of the century, 

using Pound as his whipping-boy and [Robert] Frost as his whip” (374)—were catalysts 

for a public firestorm that erupted in newspapers and literary journals throughout the 

country. Letters to the editor of the SRL published on June 25, 1945, offer only a small 

cross sketch of the fervor ignited. “I am breathless with gratitude for the Hillyer article on 

Pound, which so dextrously electrocutes [T.S.] Eliot at the same time,” Helen Wolfert 

wrote. And the response wasn’t limited to the general public. Indeed, the letters were 

responses largely responding to something equivalent of yellow journalism: 

... the Saturday Review maintained that their action was 

precisely totalitarian in nature. This conservative literary 

magazine that aggressively opposed the avant-garde in 

literature and art was able to present the controversy 

selectively, to avoid revealing its covert role in shaping its 

effects, and finally, to influence broadly the American 
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perception of Modernism at the beginning of the Cold War. 

(Fiedler 20-21)

But the Saturday Review wasn’t the only magazine chiming in on the subject. The 

Partisan Review invited Bollingen Award judges to weigh in on “A Prize for Ezra 

Pound”, an editorial penned by William Barrett, in a subsequent issue; W.H. Auden, Karl 

Shapiro, and Allen Tate were the only respondents from the committee. Auden came to 

the defense of the Fellows in American Letters of the Library of Congress—T.S. Eliot, 

Tate, Robert Lowell, Katherine Anne Porter, Robert Penn Warren, Auden, Katherine 

Garrison Chapin, Willard Thorp, Paul Green, Louise Bogan, Conrad Aiken, Shapiro, and 

Theodore Spencer—while others were more measured in their approach. “What is 

involved in the Pound case is not a matter for public action but for a dialogue of 

conscience. But while defending Pound’s rights, I could not in good conscience acquiesce 

to honor him with a literary award—which, if you please, must also mean to honor him as 

a man” (Howe). George Orwell also said, after some rants against Pound, that “[n]one of 

this is a reason against giving Pound the Bollingen Prize.” In a sense, critics were divided 

while the American public was generally lockstep in their disdain for Pound. 

Hillyer, a Pulitzer Prize-winner in 1934 who had been relegated to the second tier 

of American poetry, chose to ignore, or simply didn’t notice, that Pound’s sequence 

defied commonplace Fascist principles. In fact, aside from anti-Semitic rants in his 

sequence, there is little to indicate that Pound deserved Hillyer’s staunch rebuke against 

the sequence’s alleged Fascist content. “His poems are the vehicle of contempt for 

America, Fascism, anti-Semitism, and, in the prize-winning ‘Pisan Cantos’ themselves, 

ruthless mockery of our Christian war dead,” Hillyer quibbles in “Treason’s Strange 
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Fruit”. Hillyer, however, nowhere in his diatribes—either in the June 11 or June 18

article—supported his allegations of The Pisan Cantos “vehicles” for “Fascism” with 

sufficient quotes from the text itself. Hillyer’s two referenced passages are the most 

damning of all because they are only allocated a sentence or two of explication within a 

four-page article that refuses to analyze the poetry. While Hillyer egregiously associates 

the Bollingen committee—and, by association, Pound himself—with Hitler, scholars 

have since that time been argued that Pound “was not the fascist ideologue that some 

have portrayed him as, but was eclectic and pragmatic in his approach” (Redman 107). 

Hillyer, as academics have noted since The Pisan Cantos were published, and 

even before that time, is correct about Pound’s prejudice against Jews; there is little to 

deny his anti-Semitism. Anti-Americanism might be a tougher sell, however. “...Pound 

was optimistic about the possibilities of recovering the earlier and better heritage by 

meeting the challenges to the American system implied by fascism and communism,” 

Redman notes (110). In essence, according to Redman, Pound—though he did speak out 

against America over Rome Radio—was confident that American greatness could once 

again be achieved, albeit through staunchly anti-democratic political philosophies. Pound 

writes “(O Mercury god of thieves, your caduceus / is now used by the american army / 

as witness this packing case)” (77.220-222). The use of the word “now” is critical, 

implying a past when the “american army” was not utilizing the staff coiled with two 

snakes. Pound, therefore, was not anti-American, but more revolting against the 

contemporary political, military, and economic landscape of his homeland.

However, to scoff about Pound’s alleged Fascist sympathies in the collection is, 

indeed, a gross misrepresentation. Regarding The Pisan Cantos, as Morrison observes, 
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“Pound translates what he had previously believed to be the historically possible, the 

construction of the fascist city of men, into the poetically plangent, a thoroughly 

metaphorical Italy of the mind” (19). Indeed, it is in Pound’s description of a 

“metaphorical Italy” where Hillyer’s implications—that the collection eschews 

totalitarian ideologies—are derailed. 

Almost everywhere Mussolini appears—unlike in Jefferson and/or Mussolini, 

“his celebration of the Duce, he has little to say about the specifics of Mussolini’s regime 

(Friend 544-45)—in The Pisan Cantos, the poet offers few situations in which the Italian 

leader is propelling the Fascist economic or racial beliefs in which Pound has so invested 

himself. The first mention of Mussolini’s alleged accomplishments comes when the poet 

is riffing in Canto 78: 

... and merrda [“gave shit to”] for the monopolists

the bastardly lot of ‘em

Put down the slave trade, made the desert to yield

and menaced the loan swine

Sitalkas, double Sitalkas

“not the priest but the victim”

said Allen Upward

knew something was phoney, when he (Pellegrini)

sd/ : the money is there. (78.89-97)

In typical Pound fashion, he praises the nullification of “monopolists” and “loan swine”. 

But later in the same Canto, Pound chooses to say that Mussolini “was hang’d dead by 

the heels before his thought in proposito / came into action efficiently” (78.175-176), 
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indicating a rift between Pound’s political thought and the effectiveness of the Italian 

ruler. And while Pound is ballyhooing what he portrays as Mussolini’s achievements, at 

least one scholar has noted that Pound’s praise was unearned, calling it a “major [error]” 

that he had 

in assuming that Mussolini had fulfilled the apparent 

intentions of his speech of October 6, 1934 in Milan, a 

speech which Pound praises at the opening of Jefferson 

and/or Mussolini, and in which Mussolini promised to 

Italian workers the final achievement of corporatism, 

whereby they would enjoy increased economic benefits as 

well as genuine participation in politics. (Casillo 197)

In the infamous opening lines of the poem, added after the original sequence was penned, 

Mussolini is likened to Manes, a Christ-like figure who was martyred: 

The enormous tragedy of the dream in the peasant’s bent 

shoulders

Manes! Manes was tanned and stuffed,

Thus Ben and la Clara a Milano

by the heels at Milano

That maggots shd/ eat the dead bullock (74.1-6)

The peasant’s dream is tragic to Pound because it goes unfulfilled when Mussolini and 

his mistress were executed. As scholars have shown, the poet genuinely believed, even if 

foolishly, that Mussolini’s authoritarian regime and his corporatist theory would, in the 

long run, reap rewards for common Italians. But rather than—as he has in instances 
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throughout The Pisan Cantos—casually revise and even reinvent history and let the 

Italian leader and his mistress overcome their captors, Pound chooses poetically execute 

Mussolini. And when Mussolini is betrayed by the “half-baked and amateur / or mere 

scoundrels / to sell their country for half a million / hoping to cheat more out of the 

people” (80.101-04), Pound calls not for revenge but instead, using the betrayal as segue 

way, posits the difficulties of post-revolutionary cleanup. Out of step with traditionally-

Fascist ideals of placing rulers on a pedestal of infallibility, Pound acknowledges, quite 

frankly, that Mussolini was bested. While he laments the death of Duce, he in no way 

tries to resurrect him in the poem. 

Is Pound apologetic for his political beliefs? No. He goes so far as to paraphrase a 

Fascist dictum in Canto XCVIII: 

“wherein is no responsible person

having a front name, a hind name and an address”

“not a right by a duty” (78.84-86)

And he resolutely declares that “those words still stand uncancelled [sic]” (78.87). 

Therefore, even after the fall of the German and Italian Fascist regimes, the message still 

remains though the physical manifestation of a Fascist state has disintegrated, the 

ideology remains for further attempts at what Pound viewed as the ultimate form of 

government, in spite of its flaws. Pound is astutely aware that Fascism—which died in its 

infant stages—met its end? It appears that, aside from the opening lines of Canto XLIV,

Pound’s real grief in the situation is not the plight of Italians, his adopted countrymen and 

–women, during the ensuing chaos that would take place following the deposal of 

Mussolini, but instead the “enormous tragedy” of his foiled dream of dictatorial rule in 
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Italy, a country he called his home for more than two decades. But in spite of his genuine 

admiration of Italy, he by no means stressed the importance of nation in The Pisan 

Cantos. 

A key component to any form of Fascism is nationalism, yet The Pisan Cantos

never broach that subject with approval, from what I can discern from my reading. For 

Pound, the peopling of the sequence’s landscape served not only as a way to maintain 

some semblance of sanity while being held in a six-by-six cage unprotected from the 

elements, but also as a way for him to transparently advocate for trans-nationalism. 

Pound, who some have said knew a dozen languages at least at the conversational level, 

used Greek, Chinese, Italian, and others, throughout the poem in an effort to create 

interpretative barriers for readers but also to refute nationalistic theory. Pound’s 

wonderment with Fascism is drawn into question by Friend, who contends that Pound 

“seems to ignore completely the nationalism that was absolutely central to Italian 

Fascism” (552). He continues: 

Yet Pound never approaches anything like nationalism. 

While he repeatedly insisted on his ‘Murrk’n’ roots and 

refused to renounce his citizenship, and while he certainly 

believed in ethnic, racial, and national characteristics, he

remains anomalously cosmopolitan and, to a large extent, 

anti-nationalist. For instance, one of Pound’s idiosyncrasies 

was what seems to be an inordinate distaste for passports. 

(552)
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Given Pound’s antagonistic relationship with strongly Fascist tenets such as 

nationalism—sometimes credited with being one of the main sinews that runs through all 

brands of European Fascism—it’s not difficult to come to the conclusion that Pound’s 

political affinities were sometimes misrepresented, particularly when displayed in the 

unqualified manner Hillyer does in his 1945 write-up. 

And Pound’s belief system, given his extensive travels throughout the world, 

reflected that he had no desire that Fascism be spread internationally; his approach to the 

situation was more pragmatic and reasoned. “One of the principal components of Pound’s 

political ideology was his insistence that fascism as a political form was valid only for 

Italy,” Redman emphasizes (106), acting against common conceptions of Pound as a

tyrannical madman hoping for one world united under a common flag. And while Pound 

spoke for Axis Power victory over Rome Radio in World War II, perhaps instigating such 

assumptions, Pound notoriously had an antagonistic perception of Hitler—even though 

he refers to Hitler as one of “the only people who did anything of any interest” 

(74.382)—and vehemently opposed intervention into the affairs of foreign countries, as 

both Hitler and Mussolini took part in throughout the 1930s. 

Pound writes, “woe to them that conquer with armies / and whose only right is 

their power” (76.336-337). However, when Mussolini chose to invade Ethiopia in 1936, 

Pound “supported” the “intervention”, “or at least he considered it so inevitable that he 

seemed to convince himself of its necessity on economic grounds” (Redman 165). This is 

a stark departure for Pound from his belief that wars can be avoided through the study of 

economics. Pound “took up his accustomed role as apologist for the Italian regime” and 

“apparently accepted official fascist propaganda about the need for war to defend Italian 
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settlers in the colonies of Eritrea and Somalia” (Redman 164). This is to argue that Pound, 

though not a complete subscriber to the autocratic regime, was the victim of the very type 

of propaganda he was espousing. But Pound, after having supported the Abyssinian 

invasion, admired John Adams for his disagreement with foreign wars: 

We will be about as popular as Mr John Adams

and less widely perused

and the leopard lay on his back playing with straw

in sheer boredom

(Memoirs of the Roman zoo)

in sheer boredom

Incense to Apollo (84.35-41)

The leopard—what I’ve interpreted to be a nation foregoing interventionist and predatory 

wars—in this portion is bored because there is no prey around; there is, in fact, no 

conquest that has to be made. It is difficult to reconcile in this passage that Apollo—

varyingly seen as the god of light, truth, medicine, healing, music, and arts—is infuriated 

by the “sheer boredom” experienced by a peaceful nation. Perhaps that particular line is 

meant to be taken ironically, but the literal meaning of the line just creates yet another 

roadblock for complete understanding and comprehension of the text. 

Unlike the typical doctrine of both artistic and ideological uniformity and 

cohesion advocated by Nazi Germany during Hitler’s rule, Pound consciously and 

admirably disavows, in poetic form, any sort of artistic restriction. How this particular 

aspect of The Pisan Cantos sits at the intersection between Fascism and modernism 

remains to be explored in any thorough and detailed manner that I have been able to 
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locate. But it is difficult to consider the fragmented and allegorical nature of the whole of 

The Pisan Cantos as a byproduct of his confinement rather than, consciously or 

subconsciously, some sort of revolt against the Fascist system that failed to meet his 

expectations of economic reform. Pound’s Cantos prior to his 1945 imprisonment were 

incredibly difficult and narratively-shattered texts, as well, yet he wrote those when he 

was a free man. 

Therefore, as a Modernist text, The Pisan Cantos is a functional—if fractured and 

extremely difficult—poem while as a Fascist text, it fails in reflecting nationalistic 

identity, aesthetic cohesion with state-sponsored art, and portraying a ruler as someone 

who can never be overcome. As such, Hillyer’s assertion of the text somehow espousing 

Fascist ideologies simply isn’t true. By extrapolation, considering Pound’s history as a 

propagandist, Hillyer’s inference that somehow The Pisan Cantos were seeking to spread 

the message of Fascism throughout the world doesn’t ring true with either the poetry 

itself, or the man who wrote it. 
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