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1943 - Poetry And The M crophone
POETRY AND THE M CROPHONE (1943)

About a year ago | and a nunber of others were engaged in broadcasting
literary programmes to India, and anong ot her things we broadcast a good
deal of verse by contenporary and near-contenporary English witers--for
exanpl e, Eliot, Herbert Read, Auden, Spender, Dylan Thomas, Henry
Treece, Al ex Confort, Robert Bridges, Ednund Bl unden, D.H. Lawrence.
Whenever it was possible we had poens broadcast by the people who wote
them Just why these particular programmes (a small and renote

out - fl anki ng novenent in the radio war) were instituted there is no need
to explain here, but | should add that the fact that we were
broadcasting to an | ndian audi ence dictated our technique to sone
extent. The essential point was that our literary broadcasts were ai nmed
at the Indian university students, a snmall and hostile audience

unappr oachabl e by anything that could be described as British
propaganda. It was known in advance that we could not hope for nore than
a few thousand |isteners at the nost, and this gave us an excuse to be
nore "hi ghbrow' than is generally possible on the air.

If you are broadcasting poetry to people who know your | anguage but
don't share your cultural background, a certain anpunt of comrent and
expl anation is unavoidable, and the formula we usually followed was to
br oadcast what purported to be a nmonthly literary magazi ne. The
editorial staff were supposedly sitting in their office, discussing what
to put into the next number. Sonebody suggested one poem soneone el se
suggest ed another, there was a short discussion and then cane the poem
itself, read in a different voice, preferably the author's own. This
poem naturally called up another, and so the programme conti nued,
usually with at least half a mnute of discussion between any two itens.
For a hal f-hour programme, six voices seened to be the best nunber. A
programre of this sort was necessarily sonewhat shapel ess, but it could
be given a certain appearance of unity by making it revolve round a
single central theme. For exanple, one number of our imagi nhary magazi ne
was devoted to the subject of war. It included two poens by Edmund

Bl unden, Auden's "Septenber 1941 ", extracts froma |long poemby G S
Fraser ("A Letter to Anne Ridler"), Byron's "lsles of Geece" and an
extract fromT.E. Lawence's REVOLT I N THE DESERT. These hal f-dozen
items, with the argunents that preceded and foll owed them covered
reasonably well the possible attitudes towards war. The poens and the
prose extract took about twenty mnutes to broadcast, the argunents
about ei ght m nutes.

This formula may seemslightly ridicul ous and al so rather patronising
but its advantage is that the el ement of nere instruction, the textbook
notif, which is quite unavoidable if one is going to broadcast serious
and sonetinmes "difficult" verse, beconmes a lot |ess forbidding when it
appears as an informal discussion. The various speakers can ostensibly
say to one another what they are in reality saying to the audience.

Al so, by such an approach you at |east give a poema context, which is
just what poetry lacks fromthe average man's point of view But of
course there are other nethods. One which we frequently used was to set
a poemin nusic. It is announced that in a few m nutes' time such and
such a poemw || be broadcast; then the nusic plays for perhaps a

m nute, then fades out into the poem which follows wi thout any title or
announcenent, then the nusic is faded again and plays up for another

m nute or two--the whole thing taking perhaps five mnutes. It is
necessary to choose appropriate music, but needl ess to say, the rea
purpose of the nmusic is to insulate the poemfromthe rest of the
programre. By this method you can have, say, a Shakespeare sonnet wthin
three minutes of a news bulletin without, at any rate to nmy ear, any
gross incongruity.
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These programmes that | have been speaking of were of no great value in
t hemsel ves, but | have mentioned them because of the ideas they aroused
in nmyself and sonme others about the possibilities of the radio as a
means of popul arising poetry. | was early struck by the fact that the
br oadcasting of a poem by the person who wote it does not nerely
produce an effect upon the audience, if any, but also on the poet

hi nsel f. One nust renmenber that extrenely little in the way of

br oadcasti ng poetry has been done in England, and that nany people who
wite verse have never even considered the idea of reading it aloud. By
bei ng set down at a mi crophone, especially if this happens at al
regularly, the poet is brought into a new relationship with his work,
not otherwi se attainable in our tine and country. It is a conmonpl ace
that in nodern tines--the last two hundred years, say--poetry has conme to
have | ess and | ess connection either with music or with the spoken word

It needs print in order to exist at all, and it is no nore expected that
a poet, as such, will know how to sing or even to declaimthan it is
expected that an architect will know how to plaster a ceiling. Lyrical

and rhetorical poetry have al nost ceased to be witten, and a hostility
towards poetry on the part of the common man has cone to be taken for
granted in any country where everyone can read. And where such a breach
exists it is always inclined to w den, because the concept of poetry as
primarily something printed, and sonmething intelligible only to a

m nority, encourages obscurity and "cl everness". How many people do not
feel quasi-instinctively that there nust be something wong wth any poem
whose neani ng can be taken in at a single glance? It seens unlikely that
these tendencies will be checked unless it again becones nornmal to read
verse aloud, and it is difficult to see how this can be brought about
except by using the radio as a nedium But the special advantage of the
radio, its power to select the right audience, and to do away with
stage-fright and enbarrassnment, ought here to be noticed.

In broadcasting your audience is conjectural, but it is an audience of
ONE. MIlions may be listening, but each is listening al one, or as a
menber of a small group, and each has (or ought to have) the feeling
that you are speaking to himindividually. Mre than this, it is
reasonable to assune that your audience is synpathetic, or at |east

i nterested, for anyone who is bored can pronptly switch you off by
turning a knob. But though presumably synpathetic, the audi ence HAS NO
POMER OVER YQU. It is just here that a broadcast differs froma speech
or a lecture. On the platform as anyone used to public speaki ng knows,
it is alnost inmpossible not to take your tone fromthe audience. It is
al ways obvious within a few m nutes what they will respond to and what
they will not, and in practice you are al nost conpelled to speak for the
benefit of what you estimate as the stupidest person present, and al so
to ingratiate yourself by nmeans of the ballyhoo known as "personality".
If you don't do so, the result is always an atnosphere of frigid
embarrassment. That grisly thing, a "poetry reading", is what it is
because there will always be sone anong the audi ence who are bored or
all but frankly hostile and who can't renove thensel ves by the sinple
act of turning a knob. And it is at bottomthe sanme difficulty--the fact
that a theatre audience is not a selected one--that makes it i npossible
to get a decent perfornmance of Shakespeare in England. On the air these
conditions do not exist. The poet FEELS that he is addressing people to
whom poetry means sonething, and it is a fact that poets who are used to
br oadcasting can read into the m crophone with a virtuosity they would
not equal if they had a visible audience in front of them The el enent
of maeke-believe that enters here does not greatly matter. The point is
that in the only way now possi ble the poet has been brought into a
situation in which readi ng verse al oud seems a natural unenbarrassing
thing, a normal exchange between man and man: al so he has been led to
think of his work as SOUND rather than as a pattern on paper. By that
much the reconciliation between poetry and the common nman is nearer. It
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al ready exists at the poet's end of the aether-waves, whatever nmay be
happeni ng at the other end.

However, what is happening at the other end cannot be disregarded. It
will be seen that | have been speaking as though the whol e subject of
poetry were enbarrassing, alnost indecent, as though popul arising poetry
were essentially a strategic nmanoeuvre, |ike getting a dose of nedicine
down a child's throat or establishing tolerance for a persecuted sect.
But unfortunately that or something like it is the case. There can be no
doubt that in our civilisation poetry is by far the nost discredited of
the arts, the only art, indeed, in which the average man refuses to

di scern any value. Arnold Bennett was hardly exaggerating when he said
that in the English-speaking countries the word "poetry" would disperse
a crowd quicker than a fire-hose. And as | have pointed out, a breach of
this kind tends to wi den sinply because of its existence, the conmon nan
becom ng nore and nore anti-poetry, the poet nore and nore arrogant and
unintelligible, until the divorce between poetry and popul ar culture is
accepted as a sort of law of nature, although in fact it belongs only to
our own tinme and to a conparatively small area of the earth. W live in
an age in which the average human being in the highly civilised
countries is aesthetically inferior to the | omest savage. This state of
affairs is generally | ooked upon as being incurable by any CONSCI OUS
act, and on the other hand is expected to right itself of its own accord
as soon as society takes a conelier shape. Wth slight variations the
Mar xi st, the Anarchist and the religious believer will all tell you
this, and in broad terns it is undoubtedly true. The ugliness am d which
we |ive has spiritual and econom c causes and is not to be explained by
the nere going-astray of tradition at sone point or other. But it does
not follow that no inprovenent is possible within our present franework,
nor that an aesthetic inprovenent is not a necessary part of the general
redenpti on of society. It is worth stopping to wonder, therefore,

whet her it would not be possible even now to rescue poetry fromits
special position as the nost hated of the arts and win for it at |east
the sane degree of toleration as exists for nmusic. But one has to start
by asking, in what way and to what extent is poetry unpopul ar?

On the face of it, the unpopularity of poetry is as conplete as it could
be. But on second thoughts, this has to be qualified in a rather
peculiar way. To begin with, there is still an appreci able anount of
folk poetry (nursery rhynmes etc) which is universally known and quoted
and forns part of the background of everyone's mind. There is also a
handf ul of ancient songs and bal | ads whi ch have never gone out of

favour. In addition there is the popularity, or at |least the toleration,
of "good bad" poetry, generally of a patriotic or sentinmental kind. This
m ght seem beside the point if it were not that "good bad" poetry has
all the characteristics which, ostensibly, make the average man dislike
true poetry. It is in verse, it rhynes, it deals in lofty sentinments and
unusual | anguage--all this to a very marked degree, for it is al nost

axi omatic that bad poetry is nore "poetical" than good poetry. Yet if

not actively liked it is at least tolerated. For exanple, just before
witing this | have been listening to a couple of BBC conedi ans doi ng
their usual turn before the 9 o'clock news. In the |last three ninutes
one of the two conedi ans suddenly announces that he "wants to be serious
for a noment" and proceeds to recite a piece of patriotic bal derdash
entitled "A Fine Od English Gentleman", in praise of Hs Mjesty the
King. Now, what is the reaction of the audience to this sudden | apse
into the worst sort of rhymi ng heroics? It cannot be very violently
negative, or there would be a sufficient volume of indignant letters to
stop the BBC doing this kind of thing. One nust conclude that though the
big public is hostile to POETRY, it is not strongly hostile to VERSE
After all, if rhyme and netre were disliked for their own sakes, neither
songs nor dirty limericks could be popular. Poetry is disliked because
it is associated with untelligibility, intellectual pretentiousness and
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a general feeling of Sunday-on-a-weekday. Its nanme creates in advance
the sane sort of bad inpression as the word "God", or a parson's
dog-collar. To a certain extent, popularising poetry is a question of
br eaki ng down an acquired inhibition. It is a question of getting people
to listen instead of uttering a nechanical raspberry. |If true poetry
could be introduced to the big public in such a way as to make it seem
NORMAL, as that piece of rubbish | have just listened to presunably
seermed normal, then part of the prejudice against it m ght be overcone.

It is difficult to believe that poetry can ever be popul arised again

wi t hout some deliberate effort at the education of public taste,

i nvol ving strategy and perhaps even subterfuge. T.S. Eliot once
suggested that poetry, particularly dramatic poetry, m ght be brought
back into the consci ousness of ordinary people through the nmedium of the
musi ¢ hall; he m ght have added the pantom ne, whose vast possibilities
do not seem ever to have been conpletely explored. "Sweeney Agonistes”
was perhaps witten with some such idea in mnd, and it would in fact be
concei vable as a nusic-hall turn, or at |least as a scene in a revue. |
have suggested the radio as a nore hopeful medium and | have pointed
out its technical advantages, particularly fromthe point of view of the
poet. The reason why such a suggestion sounds hopel ess at first hearing
is that few people are able to i magine the radi o being used for the

di ssem nation of anything except tripe. People listen to the stuff that
does actually dribble fromthe I oud-speakers of the world, and concl ude
that it is for that and nothing el se that the wirel ess exists. |ndeed
the very word "wireless" calls up a picture either of roaring dictators
or of genteel throaty voices announcing that three of our aircraft have
failed to return. Poetry on the air sounds |ike the Mises in striped
trousers. Neverthel ess one ought not to confuse the capabilities of an
instrument with the use it is actually put to. Broadcasting is what it
is, not because there is something inherently vulgar, silly and

di shonest about the whol e apparatus of nicrophone and transmtter, but
because all the broadcasting that now happens all over the world is
under the control of governments or great nonopoly conpani es which are
actively interested in maintaining the STATUS QUO and therefore in
preventing the common man from beconming too intelligent. Sonething of

t he sane kind has happened to the cinema, which, like the radio, nade
its appearance during the nonopoly stage of capitalismand is
fantastically expensive to operate. In all the arts the tendency is
simlar. More and nore the channel s of production are under the contro
of bureaucrats, whose aimis to destroy the artist or at least to
castrate him This would be a bleak outlook if it were not that the
totalitarianisation which is now going on, and nust undoubtedly continue
to go on, in every country of the world, is mtigated by another process
which it was not easy to foresee even as short a time as five years ago

This is, that the huge bureaucratic machines of which we are all part
are beginning to work creakily because of their mere size and their
constant growth. The tendency of the nodern state is to wi pe out the
freedomof the intellect, and yet at the sane tine every state,
especi al ly under the pressure of war, finds itself nmore and nore in need
of an intelligentsia to do its publicity for it. The nodern state needs,
for exanple, pamphlet-writers, poster artists, illustrators,
broadcasters, lecturers, film producers, actors, song conposers, even
pai nters and scul ptors, not to nention psychol ogi sts, soci ol ogists,

bi o- chemi sts, mathematicians and what not. The British Gover nnment
started the present war with the nore or | ess openly declared intention
of keeping the literary intelligentsia out of it; yet after three years
of war alnmost every witer, however undesirable his political history or
opi ni ons, has been sucked into the various Mnistries or the BBC and
even those who enter the arned forces tend to find thenselves after a
while in Public Relations or sonme other essentially literary job. The
CGovernment has absorbed these people, unwillingly enough, because it
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found itself unable to get on without them The ideal, fromthe official
poi nt of view, would have been to put all publicity into the hands of
"safe" people like A P. Herbert or lan Hay: but since not enough of
these were avail able, the existing intelligentsia had to be utilised,
and the tone and even to some extent the content of official propaganda
have been nodified accordingly. No one acquainted with the Governnent
panphl ets, ABCA (The Arny Bureau of Current Affairs.) lectures,
docunentary filns and broadcasts to occupi ed countries which have been
i ssued during the past two years inagines that our rul ers would sponsor
this kind of thing if they could help it. Only, the bigger the machine
of government becomes, the nore | oose ends and forgotten corners there
are init. This is perhaps a small consolation, but it is not a
despicable one. It nmeans that in countries where there is already
a strong liberal tradition, bureaucratic tyranny can perhaps never

be conplete. The striped-trousered ones will rule, but so |ong as
they are forced to maintain an intelligentsia, the intelligentsia
will have a certain anpbunt of autonomny. If the Governnent needs,

for exanple, docunentary films, it nust enploy people specially
interested in the technique of the film and it nust allow themthe
necessary m ni mum of freedom consequently, filns that are all wong
fromthe bureaucratic point of view w Il always have a tendency to
appear. So also with painting, photography, scriptwiting, reportage,
lecturing and all the other arts and half-arts of which a conpl ex nodern
state has need.

The application of this to the radio is obvious. At present the

| oudspeaker is the eneny of the creative witer, but this may not
necessarily remain true when the volunme and scope of broadcasting

i ncrease. As things are, although the BBC does keep up a feeble show of
interest in contenporary literature, it is harder to capture five

m nutes on the air in which to broadcast a poemthan twelve hours in
which to dissenmi nate |ying propaganda, tinned nusic, stale jokes, faked
"di scussi ons" or what-have-you. But that state of affairs may alter in
the way | have indicated, and when that time cones serious experiment in
t he broadcasting of verse, with conplete disregard for the various
hostil e influences which prevent any such thing at present, would becone
possible. | don't claimit as certain that such an experinment woul d have
very great results. The radi o was bureaucratised so early in its career
that the rel ationship between broadcasting and literature has never been
thought out. It is not certain that the m crophone is the instrunent by
whi ch poetry could be brought back to the comopn people and it is not
even certain that poetry would gain by being nore of a spoken and |ess
of a witten thing. But | do urge that these possibilities exist, and
that those who care for literature mght turn their minds nore often to
this much-despi sed nmedium whose powers for good have perhaps been
obscured by the voices of Professor Joad and Doctor Goebbels.
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