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6. Introduction:
The Reading Public versus

the Audience

In discussing and illustrating the function of literature in community, I
am going to concentrate on a poet of the early twentieth century, Vachel
Lindsay. He is representative of a period that is of particular interest to the
topic of this study. This is suggested by the historical and social context in
which he has to be viewed, one that can only be sketched here.

One short poem published by Ezra Pound will occupy us in this
chapter, along with a debate in which it played a prominent role. This poem
will also serve as an example of general phenomena concerning the
relationship between the writer and community, in particular that of the
reading public. I shall concentrate on the interactions of Pound and Monroe,
because their debate is both crucial and well documented. Pound, as a radical,
strikingly illustrates the points I should like to make; the same points could be
made using the work of other High Modernist poets, e.g., W. B. Yeats or T.
S. Eliot.1

In the first two decades of the twentieth century the relationship
between the poet and the community in the English-speaking world

1 This chapter is based on my article, written before the present study, ''Go, my songs . . .
and defy opinion:' The Modernist Poet and his Audience.' In the light of the findings
discussed in the previous chapters, the arguments of the article are here reformulated in
more sophisticated terms; at the same time, its conclusions have been substantially
revised.
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changed. On the one hand, it was enlivened by a new interest in the social
role of poetry, as manifested by the attempts to bring poetry to the people,
both by the Georgian poets in England and the poets of the Chicago
Renaissance in the United States. On the other hand, there was a proliferation
of revolutionary manifestoes, attempts, mainly on the part of the High
Modernists, to establish social and cultural élites, which, alas, often ended up
in the isolation of short-lived coteries.

The reasons for this situation of ferment are complex and difficult to
summarize; only a few hints can be offered here. The Romantic tradition, an
abiding influence, often drew on the relationship between poetry and
community in formulating its notions of popular poetry.2 The elated
Romantic view of the poet's role in society, most radically laid claim to by
Shelley, in, for example, The Defence of Poetry, was also part of the public
view. such Romantic views, alive throughout the nineteenth century, were
reinvigorated by a new interest in sociological problems, made urgent by the
conflict between traditional and industrial forms of living together (see above
Chapter 2). In literature this led to the collection of material in danger of
being lost (like Child's monumental collection of English and Scottish
Popular Ballads [1883-98]).3 The same aspects of the Romantic tradition
were also reinvigorated by the rise of primitivism in the arts, in the wake of
Darwinist evolutionism, and of cultural encounters that came about through
imperialist conquest, as well as the so-called opening of the West in North
America. Gauguin's work led the way in coopting non-European modes of
life, and Picasso followed in coopting non-European modes of art. The
moment when Picasso discovered African sculpture for himself in 1905 is
often taken as a landmark (Goldwater 24-33). Sociological and
anthropological strains came together in the work of such influential scholars
as Franz Boas and Emile Durkheim.

An additional factor affecting literature in particular was the advent of a
mass reading public in the course of the nineteenth century.4

2 The Romantic roots are best exemplified by Herder in Germany in his Briefwechsel über
Ossian und die Lieder alter Völker.

3 As we shall see later, one of Child's pupils, Francis B. Gummere, had some influence on
the work of the Chicago Renaissance, and, in particular, on Vachel Lindsay. See below,
Chapter 11.

4 The Forster Act of 1870, which introduced a national system of schooling in England, is
often considered a landmark in the development of a mass reading public. But, as Altick
has shown, there was a steady growth of literacy in English throughout the nineteenth
century. He also notes that figures concerning the rate of literacy are not very reliable
(166-72). For a lively account of the situation in the United States, see John Tebbel's The
Media in America.
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Universal literacy was a goal that can be traced back to the Enlightenment,
the goal of creating an informed public, which could express itself in 'public
opinion'5; this goal promised to make it possible to replace secretive
authoritarian forms of government by the free association of individuals, i.e.,
democracy. A notably optimistic view of the situation was taken by
publishers who, especially in Britain, began putting out inexpensive series of
literary books: The World's Classics series began in 1901, Collins's Classics
in 1903, and Everyman's Library in 1906.

In the same period, however, developments were taking place that
challenged any facile optimism based on Enlightenment ideals, for example,
the large-circulation popular newspapers, today's tabloids, founded in this
period (e.g., the Daily Mail, 1896, the Daily Express, 1900, and the Daily
Mirror, 1903, in England; the New York World, 1900, in the United States)
were little interested in critical individuals: These papers were instrumental in
whipping up popular emotions before the outbreak of the First World War. In
turn, their influence would soon be challenged by non-print media, notably
radio in the early 1920's.

*

Among the poems which Pound published in his collection Lustra
(1916), we find 'Commission,' which deals with the relationship between the
poet and his readers. Poetry is described as a liberating force:

Go, my songs, to the lonely and the unsatisfied,
Go also to the nerve-racked, go to the enslaved-by-convention,
Bear to them my contempt for their oppressors.
Go as a great wave of cool water,
Bear my contempt of oppressors.

Pound continues, piling syntactically parallel sentences on each other, in the
manner of Whitman. He addresses himself to 'those who have delicate lust'
(line 16) and 'to the adolescent who are smothered in family--/ Oh how
hideous it is / To see three generations of one house gathered together!' And
the poem ends with the words:

5 The history of the public and public opinion, and its sources in Enlightenment thinking,
have impressively been dealt with by Jürgen Habermas. Recently Terry Eagleton has
again drawn on Habermas' findings in his historical account of the institution of criticism.
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Go out and defy opinion,
Go against this vegetable bondage of the blood.
Be against all sorts of mortmain.
(Collected Shorter Poems 97-98)

Mortmain refers to something under posthumous control, etymologically
'held by a dead hand.' The poem alludes, therefore, to the problem of social
tradition.

The poem catalogues phenomena that represent what Turner calls social
structure, 'all that holds people apart, defines their differences, and constrains
their actions' (Dramas 47; see above Chapter 4): the rigidity of bourgeois life
and the repression of the imaginative, resulting in ennui and nervous tension.
Writing and publishing poetry is presented as an act that challenges and
breaks structure: The task of poetry is to defy opinion, which means refusing
to obey 'the views or sentiments, especially on moral questions, prevalent
among people in general' (OED). Opinion, in other words, may be taken as
equivalent to Turner's structure. The result of defying 'opinion,' it is
suggested ex negativo, is anti-structure, and thus liberation. Pound is silent
about what follows the breach, and the period of anti-structure; we shall
return to this question later on.

'Commission' not only says something about the function of poetry with
regard to its readers. It is itself an example of what it says poetry should do.
Pound himself experienced the problem of defying structure again and again
in his life. He experienced it with 'Commission' both when he tried to publish
the poem for the first time, and when he tried to include it in Lustra. The
London publisher of the collection, Elkin Mathews, wanted this and fifteen
other poems to be either deleted or altered (Homberger 123), out of fear that
the censor--the official representative of structure--would intervene; in this
poem Mathews feared the allusion to 'delicate lust' and the reference to the
'adolescent . . . smothered in family.' Even then this fear seemed to be
excessive, but it was due to the suppression of D.H. Lawrence's The Rainbow
in the previous year. Pound resisted these demands; but he eventually made
concessions and grudgingly left out some poems, among them 'Commission.'
Afterward he was frustrated by having yielded to the censors, instead of
asserting himself against them; in a letter to Monroe he wrote, in his typically
rude epistolary tone:
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I find I have been beguiled into leaving out the more violent poems to the general loss of
the book, the dam'd bloody insidious way one is edged into these tacit hypocrisies is
disgusting. (Selected Letters 81)

In the end Pound had two editions of Lustra published simultaneously: a
trade edition, which excluded nine poems and which he called 'castrato'
(Forrest Reed 277), and a private edition of 200 copies without any deletions.
This situation epitomizes the problematic relationship between the poet and
those to whom his books are addressed.

The publication of the two different editions also suggests a distinction
between two kinds of potential readers: between what I shall call the reading
public, and the audience. The reading public includes all those who read or
may be encouraged to read poetry, or at least have opinions, usually
conventional ones, about it. To them the trade edition of Lustra was
addressed. The audience, on the other hand, includes the 200 for whom the
private edition was prepared. The etymologies of the two words are
suggestive: public is ultimately derived from populus and refers to society as
a whole (cp. res publica). Audience is ultimately derived from audire, 'to
hear, to listen to', and suggests a group centered around a speaker, and
restricted to those within earshot.

This distinction can be refined in the light of what has been said about
communities in the previous chapters. The reading public is characterized by
being located, in Douglas's diagram, near the zero lines of grid and group, a
relatively amorphous and large 'mass.' People are isolated from each other.
Symbols are relatively weak; and an attack on some of them would hardly
threaten the structure of which they are part. In the case of Pound's poem the
notions that the family is harmonious and that physical love must serve the
goal of procreation were viewed as such symbols by his publisher; and even
there Mathews may have misjudged the situation.

The audience, by comparison, is characterized by a strong-grid/strong-
group position, i.e., symbols are powerful and social coherence firm. The
strongest of the symbols, around which the community clusters, would be the
poet, supported by his works.

Under the pluralist conditions obtaining in the early twentieth-century
Western world, reading public and audience need not be mutually exclusive;
every member of the reading public may in addition also be the member of a
particular audience, with some symbols of its own not shared by the general
reading public. On the other hand, members of an audience need not always
be members of the reading public in the
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definition used here. As in the case of Pound, an audience may attempt to
close itself off against the reading public, and define itself in opposition to it.

*

These distinctions become clearer if we move back three years and look
at the difficulties Pound encountered when he tried to get 'Commission'
published for the first time. In 1913 he offered the poem to Poetry magazine
in Chicago, which was instrumental in getting the poetry of the early
Modernists printed. Its editor, Harriet Monroe, objected to the same two
passages in the poem as Mathews. The first she thought embarrassing
(Williams 44):

Go to those who have delicate lusts
Go to those whose delicate desires are thwarted.

Pound protested in a letter that the passage should stand:

Surely the second line might refer to the chastest joys of paradise. Has our good nation
read the Song of Songs? . . . The tragedy as I see it is the tragedy of finer desire drawn,
merely by being desire at all, into the grasp of the grosser animalities. G-d! you can't
emasculate literature utterly. You can't expect modern work to even look in the direction
of Greek drama until we can again treat actual things in a simple and direct manner.
(Selected Letters 17-18)6

The second passage, the lines on the relationships between generations
Monroe found 'rather bitter, and only occasionally true' (Williams 44). This
called up Pound's retort that 'a poem is supposed to present the truth, and not
the casuistical decision of a committee of philosophers' (Selected Letters 18).

In general Monroe objected to the hostile tone of the poem and
wondered whether an artist could be great if he did not love. She also
thought the lines 'rather strong for our struggling little magazine' (Williams
44). But she was ready to print if Pound insisted. His answer to

6 Greek drama seems to be a general standard of quality here. Greek literature repeatedly
served Pound as an example of clarity and directness (Kenner 86, 174). Why Pound
should mention Greek drama here is doubtful; in a letter written in August 1916 he calls
himself 'probably suspicious of Greek drama' (Selected Letters 94)
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her, which was characteristically blunt and generous, reaffirmed his view that
the poet has to break structure, to 'defy opinion.'

For GORD's sake don't print anything of mine that you think will kill the Magazine, but
so far as I personally am concerned the public can go to the devil. It is the function of the
public to prevent the artist's expression by hook and by crook . . . we're in such a
beautiful position to save the public's soul by punching its face that it seems a crime not to
do so.-- (Selected Letters 13)

In this exchange of letters Monroe may seem to us to be excessively
cautious in trying not to antagonize her readers and financial supporters. But
her caution is a perfectly honorable attitude for the editor of a magazine that
tries (perhaps vainly) to win over the general reading public to the reading of
new poetry. The caution of the magazine editor, however, is only one aspect
of a wide difference of opinion between Pound and Monroe concerning the
relationship between poets and their readers.

The controversy eventually spilled over into print. In the number of
Poetry for October 1914 Pound took issue with the motto that appeared on
the early covers of Poetry: To have great poets there must be great audiences
too. These lines from Whitman represented Monroe's democratic convictions,
which were based on Whitman's vast egalitarian and progressive vision.7 It is
significant, in this respect, that she called her magazine Poetry, and not, as
another magazine, with which Pound was soon to collaborate, The Little
Review. She wrote:

Modern inventions, forcing international travel, inter-racial thought, upon the world, have
done away with Dante's little audience, with his contempt for the crowd, a contempt
which, however, disregarded the fact that his epic, like all the greatest art, was based upon
the whole life of his time, the common thought and feeling of all the people. No small
group today can suffice for the poet's immediate audience, as such groups did in the stay-
at-home aristocratic ages; and the greatest danger that besets modern art is that of
slighting the 'great audience' whose response alone can give it authority and volume, and
of magnifying the importance of a coterie . . . . Art is not an isolated phenomenon of
genius, but the expression of a reciprocal relation between the artist and his public. Like
perfect love, it can be supreme only when the relation is complete. There is a magic in it
beyond the reach of reason, a magic which Whitman felt when he wrote the sentence
printed on our cover. ('The Audience' 31-32)

Monroe's position outlined here is essentially that of what David Perkins has
called 'Popular Modernism' (291)--the one shared by poets like

7 According to Williams, Monroe had still another motive for adopting this motto: 'to
discourage harsh judgment of her contributors' (21).
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Masters, Sandburg and Lindsay in the United States, and the Georgian poets
in England; and perhaps most impressively realized by the poems of Robert
Frost, though not necessarily by his poetics. Pound did not share Monroe's
opinion. He wrote:

I have protested in private, and now I protest more openly, against the motto upon the
cover of Poetry. The artist is not dependent upon his audience . . . . Whitman was not
such a poet as Dante, who never gave way . . . . When they asked [Dante] who was
wisest in the city he answered, 'He whom the fools hate most.' . . . The artist is not
dependent upon the multitude of his listeners. Humanity is the rich effluvium, it is the
waste and the manure of the soil, and from it grows the tree of the arts. As the plant germ
seizes upon the noble particles of the earth, upon the light-seeking and the intrepid, so
does the artist seize upon those souls which do not fear transfusion and transmutation,
which dare become the body of the God.

And later on:

It is true that the great artist has, in the end, always his audience, for the Lord of the
universe sends into this world in each generation a few intelligent spirits, and these
ultimately manage the rest. But this rest--this rabble, this multitude--does not create the
great artist. They are aimless and drifting without him. They dare not inspect their own
souls. ('The Audience' 29-30)

Pound's élitist view of society versus Monroe's democratic one: this is not the
only difference between their positions.

There is also a difference concerning what poetry should do. Monroe
stresses its social function and the relationship between the poet and the
public--her insistence on love as an element important to great poetry testifies
to this. Accordingly, the reading public, in the meaning used here, would
have no negative sense for Monroe. To Pound's criticism that 'they dare not
inspect their own souls,' she could have retorted that it is the task of the poet
to teach them how to do so.

Pound, on the other hand, emphasizes not the relationship between the
poet and the audience, but the one between the poem and what it stands for.
Notions like expression, presentation, directness, truth recur in his letters and
public statements with some insistence. In using these terms Pound follows a
common tactic for someone in a weak grid/group position, who is trying to
displace those in a strong one: He strives to make his own social symbolism
powerful by laying claim to what is impersonal, objective, even metaphysical.
This is perhaps most striking in his programmatic articles on 'Imagism' and
'Vorticism' of 1913 and 1914. In the first of these he writes:
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An 'Image' is that which presents an intellectual and emotional complex in an instant of
time . . . . It is the presentation of such a 'complex' instantaneously which gives that sense
of sudden liberation; that sense of freedom from time limits and space limits; that sense of
sudden growth, which we experience in the presence of the greatest works of art.
(Sullivan 41-42)

Here we find the same rhetoric of liberation as in the poem 'Commission.'
When Pound reformulated the notion of the image in his essay 'Vorticism,' he
placed even more emphasis on the dynamic, liberating force of the image:

The image is not an idea. It is a radiant node or cluster; it is what I can, and must
perforce, call a VORTEX, from which, and through which, and into which, ideas are
constantly rushing. (Sullivan 57)

This definition has interesting affinities with Sperber's description of the
symbolic mechanism (see above Chapter 4), with the difference that with
Pound the vortex radiates, i.e., the energy is, first of all, inherent in it.

Just because of the differences between Pound and Monroe in their
attitudes toward poetry and the public, it is also striking to notice the
similarities between their positions--similarities that derive from a shared
notion of the reading public, one common in the period. First, both take it for
granted that it is possible to make some general statement about the place of
poetry in society, as an institution, whether poetry concerns society in its
totality (Monroe), or only a small élite placed above and leading the rest
(Pound). Secondly, both take it for granted that poetry has some kind of social
function, though they disagree on how society should be looked at. Thirdly,
both take it for granted that the experience of good poetry transforms people,
breaking structure, represented by conventional thinking, and revealing truth:
for Monroe poetry opens people's minds to the emerging world of
Democracy; for Pound it offers to an élite a quasi-mystical experience of
sudden transformation. Finally, both take for granted the existence of
universal truths to which poetry refers; this is a restatement, in terms of
Durkheimian anthropology, of the first point made above that there is a single
account of poetry as an institution in society.

*
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The views of poetry shared by Pound and Monroe are as important to
our discussion as their divergencies. Some of their views, especially the first
of the assumptions shared by Monroe and Pound, are still accepted as basic in
recent discussions of the relationship between poetry and society. Two
examples must suffice here: Jonathan Culler's notion of the 'institution of
literature' (Structuralist Poetics 123-24), which determines our way of
judging literary works (see above, 21), and Hans Robert Jauss' notion of the
'horizon of expectation,' discussed earlier in connection with the problem of
the classic (see above, 50-52).

Culler and Jauss, in the studies referred to, have little to say about the
social function of literature. Their notions of the 'institution of literature' and
of the 'horizon of expectation' are, however, closely related to notions that
have been introduced here: structure, or 'opinion' as used in Pound's poem,
and the reading public as its representative.

As we have seen the notion of the reading public has a long tradition--
from the Enlightenment, to the programmatic statements of Modernist writers
and contemporary theorists. As the first five chapters of this study have
suggested this notion of the reading public needs to be questioned. The
discussion of Vachel Lindsay's work as poet and thinker will illustrate a
position that goes beyond both Monroe's and Pound's positions concerning
the social function of poetry.


