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9. Vision: The Audience and
the Poet

As we have seen in the previous chapter, vision is the driving force behind the endeavor to
build the new city, or, as Lindsay also calls the gift, dreaming, imagination or fancy. Vision is at
the center of Lindsay's thinking in general: It recurs as a subject in his poetry, it is crucial to his
practice as a performing poet; and in his prose he discusses its nature and social function. In The
Art of the Moving Picture of 1915 he analyzes the cinema in terms of what it can do to make
Americans regain their visions, and The Golden Book of Springfield (1920) offers a visionary
account of Springfield, Illinois, in the year 2018.1 In this chapter I am going to discuss Lindsay's
notion of vision and the place of the visionary in the community, drawing on the conceptual
framework introduced earlier in this study.

*

The Golden Book of Springfield opens with the founding of a 'Prognosticators' Club' in
1918. It is modeled on the service club, one of the most successful Midwestern innovations of the
early twentieth century.2 In the 'Prognosticators' Club' ten Springfield citizens meet, among them
a Campbellite minister, a florist, a business man, and a high-school teacher. The narrator, a
projection of Lindsay, reports:

1 We may wonder why Lindsay chose to present these visions in a prose book, the symbol of a weak-grid/weak-
group community. I shall try to answer this question at the end of this chapter.

2   The Prognosticators’ Club’ is an example of how Lindsay adopts and transforms ideas to serve his purposes. The 
idea of the civil service club originated in 1905 with Paul P. Harris in Chicago, who founded the Rotary Club.
Lindsay found service clubs like Rotary attractive, because of the community they offered and their civic ideals, but
also repulsive because of the business-spirit that came to dominate them. For some time he was a member of the
Springfield Rotary Club; in l920 he left it, giving, among others, the following reason:

I do not like the Rotary scheme. It is exclusively business men and seems to me an effort to draw a line of
hatred between business men and working people, instead of talking with them out of business hours, and
getting acquainted…. If I am to judge by‘The Rotarian’, the official organ, the whole institution is devoted 
to the roller-top desk point of view in life, glorifying its worst features.
I would welcome an organization in Springfield that was at least one half the very people‘The Rotarian’ 
everlastingly patronizes and tries to ‘put in their place.’ (Letters 196)
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When . . . we come together for our meetings it is inevitable that our talk should be of the
Springfield of our fancy and of the manner in which the vision has come to each one. (19)

Lindsay stresses the ecstatic nature of their meetings: He calls the
Prognosticators' Club 'a dithyrambic, chanting, improvising howling dervish
set' (64). He addresses the reader of his book in the name of the
Prognosticators' Club:

Reader, in your town many like these are brooding alone over unaccountable vistas of the
future of their city, that have come to them in battle or by the fireside or in the storm.
They have found themselves standing momently at cross streets of vision, before they felt
their hearts to be as dust again. Call them together. Blow ashes into flame. Start a
brotherhood of your own. Live in the New City that is revealed to you, as we are living in
our City and in the streets of our Tomorrow. (65)

This short passage summarizes the most important points Lindsay has to
make about the nature, distribution, and uses of vision, points that should be
discussed in detail.

First, visions differ according to the individuals who have them. The
account of Springfield in 2018 summarized in the previous chapter is only
one version, that of the narrator, of how the town will look. Others are
possible within a broad spectrum of beliefs; the versions have it in common
that they place beauty above material wealth. The narrator also reports the
visions of the other members of the Prognosticators' Club, and in each case
the vision reflects the profession and character of the person who experiences
it.
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Visions, then, are of limited truth value; as Lindsay puts it in a diffident
early note:

A vision is not evidence, not authorization, it is of no value to any one except the person
who receives it, and is even then of disputable value. (Box 20, Notebook 22, 1907)

Lindsay's cautious attitude towards privately revealed truth is related to his
religious background in the Campbellite church, the Disciples of Christ, the
denomination to which he belonged throughout his life. Beyond belief in
Jesus Christ and what is explicitly said in the Bible, the Disciples claim to
leave everything to individual interpretation. They do not privilege the
insights of, or revelations to, some people over those of others, and therefore
make no distinctions between layperson and cleric. At the same time they
seek to emphasize what Christians share rather than what divides them. The
insights of the individual Christian therefore can only be a contribution to a
shared truth.3 At the same time the church believes--as Lindsay did--that the
partial truths revealed to individuals are not contradictory, but add up to a
more general truth and eventually to universal truth.

In terms of Douglas's model we can say that Lindsay's view
acknowledges the weak-grid situation of visionaries in contemporary pluralist
society. They cannot successfully claim general or even metaphysical truth
for what they see, or, in other words, the symbolism they create is bound to
remain of limited effectiveness. At the same time they are impelled by a
desire for strong symbolism.

A second major point of Lindsay's address to the reader is that vision is
not a gift restricted to an elect few, but one given to all people. This view
distinguishes him radically from some of his contemporaries, notably from
Pound (cp. Chapter 6). Again, Lindsay's view is in accord with his
Campbellist beliefs; it also shows the influence of the visionary tradition of
the Romantic poets. Blake's views were important to Lindsay, in particular,
that 'every honest man is a Prophet' (Blake 392), and that the loss of vision,
what Lindsay calls 'single vision,' was the consequence of materialism,
embodied by Newton's view of the world.4

3 The denomination was founded by Alexander Campbell in the early nineteenth century in
western Pennsylvania. It is characterized by the simplicity and rationalist universality of
its teachings, and by its democratic institutions (cp. Ahlstrom 541-44). On Lindsay's
Campbellite convictions concerning literature, cp. Letters 404.

4 The tradition of visionary knowledge behind Blake, in particular Swedenborg's notion of
our world being the analogy of a divine one, is also important to Lindsay. See his preface
to Collected Poems xxii-xxiv.
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Lindsay asserts that

a double mental vision is as fundamental in human nature as the double necessity for air
and light. It is as obvious as that a thing can be both written and spoken. (The Art of the
Moving Picture 271)

But vision has been suppressed by materialist exploitation:

Our democratic dream has been a middle-class aspiration built on a bog of toil-soddened
minds. The piles beneath the castle of our near-democratic arts were rotting for lack of
folk-imagination. The Man with the Hoe [in Edwin Markham's poem of that title] had no
spark in his brain. (The Art of the Moving Picture 263)5

On the other hand, there are groups of people, like the black
community, who never completely lost the gift of vision because they have
maintained their contact with the world of primitive, non-materialistic,
ecstatic experience. 'The Congo,' for example, deals, according to Lindsay,
with black people's 'capacity for vision and emotion' (quot. in Bader 191).
Their social experience, as ideally the one of all people, includes both
structure and communitas.

The third characteristic of Lindsay's understanding of vision enunciated
in his address to the reader concerns its social function: Sharing visions
creates new vision. It not only helps overcome the loneliness and frustration
of the dreamers mentioned by Lindsay, and described by Anderson in
Winesburg, Ohio; it also makes them part of a creative community. The need
for sharing explains Lindsay's insistence on the founding of a 'brotherhood,'
of a 'Prognosticators' Club,' to discuss visions and the ways they come to each
member. In terms of Victor Turner's model of social change the
'Prognosticators' Club' makes it possible to move beyond the structure
represented by the rigid order of materialist exchange in town life, toward
experiencing communitas.

Lindsay's insistence on sharing is illustrated by one of the more curious
suggestions he makes in The Art of the Moving Picture concerning the
showing of films, one that has not been fully understood by Lindsay's critics.
Lindsay proposes that the musical accompaniment of silent film should be
abolished. 'The perfect photoplay gathering place would have

5 Lindsay was an admirer of Markham. Markham's poem, based on a painting by Millet, led
to a nationwide debate, after its publication in 1899, on the problem of the poor. See
Stidger 141-163 for documentation.
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no sound but the hum of the conversing audience' (189).6 Lindsay wants
people to discuss what they are seeing in their visionary experience of the
film, and he wants this discussion to continue after the performance:

What play or part of a play given in this theater did you like most to-day? What the least?
What is the best picture you have ever seen anywhere? What pictures, seen here this
month, shall we [the management] bring back? (197)

Lindsay is confident of the audience's essentially good taste.

If the answers to those questions were collected and exchanged, the place where the
cinema is located would get the drift of its public, realize its genius, and become an art-
gallery, the people bestowing the blue ribbons. (197-98)

Thus, a new vision, democratically shared by all, will emerge from talking
about the visionary experience of films, and help to create community.

The creative process is continuous. Once the ashes of vision have been
blown into flame, the fire will grow, and Lindsay does not expect the process
to end.7 Its nature may be viewed in terms of Sperber's account of the
symbolic process (see above, Chapter 4): Every vision calls for interpretation,
the result of which will be a new input that again demands interpretation, and
so on ad infinitum.

This continuity is perhaps most strikingly illustrated by The Golden
Book of Springfield. In the narrator's vision of the new city, the town receives
the Golden Book of visions, written by St. Scribe. It is

a volume no more consecutive than the Koran. Each dream is written down once and for
all as it came to the tranced soul of St. Scribe, as he bent over the page, with his terrible
pen in his hand. (The Golden Book 309)

6 Chénetier, 'L'obsession' 613, for example, sees this simply as aiding comprehension: 'la
conversation . . . favorise la compréhension.'

7 In his explanation of 'The Congo' mentioned earlier, Lindsay describes his poem as
offering a vision, and expresses the conviction that 'thinking of [the Blacks in the poem]
give us, too, a vision' (Bader 191).

Lindsay's conviction that visions beget visions was also supported by his own
experience as a performer of visionary poetry. Late in his life he wrote to Sara Teasdale:

Over and over in nearly every recital new ideas and images and tunes for new poems
and drawings float through my eyes and ears as vividly as to confuse me. (Carpenter
300)
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These dreams tell 'stories of the tomorrow of Illinois' and give 'clear
prophecies of the tomorrow of the Cathedral in the City and the nation and
the world' (309). In other words, Lindsay's book describes a vision of visions
being given to people in the future.

The most daring aspect of Lindsay's understanding of visionary
experience is the fourth: He believes that visions, by being seen, will
necessarily come true. Lindsay insists on this time and again. In The Art of the
Moving Picture he says quite explicitly:

That which man desires, that will man become. He largely fulfills his own prediction and
vision. (286)

Lindsay's conviction is a re-statement, in radical form, of the American
dream.8 His notion that things envisioned will necessarily come true makes it
possible both to accept authoritative, i.e., biblical prophecy and to believe in
the importance of democratically shared dreams and visions. Vision creates
the desire to become and possess that which one has envisioned. This desire
in turn leads to action, which brings the reality of single vision and that of
second sight closer to each other; persuasion or exhortation are thus
unnecessary in achieving change. Lindsay emphasized that sharing individual
visions, which are complementary and contribute to one great vision, can
overcome the individual's isolation in a pluralist society, and increasingly
makes him or her part of a strong-grid/strong-group community; this could,
he believed, happen smoothly and without any coercion.

*

8 The links between the American dream and post-millennarianism can only be suggested
here. According to post-millennarianism Christ will return after man has established the
millennium on earth--a view that became pervasive among evangelicals after the Great
Awakening of the eighteenth century, and which, in the form of the Social Gospel
movement, had considerable impact in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries; in
secularized form, postmillennialism has long been one of the driving forces in the
American pursuit of progress (Weber 9).

Premillennialism, the expectation that ideal society would be instituted only after
the return of Christ, was the doctrine of the Puritans, and it reached a state of frenzy
among the Millerite Second Adventists in the 1840's; it has long been dominant in
revivalist movements that seek the salvation of the individual (D.L. Moody, Billy Sunday;
also Billy Graham). As Weber notes (169), the Campbellites or Disciples of Christ were
almost totally untouched by premillenarianism.
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One of Lindsay's central problems, then, is how people may be given
back the capacity for double vision they have lost, how the ashes can be
blown into flame. In a letter to Louis Untermeyer, written on December 21,
1917, he summarizes his views:

Civics is not yet a religion. I hope to make it as much a religion as healing is a religion in
Christian Science, or Undertaking was a religion in Egypt. And I do not want to do it on
an ethical or argumentative basis. I hold that men may be transformed by their
imaginations. It is not the only basis of transformation, but it is one basis, and the one to
which I have access, I think this city [i.e., Springfield] could be transformed, not by being
better or more pious, but simply by dreaming, as fervently as one hundred poets you and I
know. If a high imagination be once accepted as the first requisite in citizenship, and be
made the main fact of citizenship, the rest will follow. (Letters 158)

What is the poet's role in giving vision back to the people? As we have seen,
Lindsay does not privilege anyone as essentially different from the others, as
divinely inspired or as having sole access to metaphysical truth. Like Monroe
in her exchange with Pound (see above, Chapter 6), Lindsay emphasizes the
poet's dependence on the audience:

Till every citizen of the United States writes poetry happily, openly and without shame, as
the Campbellites once preached--every member of the clan a preacher and every preacher
a mere layman--till this comes about we will have no 'leading' poets really echoing and
resounding. (Letters 404)

The poet in the present world must, therefore, work toward creating his
audience.

In his agenda for 1916, Lindsay, then at the height of his career as a
performer, ponders the role of the American poet, and implicitly, of himself.

If there is any theory back of my verse it is a social and not a technical one. What kind of
life should the American Poet live? (Datebook 10, Box 23)

In other words: What is the poet's place in the community now? What are his
responsibilities to his fellow citizens? Lindsay's answers to these questions
show how radically he had departed from a traditional, post-Romantic
poetics, which accentuated the poet's relationship to his material and his
sources of inspiration--a poetics, as we have seen, still represented by Pound,
at least in his early work.
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Lindsay shows an awareness of the social function of poetry which
takes into account its oral dimension, decades before it was systematically
studied, and he firmly places himself on the side of orality.

The true ambition of the American poet is not to serve this day or this month or, on the
other hand, generations yet unborn. His ambition should be to serve well the next sixty
years--and if his songs live with him --as a part of his natural voice. He should be well
content that his songs be buried with him, as most good preachers' sermons are--and as
the speeches of most statesmen are. What survives after his death is the least important in
the world. We will none of us live to corroborate the judgment or correct it. . . .

When a critic says a certain song is 'immortal,' I often think it is not yet alive, it is only
on the printed page, and I have not heard one mortal soul quote a single line thereof. . . .

The trouble with this false standard of immortality is that it has isolated the poet in the
democracy. Trying to please shadowy [people(?)] not yet born--instead of move the red
hearts around him--he puts too much trust to print, and not enough in neighborliness. . . .
(Datebook 10, Box 23)

The poet should not aim to create immortal texts; his work should rather live
on in the effect it has had, in moving hearts, in liberating the creativity of his
audience, and in improving the community. This effect need no longer be
linked with the poet's name, because it has become part of the symbolism
around which the community gathers (see above, Chapters 2 and 7).

The ways in which poets, and artists in general, achieve such effects are
discussed by Lindsay in The Art of the Moving Picture. As indicated earlier,
persuasion and exhortation are not among them. Rather, Lindsay considers
the cinema a means of reviving the imagination. The passage about the
dispossessed Man with the Hoe quoted earlier is followed by this declaration:

But now a light is blazing. We can build the American soul broad-based from the
foundations. We can begin with dreams the veriest stone-club warrior can understand, and
as far as an appeal to the eye can do it, lead him in fancy through every phase of life to the
apocalyptic splendors. (The Art of the Moving Picture 263)9

9 'As far as an appeal to the eye can do it' obviously does not refer to the absence of voice in
silent film as a limitation. Again Lindsay carefully distinguishes between the possibilities
offered by the eye and other possibilities (cp. above, Chapter 7). Cp. also his opinion
concerning conversation in the movie house, quoted earlier.
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Lindsay emphasizes the cinema's power 'of bringing back the primitive in a
big rich way'--not as something negative, but as 'a new and higher beginning'
(262). He calls the movie-goer a 'cave-man' (261), alluding both to the shape
of the movie house and the primitive character of the experience, and also to
Plato's simile of the cave.

Those who lead the cave-men are called 'prophet-wizards' (264).
Lindsay contrasts these leaders with technological inventors and 'realists,' i.e.,
people with single vision. The realists

give us the steam-engine, the skyscraper, the steam-heat, the flying machine, the elevated
railroad, the apartment house, the newspaper, the breakfast food, the weapons of the
army, the weapons of the navy, and think they have beautified our existence. (266)

As a result of their influence, Americans, when they look into the future,

have the submarine mood of Verne, the press-the-button complacency of Bellamy, the
wireless enthusiasms of Wells. . . . They see the redeemed United States running deftly in
its jewelled sockets, ticking like a watch. (281)

This mechanistic outlook 'wearies the imaginations of our people, they do not
know why. It gives no full-orbed apocalyptic joy' (281-82).

Prophet-wizards, in contrast, 'have a common tendency and character in
bringing forth a type of art peculiarly at war with the realistic civilization
science has evolved' (264).10 Their work has 'a certain unearthly fascination'
(264). Francis Thompson's poem 'The Hound of Heaven,' for example, is

a song that the young wizard may lean upon forevermore for private guidance. It is
composed of equal parts of wonder and conscience. With this poem in his heart, the roar
of the elevated railroad will be no more in his ears, and he will dream of palaces of
righteousness, and lead other men to dream of them till the houses of mammon fade away.
(276)

The distinction here between wonder and conscience and the term prophet-
wizard itself seem to suggest that Lindsay distinguishes

10 Lindsay offers a list of prophet-wizards in art and poetry, which includes Dürer,
Rembrandt, Blake, Elihu Vedder (the American illustrator), George F. Watts (the English
painter and sculptor), D.G. Rossetti, Tennyson, Coleridge, Poe, Maeterlinck, Yeats, and
Francis Thompson.
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between prophecy and magic, even though he links the two closely.11 He
does not explicitly discuss the relationship between the two faculties--
occasionally he uses wizard as a synonym of prophet-wizard--but he gives
some descriptions of the faculties, which may help us to understand the
differences, tensions, and similarities between the two. The wizards' character
is close to the mythic Trickster's:

A magician is a man who lays hold of the unseen for the mere joy of it, who steals, if
necessary, the holy bread and the sacred fire. He is often the remnant of an ostracized and
disestablished priesthood. He is a free-lance in the soul world, owing final allegiance to
no established sect. The fires of prophecy are as apt to descend on him as upon members
of the established faith. He loves the mysterious for the beauty of it, the wildness and
glory of it, and not always to compel stiff-necked people to do right. (265-66)

This suggests that magicians, or wizards, may be compared to artists who
practice their art for art's sake. Wizards are visionaries who try to escape the
restraints imposed on them by a rigidly structured society; they therefore
deliberately disregard the effect they have on other people. Prophets, on the
other hand, have a definite social function. Like the wizards they have
visions, but they are also able to make predictions, to paint 'future
sublimities'; they have the gift of 'revealing to-morrow' (278) to their fellow
men. Unlike the wizards, therefore, the prophets have social responsibilities
and greater social importance.12

11 Scouffas makes much of a supposed unresolved contradiction in Lindsay's personality
between his 'moral' limitations and his wish to escape them (v). He sees this contradiction
exemplified in a note made by Lindsay in 1906 and quoted by Masters (165):

It is by mingling with the artists and striving to be altogether an artist that I am able to
refrain from street preaching the things in this book. I have said in my heart, 'Let me be
a good magician rather than a false prophet.'

Scouffas sees Lindsay's attempts to bring prophecy and magic together as a
function of Lindsay's individual psychology. They are more interesting if considered in
terms of his views of social structure.

12 Lindsay not only perceives a contrast between prophet-wizards and scientists, but also a
hierarchy in the functions of prophets and wizards:

They must recognize that they serve the same society, but with the understanding that
the prophetic function is the most important, the wizard vocation is next, and the
inventors' and realists' genius important indeed, but the third consideration. (266)

If there is a clash between the three groups, the 'realists' should serve the others (The Art
of the Moving Picture 264).
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In The Art of the Moving Picture Lindsay calls on the prophet-wizards
in the film industry, the producers and directors:

Oh you who are coming tomorrow, show us everyday America as it will be when we are
only halfway to the millennium yet thousands of years in the future! Tell us what type of
honors men will covet, what property they will still be apt to steal, what murders they will
commit, what the law court and the jail will be or what will be the substitutes, how the
newspaper will appear, the office, the busy street. (283-84)

Vision is not restricted to poets and artists in the common meaning of
the words. The notion of the visionary as leader--which Lindsay shares with
Whitman and Pound--cuts across traditional boundaries. Movie makers and
great politicians are able to give people vision, too. Lindsay admired Lincoln
for this reason, and he describes the politician William Jennings Bryan,
though he wrote no verse, as

The one American Poet who could sing outdoors,
He brought in tides of wonder, of unprecedented splendor, . . .

(Collected Poems 97)

The task of the poets is--in this visionary sense--a political one. Both the great
politicians and the poets as prophet-wizards serve the community, and they
both do it in the same way, by giving it vision and thus transforming it.

The role of the prophet-wizards, as described by Lindsay, is an unusual
one. Such figures would be, according to Douglas's diagram, close to the zero
line of grid, like their fellow members in a pluralist society. At the same time
they are in a stronger situation than their fellows as far as public symbolism is
concerned and can therefore lead them toward a strong-grid situation. They
share their visions with people; the sharing is not as an end in itself nor are
they trying to persuade them to act in a certain manner. By presenting
symbols to them that call for interpretation the prophet-wizards try to initiate
the symbolic process and to restore the gift of vision, which has been
suppressed. Because the visions seen will necessarily be realized, and because
the sharing of visions leads to their convergence, the prophet-wizards also
contribute to building a better community. In other words, they engage in
healing the spirit and in transforming the social body.13

13 Lindsay uses the notion of healing in his pamphlet A Letter for Your Wicked Private Ear
Only, where he suggests that people should use and revise his Golden Book according to
their own needs, and then apply it 'as a kind of civic 'Science and Health' for the
beginning of civic healing' (24)--referring to Mary Baker Eddy's textbook of Christian
Science, first published in 1875.
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*

The originality of Lindsay's position becomes apparent when we look
for similar notions of the poet's role elsewhere. Lindsay anticipated views that
were discussed only several decades later, in postmodern poetics. There are
close parallels between Lindsay's poet-wizard and the poet-shaman in tribal
society, as he is described in modern ethnopoetics. Jerome Rothenberg, for
example, whose version of the shaman is itself adapted to the role of the poet
in postmodern Western society (Pre-Faces 166), describes the shaman as 'the
one who sees / the one who sings / the one who heals' (Pre-Faces 134)

He is typically withdrawn: experiences long periods of silence, other periods of
exaltation. He may inherit his words, his songs, from others or he may come on them
directly in a vision or a trance. He may be a prolific song-maker or he may be constantly
renewing a small, fixed body of song. . . . He may improvise within the actual
performance of his rites, but more often he will sound, will activate, the words or song
delivered at another time & place. (Pre-Faces 134)

The poet is also like the shaman

in being at once an outsider, yet a person needed for the validation of a certain kind of
experience important to the group. And even in societies otherwise hostile or indifferent
to poetry as 'literature,' he may be allowed a range of deviant, even anti-social behavior
that many of his fellow-citizens do not enjoy. (Pre-Faces 134)

Rothenberg finds the reasons for the acceptability of such behavior in what
the audience expects from the shaman. They want

to know that madness is possible & that the contradictions can be sustained. From the first
shaman--that solitary person--it flows out to whole companies of shamans, to whole
societies of human beings: it heals the sickness of the body but more than that: the
sickness of the soul. (Pre-Faces 134-35)

We have only to replace 'madness' in Rothenberg's account by 'vision,' a term
that may be synonymous, to go from the shaman to Lindsay's prophet-wizard.
Without being able to draw on modern ethnological
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research, then, Lindsay arrived at conclusions concerning the role of the poet
in society that are essentially those of anthropologically informed
postmodernist poetics.

A problem remains, however, a problem that Rothenberg skirts in his
account of the poet as shaman, although Lindsay saw it plainly. The success
of the shaman's work depends on the existence of a tribe, i.e., of a social body
that shares certain values and symbols; the grid/group characteristics of a
tribe are stronger than those found in modern pluralist society. For Lindsay
the very process of healing the social body consists in creating the community
on which his success as a shaman depends. He cannot take it for granted that
his work will be taken seriously by those it is supposed to serve.14 He is
therefore continuously threatened by disappointment, even a sense of having
failed in his task as a poet.

*

Lindsay's poetics was also an apologia of his own practice as a prophet-
wizard. Throughout his life he kept attempting to initiate the better world he
envisioned. In this his poetry was central.

He had begun in 1905 in New York, peddling his poetry in the streets,
with limited success. He had become convinced then, or rather found his
conviction confirmed, that

the people like poetry as well as the scholars, or better. Those that bought under all
disguises could not conceal from me that they had hearts full of dreams, and some of
those that refused were dreamers too shy to confess it to themselves. (Diary entry for
March 24, 1905. Quoted in Masters 128)

This Whitmanesque trust in the essential qualities of the people was never to
leave him. He also realized at that time that

I must use more art and more persuasion upon these people. I did not make any effort to
stir their souls. I only let my work speak for me. But I must get a fire in my breast that
will kindle them in spite of everything. (Masters 128)

Here we find the fire imagery he was to use throughout his career; he is
already seeking to 'blow ashes into flame,' as he put it fifteen years later

14 Lindsay repeatedly addresses this problem in his letters to A. Joseph Armstrong, his tour-
manager. Cp. especially his letter of April 29, 1922 (Letters . . . Armstrong 66-69)
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(Golden Book 65). In order to enliven the sparks he had to take a stance as
poet. His relationship to the audience--what he calls 'persuasion' here--
became an important issue, involving the conflict between morality and
beauty.

On September 4, 1906, he had a visionary experience, which, according
to his own testimony, changed the course of his life. Lindsay describes it in a
letter to Sara Teasdale:

After years of struggle between the Hebrew and the Greek in my soul when I was almost
torn to shreds by it--I found peace and sudden solution--and permanent rest in this vision
of Christ--in the song enclosed: 'Immanuel.'15 . . . It is a blazing milestone in the history
of my innermost life. . . . Then you will understand the real heart of my religion--the
vision of the Christ-Apollo. It was on the boat coming home from Europe--and about two
o'clock in the morning--and this vision awoke me with terrible power--it shook me from
head to foot--and I was in a daze for two or three days--and with the feeling of the
completest triumph I have ever known. It was the turning point of my life. 'The Building
of Springfield' and all my art sermons in Rhyme grew out of it.16

Lindsay addressed the issue of the poet's relationship to his audience
when he went on his tramping tours, in 1906 from Florida to Kentucky, in
1908 from New York to Ohio, and--the most important of them--in 1912,
from Springfield, Illinois, to New Mexico. This last trip is described in his
book Adventures while Preaching the Gospel of Beauty (1914). On these
tours he deliberately adopted a liminal role.17 The rules he set himself during
the last trip, for example, remind one of the regulations of mendicant orders
(cp. Turner, Process 141-45); he also lived as an outsider, like Rothenberg's
shaman, and like him enjoyed periods of restorative withdrawal. The rules he
followed set him apart, not only from the social circles of his middle-class
background, but also from other tramps:

The actual rules were to have nothing to do with cities, railroads, money, baggage or
fellow tramps. . . . I was to be neat, truthful, civil and on the square. I was to preach the
Gospel of Beauty. (Sayre 49)

15 The poem appears under the title 'I heard Immanuel Singing' in Collected Poems 369-72.

16 The letter, dated December 6, 1913, is in the Beinecke Library at Yale. Chénetier,
'L'obsession . . .' quotes it (947-48).

17 Lindsay always felt attracted by liminal figures like St. Francis or Johnny Appleseed (cp.
his poems on them).
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He carried along reproductions of drawings from 'The Village Improvement
Parade,' a series of picture-cartoons 'with many morals' (Sayre 50), and
leaflets containing 'Rhymes to be Traded for Bread' and 'The Gospel of
Beauty.'18 He would try to get food and lodging in exchange for reading his
poetry and explaining his 'Gospel of Beauty,' though he soon had to realize
that people did not always have as much understanding for his mission as he
might wish they had.

On these trips, which were a kind of apprenticeship for his later work,
Lindsay did not address groups of people who lived together in a town, but
rather only single persons or families at best, who offered him shelter.
Explaining 'The Gospel of Beauty' to them--exposition still played an
important role at this early stage--and reading his poems helped as much to
confirm Lindsay's conviction that all people have a potential to become
dreamers, as it served his aim of reviving imaginations, of 'planting Yeast
Phosphorus and Radium' (Letters 59).

After the publication of 'General William Booth Enters Into Heaven' in
the January 1913 issue of Poetry, Lindsay became well known. More and
more frequently he was invited to perform his poetry publicly. In 1914 he
impressed William Butler Yeats at a Poetry dinner in Chicago with his
delivery of 'The Congo'; Yeats asked him, 'What are we going to do to restore
the primitive singing of poetry?' (Lindsay, 'Singing' 161) The encouragement
of Yeats meant a great deal to Lindsay. Public performance quickly became
crucial to Lindsay as a method of working toward his social aims; Macmillan,
his publisher, began to promote him as a poet who chants his poems.19

It will not do, however, to look at the performances as mere publicity
stunts, as a temptation Lindsay was unable to resist, in the way Masters does
in his biography (310). The public performances followed from Lindsay's
earlier tramping and gave a new dimension to his relationship with the
audience. In particular, they offered him an opportunity

18 All these texts are accessible in Sayre's collection.

19 On July 19, 1914, he wrote to his family:
My publisher (Macmillan's) want [sic] me to come back to New York about October
and launch my book [The Congo and Other Poems] by reciting from it to audiences
well picked in New York for the amount of talking they will do, and commenting which
will lead the newspapers to comment on my poems as vocal things, chants. That is going
to be my whole publicity policy, so people will ask me to get up and chant them, also
attempt to chant them for themselves. (Letters 102)
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to try to put into practice the social vision he had evolved: Every performance
could turn into the meeting of a 'Prognosticators' Club.'

Even though Lindsay soon found the life of the public performer
wearisome, and from 1920 on spoke about retiring from the circuit, he could
still write to his tour-organizer in 1922:

We are on the tantalizing verge of converting the General Public. . . . We have
practically every University now in the U.S. for the asking, and we need worry about
them no more. What we want now is the whole public. (Letters . . . Armstrong 66, 68)

This exaggerated view borders on the delusional, and it seems to reflect the
desperation of the unsuccessful crusader.

As we shall see in more detail in the next chapter, Lindsay increasingly
came to realize that meeting his audiences directly was not enough to create a
community and to effect the transformation he was working toward. His
publication in 1920 of his vision of the Springfield of the future in prose and
in book-form has to be viewed in this light. The attempt was self-defeating.
As we have seen in Chapter 2, the prose-book is the paradigmatic form of
communication in a weak-grid/weak-group community: It addresses the
individual reader, and it does so in the elaborated code; it is therefore bound
to fail as an attempt to establish stronger grid and group.

The faults of Lindsay's book are largely the result of its conflicting
aims. It is, at one and the same time, the presentation of a vision and a treatise
about vision. It describes the vision of how a book of visions, written by St.
Scribe, is given to the inhabitants of Springfield in the year 2018 and
interpreted by them; one cannot help seeing the parallels between this story
and the reception that Lindsay hoped to get for his book. Because of
Lindsay's uncertainty about how to address his readers there is an imbalance
between exposition and narrative. In the course of writing the book, he turned
it from a treatise into a story, which placed the central figure of the book in an
awkward position. The narrator is, at one and the same time, auctorial and
involved in the action. Lindsay was unable to manage the conflict between
involvement and distanced observation that the attempt to put his vision into
a book forced on him.

Lindsay was aware of these problems even before the The Golden Book
of Springfield was published. He knew that it would be considered 'obscure'
by many people, and that its faults would only be forgiven by those with
whom he had been 'in the longest and most forgiving personal contact'
(Letters 202)--i.e., those familiar with his restricted code. He did
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not, therefore, expect that the book would be able to create a community; at
best it would reinforce existing ones.20

Lindsay never gave up his goal of transforming audiences into visionary
communities. He went on touring until his death in 1931, partly because he
needed the money. In the 1920's his public appearances became rarer21; he
took up drawing again and became interested in hieroglyphics (Chénetier,
'L'obsession' 432) as yet another way to bring people together around symbols
presented to them.22 In the following three chapters I shall concentrate on
Lindsay's poetry performances and try to show how he tried through them to
create community.

20 Elsewhere, Lindsay reckons with readers who either know him personally, or who have
vision already, like other poets, i.e. with a re-affirmative rather than transformative
function of his book.

About one hundred copies of my books are sold in Springfield. I am trying to so
construct the book that it will transform the civic imagination of five of that hundred in
such a way that they will slowly make the changes in the mood of the town by the
unconscious effect of this book on their minds. (Letters 157-158)

21 Lindsay's activity as a performer may also have been affected by the introduction of
radio, which also led to the decline of institutions like the chautauqua circuits.

22 Further, in 1926 he returned to the poem-games he had first experimented with in 1916, a
combination of performing poetry and dancing that involved the audience, an aspect of
his work that cannot be dealt with here. See Chénetier, 'L'obsession' 662-82.


