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7. A Forgotten Poet

Today Vachel Lindsay is a forgotten poet, and there are few critics
who would argue that he is unjustly neglected. Why then need he be
discussed at length in this study? There are three reasons. First, the very
question why he was forgotten is of interest for the argument of this study. In
his time, Vachel Lindsay was considered, along with Edgar Lee Masters and
Carl Sandburg, one of the central figures of the Chicago Renaissance, and
Harriet Monroe, the editor of Poetry magazine, acknowledged his
importance. Marguerite Wilkinson, in her influential anthology New Voices
(1919) lists him, along with Robert Frost, as one of the most notable recent
poets in the United States. Under these circumstances, it may be worth
asking ourselves why and how Lindsay lost what looked like a strong-
grid/strong-group position in the literary community. The answers are
complicated by the fact that Lindsay has not been forgotten by everybody; he
has obviously survived with some readers: In 1981, his Collected Poems
went into its twenty-fourth printing.

The second reason is that Lindsay--in his idiosyncratic manner--gave
attention to many of the problems discussed in the previous chapters and
tried to practice the radical solutions at which he arrived. Scrutiny of his
work can help us to refine and illustrate distinctions made earlier; at the same
time it may also show that Lindsay has indeed been unfairly neglected,
because he has not been read and studied on appropriate terms.

Lindsay's problem was, it may be argued, that he was too far ahead of
his time. He took positions, in the first and second decades of our century,
which have gradually become acceptable, or at least generally known, in the
1980's, thanks to the performances of postmodern poets and to the study of
ethnopoetics: his was a poetics based on performance and the group-
experience of poetry.
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Finally, discussing Lindsay is an act of defiance on my part. The
obvious thing to do at the present point of a study like this one would have
been to discuss a well-established figure, say William Carlos Williams or
Wallace Stevens, according to the rules set out in Chapter 5. I have decided
against using and reinforcing the ceremonial element of criticism--instead I
am trying, in Turner's terms, to make a breach. I am fully cognizant of how
much of the success depends on the grid/group position of this study and its
author. I am taking the risk because I am convinced, and I hope to show, that
Lindsay deserves more attention than he has received.

*

In the almost five thousand pages of the Norton Anthology of
American Literature (ed. Gottesmann), first published in 1979--the
centennial of Lindsay's birth--there is not one line by him, even though it
claims 'to represent twentieth-century literature adequately for the first time
in an anthology of American literature' (xxx). Lindsay's name is not even
mentioned in the passage that introduces the writers of the Chicago
Renaissance, which lists Theodore Dreiser, Henry Blake Fuller, Robert
Herrick, Floyd Dell, Edgar Lee Masters, and Carl Sandburg (1139).1 Lindsay
is only alluded to in the introductory note on Langston Hughes, as 'the white
poet . . . who included [Hughes's poems] in a public reading . . . and
brought Hughes to the attention of the local press' (1405-06).2

If today's college students do not learn anything about Vachel Lindsay,
more seasoned American readers of poetry often do remember him; for them
the statement that Lindsay is a forgotten poet has to be qualified but need not
be withdrawn. If one mentions an interest in Lindsay's works, he can be
fairly certain to hear, after a short embarrassed silence, the ominous refrain
'Boomlay boomlay boomlay BOOM' from 'The Congo.' The people who
remember it usually do so because they

1 It should be added that only Dreiser and Sandburg are also represented by samples of their
work.

2 Lindsay does not fare much better in The American Tradition in Literature (ed. Bradley),
where he is mentioned in one sentence (vol. 2, 845). It may be argued that these
anthologies are not representative, because they are specifically textbooks for students.
Considering the importance of higher education for the life of literature--especially in the
United States--this argument does not carry much weight (see also above, Chapter 5).
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had to recite the poem in chorus when they went to school between the wars;
they may also have come across 'General William Booth Enters into Heaven'
or 'The Santa Fé Trail' in the same manner.

Finally, many people who may never have read a line by Lindsay think
they know one thing about him, that he was a racist. This slur is based on a
biased reading of some of his poems,3 but it has long since been dissociated
from its origins, and has become part of the Lindsay cliché; it is an ironic
misunderstanding in view of the origins of his social vision (see below,
Chapter 8). At the same time other poets of Lindsay's generation have been
forgiven their antisemitism and their fascist leanings.

Being remembered as a racist, or for just two or three curious poems or
even for single lines in them, is worse than oblivion for a poet. People are
satisfied that they can place Lindsay's person and his work; there is therefore
no desire to make new discoveries, and even if it existed, it would have to
overcome the often overwhelming force of cliché, of public symbolism.
Lindsay is remembered as a strange and somewhat unpleasant phenomenon,
as a solemn and pathetic thunderer, as an entertainer, a performer of what he
himself called 'The Higher Vaudeville.'4

Few people realize the diversity of Lindsay's oeuvre. It comprises eight
volumes of poetry. The noisy poems represent only a small part of it.5
Readers of poetry rarely know about his interest in drawing, or about

3 Lindsay was attacked in W.E.B DuBois' The Crisis for 'The Congo' and the 'Booker T.
Washington Trilogy.' In a letter to Joel E. Spingarn, the president of the NAACP,
Lindsay wrote on November 2, 1916:

Be sure I am with you in spirit. My 'Congo' and 'Booker T. Washington Trilogy' have
both been denounced by the Colored people, for reasons that I cannot fathom. So far as
I can see they have not taken the trouble to read them through. . . . (Letters 134)

Lindsay had been praised by The Crisis for his story 'The Golden-Faced People' in
November 1914. Chénetier, 'L'obsession . . .,' 53-66, is good on this matter ('Lindsay et
les noirs').

4 Lindsay himself is partly responsible for his reputation. He boasted of having performed
for about three million people during his lifetime (Chénetier, 'L'obsession' 937). This figure
seems to be wildly exaggerated: assuming that he performed 300 times a year in front of 500
people on each occasion--an impossibly high estimate--it would have taken him twenty years
to reach an audience of three million, while his public career, with many interruptions, lasted
only eighteen years.

5 Lindsay's publications are sometimes difficult to classify in neat categories. By the eight
volumes of poetry I mean General William Booth Enters into Heaven and Other Poems
(1913), The Congo and Other Poems (1914), The Chinese Nightingale and Other Poems
(1917), The Golden Whales of California, and Other Rhymes in the American Language
(1920), Going-to-the-Sun (1923), Going-to-the-Stars (1926), The Candle in the Cabin
(1926), Every Soul is a Circus (1929). Collected Poems was first published in 1923.
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his social vision, 'the new localism,' which he described in several prose
books, notably The Golden Book of Springfield (1920). And few people
except film buffs will know that Lindsay wrote one of the first books on film
theory, The Art of the Moving Picture (1915).

Some of Lindsay's poems have acquired lives of their own and have
become part of oral lore in America--something few other American have
achieved. These poems have given him the kind of fame that he himself
valued most; as he says in his elegy on John Peter Altgeld, the great Illinois
governor: 'To live in mankind is far more than to live in a name' (Collected
Poems 96).6 The most famous of these poems is probably the nursery rhyme
'The Little Turtle.'7

There was a little turtle.
He lived in a box.
He swam in a puddle.
He climbed on the rocks.
He snapped at a mosquito.
He snapped at a flea.
He snapped at a minnow.
And he snapped at me.
He caught the mosquito.
He caught the flea.
He caught the minnow.
But he didn't catch me.

(Collected Poems 67).

*

The problem of Lindsay's poetry has, it may be argued, three closely
related aspects. First, he did not write poetry that fulfilled the expectations
raised by his contemporaries' notion of literature. Secondly, when his poems
were collected and read in books, the performance-

6 Sara Teasdale quotes this line in her poem 'In Memory of Vachel Lindsay' and applies it
to the poet himself (210).

7 It was one of those rare moments that one will always vividly remember, when, during a
stay at Ann Arbor, Michigan, where I was doing research with a specific interest in
Lindsay, I heard a neighbor recite 'There was a little turtle' to my little daughter. He was
not aware who had written the poem. A similar experience is reported by Peeders (133).
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context so important to Lindsay no longer existed, even though he tried to
preserve some features of it with the help of marginal notes. In this situation
a mechanism came into play which is more familiar to anthropologists than
to literary critics. Daniel Biebuyck describes it as follows:

As outside observers of primitive works of art that were torn away from their
associations with music, drama, literature, and other manufactured or natural objects, we
anthropologists and art historians have tended to overstate the importance of form and
design. In this process we have been inclined to overrate the rigidity and conventionalism
of form and to underrate the multivalence and flexibility of usages and meanings
attached to them. (20)

Lindsay's poems came to be judged, and condemned, according to formal
criteria, which isolated and emphasized one aspect that for Lindsay had
never been crucial.

This problem is closely linked with a third aspect of Lindsay's work.
The question of Lindsay's place in the canon of literature arose at a time
when the dominant approach in literary criticism ('The New Criticism')
focused exactly on immanent form and structure. This was bound to
aggravate the kind of misunderstanding described by Biebuyck.

During his own lifetime Lindsay often found that he was not taken
seriously by his fellow-poets and in academic circles. Henry Seidel Canby's
report on a performance at Yale shows both the academic refusal of
Lindsay's poetry and the strange fascination that it had in performance.

The nice boys from the ivory towers of the best schools and the Gothic dormitories of
Yale tittered at first. But as he began to swing the persuasive rhythms of General William
Booth Enters Into Heaven and The Congo, and as the rich imagery lifted the homely
language into poetry, they warmed, and soon were chanting with him. Yet to them it was
only a show--America, a rather vulgar America speaking, but not literature as they had
been taught to regard literature. (American Memoir 295)

With his stirring voice silenced by his suicide in 1931, and the growing
ascendancy of High Modernism with its élitist views about the social
function of poetry, Lindsay fell totally out of favor. Instead of suggesting
concentration, complexity, and allusiveness, inviting close verbal analysis,
Lindsay's texts are frequently expansive, repetitive, and often
straightforward. The opinions of T.S. Eliot and Ezra Pound express bluntly
what critics in general came to feel about Lindsay. Eliot found him
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'impossible' after hearing him perform (Perkins 353), and Pound, who
acknowledged his originality, criticized the craftsmanship of his poetry:
'Believe me one can write it by the hour as fast as one scribbles' (Selected
Letters 54).

Why was Lindsay rejected by literary critics but accepted (to varying
degrees) by the audiences at his performances? Obviously, we cannot content
ourselves with repeating the received opinion of critics, foreshadowed in the
views of Eliot and Pound, that Lindsay constructed, in the words of Roy
Harvey Pearce, 'a series of occasionally touching and stirring, but more often
emptily rhetorical poems' (270). Nor can we content ourselves with viewing
his performances as a phenomenon entirely different from his poetry,
something to be judged mainly for entertainment value.

The problem of Lindsay becomes more clearly defined if we view it in
terms of the relationship between poet and community. Like Pound, Lindsay
was a poet who worked with an audience in mind. Due to his activity as a
performer his involvement with his audience (in a broad sense) was
particularly direct and intense, and he was fully aware of playing the role of a
symbol uniting each of his individual audiences. Being conscious of his
potentially powerful position, Lindsay tried to create other symbols that
would be effective in the community he addressed, even after his departure.

Unlike Pound, who consistently reckoned with a small group and was,
as the history of his reception suggests, successful in creating a community
of his own, Lindsay failed to achieve his aims, for reasons we shall have to
discuss. In Turner's terms, Lindsay's attempt to make a breach was rejected
by those he tried to release from the structure in which they lived. The breach
was first made narrow: Only his idiosyncratic style of performing was
acknowledged as a symbol of dissension by the community of people he
addressed. Instead of being transformed or breaking up, that community
found it easy to isolate him and render him harmless: They assigned him a
place within the existing structure--that of the entertainer.8

*

8 Lindsay himself must take part of the blame for this. For tactical reasons he posed as an
entertainer in performing his Higher Vaudeville poems. See below, Chapter 10.
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There have been a number of attempts to rescue Lindsay from
oblivion. They all follow the strategy of redefining Lindsay so as to make
him fit the symbolism of existing communities. Three of these reassessments
may be summarized here as representative of critics' attempts to integrate a
poet who did not 'write literature as they had been taught to regard
literature.'9 Critical re-assessments followed a period in which biographical
study dominated. Lindsay's biographers include A. E. Trombly (1928), the
poet Edgar Lee Masters (1935), the novelist Mark Harris (1952), and Eleanor
Ruggles (1959).

Edgar Lee Masters, in his influential book, Vachel Lindsay: A Poet in
America, describes Lindsay's life as a history of defeat, with the high hopes
and ambitions of the poet thwarted by his audience's ignorance. Such defeat
is, Masters says in his title, the fate of 'a poet in America.'

No business man slaved to his desk was more chained down than Lindsay as he travelled
all over America time and again, reciting 'The Congo,' and other poems. . . . He did this
for nothing except for the means of life, and for the sustenance that it gave to his
inordinate desire for applause and appreciation, without which he was miserable. (331)

Masters presents Lindsay's performances as a biographical fact demanding
explanation rather than a central aspect of his poetic achievement--an
assessment that may have been suggested by Lindsay's later life, from about
1919 onward. This account of Lindsay's performing has set the pattern for
later assessments, even where these strongly react against other views
expressed by Masters (e.g., Chénetier, 'L'obsession' 161; Kuykendall 12-14;
Massa 16).

The first major reassessment of Lindsay's work was published by Ann
Massa in 1970. As the title of her book, Vachel Lindsay. Fieldworker for the
American Dream, hints, she considers the poet as a social force, as 'a man of
ideas'; she sees his work 'as a coherent whole, bound together by an
intellectual and artistic commitment to improving America, and by an
awareness of America's historic past, critical present, and dubious future.'
Lindsay's works are--in a word--'propaganda' (16). This approach places
Lindsay's prose, especially The Village Magazine and The Golden

9 George Scouffas' perceptive, but limited study 'Vachel Lindsay: A Study in Retreat and
Repudiation' deals, as the title suggests, with the poet in terms of individual psychology,
and discusses his failure only in this light.
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Book of Springfield resolutely at the center of interest; his life and his poetry
move into the background.

Radford B. Kuykendall, in an unpublished 1952 thesis, had dealt with
'The Reading and Speaking of Vachel Lindsay' along similar lines.
Kuykendall begins with a discussion of Lindsay's early activity as a lecturer,
presenting him as an 'avowed crusader [who] gradually adapted his poetry to
the persuasive medium, using it in the lecture-recital in place of public
speech' (16). As a critic, Kuykendall is indebted to classical forensic rhetoric,
on the one hand, and American Formalist criticism, on the other; it is no
surprise that he finds it difficult to pursue this dual approach to the end.
Unresolved contradictions show up in his conclusion that Lindsay

presented his message chiefly by two methods: open argument and persuasion (often
verging on didacticism), and by the subtler means of creating moments of beauty purely
for their aesthetic value. (277)

The notion of Lindsay's works as 'propaganda' is attacked by Marc
Chénetier, in the best and most detailed study of the poet so far, which
makes full use of unpublished material in placing Lindsay in the context of
early twentieth-century literature and art.10 Chénetier vigorously tries to
overcome the cliché of Lindsay the performer and propagandist; in doing so
he may be erring in the opposite direction. Chénetier concentrates on the
poetry, and sees it dominated, not by the ear, but by the eye. He tries to show
Lindsay's closeness to the Imagists (161), and to William Carlos Williams
and e.e.cummings. He adduces impressive evidence in support of his general
thesis; Lindsay's interest in drawing, film, hieroglyphics, dance, architecture,
and ritual, and his visions are all understood as indicative of his obsession
with visual signs (161, 163).11

From this point of view, Lindsay's performances must appear to have
been essentially negative activities, sapping the poet's creative force (123)--a
position similar to Masters' (310). Chénetier can quote Lindsay

10 Unfortunately this study has neither been translated from the French nor been published
so far. I am grateful to Marc Chénetier for letting me consult his thesis, and for general
advice. Chénetier has published several articles in various places, dealing with specific
aspects of Lindsay's achievement.

11 Chénetier goes so far as to claim that for Lindsay 'a poem . . . was always first and
foremost a picture, so that all the other arts and media he enrolled in the service of poetic
expression were ultimately placed in the service of visual experiences' (''Free-Lance in
the Soul World'' 499).
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himself to this effect; indeed, this is how the poet himself often saw his
performing in his later years. But Lindsay's view should not be taken as
representing an insight into what he was doing; rather, it should be viewed as
the result of the weariness he evidently felt after several years of public
exposure, and his frustration at being unable to make the breach he aimed at.

Two other considerations lead Chénetier to overemphasize the visual
element in Lindsay's poetry and to underestimate the importance of the aural
one. He takes it for granted that only the noisy poems, the poems that
Lindsay classified as 'Higher Vaudeville' (see below Chapter 10) were meant
to be performed (75). This is not the case: Among the fifty-three poems
suggested for performance in advance publicity material, only ten are marked
as being 'Higher Vaudeville' pieces.12

Further, Chénetier, probably misled by etymology, takes visions to be
essentially visual experiences, but in Lindsay's case this association is often
broken. One of the first 'visions' that Lindsay turned into a poem, one that
came to him on his return from Europe in 1906, is dealt with under the title 'I
heard Immanuel Singing' (Collected Poems 369-72); examples could be
multiplied.13 Chénetier's narrow understanding of the word 'vision' makes it
easier for him to assign priority to Lindsay's drawings, over his visionary
poems, as intermediaries between the visions and the texts (207). There is
little evidence to support this approach; it is probably best to take both
drawings and poems as renderings of the visions in different media.14 The

12 Five of the suggested poems are classed as 'Verses of an especially inscriptional
character . . . written for my drawings' in the Collected Poems. (See Letter About My
Four Programmes).

Lindsay's classifications of his poems were flexible. 'The Mysterious Cat,' for
example, was published in the collection The Congo and Other Poems (1914) in the
section 'Poems to be read aloud or chanted.' In Collected Poems (1925) it appears among
the 'Verses of an especially inscriptional character.'

13 Cp. also 'The Ghosts of the Buffaloes,' Collected Poems 78-81.

14 Chénetier (207) quotes an unpublished poem in support of his views (The Vachel
Lindsay Collection, Clifton Waller Barrett Library, University of Virginia, Box 22,
Notebook No. 30, 1912). The poem appears to be complete; it is untitled. It has to be
cited in full to substantiate the criticism made above.

Not often, but once in a while
At the end of a dull dull time--
There comes a rushing of wings
And strange words and strange rhyme.
I bring you the rhyme grown cold
Rough though they may be--my best.
I have carved them again and again
In tears and dreams they are dressed.
Rhymer--more skilled in art
Reprove me no more I pray--
But wait for the rushing of wings,
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approaches sketched here all assign Lindsay different but familiar roles in the
community: Masters sees him as the Romantic poet at odds with society
(with traits that border on the pathological). Massa, and Kuykendall to some
extent, view him as a propagandist for social reform, while Chénetier
considers him a Modernist poet obsessed by the complexity of visual signs
and their meanings.

With the exception of Kuykendall, biographers and critics have played
down the importance of Lindsay's performances, or regretted their effect on
his poetic career without trying to establish the exact character of these
events. It can be argued, though, that the apparent embarrassment of
Lindsay's poetry performances is a problem of literary criticism rather than of
Lindsay's work or biography. Criticism seems to have been unable to deal
with a phenomenon that is not amenable to common notions of poetics and
rhetoric.

Indeed, as I hope to show, Lindsay's performances are an integral part
of his achievement, and judging his achievement solely on the basis

Wait for your dreaming day.
Then when your own dreams flame
Take up these to your heart
Let them be wedded to yours
Mock not my lack of art.
Not often but once in a while
At the end of a dull dull day
I take up my bungling pen
And draw in an awkward way--
The picture that flames burns my hand
As though it would draw itself--
That comes from my hand like a song
And then when dawn is old
I look at my picture cold
Pitiful thing indeed
Recording a dream of gold
But just for the sake of the hour
That gave it its flaming birth
I bring you the ash in the urn.

Chénetier argues that according to the poem only the pen can, in a kind of speed-
writing, record the essence of what has been seen or imagined; that the poem is presented
here as ashes left over from a consuming visionary experience. It is hard to see how this
conclusion can be drawn from the poem, which rather seems to juxtapose neatly two
ways of rendering a visionary experience, the poetic (rhyming) and the visual (flaming).
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of the printed texts would be as foolish as assessing the work of a High
Modernist poet on the basis of his readings alone. An interpretation that
allows us to accept the role of the performances also resolves apparent
contradictions between poetry and propaganda, and between image-making
and performance.

The approach outlined earlier in this study allows us to deal with the
problems posed by Lindsay's poetry. In the following chapters I shall discuss
Lindsay's notion of community, as well as his views on the poet's role in the
community, and on the ways in which the poet attempts to transform
communities or to found new ones.15

15 It is in the nature of this study that it cannot rely solely on Lindsay's published poems.
All sources available have been used: his poems, his prose works, his pamphlets, and
also his manuscripts and personal notes. Unfortunately, there is no critical edition of
Lindsay's works; the edition of his Letters only offers a (good) selection from his
correspondence.

Throughout his life Lindsay kept small note-books in which he jotted down ideas
and projects. In datebooks for the years between 1916 and 1929, a period when he was
traveling a great deal, he used the pages reserved for bookkeeping for this purpose--a
biographer might feel tempted to use this fact in discussing Lindsay's attitude to material
values. These notes, often scribbled in haste, in handwriting that seems to reflect the
jolting of the railroad car, offer fascinating glimpses of Lindsay's thinking.

These notebooks are now in the Lindsay Collection of the Clifton Waller Barrett
Collection, University of Virginia Library, Charlottesville.


