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Conclusion

What has the discussion of Lindsay contributed to the general argument
of this study? As suggested earlier (Chapter 6), he, like Ezra Pound, is
representative of a transitional era, which, depending on our perspective,
coincides either with a period stretching from Romanticism to a point beyond
our own time or with one we have come to call Modernism. In this era
conflicts between orality and literacy have become thematic, and shifts
between the two have been taking place. The practice of literature, as so
often, has been more advanced than the theorizing (cp. the notions of reading
public and audience discussed in Chapter 6); because of the Modernists'
critical bent, tensions resulting from the conflict between orality and literacy
show more clearly in his work than elsewhere.

Lindsay and Pound, as representatives of the same historical moment,
share many traits, in particular a concern with the poet's role in the
community and with the function of poetry in the world. Pound, like Monroe,
took it for granted that there was a single institution of literature, led by an
élite (see above, Chapter 6). In order to become a member of this élite people
have to live with certain books and to accept on trust the authority of certain
symbols: the poet and his work, and perhaps even what his disciples tell them
about these symbols. They have to undergo all the trials that have been
prescribed before they can become members of the community and be
rewarded; and in the process they may have to deny themselves the reading
of, and living with, other books. The similarities to a religious community are
striking. There are initiation rituals, prescribed sacrifices, and the prospect of
rewards.

We cannot dismiss Pound's claim that only a relatively small
community can fully appreciate what a poet like him does. We cannot,
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however, consider this community to be one small élite placed above a broad
social base. What both Pound and Monroe (but not Lindsay) took for
granted, that it was possible to offer a single account of the place of poetry in
society, has become difficult to accept--for a variety of reasons. The
emergence of various communities creates audiences, in the sense defined in
Chapter 6, that exist beside each other; it may even lead to the gradual
erosion of the reading public. Instead of being transformed as a whole, as
both Pound and Monroe would have hoped, the public is gradually
fragmented into audiences. There is no longer a generally accepted set of
symbols, e.g., a canon of literary texts. Thus, in Jauss' term, there is no shared
horizon of expectation; there is no longer an 'institution of literature,' as
posited by Culler.

Each audience refers to particular but often different sets of symbols,
persons, texts etc., as the source of its values; the members of each audience
exhibit strong we-feelings and stress their distance to other groups. The texts
may have liberated them from the old set of generally valid conventions, but
the texts have also created new ties, new patterns of thinking, and new, no
longer generally valid, conventions and opinions that remain prevalent within
the audience.1

We may not have clearly recognized the emergence of audiences that
exist beside each other. This is not surprising. In the community discussing
such questions, which is usually associated with education, Literature (with a
capital letter) and literacy have long been celebrated as central symbols, as
the positions of Jauss and Culler have illustrated. At the same time, however,
and in the same community, we have witnessed the erosion of the institutions
of literature and of the 'reading public', alongside the specialization of
academic critics (see above, Chapter 5), who cannot help but see things from
the point of view of one particular universe of meaning.2

1 The phenomenon of audience-creation can be followed quite clearly in Pound's career. His
poetry of liberation was soon replaced by a poetry of affirmation. Instead of relying on an
élite, he began to create an audience of his own. In The Cantos he turned to the epic,
obviously conscious of its social function: It 'presents a narrative of [a community's]
cultural, historical, or mythic heritage, providing models of exemplary conduct . . . by
which its readers can regulate their lives and adjust their shared customs' (Bernstein 14).
This purpose of the epic Pound supported with publications of a more openly didactic
nature, including ABC of Reading and Guide to Kulchur, not to mention his numerous
publications on political and economic questions.

2 Under these circumstances, the situation among Poundians may be typical even if extreme.
As Franz Link observes in a review of Pound research (498), Pound scholars have, for
some time now, formed a Gemeinde (i.e., a quasi-religious community), clustering, since
1972, around the periodical Paideuma. Since 1975 there have been annual symposia held
at the University of Maine, Orono, and in European university cities or places associated
with Pound. There has also been, since 1977, the Ezra Pound Society, which Link calls a
kind of book-club for literature on Pound.
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Lindsay's views were in many respects close to Monroe's; but he was
also aware, from his practice as a performing poet, of the difference between
what I have called the reading public and the audience. He was therefore able
to anticipate developments of the kind that have taken place in criticism, and
to make them productive for his own work. Instead of trying to impose a
single set of symbols on a chosen few, he limited himself to a small number
of symbols which he considered crucial in creating a sense of community
among a broad section of those he was addressing; in doing so, he endeavored
to initiate symbolic processes that were specific to the communities he was
trying to shape.

Because of their divergent positions concerning the audience Pound and
Lindsay have come to stand for opposing points of view. High Modernism, as
practiced and propagated by Pound and especially T. S. Eliot, became the
basis of mainstream criticism for decades: In the process some of its
elements, not necessarily the ones we would consider crucial today, were
selected, mainly because they proved useful in meeting the critical challenge
of the age, establishing literary criticism as an academic discipline.3 These
elements include emphasis on complexity, precision, and allusiveness, and
have resulted in the primacy of interpretation, exemplified by a fascination
with irony and ambiguity. The text itself became the focus of interest,
eliciting close analysis of its structural properties.

Lindsay, on the other hand, represents aspects of the same historical
moment that did not lend themselves to the treatment increasingly accorded
to works of literature. His attempt to relate directly to audiences, to be
effective in the immediacy of a performance event, led to a type of poetry
often characterized by an explicit and expansive style; the openness of his
imagery has been understood by critics as semantically vague rather than
socially inclusive.

These historical accidents have been largely responsible for Lindsay's
being neglected. Only the practice of postmodernist poets, who themselves
were exposed to similar censure by academic critics when they emerged in
the 1950's, has made it possible to appreciate what Lindsay was trying to
achieve. In particular, the work of Allen Ginsberg

3 Interestingly, the relationship between poets and their audiences, and the awareness that
poetry could react to a moment of cultural crisis were lost sight of.
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shows traits strikingly similar to those of Lindsay's, in that the poet's
personality had a role to play in his work, in his performing, and in his public
stance.4

The difference between Pound and Lindsay can be described in terms of
ritual. As was pointed out in Chapter 4, a ritual, depending on the
participants' perspective, is either experienced as a ceremony, reaffirming
structure, or as a rite of passage, transforming it. The aspect that came to
dominate criticism in the decades after Lindsay's death (the 'New Criticism')
was that of ceremony, represented by the belief in the timeless structure of the
poem; aspects of this structure were celebrated in every critical reading even
if they eluded the single reader. Under these circumstances the work of
literature itself became a strong symbol; clearly delimited canons of great
works were formed. This situation also gave teachers (who were becoming
increasingly important in the literary process) seemingly unassailable
authority.

Lindsay, on the other hand, emphasized the transformative aspect of the
literary process and was deliberately open about the results. He did not, like
the High Modernists, lay claim to timeless insight and the authority derived
from it.

*

Distinctions like those we have been discussing are difficult to make in
text-oriented literary criticism. As was suggested in the Preface, literary
criticism has largely failed in breaking away from the formalist paradigm.
Recently critics have claimed that the structure of literary texts is more open
than had been assumed (as in reader-response criticism) or that it is not as
organically complete and harmonious (as in deconstruction). But the
preoccupation with the text and the persistent focus on meaning, as well as
the frequent avoidance of a historical dimension in describing the relationship
between the work of literature

4 These similarities also highlight differences, which can be explained by developments of
the kind discussed in this study. Lindsay tried to revive social relationships that he felt
were dying; he tried to return to what he saw as the roots of his own culture; he therefore
drew on popular or folk material, like ballads and hymns. Ginsberg, on the other hand,
was aware that he could no longer draw extensively on the same kind of sources. He was
involved in creating a new community, and he drew on elements from minority cultures,
like blues and jazz from the Black community and ritual forms from the Jewish tradition
as well as elements from other cultures and philosophies, notably those of India and
Japan.
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and its audience,5 suggest that the limits of the old paradigm are being tested,
but have not yet been broken.

One area where the problems of textualist critics become urgent is the
study of oral poetry. Such critics must obviously fail where no text is
available or where the text does not possess the definitive character ascribed
to literate texts. Large areas in verbal art must therefore remain uncharted, not
only in cultures that we may feel inclined to relegate to anthropologists and
sociologists, but also in the culture we, as literary scholars, purport to study.
Oral elements have always been part of it, as I have tried to show in the
course of this study, using the examples, among others, of the poetry reading,
and the classic.

An alternative to textualist criticism cannot continue to take for granted
the primacy of the text. The approach proposed in this study views literature
as a social process--a process that does not shape primarily texts, but rather
shapes communities and their values with the help of texts.

In order to break away from textualism, we first have to acknowledge
the all-pervasiveness of orality in our culture. This means taking a step
beyond earlier views of the relationship between orality and literacy. We
should not look at orality from the point of view of a supposedly distinct
literate high culture, as was common among literary scholars even after the
studies of Parry and Lord. We should not juxtapose oral and literate cultures
as equivalent but mutually exclusive types of culture, as they came to be seen
by McLuhan and Ong. Rather we should acknowledge orality as the basis
also of literate verbal art. Literature, in the narrow etymological sense of the
word, has appeared only under certain conditions in history, superimposed on
orality and drawing much of its vitality from it.

Textualist criticism need not lose its importance. On the contrary, once
its function in the community has become explicit, it is given a strong
foundation in the life of the community. By being placed in a larger scheme
such criticism does, however, lose its autonomy. It becomes representative of
a community in which texts are effective symbols, and in which the re-
affirmation of these symbols is an important concern.

Once we have acknowledged the importance of orality, we can draw on
a considerable body of research in the fields of sociology

5

Jauss is an exception in this respect, but as was shown in Chapter 3, he does not escape
textualist limitations either.
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and social anthropology, concerning the relationship between community and
symbol, and the nature of symbolic processes (cp. Chapters 2 and 4). This
makes it possible to address questions that cannot be discussed in the
framework of textualist criticism: the function of literature in creating and
maintaining communities, the special status assigned to certain works (cp.
Chapter 3 on the classic), the relationship between the poet and the audience,
the role of the medium in which works of literature are enjoyed, the rules
governing interpretation, etc. Beyond this it also draws the attention of
literary critics to their role in the community and their responsibilities toward
it. This should make them more conscious of their task and may help them to
face its challenge.

*

Conclusions to a book have a ceremonial function: They traditionally
fulfill the expectations of the reader--we have been taught not to introduce
anything new in the final paragraphs. Conclusions return to and round off the
argument presented in the preceding chapters; in so doing they reaffirm what
was said there, in the hope that this restatement mark the successful
completion of the passage that the readers have made.

I should like to take one further step: If the argument of this study is
valid, it is itself part of the symbolic processes it describes, and it may be
discussed in its terms. This task may be difficult, and is probably unwise, for
the author to perform himself. If done in full detail, it would bore the reader,
bringing in the discussion of how the first readers reacted, what advice they
gave, of the correspondence concerning publication--in short, of all the
problems encountered in the process of getting the study to you, the reader.

As I pointed out earlier, the book as a medium is itself characteristic of
a culture close to the zero line of grid (see above Chapters 2 and 9);
symbolism is weak, and breaches of any kind will have only a limited effect.
To someone arguing for change this situation is both a drawback and an
advantage: On the one hand, his voice may be drowned in the crowd of all
those others clamoring for the reader's attention; on the other hand, those who
do pay attention may be disposed to do so with an open mind.

This last point is a consolation, because a superficial analysis suggests
that otherwise I would be in trouble: The ceremonial aspects of the
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study, those that re-affirm readers' values and automatically create trust, are
relatively weak. They include traditional presentation, some of the works of
literature referred to, the names of some literary critics discussed or relied on
(different communities of critics will view things differently). In comparison
to these ceremonial aspects the elements that will be experienced as trying to
initiate a rite of passage are stronger. Common notions of what is literature, a
symbol, a classic, etc., are questioned; much space is devoted to an author
with whom the reader may scarcely be familiar. The models of social reality
on which the study is based come from scholars who may have a strong-grid
position in the community of anthropologists, but not among literary scholars
(with the possible exception of Victor Turner). Much depends, therefore, on
the firmness of the structure being breached, and thus on the willingness of
readers to go along on what, in terms of an initiation ritual, would be
described as a perilous journey; readers may prefer to stay with the symbols
they have been used to and thus in the haven of a stable community.

The situation is aggravated by the fact that the author of the study is not
in a strong-grid position. The title-page of this book does not show a name
that automatically commands a following. Coming from the Continent (not
from France, hélas), the author is aware of the likelihood of remaining an
outsider--more so in Britain perhaps, where structure seems to be rather firm,
than in the United States, where public symbolism is both weaker and in
stronger demand.

But somewhere one has to stop: In trying to introduce new symbolism
in the community of literary critics one should not perhaps state openly what
he is trying to do. Although it just means putting the same thing in different
words, it may be more acceptable to say to the reader: This is how I see the
truth, and I should like you to see it in the same way. On this note I leave my
study to the processes it has attempted to describe.


