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The Georgian Poets and
the Genteel Tradition

Meredith Martin and Erin Kappeler

In many twentieth-century literary histories, the concepts of an American “genteel
tradition” and a British early twentiech-century “Georgian poetry” are described in
similar terms: conventional, predictable, old-fashioned. As early as the 1920s, both
“genteel” and “Georgian” became monikers of disdain: in America, modernist poets
advertised their break with the genteel past, and, in England, “Georgian” poetry was
the movement that failed to take shape and was replaced by high modernism. Much
is obscured by these histories; indeed, we know that the writers associated with what
we now call the modernist avant-garde were products of the very gentility against
which they were said to rebel, and in England, poets like Rupert Brooke (the most
famous “Georgian” poet) and Ezra Pound participated in rivalries for public affection.
Keeping in mind the fundamentally transaclantic nature of literary circulation at the
beginning of the twentieth cencury, this chaprer asks in what ways these categories — a
genteel tradition, a Georgian poetry — circulated and functioned as primarily nacion-
alistic. What publications, institutions, and exchanges underlay the American cultiva-
tion of the “new” as opposed to the “tradition”? And how, in London particularly, did
the idea of what was Georgian = and why thac mactered — change between 1911 and
19227 This chapter seeks to clarify and complicate the received history of the literary
scene at the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth cencury in both

America and England,
The “Genteel Tradition”

The “genteel tradition” is understood to refer to American poetry before it found ics
looting. Genreel poets imitated English Vicrorian poetry too closely, which led their

—
A Compumion 14 Madernist Poetry, Firse Edition. Eited by Davidd 1 Chinire and Gail McDonald
YA John Wiley & Sons, Led. Published 2014 by John Wiley & Sons, Led
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¢, unadventurous, and ionventm:;? D 2;? )» and €ven
rudish, feminine,” and cnervat(t (DuBois and Lentrlc(h,‘1
concur that the gemcel tradition was the past from which
ited States needed to brmk frlee, few can zgree On precisely
' hat cradition, in large part because no
which poets and worll;zr:?:szll;“:a; that the Georgian poets did. (There was ::::
self-identified as mc?lzology for instance.) Christopher Beach points to the Harvarg
a Genreel Pmryglorve s;nm)'ﬂ"ﬂv William Vaughn Moody, Trumbull Stickney,
School of Pog:b(() CLO:; o) as the core of the genteel tradition; John Timbermg,
and GroLz:]f‘ s [o[the Ffm de poets (William Cullen Bryant, Ralph Waldo Emerson,
E::::;:fad::vonh Longfellow, John foe“leﬂf\_vhmi“’_ Olivef Wendel‘l. Holmes, ang
James Russell Lowell); Ellery Sedgwick identifies 2 diffuse "necwork” of gentiliry,
instituted by “"an American cultural gentry” and comprised of collegesv, llitemry‘ socie-
ties, chautauquas, magazines like the Atlantic Monthly andi a ﬂOul’lShl‘l:lg didactic
literature” (51). Because of the lack of critical consensus about its content, “the gentee|
cradition” often functions as a catchall term for any poetry that seems to be conserva-
tive in form or subject matter. As R. P. Dickey pithily argues, poetry can be classified
as genteel if it “uphold{s] traditional moral, social and literary standards in badly
crafted forms” (739).

The phrase itself was coined by the Harvard poet and philosopher George Santayana
(who emphatically did not identify as genteel) in his 1911 address “The Genteel
Tradicion in American Philosophy.” Santayana’s speech was only tangentially related
to literature; his true object was to criticize Romantic idealism (the titular genteel
tradition) and to champion modern pragmatism. In describing these philosophies,
however, Santayana created a powerful vision of America as the site of culcural innova-

poctry t0 become “stal
“hopelessly nostalgic, P
12). Though many €ritics
the rapidly modernizing Un

tions that were helping to liberate modern subjects from the confines of European
intellectual craditions. Santayana posited that there was something in “the Amernican
atmosphere” that was inhospitable to European idealism (61); the very landscape, in
its grandeur, forced the American people to return “to experience, to history, to poetry,
to the natural science of [their] day,” and to turn away from the “arbitrary fancies” of
subjective idealism (48, 44). This “native-born American mentality” was only begin-
ning to show itself, according to Santayana, producing a split in the culture berween
old-world “beliefs and standards” and new world “instincts, practice, and discoveries”

(42, 39). Santayana used an architectural metaphor to explain how the two strans
coexisted in American intelleccual life:

a neat reproduction of [a} colonial mansion .

. stands beside [a] sky-scraper. The
American Will inhabirs the sky- 4

scraper; the American Intellect inhabits the colonial

ma : 3 .

x nsion. The one is the sphere of the American man; the other, at least prcdmmn.mllY-
of the American woman, The one is all agg
tradition. (40)

Fessive enterprise; the other is all 8 l
y alig : ¢ i
By a nng Ammc.m pragmatism with [hL‘ n

: atural w i ion. modernity,
and masculinity, on the world, innovation,

one hand, and a superannuated European idealism with arbi-
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qary convention: tradition, and femininity, on the other, Santayana created a powerful

frsmework for critics and PUEES who wanted‘ to assert the value of contemporary
American PoCtrY as the first sign of a new nanon.al literature.

John Tomsich has notfrt{l that “the genteel tradition” functioned thetorically rather
than descriptively for c:mcs ‘such as Vavn Wyck Brooks, whose 1915 polemic Amer-
o Coming-of-Age wi_e, less interested in understanding the past than in creating a
qew and vital future (3). Brooks argued that modern poetry, whose forms had yet
o be perfected, was the only cultural force that could dialectically reconcile the
opposing poles of |.deahsm an.d pragmatism that Santayana had identified, thereby
creating a new, unified American character. Brooks explained that America in the
1910s was “like a vast Sargasso Sea,” a “welter of life which has not been worked
into an organism,” and that the function of modern Ppoetry was to create a “genuine
[American] type” out of the heterogeneous national body (164—65). Whitman was
the fist American poet to attempt such a synthesis, according to Brooks, and
although he failed to fuse the “raw materials” of American life into a national type,
he helped America to become “[conscious] of its own character.” Whitman thus freed
American poetry from the grip of the genteel tradition, embodied in a clique of
“New York men of letcers” — Edmund Clarence Stedman, Richard Henry Stoddard,
“and their group” — whose emphasis on style, decorum, and convention kept Ameri-
an poetry in thrall to an English literary tradition (117-21). Ironically, Brooks
adopted the idea of a modern, representative poetry thar would save America from
its genteel past from Stedman, who was the first to use the term “Victorian™ as a
description of a literary period, and who famously dubbed the late nineteenth century
an “interval of twilight.” Stedman predicted that the coming post-Victorian dawn
would see American poetry emerge as a distinct national tradition that would
“correspond to the furure of the land itself, — of America now wholly free and inter-
blending” (“Twilight” 800). For Stedman, as for Brooks, the development of a
coherenc literary cradition and a unified national identity were part of the same
historical process. By positing a distinction between a British Victorian tradition
and a distinctively American, post-Victorian poetry, Stedman thus helped to produce
the terms of the genteel/modern debates thar ultimately condemned him as genteel
poet, reminding us thac, as Michael Cohen argues, genteel poetry was nor a “pre-
existent field or discourse,” but was rather “called . . . into being” by both genteel
and modernise critics (166).

Nevertheless, many contemporary critics have taken Brooks's genealogy to be
explanacory rather than polemical, and have atcempted to distinguish the genteel
ealism of Stedman’s circle from the realism of Whitman's modernist descendants,
frnsmuting Santayana's scruggle between idealism and realism into che struggle
between genteel poetry and the so-called new poetry. According to this view, genteel
Pocts “wrote sonnets, odes, and dramatic monologues in imitation of English Vic-
torian poetry” (Beach 8), while modernist poets experimented with the forms of the
future, Andrew DuBois and Frank Lentricchia claim chat the magazines and antholo-
815 published in the 1910s and 1920s — especially “little magazines” and Louis
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« “oroundbreaking anthology” Moderti American Poetry (1919) _ Pruvig,
Untermeyer's " grou diffcrences between “the genteel powers and the ety
L 3¢ (14), ;m this is true only if one ignores the s1gfuﬁcant points of
ing avant-gar e eentcel and che new poetry. If Untermeyer's ﬂﬂlholugy s
overlap berween [1(' (i Stedman’s 1900 American Anthology 1n its promotion of e
:'ndccd the c{)r‘rii:":; i B o Scntee] idealism,” as E Brett Cox suggests 221
:t:\::mof :: (:lrnl'ﬁcul: to explain why Untermeyer lf_lc{idt_‘d _?f%:'fﬁ .Edw;rd WOOdberry
(identified by Willard Thorp as one of Stedman sB 'rm,\id : ll 1:tm aué;hn Moody
(whom Beach names as a genteel poet), Thomas Bailey rdchl ;mem er of S}t‘d-
man'’s circle, added in the 1921 edition of the anthology), an ‘rt ur Davison Fltke_
Sara Teasdale, Joyce Kilmer, and many otht“r poets noy considered gem?'ﬂ‘ If we
understand both Stedman’s and Untermeyers anthologies fm different articulationg
of the same nationalist literary project, however, these points of contact begin

material evidence of th

make sense. 7
Stedman and Untermeyer both understood turn-of-the-century American poetry

to be facing the same problem: poets had “turned away from the fO‘_'mS that best
expressled] the people, choosing instead forms that m‘erely express poetic over-refine-
ment” (Cohen 175). This was particularly problematic in a nation as heterogeneous
as America, which badly needed a representative poetry to both construct and mirror
a characteristic American type. Stedman argued that the ballad was the only genre
thar could properly produce such a type, and that John Greenleaf Whictier's ballads
in particular, as the direct speech of an imagined “Yankee race,” could most effec-
tively “absorb the heterogeneous cultural traditions at play in America and condense
them into the distinctive American type” (Cohen 175). Untermeyer, by contrast,
argued that no extant genre could create a national identity. The new poerry,
which encompassed both the “most conventional metres” and “the freest free-verse”
(Modern American Poetry x), pointed the way to a future form that could absorb and
express the nation; it had turned poetry back into “the organ of the people, an
instrument which registers not only the music of the moment but anticipates the
harmonies of tomorrow” (“Spirit” 99). Eventually, he believed, America's heterogene-
ous poetic forms and its diverse population would become a “starcling fusion of races
and ideas,” expressed in a singular hybrid form that had not yec been fathomed (New
Era 13)

Stedman’s endorsement of Whittier's ballads as the poetry of the fucure has come
to “seem hopelessly genteel” (Cohen 175), while Untermeyer’s more catholic taste has
allowed hlrfl to appear more prescienc. Both the genteel tradition and the new poetry
Ihaf these figures have come to stand for, however, can be understood as “productive
fictions” thar shaped modern American poetics, as Sarah Ehlers argues. By “describing
poetry as if it were in grave danger,” Stedman and Untermeyer created “opportunitlies]
to exalt and thus preserve an ideal of poetry”
ideal American poetry differed,
identical.

(47). Though their visions of an
their nationalist literary projects were seructurally
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“Georgian” Poetry

Unlike the faicly abstr’acr "gemeel tradition,” the term “Georgian” is atrached to a
s of five anthologies, published by Harold Monro's Poctry Bookshop and edited
py Edward Marsh between 1912 and 1922, Bue while “Georgian Poetry” is undeni-
JB]‘ a thing, what that thing was has received scang atcention. Over the course of ten
m‘rs of anthologizing, we find not so much a unified coterie but a useful means of
cracking che evolving ways that English poets view poetry’s role in national culcure
s well as England’s role on a quickly and violently changing international stage.

scholars have spent quite a bit of effort thinking abour the period berween 1909
and 1922 in order to characterize the rise of avant-garde modernism, but they have
failed to characterize the “Georgian” poets as anything other than failures, John Press
peatly summarizes:

Some writers are at pains to deny this citle to any poet of ment who flourished berween
1912 and 1922 Robert Graves, we are assured, was nort a Georgian, nor were D. H
Lawrence, Edward Thomas, Siegfried Sassoon, Wilfred Owen, Isaac Rosenberg, and
Edmund Blunden. Whether or not they appeared in Georgian Poetry 1s, according to such
cnitics, totally irrelevant. What macters is the quality of their work: if it is good 1t
cannot be Georgian; if it 1s Georgian it must, ipso facto, be feeble. (1)

Peter Childs agrees that

the expression “Georgian poetry” has almost become a term of abuse. To be a Georgian
poet is to be a bad poet in nearly all critical commentary since the 1930s, even though
in the 1910s and 1920s [the "Georgians™} were enormously popular and [were] praised
by such independent minded critics as D. H. Lawrence. It is the canonization of mod-
ernism that has made the Georgians appear so conservative and unoniginal. (26)

As Linda Williams writes: “Georgianism perhaps epitomizes the popular notion of
English poetry — parochial, solid and unironic, celebrating English rural life, particu-
larly the home counties variety” (65). Unironic (despite Thomas Hardy, that great
ironist very much alive in the Georgian age), unoriginal, and conservative: Georgian
poetry, like the “genteel tradition,” has become the abstract catchall for che kind of
poctry against which the various movements associated with experimental modernism
could reace, even though “Georgian poetry” and experimental modernism emerged in
tandem, shared many actors, and participated and competed in the same prine market
for the same audiences,

If Santayana’s 1911 essay served to name an inchoate literary “sensibilicy” that :I_'zen
led w0 various articulations of American nationalist literary projects, Marsh’s first
Gengian Poetry anthology, published in 1912, openly consolidated a nﬂliOI?Jl literary
sensibilicy by its very ticle. “Georgian” was definitely English, distinguished only
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cessonadian o0 «yictorian.” Robert H. Ross describes hoy borp,
phad been 7 walr)anlcd to decide who would best be abl:e €O represent fea|
s of the period rebelled against Humanism — Tesponsib),
of slush in which we have the misfortune to In'e“‘

from wha ;
“Left” and "Center” camps
Jife in real language. The poet

(o te
I ¢, for “the sta i ; : y
b ‘:'l“'f"’ " (or formalism of cradicionalism in the arts), and Vtctonamsm
“ m !

(80) - Academis

he voung Georgian rebels of whatever cgterie - rea'lists or VOr[l(lStsy
*Almost all the yo .’;m p;und or Rupert Brooke, Richard Aldington or Lascell
Futurists of lma{n;r?).e wid in varying degrees exemplify these tendencies® (Ross
zz\.;e.r;a-l:)crr;ﬁ::;m-l:;y_s aims were quite clear: it was a collection meant to profit from 5

i 1 ati f newspaper: nd [;
; ; nostly 1n the circulation o papers a lice
rising interest 1n poetry based m y ,

magazines, the same circulation and marketing :Imt banFIllEd 'the ll;/ilse of“what we now
call experimental modernism. John Maseﬁelds The Ev?r as(;mg chey made finap.
cially solvent the English Review, where it was first printe .(1r occ}lpfedlfo::y.&,m
pages). This was, according to Ross, “the ﬁrs_tlbook of‘verse since [K;Pllng 51 Barvach
Room Ballads to succeed in titillating the British public b?' poetry wh%c!l managed to
be at once ribald and respectable” (13). Not at all conventional or craditional by 1911
standards, the English Revew blacked out the word “bloody” elevgn times. Here js 3
typical scene (before Saul Kane, liar, cheat, and drunken carouser is saved):

I'd often heard religious ranters

And put them down as windy canters,
Bur this old mother made me see

The harm I done by being me.

Being both strong and given to sin

I 'tracted weaker vessels in.

So back to bar to get more drink

I didn’t dare begin to think,

And there were drinks and drunken singing,

As though this life were dice for flinging;

Dice ro be flung, and nothing furder,

And Christ’s blood Just another murder. (70-71)

A long, narrative conversion poem in the style of Kipling (but with much more
graphic bodily detail), Masefield’s poem was so successful thac it sparked Harold
Monro and Edward Marsh o launch the anthology series

Marsh’s prefatory note declares: :

Few readers have the leisure or the z¢
the process of recognition is often slow.
tions of the past two years, may
Wwe are at the beginning of

al o investigace cach volume as it appears; and
¢ This collection, drawn entirely from the publica-
1 1 .

itis fortunate help the lovers of poetry to realize that

another grear “Geg ki
it b rgreac “Georgian period” which may take rank in due
several grear poetic ages of he past
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Thovgh Rhbythm had published Hl_)lbro?k n_]acksnn's essay “A Plea for Revolt in
,\rniude" in 1911 and Lawrence ].31nyons Th§ Return to Poetry” in 1912, it was
M.nrsh‘s anthOlOB.Y that framed the idea f:fﬁ renaissance memorably in national terms.
English poetry,’ Mmjsh declareci, was .nofu once again putting on a new strength
i beauty.” Indeed, if “fe read “Georgian” as a representation of changing ideas of
Enghsh national culture, it wm.nld make sense that the Kipling-like verses of Masefield
would seem an apt representation of a past England - an England grappling with the
chreat of waning power. i

Marsh published Georgian Poetry anthologies five times over the course of ten very
multuous years, for England and for poetry. The first review of the series captures
che spirit of the “novel force"vofpoetry in all its guises in 1912: “There is no escaping
the fact tha the spread of scientific knowledge and the enormous modern growth of
|nterest in sociological and economic questions find a perceptible reflection in che new
poetry” (“Georgian” 55). The unsigned review credits the poems with a knack for
“scientific observation,” and notes “one of the most marked technical developments
of Georgian verse — the disappearance of the adjective” (55). What, to this reviewer,
is scientific observarion is to Edward Thomas merely “narrative or medirative verse.”
He writes, in 1913, “It shows much beauty, strength, and mystery, and some magic —
much aspiration, less defiance, no revole — and it brings out with great cleverness
many sides of the modern love of the simple and primitive, as seen in children, peas-
ants, savages, early men, animals, and Narure in general” (67). Edmund Gosse goes
so far as to call the first 1911-12 collection “at once an anthology and a manifesto”
(73), yet he cautions:

Many of these new poets, in their anxiety to be spontaneous, fluid, unfettered, are afraid
w0 allow the essential character of their metre to be felt. There is in many of them an
incessant shifting of the stress, which ends by tiring the ear or even producing a sense
of weakness. No doubt there was a great tempration to avoid the exaggerared sonority of the
late Victorians. But the young poets are some of them in danger of dislocaring their
verse in the ace of striving to make it supple. (76-77)

The potential for weakness is dangerous: the poets should strive, but not too much. By
1916, Gosse's warnings were echoed by a number of reviewers, most notably Arthur
Waugh, who reviewed Georgran Poetry, 1911-1912 with Georgian Poerry, 1913-1915
and Ezra Pound's The Catholic Antbology, 1914-1915. He writes that “English poetry
has been approaching a condition of poetic liberty and license which threatens, not only
submerge old standards altogether, bue, if persevered in to its logical limits, to hand
Over the sensitive are of verse to a general process of literary democratization” (143).
Gosse presents Pound as a champion of the “cleverness” thar marks the new Georgian
Poctics, and he cautions against it, feeling, perhaps, that cthe dangerous infusion of
Yankee ingenuity would infect the steadfast English national meters. By 1917, when
the thirg anthology is published, Edward Shanks asserts that “the new volume of Geor-
§an Poetry makes something of a break in the continuity of the series; and it should
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dea, which 1s sall pn:valenl: in some quarters, that it is ng —

n 1dea, . " . )

Je school or group or even clique” (199). Nine new wrige,,

rner, J. C. Squire, Siegfried ‘Sassoon, Isaac Roanbﬂ&

Graves, John Freeman, Maurice Barins, gnd Hfrber_r Asquith
Robere Nichols, Robert Sassoon, and Rosenberg) were soldiers, the third volym,
Though three of them ((j:‘::s}or the h‘uﬂdrcds of soldier poetry anthologies that had
cen as 50“:::; Yet it, and the two postwar Georgian anthologies, could ng
::ﬁl::dti?{;ﬁ: zmpﬂfjls""‘ on the one hand.} tolthe soldier poetry boom, and, on the
other, to the emergence of Pound’s circle and l‘tS lnﬂqenc.e. .

Indeed, by the time of the fourth volume's publlca.uo.n, f‘ c eT]cess Of:Var poetry
anthologies and war poctry 1 the papers effaced any distinction that the “Georgjan”
poets may have had, so much so that a parody (Ggrgeom Poetry, 1920) aPPeflred o
sure sign tha *Georgian” had become a genre unto itself, a dangerously escapist genre
that looked up into the trees nostalgically when there was bloed on .the _grounc], Even
Sassoon, who had appeared in the very fourth volume he was reviewing, and who
Wilfred Owen felt had honored him with membership in the school of Georgians (I
am held peer by the Georgians,” Owen exalted in 1917 [1721), mocked the prepon-
derance of trees in the collection: “a cursory glance might lead one to suppose that
this is a tree-anthology” (249). He asks:

effectually dispel @ ‘
than the expression of @ SINE
joined the chird volume: W.J. Tu

was not s

Can any form of spontaneous ink-spilling be reckoned among proposed substitutes for
the blood-shedding which has so recently provided our civilization with spiritual uplift?
Can a plain fountain pen be mightier than a short magazine-loading Lee-Enfield rifle?

I had not considered this problem until I was asked to write a signed review of

Georgran Peetry. (249)

While Sassoon concludes, “it’s not a bad book, on the whole” (251), his 1920 sense
that poetry in general was not doing whac it could or should be doing for “our civi-
lization” is evident. Amy Lowell cinched the Georgian poets’ demise with her review
“Weary Verse™: the poetry is “so dreadfully tired.” She asks, “Is this the exhaustion
of the war, or 1s it the debility of an old habit of mind deprived of the stimulus of a
new inspiration?” (254). In American poetry, Lowell finds freshness and vitality. In
Britain, by contrast,

the stale stuff is not merely stale, it is pathological. We know what these young men
wa - .
nt to say; the strong spirits among them have told us: they want to say how deeply

they lov [
they love England, how much the English countryside (the mose beautiful countryside
in the world) means to them; the

y detest war, . ich co come
back. (256) and long for the past which cannot com

In the y .

P[:)e[tl'; i:‘::db”"";‘(n 1912.and 1922, England’s sense of itself and of what kind of

already on i g 1CPrEsent it was changing. The past idea of England that was
ane in 1912 becomes absurd by 1922, 2 moment in which it appears
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that poetry
qot 1y €O

cannot do anything to unify a nation’s sense of itself, and perhaps should
Lowell’s turn to America, and a critical turn in general toward a “new”

tics, must be read in the context of a loss of faith in England as a unified national

(LI[[

ure with 2 unified national literature, and of a new faith in an American culture
§ ligerature poised to take over the empire of letcers.
an
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The New Poetry

Jobn Timberman Newcom)

In the decades after the Civil War, as life in the United Star.
by the forces of urban-industrial modernirty, the genteel custodians of the nation’s
literary culrure began to treat poetry as a mode of escape, the antithesis and anridote
to the accelerating pace and growing impersonality of everyday experience. Deploring
the “unpoetic” times, they clung to rules of form and elevated standards of diction
codified decades or even centuries earlier, and demanded portrayals of American life
i nostalgic pastoral imagery, as if by excluding the voices and spaces of the city they
could nullify che destabilizing effect of modernity itself. In this climate,
long-revered

¢s was shaped increasingly

! as the six
‘Fireside poets” — William Cullen Bryant, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Oliver
Wendell Holmes, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, James Russell Lowell, and John
Greenleaf Whittier — died off with no plausible canonical successors, it seemed to
many thac all the great poems had been written (Newcomb, Wonld Poetry Disappear?
109-11). After 1890, the situation worsened into a serious crisis in which commenca-
tors wondered whether poetry in America was withering away as “the rickety dream-
child of neurotic aestheticism” (Greenslet 52), unable to compete with mns-;‘)roduced
cultural commodiries thar left lictle room for contemplation or linguistic nuance. In
d cultural economy dominated by dime novels, mass-circulation periodicals, million-
selling popular songs, and reams of instantly forgettable light verse, it was generally
assumed thae literary poetry could never support itself, and that even one magazine
devoted to it was an economic impossibility. Younger poets knew they were likely to
e avolume of their verse only by paying for it themselves. Not surprisingly, the
verse Americans produced between 1890 and 1910 is deeply shadowed by anxieties
of belacedness and self-doube.

As it tarned out, however, these two decades of crisis were nor American poetry's

lase w - R ; )
“Cwhimpers, bue prelude to its greatest achievements. Although with a century’s
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