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8. Lindsay
and Midwestern Community

Wee must vphold a familiar Commerce together in all meekenes, gentlenes, patience and
liberallity, wee must delight in eache other, make others Condicions our owne reioyce
together, mourne together, labour, and suffer together, allwayes haueing before our eyes
our Commission and Community as members of the same body, soe shall wee keep the
vnitie of the spirit in the bond of peace, the Lord will be our God and delight to dwell
among vs . . . .

John Winthrop, A Modell of Christian Charity (Miller and Johnson 198)

Like many of his fellow Midwesterners in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, Vachel Lindsay saw America in terms of the small town
and the spiritual life of its inhabitants.1 Page Smith, in his study of the town
in American history, divides American towns into two general categories:
'those that were colonized as towns by relatively homogeneous ethnic and
religious groups, and those, not the result of any prior plan, whose growth
was cumulative and often fortuitous' (17). In the Midwest the second type
was quite common, clustering around a railroad station or a mill, or around a
public institution, as was the case in Springfield, Illinois, Lindsay's
hometown, after it had become the state capital.2 Yet the idea of the town
would, in most cases, be based on the Puritan town of New England. As
communities spread across the nation,

1 This is not at all surprising; as Lewis Atherton has observed: 'The history of the Middle
Border has been largely the history of its towns.' (3)

2 This was in 1839, one year before the town was incorporated. Abraham Lincoln, who was
practicing law there, was instrumental in getting the place selected as the capital.
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the New England town served as an archetype, 'muted or modified as it might
become in every particular re-creation' (Smith 3).

The Puritans had established a 'covenanted community . . . composed
of individuals bound in a special compact with God and with each other'
(6).Its members were involved in 'a 'society of expectation' that looked not
backward to an older tradition but ahead to the final establishment of a
utopian Christian community' (8).3 The rise of competing sects in New
England communities put an end to the identity of church and community,
and it became difficult to justify a covenant in religious terms. Thereafter in
New England

the towns struggled ceaselessly to discover substitutes for their primitive covenant. They
made determined and often desperate efforts to find a cause, an issue, an institution, or a
social form to which they might adhere and which would give them a sense of unity and
coherence amid a general chaos that was often physical (in the sense of only partly
subdued forests or prairies) and social (in the form of a society whose values were
changing rapidly under the pressure of industrialization and the growing dominance of the
cities). (11)

The towns of the Midwest found themselves in a similar plight in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Economic individualism was
taking over and led to social changes similar to those that prompted
contemporary scholars in Europe to introduce the distinction between
community and society (see above, 28). These changes included growing
urbanization and increasing mobility: On the one hand, large groups of new
inhabitants were arriving from the countryside and from abroad; on the other
hand, many of the young and gifted were moving away to the large cities, in
search of greater economic or artistic opportunity.

Against this background we have to view the image of the town in early
twentieth-century Midwestern literature. The towns portrayed are usually the
places where the writers grew up.4 As the towns lost their characteristic social
ideals, they were mythologized, transmuted either to

3 Covenants were also drawn up by communities in the West, settled by emigrant New
England Congregationalists, Presbyterians, and Methodists.

4 Zona Gale grew up in Portage, Wisconsin (and returned there after working as a journalist
in New York), Booth Tarkington in Indianapolis, Indiana, Sinclair Lewis in Sauk Centre
[sic], Minnesota, Edgar Lee Masters in Petersburg, Illinois, Sherwood Anderson in Clyde,
Ohio, and Vachel Lindsay in Springfield, Illinois. For an extensive but somewhat
superficial survey of the town in American literature, see Herron.
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the nostalgic dream of an ideal community or a nightmare of pettiness and
provincialism. Zona Gale, in her popular 'Friendship Village' stories, extolled
the virtues of small-town life:

In fellowship! I think that in this simple basic emotion lies my joy in living in this, my
village. Here, this year long, folk have been adventuring together, knowing the details of
one another's lives, striving a little but companioning far more than striving, kindling to
one another's interests instead of practicing the faint morality of mere civility. . . . (6)

And she goes so far as to describe the social relationships in the village in
anthropological terms, referring to 'primal tribal bonds' (6), i.e., as a
community characterized by strong group in Douglas's term.

'Togetherness'5 was not only celebrated by Zona Gale. Booth
Tarkington described the inhabitants of his fictional Plattville, Indiana, as
'one big, jolly family' (Tarkington 205). Even in 1938, Thornton Wilder
celebrated life in a small community in Our Town.6 This togetherness,
however, was not appreciated by all as a stable and happy condition. Indeed,
we are more familiar today with the negative image presented by Edgar Lee
Masters, Sinclair Lewis, and Sherwood Anderson,7 with the 'revolt from the
village,' as Carl Van Doren called it in a memorable phrase (294)--having
himself grown up in Hope, Illinois. In Lewis's Main Street Carol Kennicott
observes that people leave the small town because it offers

an unimaginatively standardized background, a sluggishness of speech and manners, a
rigid ruling of the spirit by the desire to appear respectable. It is contentment . . . the
contentment of the quiet dead, who are scornful of the living for their restless walking. It
is negation canonized as the one positive virtue. It is the prohibition of happiness. It is
slavery self-sought and self-defended. It is dullness made God.

5 Atherton has a section on community life under this title (181-186).-- Lest we take this
feeling of togetherness as a thing of the past, we do well to remember the results of a
more recent investigation into Midwestern town life by Varenne, which found that in the
1970's love was still regarded as 'the fundamental precept underlying the organization of
social interaction . . .' (204; quoted by Lingeman 477)

6 The notion of the small town as the epitome of American life in general continues to be
popular. Cp. Garrison Keillor's books and programs on National Public Radio.

7 Carl Van Doren discusses these and other authors in support of his thesis in The American
Novel, 1789-1939. David D. Anderson has argued against van Doren's contention that the
Midwestern writers did nothing more than revolt against the village in the first two
decades of this century. Anderson quotes the fiction of Homer Croy, Booth Tarkington,
Brand Whitlock, and Martin Flavin as counter examples.
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A savorless people, gulping tasteless food, and sitting afterward, coatless and
thoughtless, in rocking-chairs prickly with inane decorations, listening to mechanical
music, saying mechanical things about the excellence of Ford automobiles, and viewing
themselves as the greatest race in the world. (257-58)

In Masters's Spoon River Anthology the inhabitants of the cemetery are
locked into a ghostly community; they and their dreams are quite literally
dead. In the words of the major poem of the collection, 'The Unknown,'
which Masters also physically placed at its center, they were people 'whom
life wounded and caged' (144). Now they speak in monologues about their
past.

In Anderson's Winesburg, Ohio the townsfolk lead a 'buried life', each
with his or her dream, his or her truth. According to the old writer, in the
introductory 'Book of the Grotesque,'

There was the truth of virginity and the truth of passion, the truth of wealth and of
poverty, of thrift and of profligacy, of carelessness and abandon. Hundreds and hundreds
were the truths and they were all beautiful.

And then the people came along. Each as he appeared snatched up one of the
truths and some who were quite strong snatched up a dozen of them.

It was the truths that made the people grotesques. (23-24)

Malcolm Cowley, in his introduction to the Penguin edition of
Winesburg, Ohio, has criticized this view of the 'grotesques': 'Their lives have
been distorted, not, as Anderson tells us in his prologue, by their each having
seized upon a single truth, but rather by their inability to express themselves.'
(14) These two views do not, as Cowley believes, contradict each other in
Anderson; rather they complement one another. The inability to share one's
dreams and truths is the chief obstacle to forming a true community and
makes the lives of individuals oppressive to them. We are reminded of this at
the end of Anderson's book: George Willard, the one figure whom the reader
is allowed to hope will overcome his isolation, leaves the small town, with
his father's advice to be 'sharp' still in his ears, his mind 'carried away by his
growing passion for dreams.' (247) Under these circumstances it is difficult to
view George's departure for the city as part of his 'continued search into a
new dimension' (David D. Anderson 42); rather it is deeply ironical.

All these texts that criticize the contentment, narrow-mindedness, and
loneliness of small-town life, also call up the counter-image of towns offering
creativity, open-mindedness, and true community. We should note, for
example, that Lewis's criticism does not concern small-town
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values, but the mechanization and standardization of people's lives, a result of
the growing influence of the big urban centers and the demand for an
industrial scale of production. If there is 'a revolt from the village,' it is due to
the painful realization that the hope of the Puritan town has not come true.8

*

Vachel Lindsay found himself in basic agreement with his fellow
Midwestern authors, and their diagnosis of the ills of medium-sized and small
towns.9 But he had not lost hope. He was not casting a nostalgic look
backwards, mourning the loss of a seemingly timeless order. He believed that
the ideal town would be built in the future. He never tired of projecting the
small town as the model of a place where perfect community would become
possible one day. This is the subject of his 'civic verses,'10 for which he
wanted to be known most of all, of his pamphlet Village Magazine (1910)
and of his other prose, in particular of The Golden Book of Springfield
(1920).

Lindsay's interest in the notion of the town as a community seems to
have been stimulated by the race-riots in his hometown Springfield, Illinois,
in August 1908, and their aftermath, which clearly showed the meanness and
divisions among the citizens. Lindsay gave the matter 'a special probing'
(Letters 28), and when it proved difficult to get juries who were ready to deal
with the rioters, he came up, for the first time, with suggestions for 'healing'
the town. In a letter to R.W. Gilder of The Century Magazine, written in
November 1908, he offered a diagnosis that is of particular interest to us. It
describes the problems of traditional community in a pluralist society, and the
possible conflict between geographical and spiritual notions of community
(see above, 28-29).

8 Sherwood Anderson's Poor White shows quite clearly that he ascribed the decline of the
small town to growing industrialization. Anderson, too, claims that 'the people who lived
in the towns were to each other like members of a great family' (44).

9 Lindsay writes of the Spoon River Anthology: Masters 'has said hundreds of things in the
anthology I wanted to say in the Village Magazine and wasn't man enough or artist
enough.' (Letters 122). On Main Street, see his letter to Sinclair Lewis (Letters 210-211).
Lindsay does not mention Sherwood Anderson in his published letters.

10 Lindsay uses this term in A Letter (16) and lists as 'civic verses': 'The Proud Farmer'
(Collected Poems 1925, 71), 'The Illinois Village' (72), 'The Building of Springfield' (74),
'The Chinese Nightingale' (25), 'A Rhyme for all Zionists' (48), 'Abraham Lincoln Walks
at Midnight' (53), and 'In the Immaculate Conception Church' (306).
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I think every middle sized town faces the same issue--the lack of a medieval wall, to keep
her talent at home. The really able people have their interest centered elsewhere, the
network of civilization makes them almost as interested in the remotest part of the land, as
their own city. They look to centers of culture or finance in the big cities. They contribute
to eastern magazines. They are in National politics. Their money is in statewide
corporations. Every really able household is more sensitive to college circles, religious
circles, etc., than to civic. Only those ill-educated or wicked, whose sole politics is ward-
politics, who have travelled little, and whom our able people never influence, take a first
hand interest in our town.

The only way out is to build a medieval wall around our city culture, till the
musicians, writers, artists, architects have a direct influence upon the history of the town.
(Letters 32)

In the same letter he ascribes the social problems of his hometown to its
rapid growth--from 40,000 to 60,000 in ten years--and the large influx of
white laborers, who considered blacks competitors for their jobs (33).

Lindsay describes a city whose inhabitants, in terms of Gusfield's
account (see Chapter 2), actually belong to numerous communities that are
not associated with the place where they live; the only area where the
geographical and the spiritual notions of community coincide is local politics
of a murky sort. The city as a whole is therefore a low-grid/low-group
community, with the fragmentation and the instability characteristic of it.

Lindsay's therapy is radical. He would work towards conditions
whereby pluralism would be replaced by holism, whereby all the
communities now represented among the inhabitants would merge and focus
on the locality, sharing the city as their most powerful symbol. The 'medieval
wall' marks off the border between the city and the world outside.11

*

One of Lindsay's best-known civic poems, 'On the Building of
Springfield,' dates from 1908. In his poetry collections he grouped it

11 From October to December 1908 Lindsay gave a series of lectures to the Springfield
YMCA on 'composite citizenship,' in which he discussed what different ethnic groups
(among them Indians, Blacks, Italians) could contribute to American culture. It had its
climax in the lecture 'How to Make Springfield Unique,' of which the poem 'On the
Building of Springfield' was part (Dennis Camp, private communication).
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together with 'The Proud Farmer' and 'The Illinois Village' under the title 'The
Gospel of Beauty' (Congo), and added the headnote: 'Taken as a triad, they
hold in solution my theory of American civilization' (Collected Poems 71-
76). The first poem celebrates the pride and spirit of the pioneer farmer; the
second describes the village as a source of inspiration; 'On the Building of
Springfield' presents a program for creating an ideal community. Lindsay
himself accepts his role as an artist within the program he sketches: His poem
moves from exhortation to prophecy. We should note that the poem is
addressed to the citizens of the town, people whom Lindsay is trying to move
with his words. He therefore has to speak to them on their terms; this may
explain, at least partially, the simplicity and directness of the text, its use of
cliché and its heavy rhythms.12

Here is the first half of the poem:

Let not our town be large, remembering
That little Athens was the Muses' home,
That Oxford rules the heart of London still,
That Florence gave the Renaissance to Rome.

Record it for the grandson of your son--
A city is not builded in a day:
Our little town cannot complete her soul
Till countless generations pass away.

Now let each child be joined as to a church
To her perpetual hopes, each man ordained:
Let every street be made a reverent aisle
Where Music grows and Beauty is unchained.

Let Science and Machinery and Trade
Be slaves of her, and make her all in all,
Building against our blatant, restless time
An unseen, skilful, medieval wall.

Let every citizen be rich toward God.
Let Christ the beggar, teach divinity.
Let no man rule who holds his money dear.
Let this, our city, be our luxury.

We should build parks that students from afar

12 I shall discuss the problems arising from Lindsay's attitude towards the addressees in
Chapter 10.
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Would come to starve in, rather than go home,
Fair little squares, with Phidian ornament,
Food for the spirit, milk and honeycomb.

Songs shall be sung by us in that good day,
Songs we have written, blood within the rhyme
Beating,as when Old England still was glad, --
The purple, rich Elizabethan time.

(Collected Poems 74-75)

Lindsay's image of the town reflects his reading of Ruskin on the links
between art and social life.13 Ruskin offered him answers to problems
perceived in terms of the New England tradition of the covenanted town.
Lindsay rejects materialism in a manner reminiscent of Sinclair Lewis and
attacks the supremacy of the rational, scientific spirit over the striving for
Beauty.

The town is here presented as the ideal size for a community, but
Lindsay is vague about the number of inhabitants such a town should have.
Springfield was a town of 58,000 in 1914, and thus still within the limits
Lindsay had set.14

I have often been thrilled and comforted by hearing natives describe our Springfield . . .
as a 'little, overgrown country town.' As long as such is the case, she is still at the

13 In 1910 Lindsay gave a series of five 'Ruskin revival' lectures in Springfield. The notes
for these have survived (C. Waller Barrett Collection, University of Virginia, Box 22). He
started off by reading Whitman's 'I hear America Singing.' He gave three reasons why
young men were leaving the town: jangled nerves, no symbols to love, and burning
ambition. In the following lectures he discussed landscape study and architecture; the last
two were devoted to localism and its relation to a populist notion of nationalism: 'Art
based on the village-country + town personality must be evolved, like the town meeting,
then the combination into state art, and finally these a national joy of living, and an
unwritten constitution of American art.'

The walled city, an idea later taken up by Ralph Adams Cram, also seems to be
derived from Ruskin. In an essay written for the Spokane Chronicle Lindsay specifically
mentions the chapters on 'The Nature of Gothic' in The Stones of Venice ('Ruskin for Free
Voters of Spokane,' Box 17, C. Waller Barrett Collection).

14 We are fairly well informed about Springfield in the second decade of the twentieth
century from Shelby M. Harrison's survey.

In an essay on 'The Small Town' written during his stay in Spokane (Box 17, C.
Waller Barrett Collection) Lindsay goes so far as to say:

The small town in the United States is any town that does not have one million settlers.
But the towns under a million, since they seem to be led by the smaller villages, and to
be yearning back toward the village type, are subject to much talented abuse by our
young artists, writers, actors, and singers. (1)
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parting of the ways, and can turn from the broad road that leadeth to Chicago, and take
the narrow that leadeth to green fields and mystery, and eternal life. (Village Magazine,
n.p.)

Lindsay saw his view of the town not only confirmed by the examples he
mentions in the poem--classical Athens, Renaissance Florence, and Oxford--
but also, nearer home, in the villages around Springfield.

He describes these villages in his Village Magazine of 1910: In contrast
to the evils of the metropolis, there is 'an unconscious birth of beauty in the
agricultural hamlet that gives one who has searched long for the key to
democracy's beauty-sense, and watched patiently for her art development, a
hope and an inspiration.' Social life centers around the churches; and among
the various churches there is a fundamental unity. Religious revival 'in its
rhythm of reappearance makes the main drama of village existence,' and 'no
matter what side a man takes in theology, he is somewhere enmeshed in the
omnipresent social net.' Lindsay ascribes a ritual order to these villages,
regulated by cyclical time. The symbolism around which these communities
gather is civic rather than denominational; as such it is powerful, and it helps
to create a strong group. The social net is closely braided--even the telephone
system contributes to this:

Gossip itself is on a larger basis, because of the country telephone, a peculiar device,
differing from the town telephone in that all the neighbors can talk to each other at once.
In the evening everyone takes down the receiver. The conversation goes round the circle,
as it used to at the post-office-store,15 but the group is larger, and the ladies may join.

This idyllic view may remind one of Zona Gale's Friendship Village, but
Lindsay is not interested in the snugness of the small community. He sees it,
in 1910, as a seedbed of the future:

Oh wise man of the noise-world, you know industrial civilization has bitter war
immediately ahead but do you know that in the village is being conserved already that
loveliness which may heal the wounded and bind up the broken hearted?

The community envisioned by Lindsay in 'The Building of Springfield'
is characterized by a strong civic sense, which finds expression in

15 Lindsay is referring to the situation before the rural delivery of mail was introduced in
1896.
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shared songs, and in the buildings, squares, and parks of the town. These
public spaces, in turn, reinforce the civic spirit that created them. Eventually
this spirit will bestow on the community the gift of being creative,
metaphorically, of singing together the songs they have made together.

Lindsay describes the civil community of the town as identical to that
of a church, in a way that reminds us of the close association of the two in the
Puritan settlements described by Page Smith. The church to which all citizens
belong (or rather are ordained as priests) has the Gospel of Beauty as its
scripture. It is the 'Church of Beauty,' as Lindsay calls it in a pamphlet of
1912. People of all Christian denominations may consider themselves as
belonging to it, as they can subscribe to its 'two sides: the love of Beauty and
the love of God.' (The Gospel of Beauty). Its only 'article of faith' is 'The New
Localism':

The things most worth while are one's own hearth and neighborhood. We should make
our own home and neighborhood the most democratic, the most beautiful and the holiest
in the world.16 (The Gospel of Beauty)

*

When Lindsay wrote 'On the Building of Springfield' in 1908, and when
he had The Village Magazine printed in 1910, his notion of the future town
and how it would be created were still vague--we learn little beyond the
warning that it will take countless generations to build it. During the
following years he tried 'to ripen [his] picture' (Letters 56), and in 1920 he
tried to give a fully developed account of his ideas in The Golden Book of
Springfield, a book that he considered his most important.17

The Springfield of the Golden Book is a type; it is representative of the
average medium-sized industrial American town, or, as Lindsay would
probably have preferred, the 'little, overgrown country town.18

16 The openness and lack of dogma of this church reflect Lindsay's own religious
background in the Disciples of Christ. I shall say more on this in the next chapter.

17 'I am far more interested in the permanent vitality of that work, than of anything else I
have done.' (Letters 201)

18 In this respect Lindsay's Springfield is similar to the one presented in the influential social
survey edited by Shelby M. Harrison for the Russell Sage Foundation. The survey has,
however, a different drift: It focuses on problem of hygiene and of what may be called
social engineering in general. The survey was published in 1920 like Lindsay's own
book--according to his own account, which probably reflects his mythological
imagination, both appeared on the same day (A Letter 3).
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Lindsay presents Springfield as he envisions it in the year 2018. He populates
his town with typical people from all over the United States, every figure
'some fixed American type from elsewhere' ('What it Means to be a Poet . . .'
12), making it possible for his readers to recognize themselves.

Lindsay's book is not a traditional Utopia, like Edward Bellamy's
Looking Backward (1888) or Joaquin Miller's The Building of the City
Beautiful (1894), in which the application of certain doctrines has led to a
stable society, and history has fulfilled itself. The Springfield of the Golden
Book is still emerging; Lindsay's title does not refer to his own text, but to a
book of prophecies that is given to Springfield in the year 2018--an idea that
Lindsay borrowed from the Mormon tradition, adapting it to his democratic
convictions.

Lindsay's city of 2018 reminds us of the town in 'The Building of
Springfield' in that it is surrounded by a wall. It has been laid out along the
lines of the White City at the 1893 World's Columbian Exposition in
Chicago, and built according to the teachings of Louis Sullivan and Frank
Lloyd Wright (78-80, 220).19 Despite the urban design, there is still
dissension among the citizens, even fighting in the streets; one person is
lynched--the memories of the 1908 race riots were still strong for Lindsay.
Many people still prefer the technological marvel of flying-machines to the
'spirit wings' of the imagination--and Lindsay adds somewhat ponderously: 'It
is better to be like Shelley than to have the glory of Langley, and Wilbur and
Orville Wright' (154). America is fighting a war against Singapore, the
embodiment of materialist evil.20 The town has only become 'half-way
millennial' (21); there is still room for a vision of the future. In his entry for
May 4, 2018, the narrator notes:

I have seen in waking dreams, as I walk on the edge of New Springfield, at the prairie end
of a shadowed deserted street, a great open door into the deep of eternity and, hovering
above the great deep, Springfield, when it becomes the perfect and transcendent city.
(118)

19 To Lindsay the fact that Sullivan, a founder of functionalist architecture, criticized the
neoclassical style of the White City does not present a problem: Both the Chicago
exhibition and the architecture of Sullivan and Wright show a preoccupation with civic
values.

20 Why Singapore? Lindsay probably uses this city both because of its name (Singapore)
and its rapid growth in the period as one of the most important harbors in Asia. Racial
cliché may also play a role.
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Springfield, even in the year 2018, has reached only a further stage in a
continuing evolution.

Lindsay's hope for the future of the town distinguishes him from other
contemporary Midwestern writers, for whom the town as a model of
community was irretrievably lost. According to Lindsay the town as
community has a glorious future; its spirit and vitality have been repressed,
but not destroyed. Its future depends on the image of the town that its citizens
see in front of themselves--on their vision. The problem therefore is: How can
people again get the gift of vision which they have lost? Lindsay's answers
will be discussed in the next chapter.


