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Overview 
Imagism – Modern poetry movement from 1910-1918.  Brief, but influential. 
 
Roots of modernism 

 The roots of modernism lie largely in Romantic poetry, and to some extent, to the poetry 
of the Victorians. 

 Romantics sought to “bury the art,” that is, disguise overt, obvious use of rhyme and meter. 

o “Art is the concealment of art.” 
o Romantics preferred “slant rhyme” to true rhyme 
o Romantics preferred rougher meter than the poets of the Enlightenment 
o Victorian poets like Browning used a great deal of enjambment 

  Influential poets of the pre-modern period 
o American writers 

 Walt Whitman (American, 1870s) – explored beginnings of free verse in 

Leaves of Grass. 
 Robert Browning – Exploration of human psyche and question of evil, 

sociopathy, and other topics relating to human psychology and 
subconscious. 

 Emily Dickinson – Compressed language, pushing language to edge of 
meaning. 

o French writers of the Symbolist movement 
 Charles Baudelaire 
 Arthur Rimbaud 
 Paul Verlaine 

  
o English writers 

 Crucial figure: Gerard Manley Hopkins: A poet who looks in two directions 
o Ancient past – alliterative verse, Old English influence 
o Loose rhyme scheme 
o Plays with the sounds of words in “God’s Grandeur” and “The 
Windhover” 

 Imagism – 1910-1918 
o Goals 

  To reform contemporary poetry through free verse 
 Remove unnecessary verbiage 
 Sharp language 



Modernist Poetry -- Imagism 
 

o Focus on imagery 
• 1912-1913 issues of influential Poetry magazine defined Imagists’ positions as 
defined by Ezra Pound: 

 Direct treatment of the "thing", whether subjective or objective. 
 To use absolutely no word that does not contribute to the presentation. 
 As regarding rhythm: to compose in sequence of the musical phrase, not in 

sequence of the metronome. 
 Complete freedom of subject matter. 
 Free verse was encouraged along with other new rhythms. 
 Common speech language was used, and the exact word was always to be 

used, as opposed to the almost exact word. 
  
  

o Major figures 
 Ezra Pound 
 H.D. (Hilda Doolittle) 
 Amy Lowell 
 William Carlos Williams 
 James Joyce 
 Marianne Moore 

 
o What happened to Imagism? 

 WWI dampened Imagism – undermined optimism. 
 People turned to more traditional poetry of “war poets” like Wilfred Owen. 

 

 


