


Pound’s Gaudier-Brzeska

Figure 2.7. Gaudier-Brzeska, Birds Erect, 1914. Limestone. 26% by 10%
by 12% in. Collection, The Museum of Modern Art, New York. Gift
of Mrs. W. Murray Crane.

planes thus creates tension; each swaying upright is, moreover, broken
by the incision of diagonal and zigzag planes. The effect is that Gau-
dier’s forms, with their broken surfaces, seem to collide with their
neighbors or else to contradict their own directional movement.”
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(here the characteristic of the mesh) is used to shade or model surfaces,
giving them the illusion of volume. Similarly, the troughs, representing
the sound holes of the real instrument, are elements taken over from the
language of painting to indicate depth on what is really a flat surface.
But since Violin is already three-dimensional, both these pictorial items
have what Krauss calls a “functional redundancy”; they act as “ref-
ugee[s] from the descriptive language of another medium” (48). And
she concludes:

Picasso’s reliefs do not present a moment of organization that
lies beyond the surface of the object —an ideational center which
we can intellectually occupy to give the object a significance
that transcends our perception of it. He insists that there is a
logic immanent in that surface and that conception arises with
experience rather than prior to or apart from it.  (48)

Such “logic immanent in the surface” is, I think, also Pound’s logic,
and his move beyond the Vorticist concept of an energy arrested and
centered can be taken as emblematic of his ability to grow beyond the
more limited achievements of a Gaudier or a Lewis. Let us recall, in this
connection, Lewis” sharp criticism of Picasso’s collages of 1911-1913,
which he saw in London. “[Picasso],” he declared, “has become a
miniature naturalistic sculptor of the vast natures-mortes of modern
life.™' Lewis’ dismissal of these collages as “lacking invention” sug-
gests a basic misunderstanding on his part of what were, in fact, the
beginnings of Synthetic Cubism. For Picasso was not, of course, re-
turning to Naturalism or, as Lewis believed, to an easy Impressionism.
In incorporating “real” objects into their pictures, thus lifting them out
of their “normal” contexts, the Cubists were creating a visual space
that, in David Antin’s words, “no longer yielded an iconic representa-
tion, even of a fractured sort, though bristling with significations.”

It is a curious anomaly that of all the art movements of the War
period — Cubism, Futurism, Dada, the beginnings of Surrealism- Vor-
ticism was the only one that engaged in no experiment with collage.”
For all their talk of a new non-representational art, neither the painters
like Lewis nor the sculptors like Gaudier seem to have called into ques-
tion the integrity of their medium. Pound, on the other hand, was
already moving, in poems like “Near Perigord” and the first Cantos,
toward an art of quotation that closely resembles the collagiste’s appro-
priation of “real” objects—bits of cardboard, wood, string, newspaper
cuttings—into the picture plane. If he displayed little of Lewis’ rancor
against the Cubists, it is probably because he never quite shared Lewis’
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I Ching operations,49 but the fact is that, once chosen, a particular motif
reappears again and again, just as certain motifs like the BLAST dinner
and the image of the trenches come back at odd junctures in Gaudier-
Brzeska. Thus, early in “Mosaic” we learn, in the course of a parenthe-
sis, that Schoenberg played tennis at Jeast once with the Marx brothers.
Tennis, here regarded as a serious challenge, is an important concern
for Schoenberg. A bit later we read:

He asked Dehmel to write the text for an oratorio, giving him
the subject in detail and only one limitation: . . . 60 printed pages.
As for living-quarters and tennis, the fact is these two problems are for
us very closely connected. He wanted to get home easily after play-
ing. It costs money, having to take a taxi: unless of course one buys
oneself a car! He considered using marble as a wall covering.

Flere the contradictions in Schoenberg’s personality are nicely brought
out: the oratorio and the tennis game-—both must be meticulously
planned and executed. And in characteristic refugee fashion, Schoen-
berg takes the ownership of a car to be the wildest of extravagances
(not to mention the price of taxis), whereas the acquisition of elegant
home furnishings —say marble wall coverings—is held to be de rigueur.
What such details tell us is that, in his private life, Schoenberg was
entirely bourgeois, a good family man although a very bad provider
(“The twelve-note system, the U.C.L.A. Retirement System are differ-
ent. How? The Schoenbergs [wife, three children] received $29.60
monthly”). Family life, in any case, must be preserved:

At the age of seventy-two he wrote 2 charming letter to Dr.
Perry Jones, president of the Los Angeles Tennis Organization,
asking for advice about how to proceed with tennis experience
for his daughter, fifteen, and his son, ten. Lessons, membership
in a club? Invited as a guest of honor to a party to be given two
weeks thence, he refused (honored guests should be invited at
least a month or six weeks in advance).

The longing to have proper tennis matches set up for his daughters, to
live decently in the “South,” as he referred to Los Angeles, is shown, in
the course of Cage’s collage text, to have caused the composer much
grief. The separation of art from life, a Modernist credo that Schoenberg,
as we see from his words and actions, firmly believes in, is mocked
throughout: “His view (music’s not something we experience, but rather
an idea we can have, the expression of which can never be perfect though
we ought—for artistic and moral reasons—to bring it as close to perfec-
tion as possible) is former and foreign” (YFM, 47). And again, “Though



Pound’s Gaudier-Brzeska 69

his experience was space-time, his idea of unity was two-dimensional:
vertical and horizontal. On paper. The twelve-note system” (YFM, 49).
Indeed, like Gaudier-Brzeska, though much more obliquely, “Mosaic” is
a veiled manifesto. The very form of Cage’s “book review” challenges
the notion that art can be distinguished from life, that there is a natural
separation between, say, Schoenberg’s vulgar green and yellow striped
T-shirts and his belief in “priests of art, approaching art in the same spirit
of consecration as the priest approaches God’s altar” (YFM, 46). On the
contrary, in the verbal collage Cage has assembled, there can be no such
dichotomy because the whirl of atoms has no center; Schoenberg’s music
simply becomes a part of everything else, a piece in the “material” mo-
saic of Cage’s own education as an artist. In this context, Schoenberg’s
most irritating qualities —his absurd vanity and his supreme self-confi-
dence—can become his most endearing, for in our teachers it is convic-
tion and enthusiasm that win us over:

Studying English late in life, Schoenberg made a few mistakes,
later becoming fluent. We’d all written fugues. He said he was
pleased with what we’d done. We couldn’t believe our ears,
divided up his pleasure between us. First afraid (each new person
might be a Nazi), later delighted and grateful; someone was
interested in his art.

With this modulated understatement—a layering of external commen-
tary, direct quotation, and the final oratio obliqua—“Mosaic” ends. The
juxtaposition of such collage elements produces a portrait of the artist
that is oddly impersonal. As in Rauschenberg’s painting, the field of
memory becomes collective—a profusion of facts and impressions
drawn from different sources that leave their imprint on the mind in the
course of ordinary experience. Not, Cage seems to be saying, what
Schoenberg meant to me as particular individual but how Schoenberg
has taken his place in the collective imagination.

There is no indication that Pound read this or related Cage pieces,
written within the decade prior to his own death. But I think he would
have approved of what we might call Cage’s Schoenberg Vortex, a text
that fulfills Pound’s own demand for “rhythmic vitality,” a collage in
which images, themselves quite literal, interferc with one another on a
shallow screen. The art of quotation, as Richard Sieburth notes in his
study of Pound and Gourmont, “involves shifting the emphasis from
language as a means of representation to language as the very object of
representation. To quote is thus to adduce words as facts, as exhibits, as
documents, to lift them out of context, to isolate them, to make them
self-evident.”
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As “self-evidencing” works, the collage-portraits or collage-manifes-
tos of John Cage, like Pound’s Gaudier-Brzeska, refuse to remain quietly
in the critical corner, detached from the “art works” they ostensibly
talk about. On the contrary, these critical assemblings become art con-
structs in their own right. Indeed, Gaudier-Brzeska has less in common
with such seemingly comparable works as Pater’s portraits in Apprecia-
tions or Ford’s Portraits from Life than it does with Homage to Sextus
Propertius or the Cantos. These are connections we must explore more
fully if we wish to come to terms with the hybrid texts of our own
time—with, say, the “criticism” of Roland Barthes or the “fiction” of
Gilbert Sorrentino or the “poetry” of Edmond Jabés or the “antholo-
gies” of Jerome Rothenberg. Read against Le Livre des questions or The
Big Jewish Book, Pound’s Gaudier Vortex, his tribute to the young
sculptor’s last works and days, becomes an exemplary “first text-book”
for the eighties.
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