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All the mortalities merge in

the definition of  “rhythm”
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rhythm and race in modernist poetry  and science





The title of  my introduction derives from the phonoscope, a device invented 
in France at the turn of  the twentieth century to monitor the rhythmic 
changes in the metabolism of  a person as he or she speaks. Strapped to 
the throat of  the speaker, who also held a tube in one nostril, the phono-
scope registered the vibrations of  the vocal apparatus, producing a picture 
of  sound—hence phono/scope—in the form of  a wavy line incised onto a 
metal drum cylinder (see figure 0.1). This cylinder provided the phonolo-
gist with a chart of  the sound of  a particular language as spoken by a par-
ticular person. The thesis of  the present study is that these pictures—and 
more importantly, the body of  scientific work that produced them—moti-
vated many of  the formal innovations of  Modernist poetry.

In this introduction’s epigraph from Spring and All, William Carlos Wil-
liams puts his literary finger on the more general subject of  this book, 
which is the idea that human physiology has something critical to do with 
the aesthetic imagination. In what follows, I examine how theories of  
poetic rhythm during the Modernist period paralleled and in some cases 
were informed by contemporary theoretical and experimental work done 
on the rhythms of  the human body. In an article published in The Ameri-
can Journal of  Psychology for July 1913, Christian Ruckmich, an experimental 
psychologist at Cornell University, distinguished two issues involving the 
study of  rhythm in the first decade of  the century: theories of  rhythm had 
proliferated to the point where they required critical reassessment, and 

The reason people marvel at works of  art and say: How in Christ’s name 
did he do it?—is that they know nothing of  the physiology of  the nervous 
system.
—William Carlos Williams, Spring and All

Introduction
Phonoscopic Modernism



 

2 introduction

the topic of  rhythm had migrated into a myriad of  other disciplines and 
discourses:

The experimental investigation of  the perception of  rhythm has grown 
so extensive and, at the same time, so indefinite in scope that the writing 
of  an introduction which shall be adequate to the general problem is now 
altogether out of  the question. The subject of  rhythm has been carried 
over into many fields both inside and outside of  the science of  psychol-
ogy: within, it has been related to attention, work, fatigue, temporal esti-
mation, affection, and melody; without, it is frequently mentioned in con-
nection with music, literature, biology, geology, gymnastics, physiology, 
and pedagogy. (Ruckmich, “The Role of  Kinaesthesis,” 305)

As Ruckmich demonstrates here, the first half  of  the twentieth century 
witnessed a profound interest in the subject of  rhythm, an interest that 
transgressed discursive boundaries and linked scientific fields and the arts 
in unusual ways. By 1913, as Ruckmich claims, rhythm had become an 

f igure 0 . 1  phonoscope.
Source: Rousselot, Précis de Prononciation Française, 1913.
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issue critical to disciplines as diverse as gymnastics, literature, biology, and 
geology, as well as to the nascent field of  psychology. His essay in fact 
marks the midpoint in a period of  intense “experimental investigation of  
the perception of  rhythm” that occurred in the United States and Europe 
between 1890 and 1940, during which time a great deal of  theoretical work 
was done on rhythm and on its possible applications to various psycho-
logical, sociopolitical, and cultural situations. Ruckmich’s call for a “com-
plete study of  rhythm” was echoed by European and American writers 
from many different disciplinary backgrounds who agreed that the time 
had come for a science of  rhythm to be formulated: in his “Bibliography 
of  Rhythm,” published in the next issue of  The American Journal of  Psychol-
ogy, Ruckmich cites more than two hundred entries. Because at the time 
rhythm was generally conceived to play an important role in most natural, 
social, psychological, and physical processes, and to be a critical compo-
nent in the structures of  mind and body, the political uses to which it could 
be put were issues of  intensive speculation. As a unique production of  the 
early- twentieth- century machine age —in which, Ruckmich intimates, it 
was destined to play a major role—rhythm was ready by 1913 to become 
deployed as its own comprehensive “field.”

The year 1913 was also when Ezra Pound published “A Few Don’ts” in 
Poetry magazine, announcing his credo of  “absolute rhythm” and initiat-
ing a century- long debate on poetic rhythm—from the Imagists of  1912 
to the neo- romantics of  the 1990s, twentieth- century poetry movements 
have risen and fallen according to their definition and handling of  rhythm, 
which for many poets has represented what W. B. Yeats in 1902 termed 
“the principle part of  the art.” The controversies over free verse that pre-
occupied the literary establishment in the 1910s and 1920s—and led to the 
momentous departures from previous practice in the innovations of  liter-
ary Modernism—are still raging in the debates between post- Language 
poets and New Formalists at the beginning of  the twenty- first century. 
Just as the “critics” William Carlos Williams parrots in 1923’s Spring and All 
task him for “taking away rhythm” (Imaginations, 88), so Amittai Aviram, 
writing seventy years later in Telling Rhythm: Body and Meaning in Poetry, ac-
cuses “modern poets” of  “abandoning rhythm altogether,” and Language 
poets of  “making poetry simultaneously arrhythmical and meaningless” 
(235). Competing notions of  rhythm have been the flash points for many 
of  the controversies involving poetry in the twentieth century.



 

4 introduction

In what follows, I read the innovations of  Modernist poetics against 
the period’s more general understanding of  rhythm as it was theorized 
in the fields and disciplines mentioned by Ruckmich. My thesis is that the 
innovations in prosody and form that characterize much Modernist po-
etry are based on a now forgotten set of  ideas about rhythm—ideas that 
are themselves the products of  the “field” of  rhythm studies described by 
Ruckmich as emerging in the middle of  the century’s second decade. I 
term this field “Rhythmics” and its practitioners “Rhythmicists,” although 
such a discipline never finally officially jelled and its advocates hailed from 
fields as different from one another as geology and music. Furthermore, 
not only was this general area of  study forgotten, but, according to Pound, 
who took a great deal of  interest in it, it was always hidden—at one point, 
he describes it as an unrecorded stratum of  the tone of  the time, which went 
into literature as its subject. The recovery of  this “stratum” is important be-
cause it exposes certain notions of  rhythm that underwrote much of  the 
most significant poetry of  the century. By remaining blind (or deaf, as it 
were) to the pressure that Rhythmics exerted on the poetry of  the period, 
we miss a critical dimension of  its history: to writers like Pound and Yeats, 
rhythm bore ideological significance. Because they were the originators 
of  some of  the most influential ideas about rhythm during the period and 
both wrote a great deal about rhythm, I focus on these two writers in this 
book’s first four chapters.

In the final chapter, I examine William Carlos Williams’s rejection of  
the theories of  rhythm that inform the writing of  his contemporaries—
particularly Pound, whose “rhythmus” Williams attacks at several points 
in his career. Williams advocates doing away with the term “rhythm” al-
together and substitutes for it an idiosyncratic theory of  “measure” that I 
argue opens up a sense of  poetic form as allegory that becomes critical to 
postmodern poetry. While the scope of  this study is too narrow to cover 
later developments in theories of  rhythm and measure, I indicate possible 
directions for future investigation.

Rhythm and Race in Modernist Poetry and Poetics follows on the insights 
of  a number of  recent reassessments of  Modernist culture and society. 
Like Anson Rabinbach in The Human Motor: Energy, Fatigue, and the Origins 
of  Modernity, I examine “a vast, though largely forgotten literature . . . that 
appeared at the end of  the nineteenth century, and by the beginning of  
the twentieth, proliferated into a scientific approach” (5); likewise, I con-
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centrate on “the intellectual and political implications of  certain scientific 
concepts as they emerged in a zone between the specific concerns of  the 
natural sciences and larger questions of  social and political significance” 
(13). I focus on one aspect of  that more general science of  work that is the 
topic of  Rabinbach’s book, which mentions none of  the work on rhythm 
(with one exception) that I examine here, although it concerns itself  with 
issues to which such work was pertinent—e.g., ergonomics, the study of  
fatigue, and the general charting of  the dynamics of  the human body that 
characterizes early scientific Modernism. A number of  the Rhythmicists 
were members of  that “international avant- garde of  fatigue experts, labo-
ratory specialists, and social hygienists,” who at the turn of  the century 
“created a new field of  expertise in which science and politics intersected” 
(8), but who remain beyond the purview of  Rabinbach’s study. My interest 
is in how this work on rhythm specifically informed or paralleled develop-
ments in poetics, another topic that Rabinbach, who writes a more general 
social history, for obvious reasons ignores.

Hillel Schwartz’s essay “Torque: The New Kinaesthetic of  the Twen-
tieth Century” is an excellent general introduction to the range of  issues 
I address in this book; Schwartz mentions in passing several of  the scien-
tists I examine, although, again, his study involves neither poetry nor the 
role Rhythmics played in racial discourse. Mark Antliff’s Inventing Bergson: 
Cultural Politics and the Parisian Avant- garde explores many of  the issues 
that I treat in the present study from the perspective of  France and Italy; 
Antliff’s work focuses more particularly on the reception and distortion of  
the philosophy of  Henri Bergson in France—and partly in England—be-
fore WWII, and its impact upon French and Italian painting of  the period. 
Mark Seltzer’s Bodies and Machines; Cecilia Tichi’s Shifting Gears: Technol-
ogy, Literature, Culture in Modernist America; and Stephen Kern’s Culture of  
Time and Space, 1880– 1918 also examine the impact of  modern technologies 
and ideologies on Modernist aesthetic forms, but none of  them cover the 
lost science of  Rhythmics or its effects on theories of  poetic rhythm.

Both of  the terms in the first half  of  this book’s title—rhythm and 
race—are controversial. Presently neither is at all well understood; both 
are the subject of  competing conjectures, theories, and superstitions. Both 
of  the terms have long and complicated histories during which they have 
been variously used, abused, and misused; both are referentially unstable 
and fundamentally ambiguous. In the present day, “race” is scientifically 
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untenable as a biological category; it is a term fatally bound to the science 
fictions of  the last two hundred years. It is also a word used often and with 
a variety of  meanings during the Modernist period and is, of  course, one 
of  the driving master narratives of  the twentieth century. Pound, Yeats, 
and Williams—and nearly every other contemporary poet—all use the 
term “race” unsystematically and in a myriad of  contexts. The word as 
it is used during the period can mean anything from “the human race”; 
to particular national, cultural, or ethnic groups; to people who simply 
share a language. When dealing with what Yeats means when he says 
“race,” one treads a treacherous critical ground that is neither well 
mapped nor well understood but that is nonetheless passionately con-
tested by critics and readers who jealously guard this or that version of  
the poet. Was Yeats a fascist, a nationalist, a eugenicist, a deluded mystic 
visionary, or simply a gadfly, out to do nothing more than ruffle the politi-
cally correct sensibilities of  his age? Since Allen Ginsberg forgave Pound 
his anti- Semitism, should we? Was Pound “merely” a “suburban” anti-
 Semite? How fascist are the Pisan Cantos? At what point in their composi-
tion did they become so? What difference does it make?

As interesting as these questions are, they are not the subjects of  this 
book, which is about ideas of  rhythm and poetic form. I use the term 
“race” because and when the poets do, and I do not submit it to a great 
deal of  critical scrutiny. I do not call Yeats a racist—I don’t think he was 
one, although my opinion on the matter is not important here—but I am 
interested in how he uses the term to think about poetic rhythm. As I hope 
to show, the fact that he employs both “race” and “rhythm” in a remark-
ably loose and elastic fashion is important—after all, for Yeats, rhythm is 
supposed to be ambiguous or, as he puts it, to “waver” and to “escape analy-
sis.” With Pound, one is perhaps on more solid ground; he is the familiar 
and congenial racist of  a generation or so ago, brutally casual in his refer-
ences to “niggers” and “yids.” I in no way mean to trivialize his commit-
ment to Italian fascism or to exonerate him of  the vile comments he made 
regarding Jews and other people in his radio speeches or in the pages of  his 
poetry. Again, I am not out to map the contours of  his particular brand of  
racism; I wish to understand his theory of  rhythm.

This second term of  my title is also difficult: the literature on poetic 
rhythm is extensive, unruly, and has been forever mired in controversy.1 
Stretching from Plato and Longinus to the current day, it has been bedev-
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iled historically by two crucial factors: a slackness in terminological rigor 
and a fatal susceptibility to metaphor. T. V. F. Brogan writes in the entry for 
“Rhythm” in The New Princeton Encyclopedia of  Poetry and  Poetics (ed. Prem-
inger and Brohgan,1993) that “rhythm is surely the vaguest term in criti-
cism” (1068); even the basic meanings of  the terms “rhythm,” “meter,” and 
“measure” are still a matter of  contention for linguists, poets, and literary 
critics.2 Unlike “race,” rhythm is a real thing, a scientifically measurable 
phenomenon, even if, as Robert Wallace puts it in Meter in English: A Critical 
Engagement, “things are [currently] a mess” (in Baker, 297). Many present- 
day writers lament what they see as a major decline—among contempo-
rary students, readers, and most critically among poets themselves—in 
knowledge about, and even interest in, poetic rhythm. Some blame the 
excesses of  “free verse,” construed in any number of  ways; others see the 
cultural “loss of  rhythm” as an index of  a more general change in the socio-
political environment.3

The vagueness of  the term is compounded by the fact that over the 
centuries, poetic rhythm has been correlated to everything from the peri-
odic cycles of  nature—the change in seasons; the movement of  the sun, 
moon, and stars; the tides—to the human stride, the pulse, the breath, 
and the “attention”; and from divinely inspired, cosmic social orders to 
political democracy and even anarchy.4 Rhythm has been classified as al-
ternately organic or artificial; as oppressing or liberating; as registering 
the body or echoing the machine; and as being either absolutely critical or 
completely unnecessary to poetry. In many ways it is the ideal ideological 
cipher, since it can so easily signify; what rhythm “means” depends on who 
is using it and in what context.

In this study, I exploit both the term’s looseness and its susceptibility 
to metaphor. Neither Pound nor Yeats ever actually defines the term, and 
its very ambiguity and suggestiveness are in fact critical to their theories. 
Brogan gives a basic definition of  rhythm in The New Princeton Encyclope-
dia: “A cadence, a contour, a figure of  periodicity, any sequence of  events 
or objects perceptible as a distinct pattern capable of  repetition and vari-
ation” (1066– 67). This is certainly something like what Yeats and Pound 
have in mind when they speak of  rhythm, although what they find im-
portant are its other nuances—that the sense of  rhythm is hooked up to 
the  heartbeat; that poetic rhythms indicate phases of  history and culture; 
that they can induce trancelike states and have political force. Brogan goes 
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on in his encyclopedia entry to discuss rhythmic “regularity”: “Rhythmic 
series are patterns of  organization in which markers (such as stress) are 
deployed at intervals either regular or close enough to reinforce the ex-
pectation of  regularity” (1067). Indeed, the issue of  rhythmic expectation 
is critical to Pound’s and Yeats’s theories, given that both poets develop 
notions of  “inaudible” or “hidden” rhythms—that is, rhythms that the 
reader or auditor is not supposed to be able to hear or see but instead is 
supposed to intuit. “Expectation” becomes a matter of  the unconscious, 
which allegedly does register these rhythms—and it is here that Yeats 
and Pound locate the affective power of  their poetry. Parsing inaudible 
rhythms is part of  the challenge of  analyzing the prosody of  High Mod-
ernist poems.

At this point, I should make a few comments regarding methodology. 
Techniques for scanning poetry have proliferated in the last twenty- five 
years, along with what Richard Cureton terms “ ‘approaches’ to English 
verse rhythm, each with relatively distinct assumptions, methods, textual 
foci and critical results.” In his very useful work, he selects the fifteen ap-
proaches “responsible for most of  the achievements (and limitations) in 
our understanding of  the rhythm of  English texts” (Rhythmic Phrasing, 7).5 
Cureton describes the theories of  the various temporalists, phrasalists, in-
tonationalists, generative metrists, metrical phonologists, and independent 
prosodists such as Derek Attridge and Donald Wesling, and he proposes 
a sophisticated methodology for registering the rhythms of  verse from a 
reader- based perspective; his is only the latest of  many attempts to inte-
grate the various recent approaches to poetic rhythm.

For the present study, I stay with what Cureton calls “foot- substitution 
prosody,” “the oldest and still most dominant approach to English verse 
rhythm derive[d] from classical scansion” (Rhythmic Phrasing, 7), coupled 
with my own prose descriptions of  the ways the poets use sound features 
in conjunction with thematic meaning. My purpose here is not to develop 
new graphic means for registering poetic rhythm but to investigate how 
what the poets thought they were doing affected the decisions they made 
about the rhythmical shape of  their work. Pound, Yeats, Williams, and 
most other Modernists worked very much within and against “rhythm de-
rived from classical scansion”; in trying to re- create the context for their in-
novations, I feel it wisest, with some exceptions, to stay close to the terms 
of  their practice as they understood it.
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The study of  a subject that during the period in question was, in the 
words of  Ruckmich, simultaneously extensive and indefinite in scope has led 
me to concern myself  less with the direct influence of  science on poetics—
although I do take advantage of  moments when the two overlap—than 
with their confluence, for the arts and sciences in the Modernist period 
were “promiscuous,” as Rabinbach puts it (Human Motor, 22). I isolate mo-
ments in this complicated history in order to highlight the issue of  rhythm 
itself, which often is ancillary to some other topic under consideration, as 
Ruckmich’s list demonstrates. For reasons that I will explain below, rhythm 
tends to be treated as an issue of  crisis in the scientific and sociological lit-
erature of  the period, and this is no less true of  its poetry: while rhythm 
naturally is always formally present in Pound’s or Yeats’s poems, it is less 
frequently the subject of  them, generally also becoming so at moments of  
social, political, psychological, or aesthetic crisis. For instance, Pound treats 
rhythm as the subject of  his poetry primarily in his poems from the Imag-
ist period, during which time he is working to “break the heave of  the pen-
tameter”; and then in the Cantos written after World War II, as a response 
to the traumas of  the fall of  fascist Italy in the Pisans; and finally as a means 
to realizing the “paradise” envisioned in Rock- Drill and Thrones. Not co-
incidentally, the figure of  the French phonologist and inventor of  the pho-
noscope, Abbé Jean Pierre Rousselot, whose work on rhythm Pound ad-
mired, appears at just these critical junctures. In the Cantos, when rhythm 
becomes the subject, rhythmic “figures” like Rousselot—or Miscio Ito, the 
Noh dancer—appear as subject rhymes. These appearances determine in 
large measure where it is that I direct my attention.

Hence, I read a restricted although elastic subject matter through a 
highly selective set of  poems and prose fragments. The general tendency 
of  the Modernist arts and sciences, it can be argued, was to isolate and 
to fragment, a tendency that goes some way toward accounting for the 
treatment of  rhythm as its own discrete subject during the period. My 
project here is to bring this “indefinite” subject of  rhythm into higher defi-

nition by isolating and foregrounding it and, by doing so, to gain insight 
into what motivates the writing of  the poetry—both in the sense of  what 
moves the author to write the poem in the first place, and then in how the 
poem itself, as a composition in verse, moves.

The controversy over whether poetic rhythms “mean” anything in par-
ticular is of  course not new: writers from Longinus to Wordsworth have 
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speculated on how poetic rhythm functions and what it means. What is 
new during the Modernist period is the role that the science of  human 
physiology plays in the discussion. The body was the object of  a great 
deal of  scrutiny during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
but presently no study of  rhythm as the object of  this scrutiny exists. The 
issue of  the “meaning of  rhythm” is complicated further when it becomes 
the issue of  the “meanings of  rhythms”: as I demonstrate below, scientists 
went to great lengths to catalogue individual rhythms and to align them 
with particular national and racial profiles. The general idea—much sim-
plified here—was that the circumstances of  modernity compromise or 
even destroy organic human senses of  rhythm; that the recovery of  such 
senses of  rhythm is essential to the maintenance of  a healthy civilization; 
and that poetry can assist in and even motivate such a recovery.

In tracing a single subject or idea through a poet’s work, one creates a 
kind of  parallel text, one with its own peculiar—even myopic—integrity; 
such a study produces a minitreatise standing apart from the main body of  
work that nonetheless intersects it in critical ways. As such, it can open a 
narrow but illuminating window onto a poet’s practice. Consequently, in 
the present study I do not so much work to round out the portrait of  the 
poet at work as I seek to disintegrate it. In this, my project goes against the 
grain of  much of  the critical work done on Modernist poetry in the past 
twenty years: I am not concerned here with how the “poem in process,” 
in the history of  its revisions, reveals ideological fault lines invisible in the 
poem as finally published, but with the poem as product, with what can 
be said of  the formal case of  its “final” versions, keeping in mind the diffi-

culties for Modernist texts that this approach implies.6 Isolating the issue 
of  the meaning of  rhythm in the works of  Yeats, Pound, and Williams 
yields a telling, if  static, picture: for these poets—and generally for the 
artists, philosophers, and scientists of  the period—the subject of  rhythm 
remained inextricably bound to issues of  body, nation, and race and never 
drifted far from political subtexts. These writers criticized the poetry of  
their own time—as well as that of  the past several hundred years of  Eu-
ropean literary history—for being fatally deficient in rhythmic technique, 
a situation that they sought to remedy by listening closely to the body, 
which was marked, as they understood it, by certain inalienable character-
istics. Rhythm, as I will demonstrate below, became the key suture point 
for issues of  the body, identity, history, and poetry.
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My study begins where most others end: because many of  the theo-
ries I unearth here are ultimately untenable, most critics end up declaring 
them fallacies and consigning them, more or less unexamined, to the dust-
bin of  history. In Rethinking Meter, Alan Holder dismisses what he terms 
“ ‘the cosmic connection,’ a linking of  meter to the rhythms of  the uni-
verse” (121), as well as that other “dubious staple of  prosodic criticism, one 
that might be called ‘the cardiac connection’ ”: “The latter would have it 
that iambic meter (though there is no reason why it need be pentameter) 
corresponds to the systole- diastole movement of  the heart and the conse-
quent reflection in our pulse- beat” (126). Stephen Cushman similarly casts 
a cold eye on “what we might call a ‘physiological fallacy,’ ” that is, the 
idea that

the physiological organization of  the body regulates the prosodic orga-
nization of  the verse. A line is a certain length because breathing takes a 
certain amount of  time; accents recur regularly in a line because heart-
beats recur regularly in the chest; lines are indented from the left margin 
because the eye has trouble moving to the left. Of  course prosody can 
represent physiology, suggesting the rhythms of  respiration, pulse, eating, 
speaking or walking (as in “Sunday in the Park,” Paterson, Book Two), but 
we cannot assign bodily functions a causal role in relations to prosody.
  (William Carlos Williams, 80)

While Cushman is no doubt correct that prosodists no longer believe the 
origin of  poetic rhythms to be cardiovascular (although one might be sur-
prised at how common an idea this still is), it is precisely within the con-
text of  this misunderstanding that a politics of  poetic form was made pos-
sible for Modernist poetry. Corroborated by the science I examine below, 
the “physiological fallacy” of  the period linked poetic rhythm explicitly 
to body systems (pulse, heartbeat, respiratory rates, metabolic “tempos,” 
etc.) that were understood to inscribe racial, national, and cultural iden-
tities. Thus while everyone knows that “heartbeats recur regularly in the 
chest,” scientists of  the period held that a black African person’s heartbeats 
recur at different intervals than those of  a Native American, whose heart 
beats to a different tempo than a white European’s—that, ultimately, the 
difference between a German and a French pulse could be measured and 
registered—and that hence these different “peoples” “naturally” generate 


