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Preface

In recent years literary criticism has been characterized by deep rifts.
Conflicting, even contradictory tendencies now exist side by side: an orte
extreme, an attitude that blithely, or sometimes strenuously, denies the
importance of theory and claims to be purely descriptive of what is there an
the page; an the other, a radical, often obsessive concern with theory, to
which the literary text serves as little more than an illustrative adjunct.
Occasionally, the studied mutual indifference of partisans of these two
approaches heats up into polemic or even abuse, with both sides claiming
easy victory for themselves, but leaving the central issues unresolved.

Again, among those who agree that we cannot simply take for
granted the meaning of what we see an the page and should therefore try to
be aware of how literary judgments are made, there are critics who take
positions that are mutually exclusive; but instead of debating their problems,
they often face Bach other in helpless and, by now, weary silence.

Jane P. Tompkins's verdict an two major schools of recent criticism
is sobering but has, an the whole, remained just.

What is most striking about reader-response criticism and its close relative,
deconstructive criticism, is their failure to break out of the mold into which critical
writing was cast by the formalist identification of criticism with explication.
Interpretation reigns supreme both in teaching and in publication just as it did when
New Criticism was in its heyday in the 1940s and 1950s. In the long perspective of
critical history, virtually nothing has changed as a result of what seems, from close
up, the cataclysmic shift in the locus of meaning from the text to the reader. (224-
25)
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This study is based an the belief that we have to leave the hall of mirrors in
which many literary critics, of those and other schools, seem to have settled
down, fairly comfortably, at a wake and funeral for intrinsic meaning, both
celebrating and lamenting its loss.

I do not claim, as Tompkins does, that 'virtually nothing has hap-
pened' in the course of recent critical speculation. As I shall try to show,
reader-response criticism has, without necessarily being aware of it, prepared
the ground for overcoming the limitations of formalist criticism.1 New
Historicist criticism has started to take the recipient seriously, not as an
abstract construct, but as a social human being; however, it still tends to
center firmly an the interpretation of texts. But we can now tackle problems
that are crucial to the life of literature but have so far eluded literary
criticism. This study argues for a way of dealing with literary works that sees
them as part of language use in general, and as having a particular function
in social life; it also suggests reasons why informed debate among critics of
different schools often proves so difficult.

People's convictions can often be characterized by what they take for
granted. As literary critics we tend to take for granted a rather elementary
notion of literacy and leave its investigation to psychologists and social
historians. But literacy has a complex history that affects the object of our
study. Among the obvious factors, which are mentioned here without
privileging one over the other, there are: the invention of the printing press,
which made it possible to reproduce and distribute written material more
easily (the links between the invention of print and the rise of individualism
have often been studied); the rise of industrialism and the growth of
international markets which created jobs in which reading and writing were
essential; associated with this, the growing importance of schools in
education since the late eighteenth century; the introduction of the iron-
frame press in the early nineteenth century which made printing mach
cheaper, etc.

Even where it is taken seriously as a factor in history and criticism,
literacy tends to be viewed as an acquired skill, as in Ian Watt's landmark
study The Rise of the Novel, or as an all-transforming social experience, as in
Marshall McLuhan's The Gutenberg Galaxy. In both cases the continuing
interaction between literacy and orality is neglected.

1 The same could be shown for deconstructionist criticism.
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For several centuries print has reigned supreme as the medium of
high culture, to the extent that literate has come to mean simultaneously
'able to read' and 'mentally enlightened' (Pattison 7). During the first
half of the twentieth century, however, new media became available to those
working with words, notably film, radio, and television, and the monopoly of
print has increasingly been questioned.2 Literature has again moved outside
the covers of the book: Drama had never really been domesticated (a fast
which, in recent years, has been acknowledged by performance criticism).
Fictional constructs are experienced by more people on film and television
screens than in books. Poetry is listened to at poetry readings by more people
than ever read it: In the United States there is a 'poetry circuit' which keeps
well-known poets traveling for several months each year; their poetry, on the
other hand, is published in editions of a few thousand copies, and there is
evidence that many who listen to poets never open a book of verse.3 These
developments have increasingly turned literature into a communal
experience again, as it was before writing and print were available; they have
affected the texts that the critic eventually studies in a book; and they have
led to the emergence of networks of people sharing some kind of complicity,
however vaguely defined.

These networks have sometimes been influential in shaping people's
attitudes and life-styles. The most striking examples of this are offered by
the poets of the Beat generation, in particular Allen Ginsberg, whose
network extends well beyond the United States.
The present historical moment therefore makes it possible for us to discuss
something that has long been difficult to perceive: the place of literacy in our
culture, and even more important, the pervasiveness of
orality coexisting beside it. This makes it easier for us to view literature in its
cultural context and to study its social function. It makes it possible to break
down the divisions between the study of different kinds of performance,
between reading, listening, even watching a theatrical performance an stage.
It makes it possible to ask new questions concerning the way we understand
literature, and what we mean by 'understanding' literature.

What has become obvious in recent years is not something new;
rather our contemporary perspective has sharpened our view of a gen-

2 One piece of evidence is discussed in my study Reading and Listening (111).

3 Readings of fiction have become more common in recent years, too.
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eral phenomenon and its problematic which, in different ways, have played a
rote in all periods of literary history.

In the chapters that follow I shall take advantage of this sharpening. I
shall first suggest that orality is a powerful element in our 'literate' culture,
and that it is crucial even to recent developments in readerresponse criticism
(Chapter 1). I shall then show what consequences this has for the study of
literature, by considering the relationship between community and symbol
(Chapter 2); this will be illustrated by a discussion of the question, 'What is a
classic?' (Chapter 3).1 shall then discuss the dynamics of the relationship
between community and symbol (Chapter 4), and give examples, from
reading, teaching, and professional criticism (Chapter 5).

The second part of the book (Chapters 6 to 11) is devoted to the
discussion of a neglected poet, Vachel Lindsay, who is of particular interest
to my argument, both as a poet affected by the problems discussed here, and
as a thinker who recognized them long before others came to be occupied by
them.

Lindsay held strong social and political views and devoted a great
deal of energy to developing and describing them (like his contemporaries
Ezra Pound and Harriet Monroe, whose views will be briefly discussed in
Chapter 6). Lindsay's poetry should not be studied in isolation, but as the
Center of a more extensive radical project. He should not be studied solely
as a Maker, but also as a Thinker, a thinker about poetics. The section an
Lindsay is so detailed because I believe his life work to be both of special
theoretical interest and of enduring importance, both in itself and as a
forebear. Allen Ginsberg has been very muck aware of Lindsay as a
forerunner of his.

*

Material included in this study has, often in different contexts,
been used in lectures to various audiences, at the University of East
Anglia, Norwich, the University of Neuchâtel, the University of
Michigan, Ann Arbor, the University of Freiburg (West Germany), and at
the University of Basel; in papers given at conferences: the Midcontinent
American Studies Association Convention in Des Moines, Iowa; the April
Conference III at the Jagellonian University, Cracow, Poland, the
Deutsche Anglistentag in Zürich, and a conference an Small Town
America in Berne, organized by the Swiss Association for North-
American Studies.
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A version of Chapter 3 appeared in REAL, one of Chapter 6 in
English Studies, whose editors have permitted me to use the material again.
On Lindsay 1 have published articles in Literature in Performance and in
DeutscherAnglistentag 1982: Zürich; they represent earlier stages of my
research.

My thanks are due to the American Council of Learned Societies for
offering me a grant under which 1 began research into the topic, and to Basel
University for giving me a sabbatical to complete it; to Nicholas Cave
Lindsay, who has made me feel what is at stake in poetry, and has given me
permission to quote the writings of his father; to Michael Patrick O'Connor,
who offered his critical (and stylistic) help; to Marc Chénetier and Dennis
Camp, who shared their knowledge of Lindsay with me; to the staff of the
Manuscripts Department, University of Virginia Library, Charlottesville, for
their helpfulness; to my students who, without always being aware of it,
helped me to shape my argument; to those who made doing research a
pleasant social experience: Shirley Smith and Bert Hornback in Ann Arbor,
Alan Gardner Lloyd Smith and Richard Crockatt at what has since become
the Arthur Miller Center for American Studies in Norwich; and to Kristina
Engler, who helped me as a patient listener, and by typing the early drafts.

Basel University, Switzerland


