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ABSTRACT

THE LEVELS OF POETRY: AN EXPLORATION OF THE DICHOTOMY
BETWEEN NINETEENTH-CENTURY AMERICAN POPULAR POETRY AND
ELITIST POETRY

By

Wilma Jean Clark

A study of the dichotomy between popular (widely distributed
and responded to by great numbers of people) and elitist (approved by
small intellectual and cultural circles generally regarded as authori-
tative arbiters of taste) poetry in America can yield new understanding
of the genre and of critical attitudes about poetry. Modern critics
respect only elitist poems, most of which are not accessible to the
public at large, and poetry, with a few exceptions, has not been a
popular genre recently. But the nineteenth century (1830-1890) was
the age of poetry: looking upon poets as mentors, ordinary people
read poetry for profit and pleasure; and critics recognized and re-
spected different levels of poetry. While high-level (Whitman,
Dickinson) and mid-level (Whittier, Longfellow) poets have been
studied thoroughly, there has been little attempt to discover why low-
level poems have appealed to tremendously large audiences.

The purpose of this study is to examine in nineteenth-century
American literature both the criticism about poetry and the works of

several popular poets in order to answer three questions: (1) What



Wilma Jean Clark

is the source of appeal in popular poetry? How does it function?
(2) Specifically how do popular and elitist poems differ? (3) How
do nineteenth- and twentieth-century attitudes differ about the
levels of poetry?

To determine nineteenth-century critical expectations for
poetry, Part I is a review of the major essays (e.g., Emerson, 'The
Poet," 1844), prefaces in poetry anthologies, and all articles in

1830-1890 dealing with poetry in the principal journals--United States

Democratic Review, Knickerbocker, North American Review, Christian

Examiner. Several histories of criticism in the two centuries are
used here. Part II examines the work of four popular poets: Lydia
Huntley Sigourney (1791-1865), Ella Wheeler Wilcox (1855-1919),
Bayard Taylor (1825-1878), Will Carleton (1845-1912). Part III is
a comparison of two writers who attempted to answer the critics'’
call for an American bard: Whitman came from the people and wrote
about them and for them, but was never read by the common people;
Longfellow, an aristocrat of Harvard Yard, became paradoxically the
most widely read and beloved poet in American history.

Levels of aesthetic excellence in poetry are specifically
illustrated throughout this study. Higher-level poems exhibit a
greater correspondence between form and content, succeed in amalga-
mating a greater diversity of elements into a unified poem, force the
reader's careful attention to words and phrases in the poem, demand
the reader's active participation in working out form and meaning,
and offer the reader insights of greater challenge and significance.
Lower-1level poems tend to utilize predictable schemes of rhyme and

rthythm; to be simple, clear, and forthrightly didactic; and to employ
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only a few elements in a ''star system,' thus avoiding the complexity
of a densely textured poem. Lower-level poems usually reaffirm old
convictions rather than challenging the reader to discover new ideas
or perspectives.

While usually not offering a fully aesthetic experience,
popular poetry of the nineteenth century had other valid functions.
It vas a medium for instruction, when the people were just beginning

to yearn for knowledge and culture, and for entertainment, in an age

before radio, f£ilm, and television. It had psychological functions

of soothing grief and hardship and of bolstering the morale by re-
assuring readers of individual worth and capability.
Nineteenth-century critics respected lower-level, functional
poetry, that dealt with affairs of everyday life and was explicitly
didactic, easily understood, interesting, optimistic, and soothing.
Modern critics explain the superiority of elitist poetry: it approxi-
mates the complexity of life, while lower-level poetry sacrifices
truth; it controls feeling rather than exploiting it; it leads a
reader to face and transcend reality rather than to escape it. The
study concludes by sSuggesting to critics and teachers a way to
reconcile the critical attitudes of the two centuries--to recognize
with nineteenth- century writers that lower-level poetry may be
legitinately enjoyed f£OT its simpler values by persons not trained
in art or persons needing relaxation, and, in view of modern con-
vincing arguments £OT the superiority of great poems, to work for the

improvement of aesthetic taste through education whenever possible.
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INTRODUCTION

In the current surge of interest in popular culture in
America, scholars and critics are engaging in serious study of the
popular arts to discover what kinds of art appeal to the millions,
and why. One result is a new look at all art, a reexamination of
sources and forms, a reevaluation of functions and effects. In
particular, a study of the dichotomy between popular and elitist
poetry in America can yield new understanding of the genre.

A cursory review of the history of the popularity of poetry
in America raises the central questions for the study and indicates
that nineteenth-century literature (1830-1890) is the most fertile
ground for our analysis.

Poetry has not generally been a popular art form in the
twentieth century. While the millions have flocked to films, watched
television, and devoured myriads of paperback novels, most people have
not spent time or money for poetry. When Rod McKuen first tried to
interest publishers in his poems in the early 1960's, he was refused
because ''poems don't se11."1 I. A. Richards, commenting on his

Practical Criticism experiments with Cambridge students in the 1920's,

"safely inferred from the protocols that the relatively cultivated

youth of our age spends extremely little of its time over poetry."



There is no reason to believe that American professors have since met
with students more experienced in the genre.

And yet, in spite of the severely limited reception of poetry
by Americans generally in the twentieth century, there have been iso-
lated cases of phenomenal success in selling poems. In 1904 Edgar

Guest began writing a verse a day in his Detroit Free Press column.

By 1916 he had attracted a large following of readers: Frank Reilly

printed 3,500 copies of A Heap 0' Livin', then 25,000 copies in the

second printing, and 100,000 copies in each additional printing. Over
a seventy-year period Guest wrote some 11,000 poems which were col-

lected into books periodically. The Collected Verse of 937 poems,

first issued in 1934, is now in its twentieth printing. Guest en-
joyed national fame, was a platform speaker in great demand, and was
especiaily beloved by Detroiters who declared an "Eddie Guest Day"
in 1951. In 1952 the Michigan Legislature named him state poet
laureate, declaring that people have found in his poems '"moral sup-
port in times of stress and have enjoyed his subtle humor and home-
spun philosophy."

More recently the musician, arranger, and singer Rod McKuen

has been breaking all records in America for selling books of poems.

Publisher's Weekly noted in the spring of 1969 that for the first

time in seventy years of record-keeping, McKuen was the only author
to have three books in the top ten best-sellers within one year--his
first three books of poems. These three books have sold more than
the combined works of T. S. Eliot, Robert Frost, and Edna St. Vincent
Millay. Just before Christmas 1969, the first printing of In Some-

one's Shadow was the largest of any book, poetry or otherwise, in
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the history of Random House, and just after Christmas the bookstores
were sold out.

The Guest-McKuen phenomenon raises the question that first
prompted this study: in an age when poetry is usually shunned with
a grimace by most non-academic readers, what is the source of the
appeal in these exceptional cases?

The most provocative questions arise, however, not so much
from the popularity of the poets as from the reactions of elitist
critics to their works: quick contempt and snobbish, final dismissal.

In a recent issue of the New Republic one writer pondered ''Who reads

McKuen? Everybody who doesn't read and no one who does.'" He
pictured McKuen as '"weeping nostalgically all the way to the bank

or the broker's,'" and he went about as far as one could in condemning
the poems: they are '"poems to screw by, for one thing, and to
masturbate to, one gathers from internal evidence on page forty-five

3

of In Someone's Shadow."™ Edgar Guest manifested a warm humanity and

amiability that saved him from condemnation of such scathing nature,
but his poems have been a joke with elitists who refer to the homely
imagery and facile, rhymed moralizing of Eddie Guest when they want
to exemplify bad poetry.

This negative critical response to popular poetry raises a
problem in definition and provokes the basic questions for the study
at hand.

First, definition of popular poetry. Literary critics seem

to work on the tacit assumption that when poetry is popular it will
necessarily be vulgar and inferior. Even the work of Robert Frost

has suffered from this assumption; his work has been popular and






therefore suspect by some critics. Critics equate popularity with
inferiority. Some writers, Dwight Macdonald notably, contend that
popularity causes vulgarization of the public taste, and T. S. Eliot
went so far as to find culture and egalitarianism incompatible: if
one chooses egalitarianism as the higher value, fine, but one must
thereby relinquish culture.4

This automatic equation of popularity and inferiority is both
unfair and risky because it precludes both (1) a just estimate of the
value in popular poetry, and (2) a thoughtful appreciation of
specifically how elitist poetry is superior, if it is. In this paper
I will use the word popular, as Abraham Kaplan does, in a quantitative
rather than a qualitative sense to refer to poems that have been widely
distributed and responded to by great numbers of people. As Kaplan
writes, "There is no fixed a priori relation between quantity and
quality. . . . Vulgarity . . . in spite of etymology is not consti-
tuted by being popular [in the sense of widespread.]"5

The contemptuous dismissal of popular poets by elitist
critics prompts the questions underlying this paper. Is the snobbism
justified? Considering the widespread appeal of these poems which
are read, cited, memorized by millions of people, should we not make
a fresh examination, without prejudgment, to determine what kinds of
value lie in popular poems? And finally, if elitist poetry is dis-
covered to be superior to popular poetry, can we determine more
exactly how the elitist poems are superior?

The fact is that neither Guest nor McKuen claimed to be a

poet. Guest called himself a '"'newspaperman who writes verses' or



"rhymes, doggerel, anything you want to call it. I just take the
simple everyday things that happen to me and figure out that they
probably happen to a lot of other people, and then I make simple
rhymes out of 'em and people seem to like 'em."6 McKuen does not
call himself a poet but a '"stringer of words.'" The critics and the
two popular poets themselves seem to agree that there are differing
levels of aesthetic excellence; the assumption in this paper is that
there may be something valuable in the lower levels as well as in
the highest. The purpose of this study is to examine some poems from
various levels to determine what values lie in each and how they
differ from one another.

Although modern writers like McKuen first prompted my interest
in the popular-elitist dichotomy in poetry, nineteenth-century litera-
ture provides the most abundant material for the study. Mid-nine-
teenth century was the great age for poetry in America. Carl Bode
contrasts the two periods: we are now (1959) in the Age of Prose
when '"Americans eye a poet suspiciously and dismiss his poems as too
difficult or too easy,' but the 1800's provided a great audience for
poetry. Housewives, merchants, ministers, and clerks read poetry for
pleasure and profit.7 Lydia Sigourney was reaching wide audiences
with her poetic effusions in the gift annuals of the 1830's and maga-
zines of the 1840's. Nathaniel Parker Willis published a poem a week
for twenty-one years and became widely known through his public
relations tactics and versatility in writing.

Russel Nye writes, '""The position of the poet in early nine-

teenth -century society was more elevated and secure than at any






other period in American history." Families read poetry aloud \
together, from Whittier's Snowbound or Longfellow's Hiawatha, for
example. Children memorized poems at home and in school. Anthologies
of poetry, sometimes several volumes in length, were published through-
out the century: William Cullen Bryant's editions of the Library of
Poetry and Song were best sellers; Houghton Mifflin published the
nineteenth-century poets in another popular series, ''Household

Editions." Poets were looked upon as ''guides" or 'mentors" whose

poens could help readers make proper decisions in their daily lives.

Nye writes, "Almost every literate person between 1820 and 1900 had

a fund of poetry stored in his memory, to be referred to on appro- |

priate occasions, and the majority of the general public held a large

body of verse in ¢:ounnon."8 |
George Arms, writing on the "Schoolroom Poets" has also

emphasized the popularity of poetry a century ago when Lowell, for

example, could note a man reading Burns's poetry to a casual traveling

acquaintance in a railroad coach; the people used Whittier's poems

85 songs and the poems of all the schoolroom poets as hymns; Whittier

had a Cape Ann fishing boat named after him; and Longfellow's birth-

day Prompted a spontaneous celebration in nearly all s<:hoolrot:ms.9

In the 50's and 60's men like Bayard Taylor, world traveler and

Prose-writer as well as poet, and John Godfrey Saxe, a Vermonter

kton for his dry wit, took to the road and attracted large,

enthusiastic audiences in American lyceum halls.
James Hart points out that as the century reached its end,

th
® People's poets were still those established in the 40's and 50's
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and carried by school and by parent over into the minds of the
younger generation.lo Bryant lamented near the end of his career
that no man makes money by poetry '"for the simple reason that nobody
cares a fig for it," that men were too occupied with politics, rail-
roads, and steamboats to provide an audience for poets. But there
was an audience for a different kind of poet, the verse-writer who
began appearing in newspaper columns. James Whitcomb Riley, as
editor of the Indianapolis Journal, began versifying in 1877; Will
Carleton, a Michigan newspaperman writing poems which blended senti-
mentality, dialect, and rustic humor, sold thousands of books in the

1870's; Ella Wheeler Wilcox made a dramatic entrance into literary

fame with her Poems of Passion in 1883, and in 1884 began writing a
poem a day for syndicated distribution in newspapers. The 'news-
paper poets" dominated popular verse after 1890.

Of course, the writers in this summary are not acclaimed as
great poets by twentieth-century elitist critics. Modern critics
(e.g., Roy Harvey Pearce, Hyatt Waggoner, George Arms) seem to agree
that Emerson, Poe, Whitman, Dickinson (and some name Melville and
Thoreau) are the superior American poets of the nineteenth century.
But Sigourney, Longfellow, Taylor, Saxe et al. are some of the poets
whose works were widely distributed and responded to by great
tudiences, while the elitist poets were being read only by limited

Mobers of people. F. 0. Matthiessen comments on this contrast in

e preface to American Remaissance: Whittier's Songs of Labor (1850)

“d Longfellow’s Hiawatha (1855) were best sellers while Emerson's

N ces
—e (1836) had been distributed so slowly that a second edition

L







was not produced until 1849; Longfellow reported in 1857 that sales
of Hiawatha had exceeded three hundred thousand copies while Whitman

published Leaves of Grass himself (1855) and probably gave away more

copies than were sold. The point here is that while elitist critics
have made us familiar with aesthetic value in the highest poetry and
recently several (Pearce, Waggoner, Arms, and Norman Holmes Pearson)
have attempted to find elitist qualities in Longfellow and the other
"fireside poets," little has been done to discover what was going on
in poems that were selling to tremendously large audiences. What was
the source of the appeal in these poems and how did they differ from
the high-level poetry praised by critics and all but ignored by the
people? That is the subject of this paper.
I have selected popular poets rather arbitrarily from the

catalogue assembled by Russel Nye in The Unembarrassed Muse. These

writers were prominent at various times during the 1830-1890 'Age of
Popular Poetry'" and were chosen because they came from different
geographical locations and seem to have appealed to a variety of
kinds of audiences: Lydia Huntley Sigourney (1791-1865), Henry
Wadsworth Longfellow. (1807-1882), Bayard Taylor (1825-1878), Ella
Wheeler Wilcox (1855-1919), and Will Carleton (1845-1912).

Early in fhe study I discovered a problem in determining
elitist qualities with which to compare and contrast popular poetry.
In some cases elitist expectations for poetry in the twentieth cen-
tury differ markedly from elitist standards in the nineteenth.

George Arms has noted modern preference for (1) colloquial diction,

(2) realistic subject matter, (3) tension, and (4) complexity, as



directly opposed to nineteenth-century preference for (1) literary
diction, (2) poetical-picturesque subject mattér, (3) relaxation,

11 There is also a difference in

and (4) unambiguous simplicity.
elitist attitudes about the basic function of poetry, moderns
deprecating the use of the poem as vehicle for rhetorical truth,
but nineteenth-century critics respecting the didactic function of
poetry. Then, too, most moderns are willing to recognize value in
only the highest level of poetry, while nineteenth-century critics,
as Russel Nye has demonstrated, were more willing to admit different
legitimate functions at different levels of aesthetic achievement.12
The first part of this paper is, then, a review of nineteenth-
century criticism to determine expectations for poetry in the period.
I have considered elitist documents of literary criticism; all

articles between 1830-1890 dealing with poetry in the principal

journals--United States Democratic Review, North American Review,

Knickerbocker, Christian Examiner; and prefaces in nineteenth-

century anthologies of poetry. Several histories of nineteenth-
century criticism have been very helpful: Clarence Brown, The

M&EO_{ American Criticism; John Stafford, Literary Criticism

QMM; William Charvat, The Origins of American Critical

Thought; Robert Spiller, "Critical Standards in the American Romantic
Movement," College English, 1947. In Part I, I have summarized ideas
of the period about the function of the poet and the function of
poetry and pointed up the contrast with twentieth-century criticism
wherever significant. This dual standard is frequently considered

In those sections of Part II that deal with differences between

popular and elitist poems.
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Throughout the criticism of the early 1800's there is a call
for a national literature and for a poet for the people. It is
interesting to note at what points these two requisitions concur and
then to consider whether the century did provide a poet for the
American people. Part III is a comparison of two contenders for
the title of Nineteenth-Century American Bard. Whitman seemed to
meet the specifications of some critics in coming from the people
and writing about the people and for them. In fact, the U.S. Demo-
cratic Review hailed him "An American Bard at 1ast!"13 He should
have been popular--but he was not. On the other hand, Longfellow,
an aristocrat of Harvard Yard using the traditionally literary
materials of the elite in much of his work, became, paradoxically,
the most widely read and most beloved poet in American history.

The purpose of this dissertation, then, is to use nineteenth
century materials in American literature to explore the dichotomy
between popular and elitist poetry and, specifically, to suggest

Some answers to three questions:

1. What makes a poet popular--what is the source of his appeal?

What are the unique qualities of popular poetry--what values

are inherent in it and what function does it serve?

As specifically as possible, how do popular and elitist

poetry differ--what makes an elitist poem superior?
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PART 1

NINETEENTH-CENTURY EXPECTATIONS FOR POETRY






CHAPTER I

TOWARD A POETRY FOR THE PEOPLE

American popular poetry did not begin in the nineteenth cen-
tury. James Hart has noted "America's first best seller' in 1640,
the Bay Psalm Book, a translation of psalms into congregational hymns
in which the writer clarified his purpose to work for ''conscience"
and "fidelity" as opposed to 'eloquence' or "poetry."1 From the
beginning, popular poetry was that used to teach moral lessons.
Throughout the eighteenth century there was a vigorous and widely
read poetry in broadsides, sold on the streets for a penny, and in
almanacs. This verse was simple in imagery and vocabulary, factual,
direct, and had as its purpose, again, to teach lessons and convey
information.z

Popular poetry blossomed most fully, however, in the nine-
teenth century. Several forces pressed for poetry that the people
could read, understand, and enjoy. From above, in the hierarchy of
aesthetic excellence, critics became interested in the popular
audience--wanting to amalgamate a national character, to improve
the general morality of the populace, or to acculturate the masses;
some writers, for more immediately practical and perhaps less noble
motives, saw a way of making money by writing verses that would

sell. From below, the newly literate masses were eager for material

13
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to read and the newly educated created a demand for cultural
materials, including poetry. In the early part of the period
studied here (1830-1850), the pressure for a popular poetry came
from above: the quest for a national literature that had been
mainly elitist in origin now assumed concern for the people; while
critics calling for a national literature had initially been moti-
vated by pride or by recognizing the necessity to find ways of
expressing the uniqueness of the American experience, writers in our
period began calling for a national literature '"for the good of the
people."” In the later part of our period, particularly 1850-1870, the
pressure for popular poetry came principally from below, from the
expanding capabilities, leisure, and cultural desires of the people
and from burgeoning business techniques which made mass production
of literature, including poetry, an economic fact.

The second point here, the development of the popular
patronage of literature in the fifties and sixties, has been explored
by William Charvat.3 During these two decades railroads were ex-
tended into the Midwest, carrying culture from the Northeast through-
out the whole of a new Northern cultural unit from Boston to the
Mississippi with a southern boundary connecting Baltimore, Pittsburgh,
and Cincinnati. Primarily because of expanding education among the
people, the kind of culture prevailing in this ''new North'" was differ-
ent from the patrician culture in the old urban centers in the South.
During the fifties and sixties the population of the United States
increased by sixty-eight per cent, attendance doubled at public

schools where the ability to read well was the important goal, and
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a higher, "useful" education for the many began to supplant the old [
tradition of a classical education for the few. Increased leisure |
tine for women led to their education, and by mid-century upper and f
piddle class women had become the predominant audience for imaginative |
literature. |

Besides public schools, the lyceum and public lecture systems |
stinulated interest in culture among the people. The journalistic .‘"
industry flourished and provided thousands of readers throughout the

North with book and lecture reviews, travel letters (e.g., Bayard

Taylor), and popular verse of the New York poets. Charvat notes that } ‘
Bayard Taylor ranked Horace Greeley's weekly New York Tribune ''mext

to the Bible in popularity in the Midwest.'" By 1870 over four thou-
sand cheap weekly magazines were being published with a circulation

of ten and one-half million, or one copy for every two or three adults
in the nation. Charvat notes finally that the high cost of business
expansion--printing machinery, higher royalties, national advertising--
fecessitated that a book sell to more than the "elite few." He con-

1 cludgs that "the forces of education and business . . . combined to
uake the popular patronage of literature an economic fact." The

Pwblic required that writers communicate in an interesting way to
"onliterary," "nonintellectual," but "intelligent people." Charvat
Coments on two different ways that writers responded to the popular
Patronage of literature: some like Emerson and Melville tried to

"adapt their best gifts to the needs of their audience" but others

like Bayard Taylor "attempted a false dualism" in '"subsidizing un-

Profitable 'are: by grinding out commercially successful work of

e _
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which they were contemptuous."4 I have attempted to show in Part II
of this paper that the century produced yet a third type of writer:
the nonelitist poet born and raised among the people and gifted in
expressing ideals and sentiments held commonly by them.

Antecedent to the forces for popular literature (1850-70)
analyzed by Charvat was the great cry for a national literature in
the early half of the century. This movement was initially elitist
in motivation but became a force for '"improving' the people by creat-
ing a national literature for them.

Although the push for a national literature began immediately
after the Revolutionary War, the sum of American writing by 1830 was
still predominantly imitative. Russel Nye, citing Benjamin T.

Spencer, The Quest for Nationality, as the principal source for

study of this subject, offers the explanation that while Americans
naturally wanted a native, indigenous, original art, "universally
beautiful, morally true, expressive of American ideals, and repre-
sentative of the American spirit,"5 both writers and the reading
public in the early years of the nation lacked self-confidence in
literary taste. It was easier to imitate Pope and admire Scott than
to hazard a judgment on an American poet or unknown novelist like
Cooper.6

Attitudes among literary men were increasingly nationalistic,
however, and Robert E. Spiller holds that the revolt against imi-
tation was the primary motivation for Romanticism in American litera-

7

ture. The effort for a national literature demanded use of American

materials (landscape and people) and American ideas, and therefore
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the principles underlying American national being had to be defined.
Spiller abstracts four basic qualities of American democratic man
that were gradually defined in the early years of the nation: he
was (1) an "intense individualist'" with a belief in his own rights,
opportunities, powers, and destiny, but he also had (2) an "intense
social conscience,'" and maintained that allowing each man to develop
personally was the best way to create the perfect society (perfection
of the whole being effected through perfection of the parts). He had
(3) "a sound practical sense' born of his pioneering, that proved a
useful tool in helping him attain (4) ideals deriving from belief in
"inexhaustible spiritual and material resources' at the basis of his
"buoyant nationalism."8 Spiller notes that literary men early in
the century mistakenly believed that these unique qualities of the
American democratic man could be forced into the neo-classical molds
of the old-world literature, and that after a succession of ab-
surdities (e.g., Barlow clothing his Adam in the costume of Columbus
and supplying the Archangel Hesperus to take him to a mountain from
which to point out the glories of America)g the literati finally
realized that new forms had to be found for expressing the new ideas.
In this way Americans broke free from the trap of literary imitation
and by 1840 were ready to launch the Romantic movement and to provide
the new nation with a literature of her own.lo
An ironic contrast between subject and function appears in
this analysis of the drive for an American literature. The materials
in the literature are democratic, the subjects are the people and
their unique qualities, but, as Spiller points out, these democratic

principles were not the 'battle cry of the underprivileged' as would
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have been the case in Europe, but were articulated by members of the
privileged classes, mainly from the legal and religious professions.11
These thinkers were concerned with a native elitist literature, and
though they realized that such literature would deal with the American
people as well as landscape, they were initially not concerned pri-
marily with writing for the people.

An examination of the documents calling for a national litera-
ture, however, reveals an occasional interest in creating literature
for the good of the people, an attitude that developed fully in the

1840's mainly in articles by Young America critics in the United States

Democratic Review where the request became a definite and eloquent

appeal for literature for the people.

An important beginning was made by William Ellery Channing
in 1830 in his "Remarks on National Literature." Channing advocated
an elitist literature in which the expression of the nation's most
superior minds would be recorded. The literature would be a concen-
tration of the thoughts of gifted men in the exact sciences, in mental
and ethical philosophy, in history and legislation, fiction and
poetry. But the purpose Channing had in mind was a "higher work"
than merely exercising the gifted intellect in discourse. Gifted men
would, through literature, be forming an "intellectual brotherhood,"
an elitist group surely, but one that existed '"to join their labors
for the public good.'" For Channing literature was ''the concentration
of intellect for the purpose of spreading itself abroad and multiply-
ing its energy.'" Noting that reading had once been the privilege of

a few but was now the occupation of multitudes, Channing emphasized
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the power of the printed word which granted the mind "a kind of omni-
presence." Like T. S. Eliot a century later,12 Channing was inter-
ested in the development of a high-level literature, not for the sake
of preserving a snobbish, elitist class of art, but because of the
effect it would have on the populace in general. He wrote, ''We know
nothing so fitted to the advancement of society as to bring its higher
minds to bear upon the multitude; as to establish connections between
the more or less gifted.'" For Channing literature was the ''chief means
of forming a better race of human beings."13
Longfellow used the call for a national literature as the

topic for his commencement oration at Bowdoin in 1825 and returned

to the subject in 1832 in a North American Review article on Sidney's

The Defence of Poesy. He urged poets to write more naturally from

their own feelings and impressions: enough of skylarks and nightin-
gales; one "might as well introduce an elephant or rhinoceros into
the New England landscape.'" He called for an original literature
that would express the national character--its scenery, climate,
historic recollections, government, institutions--and that would
"advance the cause of truth and the improvement of society."14
Coming closer to a definite statement for poetry for the
people, is an idea surfacing at various spots in mid-century criti-
cism: that a principal purpose of a national poetry would be to
amalgamate the people into a unified whole. Longfellow's 1832

article on Sidney identified this as one of the highest uses of

poetry--to consolidate the character of the nation: '"The impressions

produced by poetry upon national character at any period are again
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reproduced and give a more pronounced and individual character to

the poetry of a subsequent period." In 1836 The Christian Examiner

entertained a vision of an American poetry that would "fill the air
with a new glory"; excite in people's hearts "a chivalric heroism in
the arts of peace'" and '"an onward and an upward buoyancy of soul,
which shall bear them to nobler purposes, higher destinies, and more

perfect triumphs."ls The Knickerbocker, which a few years later

would throw up its hands in cynical despair over the charges that
America was unable to produce an original literature,16 printed an
article in 1837 in which the writer noted that while the power of
composing poetry is a gift of the few, the 'power of appreciating it
is open to all." The writer concluded, "We want more national songs.

. . They give a tone to the feelings of a nation; they unite the
17

hearts of a people."

The United States Democratic Review, of course, joined in the

pronouncement that a national poetry is
one of the strongest bonds of common feeling. More particularly
does it become so when the subject is domestic. The fame of an
author who is universally admired is part of the inheritance of
every individual citizen of his country. He adds another liga-
ment to the ties which bind a people together.18
Norman Holmes Pearson's favorable estimate of Longfellow's ''Paul
Revere's Ride'" is predicated upon this value of poetry as a cohesive
force among the people of the nation: the purpose of the poem is
"to create a figure from the past whose virtues of immediate decision
and action will coincide with and catch up the virtues of what had
been America's chief moral action as a nation."19 Walt Whitman, too,

frequently expressed the value of poetry as an amalgamative. A
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national literature will record the 'particular modes of the universal
attributes and passions' of the country as well as '"its faiths,
heroes, lovers and gods, wars, traditions, struggles, crimes, emotions,

joys" (Democratic Vistas). Whitman wrote in '"By Blue Ontario's

Shore'':

I listened to the Phantom by Ontario's shore,
I heard the voice arising demanding bards,
By them all native and grand, by them alone can these
States be fused into the compact organism of a Nation.
If poetry is to act as a patriotic binding force, it is
necessary that the people be able to read it. And the call for a

national literature did evolve into a petition for poetry for the

people. Whitman wrote in Democratic Vistas:

I should demand a programme of culture, drawn out, not for a
single class alone, or for the parlors or lecture rooms, but
with an eye to practical life, the west, the workingmen, the
facts of farms and jackplanes and engineers, and of the broad
range of the women also of the middle and working strata, and
with reference to the perfect equality of women, and of a grand
and powerful motherhood. . . . this programme . . . must have
for its spinal meaning the formation of a typical personality
of character, eligible to the uses of the high average of men
--and not restricted by conditions ineligible to the masses.

The call for a national poetry about and for the people reached its
most urgent and eloquent expression in the 1855 preface to Leaves of
Grass. 'A great poem is for ages and ages in common and for all
degrees and complexions and all departments and sects and for a woman
as much as a man and a man as much as a woman. A great poem is no

finish to a man or woman but rather a beginning.'" Whitman, like most

of the nineteenth-century American Romantics, had been influenced by
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the liberal, democratic criticism of Young America writers in the
forties. In 1858 Whitman wrote that their organ, the Democratic
Review, was a '"'magazine of a profounder quality of talent than any
since."20 And it was Young America writers like Evert A. Duyckinck
and William A. Jonesbwho made the most articulate request for a
poetry for the people.

The primary interest of these critics was a democratic

national literature.21 In the first volume of the Democratic Review

they indicated concern that literature be understood by the people,
by defining the role of the critic as mediator between the poet and
the people: 'criticism is not . . . fault-finding, but interpretation
of the oracles of genius. Critics are the priests of literature."
For Young America critics, poetry was the highest kind of literature
and it was to serve a practical, social function: the most important
aspect of poetry was its content of ideas that would contribute toward
"the building up of human perfectibility."
William A. Jones addressed himself to this point in attempting

to answer the question, what is poetry?

The infusion of popular feeling into our works of speculation,

the great aims of reforming, enlightening, and, in a word, edu-

cating the people and impressing the importance of the indi-

vidual--this is one of the great problems of the age, and

perhaps the Problem. To render man physically comfortable,

and to give him sufficient occupation . . . is the primary

duty of society, but, immediately next to that, to seek to

elevate angzrefine, deepen and expand, the characters of all

men. . . .

Jones rejoiced in the ''culture of the imagination' that the poor then

had; he noted '"people's editions, cheap libraries without end" and
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looked forward to the time when state and private benefactors would
put culture within reach of everyone. Jones purported that a '"general
diffusion'" of the '"culture of imagination" would benefit all by en-
couraging truer, more affectionate, more confiding relations among
fellow men.23

Then, in 1843, Jones' article in the Democratic Review was an

eloquent and detailed statement of the value of '"Poetry for the
People."24 Jones ranked the '"importance and elevation of the mass"
as the predominant fact in the nineteenth century. He reasoned that
since "poetry always conveys the truest and most striking features"
of the age, it would have to reflect and speak to the People in the
nineteenth century. He noted the decline of the knight and the baron
in poems, and hailed ''the poor man, upright, sincere, earnest, with
deep enthusiasm and vigorous self-reliance' as the hero in the poetry
of the time. The proper subject for poems would not be gallant
chivalry, but the ''real happiness of domestic love''; not world-wide
war and slaughter, but the '"'struggle of life, war with circumstances"
that the common man fought daily.

Jones‘called for a "Poet of the People,' a "Homer of the
mass' who would be a champion in working for the ''elevation of the
people." This poet would express the dignity and worth of the life

of the common man, and he would encourage and uplift his readers in

spirit. Jones listed the topics for a Poet of the People:

(1) the necessity and dignity of labor, of endurance
(2) the native nobility of an honest, brave heart

(3) the innate claims of genius, virtue over futile con-
ventional distinctions of rank and wealth
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(4) the equality of civil rights and political advantages
(not meaning social equality in character and education)
(5) manly charity and generosity

(6) honorable poverty and a contented spirit

The great aspiration for a national literature did evolve,
then, in at least one of its aspects, into a pressure for a poetry
about the people, to be read and understood by them, for their own
improvement. ' Jones concluded that a series of poems expressing in
popular verse the ideas of Channing for the elevation of the laboring
classes would be '"the best gift the American Poet could offer to his
country." Jones felt certain that "our chef d'oeuvres' would be in
that province.

This is one great and important difference between the criti-
cal expectations for poetry in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
Modern critics have been taught by the tenets of the New Criticism to
believe that the function of teachers and critics is not so much to
raise the popular taste as to keep the elitist taste from further
lowering itself. A main branch of nineteenth-century criticism held,
on the other hand, that a primary function of poetry was to improve
the lot of the masses, spiritually, culturally, and practically, and
that to effect these improvements poetry had necessarily to be

intelligible to the people.
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CHAPTER II

THE FUNCTION OF POETRY

That the function of poetry is to effect various kinds of
improvement in its readers implies a didacticism that is anathema
to twentieth-century critics. In attempting to determine how expec-
tations for poetry differ in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,
we need to examine views in the two periods about a basic question:
'""What should be the relation between aesthetic pleasure poetry pro-
vides and the actual, daily life of the reader?"

Twentieth-century critics reacted against the Matthew Arnold
view of poetry as "a criticism of life," and his dictum that '"for
poetry the idea is everything.'" '"A poem should not mean/ But be,'" as
Archibald MacLeish put it for us. T. S. Eliot's candy;covered pill
comes to mind as a summary of modern opinion about a ""message' in
poetry: in former times the poetry was the sugar-coating which
induced people to swallow the moral lesson, but today the message
has become the candy covering for the pill of poetry. With a differ-
ent metaphor Eliot phrased the idea again that the chief value of
poetry does not lie in its meaning: the

chief use of the '"meaning of a poem . . . may be (for here
again I am speaking of some kinds of poetry and not all) to

27
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satisfy one habit of the reader, to keep his mind diverted and

quiet, while the poem does its work upon him: much as the

imaginary burglar is always provided with a bit of nice meat

for the house-dog.l
That the poem works upon the reader through channels other than
intellectual meaning has been current in the criticism of this cen-
tury. I. A. Richards held that people who are touched only by the
"intellectual stream of thoughts' actually '"miss the real poem."
He advocated a non-intellectual response to poetry in which the full
body of words could be apprehended--the sound of the words being
received "in the mind's ear,'" the feel of the words being experienced,
the various pictures from the words arising "in the mind's eye."2
Nearly a half century later Susan Sontag analyzed the function of
art, including poetry, in a similar way: art today is not a criticism
of life, but an extension of life; not a vehicle for the heavy burden
of content (reportage and moral judgment), but an instrument for
extending the use of the senses; not a vehicle of ideas or moral
sentiments, but an object with an impact which modifies the con-
sciousness and organizes new modes of sensibility in the receiver.3

In describing efforts of the New Critics to find a unique
function for poetry, Murray Krieger has supplied a cogent study of
the history of changing views about the purposes of poetry.4 I would
like to summarize briefly the five positions in Krieger's analysis
because this survey provides an historical perspective from which to
view nineteenth-century attitudes about poetry.
Early theorists held that the chief function of poetry was

(1) to imitate life, or (2) to yield propositional truth. The theory
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of imitation was not practical: in the Republic Plato reasoned

that since poetry was twice-removed from ideal truths, it had no
real value; even Aristotle distinguished art (what may be) from life
(what is); Samuel Johnson proposed an imitation of the general and
universal in nature, rather than the particular--the result would be
a process of abstraction rather than imitation. The propositional
truth theory, articulated by Sir Philip Sidney in An Apology for
Poetry, had more success. Poetry was seen as superior to history
and philosophy in exemplifying imaginatively for men how life ought
to be. This concept of poetry as a vehicle for propositional truth
was the most popular in the history of criticism; it controlled the
views of early nineteenth-century American critics, was evident in

Shelley's Defense of Poetry, and later in Matthew Arnold's view of

poetry as a criticism of life. However, the propositional truth
theory granted poetry only a limited function, that of decoration;
it did not define what qualities made poetry, poetry, and not some
other thing, as Eliot phrased it.

Not until the nineteenth-century age of science, when knowl-
edge had to be proved in the laboratory in order to be regarded as
knowledge at all, was poetry forced into defining itself. Poetry
needed to clarify its unique function--something other than conveying
truth which could now be discovered and communicated through scien-
tific means. (3) The aesthetic hedonist seized upon form as pro-
viding value; art was valuable for art's sake, merely for the
pleasure it provided. This defense did not stand, however, because

it relegated poetry to an insignificant position among the
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playthings of mankind. Poetry offered pleasure, but from the stand-
point of man's other time-consuming activities, it did not justify
serious effort. (4) The Romantics assigned poetry the role of con-
veying intuitional truth received mystically by the poet. Modern
critics have rejected this view of poetry's unique function for two
reasons: it emphasizes the uninhibited expression of the poet's
intuitions and neglects language as a necessary controlling disci-
pline for the realization of the poet's insights, and furthermore,
this theory still relegates poetry to the inferior position of
vehicle for truth--instead of Sidney's '"handmaiden of rational
philosophy,'" the Romantics made poetry into ''the handmaiden of
mysticism."

Thus, Krieger traces the efforts of poetry throughout the
centuries to discover its unique role. He believes the New Critics
have succeeded in defining this true function. (5) They defend
poetry as an alternative to prose discourse. Prose is rigid and
limited [perhaps linear in McLuhan's sense of the word?] and appropri-
ate for conveying the abstract, generic concepts of science that are
referential on a one-to-one basis. The poetic context, however, con-
tains '"verbal complexities: endless qualifications, double mean-
ings, even outright contradictions provided they are ironically
controlled."5 Poetry is, therefore, a better medium than prose for
doing justice to the '"many-faceted" aspects of life, the "ever-
changing, ever confusing flow of experience.'" Poetry does not convey
the certainty of a proposition nor the prescription for action of a

moral tract, but it yields "knowledge of experience in its fullness."6
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Krieger contrasts ''poetic truth-to-life' with '"propositional truth-
about-life."

The poem is the only construction which can yield the kind
of truth it has to offer; thus, New Critics claim an '"autonomy of
poetry." The poet works, not merely to reproduce the fullness of
experience, but to order it. The poem must accomplish some forming
of experience; by means of one unifying insight the poet reduces to
order the confusions, disorders, and irrelevancies of some aspect of
our ordinary experience. Life is, of course, more complex than
literature. However, while prose 'abstracts painfully'" from life,
poetry yields more fullness than does prose discourse. And yet
poetry is not as complex as life; the function of the poet is to use
his insight and the medium of language in order to make the complexi-
ties of our full experience more meaningful in poetry than we find
them in life.

There are two points worth emphasizing here. First, the
nineteenth century was the transitional period, a time of flux and
contention in the critical world,7 producing advocates of art-for-
art's sake, poetry for moral truth, poetry for mystical truth, all
of which preceded the twentieth-century clarifications of the New
Criticis. In determining differences between nineteenth-century
popular and elitist poems, we have often to distinguish which stand-
ards we are using: those not articulated until a century after the
poem was written or standards from one of the critical theories

accepted in the nineteenth century.
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Second, although modern critics reject outright didacticism
in poetry, they do not contend that poetry has no connection with the
details of human life. T. S. Eliot, for example, notes that '"criti-
cism of poetry moves between two extremes,'" neither of which is
sufficient. In becoming involved exclusively with the moral, social,
religious implications of the poem (the message), the critic regards
the poem as "hardly more than a text for discourse.'" But the opposite
extreme is also faulty. If the critic sticks too closely to the
"poetry" and adopts no attitude toward what the poet has to say, he
will tend to '"evacuate [the poem] of all significance."8 Krieger notes
that in contrast to Richards' interest in the aesthetic experience,
the relation between poem and reader, Cleanth Brooks was concerned
primarily to discover the unique relationship between poetry and
reality.

Even Richards and Sontag, who are more insistent in denying
the importance of content, do not claim that the poem will not affect
the reader. They both hint, in fact, that a good poem will improve
the reader, but not through direct teaching. In defining the process
here, Sontag supplies a word which is also useful to describe some
nineteenth-century theories: '"infradidactic." The first step in
this procedure is a shaking up of the sensibility, and, contrary to
the pleasure principle in art-for-art's-sake, the process tends to be
initially painful. As Sontag puts it, "Having one's sensorium
challenged or stretched hurts." Modern art functions as a kind of
shock therapy for 'confounding and unclosing the senses."9 And
Richards contends that ''good reading'" of poems helps us overcome

""stock responses'' but the experience is uncomfortable.
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The shock of discovering how alive with new aspects everything
whatever is when contact with reality is restored is anaesthetis-
ing to minds that have lost their capacity to reorganize them-
selves; it stupefies and bewilders. Nearly all good poetry is
disconcerting, for a moment at least, when we first see it for
what it is, Some dear habit has to be abandoned if we are to
follow it.10
Both writers envision a kind of "improvement' in the reader which
follows the disturbance in the sensibility. Richards writes, ''these
indirect effects of the overthrow of even a few stock attitudes and
ideas is the hope of those who think humanity may venture to improve

itself."11

And even Sontag admits that stimulation of the senses may
result ultimately in benefit to the intellect: art is '"'an object
modifying our consciousness and sensibility, changing the composition,
however slightly, of the humus that nourishes all specific ideas and
sentiments."lz"The poet does not determine the truth to be handed
over to the reader, but instead stimulates the consciousness out of
which the reader will produce his own ideas. Thus, poetry may be
construed to have an "infradidactic" function in much of twentieth-
century criticism.

With this review of modern criticism in mind, let us return to
the nineteenth-century writers to determine how their attitudes about
the function of poetry compare with that of moderns on the didactic-
infradidactic scale.

In the early third of the century before the tenets of
Romanticism had attracted any serious attention, critics called for a
moralistic poetry to enlighten and improve readers. Their expec-
tations, based upon the propositional truth theory in which litera-

ture was valued for the good it could do for the race,13 tended to
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draw poetry toward the didactic position on our scale. In 1838 a

writer in the Democratic Review defined the ''passionate yearning

after the good, the true and lovely in moral nature'" as the "essential

. nwld

spirit of poetry.
These early writers emphasized the religious foundation of

the best poetry. Because ''man is not a mere creature of this world

but connected with the eternal world of higher intelligences

where the Creator manifests his immediate presence,' ''poetry's best

inspiration is derived from religion."ls

Another writer, concerned
with life in the next world as much as this one, found that the in-
spired poets "have strung their lyres in the exultation of the
glorious hope of immortality''; they are "imbued with the love of
goodness, truth, and beauty."16 As Charvat noted, critics would not
allow poetry any derogatory statement about religious ideals or moral

standards. One writer in the Christian Examiner expressed the point

quite vividly. The poet must have the ''true and deep respect for
religion; or at least for virtue and moral purity . . . [he] must
avoid the introduction of any tainted composition.' The writer
added,
The man who will put into a book, which from its character is a
family and social book, any thing to offend the serious or cause
modesty to hold its tongue and hide its head, is not so much a
subject for criticism, as for the House of Correction.l7
There was general agreement in the criticism of the early part of
the century that ''the just conception and the true expression of

moral goodness constitute the supreme excellence of poetry."18
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Religious and moral poetry was valued for its beneficial
effect on society. '"Poetry is second only to religion in its refining
and elevating influence. Especially in a community like ours where
so many harsh and excited voices are sounding, we gladly hear the

19

gentler accents of the bard." The office of the poet was ''to raise

the thoughts and affections of others to the same elevation with his

own."zo

Fictions, images, figures were regarded as 'beautiful
hieroglyphics, teaching wisdom and virtue" and delighting in pro-
portion to their concordance with '"our moral and intellectual nature

as it unfolds itself in its progress toward unlimited improvement."21

In 1832 a writer in the Christian Examiner, while refraining from

complete acceptance of popular modes of literature because the in-
struction in them tended ''toward superficial, facile uses of the
mind,' was, nevertheless, willing to admit some benefits of popular
literature including a supply of higher themes for conversation, an
improvement of public taste, a propagation of "profitable truths,
which before were known only to a few.'" This writer included the
beneficial amalgamation influence of popular literature: it tends
to "improve social feeling by bringing all classes of the community
together" and serves to '"'meutralize hostilities and encourage men of
all parties to ﬁhink and act in unison."22 Longfellow's '"Psalm of

Life'" was praised in the Christian Examiner in 1840 mainly for its

positive moral influence upon the reader. The review contrasted
Longfellow's Psalm with Byron's poetry from which 'the young can
learn no generous purpose, no spirit for the stern battle with evil,

nothing of that high and holy enthusiasm which forgets self, and
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lifts the soul above all low ambition, and all sordid things."
Longfellow's Psalm, on the other hand, provided the noblest 'hymn

of battle" to accompany the young man into the ''momentous conflicts"

of his adult life.z3 That the main function of poetry is to effect

a general moral improvement of society was eloquently proclaimed by

E. P. Whipple in 1844.

We want a poetry which shall speak in clear, loud tones to the
people: a poetry which shall make us more in love with our
native land . . . which shall give visible form and life to the
abstract ideas of our written constitution; which shall confer
upon virtue all the strength of principle and all the energy of
passion . . . which shall make us love man by the new conse-

crations it sheds on his life and destiny . . . and give new
power to the voice of conscience and new vitality to human
affection. 24

In their moralistic bias early nineteenth-century critics
reflected artistic values of the Puritans as well as those of the
Renaissance rhetoric, Scottish sources of which were standard texts
at American universities in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries. From this viewpoint poetry like prose was an art to serve
God and make truth prevail; poets searched for profitable learning
and doctrine from which to formulate great precepts which the pleas-
ing manner of poetry would make palatable to readers.25 From the
rhetorical rules of Kames and Blair, Americans had learned that
poetry was a vehicle for expressing universal sentiment, for telling
a story, or that it had primarily the didactic function of teaching
moral precepts.26 Young America critics, too, but for different
reasons, were interested in the social utility of poetry rather than

its aesthetic value27 and regarded its didactic function as primary:
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poetry was a vehicle for ideas which would pervade the society and
result in practical improvements and democratic reforms; poets and
critics were to cooperate in exerting ''a most salutary influence upon
the public mind" so as ''to preserve liberty from degenerating into
licentiousness, and democracy from falling into popular disorder."28
As the century progressed, however, some skepticism about

didactic uses of poetry began to appear occasionally in the journals.
E. P. Whipple, though praising Longfellow highly in his 1844 review

of Griswold's Poets and Poetry of America, found that he had to admit

that some of the criticism of the poet's excessive moralizing was
justified: "There is, doubtless, a tendency in his mind to evolve
some useful meaning from his finest imaginations, and to preach when
he should only sing."29 Whipple had the same growing disapproval

of didacticism to contend with in his comments on Bryant: 'Metrical
moralizing is generally offensive, from its triteness and pretension,
but that of Bryant is so fresh and natural . . . bears so marked a
character of truth and feeling that even the most commonplace axiom
receives a new importance when touched by the outpourings of his
heart and colored by his imagination."30 Later in 1878 the North

American Review, while deprecating the erotic verses of Swinburne

because they were ''bad morals to the average reader,'" had to admit

that there was "a certain truth" in the position that art should be
true to itself and its subject and should ''not assume the preacher's
task."31

The most famous formulation of the anti-didactic theory

appeared in Poe's '"The Poetic Principle" in Sartain's Union Magazine
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in 1850. Poe placed the value of the poem in its power to induce in
the reader emotional excitement, '"'elevation of the soul," and an
apprehension, ''divine and rapturous' however fleeting, of 'supernal
Beauty.'" Rather than Truth or Duty which are the concerns of the
Intellect and the Moral Sense respectively, Poe found Taste and its
instinct for Beauty to be the province of poetry. He spoke out

against the "heresy of The Didactic' proclaiming that the assumption

that '"the ultimate object of all Poetry is Truth'" and that '"every
poem . . . should inculcate a moral' had accomplished 'more in the
corruption of our Poetical Literature than all its other enemies
combined."

But Poe's theory of art-for-art's-sake was the extreme view
and lay outside the mainstream of nineteenth-century criticism.32
Even the Romantics, who dominated criticism and literature by mid-
century and who rejected a ''super-imposed didacticism,"33 were not
willing to divest poetry completely of its moral quality or social
usefulness. Lowell referred to the moral influence of poetry: the
office of the poet is to reveal and justify the ''grace, goodness,
the fair, noble, and true'" for the men of his own generation.34
Emerson called for a poetry that would change the hearts of men

and direct their actions:SS

Merlin's mightly line

Extremes of nature reconciled,--

Bereaved a tyrant of his will,

And made the lion mild.
("Merlin," 11. 51-4)
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Whitman was interested in social and spiritual regeneration which

great poetry could initiate: what was needed was

a new-founded literature, not merely to copy and reflect exist-
ing surfaces, or pander to what is called taste--not only to
amuse, pass away time, celebrate the beautiful, the refined,
the past, or exhibit technical, rhythmic, or grammatical
dexterity--but a literature underlying life, religious, con-
sistent with science, handling the elements and forces with
competent power, teaching and training men--and, as perhaps
the most precious of its results, achieving the entire re-
demption of woman out of these incredible holds and webs of
silliness, millinery, and every kind of dyspeptic depletion.
. . (Democratic Vistas, 1871)

Typical of the Romantic rejection of art-for-art's-sake as well as
indicative of the kind of social function the Romantic poet was to
perform are the comments of a reviewer of Tennyson's poems in 1838

in the Christian Examiner.36 The writer criticizes Tennyson for

creating "beautiful poems that shine for nothing," for contenting
himself with mere description of surfaces and externals in nature,
for settling into an "aesthetic trance." '"Why will he not put forth
a poet's might, and work the miracle which he can? Why this idle
dallying? Why will he not feel that there is something to do?"

And what was a poet to do? The reviewer provides the answer that
appears again and again in journal articles in the mid-century: he
was to speak to the reader's soul; he was to speak "out of the depth
of the universal Spirit'" and to awaken the reader to faith in his
own soul; he was to relate outward forms of nature to inward feelings
of thought and to use these relations to convince readers of ''the

necessity of immortality."
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By mid-century the tenets of Romanticism, and particularly of
transcendentalism, pervaded literary criticism. The function of the
true poet was to transform, idealize, and exalt things seen until
they stood as '"types of the eternal unseen, which the heart has ever

silently bel:i.eved.":”7

In defining the great poet as discoverer and
conveyer of mystical truth (the fourth position in Krieger's analysis),
the Romantic critics repeatedly distinguished between the poetry of
"art," which describes the surfaces of life; and the poetry of
"genius' which is a revelation of deity moving through the vessel-
poet. Some critics like Thoreau, who provided the terms here,38
admitted excellence for both types of poetry and seemed to imply

that the distinction was between two kinds of elitist poetry. More
often, however, the poetry of art and surfaces was relegated to a
definitely inferior position so that for this group of mid-nineteenth-
century critics, elitist poetry was defined by its ability to show the
reader the way between his soul and the essences behind the ''dumb

real objects." Already in 1834 poets were being called ''the priests
of nature'" whose function was to ''commune with the inmost soul of

man."39

In 1835 A. H. Everett, writing about William Ellery Channing,
held that the 'foundation and source of poetry' was to bring man
"relief and joy in imaginings of unseen and ideal being."40 In an

1838 review of Nature, the Democratic Review was quick to corroborate

Emerson's theory about surfaces and essences, and the distinction
between the two kinds of poets was made clear: the poet is ''not the
versifier, nor the painter of outward nature merely, but the total

soul, grasping truth, and expressing it melodioﬁsly, equally to the
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41 In "The Poet" (1844) Emerson expanded his poetic

eye and heart."
theory. '"Things admit of being used as symbols because nature is a
symbol, in the whole aﬁd in every part." By means of ''an ulterior
intellectual perception,' the poet uses things as symbols to express
the spiritual "1life" behind them. 'This insight, which expresses
itself by what is called Imagination, is a very high sort of seeing."
With it, the poet '"'sees through the flowing vest the firm nature,
and can declare it.'" Lowell articulated the distinction again ("'The
Function of the Poet,' 1855): the poet was a ''seer,'" conscious of the
world of spirit as well as of sense, one who discovered and declared
the '"perennial beneath the deciduous.'" A great poet depends upon
insight rather than observation and description. In '"proportion as
he has this [insight] . . . he is an adequate expresser, and not a
juggler of ﬁords." The poet is the ''revealer of Deity."

E. P. Whipple commented in 1844 on ''the spirit of trans-
cendental speculation' that had deeply infected the poetry of the
age and had even become "ine inspiration of the most popular verse
produced in our own country''--'""Woices of the Night'" was his example.42
Accounting for the fact that Longfellow's book was attracting ten
times the number of readers as Pope's '""Essay on Man,' was the change
in interest '"from the sensual to the super-sensual." In the purest
poetry the imagination either (1) evolved '"from material objects
the latent spiritual meaning they secrete' or (2) superadded to those
objects thoughts and feelings which the senses could not perceive.
Through his imagination the bard connected forms, colors, sounds

with spiritual truths and made ''the world a more blessed habitation

for even the humblest."
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The principal quality of the elitist poet, then, as defined
by mid-ninteenth-century critics most of whom shared a transcendental
bias, was the ability to do more than describe the surfaces of life
(these critics rejected the imitation theory outright). Instead the
poet, '"by the divine magic of his genius' seized and projected through
analogies, ''curious removes, indirections' the essences of things

(Democratic Vistas). ''The poet, endowed with transcendental sight

serves as the spiritual eyes of humanity' (1855 Preface to Leaves of
Grass).

While the Romantic critics, then, like the moralistic critics
of the early century, still maintained that poetry had a moral and
social function, they differed in theory about how the poet discovered
"truth" and how he conveyed it to the reader. Critics in the early
third of the century expected the poet to discover truth through
rationalistic means, to formulate precepts, and to present them
ready-made in pleasant metrical form as lessons to the reader. The
propositional truth theory was therefore quite tolerant of unmiti-
gated didacticism.

"Transcendental speculation,'" however, sought truth through
mystical, intuitional means. This kind of truth was hard to pin
down--Emerson maintained that symbols necessarily had to be fluxional,
transitive, vehicular (''The Poet"). Essential truth had to be felt
and suggested; attempting to box it into a limited container of
verbalization would corrupt, destroy it. So the Romantics moved

away from the didactic position on the scale.
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As early as 1826 Bryant was lecturing on poetry as a sug-
gestive art that employed "instead of a visible or tangible imitation,
arbitrary symbols, as unlike as possible to the things with which it
deals."43 For Bryant the function of poetry was still to deliver
"direct lessons of wisdom' but not through rational means; poetry was,
rather to suggest truths "which the mind instinctively acknowledges."
The poet, intuited essences, and he used symbols to encourage his
reader to intuit essential truth for himself.

Similarly Whitman was concerned about the moral influence
of poetry but did not propose didactic methods. Great poetry must
have "a freeing, fluidizing, expanding religious character, exulting
with science, fructifying the moral elements, and stimulating aspi-

rations and meditations on the unknown' (Democratic Vistas). More

specifically the moral function of poetry was twofold: (1) to make
each man aware of his own supremacy (1855 Preface), and (2) to
"dilate the soul" of the reader so as to make him aware of the All--
the eternal pulsations of matter and spirit in the universe--and to
encourage him toward apprehension of some part of the ''moral purpose'

underlying the '"kosmos" (Democratic Vistas). For accomplishing this

moral purpose Whitman proposed a poetics of suggestion, indirection
rather than didactic statement.

Now, the question is, how do the Romantic methods of sug-
gestion through symbol and analogy compare with didactic methods
accepted in the early nineteenth century and with infradidactic art
of Richards and Sontag where the poem does its work on the reader
through the senses rather than (or, more than) through intellectual

meaning?
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Raising the scale into a perpendicular position might be
helpful. Didacticism, forthright statement of propositional truth,
belongs in the center of the scale, at 'ground level." Below it
appears Sontag's infradidacticism--a hoeing process, to extend
Sontag's metaphor, in which sensual impact from art stirs up and
rearranges the "humus' of the sensibility out of which new ideas
and sentiments will grow. The important point at this infradidactic
level is that the artist-poet has not determined truth ahead of time;
he merely works to stimulate, through the senses, the consciousness
out of which the receiver's conceptions of truth will formulate them-
selves. The New Critics, as described by Krieger, would not be
willing to descend to this low a position on the scale; they regard
the poet's function as controlling his material through a '"unifying
insight" which he invites his readers to share--not a moral lesson
but a "clarification of life" or ''momentary stay against confusion,"
to borrow from Frost, an insight that is determined by the poet and
given over to the reader. The art-for-art's-sake theory does not
belong on the scale at all, because it denies relationship between
poetry and truth or life; and, at the opposite extreme, the imitation
theory which claims to reproduce life, could be represented by a
horizontal line running along our imaginary "ground level."

Nineteenth-century transcendental Romanticism often suggests
a supradidactic method, the poet intuiting essential, spiritual truth
and, while not defining and handing over that truth ready-made to
readers, nevertheless, working through symbols and other '"indirections"
to prompt readers to intuit the same essential truth originally

"seen'" by the poet. However, at other times, the Romantics, in
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placing high value on Imagination and on individual insight, appear
to belong at the infradidactic position. Romantics envisioned poetry
as initiating redemption of mankind, not through moral lessons
directly stated and taught (and sometimes not even through pre-
determined intuitional truth to be suggested to the reader), but

through a process described by Shelley in The Defense of Poetry and

reiterated by William A. Jones in the Democratic Review: poetry

would stimulate the general enlargement of the Imagination which
would result in a greater capacity in each man for Love and brotherly
relations with his fellow men--clearly an infradidactic technique
and not greatly different in procedure from Sontag's sensual dis-
turbance of the humus-consciousness.

In yet a second way, Romantics like Whitman were interested
in infradidactic methods for stimulation of ideas as well as emotional
response. The writer did not define ideas or determine them ahead of
time: the poem was merely a stimulus to encourage the reader to

discover truth for himself. This passage from Democratic Vistas

illustrates Whitman's infradidactic theory. He calls for new forms

of spoken and written language (the italics are mine):

not merely the pedagogue-forms, correct, regular, familiar with
precedents, made for matters of outside propriety, fine words,
thoughts definitely told out--but a language fann'd by the
breath of Nature, which leaps overhead, cares mostly for impetus
and effects, and for what it plants and invigorates to grow--
tallies life and character, and seldomer tells a thing than sug-
gests or necessitates it. In fact, a new theory of literary
composition for imaginative works of the very first class, and
especially for highest poems, is the sole course open to these
States. Books are to be call'd for, and supplied, on the
assumption that the process of reading is not a half-sleep,

but, in highest sense, an exercise, a gymnast's struggle; that
the reader is to do something for himself, must be on the alert,
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must himself or herself construct indeed the poem, argument,
history, metaphysical essay--the text furnishing the hints, the
clue, the start or framework. Not the book needs so much to be
the complete thing, but the reader of the book does. That were
to make a nation of supple and athletic minds, well-train'd,

intuitive, used to depend on themselves, and not on a few
coteries of writers.

x Supradidactic--Transcendental--Using symbols to

Romantics suggest intuitive
truth

Imitation Theory |x Didactic--Early nineteenth --Explicit --Most
century moralists statement popular
of propo- poetry
sitional
truth

x New Critics--Momentary unifying
insight

x Infradidactic--Sontag-- Sensual disturbance
Richards
Shelley--Enlargement of imagi-

nation and capacity for
love

Whitman--Stimulation of thinking
processes

The scale of theories about relationship between aesthetic
experience and truth in the life of the reader is useful for dis-
tinguishing among the various kinds of elitist and popular poetry,

and particularly for showing that the epithet ''didactic'" often hurled
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at popular poetry is not a discriminating comment. It seems to imply
that elitist poetry is not intended to instruct or convey information
about life and does not have a moral purpose. Throwing all elitist
poetry into one non-didactic lump results in several mistaken notions
which this scale helps to correct. The scale indicates, first, that
there have been various expectations for elitist poetry in history
and that for several centuries, including the early nineteenth, when
the propositional truth theory was generally accepted, elitist poetry
was expected to be didactic. It reveals, secondly, that most poetic
theories are concerned with relation between poetry and truth (art-
for-art's-sake being the only exception) and with the immediate or
eventual moral improvement of the reader. The purpose of the scale
is to diagram kinds of truth involved and degrees of directness with
which the poet is expected to convey his meaning to the reader.

At the center of the scale the term didactic refers to poetry
in which moral, propositional (what ought to be, what should be, as
well as what is) truth is predetermined by the poet and verbalized
in clear and forthright terms which the reader can understand rela-
tively easily. Moving up or down from the center of the scale re-
sults in poetry that is increasingly indirect and therefore more
subtle and more difficult for the reader to apprehend. The upper
(supradidactic) position on the scale represents poetry in which
intuitional truth is still predeterminéd by the poet and moral im-
provement of the reader is still very much a goal, but in which the
poet works not by direct statement but by symbols intended to sug-

gest essential truths to the reader. Moving downward, we find first
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(New Critics) poetry that drops the moralistic concern in the subject
matter of the poem, although the hope is still that the alert reader
will benefit from having summoned his responses and therefore having
expanded his awareness. The truth (a unifying insight about what
life is like) to be conveyed in the poetry at this position on the
scale is still predetermined, but the poet works with ambiguity,
paradox, irony, symbol to suggest the complexity of life, and these
techniques, like the Romantics' use of symbols, increase the diffi-
culty of reader reception. At the lower position (infradidactic) not
only the moralistic aspect of the subject, but the ideas themselves,
have been dropped; truth is not predetermined. The poet works to
stimulate the senses of the reader (Sontag) or to initiate thinking
processes (Whitman); the poet is working below the didactic surface
to stimulate the parts of the sensibility out of which the reader's
ideas will rise. This lower position, like the upper extreme, proves
more difficult for the reader in that it does not give him truths
ready-made and gift-wrapped but demands that he work to construct
meaning for himself.

The scale reveals, then, that (1) history includes positive
critical attitudes about didacticism in poetry, and that (2) what
distinguishes popular poetry (which usually is the centrally-
positioned didactic kind) from elitist poetry is not that it deals
with truth and often has a moral purpose--the distinction lies,
rather, in clarity, forthrightness in the poem, and ease in reader
reception as opposed to subtlety and indirect techniques in the poem

and difficulty for the reader.
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It is true that most popular poetry will be found at the
central didactic position on the scale. One explanation for this in
the nineteenth century is that the propositional truth theory had been
accepted for several centuries, and was largely unquestioned in the
early 1800's. Common readers and elitist critics alike expected
poetry to encapsulate truths and teach moral wisdom. As the century
progressed and elitist thinkers began to experiment with theories
suggesting new, creative effects that were possible for poetry; the
people, characteristically slow to change, did not understand or
respond to the new types of poems.

Whitman's case is particularly ironic. The broad-minded,
anti-authoritarian, democratic basis of his poetics was seemingly
calculated to produce a poetry for the people; but his poetry was not
widely approved in the nineteenth century. One of the explanations
is provided by this scale. Whereas Young America critics had had in
mind a poetry of ideas about daily lives of readers, that is didactic
poetry, that would have been immediately intelligible to the people;
the Romantic inclination to convey truth through symbols personally
perceived, symbols that were peculiar to individ;al poets and not
comprehensible to all, produced a poetry that tended to be esoteric,
elitist, rather than a poetry that could be understood and responded
to by large numbers of people. Ordinary people are untrained in
aesthetic subtleties and are suspicious of poetry coming from the
supradidactic and infradidactic extremes of the scale. Poetry that
does not produce something immediately intelligible makes people

uncomfortable, even causes ''pain' as Sontag points out. The relatively
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untrained reader has had no one to show him that the initial tension
and discomfort are worth enduring because of the exhilaration of new
understanding which may follow. This uninitiated reader is secure
and comfortable with material that he can understand immediately;
besides lack of training, it is possible that the popular reader is
deficient in intellectual capacity to handle the subtleties of sug-
gestive poetry; in either case, he is not prepared for and refuses
to participate in the '"'gymnast's struggle' to which Whitman invites
him.

Another explanation for the popularity of the relatively
clear, didactic poetry is that the reader can understand it and
experience some response without working hard. Whitman, somewhat
like the New Critics, wants the reader to work at understanding and
experiencing the poem; the reader should not be half-asleep but
awake, alert, active; he should, in fact, construct the poem for him-
self. Poems from the supradidactic and infradidactic extremes of the
scale tend to be read by only a few, and therefore are considered
elitist poems, because only a few people have leisure and energy for
the intellectual and emotional effort required in responding to and
making some sense of these poems. As I. A. Richards wrote, "it would
be absurd to ask a million tired readers to sit down and work." This
is the reason that '"ideas and responses which cost too much labor both
at the distributing end and at the reception end--both for writer
and reader--are not practicable, as every journalist knows."44

Two further comments need to be made about critical expec-

tations for poetry in our 1830-1890 period.
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First is the lack of vitality at the elitist levels during
the seventies and eighties. Representatives of the New England
genteel tradition '"set themselves up as a court of final jurisdiction
over American letters."45 The great reputations of Emerson, Long-
fellow, Whittier, Lowell inhibited the creativity of men in different
parts of the country working in different modes (e.g., Mark Twain).
Imitators like Stoddard and Stedman in New York, Boker in Phila-

delphia, Aldrich in Boston, using the Atlantic Monthly as their

spokesman, maintained control of literature, perpetuating the
morality, reticence, and now ''stale mentality' of the genteel tra-
dition.46
Second is a contrast with twentieth-century expectations

about poetry and ''reality.'" Modern critics call for a confrontation
with reality which often results in a poetry of sordid detail and
emotional despair. Nineteenth-century critics held, however, that
the function of poetry was to uplift, elevate, cheef the reader,
lighten his burden, brighten his day. Rather than to disturb the
reader, poetry was to ''soothe this restless feeling,/ And banish
the thoughts of day." In contrast with Richards who regards the
liberation from stock responses as a primary benefit of poetry, the
nineteenth-century critic thought differently about the poet's
function:

The mission of the poet is neither to deceive nor to undeceive,

but to glorify and sweeten existence. . . . He burnishes the

rusty, beautifies the ugly, associates the disconnected, and

animates the insensible. . . . Always his proper influence is

to purify, enrich, and expand the consciousness that communes
with his creations.



-
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Poetry was ''to convert into beauty, thankfulness, and content, the
actual palpable things of our every-day life."48 By the poet's
"interweaving human sympathies and feelings with the objects of the
material world" they lose their character 'of mute insensate things
and acquire the power to charm and to soothe us, amidst all the cares

and anxieties of our life."49

One writer contended that the highest
value of poetry was its contribution to the ''pleasure of man's
immortal mind'" which needed as did the body, "hours of recreation
and repose."50

The critics rejected Byron because his poetry '"stirs and
agitates'" rather than exalting the mind and lightening the burden
of humanity; it scorns and condemns men rather than impelling us
""to deserve and obtain the love aﬁd respect of fellow humans'; it
tends to ''gloat over and glory in our guilt and misery'" rather than
to teach us to be good and happy.51 Another writer rejected Childe
Harold because, although it had the "form," it lacked the '"essence"
of poetry: the 'tone of misanthropy and egotism is unpoetical.

. . Its effect is merely to stir and sting."52

Abraham Kaplan wrote recently that a characteristic of popular
poetry is its tendency to '"prettify' everything, and Russel Nye has
noted that no poet of despair has ever been popular with the American
people. But optimism and tendency to prettify can not be counted
upon entirely as distinctive characteristics in nineteenth-century
popular poetry because the taste of the age, both elitist and popular,
was for optimistic poetry which offered the reader hope and encourage-

ment53 and which emphasized and enhanced the beauty in life.



53

The poet is like one who gives sight to the blind. . . . There
is a glory unseen before, cast over the earth. It is .
transﬁigured . . . and made radiant with celestial light.
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CHAPTER III

THE LEVELS OF POETRY: INTELLIGIBILITY

In Chapter II we constructed a scale for kinds of relationship
between poetry and truth/reality; the scale emphasized degrees of
directness in didacticism and moral effect of poems. The centrally-
positioned didactic poems tend to be more clear, forthright, easy to
understand and therefore attract greater numbers of readers than the
more complicated poems at the extreme ends of the scale. Another
approach toward understanding differences between popular and elitist
poetry was suggested here--by using ehe relationship between poetry
and size of audience as the basisa one might analyze a different set
of levels of poetry: a basic, broad level representing the wide-
spread appeal of popular poetry and a narrow level representing
various kinds of poetry that appeal to audiences of limited numbers.

It is difficult to find a term for the top levels. Popular
can be used for lower levels to indicate quantities (in distribution
of the art product and in audience response); popular does not
necessarily denote aesthetic inferiority. Elitist, on the other
hand, is usually taken to refer to both quantity and quality; it
describes art objects appealing to a limited number of persons who

are usually meant by the term to be socially or intellectually
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select, and it connotes aesthetic superiority. Elitist does not refer
to quantities alone--sadomasochistic pornographic magazines, for
example, would not be termed elitist merely because only a few members
of the community read them. Having no other term, I have used elitist
for poetry in the upper levels of the diagram, even though much of
nineteenth-century criticism preferred the lower, popular levels and
found them in some ways aesthetically superior.{ Elitist is used in
the paper to refer to poems which have appealed to small intellectual
and cultural circles who have been generally regarded as authori-

—_

tative arbiters of taste. 

| The reader is meant to understand, howevér,
that critics have not universally placed aesthetic superiority in the
upper levels of poetry.

We might convert our scale from Chapter II into a diagram
suitable for illustrating levels of popularity and aesthetic com-
plexity of limited appeal. The didactic point from the earlier
scale will be stretched into a broad base for our new diagram; in
a process of involution the ends of the scale will be raised to

indicate connection betweeﬁ\complexity, subtlety, limited audience,

and perhaps aesthetic superiority.

ELITIST
X x X
Supradidacidc ' Infgadidactic
]
Ornéte,

complex,artistry

POPULAR
Didactic
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The center, dotted line from the broad base to the higher levels
represents poetry that is didactic but highly ornate and complicated
because of artistic decorativeness.

And now the questions for our discussion present themselves
in rapid succession. Are poems at the higher levels of this dia-
gram aesthetically superior? If so, how do they differ from poems at
the lower levels? Are poems at the lower levels merely inferior
approximations of the high poetry? Or do lower level poems sometimes
perform different functions from those in high poetry? Are critical
attitudes about these levels different in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries?

Critics in the twentieth century have been preoccupied with
elitist poetry and have evidenced belief, which an occasional writer
like William Lynch has regretted,1 ""that there is an unbridgeable
distance between the culture of an elite and the popular level of art
this elite will always contemptuously call 'kitsch.'' Although some
nineteenth-century critics exhibited a similar bias in placing value
exclusively in elitist poetry, many writers distinguished among the
levels of poetry in a deliberate effort to note different values at
different levels. This earlier tolerance for different levels of
poetry was first brought to my attention by Russel Nye in The Un-

embarrassed Muse.2 Nye points to the distinction '"between poetry as

high art and poetry as a functional art" that was clarified as early
as 1640 in '""The Bay Psalm Book'" where psalms were translated into
hymns 'for conscience rather than eloquence, fidelity rather than

poetry." Nye traces the distinction in a number of nineteenth-century
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poetry anthologies like George Cheever's American Common-Place Book

of Poetry in 1831: high poetry was 'stately and perfect . . . ,
containing throughout the true power of spirit and harmony . . . ,
deep and sublime emotion.' '"Common-place poetry,' on the other
hand, was ''quiet and unambitious, like a pleasant thought when such
are wanted, sweet and chaste in moral influence.'" William Cullen

Bryant's 1872 preface to A Library of Poetry and Song is also cited.

Some poemsare ''acknowledged by the intelligent to be great'; the
'"great poetry'" is created by ''acknowledged masters.'" Some poetry is
of a second order but still fulfills a valid function: these poems
"though less perfect than others in form, have by some power of
touching the heart, gained and maintained a sure place in the popular
esteem." Bryant saw this poetry as being of ''common apprehension for
mankind at large . . . , near to the common track of human intelli-
gence." In 1886 Slason Thompson defined the role of '"the humbler
poets'" as speaking '"out from a mind . . . amid the multitude, and

not from the heights of the masters." Edwin Markham referred to
these poets as the ''nearby poets."

With Professor Nye's idea in mind I have examined nineteenth-
century criticism to determine more exactly what distinctions were
made between the levels of poetry and how attitudes about the levels
differed from twentieth-century attitudes.

A fundamental distinction between high and low levels of
poetry is to be found, as I indicated in Chapters I and II, in the
intelligibility of the poem to the reader. High poetry tends to

deal with more profound and subtle thoughts and to be expressed with
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more complex materials. Popular poetry is usually easier to under-
stand.

Now, twentieth-century critics tend to value complexity and
intellectual strenuousness to the exclusion of more simple, straight-
forward types of poems, as George Arms, Murray Krieger, and many
others have noted. Modern critics expect the reader to rise to the
level of the poet; if the writer fills his poem with obscure allusions,
several-layered metaphors, and complex ambiguities, it is the reader's
responsibility to summon his resources in an effort to respond to
this poem. We have to turn about-face in order to understand
nineteenth-century expectations because the reverse was usually true:
the poet was expected to make himself intelligible to the reader.

"It is not the world's business to satisfy the poet's requisitions;
it is his duty to conform to theirs." This writer, in the North

American Review in 1847, listed the qualifications that a poet ought

to require of his readers: plain good sense, an ear for harmony of
numbers, excitable feelings, and tolerably quick perception of
analogies--all found '"among the ordinary endowments of our human
nature."3 ~A poet was not to presume great learning or ''the power of
following metaphysical refinements and the nicest subtleties of
thought." With a definite anti-elitist bias, the writer concluded,
"The people have neither time nor inclination to be initiated into
the mysteries of a fraternity."4

It must be granted that some nineteenth-century critics

exhibited an elitist bias. The Knickerbocker praised Shelley (1856)

noting that 'None but a poet can fully appreciate Shelley. There is
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in him as esoteric beauty, which only the favored few who have passed
within the veil of the temple can detect."5 The same journal (1860)
explained that Keats was not popular because the ''rich and dazzling
flow of words, the sensuous imagery, the dainty handling of rhyme, and
the passionate worship of the beautiful are not elements that commend
themselves to the masses."6 If someone cannot understand Keats the
deficiency lies in the experience of the reader rather than in the
poet: ''the soul that lifts its voice in songs of praise to that
intangible beauty is not the less the true soul because you or I may
not comprehend it." Occasionally, a critic gave vent to his impatience
with the "unscholarly restless reader who can feel nothing less harsh
than a stab, and will bestow scarce a hasty glance on a sentiment or

an idea."7 This writer (Christian Examiner, 1869) expressed his

elitist sympathy quite colorfully: "The dulcet notes of the lute can
hardly be expected to work any charm in a rhinoceros, however choicely
they are distilled into his ears."

But this elitist bias was the exception rather than the rule
in nineteenth-century criticism. Charvat demonstrated the demand for
intelligibility throughout the early century. He cited an average

critic (North American Review, 1823) who found fault with Southey and

Wordsworth in their ''disinclination to consult the precise intellectual
tone and spirit of the average mass. . . . Theirs is the poetry of
soliloquy." This writer noted that classical writers had adjusted
themselves to the popular taste, and that a modern poet will be

doomed to become a '"poet of the few'" if he ''does not study the common

susceptibilities of the mass of his readers, and industriously tune
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the key-string of his own soul till it vibrates nearly in unison with

the compounded note sent up from the general breathing of human

nature."8 Another critic (American Monthly Review, 1832) was

suspicious of the authenticity of poetic truths which were too

"subtle" for ordinary minds:

A lofty mind, in its eagerness to know more of our spiritual
nature and capacities and of the relations that outward things
sustain to us and to each other, may run into errors from mere
impatience of what is obvious and near and be tempted to ease
its craving and dissatisfaction with violent and whimsical
phantasies. . . . A wilful distortion or obscuration of a
familiar object or feeling may thus be mistaken for a dis-
covery. . .

Not that the writer would inhibit intellectual curiosity or specu-

lation.

But even in regions of purest intellegence or passion, or
depths never before explored, the poet should tell us only
what in a sound use of his powers he has experienced there,
and tell this too in a language that comes near to human
sympathy. Probably this is always practicable where he does
not deceive himself.9

Charvat noted an article on Shelley in 1836 that was exceptional in
devoting thorough consideration to work ''not meant for the gener-
ality."lo As Charvat concluded (he was writing in the mid-1930's),
until recently American criticism "has decreed that poetry is not for

the esoteric few, but for the many, and that it is the duty of the

poet to communicate intelligently and intelligibly whatever he has

to say."11

The Young America critics, as I noted in Chapter I, were a

major force for intelligible poetry. Granting that the minds of the
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greatest poets were above the ordinary, these critics made clear in

the first volume of the Democratic Review that since poets ''do not

speak for their own order only,'" but ''desire to address and receive
a response from the great majority of minds,'" it was the special
duty of critics to render poetry intelligible to the people.12 Later

in 1851 the Democratic Review published an article contrasting Shelley
13

and Tennyson™~ and maintaining that the popular poet works much
harder than the elitist poet; rather than resting content with the
admiration of a select few readers, poets like Tennyson have accepted
the challenge of popularity and have labored to make their poems
intelligible and interesting to general readers. 'Writers are learn-
ing that the world cannot be benefited until it is interested. .
The purest principles, loftiest exhortations, most sublime lessons
are but thrown away on callous ears, unless the sympathies of that
great audience to whom the poet speaks, be awakened, their confidence
fully established, and the avenues to their hearts thoroughly occu-
pied." This writer, like most nineteenth-century critics, acknowledged
levels of intellectual perspicacity, but unlike modern critics, he did
not assume that all the value is found in the highest level, and
again unlike modern critics, he expected the poet to adjust to the
audience, rather than vice versa:
[Tennyson] no less rapt with the visions of the lofty heaven of
song, studies to accommodate himself to the better tastes of a
nation of listeners, and feeling that his powers cannot elevate
his audience wholly to his own level, condescends a little, to

meet them on a broader and more accessible plain, which it is
his especial care to beautify and enrich.
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One of the reasons for the greater interest in the lower
cultural levels in the 1800's was the fact that the ''rise of the
people' was a recent phenomenon and critics concerned themselves to
know how highly the people could become acculturated. Some thinkers
cautioned against the loss of excellence that they found resulting
from efforts in universal education. Although admitting many good
effects from the general belief in ''a spirit of intelligence among
the great mass of our yeoman population,' one writer warned of the
""great danger in resting satisfied with superficial knowledge,'" and
in expending so much effort to bring knowledge within easy grasp of
the populace.14 Occasional skeptics were asking as Joseph Wood
Krutch did a century later: ''Can we have an Age of the Common Man
without having also an Age of the Common Denominator?'" Can we define
democratic culture so as to reserve a place for uncommon excellence,
and even in connection with the masses, '"emphasize the highest
rather than the lowest common denominator"?15

Specifically, some writers were concerned that general belief

inequality was injurious to poetry. The Democratic Review lamented

the lack of quality in the poems in Griswold's 1842 anthology and
claimed it as one consequence ''of the general diffusion of a certain
degree of education; of the influence of republican institutions sug-
gesting universally that sentiment of equality which scorns to shrink
from what other men, named Milton, or Shakespeare, or Byron, or
Shelley, or Wordsworth, or Bryant, have attempted and achieved."16

Earlier a North American Review (1830) writer had complained that

"everybody is writing poetry and with little expense of time and
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labor." The time that Johnson had prophesied had come in America
when
the cock warbles lyrics in the kitchen, and the thresher
vociferates his dithyrambics in the barn.
The equality concept, again, was at fault: '"One of the first efforts
of our forefathers was to destroy the monopoly of genius, and to
impress upon their children the valuable truth, that man could do
again whatever man had done."17
In spite of the cautions of a few skeptics, nineteenth-century
writers were predominantly optimistic about the cultural possibilities
of the average man. Bryant claimed that "every individual is more or
less a poet,'" and that even those who declare no taste for poetry,
actually have it but have never cultivated it.18 An important reason
for nineteenth-century positive attitudes toward poetry in the lower,
popular levels was a belief expressed repeatedly that (in contrast
with moderns who assign elitist critics as sole arbiters of taste)
the people themselves were the most accurate judges of truth and good
taste.

A North American Review writer noted that ''false sentiments,

vagaries in taste, absurdities in speculation are faults of classes
and small circles of men . . . and do not gain a foothold in the
intellect of a whole people." He found a corrective power in numbers
and compared the balancing of errors in matters of taste and opinion
to a children's choir of thousands at St. Paul's Cathedral in which

discords are absorbed in the flood of sound and the general effect
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upon the ear is of 'perfect accord." Since the general populace tends

to judge truly, a man who

sings for the public and cannot find a grateful audience would
do better to keep his music to himself. If the multitude neglect
him, it is pretty good proof that he ought to be neglected. He
may become fashionable with a certain class, the idol of a par-
ticular school, the bard of a clique or coterie; but he is no
true poet, unless he can excite the imaginations and move the
feelings of all men.l19

In a similar vein in 1851 the Democratic Review claimed to see every-

where the truth that ''the people, not in sects, or divisions of money
or rank, but as friendly critics, meeting on that common ground of
natural taste, which neither prejudice nor misused education can

20 The same trust

wholly remove, is the only audience worth having."
in the people as judges of truth "in literature as in government' was

expressed in Harper's Magazine in 1859: ''Popular instincts interpose

better checks, both on false thinkers and cunning politicians, than
can be provided from outside resources."21

These expressions throughout the century of faith in the
judgment of the people were perhaps reverberations from earlier
thinkers like George Bancroft who placed the source of truth not in
individuals but in '"the combined intelligence of the people.'" In an
impbrtant address in 1835 that served to introduce transcendental
speculation of the Germans into American culture,22 Bancroft claimed
that "the people collectively are wiser than the most gifted indi-
vidual, for all his wisdom constitutes but a part of theirs.

The common judgment in taste, politics, and religion, is the highest

authority on earth, and the nearest possible approach to an infallible
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decision. . . . The judgments and the taste of the public are wiser

than those of the wisest critic."z3

In a major section of the address, Bancroft emphasized what
critics throughout the century repeated, that great art historically
has been popular art, proving that the taste of the people is to be

trusted and patronized.

For who are the best judges in matters of taste? Do you think
the cultivated individual? Undoubtedly not; but the collective
mind. The public is wiser than the wisest critic. In Athens,
the arts were crrried to perfection, when the "fierce democracie"
was in the ascendant; the temple of Minerva and the works of
Phidias were planned and perfected to please the common people.
When Greece yielded to tyrants, her genius for excellence in art
expired, or rather, the purity of taste disappeared; because the
artist then endeavored to gratify a patron, and therefore,
humored his caprice; while before he had endeavored to delight
the race.

When the arts thrived again, it was again under a popular influence--
the people worshipping in churches in the Middle Ages inspired
artists.
Homer formed his taste, as he wandered from door to door, a
vagrant minstrel, paying for hospitality by a song; and

Shakespeare wrote for an audience, composed in great measure
of the common people.

Scott and Byron are cited as authors guided by the popular muse.

German literature is almost entirely a popular creation. It
was fostered by no monarch; it was dandled by no aristocracy.
it was plebeian in its origin, and therefore manly in its
results.24

Many critics echoed Bancroft in pointing to the satisfaction of

popular taste as having resulted in the greatest art. ''The Iliad
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was not sung in scorn of the people.'" Greek plays in the roofless
theaters of Attica were performed not for '"a few learned critics" but
for "a whole people whose unanimous applause has been sanctioned by
the calm judgments of after time.'" The pages of the Father of History
were read at great national festivals.25
One point made frequently by these writers is that poetry had
been expected to function differently at different stages of civili-
zation--written for the people at earlier stages, then becoming more
refined and appealing to fewer and fewer as the civilization advanced.
These critics, representative of the general anti-elitist bias in

the nineteenth century, believed that the quality of the poetry

deteriorated as it became more refined and more esoteric. An 1847

article in the North American Review catalogued examples to show that

"poetry was eminently popular in its origin'': bards sang in honor of
the gods at public festivals or at solemn entertainments of chiefs

and kings; the earliest poems of most European nations were songs

and ballads; early dramas were performed for the multitudes. In the
early stages of a society poetry served to form the customs and deter-
mine the character of a whole people and had more influence than laws
or government. But civilization and refinement change this and
"poetry which was designed to be the daily food of the multitude,
becomes the exclusive prerogative of the few. As the audience is
diminished, so is simplicity, vigor, and freshness."26 A decade

earlier the Christian Examiner had articulated a similar view. In

the early stages of society the poet is the chronicler, monitor,

prophet: he celebrates the virtues of the dead, stirs the soul to
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present action, and carries the hopes of men into the unknown future.
"The poet exercises a more immediate and more powerful sway over the
bent of the opening mind, and does more to determine the character
than perhaps any other laborer in the field of literature.'" But in
a more cultivated period of society, the sphere of the poet's influ-
ence is greatly contracted. The article praised Bryant for refusing
to deal "in those obscure thoughts and images which present them-
selves to a small class only of thinkers,' and for striving to pour
"the soft light of his genius over the common path on which the great
multitude is moving."27
There was, then, a large body of nineteenth-century criticism
that preferred poetry of the lower levels, finding it aesthetically
superior insofar as it appealed to the truer tastes of people in
great numbers. The anti-elitist bias was verbalized frequently in
criticism of the excessive complication, obscurity, and 'refinement'
of upper-level poetry. The revieher of Bryant in the previous para-
graph praised his poet for avoiding ''the literary epidemic of our
times, when, out of a morbid fear of saying what has been said be-
fore, writers distort not only language but ideas, caricature senti-

28

ments, and present the most grotesque images to the fancy." The

North American Review writer also cited above expressed the same

distaste for overly complicated poetry.

It is [the poet's] business to strike chords which find a response
in every bosom, to present analogies which are perceptible to
every mind, to command the passions which are the universal
attribute of human nature. If his verse needs explanation or
comment, if one must be educated before he can understand it,

or go through a particular training before he can appreciate

it, the busy world will pass it by, and will lose very little

by its neglect.29
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In his preface to A Library of Poetry and Song Bryant noted

"two mistakes of current poets' (1870): working to excite admiration
through striking novelties of expression and to "distinguish them-
selves by subtilties of thought remote from the common apprehension."
Bryant commented on the fashion of the day for obscurity, for '"poetry
to which the general reader is puzzled to attach a meaning.'" The
words themselves were simple enough and kept within the '"Saxon,
'household' element of our language,' but the obscurity lay sometimes
in the phrase itself and sometimes '"'in the recondite or remote
allusion." Bryant, while not denying the 'genius" of these poets,
preferred poets who 'write for mankind at large.' He found "a
luminous style'" to be one of the most important requisites for a
great poet,30

The predominant taste of the age was for clarity and against
ingenious complexity. Poetry was written to exalt the fancy, refine
the taste, awaken the sensibility, move the heart and soul, and "not
certainly to play off ingenuities, and to try to show in how many

31

cunning ways one can distort language and disguise thought." A

North American Review article on popular poetry of the Teutonic

"nations (1836) provides an analogy for the levels of poetry in the
nineteenth century. Popular poetry of these nations had proceeded
from the common people and operated on the common people. The
"skalds," on the other hand, were the elitists of the Scandanavian
countries; they were interpreters of the gods and the ambassadors of

kings and not organs of the people. And
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how difficult it was merely to understand many of their verses;

with what a high degree of skill the Skalds knew how to entangle

their words and thoughts, so that they became entirely unin-

telligible to the uninitiated . . . perhaps with the express

purpose to make their art appear more venerable to the common

people. 32

The preference for clarity and forthrightness made the sug-

gestive techniques of the Romantic poets extremely rough-going for
some critics. One was completely baffled, or pretended to be, by
Emerson's '"The Sphinx'": it '"matters not what portion is extracted,
for the poem may be read backwards quite as intelligibly as forwards,
and no mortal can trace the slightest connection between the verses."33

This critic was particularly irritated by Emerson's use of obscure

allusions.

Mr. Emerson delights to build a poem on some nearly forgotten
anecdote, or myth, or recorded saying of the wise and great,
either in ancient times or the Middle Ages. A sort of misty
reference to this theme appears here and there in the verses,
and if the reader is lucky enough to remember the anecdote he
may flatter himself that he can see a glimpse of meaning in
them. But if unlearned or forgetful, no reference, no direct
statement, no charitable footnote gives him the least hint of
the writer's purpose; all is dark as Erebus.

Hamatreya, for example, sounded like Sanscrit, but the writer had not
time "to hunt through lexicons and encyclopedias from which it was

probably fished up, for a solution to the enigmas."34 Whitman's

Leaves of Grass caused equally severe distress for another critic who

proclaimed that "Thought is never valuable unless it is clear and

comprehensible. An obscure thought is hueless, tasteless, and devoid

of nourishment."35 This poor man was, of course, greatly disturbed

by Whitman's Leaves.



74

As one stumbles through the uncouth chants, the mixed metaphors,
the hirsute style, the ragged similes, and the rickety grammar
of the "Leaves of Grass'' he begins to feel that he is lost in

a wild jungle, and must trust to luck to get out.36

In summary of this point, then, there was a bias throughout
nineteenth-century criticism for poetry that was luminous, clear,
intelligible and appealing to great numbers of general readers. At
one extreme critics preferred poetry at the lower, popular levels,
finding high-1level poetry to be suspiciously complicated and un-
necessarily obscure.

But one is immediately reminded of the contrasting twentieth-
century view that in order to approximate the many-faceted aspects of
real life, in order to move toward truth, a poem necessarily has to be
complicated, because truth and life are complex. The main burden of
Roy Harvey Pearce's criticism of the popular Fireside Poets is that
in order to make poetry palatable and easy enough for the great
audience, they contented themselves with serving half-truths. The
"Common Readers, in short, had their Common Poets. Such readers .
had neither the time nor the patience for poets who would rather tell
the whole truth than be popular."37 These poets resolved paradoxes
and ambiguities for their readers; ''the gain was clarity and certi-
tude. The loss was of that high truth, however 'difficult' and
'obscure,' toward which major poetry aspires."38

Yeats lamented that the modern audience for '"popular poetry"
is a disinherited middle class who have '"unlearned the unwritten

tradition'" and have not yet '"learned the written tradition': these

people have not the equipment to respond to any sort of allusion or
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suggestion but require ''direct logic' and ''clear rhetoric." Long-
fellow, Yeats's example, was popular because '"he tells his story or
his idea so that one needs nothing but his verses to understand it."39
Thus, poems have been made easy, but at a great loss of truth, en-
chantment, and beauty in the poetry.

In a recent essay Abraham Kaplan has noted several qualities
that make ease of reception one of the characteristics distinguishing
popular from elitist art.40 He charges that popular art is simple,
not in the way that classic art accomplishes simplicity by stripping
away the unessential, but simple in stripping away the necessary.

He finds formula and stereotype in popular art, both devices allowing
for easy composition and easy reception but both resulting in sacri-
fice of the truth of a full-bodied artistic experience. In great

art a formula can be used to analyze the basic structure of the work,
but all the details are significant and make a contribution to the
aesthetic substance of the whole; on the other hand, in popular art,
we have the formula and nothing else--'""in formula art the schema is
called upon to do the work of the full-bodied original, as though a
newspaper consisted entirely of headlines'" (p. 354). Popular art
thus uses a star-system in which a few dominant elements do all the
work and all "unnecessary'" complications are avoided. This results
in clear and intelligible art, but the significant truths may have
been tossed out with those difficult complications. Stereotype,

what Kaplan calls '"a crystallization of a prejudice,'" makes for easy
reception but is by definition a distortion of truth. Kaplan also

points to the formlessness which makes popular art easy to consume.
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He defines form as ''a displacement onto the object of the structure
of our experience of the object" (pp. 344-45). Form, then, requires
the active perception and response of the receiver of the art object.
"The response to an art object shares in the work of its creation,
and only thereby is a work of art produced" (p. 356). However,
Kaplan contends that in popular art all the work has been done ahead
of time; we do not perceive but only recognize, do not respond but
only react. There is nothing for the receiver to make out, no room
for significant effort (e.g., the background music in a popular
movie--melodious strings for birth of love and chords on the organ
for approach of death--includes all the viewer's reactions). Every-
thing is predetermined and we passively follow the course laid out
beforehand.

What is unaesthetic about popular art is its formlessness. It

does not invite or even permit the sustained effort necessary

to the creation of an artistic form.
The result again is ease in reception but a sacrifice of a fully
satisfying aesthetic experience: ''what you get out of an art experi-
ence depends on how much you put in" (p. 355). Kaplan adds yet

another quality that makes popular art easy: a marked intolerance

for ambiguity. We naturally '"shrink from the work of creative
interpretation'; and whereas great art challenges us to confront
complexity and to resolve ambiguity, popﬁlar art simplifies and
allows us to relax.

Kaplan's point here was accentuated for me in a letter from
Bud Guest answering my question about what he thought his father meant

in the distinction between poet and writer of verses.







77

I do not know where he drew the line between poetry and
verse. I know, however, where I draw my own line. When I read
the verses of other newspaper writers--Eugene Field, James
Whitcomb Riley, and the like--I have no difficulty whatever
understanding what they had in mind. I cannot say the same
thing about some of the poetry I have read.

It was my privilege years ago to enjoy a close association
with the late Dr. William Lyon Phelps, who for so many years
was professor of English literature at Yale University. His
specialty was Browning and he devoted most of his life to it.

I have forgotten the name of the professor at the University
of Michigan whose course in Browning I took . . . but I do
remember that he and Dr. Phelps violently disagreed on the
meaning of almost anything Browning wrote. This, of course,
is a facetious notion of my part, and yet I think it has some
validity.

Kaplan summarizes modern attitudes about the simplicity of
popular poetry: ''Popular art is simple basically in the sense of
easy. There are lesser demands for creative endeavor on the part of
the audience'" (p. 356).

In attempting to determine differences between poems in the
high and low levels, and values in the two kinds of poems, we have,
then, a double set of criteria to keep in mind: the nineteenth-
century requirement for clear and intelligible poetry that great
numbers of people could understand relatively easily, and the
twentieth-century charge that ease and simplicity result in too
great a sacrifice of truth and creative aesthetic experience. As
Charvat put it, the nineteenth-century prerequisites for literature
were "simplicity, concreteness, lightness, eloquence, freshness, and
a distinctive (if not distinguished) style. If the writer's ideals

also included imagination, power, relentless truth,'" so much the

better, but they were not essential.41
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In closing it must be noted in fairness to the nineteenth-
century writers who valued intelligible, popular poetry, that many
of them sensed a lack of profundity at the lower levels. A North

American Review writer, after criticizing Griswold for refraining

from analysis of Longfellow's ''peculiar genius,'--and after praising
Longfellow for "addressing the moral nature through the imagination"
and for "linking moral truth to intellectual beauty''--admitted that

"the sympathies which Lengfellow addresses are fine and poetical but

not the most subtle of which the soul is capable."42

The Christian
Examiner admitted moral benefits in the lower levels of culture but
feared ''the tendency to overlook the thorough and profound, which is

43 Two decades later a reviewer

ultimately the most useful of all."
in the same journal acknowledged that Tennyson was deservedly popular
but preferred Browning whose poems were ''for the thoughtful few
rather than for the thoughtless many.'" The reader would have to
"study" the poenms rather than glancing over them "in a few leisure
moments," but each new perusal would yield '"'new beauties and new

food for thought . . . new ideas . . . keen insight into the

44

mysteries of character."

In a Christian Examiner article on general education cited

earlier in this chapter,45 the writer regretted that so much effort
was being expended to bring knowledge within easy grasp of the
populace and that it was generally being forgotten that the mind
requires "long and steady efforts of self-discipline to unfold in
beauty and proportion." For reasons similar to Kaplan's he was

skeptical about popular literature, doubting its effectiveness
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because it required the intellect to be merely a passive
recipient.
It may be pleasant enough to dream an hour after dinner .
over the last novel or poem. It may be an agreeable pastime,
and not altogether useless, to listen to a series of popular
lectures. But, unless all this results in an increased
excitement of the intellect to put forth its powers of action,
and find out truth for itself, most of the benefit ends, with
the pleasure, at the moment of enjoyment.

Degree of intelligibility is, then, one characteristic dis-
tinguishing high and low levels of poetry. There was a predominant
bias in the nineteenth century for lower, popular levels of poetry,
that rested upon a trust in the taste and instinct for truth of the
multitude and a belief that the function of poetry was to address
itself to the moral problems in the lives of the people. This im-
patience with unnecessary difficulty in art was occasionally
countered by a skeptical view of the profundity of the truths con-

veyed in popular poetry, a disparity more clearly articulated in the

twentieth century.
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CHAPTER IV

THE LEVELS OF POETRY: SUBJECT MATTER AND

EFFECT ON THE READER

Besides a difference in intellectual difficulty, nineteenth-
century anthologists suggested a difference in subject matter in high
and low levels of poetry, and concomitantly a difference in effect
the poem was to have on the reader.

Two well-known poems provide a focus for examination of these
differences: Emerson's '"Merlin' and Longfellow's '""The Day is Done."
For Emerson, the great poet, what Thoreau called the poet of '"genius"
as opposed to the poet of "art," sings with natural inspiration in

tune with the wild and grand forces of nature.

The trivial harp will never please

Or fill my craving ear;

Its chords should ring as blows the bree:ze,
Free, peremptory, clear.

No jingling serenader's art,

Nor tinkle of piano strings,

Can make the wild blood start

In its mystic springs.

The kingly bard

Must smite the chords rudely and hard,
As with hammer or with mace;

That they may render back

Artful thunder which conveys

Secrets of the solar track,

Sparks of the supersolar blaze.

. . . . . . . . . . . . . .
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Great is the art,

Great be the manners, of the bard.

He shall not his brain encumber

With the coil of rhythm and number;
But, leaving rule and pale forethought,
He shall. . .

But mount to paradise
\?y the stairway of surprise.

Longfellow's poem suggests, however, that grand and lofty themes
like the '"secrets of the solar track' that '"make the wild blood

start' are not always the best subjects for poetry.1

Come, read to me some poem,
Some simple and heartfelt lay,

That shall soothe this restless feeling,
And banish the thoughts of day.

Not from the grand old masters,
Not from the bard sublime,

.

For, like strains of martial music,

Their mighty thoughts suggest
Life's endless toil and endeavor;
And tonight I long for rest.

Read from some humbler poet,
Whose songs gushed from his heart,
As showers from the clouds of summer,
Or tears from the eyelids start;
Such songs have power to quiet.
The restless pulse of care
And come like the benediction
That follows after prayer.
These two poems call for two levels of poetry frequently
distinguished by nineteenth-century critics. Subjects in higher-
level poetry were grand, lofty, sublime, energetic, inspiring to the

soul and therefore tended to disturb and excite the reader. Poems

in the lower levels dealt with quieter subjects--the home, love,
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friendship, quiet beauty in nature--and tended to soothe and comfort
the reader.

An important point is that for most nineteenth-century
critics, poems in the lower levels, while being less lofty, were not

less valuable. One writer in the Democratic Review in 1847 claimed

both levels of subject as the province of poetry and criticized

Emerson for implying in "Merlin'" that the poet should write exclu-

sively in the '"'major mode."2

The voice of the true poet must chime not only with [high level]
the grander movements of nature, but with [low level] airs of
summer; with bubbling brooks and rustling flowers; not only with
[high] manly impulses, the throb of assemblies, the hum of
traffic, the resolve and energy of the hero, and the ecstasy of
martyrs, but with the [low] fears and hopes of the beloved
maiden, the infinite joy thrilling the heart of the young mother,
the yearning aspiration and ideal sense of beauty in the artist,
the generous trust of friendship; and the sacred philanthropy of
the Sister of Charity. Poetry is universal, and has no narrower
limits than man. Its soul is the human soul--its sphere the
whole of Nature. All emotions and thoughts belong to it.
Whatever may be spoken may be poetic; and the poet is he who,

in harmonious words, speaks for all men what were otherwise
unsaid, or said only in meaner and ruder phrase.

This writer, interested by the way in poetry 'for all men'"
rather than poetry for the select few, found Emerson's theory of
poetry in '"Merlin" too exclusive and therefore faulty: 'he would
have his poet write in the major mode; of the richer and more
interior harmonies of the minor he is naturally ignorant and wisely
says nothing."

James Russell Lowell noted these two levels of subject
matter in poetry--the poetry of the soul and the poetry of everyday

3

life--and seemed to value both.”™ A [high level] '"poet . . . can best
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see and best say what is ideal--what belongs to the world of soul

and of beauty . . . he is the revealer of Deity. . . . [low level] he
is also an interpreter between man and his own nature. It is he who
gives us those key-words, the possession of which makes us masters

of all the unsuspected treasure-caverns of thought, and feeling,

and beauty which open under the dusty path of our daily life."

Slason Thompson, who used a quotation from Longfellow's '"The
Day is Done" as an inscription in his collection of newspaper and
periodical verse, made clear the distinction between lofty wisdom
and concerns of everyday life in the levels of poetry.4 The "finest
wit and maturest wisdom' were opposed to the simple, heart-felt lays
that "speak out from a mind feeling the every-day cares of life amid
the multitude'; rather than poems that ''speak from the heights to
which the masters 'proudly stooped,''" Thompson had chosen ephemeral
verses in which a soul had seemed to put his thoughts of the day
into song; he called high-level poems ''scraps from the feast of
language'" while the lower-level poems had come ''from the daily board
of wayfaring humanity."

At times.the distinction in subject matter was a difference
in details--from an aristocratic way of life or from the life of the
common man. Calls for poetry about the common man were so frequent
in the nineteenth century that little illustration is needed here.
Burns was often praised for showing that poetry need not be written
about "wars and conquests, the fates of kingdoms, the lives of mighty
men of valor, the tilts and tournaments of chivalric times, the

grandeur of baronial halls and feudal castles.' Burns was '"eminently
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the poet of the people" because he had shown that their lives offered
subject matter for poetry: he came 'to unfold the page of humble
life; to claim for man honor because he is a man; to show the world

a king's no better than a peasant; to invest the domestic hearth with
new sanctities; to pour upon common and lovely objects the baptism

of genius."5 In 1861 the editor of Harper's Monthly expressed a

preference, typical of many nineteenth-century critics, for the
subject matter in lower-level poems that would appeal to common
people.
true genius will care far more to live in the homes of the people
than at the courts of kings, and count a loving place in the
farmer's cottage as a far higher reward than a stately shelf
in the library of the universities.®

Sometimes the distinction in levels was found to be between

art and something which the critic valued more, be it heart or nature,

or poetry of the soul.

In "Merlin'" Emerson, like Thoreau and Whitman after him,
relegated the poetry of ""mere art'" to an inferior position. From
the transcendental viewpoint, elitist (most superior) poetry was that
which revealed relationship between the individual soul and the
invisible essence of ''things.'" The brain of a great poet was not
encumbered with trivialities like ''rhythm" and ''numbers' or burdened
by the "rule and pale forethought" of artistic craftsmanship. A
comment by E. P. Whipple reveals the transcendental bias in this

matter.
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Probably the subtilty and depth of Wordsworth's insight into
nature is even now unappreciated by a large class of highly
cultivated men of the world. He tells us, in one of his pre-
faces, that the secret of the loftiest poetry is hidden from
confirmed worldlings, though they may themselves be competent
to write brilliant and telling verses and pass in popular esti-
mation for poets.7

Other elitists, however, twentieth-century New Critics
("highly cultivated men of the world'") being one familiar example,
have, in contrast with the transcendentalists, valued artistry with
the linguistic medium very highly. The poetry of soul (genius) vs.
the poetry of art is really, notwithstanding the transcendental bias,
a distinction not between high and low levels of poetry but between
different kinds of elitist poetry.

In other cases, nineteenth-century poets and critics in
defending the poetry of nature or of heart against the poetry of art
seemed to imply that the poetry of art was elitist; it appealed to
the few, the cultured of the drawing-room, but it did not appeal to

then because it failed to sink deep into "the general heart" or to

quicken "the throbbings of the general pulse."8 A Knickerbocker

Teviewer praised Whittier for being a poet of nature rather than of
art. Rather than drawing from models in literature, "he draws from
the imner fountains of the soul. . . . Experience, and not erudition,
Is the secret of his power. His materials are drawn from the actual
observation of life, and not from the study of classic examples."g
Whittier himself exhibited a preference for poetry of the heart in
Praising Evangeline in 1848: "It is not merely a work of art; the

pulse of humanity throbs warmly through it,n10
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An article in the Democratic Review in 1839 puts this

position on the levels of poetry into sharp i:'ocus.11 Poetry of art
is admitted to be the highest poetry. It is written by rule and by
precedent; it conforms to definitions and conventions. Like a diffi-

cult piece of music, it is performed with great skill of execution

\ and our pleasure is in the wonder at the skill. This poetry touches
the judgment. The judgment is surprised, pleased, satisfied by

harmonious words and flowing sentences, apt antitheses and ingenious

rhymes. But

It is no small matter to get up a taste

for poetry.
"Everyone professes love of Milton, Shakespeare, etc.' But few, even
of the scholars read them. The writer concludes that even if it is
aesthetically superior, 'the majority of readers can have no appreci-
ation for the highest poetry." On the other hand, ''some pieces
(e.g., Gray's "Elegy" or Wordsworth's '"We Are Seven') elicit immedi-
ate response from the human heart." The poetry of nature evokes
sweet harmonies; a sense of the beautiful, of peace, purity, God
"struggling up through an imperfect utterance.!" Subjects in the poetry
of nature are affections of woman, love, childhood, evening, flocks,
%oods, streams, contented labor, family worship, devoted patriotism,
God. These poems touch not the judgment but the heart. When we read
these poems we experience the same feelings as when "listening to

the music of birds or the noise of waterfalls."

In a preface to his anthology of Poetry of the People Charles

Mills Gay ley emphasizes this characteristic of lower-level poetry of

L
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touching the heart. It is '"'poetry that the people possess and occupy
. . because it is of their blood and bone and sinew: poetry . . .
that lay close to the heart because of the heart; poems that even now
beat in the bosom of the Folk and find utterance in the hour of
stress; poems which more often than not are all the truer because
they are not artful."12
In one of her best-known poems Ella Wheeler Wilcox expressed
the same preference for lower-level poetry of the heart.
Though critics may bow to art, and I am its own true lover,
It is not art, but heart which wins the wide world over.
Though the poet may spend his life skillfully rounding a
measure,
Unless he writes from a full warm heart, he gives us little
pleasure.
And it is not the poet's song, though sweeter than bells
chiming,
Which thrills us through and through, but the heart which
beats under the rhyming.
And therefore, I say again, though I am art's own true lover,
That it is not art, but heart, which wins the wide world over.
In Chapter III, after noticing a difference in intellectual
difficulty in high- and low-level poems, we stopped with the problem
of assigning value. Are we to agree with nineteenth-century critics
that low-level poems are aesthetically superior because they can be
understood by great numbers of people? Or are we to consider
twentieth-century charges that important truth has been sacrificed
in the process of bringing poetry down to this easy level?

In the heart vs. art distinction the same kind of problem

arises. Difference has been defined: while high-level poems tend to
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be artistically more skillfully executed,. low-level poems are charged

with feeling that touches large numbers of readerél! But again the

dilemma--where to place the greater value? Twentie;h-century critics
warn us to beware of the sentimental. I. A. Richards defines the
word: a response is sentimental when the emotions are too easily
stirred; either the emotions of the poet are too great for the
occasion or we the readers are too easily moved by the material in
the poem.13 Pursuing the problem further Kaplan analyzes the danger
in succumbing to sentimental art. ffn popular art the feelings them-
selves are the ultimate subject matter; the art leaves our feelings
unchanged, neither transforming them, nor helping us to understand
them, nor fulfilling them--popular art merely reminds us of these
feelings. The artist thus "exploits" our feelings. Everyone has
feelings, real and often intense, but usually lacking in '"depth.'
Popular art is shallow and wallows in emotions without leading us
toward greater understanding or greater depth of feeling. Great art,
on the other hand, demands creative response on our part and demands
"response' even ''where antecedent interests are not engaged."f The
result from experience of great art is a change in our feelings;
rather than our being merely reminded of feeling, our '"apprehensions
are enlarged" and our emotions are transcended."14 Again we have a
double set of criteria to keep in mind when attempting evaluation

of poems in Part II: are popular poems to be valued as '"truer" for
being more emotional and less '"artful'? or are they to be criticized
for an injurious sentimentality?

The nineteenth-century interest in personal feeling and in

subjects of everyday concern resulted in the proliferation of the
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lyric form. Some writers lamented that Americans had yet produced no
long poem ''to which we can sit down, of a winter's afternoon, before
a comfortable fire, with the feeling that we hold something in our
hands which is to interest and occupy us till bed-time.'" This writer
noted all the '"sonnets, madrigals, lines, stanzas' in the magazines,
and confessing them to be 'very sweet,'" complained that he was be-
ginning to be '"cloyed'" with them and wanted something more sub-
stantial.ls
But in spite of the call for an epic, the ''genius of the age
was lyric" as one critic put it. And in defending the lyric, writers
are found to be defending again the subject matter and effects of the
lower levels of poetry. Evidencing an anti-elitist bias, a Christian
Examiner reviewer introduced some unknown British lyrics in 1850 with
the admission that the poems did not exhibit what '"microscopical
criticism calls the great gifts of poesy.'" The anti-mystical bias
was also evident. These poets were ''mot known in select circles as
wise seers, where time has been studiously occupied in shedding
. elaborate immortality either on violets or virtue.'" The writer was
defining lower-level poetry when he listed the accomplishments in
the lyrics: 'they have been content to sing of the human heart, its
joys and sorrows . . . they have oftener recorded the darker side of
life's experience, and habitually with great beauty and power .
[they offer] a melody and sweetness, pleasant and welcome to all."16

A distinction similar to that made by the Emerson and Longfellow

poems appears again in this article.
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There are occasions in the life of everyone when the louder and
loftier measures of the lyre sound like discords out of tune and
harsh. . . . There are pauses in the swift-winged flight of time,
when the calmer strains of poesy come with a singular sweetness
to the weary, fainting pilgrim. It is for such moments that
Swain, and Hervey and Alford, with others . . . are living, to
cheer, and soften? and purify with a human tenderness the
throbbing heart.!

Another writer was distinguishing between the levels of
poetry when he contrasted the lyric poets with (1) the ''great practical
poets' (e.g., Shakespeare, Homer, Milton) who "sublime'" the thoughts
and aspirations of daily life "into a broader spirit and grander
pover" and with (2) "metaphysical poets" (e.g., Shelley, Goethe,
Wordsworth) whose poetry is in some respects ''more elevated, loftier,"
but "less wide in its applicability and less generally appreciated by
the masses.'" This writer, too, praised the lyric poet who was
"humbler" but '"in his tone far more original . . . than his
brethren" in rendering details from everyday life into poetic
material. He ''depends more upon the loves and fancies of daily life.
He deals almost exclusively with the actual as it comes everywhere
before us." The great attribute of the lyric poets was singleness,
simplicity, the "extreme simplicity preserved in their diction, and
a corresponding unity in their thought.'" These poets were not

tempted to "undue use of embroidery."18

J. C. Shairp wrote in 1884
that the function of the lyric was to convey feeling rather than
knowledge; he found man's emotion to be '"'shy and retiring" and in
need of something to stand between it and the world. The formality

of meter "furnishes a veil to the modesty and tenderness of deep

emotion." One great service of poetry is that it thus "hides our
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feelings while it reveals them."lg. Poetry has descended the levels,
then, from the exhilarating, "artful thunder" and rude, hard chords
smitten by Emerson's bard to this quiet, delicate communication of
human feeling.

As one mid-nineteenth-century writer put it, the distinction
is between '"grandeur' and ''tenderness,' between the ''sublime'" and the

"tender."20

This writer held that '"Since the days of Homer, no poet
has been at the same time truly sublime and truly tender.'" He main-
tained that while Shelley's poetry of the sublime 'turned [his]
earnest and disinterested love back upon himself,'" Tennyson's poetry
of tenderness was more productive because more successful in reaching
audiences. "By careful study and patient attention to popular wants,
Tennyson has overcome much of that distance which lay between the
world and himself. . . . and has learned the modes of access to the
human heart."

The indication here is that poetry functions differently at
different levels and that both levels are respectable. A Democratic
Review article in 1851 defended the respectability of ephemeral types
of literature: '"They have uses and immediate rewards. No one
thinks of ranking them in the future as classics."21 In a comment
on newspapers that could just as well have been applied to some
poetry of the day, the writer pointed to a specific benefit of
ephemeral literature: it was read even by the poorest artisan and
teamster, thus '"keeping alive the mental appetite of those whose
life would seem one continued war against the intellect.'" He noted,

too, that some popular literature is excellent and will enjoy a
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permanence; approval of the people was the most severe test for
literature--'"the writer whom the people love may well afford to snap
his fingers at the critic."

Before examining more specifically how poetry was seen to
function in a way that appealed to general audiences, there is another
interesting view that we ought to note of the superiority of common
readers as the audience for poetry. From this viewpoint, articulated
by H. T. Tuckerman in 1845 and by T. S. Eliot in 1933, to choose two
widely divergent sources, the uneducated make a more receptive
audience for poetry. Tuckerman held that the love of gain and
physical comfort as well as the ''very intelligence of the higher
classes' deadened the finer perceptions of the people and made them
unreceptive to poetry. They wanted knowledge, facts that were
"useful"; they were incapable of experiencing the gentler, more
interior feelings that poetry could convey--for example, the 'vener-
ation that awes curiosity by exalted sentiment." Life never seemed
miraculous to this higher cultured class; routine had gradually
""congealed their sensibilities."22 Eliot addressed himself to the
same problem. The "half-educated" and "ill-educated" were prevented
from enjoying poetry: they had been led to believe that poetry is
"difficult," and in a kind of "pit or gallery fright'" their senses
were "obfuscated" by their desire to be clever and to look hard for
something, not knowing what. Eliot wrote,

I myself should like an audience which could neither read
nor write.23
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Tuckerman held that the lower classes enjoyed poetry more
because it was one of their few luxuries and he praised the more
genuine taste of the relatively uncultured reader. ''Those to whom
reading is almost a solitary luxury . . . seek the world of imagi-
nation and sentiment with the greater delight from the limited satis-
faction realized in their actual lot.'" There is '"'no conformity to
fashion or affectation of taste here.24

Then, in signifying how poetry functions with common readers,
Tuckerman, like many other nineteenth-century writers, praised poetry
for its ability to encourage, comfort, reassure.

To them poetry is a great teacher of self-respect. It unfolds
to them emotions familiar to their own bosoms. It celebrates
scenes of beauty amid which they also are free to wander. It
vindicates capacities and a destiny of which they partake.
Intimations like these are seldom found in their experience,
and for this reason,--cherished and hallowed associations

endear an art which consoles while it brings innocent pleasure
to their hearts.25

Early in the century a reviewer in the Christian Examiner26 praised

the quiet piety of this low-keyed poetry. He wrote of the poems of
H. F. Gould as '"sweet and unpretending, so pure in purpose and so
gentle in expression, that criticism is disarmed of all severity.
. . . It is poetry for a sober, quiet, kindly-affectioned, Christian
heart. It is poetry for a united family circle in their hours of
peace and leisure.'" 1In 1879 A. A. Hopkins redrew the distinction

between elitist and popular poetry in his anthology Waifs and their

Authors, and he stressed the positive, encouraging function of

lower-level poetry.
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Not all the singers sit on library shelves, in dainty costume
of blue and gold, and sing to select audiences. Some, who sing
most sweetly, occupy the '""Poet's Corner' of the newspaper, and
find listeners in homes where stately singers seldom come.

They have their mission. They sing of faith and hope and love,
so simply, so tenderly, so sympathetically, that the heart of
the people is touched. They strengthen the popular faith; they
give new hope to the desponding; they move us all to a broader
good-will and a nobler charity.

Slason Thompson, too, defined the function of popular poetry as a
positive moral force and a source of encouragement and comfort for

the reader. His book The Humbler Poets was to serve as 'a balm of

hope, encouragement, sweet content to some despondent heart' and to
""teach some frail and weary wight that love, truth, and mirth are
unfailing comforters, comrades, friends."28
A distinction in levels of poetry is apparent, then, in
effect on the reader, as it was in intelligibility and subject
matter. High poetry is expected to excite, ''dilate' the soul and
"make the wild blood start.'" Lower poetry is to calm, soothe,
"quiet/ The restless pulse of care.'" The distinctions themselves
are not controversial. The problem arises when we try to determine
whether the art functioning at the lower levels has value.ﬁ Much of
nineteenth-century criticism held that popular poetry was indeed
valuable in uplifting the reader morally and soothing him psycho-

logically. [Although the popular arts have generally been condemned

i

as vulgar in the twentieth century, a few critics have recognized
unique and possibly respectable functions in the lower-level arts.
Even Roy Harvey Pearce is willing to grant that popular poetry

functions differently from high poetry and possibly in a way that

can be valued.
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The rule is this: that the poet who would reach the great
audience had, willy-nilly, to cut himself down to its size.
Such a cutting down does not imply only a falling below the
standards of high art; it implies also the production of an
art in some respects different in_kind from high art, and to
be judged and valued accordingly.29

Several moderns are more positive in their approval of the
popular arts and popular poetry in particular. Oscar Handlin approves
popular art when it deals directly with the concrete world intensely
familiar to the audience.30 Gilbert Seldes criticizes fine artists
for having turned their backs on the American people, for attacking
the emptiness of lives of Americans and yet giving the people little
that was relevant to their time and situation. Seldes contends that

the popular arts tend to fill the void: popular artists have the
b

power to communicate with everyone whereas f1ne artlsts are not even
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trying to communlcate Seldes concludes, "I don't accept the assert1on
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that the fine arts alone _represent all. that }s-worth-aemembor1ng in

T

the life of a nag&pn n31 One twentieth-century poet who recognized

and d;;I;;;;‘:;;ﬂseparation between the artist and the people was

E. E. Cummings. Cummings believed that functioning art had to appeal

to the mass, and he was therefore an antagonist to high art. His

poetry celebrates the movement and spontaneity of live beauty (Coney

Island amusement park, the circus, the burlesque show) as opposed

to intellectual beauty.32
Edward Shils, admitting that ''mediocre culture'" does not

measure up to standards employed in judging works of ''superior cul-

ture," finds, nevertheless,[geveral positive values inherent in the

lower cultures: (1) genuine conviviality and good fun; (2) often
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earnest, if simple morality; (3) many traditions that express some-
thing essential in human life (the brotherhood theme is one prominent
example in popular poetry); (4) often a 'painfully developed art of
coping with the miseries of existence'" through routine pieties and
decent pleasures.33

But not all critics are as positive about the functions of
popular #rt. Some find the soothing, comforting aspect of popular
poetry questionable. As they warn that sentimentality in poetry
prevents growth in understanding the feelings, so they caution that
reassurance stemming from reaffirmation of what we already think we
know precludeq’poetry that can lead us toward discovery of new
truth.34 Emerson did not want his bard to repeat to people what
they already knew.

I will not read a pretty tale

To pretty people in a nice saloon
Borrowed from their expectation35

——

Likewise,;Whitman deprecates poetry that merely reaffirms.

I am he who walks the States with a barb'd tongue,
questioning every one I meet,

Who are you that wanted only to be told what you
knew before?

Who are you that wanted only a book to join you in
your nonsense?36

In the 1855 Preface Whitman was even more outspoken against poetry
that reassures.
A great poem is no finish to a man or woman but rather a
beginning. Has any one fancied he could sit at last under

some due authority and rest satisfied with explanations and
realize and be content and full? To no such terminus does
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the greatest poet bring . . . he brings neither cessation or
sheltered fatness and ease. The touch of him tells in action.
Whom he takes he takes with firm sure grasp into live regions
previously unattained . . . thenceforward is no rest . .

Great poetry, then, disturbs the reader rather than comforting
him, and provokes him into active discovery of new understanding,
rather than reassuring him of the validity of what he already knows.
One problem for Part II of this paper is to determine whether this
distinction holds and whether poetry functioning to comfort and
reassure the reader really has a pernicious effect. Is there a
sacrifice of important discovery of truth?

The function of popular poetry to reassure and soothe the
reader leads to one more question which recent critics force us to
ask. What is the relationship between fantasy and reality in the
arts? In Chapter II we saw that nineteenth-century critics expected
poetry to uplift, encourage the reader and to cast a veil of beauty
over earthly things. But in beautifying everything, in ignoring all
disagreeable facts as the Brahmins did, is there a danger of refusing
to face, and therefore gain control over, important aspects of
reality?

Kaplan finds popular art deficient in prettifying everything,
especially death, and in "escaping'" by shutting out the reality,

glossing over it.37

But this is really no escape. A person can
not escape from something he has never attained. ''Popular art is
escapist only insofar as it turns its back on a world it has never
"known" (p. 362). True art forces us to face reality, to face the

limits of our power, for example. 'The magic is that we transcend

those limits in our aesthetically structured awareness of them."
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William Lynch has expressed a similar concern that the
failure of the popular arts of the mass media to differentiate be-
tween fantasy and reality is resulting in "a weakening, throughout
the nation's audiences, of the power to differentiate between these

38 Lynch defines fantasy: d}eam, illusion, unreality,

two things."
distortion of reality, unrooted thought, escape. He defines reality:
common sense (not cowardice) to daring (as long as it is rooted in
the realistic and possible); reality "includes the whole range of
the truly human over against everything that is phony, absurd,
illusory, or 'angelic'" (p. 21). He phrases the important question
that we must always ask: are we taking the stance of fantasy or are

we facing reality with wisdom and courage--are we acting up to the

reality or backing away from it in fantasy? (p. 22). True art helps
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a man face his limitations and transcend them. Popular art tends to
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soothe, to offer a palliative in. which the painful cenflicts in men

are eased but unresolyed~~in-the-end-the distress is increased. Art '
 rr——
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"acknowledges the interior movements in the soul,'" sets them into \\
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action, and the result is some kind of resolution or integration

(p. 64).

Lynch has a positive regard for the people and their

i

I
{

potentiality for realistic culture. He blaims ''purveyors of all the
techniques for the fixation of the imagination' (p. 64) for stunting
the development of the imagination of the people. While granting
""distances in capacities and sensitivities,'" Lynch contends, never-
theless, that true critics can aid amateurs among the people to become

increasingly competent in their judgments and tastes (p. 16).
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Lynch is convinced that the people have the capacity for
responding to a more realistic art, if only they are led to develop
their tastes. (Lynch's term realistic includes the '"vision" of high
art; he uses the term to refer to all that man can attain as well as
what they have done.)

Another way of regarding the levels of poetry is suggested
here and reinforced by Pearce: it is granted that popular poetry is
inferior to high poetry in its approximation to truth and its power
of bringing the reader through a transformation in which he gains
new control over truth and reality; but popular poetry is respectable
as long as it ministers to (and does not exploit) the needs of people
who have not yet been prepared for working ''through the sort of
transformations manifest in elite art."39 Pearce, like Lynch--and
like Kaplan whose thesis is "tha;‘popular art is not the degradation
of taste but its immaturity . . . [and that it is] produced by a
dynamic intrinsic to the aesthetic experience itself”40--expresses
the faith of a democratic society that the relative size of the
audience capable of realizing the products of high art '"can be
steadily enlargéd."41

The problems for Part II of this paper are clearly drawn.

We will have (1) to illustrate the four distinctions suggested here
in Chapters III and IV, and (2) to consider critical attitudes of
both centuries in our estimation of value in the levels of poetry.

A summary of these four sets of distinctions may be helpful

here.
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(1) Popular poetry moralizes directly and is easier to under-
stand. Nineteenth-century critics wanted poetry that improved people,
and to do this poetry had to be intelligible. Twentieth-century
critics warn that making poetry easy sacrifices truth and a full
aesthetic experience.

(2) Popular poetry deals with concrete rather than abstract
subjects and tends to '"warm the heart'" of the reader. Early critics
approved poetry of feeling but later writers warn of the dangers of
sentimentality, which sacrifices understanding and control of feel-
ing.

(3) Popular poetry deals with common rather than lofty
subjects and tends to calm rather than dilate the soul. Early
critics realized that soothing poetry about everyday concerns was
of a lower level but they saw it performing a valid function.
Moderns warn again: to soothe and comfort may be to avoid important
truth which true poetry should help the reader to face and control
even though the initial step in the procedure is disturbance.

(4) Popular poetry tends to avoid disagreeable subjects that
cause the reader despair. Early critics called for poetry to
beautify and encourage. Twentieth-century writers hold that fantasy
does not relieve distress; that poetry must lead the reader to con-
front and transcend reality.

The summary distinction is that in popular poetry the reader
;i_;elat}vely passive and cquortable and remains unchanged. High
poetry demands active participation of the respondent in the

aesthetic experience and results in a positive change, a growth in
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the reader. Nineteenth-century critics also expected poetry to
improve readers, but through a moral imposed extrinsically onto the
reader. Modern critics expect poetry to stimulate growth from within
the reader.

My contention is that high poetry is thus aesthetically
superior to lower poetry, but that lower-level functions are re-
spectable at certain times (1) when relaxation is necessary and
desirable, and (2) when the audience potentiality for high poetry
has not yet been developed.

It should not be necessary to develop the point that poetry
does not fall neatly into two levels but into an infinite number
along a continuing spectrum. Pearce suggests at least three foci on
the spectrum with the Fireside Poets hitting '"at a level somewhere
between Emerson's and Mrs. Sigourney's'; in Pearce's view the lowest
level poets lacked the "intelligence to assume their responsibilities,"
and '""catered to and exploited the general (or generalized) reader."42
In Part II, I have chosen poets who would seem to represent various
levels, but, of course, I do not intend to try to rank them in any

scientific, numerical way.






NOTES--CHAPTER IV

1"The Day is Done" was written as a proem to The Waif, a
collection of lyric poems selected by Longfellow and published
(Cambridge: John Owen) at Christmas in 1844. 1In this poem Long-
fellow refers to one kind of poetry: soothing, quiet poems appropri-
ate for relaxation at bedtime. He acknowledges, of course, that
other kinds of poetry (e.g., '"mighty thoughts'" of the '"grand old
masters'') have particular functions at other times and for other
needs.

2"New Poetry in New England," U.S. Democratic Review, 20
(May 1847), 396.

3James Russell Lowell, "The Function of the Poet," (1855) in

The Achievement of American Criticism, ed. Brown, pp. 313-14.

4Slason Thompson, The Humbler Poets: A Collection of News-
paper and Periodical Verse, 1870-1885 (Chicago: Jansen McClurg Co.,
1886), p. S.

5"Robert Burns,'" Knickerbocker, 41 (1853), 28

6Editor's Table, '""The Masses,'" Harper's Monthly, 23 (June-
December 1861), 263.

7E. P. Whipple, "Emerson as a Poet,' North American Review,
135 (1882), 6.

8A. P. Peabody, '""The Intellectual Aspect of the Age," North

American Review, 64 (1847), 283.

9"Whittier," Knickerbocker, S0 (1857), 407.

10John Greenleaf Whittier, '"Evangeline,'" The National Era

(Washington, January 27, 1848), in The Achievement of American
Criticism, ed. Brown, p. 280.

106






107

11"The Taste for Poetry," U.S. Democratic Review, 6
(September 1839), 219 ff.

12Charles Mills Gayley and Martin C. Flaherty, Poetry of the
People (Boston: Ginn and Co., 1904), p. v.

13Richards, Practical Criticism, p. 261.

14Kaplan, "The Aesthetics of the Popular Arts,' pp. 358-60.

15Review of Dana, North American Review, 30 (1830), 279.

16J. T. F., "Introduction of some Unknown British Lyrics."

Christian Examiner, 48 (1850), 40.

171bi4., p. s3.

18Review of "Poems by George P. Morris,'" United States
Magazine, 4 (June 1855), 473-75.

ng. C. Shairp, "Friendship in Ancient Poetry,'" North

American Review, 139 (1884), 453-54.

2O"Shelley and Tennyson," U.S. Democratic Review, 28
(January 1851), 52.

2oy Literature,'" U.S. Democratic Review, 29 (September
1851), 211-12.

22H. T. Tuckerman, ''The Poetry of Bryant," U.S. Democratic
Review, 16 (February 1845), 185-86.

23Eliot, The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism, pp.
151-52.

24Tuckerman, p. 185.

25Ibid.

26

Review of Poems by H. F. Gould, Christian Examiner, 14
(1833), 320-21.

27A. A. Hopkins, Preface to Waifs and their Authors (Boston:

D. Lothorp and Co., 1879).




g e



108

28Thompson, The Humbler Poets, p. 9.

ngearce, The Continuity of American Poetry, p. 246.

3OOScar Handlin, "Comments on Mass and Popular Culture," in
Culture for the Millions, ed. Norman Jacobs (Princeton, <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>