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11. Communal Composition

In the previous chapters, the role of communal experience in Lindsay's
thinking has been emphasized: The poet shares his visions with his audience,
and thus releases their visions as well--vision begets vision. One cannot help
feeling that the kind of conversation supposed to be taking place between the
participants in a performance event is one-sided, that the share of the
audience is slight compared with that of the poet. This disparity raises the
problem of the status of Lindsay's own visionary poems. How can they be
affected by the kind of communal visionary experience that Lindsay describes
in his account of the 'Prognosticators' Club'? In more general terms, what is
the relationship between performance and visionary production?

In trying to answer these questions we are also raising a problem that
concerns all poetry and leads us back to the point from which this study set
out: The role of collaboration in the composition of poetry and the place it
assigns to poetry in the orality-literacy continuum (see Chapter 1). Just as
quotation of or allusion to other works and the use of proverbial expressions
draws attention to intertextual relationships, every contribution to a poem by
somebody other than the 'author' moves the text away from individual
authorship, originality, and private symbolism (see Chapter 2) toward public
symbolism, toward something shared by a community, whether this be an
élite trying to build or rebuild world civilization, as with Eliot and Pound, or
the local community of the people, as with Lindsay. Who, then, are the
primary actors in the poetic interchange, and what gives them primacy?

One view of the creative act in poetry was formulated by Shelley; it
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still underlies the practice of many readers, especially of lyrical poetry.1
Lindsay shared that view in some respects; in others, his practice so radically
diverged from it that a comparison with Shelley highlights characteristic
features both of Lindsay's achievement and of different types of poetry in
general. According to Shelley, 'a poet participates in the eternal, the infinite,
and the one; as far as relates to his conceptions, time and place and number
are not' (419). He knows and attempts to embody in words this eternal and
universal order; 'his thoughts are the germs of the flower and the fruit of latest
time' (419), and he should therefore be considered a legislator of mankind. In
anthropological terms he single-handedly lays claim to a strong-grid position
and to the absolute control of public symbolism.

The poet's relationship with those he leads is indirect and distanced:

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)

The poet moves his audience but is not affected by it. Being moved by the
audience would mean neglecting the task of singing the ideal world: The poet
'would do ill to embody his own conceptions of right and wrong, which are
usually those of his place and time, in his poetical creations, which participate
in neither' (425). Shelley radically isolates the poet from his fellow human
beings and his audience; in doing so, he offers an apotheosis of the poet in
literate culture.

Shelley's account seems to preclude any possibility of collaboration in
creating and revising poetry. Yet we know from literary history that the
notion of poetry as pure expression does not adequately account for poets'
practice. Ian Jack, in an impressive study of The Poet and his Audience, has
illustrated how awareness of an audience can shape a poet's writings.2 In
discussing Shelley's career, Jack concludes that he 'never came to terms with
the elementary fact that it is part of a poet's

1 Compare, for example, Jonathan Culler's essay 'Apostrophe,' in The Pursuit of Signs 135-
54. Culler uncritically quotes Shelley as an authority. Cp. my article 'Deictics and the
Status of Poetic Texts.'

2 Jack's study offers an empirical study of Dryden, Pope, Byron, Shelley, Tennyson, and
Yeats. Unfortunately, it is almost exclusively restricted to one aspect of the poet-audience
relationship, the poet's awareness of those who will read his works.
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task to be constantly aware of the likely reactions of his audience' (113). This
consorts well with Shelley's radical view of the poet and his mission.

Lindsay agreed with Shelley about the effect of poetry. With him, too,
the poet is a visionary (cp. 'The Flute of the Lonely' discussed in Chapter 10).
But he did not share Shelley's views concerning the poet-audience
relationship. Working in and for a democratic society, the poet has to listen to
others, and he is only one of those who have the gift of vision and together
form a visionary community. Since it is the poet's task to give vision back to
those who have lost it, he has to take into account the tastes and the views of
his audience; unlike Shelley's poet, Lindsay's has to be very much aware of
the values of his own time and place.

*

The audience may affect the work of the poet in different ways, which
go beyond what Ian Jack discusses as the 'audience awareness' based on the
reception of earlier works; this is especially true if we do not simply identify
works with printed texts. One aspect of how the poet's work may be affected
by the audience has been referred to already: During the performance event
the audience's response may suggest changes in the choice of poems, and in
all those elements that are not fixed in writing: speed, intonation, timbre, etc.
(see above, Chapter 1).

Within the limits set by the expectations of the audience, who may be
familiar with the texts presented, and those set by formal criteria, poets may
also adapt their texts to the performance event. They may, for example,
simplify sound-sequences, add logical connectives, and clarify images and
syntactic groups. Such changes may later be incorporated as revisions to the
printed texts.

The poet's experience on particular occasions may also suggest that
substantive changes are required, or even that a poem is not successful and
should therefore remain unpublished. As we shall see, Lindsay deliberately
sought this kind of experience, and reading aloud became an important part of
his method of composition (Kuykendall 17-18).

Finally, the commitment the performance event requires on the part of
the poet may release creative energies that can lead to new poems; these need
not show any direct connection with the occasion on which they originated.
Lindsay reports this experience in a late letter to Sara Teasdale:
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Over and over in nearly every recital new ideas and images and tunes for new poems and
drawings float through my mind and eyes so vividly as to confuse me--till I have to
literally howl them down and find my place again on the page, for that audience is
demanding stale poems I forget. (March 21, 1931, Carpenter 300)

In all these cases the contribution of the audience to the poem consists
only of offering themselves as a testing ground, or of making a creative
moment possible; they do not contribute anything substantive to the poet's
texts. Considering Lindsay's civic philosophy, we would expect him to go
well beyond assigning the audience the relatively insignificant part so far
suggested.

*

Lindsay also took communal art seriously in composition; his position
is both radical and explicit--and must be a scandal to somebody who accepts
the Shelleyan account of authorship. When in July 1914 Poetry published
'The Santa Fe Trail' and other 'Poems to be Chanted,' they were accompanied
by a short essay entitled by the editors 'Mr. Lindsay on 'Primitive Singing.'' In
it Lindsay defends his use of vaudeville and quotes with approval Edward
Bliss Reed's study English Lyrical Poetry (1912) on the Greek notion of the
lyric:

With the Greeks 'Song' was an all-embracing term. It included the crooning of the nurse to
the child, . . . the half-sung chant of the mower or sailor, . . . the formal ode sung by the
poet. In all Greek lyrics, even in the choral odes, music was the handmaid of verse . . . the
poet himself composed the accompaniment. (5)

In vaudeville Lindsay sees a survival of this notion of song, because 'the
entire rendering, musical and elocutionary, depend[s] largely on the
improvising power and sure instinct of the performer' (161). Improvisation
here refers only to the intonation or the tune that is used in performing a fixed
text. But in quoting Reed, Lindsay brings into play an important tradition in
the study of poetry. The passage in Reed's book that precedes the one quoted
describes improvisation in 'primitive singing' in more general terms:

The first poets were but members of the singing, dancing throng, emerging for a moment
to lead or improvise, then sinking back into the clan. (5)
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In a footnote Reed refers to Francis B. Gummere, who himself was a pupil of
Francis J. Child's, and his book The Beginnings of Poetry (1901). Gummere
writes:

As the savage laureate slips from the singing, dancing crowd, which turns audience for the
nonce, and gives his short improvisation, only to yield to the refrain of the chorus, so the
actual habit of individual composition and performance has sprung from the choral
composition and performance. (92)

This sounds remarkably similar to Lindsay's notion of the
Prognosticators' Club as a 'dithyrambic, chanting, improvising howling
dervish set' (The Golden Book 64). Yet such a group could only be hoped for
in the future; for the time being Lindsay would, just because of the need to
take into account his audience, have to do with a more conventional type of
poetry which could also be enjoyed in terms of the literate poetry common at
the time.

Lindsay wanted to initiate a return to the type of oral poetry described
by Gummere and Reed, with the audience not only taking part in performance
events but also in composition. He listened to the advice of his friends whom
he considered to have vision, among them Louis Untermeyer, Harriet
Monroe, even H.L. Mencken (Letters 311) and accepted their suggestions.
Untermeyer claims that 'practically all of Vachel's longer poems were partly
collaborations' (From Another World 137).

He brought new manuscripts with him whenever he came to New York; he read them to
groups of listeners, to friends and strangers, to poets and business men--and he heeded
every comment. If Floyd Dell or James Oppenheim or Sara Teasdale disliked a line, or
even a passage, out it went. Sometimes other lines were substituted on the spot;
sometimes one of us, prodded on by Vachel, offered lines of our own. My letters from
Vachel are full of thanks for what any other poet would have considered effrontery; he
reminds me often that he has incorporated all the alterations I recommended, no matter
how tentatively. (138)

Untermeyer emphasizes that

it was not excess modesty or servile fear that prompted Vachel to ask for advice,
consultation and correction. It was an integral faith in his fellows, a thorough-going belief
in the democratic experiment, the collaborative comradeship. We were to make the world
over, we brothers in art and industry; we were all to rebuild Springfield into the Golden
City, the City of the Dream. (139)3

3 His widow Elizabeth Conner Lindsay concurs in her 1941 article. Lindsay considered
others' opinions to be important because of his

profound and mystical faith in the rightness of people. . . . His was a world full of
people, each individual sacred and special, and given a full chance to prove himself on
his own before there was any dismissal. It was this democratic dream, this yearning to
merge as a voice with his audience, that sustained him through long lonely years. (119)
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Lindsay explains his method in a letter to Untermeyer in 1914, which
concerns 'The Ghosts of the Buffaloes':

I am sending [the poem] to my friends for immediate correction and return. Four people
are going to take a whack at it and I am going to take all their suggestions. Go at it with a
big blue pencil. Scrabble all over it and return it. Thus I may get it done in two weeks--
instead of a month or two months--as I generally take--reading such things aloud to my
neighbors in Springfield. (Scouffas 39)4

Lindsay wrote a similar letter to Harriet Monroe, in which he added:

[I] want your corrections while [the poem] is still not in my blood. It is very hard for me
to take suggestions--after a piece has hardened in my mind a little--but very easy before
that time--so please act accordingly. (August 24, 1914; Letters 105; cp. also 146)

In this passage we are confronted with a conflict that Lindsay
continually had to struggle with: between the openness of the text in the heat
of the ideal performance event, and the attempt to create a structure that
would survive the moment of its creation and would therefore have to be
hardened against the effects of being removed from its original context. This
is one form of the conflict between the oral and the literate dimensions of
poetry. Lindsay illustrates the problem further in a letter which he wrote to
Sara Teasdale in 1914; it shows that he himself was caught up with the
literate view dominant in the period.

I have sheaves and sheaves of sketches I could bluff people into thinking were poems, if I
were allowed to read them aloud and supply the tone of voice and the mood. But to get
them to the point where they will make that impression on the person who sees them in
cold type--requires endless labor. (February 5, 1914; quot. in Chénetier, 'L'Obsession '
398. Cp. also Letters 238, 301).

*

4 We do not know who exactly the four correspondents were. Scouffas does not supply the
source and the exact date of the letter (not in Letters).
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Lindsay's method in composition may be illustrated with one of his
better-known poems, 'The Santa Fe Trail'; the process is well documented in
his letters. On April 4, 1914, Lindsay wrote to Harriet Monroe:

I have just finished a poem I will forward to you soon. As soon as I have read it around
for a week and put in the final small changes. It is 'The Santa Fe Trail.' . . . (Letters 91)5

The poem went through a number of changes in the following weeks.
He visited Sara Teasdale in St. Louis and reported to Harriet Monroe:

I read the lady the Santa Fe Trail and was properly chastened and will make it a bit less
like an unmitigated noise before I forward it to you. It is a Kallyope yell with a few flute
notes at present. It needs a few more flute-notes from the Rachel-Jane bird (Meadow lark)
to mellow the middle. Then you shall have it. . . . I am awfully anxious to send you The
Santa Fe Trail but prudence dictates I should read it aloud at least a week longer to weave
in this Rachel-Jane tune just right. (April 11, 1914; Letters 93-94)

To Sara Teasdale he wrote that he would do his best to

bring in dozens of refinements and overtones and tiny flutes and fairy whispers and
Yeatsy quietnesses and twilights, and they shall all be done with the thought of you, if you
only care enough. To put it very realistically I am in love with your kind of a literary
nervous-system. I want to please and ensnare it. I would not jar or discomfort it for the
world. (quoted without date in Carpenter 190-91)

Even if we grant that Lindsay felt more strongly for Sara Teasdale than for
other poets, we can see his attempt here to emphasize the vision shared by
poets rather than his individual one, commonality rather than originality.

On April 13, he finally sent the poem to Harriet Monroe; on the same
day he wrote to Louis Untermeyer that he had just mailed off a poem and
commented: 'Sara likes The Santa Fe Trail now that I have put a little bird in
it to sort of soften it down and give it tone' (Letters 95).

5 The poem uses material Lindsay collected during his 1912 walking tour from Springfield,
Illinois, to New Mexico, which he describes in Adventures While Preaching the Gospel of
Beauty (Sayre 54-56, 79).--I am grateful to Dennis Camp for drawing my attention to this
and several other passages that are of interest in a discussion of the poem's composition.
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Harriet Monroe in turn made criticisms and suggested changes. Quite in
contrast to Pound's reaction to a similar request (see above, Chapter 6),
Lindsay accepted them all.

The two passages to which you objected I combined into one and made the whole passage
five lines shorter. Also I eliminated several purely mechanical rhymes and beast-phrases.
Also I have cut off the last eight lines. So the whole piece is eleven lines shorter--and I
admit much improved--crisper and cleaner. Much obliged for the criticism. Also I have
cut out the And's through the piece and helped it [sic] and I thank Mrs. Henderson [the
associate editor of Poetry] for that amendment. (May 13, 1914; Letters 97-98)6

Lindsay continues by explaining how the poem grew out of his aversion to
the automobile, the horns in the poem standing for American vices, how he
gradually introduced some gentler tones, and finally added the Rachel-Jane as
an afterthought.

I have tried--like the lion in Pyramus and Thisbe--to roar so as not to frighten the ladies--
still I must roar. Also in characterizing the horns, I have tried to make a sort of balanced
sketch of the American vices, from the standpoint of no one critic--but from the
standpoint of the people of fine feelings generally. (Letters 98)

The argument Lindsay uses in defending the harsher parts of his poem here
agrees with his readiness to accept other people's criticisms and suggestions.
From the very beginning he has tried to speak out of the views of a whole
section of the community.

Lindsay then gives Harriet Monroe a free hand for further changes:

Any changes you want to make in the piece, especially in the side-line coaching--the
marginal comments--you are fully welcome to make. I trust your judgment as much as my
own . . . .(Letters 98-99)

'The Santa Fe Trail' was published in Poetry Magazine in July 1914,
and unfortunately we do not know what further changes, if any, Harriet
Monroe or Alice Henderson made before including the text in that issue.

Later changes, in so far as we can study them in the printed sources,
were small where the wording of the poem was concerned--the

6 The two versions of the passage from the poem are reprinted in Williams 107. Lindsay
also leaves out lines that are too obviously critical of American vices, and there is one
verbal change made for the same reasons: 'Then comes the nude-horn, rude-horn, lewd-
horn' becomes 'Here comes the snarl-horn, brawl-horn, lewd-horn.'
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piece had hardened in Lindsay's mind.7 But Lindsay has introduced a whole
series of other changes, which are all related to the endeavor of reproducing
the effect of performance in print; they involve the marginal comments and,
in the text, the use of italics, capitals and punctuation marks.8

*

Lindsay's approach to composition, as it is recorded in his letters,
documents the two conflicting forces with which he was struggling.
Lindsay's attempt to deal with this conflict is not simply a matter of choosing
the best tactics in a particular, well-defined situation; rather the conflict was
more basic. It went right through the poet himself and resulted in fluctuations
in his attitude toward his audiences, between generosity or

7 A comparison between the versions printed in Poetry (July 1914) and in Collected Poems
(1923) is instructive: The words of the two printings are virtually identical. The later
marginal notes are slightly more explicit, and two lines have been added. In line 49 an
And appears in Collected Poems which is not in Poetry. Both of the added lines are
repetitions. At the end of the first section the line A million men have found you before us
is printed twice in Collected Poems (lines 25 and 26); and the words The United States
goes by, which introduce a list of automobile-horns in lines 76/77, are repeated in the
same position in line 107.

8 The most striking of these changes involves the use of italics and capitals. In Poetry italics
are only used to set off the Rachel-Jane's song from the rest of the poem (lines 89-97,
111-19), i.e., a marker of emphasis for the lines that, according to the marginal notes,
should be 'sung or read well-nigh in a whisper'. In Collected Poems italics are used in a
more common, and, at the same time, subtler manner. Throughout the poem they indicate
emphasis on single words in lines like 'Hark to the calm-horn, balm-horn, psalm-horn.'
Whereas the Rachel-Jane song now appears in Roman type, the ending of the first part,
which, as we have seen, has been amplified by one line, and should be read or sung 'in a
rolling bass,' is set in italics (lines 22-26).

The use of capitals has changed in a similar way. In the Poetry version capitals are
used sparingly, either to indicate an emphasis on single words where this would not be
clear from other signs (e.g., lines 38 and 48), or to reproduce the noise of the cars in a
onomatopoetic passage (lines 122-24). In Collected Poems only the second usage is
retained, and extended to a passage that, according to the marginal note, has to be sung or
read 'louder and louder, faster and faster' (lines 98-104).

Finally the changes in punctuation should be noted. Some of them are difficult to
interpret; and many may not be auctorial, as punctuation variants are not always
considered substantive. In general punctuation is simpler in Collected Poems; there is one
case, at the end of the poem, where it is used in the later version to indicate how the poem
should be read or performed. Dots are introduced to slow down the reading (lines 149-
52).
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even self-sacrifice, on the one hand, and frustrated withdrawal on the other.
On the one hand, he tried to create superior social and cultural

conditions by anticipating them in his work, especially in his performance
events. Under these conditions art would be a communal experience to which
all the members of the community contribute, reaffirming public symbolism
in ceremonial ritual (see above, Chapter 4). They are the conditions we
associate with oral poetry. As we have seen, originality and individualism
cannot be highly prized in an oral community (see above, Chapter 1).

On the other hand, Lindsay felt himself part of a world, in which
originality and individualism were strong public symbols; the poet was
expected to represent them to the extent of being an outsider. In this world it
was book publication that gave the poet prestige (and thus a strong-grid
position). This created a paradoxical situation: In order to be accepted by his
audience, which demanded originality within the limits set by the decorum of
literary tradition, Lindsay also had to present himself ways that were contrary
to his goals. He had to offer fixed texts that could be read in books by
somebody who, in Yeats's phrase, has turned from his friend ('Living Voice'
207). This conflict becomes urgent in the texts of the poems, which, under the
circumstances of early twentieth-century America, had to meet the
requirements of both the performance event and the reading experience.

Lindsay's way of dealing with the problem of composition is of
interest beyond the discussion of his own work. Like other poets of his time
he used allusion and quotation to root his work outside his private
symbolism. But he placed more emphasis than others on implanting his
poetry in ground that was familiar to his audiences, even using the tunes of
popular songs. Like his fellow-poets--Pound's collaboration on Eliot's The
Waste Land comes to mind--he accepted the advice of others. But, as we have
seen, Lindsay did this in a manner that was more radical than anything his
fellow-poets did;he turned his poems into works of art which, in spite of their
idiosyncrasy, disclaim to be the work of a single poet.

Lindsay's method led to printed texts whose surface does not show
any marks of their complex quasi oral composition. Therefore, the unusual
range of reference, and the use of clichés and repetition are more easily
ascribed to the poet's supposed incompetence than to the radical nature of his
project and the problems it involved. Lindsay him-
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self was aware of the problems when, in a passage quoted earlier, he
formulated the task of the American poet.

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. . . .

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)

For Lindsay himself this analysis has proved prophetic. He deserves to be
remembered for what he did with words, and as somebody who, early in this
century, tried to practice poetry in a manner that was far ahead of his time.


