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W S MILNE 
 
‘Agenda Magazine, a Short History’ 
 
A talk given on 5 October 2019 at the Art Workers Guild, Queen 
Square, London to celebrate Agenda’s 60th birthday 
 
“Cookson, 
 
     OK.  Stop Agenda with no.4 or 5!” 
 
This telegraphic instruction of Pound’s, thankfully, of course, William Cookson never 
heeded.  We’re now on issue No.220 or thereabouts, I think – a Special Issue on Anglo-
French Poetry in the pipeline, a reminder perhaps that Agenda has always had a global 
orientation, not merely a national one.  
 
   Pound underestimated William’s obstinacy. Lord Gowrie (a long-time supporter of 
Agenda , and present here to speak after me) thought Mrs Thatcher the most stubborn 
individual he had ever met (whilst acting as Arts Minister in her Administration) that is, 
he confessed, until he met William Cookson. 
 
   Ezra Pound’s role in founding Agenda has been well documented by William himself. 
In his introduction to Agenda’s 21st Anniversary Ezra Pound Special Issue he says:  
‘Without the encouragement and generosity of Ezra Pound, Agenda would not have 
existed.’ He provides more details in his editorial introduction to Agenda: An Anthology:  
The First Four Decades 1959-1993, where he states quite categorically: ‘The founder of 
Agenda was Ezra Pound,’ and proceeds to give us a potted history of the magazine’s 
genesis. 
 
   Having started to read Pound at the age of fifteen, William reviewed Rock-Drill 
enthusiastically in the Westminster School magazine, The Trifler (of which he was a co-
editor – running a magazine was in the family tradition, William’s father having founded 
English, the magazine of the English Association, in 1936). Pound read this review in St 
Elizabeth’s Hospital, and a correspondence was initiated. Cookson says: ‘Pound tried to 
educate me and put me in touch with people all over the world,’ and before William went 
up to New College, Oxford, Pound wrote, in a schoolmasterly way, ‘that there should be 
at least one young man at Oxon who knows the score.’   
 
   William visited Brunnenburg in 1958, and he tells us that it was from this visit that the 
idea of Agenda grew. ‘Pound wanted Agenda to be called Four Pages, a continuation of a 
periodical he had earlier instigated’ – but William rejected this, on the sound basis that it 
left no room for expansion. Pound wrote the first editorial, in January 1959 – he talks 
there of wanting to make people think, and of wanting to communicate, and to keep 
curiosity alive, and writes positively about the work of Mr David Jones and of Mr Hugh 
MacDiarmid. The first issue also included a translation by Peter Russell of a poem by 
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Osip Mandelstam, possibly the first English translation of that poet to be published.  
Pound liked the first issue, and wrote ‘pleased with Agenda. It don’t look too Poundista!’ 
– a view which he changed by issue no 5 it would seem, by which time he is saying  ‘too 
much watered-down EP’, an opinion  valued by Cookson, who immediately corrected 
that  trend by publishing poems by Ronald Duncan, Alan Neame, and Ewart Milne. The 
fourth number is entitled ‘Poetry Issue,’ as indeed is the ninth, a reminder that the 
magazine’s roots lie not entirely in verse. 
 
   Cookson took the magazine up to Oxford with him in 1960, and there it gradually grew 
in size, staring to print longer poems; and under Peter Dale’s Associate Editorship, to 
print reviews of contemporary poetry.  The first review I have been able to find was by 
Cookson, writing on ‘Thrones’ and ‘Paterson.’ The magazine returned to its London base 
when Cookson graduated in 1963.  
 
   ‘Towards the end of 1960,’ Cookson informs us, ‘Pound suffered increasing ill health 
and it was rare to hear from him, so he ceased to be actively involved in the editing.’ In 
the same place, Cookson informs us that it was in 1961 that David Jones designed the 
distinctive lettering that has been used on the cover ever since. 
 
   I want to look now at the correspondence between Pound and Cookson regarding the 
ethos of the magazine, and if you like, the ‘agenda’ Pound set for it (an ‘agenda’ that has 
not always been adhered to, thankfully, by the editors). 
 
   The idea of the magazine, as Pound envisioned it, was to fan ‘a few flames out of 
England’s ashes.’ The phrase is redolent of Mauberley, and the rescuing of the world of 
letters from the brutality of then recent wars – to save the European mind from what he 
terms an ‘irresponsible oligarchy,’ and from the technological nightmare of what he calls 
‘the loony sputnikated world.’ (The concerns are very close to those of the Cantos he was 
writing at the time. Note that ‘irresponsible oligarchy’ becomes ‘plutocratic anarchy’ in 
the late essays of Geoffrey Hill, a major English poet William always promoted in the 
magazine. It was through my own interest in Hill’s work that I got to know William in 
the early eighties, visiting him regularly for walks in Battersea Park by the Thames.) 
 
   ‘Form a group,’ he advised Cookson, ‘a group that collects news’ (and remember, for 
Pound, ‘literature is news that stays news’). ‘London’ he asserted (and one has to 
remember that Cyril Connolly’s Horizon had folded by this time), London ‘has no map of 
European thought at this moment’ (how contemporary does that now seem) and Agenda 
was somehow to fill this gap.  He goes further and says that in London ‘continental 
groups’ are ‘regarded with deep suspicion.’ To this end, as he himself had at Church 
Walk, Pound proposed the establishing of ‘a London nucleus and locale’ at William’s 
home, in Cranbourne Court, Battersea, where the remit would be one of ‘range finding’ 
for the best in contemporary letters. We can see here the seeds of Agenda’s tradition of 
promoting major European poets such as Cocteau, Ungaretti and Montale, and the 
translating of European classics such as Homer, Catullus, Virgil, Ovid, and Dante, as well 
as the Special Issues concerned with Greek, Turkish, Italian, Rumanian, French, German, 
American and Spanish Poetry. One of the earliest translations was in fact Michael 
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Alexander’s renditions of the Anglo-Saxon poems, ‘The Ruin’ and ‘The Wanderer’ 
(published in the February-March 1962 issue). 
 
   In these letters Pound provides William with a list of very useful contacts (including 
Noel Stock and Hugh Kenner) from whom to gain advice and guidance (remember at this 
stage William is only sixteen years old). He puts him in touch with David Jones, 
Wyndham Lewis, Basil Bunting, Louis Zukofsky, and Hugh MacDiarmid – all figures 
who became, in William’s words, ‘founders of the magazine.’ These voices, Pound 
maintained, would resist the present cultural chaos, and ‘preserve the vestiges’ of history. 
(William himself, some years later, was to publish a book of poems with that very title.) 
 
   ‘Quality of mind,’ Pound says, ‘needs to be shown’ in the magazine, a point William 
reinforced in 1994 when he wrote: ‘One of the aims of Agenda should be to take a stand 
against the trivia, cleverness, dull predictability – emotion without intellect, fancy 
without imagination – that pervades much widely praised, and award-winning, current 
poetry, both here and in the USA.’ When reading new poems he counselled William to 
look out for, and to use, what he called ‘the seeing eye.’ No rubbish of any kind was to 
get by – no matter who had written it. 
 
   The international nature of the enterprise was there from the beginning in Pound’s mind 
(and in William’s too) as these letters indicate. The magazine was not to be nationalist in 
outlook (the nationalist tries to ‘melt out all distinctions and reduce the whole to a dull 
paste of common inhumanity’ Pound writes, forgetting at this point his endorsement of 
the Scottish Nationalist, Hugh MacDiarmid!), but ‘to preserve the main elements of 
different cultures.’ 
 
   At odd moments, Pound’s generosity of spirit is forgotten, as when he commands the 
young Cookson to ‘put yourself under Stock’s orders!’ or, when he feels William is 
running ahead of his remit, ‘let’s see if you can be Lieutenant before being Colonel!’ 
(presumably, somewhere along this continuum of command, lies EP, the General!) but on 
the whole, the project is couched in supportive terms: ‘You will have learned some of the 
difficulties of editing’ he consoles, when he learns that one of the Associate Editors, 
Edmund Gray (the grandson of one of Pound’s oldest friends, Laurence Binyon) has 
jumped ship.  He concedes in one letter that ‘I ought to have more time for the Cantos,’ 
but doesn’t seem to mind encouraging Cookson’s youthful enthusiasm and talent for 
developing the magazine. 
 
   These letters make clear that the agenda is to examine the ‘ideas and the poets one at a 
time,’ and to take both on their individual merits. So it was with William’s working 
method (as it is now with Patricia McCarthy’s) when reading poems and essays, never 
pre-judging, never relying on external factors such as status and esteem. On this basis, 
many neglected writers were rejuvenated in the magazine’s pages under the heading 
of‘Reconsiderations,’ and seemingly ‘marginal’ voices were heard. The reason for such 
oversight, Pound argued, is ‘the almost total, possibly criminal, demise of curiosity’ in 
modern society – a point reinforced in Bertrand Russell’s ‘Unpopular Essays’ of the 
nineteen-fifties (in issue no 2 Pound writes of the need for ‘world unity,’ and in no 6 of 
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the need for educational reform, much along the lines of Russell himself). In editorial no 
11 William wrote of the necessity for harmony between science, religion and poetry, the 
Platonic ‘Paideuma’ Pound writes of elsewhere. 
 
   In terms of literary politics, Pound shows himself to be very astute in his 
correspondence with Cookson, informing him wisely ‘it is no time for me to get 
entangled in any literary feuds’ – not wishing the young man to be in any way embroiled 
in his own turbulent political history, advice to which wisely I believe the magazine has 
always stuck. 
 
   Finally, he advises Cookson to stick his neck out when he needs to, to take publishing 
chances others might not; to always, as an editor, look out for ‘the exact definitions of 
words and concepts,’ but most importantly of all, to bear in mind that ‘it takes all kinds to 
produce a chaos’ – an insight anyone would endorse who ever visited William’s flat! He 
also advises him of the dangers of ‘squabbles between uncontrollable parties’ and telling 
him to avoid ‘the fragments of committees.’ So William tried to avoid party politics when 
he could (as does Patricia too today) and wild horses couldn’t drag him to a meeting—
unless, of course, it was held in a pub!  The ‘agenda’ was very much off the table, if one 
can put it that way.  Agenda has also been lucky or privileged to have had some 
distinguished names acting as advisers or trustees over the years, including John Bayley, 
Harold Pinter, Valerie Eliot, Kathleen Raine and (via Patricia) Seamus Heaney, a 
measure perhaps of the esteem with which William and Patricia’s work has been held 
over the years.  
 
   ‘Look at the roll call of Agenda’s great dead’ Lord Gowrie writes: ‘Pound, David 
Jones, Basil Bunting, William Carlos Williams, Theodore Roethke, R S Thomas’ and 
even then, I would argue, his list is too short, and ought to include:  HD, Louis Zukofsky, 
Wyndam Lewis, Ford Madox Ford, Robert Lowell, and Thom Gunn, amongst others. 
 
   ‘To edit a magazine for more than 40 years’ (as William did up to his death) ‘is a 
remarkable achievement. To do so without compromising your vision of what poetry is, 
and what poetry is for, is a heroic one,’ Lord Gowrie reminded us in his Address at 
William’s funeral. 
 
   It is a tradition Patricia McCarthy (who took over the editorship when William 
suddenly died in January 2003, having co-edited it with him before that for five years) 
continues (she has added a stimulating website and discovered, and published, some of 
the most exciting contemporary poetic talents in the last twenty years or so, in particular 
distinctive female voices, Irish voices and young voices in the Broadsheet sections of the 
magazine, working in partnership with Marcus Frederick, administrator, a very 
remarkable achievement. International issues have continued, with, amongst others, a 
double Australian issue, an Irish issue, a Translatlantic issue, the forthcoming 
Anglo/French issue, for example – and special issues on Derek Walcott, John Montague, 
Geoffrey Hill, to name but a few.  Seamus Heaney, who had a supplement devoted to him 
when he died, was grateful for what the editor was doing for Irish poets, and for poetry in 
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general. He also stated he ‘was glad the lofty standards of Agenda are being kept up’, as 
indeed they are. 
 
   Some of the poets published in Agenda – many very established and who go back 
decades in Agenda such as David Harsent – we are lucky enough to have here with us 
tonight, including of course Patricia herself, who like William before her, is not only a 
first-class editor but a very fine poet also: ‘In the gloom, the gold gathers the light against 
it.’ 
 
                                                                           
 
 
 
 
 


