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THE POET'AN D POETRY-A SYMPOSIU M
from Occident  Magazine,  Fal l 1949

The opinions  of  several  poets  as  to  the  most  interesting  problems in  writing  poetry.  In-
cluded in  this  symposium are:  Robert Duncan,  William Everson,  Rosalie  Moore, Jack
Spicer, Leonard  Wolf.

Jack Spicer :

Here w e arc , holding a  ghostl y symposium —five poet s holdin g fort h o n
their peculia r problems . On e wil l sa y magic; on e wil l sa y God; on e wil l
say form . Whe n m y tur n come s I  ca n onl y as k a n embarrassin g ques -
tion—"Why is nobody here ? Who i s listening to us?"

Most o f u s ar c rathe r good poets . I f we wer e actor s or singer s o r car -
toonists of the sam e relativ e talent, a sizable percentage o f the student s of
this University would recognize our names an d b e familia r with our work.
As i t no w stands , I  doubt i f there i s a reade r o f thi s magazine (including
the editoria l staff an d th e pact s themselves) who i s familiar wit h th e work
of all five poets. Yet, I repeat, there i s not on e o f us that has no t bee n rec -
ognized as a good poe t by critics, magazines, or publishers.

The usua l answer to this complaint, given, to use a home-grown exam-
ple, i n the lette r column o f the Daily  Californian  ever y time a  new issue
of Occident  come s out , i s so muc h hog-wash : "Moder n poetr y does  no t
make sense, " the letter-write r wil l passionatel y exclaim , "Nobody read s it
because nobod y understand s it."

That i s just no t true . I f a lack of intelligibility makes a work unpopula r
with th e public , why i s it that ther e i s always at leas t one son g wit h non -
sense lyric s near the to p o f the Hi t Parade ? "Chickcry Chick" was far less
capable o f prose analysi s than Finnegans  Wake an d n o on e ca n clai m that
its bare, monotonous tune was responsible for its popular favor .

As a  matte r o f fac t recentl y som e o f th e sam e peopl e tha t condem n
modern poetr y as unintelligible express (weirdl y enough ) admiratio n for
Edith Sitwel l an d Gertrud e Stein . Th e phonograp h record s o f "Fagade"
and "Fou r Saint s In Three Acts" have mad e tw o writers (who are hardly
paragons o f intelligibility) perfectl y acceptabl e t o a large audience. What
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this audience ha s found i s not the intelligibilit y that i t had modestl y asked
for, bu t tha t greate r boon tha t i t did not dar e to ask —entertainment.

The trut h i s that pur e poetr y bore s everybody . I t i s even a  bore t o th e
poet. Th e onl y rea l contributio n o f th e Ne w Critic s i s tha t the y hav e
demonstrated thi s so well. They have taken poetr y (alread y removed fro m
its mai n sourc e o f interest—th e huma n voice ) and hav e complete d th e
job o f denudin g i t o f an y remainin g connectio n wit h person , plac e an d
time. What i s left i s proudly exhibite d i n thei r essay s —the dul l horro r of
naked, pure poetry .

Live poetry i s a kind o f singing. It differ s fro m prose , as song does , i n its
complexity o f stres s an d intonation . Poetr y demand s a  huma n voic e t o
sing i t an d demand s a n audienc e t o hea r it . Without thes e i t i s naked ,
pure, an d incomplet e —a bore .

If plays were only printed and neve r acted, who would read them? I f songs
were only printed on son g sheets , wh o woul d rea d them ? I t would b e like
playing a football game on paper . Do yo u wonder where the audience is?

It affect s th e natur e o f the poetr y too . Ther e was a time i n the middl e
ages whe n musi c wa s mainl y writte n and no t sung . I t was a  tim e whe n
crab canon s wer e composed , complicate d puzzle s mad e o f notes tha t n o
ear would thin k of hearing. Poetry , when i t is removed from a  livin g audi-
ence, lose s it s living form , become s puzzling . I t becomes blin d lik e th e
salamanders that live i n dar k caves. It atrophies.

Orpheus wa s a singer. The proudes t boast made abou t Orpheu s was not
that hi s poem s wer e beautifu l in an d o f themselves. There wer e n o Ne w
Critics then . Th e proudes t boas t wa s that he , th e singe r wit h th e songs ,
moved impossibl e audiences —trees, wild animals, the king of hell himself .

Today w e ar e no t singers . We woul d rathe r publis h poetr y i n a  littl e
maga/ine than rea d i t in a large hall. I f we do read i n a hall, we do not tak e
the mos t elementar y step s to make ou r poetr y vivid an d entertaining . We
are no t singers . We do no t us e ou r bodies . We recite  from a  printed page .

Thirty7 years ago Vachel Lindsa y saw that poetry must connec t itsel f t o
vaudeville i f i t was t o regai n it s voice. (Shakespeare , Webster , an d Mar -
lowe had discovere d this three centurie s before him. ) Our proble m toda y
is to make thi s connection, t o regain our voices .

We must become singers, become entertainers . We must stop sitting on
the po t o f culture. There i s more o f Orpheus i n Sophie Tucke r tha n i n R.
P. Blackmur ; w e hav e mor e t o lear n fro m Ccorg e M . Cohan tha n fro m
John Crow e Ransom .

Jack Spice r


