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ABSTRACT
MODERN AMERICAN POETRY AND THE PROTESTANT ESTABLISMENT
Jonathan Fedors

Bob Perelman

Modern American Poetry and the Protestant Establishment argues that secularization in
modern American poetry must be understood with reference to the Protestant
establishment. Drawing on interdisciplinary work revising the secularization thesis, and
addressed to modern poetry and poetics, Americanist, and modernist scholars, the
dissertation demonstrates that the tipping point of secularization in modern American
poetry was not reached at the dawn of modernism, as most critics have assumed, but
rather in the decades following World War 1l. From the 1890s to the early 1960s, poets
such as Robert Frost, Marianne Moore, James Weldon Johnson, and Harriet Monroe —
founding editor of the important little magazine Poetry: A Magazine of Verse — identified
the establishment with the national interest, while fashioning gestures of openness toward
its traditional targets of discrimination, particularly Roman Catholics, African Americans,
and Jews. These gestures acknowledged the establishment’s weakened position in the
face of internal division, war, racial strife, economic inequality, and mounting calls for
cultural pluralism. The poetry extending these gestures drew equally on the authority of
religious and political literary genres — such as the ode, sermon, psalm, and masque — and
establishment institutions — such as the church, state, school, and press. Beginning with

Monroe’s imperialist Protestant American poem of ceremonies for the Chicago’s World



v
Fair in 1893, the dissertation concludes with Robert Frost’s reading at the Inauguration of

John F. Kennedy in 1961, a watershed moment in which the literary scion of the Puritan-
Yankee line blessed the election of the country’s first Roman Catholic President on the

establishment’s behalf.
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Introduction: Rethinking Secularization in American Poetry

. Introduction

On October 21, 1892, what was held to be the four hundredth anniversary of
Columbus’s arrival in the Americas, the dedication ceremony of the Columbian
Exposition, also known as the 1893 World’s Fair, unfolded against the backdrop of the
White City, Chicago’s lavish new fairground, with an attendance of over one hundred
thousand. The program included a performance of selected lines from The Columbian
Ode, a dedicatory poem by Harriet Monroe, some recited by a “statuesque” actress
playing Columbia, and the rest sung by a chorus of five thousand." Although Monroe
would go on to found Poetry: A Magazine of Verse, a pivotal American little magazine,
two decades later, her stature at the time was negligible, making her involvement in the
World’s Fair all the more surprising. She had had one book of poems privately printed
the year before, and her primary occupation was working as an arts journalist.
Professional and familial connections enabled her to secure what, in a country that would
have no national poet of any kind until 1937, was undoubtedly one of the highest profile
poetry commissions ever. Her poem echoed the themes of a major public poem from
several decades earlier, James Russell Lowell’s Commemoration Ode, which solemnly
declared that the recent victory of the Union forces in the Civil War would “certify to

592

earth a new imperial race.” The Columbian Ode picked up where Lowell left off,

! Harriet Monroe, A4 Poet’s Life: Seventy Years in a Changing World (New York: AMS Press,
1938), 129.

2 James Russell Lowell, “Ode Recited at the Harvard Commemoration,” Poems of James Russell
Lowell (New York: Oxford University Press, 1917), 482-91.
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rehearsing the prehistory of America’s imperial project and proclaiming the imminent

endpoint of its progress. Where Lowell interpreted the war as God’s test of America’s
strength, Monroe interpreted the coming peace as the completion of divine revelation:
“Love shall make the world a holy place / Where Knowledge dares unveil God’s very
face.” Love, for Monroe, meant the shared fruits of trade and technological innovation,
but also the spread of democracy. She inherited this religious understanding of America’s
role in the world from a prominent late nineteenth-century variant of Protestant
millenarianism, which gathered evidence from the events of secular history to bolster the
eschatological belief that a millennium of unprecedented peace would precede the
Second Coming.* According to this understanding, the startling growth in American
economic, political, and military strength after the Civil War purportedly demonstrated
not just national maturation and God’s favor, but also the beginning of the end times,
when social ills such as poverty, disease, war, and tyranny would be vanquished forever.
In keeping with this sense of momentousness, Monroe remembered much later one of the
dedication ceremony’s speakers speaking of “the millennial era then on the way.”5 She
also qualified the Ode as a product of its moment, writing reminiscently that “the skeptic

need only look through the files of contemporary newspapers to be convinced that most

® Harriet Monroe, The Columbian Ode (Chicago: W. Irving Way & Company, 1893), 22.

* Richard Hughes Seager, The World’s Parliament of Religions: The East/West Encounter,
Chicago, 1893 (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1995).

® Monroe, Poet’s Life, 130.
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of his countrymen were then afire with hope for a millennium of grand achievement and

brotherly love among the nations.”®

As was clear to many international delegates at the Exposition, the chauvinism
underwriting this American hope was reinforced, according to William Hutchison, by
“constant reminders that the West, and the host nation in particular, represented the
evolutionary endpoint toward which all human societies were moving,”7 particularly “the

8 Monroe’s Ode massages this

eventual triumph...of Christianity and the Christian West.
paradox by allegorizing force as consent, as in her description of Democracy, Columbia’s
mobile counterpart, distributing his bounty: “Through the armed nations lies his path of
peace, / The open book of knowledge in his hand. / Food to the starving, to the oppressed
release, / And love to all he bears from land to land.”® Far from envisioning a secular
utopia, the woman who would become modern American poetry’s most consequential
editor embraced the idea that the fruits of Protestant America were God’s gift to the
world.

This idea reflected a consensus within the broader power structure in America that

historians of the last half-century have referred to as “the Protestant establishment.”'® The

establishment is a heuristic construct rather than the name of any entity clearly delineated

® Monroe, Chosen Poems: A Selection from My Books of Verse (New York: Macmillan, 1935), vii.

" William R. Hutchison, Religious Pluralism in America: The Contentious History of a Founding
Ideal (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2003), 172.

® Hutchison, Religious Pluralism in America, 180.
° Monroe, The Columbian Ode, 16.
1% Grant Wacker, in “A Plural World: The Protestant Awakening to World Religions,” Between the

Times: The Travail of the Protestant Establishment in America, 1900-1960, Ed. William R. Hutchison
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 253-77.
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in the historical record. This construct has proved useful for explaining the effects of

Protestant domination on American culture and society throughout its history,
particularly the exertion of Protestant influence through ostensibly secular institutions.
The establishment consisted of “congeries of institutions” — the mainline churches, the
offices of government, law, education, and business interests — and of a “personal
network” that facilitated coordination between the leading figures of these institutions.*
Monroe’s attainment of the Ode commission reflects this dual structure. First, her
connections gave her privileged access to the Ceremonies Committee. Once before the
Committee, her argument that the art of poetry needed the Exposition’s institutional
backing won her the commission.*? The lines of the poem performed at the dedication
ceremony were those “emphasizing the role of America as the custodian of ‘the Spirit of
Freedom’ and ‘the purpose of God.””** Monroe also plied the logic of institutional

promotion when she courted guarantors for Poetry, but at that point, in 1911 and 1912,

1 william R. Hutchison, Introduction, Between the Times, 6. For an influential early attempt to
define the term, see Sydney Ahlstrom, A Religious History of the American People (New Haven, CT: Yale
University Press, 1972), Chapter 50. On the legal dimensions of the establishment, see David Sehat, The
Myth of American Religious Freedom (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012). On its political
dimensions, see Kevin D. Schultz, Tri-Faith America: How Catholics and Jews Held Postwar America to
its Protestant Promise (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), and Jonathan P. Herzog, The Spiritual-
Industrial Complex: America’s Religious Battle with Communism in the Early Cold War (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2011). On education, see Sehat, George M. Marsden, The Soul of the American
University: From Protestant Establishment to Established Nonbelief (New York: Oxford University Press,
1994), and Tracy Fessenden, Culture and Redemption: Religion, the Secular, and American Literature
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2007), Chapters 1 and 3. On business, see T.J. Jackson Lears,
No Place of Grace: Antimodernism and the Transformation of American Culture, 1880-1920 (Chicago, IL:
University of Chicago Press, 1981), Chapter 1, and R. Laurence Moore, Selling God: American Religion in
the Marketplace of Culture (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994); on the publishing industry in
particular, see Matthew Hedstrom, The Rise of Liberal Religion: Book Culture and American Spirituality
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2013). These works vary in their use of the phrase “Protestant
establishment,” but all provide evidence for its existence and impact.

2 Monroe, Poet’s Life, 116-7.

3 Ann Massa, ““The Columbian Ode’ and ‘Poetry, A Magazine of Verse’: Harriet Monroe’s
Entrepreneurial Triumphs,” Journal of American Studies 20:1 (Apr 1986): 58.
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she pleaded that American poetry could only enter modernity in good stead with an

institution of its own, and that her magazine would be it.** Its weakened position, she
argued, belied its potential to tell the tale of the tribe, and her first Poetry editorial went
so far as to insist that poetry and power were mutually dependent: “Poetry alone, of all
the fine arts, has been left to shift for herself in a world unaware of its immediate and
desperate need of her, a world whose great deeds, whose triumphs over matter, over the
wilderness, over racial enmities and distances, require her ever-living voice to give it
glory and glamour.”*

Whether or not the Protestant establishment required it, the institution Monroe
created for modern American poetry acted as one of its organs. Poetry purported to
identify poet-prophets of West and East in the mold of Walt Whitman as the most
consequential exponents of the Exposition’s millennial optimism, in a form relatively
unchanged two decades on. It also maintained standards of taste and decorum that, while
more liberal than those applied under the Comstock Laws banning obscenity in the mail,
were nevertheless far from being benignly tolerant. For instance, in a list of dead gods in
a Richard Aldington poem, Monroe substituted out “Christ.”*® World War | brought the

magazine’s brief period of intense optimism to a close, the internal division of the West

throwing the American Orientalist dream of the brotherhood of nations into question.*’

¥ Monroe, Poet’s Life, 240-8.
> Monroe, “The Motive of the Magazine,” Poetry: A Magazine of Verse 1:1 (October 1912): 26.

18 Ellen Williams, Harriet Monroe and the Poetry Renaissance: The First Ten Years of Poetry,
1912-22 (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 1977), 94.
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The discord and disillusionment the war engendered were two challenges among

many to the authority of the Protestant establishment in the early twentieth century. These
challenges did not, however, amount to the deathblow routinely invoked in literary
histories of modern literature under the heading of secularization. Institutions allied with
the establishment adapted to meet these challenges in ways that allowed it to persist into
the late twentieth century, when its decline brought into relief the increasing power of the
shadow establishment created by the evangelical and fundamentalist Protestant right,
which built up its own political, educational, and media networks patterned after its
predecessor’s example. By the 1970s, poets’ alliance with the establishment had all but
ended, because their identification with any of the powers that be as Monroe imagined it
had become unthinkable, and the power once vested in the establishment had shifted
elsewhere.™®

| argue in this dissertation that the tipping point of secularization in modern
American poetry was not reached at the dawn of modernism, around the time Monroe
founded Poetry, but after World War 11, and that the process of secularization must be
understood with reference to the decline of the Protestant establishment. Scholars have
routinely assumed that modern American poetry reflects the accelerating progress of
secularization in North America and Europe at the beginning of the twentieth century.

The theories that collectively comprise the secularization thesis which they assume focus

" For an account of American Orientalism in modern American Poetry, see Josephine Nock-Hee
Park, Apparitions of Asia: Modernist Form and Asian American Poetics, New York: Oxford University
Press, 2008.

'8 This is not to say that the institutions of American poetry did not project a center of authority
and value, but that this center did not involve connections to any religious establishment.
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on such historical developments as the popularization of post-religious worldviews, the

weakening of religious authority in the public sphere, and the transference of religious
energies to non-religious entities and actors. However, over the last two decades,
scholarship in religious studies, history, anthropology, and philosophy arguing for the
limitations and historical misjudgments of these theories has prompted the reassessment
of assumptions about secularization in multiple fields of literary study. The weakening of
the Protestant establishment evident in the poetry | read confirms several phenomena
associated with the secularization thesis, while contesting their scope, timeframe, and
teleology. Instead of depicting secularization as religion’s disappearance, whether from
the world or from a meaningful role in the public sphere, my reading of this poetry
complements the new scholarship in depicting it as a set of contingent historical
developments by which the shifting power relations among religious and secular actors in
American society resulted in institutional sanction for religious pluralism by the 1960s.
Subsequently, my dissertation examines secularization in modern American poetry in
terms of two phenomena that were essential to the weakening of religious authority in the
American public sphere — the weakening of de facto state Protestantism and a decline in
public religious expression — while serving as a corrective to the way these phenomena
have been approached by other scholars of American poetry. This project is also
consequential for scholars of modern American poetry generally, because, in illuminating
the impact of the Protestant establishment, it corrects distorted impressions about the
representative quality of that poetry’s radically secular voices, distinguishing them from

those more closely engaged artistically with the continued unfolding of America’s
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historical domination by Protestant Christianity. Only seeing the religious culture that

poetry of the past confronted in the proper light can helpfully illuminate the secular

culture confronted by poetry of the present.

I1. Interventions

The dissertation traces the evolution of modern American poetry’s alliance with
the establishment across the careers of four modern American poets — Monroe, James
Weldon Johnson, Marianne Moore, and Robert Frost.™ I argue that these poets identified
the establishment with the national interest while fashioning gestures of openness toward
its others — particularly Roman Catholics, African Americans, and Jews. They extended
these gestures through the pluralistic use of religious forms, including the ode, sermon,
psalm, and masque, respectively. They were themselves inside outsiders — that is, they
were members of groups that were part of the establishment in theory, but which, in
actuality, were outsiders to varying degrees — women, African Americans, and non-
practicing, cultural Protestants.?’ These groups had more tenuous access to the networks
of advancement controlled by the establishment. As such, they had motive and

opportunity to expand access; they would be more likely to receive the benefits of this

9| do not rule out the possibility that other poets had important alliances with the establishment,
only that these poets, each of established critical interest, engaged with the establishment on prominent
grounds of its decline.

% On women, see Virginia Lieson Brereton, “United and Slighted: Women as Subordinated
Insiders,” in Between the Times, 143-67; on African Americans, see David W. Wills, “An Enduring
Distance: Black Americans and the Establishment,” in Between the Times, 168-92. By cultural Protestants |
mean, in the case of Monroe and Frost, those were considered themselves Protestant by dint of birth and
environment but who had no formal or substantive affiliation with Protestant churches.
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expansion; and they could be trusted as ambassadors for those fully outside the

establishment’s auspices. However, this status did not necessarily render them keenly
sensitive to the politics of the establishment. The air of respectability and constructive
involvement in civic affairs that each cultivated also required them to become sensitive to
the unspoken norms of public discourse. The implicitly Protestant resonance of the
millennial discourse in Monroe’s recollection of the Exposition era is one such example
of an unspoken norm. Moreover, beyond these poets’ relations to the establishment and
desire for civic engagement, each claimed for poetry special powers to affect the national
and even global religious landscape. By poetry, each meant something like creative
literature in general, which included, as most non-fundamentalist Protestants believed,
scripture itself. Monroe awaited the poet-prophet of “the new democracy” who would
“sing the old era away and usher in the new” and “speak for a world more vast than man

has ever known.”?!

Johnson opined that “the production of poets by a race....is vital not
only as an indication of the development of the race but...as to the place and recognition
which that race is given by the world at large,” and named Buddha, Confucius, Christ,
and Mohammed among the greatest world poets.?> Moore, the lone churchgoer of the
four, offered a strikingly Manichean observation: “One could almost say that each

striking literary work is some phase of the desire to accept or reject religion.”23 And Frost

boasted, “The person who gets close enough to poetry, he is going to know more about

! Monroe, “The Audience — II,” Poetry: A Magazine of Verse 5:1 (October 1914): 31-2.

%2 James Weldon Johnson, “A Real Poet,” The Writings of James Weldon Johnson (New York:
Library of America, 2004), 646.

23 Marianne Moore, “Religion and the Intellectuals,” The Complete Prose of Marianne Moore, Ed.
Patricia C. Willis (New York: Viking 1987), 677-8.
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the word belief than anyone else knows, even in religion nowadays.”® Between

Monroe’s appearance at the Columbian Exposition and Frost’s appearance at the
Inauguration of John F. Kennedy in 1961, the writing of these four poets clearly
registered the establishment’s survival as well as the changing concessions of its leading
agents and institutions. Frost, the living poet then most identified with America’s
Protestant heritage, blessed the election of the first Roman Catholic president, calling it,
in the text of the Inaugural program, “a turning point in the history of our country, even
perhaps in the history of Christendom.”?

This dissertation’s intervention extends beyond the field of modern poetry and
poetics into Americanist and modernist studies, furthering the insights of recent work on
religion, secularization, and the sociology of literature. Each of these fields is in the midst
of a significant transition involving reconsideration of the secularization thesis. None of
this work is religiously committed, whether in the dogmatic or correlative mode, mine
included.? In modern poetry and poetics scholarship, the transition has taken the form of
a renewed reconsideration of religion, in which | see a divide between identitarian and

theological approaches. The challenge posed by this divide has played out most

consequentially in the reception of T.S. Eliot, whose example has cast a pall over the

# Robert Frost, “Education By Poetry,” The Collected Prose of Robert Frost, Ed. Mark
Richardson (Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 2007), 109.

% Frost, “A New England Tribute,” Collected Prose, 222.

% Giles Gunn distinguishes types of Christian responses to modern literature in the first three
quarters of the twentieth century. Dogmatic criticism, as of the kind prescribed in Eliot’s “Religion and
Literature” (1935), measures literature against orthodox religious standards; correlative criticism draws
Christian meanings out of texts that could just as well lack all Christian reference. See Giles Gunn, The
Interpretation of Otherness: Literature, Religion, and the American Imagination (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1979), Chapter 1, and T.S. Eliot, “Religion and Literature,” in Selected Prose of T.S.
Eliot, Ed. Frank Kermode (New York: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 1975), 97-106.
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study of modern poets with connections to institutional Christianity. Eliot’s racism, and

his joy in baiting antagonists on the left, has made it all too easy for critics to conflate his
posture and prejudices with the place of Christianity in the Anglo-American landscape
per se. For instance, Norman Finkelstein’s recent work, which challenges the
applicability of the secularization thesis to contemporary American poetry, creates a
genealogy that opposes an Emersonian tradition to an Eliotic one, and “the sacred” to

27 \While the Emersonian tradition as Finkelstein describes it conceives of

“religion.
poetry as the wellspring of religion, the Eliotic tradition puts poetry in the service of
preserving religious orthodoxy. Poets in the Emersonian tradition, Finkelstein argues, are
drawn to the sacred, an object not merely distinct from religion but also closely allied to
poetic discourse. Through poetry, Emersonian poets seek a common point beyond
religious difference that nevertheless assumes religiously plural society as a default
condition. All the poets Finkelstein writes about — Duncan, Spicer, Howe, and others —
come out of Emerson. Thus, even as he shows the poverty of secularization as a master
narrative, Finkelstein, by taking Eliot as a metonym for institutional Christianity in
modern American poetry, conflates religion and orthodoxy. This eschews the historicist
analysis necessary to replace the standard narrative of secularization with one that makes
the positioning of the poetry he writes about fully intelligible.?® In exchanging religion

for the sacred, he forecloses the range of religious positions available to poets apart from

orthodoxy — the types of positions relative to the establishment that | explore — and

" Norman Finkelstein, On Mount Vision: Forms of the Sacred in Contemporary American Poetry
(lowa City, I1A: University of lowa Press, 2010).

% | gesture toward this point at the end of my review of On Mount Vision. See Jonathan Fedors,
“Exiting the Sacred Wood,” Rev. of Finkelstein, On Mount Vision, Jacket2 (April 2011).
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hedges about orthodoxy’s different meanings. The difference between the connotations

orthodoxy carries and its relevance to religious identity can be indicated succinctly by
pointing out that, for all his talk of orthodoxy, Eliot’s Anglicanism was highly
unorthodox and idiosyncratic.”

Eliot’s adverse effect on the prospects for non-identitarian scholarship about
Christianity in modern American poetry cannot be met merely by insisting on greater
sensitivity to the nuances of religious identity. No amount of religious nuance could
explain away Eliot’s anti-Semitism, which was as racial as it was theological. He came to
encourage dialogue between devout Christians and Jews; in fact, the infamous passage in
his suppressed lectures often quoted to indicate his anti-Semitism, After Strange Gods,
implies admiration for practicing Jews in stating that “free-thinking Jews” were
“undesirable” “for reasons of race and religion.”30 According to Eliot, then, Jews, in
rejecting religious observance, supposedly advanced the general cause of secularism, and
in intermingling and -marrying, threatened to dilute and destabilize the cultures with
which they came into contact. This was not a novel prejudice, and Eliot did not have to
elaborate on the phrase to mark where he stood. Rachel Blau DuPlessis juxtaposes the
lectures, as representative of the mature, “Christianized” Eliot’s programmatic social

criticism, with the more ambivalent fascination with “mongrelization” evident in his

% Barry Spurr has shown that Eliot’s Anglicanism could hardly be described as orthodox, once the
place of Anglo-Catholicism within the Church of England, and Eliot’s relation to the majority of Anglo-
Catholics, are taken into account. See Spurr, ‘Anglo-Catholic in Religion’: T.S. Eliot and Christianity
(Cambridge, UK: Lutterworth Press, 2010). This does not address the impact of Eliot’s perceived
orthodoxy, which functioned as a galvanizing force, authorizing the agenda of figures in the American
poetry establishment, most notably, among Eliot’s supporters, the American new critics.

%0 TS, Eliot, After Strange Gods: A Primer of Modern Heresy (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1933),
20.
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earlier poetry, particularly “Burbank with a Baedeker; Bleistein with a Cigar” and

Sweeney Agonistes.®* Placing such fascination in the context of the emergent American
subjectivity of the New Jew, she argues that Eliot envied the “entitlement” claimed by
this figure and its fellows — the New Woman, the New Negro — as well as “the passions
and energies of their presence.”** This passion and energy contrasted with the enervation
of European Christian culture depicted throughout his early poetry, from the shallow,
feminized cultural appreciation of Michelangelo that provides “The Love Song of Alfred
J. Prufrock” with its pathetic near-refrain to the death-in-life of the declining industrial
metropolis in The Waste Land.

However, as DuPlessis observes, “ideas about ‘race’ and national character”
frequently impinge on “debates...specific to religious culture,” or, in theoretical terms,
religious identity is intersectional but also distinctive.*® Accordingly, the figure of the
Christian requires the same historical contextualization and internal differentiation as the
figure of the New Jew, and it could be said that my project concerns the formation of the
New Protestant in modern American poetry, though the oppressive authority of the
Protestant establishment militates against placing these groups on such equal footing.
While using Eliot to frame the charged transformation of the interaction between Jews

and entrenched Christian interests in America valuably recasts poets like Mina Loy and

%! Rachel Blau DuPlessis, Genders, Races and Religious Cultures in Modern American Poetry,
1908-34 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2001), Chapter 6. See also Stephen Fredman, A
Menorah For Athena: Charles Reznikoff and the Jewish Dilemmas of Objectivist Poetry (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2001), which discusses Jewish American modernist poetry more along the
lines that | would like to follow with respect to modern Protestant American poetry, as a formation that
contributed to development of national cultural pluralism according to its distinct opportunities and logic.

% DuPlessis, Genders, Races and Religious Cultures, 154.

* bid., 157.
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Louis Zukofsky as effective foils, it also mischaracterizes Eliot as a representative

Christian, whether English or American, and minimizes the importance of specifically
Protestant debates to these questions. As in the case of Finkelstein’s Eliotic tradition,
Eliot becomes a straw — or hollow — man. Much more representative is the tendency
DuPlessis identifies in Marianne Moore, one of whose poems combating anti-Semitism
“half-participates in the prejudice it also deplores.”® Moore’s patronizing sympathy
reflects the way in which the Protestant establishment acknowledged the need for the
extension of rights and recognitions to Jews in modern America but, trying to maintain its
hold on power, took a minimalist approach — by creating university quotas, for example.
DuPlessis clearly wants to depict the emergence of the New Jew as the claiming of an
entitlement rather than as the passive reception of Christian beneficence. However, the
establishment supported interreligious organizations that fought the nativism DuPlessis
places at the center of anxieties about Jewish assimilation.*® Moreover, relations with
Roman Catholics and African Americans, whose precincts of American Christian culture
are beyond the scope of DuPlessis’s study, demanded comparable attention from the
establishment. Lastly, the religious and racial ideal that DuPlessis finds of value in Loy,
the utopian hybridity of mongrelization, did not supplant Christian dominance as the new
norm in the twentieth century. What did supplant it was a particular brand of Judeo-
Christian pluralism, shaped by agents and institutions of the establishment through efforts
to which the poetry | read in this dissertation contributed. The purpose of examining the

creation of this pluralistic norm from the perspective of establishmentarian poetry is not

% DuPlessis, Genders, Races, and Religious Cultures, 158.

% Schultz, Tri-Faith America, Chapter 1.
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to affirm this perspective’s priority after the fact, but to establish that it had its own

pattern of development and internal dynamics, which modern poetry and poetics
scholarship has largely overlooked, and which are crucial to understanding the social
landscape of modern American poetry. If the history of American religion is one of

% in the subtitle of one recent collection of scholarly essays

“dominance and diversity,
on American Christianity, and the iterations of the Protestant establishment were the
dominant force for much of that history, then the history of modern American poetry
should reflect the co-evolution of both halves of this description.

Without downplaying the importance of Eliot as an enabling and constraining
influence on twentieth-century poetry, then, the de-centering of Eliot from discussions of
poetry and Christianity will have a beneficial effect. As for theological approaches to
modern American poetry, the chief alternative to identitarian ones, the post-Christian

shadow of Emersonian thought looms large, though scholarship from this perspective

remains scant.®” The principal contribution to this literature in the last two decades has

% Catherine A. Brekus and W. Clark Gilpin, American Christianities: A History of Dominance
and Diversity (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2011).

%" The critical literature around certain individual poets is the exception: on Eliot, see Spurr,
‘Anglo-Catholic in Religion.” On Marianne Moore, see Andrew J. Kappel, “Notes on the Presbyterian
Poetry of Marianne Moore,” Marianne Moore: Woman and Poet, Ed. Patricia C. Willis (Orono, ME:
National Poetry Foundation, 1990), 37-51; Luke Carson, “Republicanism and Leisure in Marianne Moore’s
Depression,” MLQ: Modern Language Quarterly 63 (Nov 2002): 315-42; Cristanne Miller, “Marianne
Moore and a Poetry of Hebrew (Protestant) Prophecy,” Sources: Revue d’Etudes Anglophones 12 (2002):
29-47; Jennifer Leader, “‘Certain Axioms Rivaling Scriptures’: Marianne Moore, Reinhold Niebuhr, and
the Ethics of Engagement,” Twentieth Century Literature 51 (2005): 316-40; and Benjamin Johnson, “The
Poetics of the Fall in Marianne Moore’s ‘The Jerboa,”” Arizona Quarterly 63 (Autumn 2007): 61-89. On
Robert Frost, see Robert Faggen, Robert Frost and the Challenge of Darwin (Ann Arbor, MI: University of
Michigan Press, 2001); Robert Pack, Belief and Uncertainty in the Poetry of Robert Frost (Lebanon, NH:
University Press of New England, 2003); and Peter Stanlis, Robert Frost: The Poet as Philosopher
(Wilmington, DE: ISI Books, 2007). On Mina Loy, see Keith Tuma, “Mina Loy’s ‘Anglo-Mongrels and
the Rose,” Fishing By Obstinate Isles: Modern and Postmodern British Poetry and American Readers
(Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1998), 143-64; and Lara Vetter, Modernist Writings and
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been Elisa New’s construction of an expansive lineage counter to the traditional

Emersonian one reconceived by Finkelstein, exclusive of Eliot, in which she places
Whitman, Dickinson, Frost, Crane, and Lowell. New identifies Calvinist topoi such as
orthodoxy and regeneration in these poets, while neglecting their different religious
options or outright lack of religious affiliation. She avails herself of neo-orthodoxy and
other modernizing currents in Protestant theology that positioned themselves against the
post-Calvinist Romantic-Unitarian-Transcendentialist matrix represented by Emerson.
However, she does this in a way that moves freely across historical contexts, without the
sense of the immediate causes for these currents, in favor of an essential national
Augustinianism previously observed by Albert Gelpi and Andrew Delbanco.® That is, by
New’s lights, the study of theology in American poetry becomes the study of Christian
theology’s poetic imitations and transformations, because any study of it that takes her
list of poets into account will observe significant Protestant commonalities. The limits of
her work reconfirm the need for an identitarian approach that critiques dominant
traditions in the name of exposing suppressed diversity. The conflicts of religious identity

politics shift with sequential stages of theological and institutional history and the

Religio-Scientific Discourse: H.D., Loy, and Toomer (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010). On W.H.
Auden, see Arthur Kirsch, W.H. Auden and Christianity (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2005).
On Frank O’Hara, see Paul Giles, American Catholic Arts and Fictions: Culture, Ideology, Aesthetics (New
York: Cambridge University Press, 1992). One exception to this pronounced tendency is Gail McDonald’s
suggestive article reading poets as diverse in their commitments as Pound, Eliot, and H.D. as indirect
bearers of the Social Gospel; see McDonald, “A Homemade Heaven: Modernist Poetry and the Social
Gospel,” There Before Us: Religion, Culture, and Literature from Emerson to Wendell Berry (Grand
Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2007), 194-215. McDonald’s characterization of these poets’ cultural
Protestantism is persuasive, but her treatment of the Social Gospel in relation to their poetry and its
historical moment is insufficiently textured.

% Elisa New, The Regenerate Lyric: Theology and Innovation in American Poetry (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1993). New gives Roy Harvey Pearce and Hyatt Wagoner as the most
influential expositors of the specifically religious interpretation of Emerson’s influence on modern
American poetry in the preceding generation.
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relations of those shifts and stages to changing cultural and social conditions. For this

reason, my take on a period that covers much of the same historical terrain as New’s
takes on a substantially different shape. Poets might have imbibed theology from their
reading and familiarity with contemporary Christian groups, but they were equally if not
more likely touched by the Protestant establishment in their capacities as students, voters,
consumers, and so on. The long timeline of New’s project justifies my mention of work
in Victorian Studies contesting the application of the secularization thesis to that period.
Charles LaPorte and Kirstie Blair lift the veil on the Victorian Crisis of Faith, painting a
much more complex picture of several phenomena: the persistence of popular religious
belief; the fervent belief in the religiosity of poetry; and the relation of poetic to
traditional religious belief and ritual.*

While | take the revised model of secularization from work in other disciplines,
the methods that allow me to discern that model in modern American poetry come from
recent work in Americanist and modernist studies. Americanist scholarship, particularly
early American studies, has seen a renaissance of interest in religion, especially of the
kind whose subject is, in the words of Tracy Fessenden, “the exacting religious, national,
racial, and other specifications that have passed themselves off as a blandly
accommodating Christianity.”*® Fessenden more than any other critic has explored the
consequences of reading the Protestant establishment behind the exclusionary

29 ¢

construction and deployment involved in depictions of “Christianity,” “religion,” and

% Charles LaPorte, Victorian Poets and the Changing Bible (Charlottesville, VA: University of
Virginia Press, 2011); Kirstie Blair, Form and Faith in Victorian Poetry and Religion (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2012).

%0 Fessenden, Culture and Redemption, 12.
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“secularism” in American literature. As her work on the early twentieth century focuses

on fiction, and the “Catholic secularism” of F. Scott Fitzgerald — what she sees as the
struggle in his fiction to represent Catholic characters who are not first and foremost
legible as Catholics — my project represents one of the “differently descended, differently
constituted secularisms” she identifies as alternatives to this bland accommodation.**
This secularism provides a bridge between the turn of the twentieth century and the
Protestant secularism she has descried in the orientation of the Bush Administration
toward the Islamic world after 9/11.** Other new Americanist work on religion has
focused on the relation between religion and secularism in antebellum, early Cold War,
and post-1960 America across boundaries of religious affiliation and forms of cultural
production, leaving the pivotal period demarcated by my dissertation unexamined.*
Following Fessenden, and behind her the work of theorists of comparative religion like
Talal Asad and Jonathan Z. Smith, who diagnose the persistence of Protestant biases

about religion in academic scholarship, | prefer a narrower scope of religious identity.* |

! The terminological distinction between “secularism” and “secularization” is under dispute; see
Vincent Pecora, “Rethinking secularism: Secularism, secularization, and why the difference matters,” The
Immanent Frame (18 Jun 2010), <http://blogs.ssrc.org/tif/2010/06/18/why-the-difference-matters/>. For
my purposes, I use “secularism” to refer to the idea or actuality of a stable norm or condition, and
“secularization” to refer to the means of progressing toward such a norm or condition.

2 1bid.

* See, respectively, John Lardas Modern, Secularism in Antebellum America (Chicago, IL:
University of Chicago Press, 2011), Jason W. Stevens, God-Fearing and Free: A Spiritual History of
America’s Cold War (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2011), and Amy Hungerford,
Postmodern Belief: American Literature and Religion Since 1960 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 2010). For work focusing on Protestant imperialism and anti-Catholicism in nineteenth century
American literature along the lines of Fessenden’s work, see Albert H. Tricomi, Missionary Positions:
Evangelicalism and Empire in American Fiction (Gainesville, FL: University of Florida Press, 2011), and
Elizabeth Fenton, Religious Liberties: Anti-Catholicism and Liberal Democracy in Nineteenth-Century
U.S. Fiction and Culture (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011).
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focus on poetry because it was capable of gestures relating to the establishment that other

forms of literary and cultural production were not, in the lingering tradition of its generic
prestige and ceremonial function and the overlap between that ceremoniousness with the
forms and functions of religious ritual. This sense of poetry’s prestige and association
with religion diffusely reflected the influence of the Victorian poet-critic Matthew
Arnold, who famously claimed that “most of what now passes with us for religion and
philosophy will be replaced by poe‘ury.”45

In modernist studies, the tremendously fertile work in the sociology of literature
over the last two decades — on literary institutions, print and periodical culture, and
publicity and marketing — offers valuable tracks along which to trace the operations of

establishment influence.*® Such scholars shrink the Great Divide that modernists

constructed to separate themselves from mass culture. This manifests in my project as

* For a critical genealogy of the biases in academic conceptions of religion, see Talal Asad,
Genealogies of Religion: Discipline and Reasons of Power in Christianity and Islam (Baltimore, MD: The
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993), Chapter 1, and Jonathan Z. Smith, “Religion Religions Religious,”
Relating Religion: Essays in the Study of Religion (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2004), 179-
196. For a stinging critique of one recent work in modernist studies exhibiting this bias, Pericles Lewis’s
Religious Experience in the Modernist Novel (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010), see Vincent
P. Pecora, “How to Talk About Religion,” Modern Intellectual History 9:3 (Nov 2012): 713-20.

* Matthew Arnold, “The Study of Poetry,” Essays in Criticism: Second Series (London:
Macmillan, 1888), 3.

% See Andreas Huyssen, After the Great Divide: Modernism, Mass Culture, Postmodernism
(Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1986); Marketing Modernisms: Self-Promotion, Canonization,
Rereading, Ed. Kevin J.H. Dettmar and Stephen Watt (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press,
1997); Lawrence Rainey, Institutions of Modernism: Literary Elites and Public Culture (New Haven, CT:
Yale University Press, 1997); George Bornstein, Material Modernism: The Politics of the Page (New
York: Cambridge University Press, 2001), David Chinitz, T.S. Eliot and the Cultural Divide (Chicago, IL:
University of Chicago Press, 2001); Mark S. Morrisson, The Public Face of Modernism: Little Magazines,
Audiences, and Reception, 1905-1920 (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 2001); Little
Magazines & Modernism: New Approaches, Ed. Suzanne W. Churchill and Adam McKible (Burlington,
VT: Ashgate, 2007); and John Timberman Newcomb, Would Poetry Disappear? American Verse and the
Crisis of Modernity (Columbus, OH: The Ohio State University Press, 2004), and How Did Poetry
Survive? The Making of Modern American Verse (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 2012).
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attention to periodicals, from Monroe’s agenda for Poetry, to Moore’s tailoring of poems

to The Nation versus Ladies’ Home Journal, to newspaper accounts of Frost at
Kennedy’s Inaugural; as attention to promotion and marketing, of Frost as a latter-day
Puritan or Moore in her tricorn hat as a Daughter of the American Revolution; and as
attention to institutions of social reproduction like the school, as with Johnson’s
authorship of the hymn “Lift Every Voice and Sing,” the so-called Negro National
Anthem, as a schoolchildren’s exercise for performance on Lincoln’s birthday, Frost’s
university lecture tours, and Moore’s endorsement of “lux et veritas, Christo et ecclesiae,
sapiet / felici”*’ — truth and light are pleasing to Christ and the church — as the motto of
American higher education. The institutional sites and material contexts of these poems
often reveal the unmarked assumptions of the venues in which they appeared, such as that
they addressed themselves to a national Protestant public. As a result, my project sutures
the gap between the impressions of secularization we get from reading a restricted canon
of modernist poetry and the ones we get from reading a selection organized along
religious axes and alongside the history of the Protestant establishment.

Although this dissertation is about a rear-guard action in American poetry, the
impulses behind its poets’ activities were progressive. It is easy to resist this paradox on
the grounds that any action which relied on the hegemony of the establishment rather
than contesting it outright could only have been part of the problem. Such resistance

would only be strengthened by an attachment to ideas of modernist aesthetics like

Adorno’s that truthful art is the negation of existing society. What considerations could

*" Marianne Moore, “The Student,” Poetry: A Magazine of Verse 40:3 (Jun 1932), 123.
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buttress the argument that these poets’ pragmatic engagement with the establishment bore

fruit? First, the year 2013 gives the secularist little hope, with the ranks of global
Christianity and Islam growing quickly and substantially. This alone makes it worth
spotlighting non-devotional, socially engaged poetry of the recent past that does not
throw the baby out with the bathwater when it comes to religion. That is, the social
landscape implicit in such poetry is more akin to today’s than the one implicit in poetries
of secularizing enlightenment, whether the variety that stresses institutional critique and
personal liberation from moralism and dogma or the one that stresses the mystical,
multicultural potential of religious hybridity and syncretism. Both of these impulses have
been around in poetry and poetics since the Romantic period. Both treat religion as a
malleable imposition rather than as a fact of social life. Yet nothing in the freedom poets
have gained since Oxford expelled Shelley for The Necessity of Atheism has enabled
them to challenge the persistence of religion as a social fact. This is partly what Hulme
and Eliot meant by calling the exalted claims of Romantic poetry “spilt religion,” that the
type of religious power they invoked curdled once freed from social and institutional
containers.

The poets in my dissertation, at least two of whom were agnostic, can thus be
seen as ambassadors from the past, speaking to the need for rapprochement between
secularists and conservative religionists that theorists of secularization and politics have
increasingly recognized as a necessity in democratic states. Jirgen Habermas has argued
that secularism must undergo a complementary process of modernization to that

undergone by religion, whereby reason “becomes self-critically aware of its boundaries,”
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including by redressing “the exclusion of religious doctrines from the genealogy of

reason.”*® And, as Vincent Pecora has observed, the emergence of forces competing with,
curtailing, and substituting religious authority may not even have brought about an
overall reduction in the crimes of corruption, oppression, and mystification secularists
identify with religion:
Secularization can be considered simultaneously curative and distorting in the
sense that its consequences can be understood to include both an enlightened
liberation from dogma and an opening up of certain collective possibilities —
redemptive revolution, nationalism, imperialism, racism — that could not have
attained their full and often destructive potential otherwise.*
Pecora’s reading of secularization, in taking the form of a narrative of unintended
consequences, complements other recent theoretical writing on the long-term
consequences of the Reformation and the short-term decline of mainline Protestant
churches in late twentieth-century America.”® In seeking to purify and reunify the
Church, the forces of the Reformation ended up increasing religious schism and the
strength of secular forces as never before. In prioritizing social justice over
evangelization, the establishment helped secular causes at the expense of church

membership, alienating the more conservative in their ranks and growing superfluous to

their liberal young. This same narrative applies to the gestures of the poets in my

*® Jiirgen Habermas, “Religion in the Public Sphere,” European Journal of Philosophy 14:1 (Apr
2006): 16.

* Vincent P. Pecora, Secularization and Cultural Criticism: Religion, Nation, and Modernity
(Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2006).

% In the case of the Reformation, see Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge, MA: Belknap
Press, 2007), and Brad S. Gregory, The Unintended Reformation: How a Religious Revolution Secularized
Society (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2012). In the case of the modern history of American
Protestantism, see David Hollinger, After Cloven Tongues of Fire: Protestant Liberalism in Modern
American History (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2013), and Hedstrom, The Rise of Liberal
Religion.
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dissertation; the internal logic of their poetry utterly relies on the establishment, but its

occasion also indicates the insufficiency of that logic. It is not unlike the canary in the

coal mine.

I11. Organization

My dissertation is organized along three axes: historically, according to sequential
stages of the Protestant establishment’s weakening; sociologically, according to the types
of relation poets had to the establishment and their perceived interests in its continuation,
as manifest in their engagement with the beliefs and actions of its agents and institutions;
and aesthetically, according to the religious genres and poetic forms through which such
poets projected a vision of its future. The change in the establishment’s fortunes between
the 1890s and 1960s is stunning. In the 1890s, its leading voices expressed eagerness to
Christianize the world and confidence in the march of historical progress. By the 1960s,
its very theologians, those most removed from the exercise of secular power, were
beginning to question the proprietary attitude of Protestants toward American society,
never mind the world. Chapter 1 covers the height and sudden fall, during World War I,
of establishment optimism; Chapter 2 focuses on the turmoil around race and nativism in
the early interwar period; Chapter 3 tracks the establishment’s shift from 1930s
isolationism to coalition-building internationalism in the 1940s; and Chapter 4 deals with
the positive redefinition of American religiosity in Judeo-Christian terms prompted by

postwar triumphalism.
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Chapter 1, “Harriet Monroe’s Poetic Spirituality and the Establishment Line of

Poetry: A Magazine of Verse,” recovers the religious agenda of the magazine that
introduced modernist poetry to American readers, arguing that, at least from 1912-14,
Poetry acted as an organ of the Protestant establishment by design. Monroe’s stated
program for the magazine was to foment the recognition of a religious movement of
poetic spirituality. Poetic spirituality fused the nationalist millenarian optimism that she
expressed as laureate of the Columbian Exposition with a model of the poet-prophet
furnished by Walt Whitman that she and her co-editors used to classify and promote
favored poets. Prose in the early issues predicted that the future of poetry lay in the hands
of such poet-prophets as Vachel Lindsay, a pseudo-evangelical who styled himself a
Protestant nationalist, and Rabindranath Tagore, a Bengali mystic whom Monroe both
celebrated and distanced as a representative of the East. This ambivalence belied
Monroe’s chauvinistic embrace of imperial aggression, which manifested in her poem
“Our Canal” (February 1914), an ode envisioning the Panama Canal as a channel through
which America would evangelize the East. Even though the outbreak of World War |
derailed Poetry’s Protestant agenda, it demonstrates the extent to which the
establishment’s strength could be perceived to be a prohibitive influence in the
development of American poetry, and of American culture and society generally, a
perception that Pound emphasized in his critique of Monroe’s editorial decisions.
Befitting the scale of the establishment’s disillusionment, the poets in my later chapters
traded in utopian visions of world fellowship for the strategic partnerships of pluralisms

defined in national terms.
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Chapter 2, “James Weldon Johnson’s Poetry and the Social Gospel in the Harlem

Renaissance,” identifies a new common thread in Johnson’s poetry, the integration of
African American Protestants into the Protestant establishment, and argues that Johnson,
out of all his endeavors — serving as principal of an African American primary school,
editorializing for the African American newspaper The New York Age, and organizing for
the NAACP — tasked poetry with achieving the crucial aspects of this integration. He
concluded this on the basis of four beliefs: that poetry represented a race’s greatest
cultural contribution to the world; that the Harlem Renaissance could develop African
American poetry to the point where it could make this contribution; that the single
greatest force of social organization and uplift for most African Americans was the black
church; and that only greater religious integration could create traction for African
American civil rights. The idea that the black church should be an instrument of social
justice aligned Johnson with the Social Gospel movement in Protestant theology, which
manifested across the racial divide in Protestant churches. After looking at his Negro
National Hymn, “Lift Every Voice and Sing” (1899), and his poem on the fiftieth
anniversary of the Emancipation Proclamation, “Fifty Years” (1913), both of which fuse
Protestant faith with American patriotism, I focus on how Johnson’s experiences as a
field organizer and an editor of anthologies of African American poetry and spirituals led
him to write the poetic sermons that would become God’s Trombones (1927). God'’s
Trombones followed the Social Gospel in condensing the Bible into parables of political
prophecy, especially in its depiction of African Americans as Hebrews in captivity. The

sermons staked out Johnson’s pragmatically conservative position in the Harlem
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Renaissance. They distanced themselves from spirituals, which looked for justice in the

afterlife and had become thoroughly commodified, on one hand, and from the
vehemently post-Christian New Negro voice developed by the other major poets of the
Harlem Renaissance on the other.

Chapter 3, “Liberal in Theology, Conservative in Politics: Marianne Moore’s
Culture War,” addresses the bifurcation that characterizes scholarship on Moore’s
churchgoing Protestantism, which has depicted her either as a repressed Puritan or a
progressive liberal. | argue that she conceived of her poetry as participating in a single
conservative culture war on the establishment’s behalf starting in the 1930s. It identified
the New Deal welfare state and overseas totalitarianism as two sides of a single threat to
the national morality and religious freedom supposedly guaranteed by the Protestant
establishment. However, the fight against totalitarianism required the creation of a
broader ideological coalition inclusive of Catholics, Jews, and secularists. Leading voices
of the establishment, newly proclaiming the chastened realism of Protestant neo-orthodox
theology, were engaged in similar coalition-building. | read these pivotal phases of
Moore’s support for the establishment into such canonical poems as “The Steeple-Jack™”
(1932) and “In Distrust of Merits” (1943), which I read as a hymn and sermon,
respectively, and which | place alongside the little-read, more explicitly partisan “Blessed
is the Man” (1956), a campaign poem for President Eisenhower modeled on the First
Psalm. None of Moore’s political maneuvering over the long, eventful period covered in

the chapter takes away from the theological modernism of her Protestantism, but it
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reveals that this politicking should be seen as an expression of her faith in the

establishment.

Where the evasive difficulty of Moore’s poetry and her reticent humility, which
might have been conditioned by her gender, kept her intensely reasoned support for the
establishment comparatively out of the spotlight, Frost would become spokesperson for
the establishment by playing up his personality and simplifying his poetry. Chapter 4,
“Robert Frost’s Postwar Designs and Tri-Faith America,” reconciles the outspoken
political liberalism of Frost’s late poetry, which veers toward the eccentric and even the
frankly awful, with its religious turn. I note a development in the meaning of design for
Frost, arguing that it shifts from signaling scientific anxiety, in the eponymous sonnet, to
being an article of civic and political faith about the providential history of American
democracy and its relation to the religious cohesion of the American people. This, along
with his Puritan-Yankee persona, poised Frost to become the perfect spokesperson for the
establishment. | read the companion pieces A Masque of Reason (1945) and A Masque of
Mercy (1947), which graft Milton’s technical theological discourse, Blake’s iconoclasm,
and Frost’s own demotic humor onto a high form responsible for enhancing national
religious mythology, as attempts to lay the groundwork for a postwar tri-faith consensus
joining Protestants, Roman Catholics, and Jews that was gaining increasing institutional
momentum. Unlike Moore’s coalition, this consensus was based on a political liberalism
that validated the New Deal welfare state as a composite reflection of Judeo-Christian
beliefs. I follow by reading the occasional poems “Kitty Hawk” (1956) and “For John F.

Kennedy His Inauguration” (1961), mawkishly written in rhyming couplets, both of
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which apply the theological conclusions of the masques to Cold War questions of

primarily civic patriotism and civil religion. The poem Frost ended up reciting at the
Inauguration, thanks to the glare on the podium, “The Gift Outright,” perfectly suited the
occasion by praising, in the poem’s representation of “salvation in surrender,” both
American empire and religious diversity as elements of providential design. As with
Monroe, however, the future Frost optimistically envisioned, both for the national unity
that the establishment was authorized to approve and poetry’s involvement in affairs of
state, would be shattered by the tumult of the 60s, which induced the surrender of the
establishment, albeit in favor of many of the causes, including African American civil
rights and genuine religious pluralism, toward which these four poets allied with the
establishment had been looking for decades. The difference between the optimism of
Frost’s prospect in 1961 and that of Monroe’s prospect in 1912 marked, more accurately

than other gauges, the progress of secularization in modern American poetry.
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Harriet Monroe’s Poetic Spirituality

and the Establishment Line of Poetry: A Magazine of Verse

How otherwise shall democracy rise to spiritual consciousness except
through the conquest of soul-destroying hunger and ignorance and pain?
How otherwise shall the nations be brought together, and the brotherhood
of man be revealed, except through loco-motives and reapers and flying-

machines,- perhaps even battle-ships and repeating rifles,- all the

miraculous modern bound-obliterating machinery of peace and war?**

I. Poetic Spirituality and the Protestant Establishment

In this chapter, | argue that Poetry: A Magazine of Verse, which Harriet Monroe
edited from 1912 until her death in 1936, acted during its first several years of publication
as an organ of the Protestant establishment. That is, it flattered and buttressed the
imperial optimism that leading establishment figures expressed at the end of the
nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth century. Focusing on the period between the
founding of the magazine in late 1912 and its response to the outbreak of World War 1 in
1914, | show that the primary vehicle of this support was a movement that Monroe
described as poetic and religious — what | call, in a phrase derived from her prose and that
of associate editors, “poetic spirituality.” Monroe imagined poetic spirituality to be an
emergent religion that traveled across borders of culture and nation, sanctified the
authority and nobility of the individual, asserted the primacy of the ideal over the
material, transcended religious difference, and most importantly, came into being through
poetry. Monroe derived poetic spirituality from Walt Whitman and the recent history of

liberal Protestantism in America. As early as 1911, she reported “an awakening of

*! Monroe, “The Bigness of the World,” The Atlantic Monthly 108 (Sep 1911): 374.
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spiritual consciousness in the crowd — confused and scattered signs of far-blown

sympathies, exaltations, ideals,”>

an awakening that called out for a “poet-prophet...of
spiritual stature great enough...to speak for a world more vast than man has ever
known.”® Much prose in the early issues of the magazine predicted that the future of
poetry was in the hands of such poet-prophets, and Poetry’s famous Open Door policy
was designed to discover them. The poet-prophet did not belong to any one class or
school but to the modern “crowd.” This crowd wavered between a spontaneously
growing global spiritual populace and a Christian West newly consolidated by Protestant
America and eager to engage the East. This instability was registered in poetry and prose
that exhibited competing impulses toward sympathy and distance, love and imperialism.
These tensions reflected the limits of poetic spirituality’s liberal origins and its ultimate
containment within the logic and agenda of the establishment. | trace the career of poetic
spirituality from the magazine’s embrace of a religiously defined Whitman as an
authorizing figure, to its promotion of Vachel Lindsay and Rabindranath Tagore as the
two most important modern poets, to Monroe’s own attempt to become the spokesperson
of poetic spirituality. Other evidence from the beginning of Monroe’s tenure, of
censorship and religious commercialism, confirms the magazine’s establishment
orientation.

Over the last two decades, critics have substantially reevaluated Monroe’s

reputation, so that she has come to be seen as less of a footnote to literary history and

°2 Monroe, “The Audience — I1.” Poetry 5.1 (Oct 1914): 31.

%% Ibid., 32. This and the preceding quotation first appeared in “The Bigness of the World,” which
predated the founding of Poetry by just over a year. Excerpts then appeared in a Poetry editorial in October
1914, demonstrating the continuity of Monroe’s agenda throughout this period.
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more as a tremendously consequential female editor, and even, to some, a notable poet in

her own right. Her editorial achievements were initially judged through the lens of the
modernist poetry canon, in terms of the poets the magazine introduced to American
readers. In Poetry’s first three years, between 1912 and 1915, these poets included Ezra
Pound, H.D., Robert Frost, Wallace Stevens, Marianne Moore, and T.S. Eliot, an
impressive and aesthetically diverse record for a single magazine. However, the
importance of Pound, Foreign Correspondent throughout the 1910s, in securing several of
these poets, and the lack of comparable discoveries after his departure, easily gave the
impression that Monroe had merely been “in the right place at the right time.”* And
while Poetry has survived into the twenty-first century, it has consistently refused to
become the voice of emerging schools or movements. This policy dates back to Monroe’s
editorial in the second issue: “The Open Door will be the policy of this magazine....To
this end the editors hope to keep free of entangling alliances with any single class or
school.”™ For example, the magazine did not choose, as most literary histories have,
between Imagism and the Midwestern School of Masters, Sandburg, and Lindsay. The
reevaluation of Monroe has reappraised this aesthetic pluralism and other values that the
magazine ostensibly brought to the American and modernist cultural landscapes —

entrepreneurial acumen, female editorial collaboration between Monroe and Alice Corbin

> Newcomb, How Did Poetry Survive?, 28.

% Monroe, “The Open Door,” Poetry: A Magazine of Verse 1.2 (Nov 1912): 64.
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Henderson, the association of poetic beauty with Progressive values, a desire for

popularity, and a dynamic model of poetic canonicity.

But these critics have overlooked religious components of Monroe’s editorship,
put off, perhaps, by the vagueness of the term “spirit.” Attending to these components
and reconstructing poetic spirituality brings to a head unresolved issues about the
magazine’s history and legacy. Poetry’s hundredth anniversary in 2012 called for
reassessments of its position in the history of twentieth-century American poetry. These
reassessments appealed to aspects of Monroe’s poetic spirituality to make their case.
Recent Poetry editor Christian Wiman’s introduction to the anthology The Open Door:
One Hundred Poems, One Hundred Years of “Poetry” claims that the magazine kept its
finger on the pulse of important developments in the art, and that one aspect of this
currency was printing spiritual rather than religious poetry.>” Likewise, John Timberman
Newcomb has argued that the Open Door policy revolutionized American poetry, not just
by tackling popular subject matter and opening up the canon but also in its embrace of
“an emerging intercultural modernity” that mitigated the magazine’s “Americentrism”

with “humility and a commitment to cultural reciprocity.”® The nature of poetic

% See Ann Massa, ““The Columbian Ode’ and ‘Poetry, A Magazine of Verse’: Harriet Monroe’s
Entrepreneurial Triumphs,” Journal of American Studies 20:1 (Apr 1986): 51-69; Jayne Marek, Women
Editing Modernism: ‘Little’ Magazines and Literary History (Lexington: KY: University Press of
Kentucky, 1995); Lisa Szefel, The Gospel of Beauty in the Progressive Era: Reforming American Verse
and Values (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011); and, in reference to popularity and canonicity,
Newcomb, How Did Poetry Survive? The primary work on Monroe’s editorship before this line of
scholarship, Ellen Williams’s Harriet Monroe and the Poetry Renaissance: The First Ten Years of Poetry,
1912-22 (Urbana, IL: University of lllinois Press, 1977), argued that Monroe benefited greatly from the
help of Alice Corbin Henderson, Ezra Pound, and, initially, the lack of competing American magazines of
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> Share, Don, and Christian Wiman, Ed., The Open Door: One Hundred Poems, One Hundred
Years of “Poetry Magazine” (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2012), 11-12.
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spirituality, however, was more contradictory than these vindications suggest. The

magazine’s rejection of dogmatism and promotion of aesthetic, religious, and cultural
diversity was limited by the prejudice of Monroe’s American Protestant background. This
prejudice subjected difference to the lure of unity, both at the national level, in that
Americans were invited to affirm their nation’s rise on the world stage as evidence of
divine favor in a way that affirmed its dominance by the Protestant establishment, and at
the global level, where this rise was imagined to involve contact with other nations and
their crowds via poetic spirituality’s progressive synthesis of poetry and spirituality.
Poetic spirituality not only provides a new lens through which to read the most
consequential years of the magazine’s history, but also Monroe’s poetry, which to date
has received little attention. Monroe came of age as a poet at the turn of the century,
when the imperial ambitions of the United States government began to extend beyond
contiguous territory across the Pacific and into Central and South America. Against this
backdrop, she bragged in Poetry in 1913 that Panama was “a ridiculous little republic,
which, by the twist of Roosevelt’s wrist, rose to the honor of providing a background for

our epic,”™

where “our epic” was the Panama Canal. “Our Canal,” Monroe’s subsequent
poem in the magazine, gave this national assertion a distinctly Protestant cast, predicting

that the canal would allow “East and West” to “keep their ancient tryst” by creating “a

% Newcomb, How Did Poetry Survive?, 51-2. The critique of static canons is not unrelated to
poetic spirituality. According to Monroe, the spirituality of the poet was one criterion by which to judge a
poet’s departure from aesthetic tradition. In an editorial on tradition, she wrote, “The freedom of the human
spirit is more important to the future of the race than the Greek temples and Gothic cathedrals of the past;”
Monroe, “Tradition,” Poetry 2.2 (May 1913): 67. In the case of poetry, the key departure at issue in the
early years of Poetry was free verse.

% Monroe, “Our Modern Epic,” Poetry 3.1 (Oct 1913): 24.
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path for the Holy Ghost,”® defining the union that spirituality made possible as related

not just to the fires of divine enthusiasm but also to missionary work or even congquest.

In what follows, | read texts from the early years of Poetry — editorial essays and
notes, reviews, poems, and the motto — that articulated poetic spirituality to Poetry’s
readers. | focus on the relationship between poet-prophet and spiritually conscious crowd,
which is the heretofore unacknowledged religious dimension of the agenda that critics
have always accepted as central to the magazine — the civic agenda of improving the
relationship between poet and public. Monroe described it using terms inherited from the
reception of British Romantic poetics. The public was not to consider poetry “a miracle
of direct creation” but the product of “a reciprocal relation between the artist and his

9961

public,”" in contrast to the alienation engendered by poetry when included in mass-
produced magazines as an afterthought. In relation to British and American modernist
little magazines, Mark Morrisson has called this problem the crisis of publicity.®> The
role of religion in creating new mass publics is an underlying concern of poetic
spirituality, essential to bringing the hoary figure of the poet-prophet into modernity. To
specify the terms of this modernization, | first look at the magazine’s construction of
Walt Whitman as a forefather of poetic spirituality, which gives a religious cast to the

reciprocal relation between poet and crowd and reveals the roots of poetic spirituality in

nineteenth-century American liberal religion. Then I compare Monroe’s reception of

% Monroe, “Our Canal,” Poetry 3.5 (Feb 1914): 158, 157.
% Monroe, “The Motive for the Magazine,” Poetry 1.1 (Oct 1912): 26.

82 Mark S. Morrisson, The Public Face of Modernism: Little Magazines, Audiences, Reception,
1905-20 (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 2001).
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Rabindranath Tagore and Vachel Lindsay as twentieth-century poet-prophets in the mold

of Whitman. Lastly | read Monroe’s poem “Our Canal,” her bellicose revision of the
spiritual union of East and West that Whitman envisioned in “Passage to India.”

At least one prominent reader of Poetry picked up on Monroe’s program of poetic
spirituality, even as he misread it according to his tendency. Ezra Pound complained in a
letter to Margaret Anderson, editor of The Little Review, one of Poetry’s competitors
founded in 1914, that Poetry’s chief deficiency was their “idiotic fuss over christianizing
all poems they print.”®® Almost a decade later, in 1923, around the publication of a new
and enlarged edition of Harriet Monroe’s canon-making anthology The New Poetry, the
centerpieces of which were successful poems that first appeared in Poetry, Pound
accused Monroe of misrepresenting his beliefs through her selection of his poetry, letting
loose several bottled-up minority reports years after the professional relationship between
them had ended. He jokingly offers as a footnote to the anthology selection a vituperative
credo:

in you

Damn remnants of Jew

religion, that bitch moses and the rest of the tribal barbarians.

Even you do still try at least to leave the reader in ignorance of the fact that |

do NOT accept the current dung, and official opinions about the dregs of of [sic]
the Xtn superstition, the infamy of American laws. etc....

You might at least print a footnote saying that | consider many american laws
infamous, and that I do not accept many beliefs which it is not at present
permitted people to contradict in print or in school text books in the U.S.

That would 91ve etier equilibriumto v 1adylike selection of my verse.

Say that I consider the Writings of Confucious [sic], and Ovid’s Metamor-

8 Ezra Pound, Selected Letters 1907-1941, Ed. D.D. Paige (New Haven, CT: Yale University
Press, 1950), 107.
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phoses the only safe guides in religion. This doesn’t repudicate [sic] the G.F.
[Goodly Fere], Christ can very well stand a an [sic] heroic figure. The hero
need not be of wisdom all compounded. Also he is not """ to blame for
the religion that’s been foisted onto him. As well blame me for... for all the
bunk in vers libre.
Christianity as practiced resumes itself into one commandment dear to all
officials, American Y.M.C., burocrats [sic], etc. ‘Thou shalt attend to thy
neighbors business before attending to thine own.’
In your footnote you ought to point out that | refuse to accept ANY monothe-
istic taboos whatsoever. That | consider the Metamorphoses a sacred book,
and the hebrew scriptures the record of a barbarian tribe, full of evil.

You have no decent right to palm me off for what I am not even if it does
happen to suit your convenience.

This note wd. be a an [sic] alternative for a selection of my work
Indicating my real position.®*

Pound’s persecution complex and the interesting passivity that he expresses here with
respect to his reputation aside, his sketch of the United States — where public irreligion is
of questionable legality, books are routinely censored, Christianity is bred into
bureaucracy, and respectable Christian belief is a salable commodity — is a serviceable
account of the Protestant establishment in its diverse guises. Pound had a slightly more
sanguine view of the British print marketplace.®® He was correct that Monroe gave
Christianity special consideration, and likely right to assume that her inclusion of “Ballad
of the Goodly Fere,” a poem of his that predated 1910, in the anthology selection, as a

reflection of it. However, this special consideration was not the result of cautious

% Pound, Letter to Harriet Monroe, 16 Jul 1922, Series |, Subseries |1, Box 39, Folder 19, Poetry:
A Magazine of Verse Papers, Special Collections Research Center, Regenstein Library, University of
Chicago.

% See his series “Studies in Contemporary Mentality,” a survey of British periodical culture that
appeared in The New Age in late 1917, recently reprinted in Robert Scholes and Clifford Wulfman, in
Modernism in the Magazines: An Introduction (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2010), Appendix.
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deference but part of the program of poetic spirituality, which involved promoting

Christianity alongside other religious traditions through emerging poet-prophets who
could speak across traditional boundaries. Reconstructing Monroe’s poetic spirituality
thus accounts for the blind spots in critical and popular readings of Poetry’s aesthetic and
cultural agendas, allowing us a clearer view of the role that religion played in one of the

key institutions that made modern American poetry new.

Il. Poetry’s Whitmanian Spirit

Monroe selected Walt Whitman as the magazine’s guiding spirit because he
supposedly set poetic spirituality on its true course for American readers. The motto she
gleaned from him and placed on the back cover of Poetry — “To have great poets there
must be great audiences too” — highlighted this connection while declaring that one of the
magazine’s primary goals was to create a similar relationship with its readers. Behind the
poet/audience relationship was the one between prophet and crowd. This relationship
placed Whitman within a distinctively American history of spirituality. As Leigh Eric
Schmidt has shown, the invention of spirituality as a religious identity outside the
boundaries of a particular religious tradition did not arise in America with the post-World
War 11 counterculture but dates back to the early nineteenth century.®® It emerged among
American Protestants as part of a “search for a religious world larger than the British

Protestant inheritance.”®’ This new spirituality combined the search for solitary mystical

% Leigh Eric Schmidt, Restless Souls: The Making of American Spirituality (New York:
HarperCollins, 2005).

7 1bid., 5.
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experience with beliefs in social justice and cosmopolitanism.?® It supplemented earlier

Christian understandings of spirituality as the opposite of materiality and individual

devotional practice.®

It was articulated by distinct but overlapping movements
throughout the century like Transcendentalism and New Thought and through the public
appeals of eloquent individuals. One such individual, Thomas Wentworth Higginson,
delivered what would become an influential lecture called “The Sympathy of Religions”
in 1870 that argued for the approaching inevitability of “a universal religion of shared
spiritual aspirations.””® While the wisdom held up as the boon of this spirituality was said
to be timeless, its surface comfort with the ideas that all religious traditions had value and
that the distinctions between them would progressively break down was the recent result
of “the global reach of the market, the heyday of Christian missions, and the
achievements of Western philology.””* American believers in spirituality such as
Higginson denied that the commercial, religious, and intellectual powers enabling their
beliefs made those beliefs any less universal.

Whitman belonged to this history through the value his poetry placed on

spirituality and the devotion it inspired.” The early years of Poetry updated this history

%8 Schmidt isolates six distinct characteristics of spirituality: “individual aspiration after mystical
experience or religious feeling;” “the valuing of silence, solitude, and serene meditation,” “the immanence
of the transcendent;” “the cosmopolitan appreciation of religious variety as well as unity in diversity;”
“ethical earnestness in pursuit of justice-producing reforms;” and “creative self-expression and
adventuresome seeking” (12).

% Ibid., 4-5.
" Ibid., 115.
" Ibid., 105.

2 For a taxonomy of Whitman’s devotees, see Michael Robertson, Worshipping Walt: The
Whitman Disciples (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2010).
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by presenting Whitman as a poet-prophet of spirituality whose influence had yet to truly

flower. A 1913 editorial by Alice Corbin Henderson, Monroe’s closest associate editor,
praised Whitman’s “curious mingling of the concrete and the spiritual” as one aspect of
his writing that was only beginning to garner appreciation.” In an editorial the following
year, she wrote, “It may be that the spirit of Whitman is still, in any large sense, to
capture. It will be captured and transmuted into expressions varying widely in outward
form if the American poets realize their birthright and heritage of individual genius.”"
Henderson recounted Vachel Lindsay’s famous performance of “General William Booth
Enters Into Heaven” and “The Congo” at a 1914 banquet for Poetry as evidence that he
had realized this birthright. Lindsay’s “working out his salvation in his own way” set him
on Whitman’s path from “self-realization” to “self-expression” to “expression of the race
or nation.””® Likewise, Monroe defined Whitman’s representativeness in terms of the
“magic” of “perfect love” between him and his public, “a magic which Whitman felt
when he wrote the sentence posted on our cover.”’® The motto that Monroe adopted
therefore identified the conditions for the enlargement of the poet-prophet’s audience, but

did not specify how to foster them except other than to cultivate mutual love. In her

autobiography, Monroe openly admitted that her prescriptive intent with the motto was

™ Alice Corbin Henderson, “A Perfect Return,” Poetry 1.3 (Dec 1912): 90. For an account of
Monroe’s collaborative relationship with Henderson through the early 1920s, see Marek, Women Editing
Modernism, Chapter 2.

™ Henderson, ““Too Far From Paris,” Poetry 4.3 (June 1914): 109.

" Ibid., 111, 108.

"® Monroe, “The Audience—IL> 32.
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“to arouse a sense of responsibility in the public.””” Although she hit the more plangent

note of the public debt to poetry on occasion in the early years of the magazine, she
withheld it from scenes of the idealized relationship between poet-prophet and spiritually
conscious crowd.

This prescriptive intent becomes clearer when Monroe’s use of Whitman’s
statement is compared to the text in which it originates, “Ventures on an Old Theme.”
“Ventures” concerns the struggle of the Good Gray Poet to find reciprocity with his
readers despite offending their religious sensibilities. First published as part of a
Christmas sequence in The New York Daily Graphic in 1875, the piece was reprinted in a
supplement to Specimen Days, Whitman’s post-bellum writings.”® Where the Preface to
the 1855 Leaves of Grass had declared as a present fact that “the United States
themselves are essentially the greatest poem,””® by the time of Specimen Days and
Collect (1882), Whitman was focused on the carnage of the recent past and the
subsequent hope of a better future for poetry and the Union. The obstacle to progress
considered in “Ventures on an Old Theme” is the tyranny of social convention generally,
including religious propriety. Asked why the behavior depicted in his poems flouts
propriety, the poet replies that

the conventional laws and standards proper enough for ordinary society apply

neither to the action of the soul, nor its poets. In fact the latter know no laws but
the laws of themselves, planted in them by God, and are themselves the last

" Monroe, A Poet’s Life: Seventy Years in a Changing World (New York: AMS Press, 1938), 365.

® Walt Whitman, “Ventures on an Old Theme,” in Specimen Days & Collect (Philadelphia, PA:
David McKay, 1883), 322-4.

™ Whitman, Leaves of Grass and Other Writings, Ed. Michael Moon (New York: Norton, 2002),
616.



standards of the law, and its final exponents — responsible to Him directly, ar?é

not at all to mere etiquette.®
Whitman’s “song of myself” becomes the impersonal “laws of themselves,” anchored in
an appeal to the authority of God’s design and man’s creation in God’s image. Although
the sexuality of Whitman’s poetry seems most clearly at issue here, the underlying
framework of debate is religious, which for Whitman would have meant Protestantism.®*
His defense, in which the exceptional religious figure exposes the inessential character of
prevailing conventions, appears throughout Poetry’s writing about spirituality and poet-
prophets.®? “Ventures” ends with a lament for the lack of great American poets, which is
explained as the result of insufficiently “cohering” “Nationality and patriotism” across
consecutive generations.®® The final line restates this lament as one of audience: “To have
great poets, there must be great audiences, t00.”® What Monroe described as Whitman’s

statement of reciprocity approaching “perfect love” had originally referred to powerful

experiences of rejection and isolation.

8 Whitman, “Ventures on an Old Theme,” 322.

8 David Kuebrich, considering Whitman’s relation to the Protestant establishment, argues that his
failure to appreciate the nature of his opposition is a negative judgment on his work: ‘“Protestantism was
supported by the churches, schools, and colleges, and it developed other effective organizations and
strategies for outreach such as revivals, tract societies, and home missions. In wanting to start an
institutionless religion, Whitman naively assumed that a new faith could, merely through the power of the
printed word and the individual’s response to it, quickly conquer an established and well-institutionalized
competing belief system and become disseminated among tens of millions of citizens...” (178). This puts
the problem of poetic spirituality clearly, even as it underestimates the extent to which this religion was
perceived to be furthered by poetry but also the product of unstoppable forces independent of poetry.

¥ This extends to Monroe’s autobiography, especially in anti-Catholic passages describing her
experience at a Catholic boarding school in Georgetown, where she singles out for favor one nun who
validates her “liberalizing contact” with Roman Catholic’s “mental tyranny and slavery” by introducing her
to the “high spirituality” of its mystics; see Poet’s Life, 50.

8 Whitman, “Ventures on an Old Theme,” 324.

8 bid.
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The original context for the motto explains Poetry’s treatment of Whitman’s

ambition as finally ready to be fulfilled by the poet-prophets of the present. The irony that
the statement concerns the limits that popular religion imposes on great poets, rather than
the unlimited greatness that is possible given a relationship of mutual identification, only
would have reinforced this construal of Whitman’s career. But that negativity would have
had no place in Poetry, and so in appropriation the feeling of Whitman’s statement was
reversed. The removal of the commas after “poets” and ‘“audiences” transformed a
resigned admission into an assertion of optimism appropriate to the founding American
poet-prophet.85 The versification of Whitman’s prose broke the motto into two lines to
emphasize the statement’s formal enactment of the parallel greatness of poet and
audience. In effect, the appropriation, by subordinating Whitman’s words to the image of
poet-prophet, succumbed to the social convention that he refused, in order that the
magazine could court the large public that did not respect poets’ laws of themselves. This
approach balanced out the fact that Whitman was increasingly being recognized as the
major American poet of the second half of the nineteenth century with the magazine’s
suggestion that Whitman was before his time.®®

When Pound debated Monroe in the October 1914 issue over the type of public

the magazine required, he astutely commented on the tone of Whitman’s statement,

% The practice of printing the motto in this way on the back page began in 2.3 (June 1913) and
continued into the 1920s.

% In the Whitman centenary issue in May 1919, Monroe still held out this hope: “[W]hether we
like it or not, his spirit may have the power of the vates to bring These States to his feet, and mold ideals for
the democratisation of the world;” “Walt Whitman,” Poetry 14.2 (May 1919), 90. The biggest service of
his art was not loosening up formal and linguistic decorum but “his reassertion of the ancient conception of
the poet as prophet, and of poetry as religion, as an ecstatic expression of faith;” ibid., 91.
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dismissing it as an example of “Whitman tired.”®” His “truce” with Whitman in the poem

“A Pact,”®® published in Poetry the preceding April, and usually taken to be Pound’s
grudging show of respect for the precedent for formal innovation that Whitman
established, did not extend to the motto. Pound instead proposed an alternative motto
correlating the greatness of the poet to the people’s discomfort, Dante’s “Quem stulti
magis odissent,” which Pound translates as “He whom the fools hate worst.”® To be
provocative, he pressed the point beyond poetry to religion, citing Christ as a example of
the greats’ labor against popular sentiment: “Had the savior of the world a great
audience? Did he work on the magazine public?”® Pound argued the line that “the
magazine public” was intractable, which the Whitman of “Ventures on an Old Theme”
might have understood. Monroe cast the vigor of the debate as evidence of the
magazine’s healthy pluralism: “Controversy is good for the soul, and the magazine which
expresses but one opinion is doomed.”® The exchange inoculated Monroe against
charges of radicalism, airing Pound’s claim that radical cultural agendas were necessarily
and valuably antithetical to popularity, and his deliberately provocative rhetoric, to
showcase the moderate line of the magazine’s editor. Monroe, in defending the motto,

both clung to the poet gradually receiving his due as the national great of the preceding

8 Pound, “The Audience-I,” Poetry 5.1 (Oct 1914): 29.

% pound, “Contemporania: A Pact,” Poetry 2.1 (Apr 1913): 11-12.
% Pound, “The Audience-1,” 29.

% 1bid., 30.

°! Monroe, “The Audience—IL> 31.
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century and fostered the impression that she would only push aesthetic and cultural

boundaries so far as would allow Poetry to maintain a large, sympathetic audience.
Yet Pound’s elitist conviction that “the Lord of the universe sends...in each
generation a few intelligent spirits, and these ultimately manage the rest,” who are

%2 \was more compatible with

themselves “aimless and drifting” without “the great artist,
Monroe’s prescriptive appropriation of Whitman than his debate with Monroe suggested.
In her April 1913 editorial, “The New Beauty,” from which the anthology would take its
name, Monroe described the modern poet-prophet as “a giant in strength and apostle in
faith, whose vision of the new beauty would lead him through fire and sword,”* who had
to “spend a heavy toll of his precious power in fighting the lords of things as they are, in
destroying barriers and winning through to freedom.”® This account of the battle
involved in realizing the poet-prophet’s vision sounds more like the poet’s adherence to
laws of themselves invoked by Whitman and the great man beset by fools invoked by
Pound than Monroe’s contribution to the debate. While she argued against Pound in the
October 1914 debate, her belief in the heroic spirituality of the poet-prophet, not just as a
populist figure but as one who upset the status quo, underwrote her original conception of

the magazine. Rabindranath Tagore and Vachel Lindsay, the first poets Monroe identified

with this heroism, complicated this template.

% Pound, “The Audience-1,” 30.
% Monroe, “The New Beauty,” Poetry 2.1 (Apr 1913): 23.
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I11. Poetry’s Establishment Portfolio

The criteria by which Monroe determined who should fill the role of poet-prophet
were not solely religious. She sought poets who united the new spirituality with
popularity and artistic excellence. She acknowledged that this presented difficulties:
“How can a man be a popular poet and yet save his soul and his art?”,” she asked.
According to Monroe, the two poets who clearly met all three qualifications as of 1913
were Tagore and Lindsay. Their roots in, respectively, Bengali Hinduism and American
evangelical Protestantism represented the types of relationship between poet and crowd
that began at home but through skill and stature could open out onto the world, thus
creating the possibility of uniting East and West, in the monolithic way that Monroe
conceived of them, in a common spirituality. In her editorial comment in the June 1913
issue, she described how the “cold enterprise” of editing was transformed upon contact
with the work of the right poet: “...one’s finger-tips tingle with spirit touches, psychic
manifestations of life from afar.”*® Monroe gave as examples Tagore, Arthur Davison
Ficke, Witter Bynner, Alfred Noyes, and Lindsay, but spent by far the most time on the
first and last. What brought these two portraits together was the “perfect love” between
these poets and their eager audiences. Her description of Tagore rehearsed all of the
terms surrounding the spirituality of the poet-prophet, as well as drawing on the populist
images of labor and travel that would recur in her poem about the Panama Canal:

Here, manifestly, was the ideal poet, the prophet aware of his world and now

great-heartedly adopting ours; the Ambassador Extraordinary from East to West,
bearing no passports from king to president, but speaking with supreme authority

% Monroe, “Danger” Poetry 2.2 (May 1913): 68.

% Monroe, “Incarnations,” Poetry 2.3 (June 1913): 102.
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from race to race, writing a brave chapter in that epic of human brotherhood
which must be sung around the world when locomotives and swift steamers, when
traders, travelers, teachers, warriors, shall have opened wide the gates.

Not the antagonism but the sympathy between the two vast branches of the Aryan
stock was the important revelation in the great Hindoo’s visit. He had lived
essentially our life, and won from it spiritual exaltation which each of us, in
however slight degree, must aspire to now and then. His sense of humor was as
quick as ours, his judgment as shrewd; he understood us better than we, being
prejudiced, could understand ourselves, and so his journey around the world must
avail for more intimate knowledge. As he has brought something of India to us, he
will carry something of ours back to his people.®”’
This passage defines Tagore through the reach of his sympathy and his spirituality’s
defiance of existing boundaries. His temperament is democratic (“bearing no passports
from king to president”), cosmopolitan (“speaking with supreme authority from race to
race”), and spiritual (“spiritual exaltation which each of us...must aspire to”). Monroe
attested that he understood Poetry’s readership, and would extend their sympathy to the
people of Bengal. His option to “adopt” the West even seems to give him significant
agency and privilege. Monroe modeled a similar leap of sympathy in her courteously
humble admission that prejudice prevented her from understanding Tagore as well as he
understood her.
Monroe also packaged Tagore’s poetry as an active facet of Bengali popular
religion. She claimed that his poems were “sung throughout Bengal by the people, and
many of them form part of the simple ritual of the Brahma Somaj church, of which

Maharishi (Saint) Devendra Nath Tagore, father of the poet, was a founder.”%® The poems

of Tagore’s that appeared in the magazine adopt a contemplative but intimate voice for

" Monroe, “Incarnations,” 103.

% Monroe, “Notes,” Poetry 2.3 (Jun 1913): 115,
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scenes and parables of solitary mystical experience. The speaker periodically addresses a

beloved and a cosmic power defined in the December 1912 suite as “the bliss of the touch
of the One in the play of the many.”®® Although this voice lacked the slangy, erotic
energy of Whitman, the priority placed on spiritual experience and use of poetic prose
served the function of presenting a comparable poet-prophet. Tagore’s sequence
“Narratives” in the December 1913 issue consisted of parables about the folly of
materialism, idolatry, and vanity. Pound, initially an enthusiastic supporter of Tagore,
strongly criticized this tendency in his mid-1913 letters to Monroe, which addressed the
issue in terms that she would have understood, and perhaps even agreed with: “Tagore IS
in some poems not only an artist but an Imagiste, in a lot of the stuff he is, exactly as
[Floyd] Dell says, only a mystic.”*® Pound placed the poet above the mystic and
contended that Tagore’s poetry stopped answering to both identities, which Monroe also
held to be a requirement. At the same time, Pound claimed the best of Tagore for
Imagism, displaying how at this point both Tagore and Imagism were both treated as
valuable literary properties that Ezra Pound and Harriet Monroe were struggling to
manage and edit in line with their priorities. Monroe’s autobiography confirmed that the
poems’ translation as prose was the link between their contemporaneity for the people of
Bengal and their modernity in English, the metrically “intricate” Bengali originals

converted into “beautifully cadenced poetic prose” in English.'®*  As with Pound, others

% Rabindranath Tagore, “Poems,” Poetry 1.3 (Dec 1912): 84.

190 Ezra Pound, Letter to Harriet Monroe. 7 Jun 1913. Series |, Subseries 11, Box 38, Folder 31,
Poetry: A Magazine of Verse Papers, Special Collections Research Center, Regenstein Library, University
of Chicago.
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became critical of the accolades being heaped upon Tagore. Associate editor Alice

Corbin Henderson echoed Monroe’s appraisal of his spirituality in responding to a critical
review of his poetry by Joyce Kilmer, a convert to Roman Catholicism:

Mr. Tagore is a Hindu, and not a Catholic — | should hesitate to call him less a

Christian than many that | know; but if Mr. Tagore had been born a Catholic

(whether in Brooklyn or Calcutta) would Mr. Kilmer have felt that it was unfitting

to link his name with that of St. Francis or Thomas a Kempis....I doubt very

much if the mind of the mystic recognizes any distinction between Krishna and

Jesus Christ — except as these distinctions exist in the dogma of racial or religious

sectarians.'%?

The “sectarian” individual is at the opposite end of the religious spectrum from the
“spiritual” one, who here takes on the exemplary individualism celebrated by Whitman in
“Ventures on an Old Theme.” Tagore might have found curious the claim that his
mysticism perforce made him an exemplary Christian.

Monroe and Henderson gave Tagore vast powers of sympathy but Monroe also
kept them at a distance. The lack of writing by Tagore in the magazine after December
1913 — he was mentioned and advertised but did not appear again until late 1916 —
suggests that either Monroe came to agree with Pound or that Tagore became more useful
to Monroe as a type than as a poet. Even as Monroe strained to give Tagore’s spirituality
genuine religious and historical significance, it was still a “cultural commodity” that
“curried enthusiasm amongst the community of modernist scholars and writers in which

[Tagore] found himself” (Saha 8). Tagore’s receipt of the Nobel Prize for Literature had

enabled Monroe to boast, “The great Oriental poet who has just received the Nobel prize

191 Monroe, Poet’s Life, 294.

192 Henderson, “A Partisan Verdict,” Poetry 7.1 (Oct 1915): 51-2.
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for literature, may fitly open our Christmas number.”®® (3.3.113). Even as this verdict

relished the new combinations that poetic spirituality made possible, it reinforced the
primacy of the Christian calendar, insisted that Tagore did not threaten it, and fended off
questions or objections by appealing to the authority of an international cultural body and
to a commercial rather than religious framework of production and reception.

In contrast with Tagore, Lindsay appeared regularly in Poetry through 1915, and
Monroe’s editorial singled Lindsay out for the readership’s solicitude. In addition to
touting his roots among the crowd, Monroe addressed him to the guarantors funding
Poetry’s first five years with annual contributions, predicting the collectible value of his
early self-printed creations:

Wholly sturdy and high-hearted is his faith in himself and his town, his brave

resolve to leaven our whole lump with a bit of yeast in Springfield. Some day the

rich collectors will bid high for those enlivening ‘war bulletins’ of his, and for
that free magazine whose ‘first and last number,” with its stirring prophecies and
symbolic decorations, preaches the gospel of beauty to the new age....Mr.

Lindsay is the real thing.'%*

Lindsay’s gratis early publications placed him on the side of the crowd, not the collector,
even as they were presented here to stoke the collector’s anticipation. Spurring Lindsay to
continue playing the poet-prophet as itinerant evangelist, Monroe urged him to take this

gospel on the road and spread it across the country: “Mr. Lindsay is a poet with a

message, a message which his fellow countrymen would seem to be in need of. May all

193 Monroe, “Notes,” Poetry 3.3. (Dec 1913): 113.
194 Monroe, “Incarnations,” 103-4. This view of Lindsay’s publications as a good investment
reinforces Lawrence Rainey’s identification of the figures of the patron-investor and patron-collector as
crucial for modernists; see Rainey, Institutions of Modernism: Literary Elites and Public Culture (New
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1997). In providing a degree of insulation from the open literary
marketplace, these figures represented the modernization of patronage, and a valuable mediating force
between the poet and the people.
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the prairie muses help him to utter it!”** This imagining of the poet-prophet drew on

Lindsay’s first poem in Poetry, “General William Booth Enters Into Heaven.” Booth,
evangelical Protestant and founder of the Salvation Army, had argued in In Darkest
England and the Way Out (1890) that the poor in the industrialized wor