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10. The Performances

Lindsay's performances were in many ways unusual, even idiosyncratic;
because of this they can shed vivid light on his sense of poetry's function in
the community. In discussing Lindsay's practice, I shall first deal with his
performances in general, and then, in the following chapters, turn to the genre
of the 'Higher Vaudeville' and the sequence of a single program.

Performances of poetry are difficult to describe with the methods of
literary criticism. Even a semiotic approach, which takes into account the
participants in a speech-event, poses problems. In semiotics the process of
communication is usually described with the help of diagrams representing
the sign-relations. These diagrams may be highly sophisticated, as with
Roman Jakobson's accounts of literary communication, but they always retain
certain basic characteristics, reflecting early analyses of the communication
process, e.g. by Shannon and Weaver. Such diagrams include, not always
under the same names, the message, bracketed by encoder and decoder, and
again by source and addressee. The distinction between spoken and written
communication, which is crucial to a discussion of performance, can be made
by semiotics in different ways, for example, by distinguishing between the
channels used, or between the situations in which communication takes place
(direct versus indirect communication).

The possibility of describing the direct/indirect difference with the help
of communication theory should not blind us to the fact the model is itself
based on written communication. Denis Donoghue has aptly compared
semiotic diagrams to the postal service (43). Somebody (the source) writes
(encodes) a letter (the message), which will be read (decoded) by somebody
else (the addressee). Donoghue proposes an alternative model, based not on
writing but on speech:
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The best form of verbal communication is conversation and . . . conversation is radically
different from communication in the sense proposed by Jakobson and Richards; so
different that I think of it as communion rather than communication. (43)1

Donoghue ends his discussion of conversation with the programmatic
sentence: 'I want to replace a theory of communication by a theory of
communion' (45). Communion is of the essence for community.

The difference between communication and communion can be
characterized in yet another way. Communication is associated with the
literate, communion with the oral use of language. Writing about poetry in
particular, Donoghue mentions an American tradition from Whitman to
Williams and Olson, which tries to circumvent the problems of absence
created by writing, by insisting, for example, as Olson does in 'Projective
Verse,' that the line comes 'from the breathing of the man who writes, at the
moment that he writes' (Selected Writings 19). Olson's position is situated on
the borderline between communion and communication, between orality and
literacy. The breath reflected in the line of verse suggests communion in
Donoghue's terms, or orality; writing, on the other hand suggests
'communication' or literacy.

*

Vachel Lindsay's social vision, as sketched in the previous chapters,
was directed toward communion. The direct contact with his audience, and
conversation with them in Donoghue's terms, was crucial to him as a poet. He
found that the closeness he valued was possible in performance; the
performance event could be turned into a meeting of a 'Prognosticators' Club.'

1 At this point the critic will be reminded of Derrida's criticism of the illusion of presence in
speech in Of Grammatology, Part II. But Donoghue does not claim for speech the
immediacy that Derrida criticizes in Rousseau and Lévi-Strauss. He sees the relation
between writing and conversation in different terms:

The crucial difference is that in conversation there is no unit; and if there were, it would
not be a message or signal to be delivered. What happens in conversation? Each person
describes or tries to make manifest his own experience: the other, listening, cannot share
the experience, but he can perceive it, as if at a distance . . . . What makes a
conversation memorable is the desire of each person to share experience with the other,
giving and receiving. All that can be shared, strictly speaking, is the desire . . . . (43)
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Lindsay's performance events are fairly well documented, although
none of them was recorded. The only recordings Lindsay made are of single
poems; they were made in the studio and late in the poet's life.2 Our most
important sources for the events are two pamphlets that Lindsay sent out to
those who invited him. In A Letter About My Four Programmes (1916) he
describes the contents of sample programs and the audiences for which he
thought them suitable. In A Letter for Your Wicked Private Ear Only (dated
January 1, 1921) Lindsay puts more emphasis on how his visits should be
prepared for, and on how he would like his stay to be arranged; the letter also
takes account of the publication of The Golden Book of Springfield.

The two pamphlets thus complement each other. At the same time, they
are different in tone and reflect Lindsay's changing attitude to his audiences.
A Letter About My Four Programmes was written in 1916, when Lindsay was
at the height of his success as a performer, enjoying his fame and confident
that he was working toward a goal. He went so far as to refer jokingly to this
pamphlet as his 'Apologia Pro Vita Sua' (Letters 134). A Letter for Your
Wicked Private Ear Only, on the other hand, was prepared in 1920: when
Lindsay was tired and ready to 'give almost anything to escape forever the
reciting and chanting Vachel,' though he still felt 'the intense excitement that
comes with facing an extraordinarily concentrated group of listeners' (Letters
213). This pamphlet therefore reflects Lindsay's growing impatience with his
audiences after several years of performing. He sets higher goals for himself,
and demands more from his audiences than he had done in 1916. A few
months after publication he withdrew the pamphlet, because he felt that it was
'too egotistical' (Letters . . . Armstrong 34).

*

In discussing Lindsay's performances it would be wrong to start with
the text, which should be viewed as a single, though crucial factor in

2 Cp. the reports by people who witnessed performances, which have been collected by
Kuykendall. Newspaper reports are, as a rule, not an informative source; those that are
have been collected by Peeders. A large number of newspaper reports are among the
Lindsay papers in the C. Waller Barrett collection at the University of Virginia.--A small
selection of the poems recorded (and not all of them, as the sleeve claims) have been put
out on Caedmon CDL 51041. The original recordings made in 1931 are available at the
University of Virginia Library.
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an event that included many other factors as well. Moreover, Lindsay did not
consider the performance events isolated phenomena; they were parts of a
'visit' to a town for which he asked one set fee.3 In A Letter for Your Wicked
Private Ear Only he explains:

I want to stay in your region, if I come at all, not only for the few days necessary to meet
[my] fee easily, by subdividing it as you please among several audiences, I want to stay
long enough to make an attempt at a complete civic-literary revival of a sort. (2)

He wanted his visits to be prepared for carefully, and he gave detailed
instructions to the organizers (see, e.g., Peeders 29-29, 41-43, Letters 181). In
A Letter about My Four Programmes he makes the suggestion, for example,
that his books be made available; his request cannot simply be dismissed as
an attempt to increase sales:

My dear friends, my books are my publicity matter. . . . I believe you would enjoy my
visit more if two sets of the books were placed in the public library, and another set in the
hands of your society [organizing the visit], six months beforehand if possible. If it be not
too much to ask, let there be tart debates among the readers of these volumes. Let there be
short and scathing reviews in the newspapers, and valiant replies. (3)

Whereas Lindsay here asserted that 'some day' he hopes 'to struggle with the
question of the unprepared' audience (6), his insistence on the audience's
careful preparation in fact grew in later years.

In A Letter for Your Wicked Private Ear Only, he wanted his audience
to know his poems by heart, no less: 'I want the people not letter perfect in my
verses, to stay away from my recitals, even if the hall is empty forevermore'
(22). In a letter to his tour-organizer in 1922 he insisted that 'the local editor
and owner of the paper be captured and converted by the head of the English
Department nine weeks before I arrive' (8), so that all Lindsay's books would
be reviewed on the front page--one a week--before his appearance. He wanted
his visit to be prepared for like that of a political leader, in accordance with
his view of the poet's social function (see above Chapter 9). 'Certainly I have
as much to say to the American People as Hoover, or Hughes or Bryan, and

3 His model in arranging for such visits may have been the Lyceum movement and the
Chautauqua movement, so popular at the beginning of the twentieth century. Cp.
Lingeman 305-06, and MacLaren (1938). Peeders (135-36) gives a summary of some of
Lindsay's itineraries.
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in as loud a voice, if this one editor can be thoroughly converted to my books
before I arrive' (Letters . . . Armstrong 67). He even demanded that those
organizing his visit should 'alter the public's mind, before I arrive' (Private
Ear 8).

Lindsay's insistence on preparation reflected his ever-increasing
awareness that the performances themselves were not enough to induce social
transformation and shape a visionary community. The audience often
perceived him simply as an entertainer, and a freakish one at that, a notion
supported by many newspaper reports. He came to realize that the
transformation he was trying to initiate was a slow process; he therefore
insisted that his audiences should

get as much of the new worn off as possible, for I hold a place permanently in direct
proportion as the new is worn off before I come. (Letters 181)

Another part of Lindsay's campaign to secure the right kind of reaction
involved the careful choice of audiences. In 1916 Lindsay offered programs
for all kinds of people without indicating clear preferences. In 1921 he
insisted on having at least two audiences, which would allow him to make a
two-pronged attack on the 'mind of the town.' The first, smaller audience was
to consist of 'the entire inner machine of the town, all types and kinds of
chieftains' (A Letter 4)--the leaders of the town; their being kindled would
ensure that the fire would spread rapidly among their followers. This
suggestion is an acknowledgment of structure: Lindsay first addresses those
in a strong-grid position. He wanted to discuss The Golden Book of
Springfield with them, i.e., talk about vision, in order to reinforce the
commitment he expected them to make before his visit.

The second audience he wanted to address was the local high school
assembly, because 'these people are always the joy of my life' (11). When
well prepared, 'the youngsters have come in on the responses with wonderful
power' (12). In the high school students Lindsay saw people in whom the
spark of imagination had not yet been extinguished. They would be in a
weak-grid position and have little direct influence in the town, compared with
the 'chieftains,' but with them the fire would burn bright.

In A Letter About My Four Programmes Lindsay describes what he is
ready to offer, giving sample programs rather than fixed ones. Each lasts an
hour to an hour and a quarter, and each is designed for a particular kind of
audience. The first two are thematically organized. The first,
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on the Gospel of Beauty, consists of poems 'threaded together with a
discussion of Democracy and Art' (3), probably along the lines of his Ruskin
lectures in Springfield (see above, Chapter 8). It is intended for art students
but can also be adapted for groups of local poets. In preparation Lindsay
wants his audience to read Adventures While Preaching the Gospel of Beauty,
and if possible The Art of the Moving Picture--which in 1916 was his latest
book. This is obviously a program for people who already have vision, for
wizards and prophet-wizards, whom Lindsay wants to remind of their
opportunities and responsibilities. The second program offers 'A Talk on The
Art of the Moving Picture.' It is intended for 'good citizenship leagues, civic
committees, etc.' (5) and requires the same preparation as the first program.
The audience here may be compared to potential members of the sort of
Prognosticators' Club Lindsay was to propose in The Golden Book of
Springfield. In both these programs--as in the program on The Golden Book
of Springfield, which he added after its publication in 1920--commentary
rather than the performance of poetry plays the major role.

This is not the case in programs three and four. The third program,
which will be discussed later, is called 'An Evening of Higher Vaudeville,
and Orthodox Verse as well' (5). It is intended for 'audiences of tired business
men and the like' (5), and does not require any particular kind of preparation.
The fourth program is entitled 'The Chinese Nightingale, and Dramas for
Impromptu Actors' (6). Lindsay does not specify for what audience he
considers this suitable, but he is specific about its size: this is a 'fireside or
parlor programme' (6). One poem, 'The Chinese Nightingale,' is 'for little
groups only . . . . No large audience can be persuaded to become as
unanimously familiar with [the poem] as is necessary for me to feel their
cooperation' (6-7). Even though the other poems can be adapted for large
audiences--that is, for assemblies of up to 2500 people (Private Ear 11)--
Lindsay prefers the small audience stipulated by 'The Chinese Nightingale.'

Lindsay performed with a purpose. Some members of audiences may
have known what he was trying to do from advance publicity or from earlier
visits, but it is likely that most were not aware of his aims, or, if they were,
that they did not care much about them. It is more probable that they had
heard about Lindsay's unconventional delivery of some of his poems, his use
of a kind of chanting, and only came for the excitement--in spite of Lindsay's
request that they should be well prepared. The audience would be a mixed
group, but probably all its



Balz Engler, Poetry and Community. Tübingen: Stauffenburg, 1990. Chapter 10: “The
Performances”, 139-69.
_________________________________________________________________________

145

members belonged to the local set that showed genuine or feigned interest in
cultural matters, and in poetry in particular--in some cases women's clubs like
the one satirized by Sinclair Lewis in Main Street. The group might be
representative of some segments of the town's population, but hardly of its
entirety, as Lindsay would have hoped.

Lindsay addressed his audiences out of his belief that

there are delicate threads of feeling binding all souls together as well as coarse ropes of
necessity. An ideal American poet [he believed] is the one who can play upon the
universal silken threads as upon giant violin-strings. (6)

He wanted to turn his audience into a Prognosticators' Club, to 'blow ashes
into flame,' or, as he puts it in a more radical and simplified form in A Letter
for Your Wicked Private Ear Only, to 'unify' the town (9).

*

The poetry used in the course of these events was adapted to their
purposes. The performances may be divided roughly into three parts. The first
consists of poems that are meant to create a feeling of community in the
audience, the poems of the 'Higher Vaudeville.' The second offers poems in
which the poet shares private visions with the audience and thus creates new
vision. The third presents people who had vision, like Lincoln or Poe, and
may therefore serve as models; it attempts, with the help of public symbols,
to ensure the constant renewal of what has ideally been achieved in the first
and second parts.

In terms of Turner's analysis of social transformation the first part may
be viewed as a ritual invoking communitas. The second part takes the
existence of communitas for granted in the sharing of visions, and the third
leads on to a new structure that is more dynamic, i.e., more open to the
possibility of vision and transformation.

If we view the performance events as the units to be studied, rather than
the single texts occurring in them, the study of Lindsay's poems takes on a
distinctive shape as a critical enterprise. Discussion of single poems in
isolation becomes problematic since it is the performance event, rather than
the poems used in it, that should be considered the work of art. As the
programs assign different functions to various poems, types of texts emerge
that are suited to their function in a particular situation. Accordingly, we have
to make generic distinctions, which tend to be overlooked in book format:
first, the poems that Lindsay himself
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classified as the 'Higher Vaudeville' pieces, which are always used at the
beginning of a performance event--and only there; second, poems of private
vision; and third, public poems, poems about personalities with vision. The
most interesting of the three types is the 'Higher Vaudeville,' the one used in
the part of the program meant to induce communitas. It will be discussed in
more detail in the next section.

The Higher Vaudeville

'The Higher Vaudeville' is Lindsay's original contribution to the genres
of American poetry. Two of his most famous poems, 'General William Booth
Enters Into Heaven' and 'The Congo,' poems that are often anthologized and
thus used out of context, belong to it. Lindsay used poems like these to 'blow
ashes into flame,' to start the process of reviving the imagination and thus of
recreating community.

The Higher Vaudeville pieces have been the subject of many
misunderstandings about Lindsay, the worst of them--supported by the
selections in many anthologies--that he never wrote much else worth of
notice. This in turn has prompted the dubious opposing claim that the Higher
Vaudeville is not central to Lindsay's achievement.4 Both views fail to take
into account the importance of Lindsay's performances, and the role of the
Higher Vaudeville poems in them.

Lindsay's term for this group requires comment. As we are no longer
familiar with vaudeville, the American form of music hall entertainment, we
may wonder what links Lindsay perceived between a

4 Cp. Chénetier, 'L'obsession' 75-86. On page 435 he calls the Higher Vaudeville an
interlude in Lindsay's career, after which he returned to the true sources of his work.
Chénetier's discussion of the Higher Vaudeville has to be read with caution; his attempt to
bring out fully the visual aspect of Lindsay's poetry occasionally tempts him to go too far.
Cp. page 80: 'Dans sa Letter on My Four Programmes (1916), il détaille avec soin
l'interprétation de 'The Potatoes' Dance', pour préciser aussitôt qu'il [the Higher
Vaudeville element] s'agit de quelque chose de totalement extérieur la genèse du poème:
'An exaggeration of the phonetic qualities and the metrical form after the poem is written,
rather than the developing of the subject and sound scheme to fit an old tune'.' The
context makes it clear that Lindsay is comparing two types of Higher Vaudeville--texts
adapted to a tune, and texts based on the music of the language. The emphasis on after is
Chénetier's, not Lindsay's.
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vaudeville show and his new type of poetry. Lindsay focused on the style in
which texts were often delivered in vaudeville:

In American vaudeville . . . every line may be two-thirds spoken and one-third sung, the
entire rendering, musical and elocutionary, depending largely on the improvising power
and sure instinct of the performer. ('Mr. Lindsay on Primitive Singing' 161).

Lindsay sees in this a form of the 'primitive singing' that Yeats had mentioned
to him, a survival of a type of poetry performance common, according to
Lindsay, in ancient Greece.5

Another parallel between Lindsay's Higher Vaudeville and its model is
the situation in which the text is delivered: the stand-up performer addressing
and reacting to an audience, entertaining, usually with novelty and still more
novelty.6

Finally, the composition of the vaudeville audience was one that
Lindsay also wanted. According to a student of the popular stage writing in
1915, there was 'no more democratic crowd to be seen anywhere' (Caffin 15).
In contrast to the situation in the legitimate theater, more men than women
went to vaudeville shows. This was partly due to smoking regulations in
theaters, but, in particular, it reflected 'the familiar cry of the 'tired
businessman' who doesn't want to be asked to think' (Caffin 16)--the fellow
Lindsay set out to wake up.

Lindsay's literary friends did not have much understanding for his
venture into vaudeville, higher or no--the literary community was in general
strongly opposed to popular entertainment (McLean 217), yet, as we know in
the case of T. S. Eliot, also strangely fascinated by it. Lindsay's letters to his
friends therefore often sound defensive about his project, not necessarily
because he had doubts about it, but because he knew that his correspondents
would. In November 1913 he wrote to Arthur Davison Ficke:

I am working on a Congo piece. . . . Every kind of a war-drum ever heard. Then a
Minstrel's Heaven--then a glorified camp-meeting. Boomlay Boomlay Boomlay Boom. I
am doubtful whether this stuff is poetry. But I discover a lot of it in me. One composes it-
-not by listening to the inner voice and following the gleam--but pounding

5 Lindsay's authority in this was Edward Bliss Reed's study English Lyrical Poetry.

6 Cp. Caffin 3: 'The caterer of amusements has learned not only to supply the programme but
also to stimulate the zest and eagerness with which it is anticipated. For this purpose he
must spice his offering with novelty. Nowhere is this truer than in Vaudeville.'
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the table with a ruler and looking out the window at the Electric signs. Also by going to
Vaudeville which I have all my life abhorred--I at last grasp what those painted folks are
up to. (Letters 81)

To Jessie B. Rittenhouse, who had admired his earlier 'delicately imaginative
work' (Rittenhouse 275), he justified his project in January 1914 along the
following lines:

The American people hate and abhor poetry. I am inventing a sort of ragtime manner that
deceives them into thinking they are at a vaudeville show, and yet I try to keep it to a real
art. I can put what might be called my prose-essay self into it [i.e., his zeal as a social
reformer]. In the end I shall go back to the Olympian gods and the muses, but I have been
accused of being unhuman for seventeen years, and desire just a little respite, and revelry
on paper, and companionship with my fellow creatures. But I am so glad you insist upon
the eternal standard and hope you take me seriously enough to keep insisting upon it.
(Rittenhouse 275)

Lindsay's pleas for sympathy must not mislead us into thinking that the
Higher Vaudeville was just a lonely poet's attempt to break out of his
isolation by making concessions to the uneducated tastes of the public. As we
have seen, he sought a radical redefinition of the relationship between the
poet and the audience. In another letter to Jessie Rittenhouse he wrote in
March 1913:

Up until this year I have looked upon actual vaudeville with loathing. Now I suddenly
understand, without altogether approving. Still, I am all keyed up on the issue. I see how a
great massive superstructure can be built upon that primitive foundation. . . . (Rittenhouse
274).7

Lindsay's appreciation of the accessible primitive links his view of
vaudeville with his notions on cinema, which he elaborated in The Art of the
Moving Picture (see above, Chapter 9). There, another popular art form
becomes, in the hands of prophet-wizards, 'a higher form of vision-seeing'
(The Art of the Moving Picture 271). The Higher Vaudeville must not only be
discussed in terms of formal characteristics and of the poet-audience
relationship, but also in the context of Lindsay's social vision.

7 Still in 1924, when he had tired of performing his poetry, Lindsay wrote in his notebook:
People did not understand that when I said 'Higher Vaudeville,' I really meant Miltonic
Homeric Pindaric Vaudeville. They thought I meant Lower Poetry, not Higher
Vaudeville. If a real Higher Vaudeville troupe is organized it will be Olympic Games
indeed. (Box 23, Notebook No. 24).
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Lindsay's position can be defined more clearly if we compare it with the
one taken by T. S. Eliot in his obituary of Mary Lloyd, the great British music
hall artist, who died in 1923. He sees her as 'the expressive figure of the lower
classes,' as somebody who 'embodied the virtues which they genuinely most
respected in private life' (Selected Essays 420), and he regrets that the middle
classes and the aristocracy have no such figure but have dropped into a 'state
of protoplasm' (420). Eliot notes the communal aspect of her (and all) art:

The working man who went to the music-hall and saw Mary Lloyd and joined in the
chorus was himself performing part of the act; he was engaged in that collaboration of the
audience with artist which is necessary in all art and most obviously in dramatic art. (420)

To Eliot the kind of relationship between the artist and the audience
represented by Mary Lloyd is static, restricted to one particular social class--a
view favored by the situation in England--and now, after Mary Lloyd's death,
a thing of the past. Despite his references to loathing ordinary vaudeville,
Lindsay does not share Eliot's cultural pessimism; he sees the vaudeville as
potentially a transformative rather than an expressive force. Lindsay takes the
performance as a rite of passage rather than a ceremony.

*

Lindsay's position shows his amazing sense of the potential of popular
arts. He was reflecting on the social functions of vaudeville, decades before
these were analyzed by cultural historians, notably Albert F. McLean Jr., in
American Vaudeville as Ritual (1965). McLean, who does not mention
Lindsay in his study, argues that the success of vaudeville between 1885 and
1930 was due to its function as 'a manifestation of the belief in progress, the
pursuit of happiness, and the hope for material success' (v). Vaudeville helped
to overcome the trauma of urbanization. It was 'one means--a primary one--by
which the disruptive experience of migration and acclimatization was
objectified and accepted' (3). It helped to create ways of coping with social
change that could be shared by everybody.

Basically the myths [used in vaudeville] took their lives and meaning from the intimate
contact between performer and his audience at the moment of presentation. Out of
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this process of dramatic trial and error arose the patterns of symbolic meaning which were
the myths of a new industrial democracy. (5)8

McLean insists that vaudeville had a more direct effect on the public
than Horatio Alger success stories, and that it presented a different message:

Not the happy ending but the happy moment, not fulfillment at the end of some career
rainbow but a sensory, psychically satisfying here-and-now were the results of a
vaudeville show. . . . It offered, in symbolic terms, the sweet fruits of success neither as a
reward nor as a promise, but as an accessible right for all those participating in the new
life of the cities. (11)

Vaudeville was a set of rituals involving in creating community rather than
fostering competition. McLean compares the rituals used in the folklore of
rural societies with those of mass entertainment in urban American
environments.

Although rituals of the vaudeville kind could not integrate performers and audiences into
a primitive tribe or arouse the public to confront specific communal crises, still the
magical fellowship basic to folk ritual pervaded the vaudeville show and shaped the
attitudes of the folk. Fireside ritual and stage ritual may present striking differences, but
both serve to implant feelings of solidarity, enthusiasm and purposefulness. (51-52)

These effects of vaudeville Lindsay could use for advancing his own social
vision and putting it into practice--making them work against the value of
material success that were also promoted by commercial vaudeville.

*

Lindsay's invention of what he came to call 'The Higher Vaudeville'
grew out of his thinking about American culture. In a letter to a former high
school teacher, Susan Wilcox, written in 1905, he deplores 'American
restlessness, brashness, lack of tradition' (Letters 7).

8 The most persistent of these myths was probably that of stardom, which has been
perpetuated by the institutions that took over from vaudeville, first the movies and then
television.
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What little time is left for the soul to live is so little a man cannot read a poem twice. He
can scarcely read a novel. He leaves them to his wife, and crams short stories in a quick-
lunch sort of way. The only way to make him read a poem twice is to construct a jingle
haunting as a popular tune, a jingle that can almost be whistled. (7-8)9

There is a long tradition of fitting new words to popular tunes; Lindsay's
project is new in that he only alludes to the tunes rather than setting his words
to them.

The first published poem in which he used this technique was 'General
William Booth Enters into Heaven' (Poetry, January 1913), a eulogy for the
founder of the Salvation Army. The poem is based on the tune of the
Salvation Army hymn 'The Blood of the Lamb' (Collected Poems 123-25).

In writing 'The Congo' in late 1913, Lindsay again used a hymn-tune,
that of 'Hark ten thousand harps and voices,' but it forms the basis of only six
lines toward the end of the poem. The remainder of the poem is based on
tone-color or 'imitative verbal music' (Four Programmes 5), as the following
lines illustrate. The plosives and, in the second line, the alternation of dark
and bright vowels imitate the sounds described:

Then I heard the boom of the blood-lust song
And a thigh-bone beating on a tin-pan gong.

(Collected Poems 179)

The experience of performing his poetry in public led to further
developments. In reciting 'The Congo,' Lindsay explains,

I unconsciously introduced a new element of chanting, akin to the Gregorian Chant I had
heard in the Paulist Fathers's Church, New York, for years. . . . I added this to my usual
effort to elaborate the tone-color effects, and as a result of the two The Congo became the
first recitation of my life to which big conventional gatherings would listen. (Four
Programmes 5)10

9 In his Letter about My Four Programmes Lindsay explains the origins of the Higher
Vaudeville differently--in a way that has to be understood as conscious self-
mythologizing:

While walking toward Empire, Colorado [in 1912], I evolved the theory that the natural
meter for writing a projected poem might be found by seeking a hymn or ballad of long
standing somewhat parallel in thought. (5)

10 Listening to Lindsay's recording of 'The Congo,' which was made only in 1931, other
patterns can also be noticed, in particular great variation in overall nasalization; it is
difficult to determine when Lindsay introduced these.
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Lindsay became aware of how his style of delivery could be used to stir
audiences:

My method of public appearance since writing The Congo has been to open the
programme with the Higher Vaudeville delivered after this Congo method, thereby
awakening that mysterious autocrat, the tired businessman, and then recite in the old
milder tone-color fashion many of the older fireside verses. (5-6)

Given Lindsay's civic vision, we can understand this 'awakening' not only as
the opposite of 'lulling asleep,' but also as the process of blowing the ashes of
a materialist's imagination into flame.

Three aural characteristics of the Higher Vaudeville have been
mentioned--the use of familiar tunes, of tone-color and of chanting--and we
may wonder how these help to create the kind of community sought by
Lindsay. They are associated with three other characteristics, shared with all
forms of vaudeville, that serve this purpose: familiarity, repetition, and
participation. These three aspects deserve closer attention.

The expression of the familiar is the aspect of Lindsay's oeuvre that has
perhaps most baffled literary critics, who habitually consider poetry in the
context of the printed book, where the familiar tends to turn into the cliché.
Outside that context, however, the expression of the familiar--of symbols,
feelings and attitudes a group shares--intensifies solidarity, as rituals and even
the small ceremonies of everyday life show. This effect is strengthened if the
appeal to commonality is made under unusual circumstances. Lindsay takes
up familiar elements, for example, the tunes of hymns like 'The Blood of the
Lamb' or 'Hark ten thousand harps and voices.' He also uses familiar concepts
(or prejudices) and images. The most striking example of this is perhaps the
description of Blacks at the beginning of 'The Congo,' which has often been
misunderstood as showing Lindsay's racist leanings, by people who take it for
Lindsay's final statement on the matter (see above, Chapter 7). Another
example is the scene of the last judgment in 'General William Booth': it is set
in a typical Midwestern courthouse-square (Collected Poems 124). Lindsay's
use of well-known figures and popular heroes is similar: These occur in the
Higher Vaudeville poems opening the program, like those on General Booth
or John Brown, but more frequently in poems used toward the end, like the
poems about Edgar Allan Poe, O. Henry, Governor Altgeld of Illinois, and
Abraham Lincoln. Finally, the situation in which the per-
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formance took place and even the style of delivery were to some extent
familiar to those who knew vaudeville.

It was not Lindsay's aim to officiate at a ceremony to reaffirm the
familiar. Rather he was trying to establish new or rather to re-establish old but
forgotten symbols and values in his performances. The appeal to the familiar
served as an entry to something else, to a world of vision that would seem
unknown, even odd, to most people in the audience. This introductory
function is clear not only in the placement of the Higher Vaudeville poems at
the beginning of the programs; it also affects the poems themselves. They
always reveal a tension between the familiar and the unusual, and a
progression, like the program as a whole, from the generally shared to the
novel. This would ideally jolt the members of the audience out of their
ingrained habits, wake them up, and make them open to receiving something
new.

The most effective tension of this kind is the tension between accepted
ways of reading or reciting poetry and Lindsay's chanting and singing; from
the point of view of someone used to vaudeville, the tension would involve
the introduction of serious and weighty matters into a vaudeville act. In
'General William Booth' (Collected Poems 123-25) there is a tension between
the man presented with gentle irony at the beginning as one who 'led boldly
with his big bass drum,' and the man who, in the end, though blind,

saw King Jesus. They were face to face.
And he knelt a-weeping in that holy place.

Lindsay guides his audience from one image of Booth to the other through the
course of the poem, from the familiar and superficial to the extraordinary and
serious.

The second crucial aspect of the Higher Vaudeville poems is repetition.
In discussions of poetry, repetition is usually looked on as an element of
structure, e.g., dividing, in the form of refrains, a long poem into segments, or
indicating shifts of mood; it is considered a unifying device, especially in free
verse, or a means of emphasis (Fogle 699-701). In the Higher Vaudeville
poems, however, repetition in poetry serves other functions. Repetition both
produces and fulfills expectation, and thus creates order. In doing this, it
creates familiarity in the sense discussed above, and it forms the first step
towards knowing the poems by heart. Repetition, unless it is experienced as
repetitiousness (see above, Chapter 4), breaks down barriers between
performer and audience. The
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audience is no longer simply listening, ready to experience surprise, but
shares to some extent the knowledge of the poem with the performer; this
sharing helps to create the community toward which Lindsay is working.

The repeated words, phrases, and lines attain a special status, a status
acknowledged by the group, no matter what meaning or cluster of meanings
is ascribed to them. They are signs that the group shares in and that unify it;
they are symbols in the pragmatic definition introduced in Chapter 2.

Words may suggest certain actions and attitudes, and the power of
suggestion grows if they are repeated. Lindsay took this view. Indeed he went
so far as to say that the Bible was inspiring rather than inspired, that, for
example, Jesus fulfilled Isaiah's prophecy about the coming of the Messiah
because 'he had read it from childhood' (The Art of the Moving Picture 287).
We might therefore expect Lindsay to repeat lines that are suggestive of a
particular behavior--one he wants the audience to adopt. Lindsay in fact
makes little use of repetition as a hortatory device: He wants to create a
community without imposing one particular view on it, and to rekindle the
vision of individuals in his audience. Therefore the repeated words and
phrases are of various types: In 'General William Booth' one repeated line is
the refrain from the hymn which furnished the tune for the poem: 'Are you
washed with the blood of the Lamb?'; despite the apparent dogmatic
background of the line, its repetition serves rather to connect the poem to the
hymn than to urge salvation.. Among the many repetitions in 'The Congo' the
most memorable is that of the syllables 'Boomlay, boomlay, boomlay,
BOOM,' which recurs, with slight variations, eight times in the poem. This,
and the other repetitions in the poem, is evocative rather than hortatory.

From repetition it is only a small step to the third, and most interesting,
aspect of Lindsay's Higher Vaudeville: participation. Participation is the
public testimony, in voice and gesture, of an individual's having a share in the
group. As this testimony requires the members of the audience to be active,
using not only their minds, but also their bodies, it awakens them--in all the
senses the word can have in Lindsay.11 In her biography of Lindsay, Eleanor
Ruggles describes how Lindsay called

11 The exhilarating experience of participating in a Lindsay performance is one that neither
the printed text nor the the recordings can give us. Fortunately, Nicholas Cave Lindsay,
the poet's son, still performs the poems in a manner that allows one to feel the power of
participation in creating a community of the audience.
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on audiences to join in certain poems. They were to strike the palms together,
nod or shake the head, exclaim 'No!' 'Yes!' 'We will!'

'Every day a circus da-ay!' he would cry like a carnival barker half-way through The
Kallyope Yell,12 then, breaking his strut across the stage to cock his head and cup his ear,
ask 'What?' and answer himself, 'Well, al-most every day!'

Eight lines farther on it was the turn of his friends out front. 'Bands a-play-ing every
da-ay,' shouted the poet.

'What?' roared his hundreds, sometimes thousands, of new friends.
'Well, al-most every day.' (243)

Participation of this type is frequently suggested by the Higher Vaudeville
texts, though it is not reflected in the studio recordings. In many cases italics
in the Collected Poems indicate the lines that Lindsay wanted his audiences to
repeat, as in 'John Brown' (164-66), and occasionally he also gives explicit
directions, as in 'King Solomon and the Queen of Sheba' (167-74). Both these
poems occur in the fourth of the 1916 programs, the program for 'impromptu
actors.' 'John Brown' is preceded by the note:

To be sung by a leader and chorus, the leader singing the body of the poem, while the
chorus interrupts with the question. (Collected Poems 164)

The question, What did you see in Palestine?, in each of the six stanzas
follows the leader's statement 'I've been to Palestine,' and elicits his answer.
Here the audience is cast in the role of a group that expresses a shared interest
in the leader's report of his vision of Palestine.

In 'King Solomon and the Queen of Sheba' the situation is somewhat
more complex. Lindsay assigns the lines to three figures: the men's leader
(King Solomon), the women's leader (the Queen), and the congregation. The
leaders speak in turn or together, and the congregation responds to them. In A
Letter about My Four Programmes Lindsay suggests that a group of actors or
dancers rehearse the piece before his arrival.

Then I will join them, blending my chanting with their acting and distributing the parts as
they desire, if we can have an hour's practice before the parlor show. (7)

12 In A Letter About My Four Programmes this poem is listed in Programme I, intended for
art schools and local poets. Ruggles' report obviously refers to a much larger audience.
This shows that Lindsay was flexible in the use of his texts.
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He notes, however, that the poem has been performed without such
preparation by a large audience,

a volunteer King and Queen being selected from the assembly to bow most profoundly to
each other, while I sang their parts for them. (7)

The audience meanwhile responded, taking up sentences from the leaders,
singing 'We were the oxen,' 'We were the sweethearts,' or 'We were the
swans.' These refrains emphasize the unity of the audience, and, by casting
the participants in unusual roles, force them out of their complacency. As
Eleanor Ruggles reports, Lindsay's friend Frederic Melcher remembered him
doing the poem

in the Central Christian Church of Indianapolis before a large assembly of church women
whom the poet led off masterfully with

King Solomon he had four hundred sweethearts.
'I never thought I would hear it,' says Mr. Melcher, 'but it happened--to a woman, those
good ladies sang back:

We were the sweethearts!' (246)

Thus 'King Solomon' served as a Higher Vaudeville poem.
Lindsay found, in the course of his career as a performer, that the

Higher Vaudeville, even when using 'impromptu actors,' was not powerful
enough to 'unify' the audiences in the way he wanted. Even in his 1916
pamphlet he speaks of his hope of developing new and more powerful forms
of interaction with the audience--the 'poem games,' in which the audience
would be involved in dancing the poems.13

The lesson of difficulty prompted the great demands Lindsay makes on
his audiences in A Letter for Your Wicked Private Ear Only (1921). When he
requires people to learn his poems by heart and to discuss them with each
other before his arrival, he virtually asks audience members to do for
themselves what the Higher Vaudeville had originally been meant to achieve.
Given this effort, Lindsay was confident, 'that strange unity of the literary
audience' (7) would be achieved, a unity

13 Lindsay already mentions the project of 'poem games' in 1916 (Four Programmes 7); in
the same year he had the dance Eleanor Dougherty dance some of his poems in Chicago.
In 1926 he returned to the idea (Letters 379). He describes 'poem games' in the
introduction to Every Soul is a Circus. It is beyond the scope of this study to discuss them
in detail.
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which he claimed to have experienced with audiences of poets, i.e., people
who had vision. This unity was not an end in itself, though it was, as we have
seen, the main goal of Lindsay's campaigning. In A Letter for Your Wicked
Private Ear he writes:

The essential psychic unity of the choruses of my poems, when an audience of poets is
listening, I hope some day to transform and enlarge into a civic unity, with every citizen
of the town a poet, and every poet a citizen.(8)

All the improvements that a town plans,

though they take a hundred years, may, happily, begin with the unity of a simple chorus,
or some s i m p l e rhymes, sung lightly by everybody on a sunny day. (25-26)

There can be no doubt, then, about the importance of the Higher Vaudeville
poems in Lindsay's work, in a clearly delimited function: They open the
performance. In order to do justice to Lindsay's achievement, we have to
discuss them in this function, as part of a program, preceding other poems of
various kinds.

An Evening of Higher Vaudeville, and Orthodox Verse as Well

As an illustration of Lindsay's performance events, one program will be
discussed in detail here, the third of the sample programs described in his
Letter about My Four Programmes. It is addressed to a general audience,
including the 'tired businessman,' and takes into account the rigid structures
characteristic of the communities Lindsay tried to change. Audience
members would come to the performance with little preparation. The problem
of transforming such an audience, of creating communitas, and of kindling
the fire of the imagination in it would have been particularly difficult to solve
and would call for a clear-cut and effective strategy.

In discussing the program, I shall deal with only some aspects of the
event, though I shall present the sequence of texts as a whole. I shall try to
show how the poems in it serve different functions but are also closely related
to each other, and how they aim at eliciting responses that promote Lindsay's
poetic goals and his social vision. Other aspects, which
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are also important, are neglected here; they have either already been dealt
with in general terms, like preparation, or cannot be adequately discussed
because we lack evidence, notably what happened during and after the
performance event. The concentration on texts may make the discussion seem
close to traditional literary analysis; at the same time it makes it possible to
show clearly why this type of analysis must fail in the case of a performance
event.

In A Letter about My Four Programmes (5) Lindsay offers a list of
poems in the third program--for easy reference I have numbered the poems
and added page-numbers from the Collected Poems.

1 The Village Improvement Parade (203-205)
2 The Flute of the Lonely (76-77)
3 The Congo (178-184)
4 The Santa Fe Trail (152-158)
5 The Firemen's Ball (319-326)
6 General William Booth Enters Into Heaven (123-125)
7 The Moon's the North Wind's Cooky (67)
8 Yet Gentle Will the Griffin Be (68)
9 Jests from the Spring Harbinger (not in the Collected Poems, the text is given in Four

Programmes 33-46)
10 Kansas (150-152)
11 The Spice-Tree (42-43)
12 The Ghost of the Buffaloes (78-81)
13 The Wizard in the Street (256-258)
14 The Knight in Disguise (255-56)
15 The Eagle That is Forgotten (95-96)
16 Abraham Lincoln Walks at Midnight (53-54)

The three parts of the program are clearly demarcated: the Higher Vaudeville
(1-6), the sharing of private visions (7-12), and the presentation of men of
vision (13-16). The Higher Vaudeville poems take up a much larger share of
this program than of the others,14 obviously because of the general audience
it addresses. 'The Moon's the North Wind's Cooky' opens the section in which
the poet shares private visions. 'The Wizard in the Street' introduces the last
section, on exemplary personalities. These groupings are more complex than
they may look at first glance, since a poem may serve more than one purpose;
there are also

14 In the first program there is only one such piece (out of twenty-one); in the fourth there
are only three (out of fifteen) poems of this type.
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important thematic elements that cut across the lines drawn here.15
Trying to say something about the program as a whole means foregoing

detailed interpretation of each poem in light of its use by Lindsay; this may be
unfortunate in the case of texts that are widely known but often misread
outside the original context, like 'The Congo' and 'General William Booth.' I
shall concentrate here on showing how themes like community and vision
and motifs like that of the moon are introduced at the beginning, and I shall
then go through the program indicating how they are developed.

The program opens with 'The Village Improvement Parade,' a Higher
Vaudeville poem that celebrates a civic event and indicates the overall theme.
Each of its nine short stanzas ends with the refrain:

It is the cross-roads
Resurrection
Parade. (Collected Poems 203-205)

This is slightly varied in some stanzas, 'Resurrection' being replaced by 'Love
and Laughter' (stanzas 2 and 7), or 'Love and Beauty' (stanzas 3 and 6). The
crossroads has a double function in the poem. It is both the

15 Other structures may also be perceived in the program. Kuykendall, the only other critic
who has dealt with it (404), treats it as if it consisted of persuasive speech, or as if it was,
in his own words, a 'lecture'. He takes the first poem, 'The Village Improvement Parade'
as an introduction of the theme: 'that man should work to improve his immediate
surroundings.' This is followed by a 'whimsical interlude,' 'The Flute of the Lonely.' The
body of the lecture consists of four parts, according to him. The first describes the 'ways
in which man can better his surroundings' (poems 3 to 6); the second again offers an
'interlude of whimsical poems' (7 to 9); the third is 'an elaboration of the better life that
men should be seeking' (poems 10 to 12); and the fourth shows that 'inspiration in seeking
a better life can be gained from men who sought to better their surroundings' (poems 13 to
16). The last poem, 'Abraham Lincoln Walks at Midnight,' also serves as a conclusion; it
raises the question: 'Are we going to let the example of Lincoln (and by implication, the
others) mean anything in our lives?' (405)

Kuykendall's analysis coincides to some extent with the one proposed here. It has
two flaws, however, which are directly related to the view of the program as a lecture. It
assigns the Higher Vaudeville poems to two different sections--in spite of their common
features and purpose--and it does not do justice to the moon poems (2,7,8), which are
dismissed as 'whimsical.' 'The Flute of the Lonely,' for example,

presents nothing more than a mildly amusing anecdote intended to please the listeners,
and put them in a receptive frame of mind for the main portion of the programme to
follow [which, in Kuykendall's analysis, begins with 'The Congo']. (405)

As we shall see, the moon poems play an important role in the program.
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center of the small town that has grown around it and the place where people
have to make up their minds and choose their way. Both roles are closely
related in Lindsay's view. The small town is the place where the future of
America will be decided. The Memorial Day parade, for example, is itself an
important traditional expression of small-town civic pride (Lingeman 318-
19). In Lindsay's parade, people from most walks of life take part: poets,
actors, craftsmen, builders, painters, sculptors, florists, and farm-boys. They
carry banners and flags bearing the symbols that unite them, the acorn and the
swan, which stand for 'hearts of oak and flying beauty' (Collected Poems
205).16 The participants in the parade reflect to some extent the composition
of the audience that Lindsay hoped to have for his performances. The first
poem thus suggests the community Lindsay envisions; the use of the familiar
phenomenon of the parade and the repetition of the refrain are first steps
toward creating it.

The second poem is important (and short) enough to be quoted in full.

The Flute of the Lonely
(To the tune of 'Gaily the Troubadour')
Faintly the ne'er-do-well
Breathed through his flute:
All the tired neighbor-folk,
Hearing, were mute.
In their neat doorways sat,
Labors all done,
Helpless, relaxed, o'erwrought,
Evening begun.
None of them there beguiled
Work-thoughts away,
Like to this reckless, wild
Loafer by day.
(Weeds in his flowers upgrown!
Fences awry!

16 Lindsay made pictures to go along with this poem and printed them in A Letter About My
Four Programmes and elsewhere. Two of them are reproduced in Collected Poems,
between pages 204 and 205; all of them are in Sayre 224-229. On the flags we find, in
addition to the symbols, slogans like:

Without an eager public all teaching is in vain.
To begin with we must have a sense of humor and learn to smile.
Fair streets are better than silver, green parks are better than gold.
Let the best moods of the people rule.

These illustrations may be the reason for Lindsay's classification of the poem as 'of an
especially inscriptional character' in Collected Poems (xi).
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Rubbish and bottles heaped!
Yard like a sty!)
There in his lonely door,
Leering and lean,
Staggering, liquor-stained,
Outlawed, obscene---
Played he his moonlight thought,
Mastered his flute.
All the tired neighbor-folk,
Hearing, were mute.
None but he, in that block,
Knew such a tune.
All loved the strain, and all
Looked at the moon!

(Collected Poems 76-77)

This poem introduces vision into the program. It is intimate in tone, but still a
Higher Vaudeville piece; the words are written to fit the tune of a popular
song:

Gaily the Troubadour touch'd his guitar,
When he was hastening home from the war.17

The arrangement of the lines in the song should be borne in mind in
discussing Lindsay's poem--indeed it is impossible to do justice to the poem
without taking into account the performance suggested by the tune. The
original song has three stanzas of two pentameter lines; each stanza is
followed by a refrain of the same length, which is repeated twice--to form a
total of six pentameters per stanza.

Lindsay's text is written in short lines, so that two of its lines form a
pentameter. It does not indicate a refrain, but the length of the first two
stanzas--eight lines, i.e., four pentameters--suggests that the second halves of
these stanzas should be repeated. The third stanza, however, is twelve lines,
i.e., six pentameters, long, and no lines have to be repeated to fit the text to
the tune. The expectation raised by the repetition of refrains in the previous
stanzas, therefore, is not fulfilled; the last four lines of the poem thus stand
out and gain particular weight.

None but he, in that block,

17 The full text and the tune of this song by Thomas Haynes Bayly may be found in Helen
Kendrick Johnson's collection (521).
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Knew such a tune.
All loved the strain, and all
Looked at the moon! (Collected Poems 77)

Their special role is emphasized by the fact that the four lines preceding them
echo or repeat lines from the first stanza, and thus seem to be rounding off the
poem.

The text contrasts a good-for-nothing with his staid neighbors, his
messy home with their orderliness, his music with their silence and
exhaustion. He is not a happy person, as the third stanza indicates, but unlike
the others, he has 'his moonlight thought' (77) and can express it on his flute.
We can see here the contrast between the blind exhausted people and a
wizard, which Lindsay describes in The Art of the Moving Picture (see above,
Chapter 9), and between the audience and the poet at the moment the poem is
performed, with the magic of the flute standing for his poetry. 'The Flute of
the Lonely' is about the role of the poet, both as an outsider and a performer,
in the community.18

In this context the last four lines, which are so clearly set off from the
rest of the poem, are crucial. The person with 'a moonlight thought' is able to
make the tired citizens look at the moon and to expose them to its
influence.19

'The Flute of the Lonely' not only contrasts the poet and his audience; it
also introduces the moon motif, which plays an important role throughout the
rest of the program. The moon is associated here, as in popular belief and in
the poems later in the program, with dreaming and with vision.

'The Congo' takes up themes touched on in the previous poems. Each of
its three sections begins with the presentation of a scene, using extensive
tone-color effects--an attempt to give the audience a vision of the scene. Each
section describes how the experience of an ecstatic communal event leads to
a vision. The visions are of an increasingly higher order. A drunken revel
leads to a vision of the savage world; a group of black gamblers prompts a
vision of a world of 'irrepressible high spirits'

18 Lindsay is actually re-working a motif from Shelley's 'A Defense of Poetry': 'A poet is a
nightingale who sits in darkness and sings to cheer its own solitude with sweet sounds; his
auditors are as men entranced by the melody of an unseen musician, who feel that they are
moved and softened, yet know not whence or why' (423).

19 He does this, it should be noted, without any attempt to persuade them to lift their eyes to
the sky, as Kuykendall would have it.
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(180); a black congregation stimulates sight of a world redeemed, without
fear and full of joy. In his explanations of 'The Congo' Lindsay leaves no
doubt that he has had these visions (cp. Bader). In the performance the author
stands in front of his audience and reports his visions--a situation that is
reminiscent of the sharing of visions in the Prognosticators' Club (see above,
Chapter 9). There, as we remember, vision begets vision.

The Higher Vaudeville poems that follow also deal with community
and vision, and the conditions that make them possible. In 'The Santa Fe
Trail' Lindsay contrasts the speaker sitting by the road to people speeding past
in their cars, the car being a symbol of technological innovation:

They are hunting the goals that they understand: - . . .
My goal is the mystery the beggars win. (158)20

He contrasts the noise of the horns with what he hears in nature:

the whistling flutes without price
Of myriad prophets out of paradise. (158)

This reinforces the contrast between 'realist' and visionary made in 'The Flute
of the Lonely.'

'The Firemen's Ball' contrasts passionate 'fire-dreams' and 'wise
dreams.' Lindsay takes the unusual step of giving, 'contrary to Artistic
Custom, the moral of the piece' (Collected Poems 325), one formulated after
a saying of Buddha in his Fire Sermon, which Eliot also uses in The Waste
Land: The absence of passion makes man free. The fire of passion is roused
by wine and gold, by hate, power, pride, and the life of the reveler--i.e., by
different kinds of selfishness.

'General William Booth Enters Into Heaven' is the final poem in the
Higher Vaudeville section; in presenting a visionary leader, it anticipates the
poems in the last part of the program. Booth persists in a

20 It should be emphasized that Lindsay does not make a simple contrast between
technology and imagination, condemning one and exalting the other. Lindsay
acknowledges the importance of both, but places one higher than the other (see above,
Chapter 9). The sound of the horns has an obvious fascination for him--in his Letters he
compares this aspect of the poem to 'The Kallyope Yell' (93). See also below, on the
composition of 'The Santa Fe Trail.'
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quixotic endeavor and finally triumphs. Its place in the program, however,
depends on a formal feature of the piece: it has a refrain, taken from a popular
Salvation Army hymn ('Are you washed in the blood of the Lamb?') that
lends itself to repetition by the audience. The last poem in this section thus
leads to a climax of communal feeling.

*

The tone now changes. In strong contrast to that of most of the Higher
Vaudeville poems, it is intimate and soft-spoken. The two moon poems (Nos.
7 and 8), with their nursery rhyme tone, may look slight in isolation, but
because they have been prepared for by 'The Flute of the Lonely,' because of
their place in the program immediately following the Higher Vaudeville, and
because of their theme, they carry considerable weight.

In Adventures While Preaching the Gospel of Beauty Lindsay tells an
anecdote that explains their function here. Once, while entertaining a family
with his poems in exchange for board and lodging, he ran out of his usual
material and decided to recite 'six jingles about the moon' (Sayre 200); among
them he specifically mentions 'What the Hyena Said' (Collected Poems 240-
41). Their success surprised him:

I had never pleased either grown folks or children to any extent with those verses. But
these children, through the accumulated excitements of a day that I knew nothing about,
were in an ecstatic imaginative condition of soul that transmuted everything. (Sayre 200-
201)

Later that night, having slept for an hour or so, he was awakened by the
children, 'racing along the dark hall and saying in horrible solemn tones,
pretending to scare one another' (202), the moon poems he had recited to
them.

Thereupon I made a mighty and a rash resolve. I renewed that same resolve in the
morning when I woke. I said within myself 'I shall write one hundred Poems on the
Moon!' (202)

Lindsay's experience indicates that his interest in moon poems was directly
linked to their effect. In the poetry program, the Higher Vaudeville poems
were supposed to create the 'ecstatic imaginative condition' described in his
report. The moon poems would then reinforce
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and channel the energies set free in the audience. They would do this by
presenting imaginative transformations of the moon: the moon as 'the North
Wind's Cooky,' and as the 'griffin's egg.'

After an interlude of 'Jests,' limerick-like poems21 that poke mild fun at
the relationship between the sexes, Lindsay returns to the subject of
community and vision, and the motif of the moon, in 'Kansas.' This state had
earlier in the program served as the setting for 'The Santa Fe Trail.' In the
refrain of that poem, Kansas is celebrated as the

. . . land that restores us
When houses choke us, and great books bore us! (153, 155)

The poem 'Kansas,' based on Lindsay's experiences as a tramp (Sayre 137ff.),
is a celebration of the harvest, which is presented as a great communal feast
with eating and singing. The harvest moon plays a prominent role:

I loved to watch [ . . .]
that big moon rise.

I dreamed and dreamed with lids half-shut,
The moonlight in my eyes. (152)

Kansas is described as a region where imagination and dreaming are alive:

all men dream in Kansas
By noonday and by night,
By sunrise yellow, red and wild,
And moonrise wild and white. (152)

The poem ends with lines reminiscent of 'The Flute of the Lonely' and 'The
Santa Fe Trail':

21 The 'Jests from the 'Spring Harbinger'' are short texts, originally made to accompany
cartoons, which Lindsay first printed in a pamphlet (The Spring Harbinger, 1909).
Lindsay did not include them in his Collected Poems, although one is given in the lower
half of the illustration facing page 336. In A Letter About My Four Programmes, they
appear in what Lindsay calls 'the irrelevant section' (33-46), accompanied by the cartoons,
which, Lindsay hoped, would be used in the newspaper publicity before his performance.
Eight of the cartoons (and the poems) are reprinted in Massa (253-254).
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And past the sheaves and through the leaves
Came whispers from the moon.

Whereas 'Kansas' recalls the experience of vision in the past, 'The Spice-
Tree,' the poem that follows, presents a vision directly, a vision of the spice-
tree--the California laurel--whose

boughs come down
Shadowing village and farm and town.
And none can see
But the pure of heart
The great green leaves
And the boughs descending,
And hear the song that is never ending.
. . .

The moon is a bird's nest in its branches,
The moon is hung in its topmost spaces. (42-43)

The tree's song is about love, and the poem as a whole may be called a love
poem.22 In the context in which it appears in the program, however, its effect
is to include the love between man and woman in the realm of imagination, as
one of the poetic forces that transform the world.

This intense poem is followed by 'The Ghost of the Buffaloes,' a poem
whose tone-color technique is reminiscent of the Higher Vaudeville poems at
the beginning of the program. In a dream vision the poet sees primeval
America, before the arrival of the white man, with Indian gods rushing by,
towards the sky, and buffaloes charging westward with 'stamping flint feet,
flashing moon eyes' (80). The end of the poem is, in contrast to the
description of the buffaloes, quiet. It returns to the subject of dreaming.

The wind in the chimney,
Seemed to say:--

'Dream, boy, dream,
If you anywise can.
To dream is the work
Of beast or man . . . (81)

That is, to dream is the proper or best work. This call is implicitly made by
most of the poems in the second part of the program--in sharing

22 Lindsay originally wrote the poem for Sara Teasdale (cp. Letters 113).
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dreams and visions the poet calls his audience to their own dreams and
visions.

*

The public tone of the poems in the last section represents another shift.
In presenting four men of vision, they emphasize that dreaming is not a way
of escaping social reality, but of transforming it. Two of the men are authors,
Edgar Allan Poe and O. Henry, and two are statesmen, John Peter Altgeld and
Abraham Lincoln. As we have seen earlier, Lindsay sees both poets and
statesmen as leaders of the people (see above, Chapter 9). All four are shown
as men whose vision is not fully understood or has not been fully realized;
each of the, was, to that extent, an outsider.

In the two poems about authors, there is also an apologetic tone:
Lindsay is justifying what he himself is doing. In 'The Wizard in the Street,'
his poem on Poe, Lindsay directly addresses his audience:

Useful are you. There stands the useless one
Who builds the Haunted Palace in the sun.

One moment, citizens,--the weary tramp
Unveileth Psyche with the agate lamp. (258)

O. Henry (William Sydney Porter) is depicted as an author who had to adapt
to his audience, entertaining it with vaudeville and 'triple-hinged surprise'
(255). He was nonetheless courageous and gifted in a way that, in another
time, would have made him a great man. Lindsay--tempted by the similarity
of names--compares Sydney Porter to Sir Philip Sidney, the poet-statesman
and representative of the Elizabethan age, the period which Lindsay praises in
'The Building of Springfield.'

In 'The Eagle That is Forgotten,' Governor Altgeld of Illinois is
remembered as a man both of courage and vision; he 'kindled the flame' (96),
inspiring others, and living on in their deeds:

A hundred white eagles have risen the sons of your sons,
The zeal in their wings is a zeal that your dreaming began
The valor that wore out your soul in the service of man. (96)

'Abraham Lincoln Walks at Midnight,' finally, returns to a 'little town' setting
like that of 'The Village Improvement Parade' at the beginning of
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the program, and to the contemporary situation --when the program was first
offered the First World War was being fought. Lindsay's image of Lincoln
reflects his own wishes and beliefs, which, surprisingly for a Midwesterner of
his time, are anti-isolationist:

He cannot rest until a spirit-dawn
Shall come;--the shining hope of Europe free:
The league of sober folk, the Workers' Earth,
Bringing long peace to Cornland, Alp and Sea. (54)

Lindsay ends the Lincoln poem, and the program with a question that points
beyond the performance:

who will bring white peace
That he may sleep upon his hill again? (54)

The adjective 'white' in particular lingers in one's mind: It obviously forms a
contrast with 'black terror' mentioned earlier in the poem, but it may also
associated with the Biblical color of the fields ripe for harvest (John 4:35),
and with the color of the moon.23

Here the program ends. We know little about how audiences reacted to
it. No doubt there was applause--a reaction only partially appropriate. It
reinforces the solidarity among those applauding, but at the same time it is a
way of appraising what they have experienced and of distancing themselves
from it.

In his later performances Lindsay was often asked for an encore, for his
most famous poems, 'General William Booth' and 'The Congo,' a demand that
contradicted the design of his program and proved that it had failed to have
its intended total effect.24 No wonder Lindsay felt increasingly frustrated.

We may doubt the success of Lindsay's performance as a means of
initiating a civic revival, but there can be no doubt that the poet followed

23 It has been suggested to me that 'white peace' should here be understood as an allusion to
the supremacy of the white race. This shows to what absurdities the cliché-derogation of
Lindsay may lead (see above, Chapter 7).

24 Cp. Collected Poems xlv, and many of his letters, esp. March 15, 1931 (Letters 452),
October 20, 1931 (457). In an earlier letter he mentions another reason for his annoyance:
people seem to think that he had not written anything else; they do not appreciate what he
had done since his early successes (December 22, 1922; Letters 259-60).
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a well thought out strategy. He first tried to induce communitas and to create
a community of those present at the performance, a kind of Prognosticators'
Club; this group would, during the performance itself, learn to experience the
social relationships that Lindsay envisioned as essential for building the town
of the future. At the same time he gradually introduced themes like vision,
and motifs like the moon, which are central in the second part of the program.
In that part he shared visions with his audience--releasing, he hoped, the
capacity for vision in his listeners. The third part, finally, introduced
exemplary men of vision. It not only encouraged people to follow them; it
also showed vision to be an aspect of the mundane world, the world the
audience members considered their own.


