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INAUGURAL ADDRESS

HE members of the Literary
Club stood about the ante-
room discussing the paper
they had just heard or look-
ing for seats with as much
dignity as men may whose
hands are filled with sand-
wiches, saucers, sardines,

cigarettes, and other sine gua nons.

‘“What is all this talk about the Literary

Club having lost its influence and function?’’

demanded the Poet, drawing a chair up to

~ the round table, with the air of authority

.50 easily acquired by foreign residence.

- ““There is about as much reason in that

statement as if it were said about the east

The writer has endeavored to give credit to authors
quoted whenever it could be conveniently worked into
the text. For the ¢ Dentiad,”’ and other suggestions
from Bayard Taylor, it is desirable to make more spe-
cific acknowledgment.—C:B.R.

7



wind that whistles through the casements
on a winter’s eve and drives every one to
Mrs. Green’s tables for warmth and sus-
tenance.”’ _ '

“The Club is all right,”’ remarked the
Doctor; ‘‘the round table especially fills
a very definite and satisfactory place in
my heart, and I am loth to have anything
changed one iota so long as any two of us
can meet for mutual delectation, and so
long as a single idea remains that can be
tossed about for further entertainment, or
inverted or eviscerated for closer exami-
nation.”’

““Who started that pessimistic senti-
ment?’’ broke in the Historian, reaching
for a bottle. ‘‘Surely in Chicago there is
a demand for a club wherein the members
can devote themselves to a discussion of
"pure literature. Besides, our mild potations
and the fragrant wreaths of smoke soothe
the mind and measurably delay the nervous,
fidgety, hot-footed American hours. More-
over, this is not only a literary club but a
club of authors—at least we become au-
thors sooner or later—usually sooner under
the stinging spur of the entertainment com-
mittee. Not authors, to be sure, of that
crass mercantile variety who write the ‘best
sellers’——by no means; we write books to
keep.’’

‘I had a friend once who was a book-
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keeper,’” volunteered the Pedagogue, ‘“—he
kept all my best editions.”’

“‘Speaking of ‘best sellers,’ it seems to
me as a lawyer that books sell in inverse
proportion to the value of their contents,’’
spoke up a little, quiet, bearded man, draw-
ing hard on his pipe. ‘“‘The worst of it is
that no man can decide as to who is the
greatest sinner: the one who wrote the
book, the publisher, or the man who was
Chamberized.

¢ But isn’t it possible that even the ‘best
sellers’ have a function aside from profiting
the producers?’’ queried the Doctor, as he
assembled eighteen holes of Swiss cheese
into a sandwich. ‘‘There is the baby’s
pacifier, for instance, alittle thing as greatly
reprobated by physicians as it is highly es-
teemed by mothers. The maternal theory
is that the deception is innocent and keeps
the child from crying. Now, crying, in
moderation, expands the lungs, develops the
chest, and improves the circulation, how-
ever disturbing it may be to the peace of
mind of the family. So the ‘best seller’
acts as a pacifier and saves the reader from
irksome mental activity, soothes his feebly
struggling conscience, and enables him to
get appreciably nearer to death without
actual use of his head.”’

‘“That may be true,”” added the Poet ;
‘“but there is yet another phase. People
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do not seek facts, nor want them ; they seek
illusions. Every happy person is chasing
a phantom which, like AZneas’ wife, contin-
ually eludes him. The happiest man is he
who thinks he has his illusion secured. It
feeds his self-esteem. So people want
dreams and visions, emotions, and thrills.
This need is supplied to a degree by the
‘best seller ' wherein, for a short time, each
reader sees a representation of his own idea
that in some miraculous way life is going
to change. It maybe drunkenness, an emo-
tional debauch, perhaps, which has, of late
especially, a Paphian tinge, but it satisfies
the craving less injuriously than drugs.”’

““To hear the Poet extenuating the ‘best
sellers’ gives me a shock,’’ declared the
Critic. ‘‘There may be reason in his argu-
ment, probably there is; but, like George
Moore, nothing irritates me so much as
other people’s illusions.”’

““Truth only smells sweet forever,”’
quoted the Pedagogue, ‘“and illusions, how-
ever innocent, are deadly as the canker
worm.’’

““One can hardly blame the public for
liking the easy reading of the ‘best seller,’
explained the Librarian, ‘‘for unless a man
has practiced playing three or four games of
chess simultaneously, he is not mentally
equipped to read the modern newspaper and
magazine. Each column starts a new sub-
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ject and all conclusions must be avoided
and the mind kept in suspense until the
continuation is found on the lower half of the
third column, or the middle third of the
sixth column of some succeeding page, and ;
usually buried among a mass of adver- :
tisements.’’ i

¢<Flizabeth had her dramatists, and ]
Queen Anne her essayists,” rolled the His-
torian, ‘‘but our own age is distinguished
by the flood of futile fiction which flows
through the broad and shallow channels
of literature. May the Lord have pity on
the future Macaulay, who gets his knowl-
edge of the social characteristics of our day, ¢
not from a single Petronius Arbiter, not u
from a Decameron or a Gil Blas, but from
the myriad of more or less contradictory
‘documents’ ' that emanate from our tire-
less presses!”’

““They will never be useful as ‘docu-
ments,’ ’’ said the Pedagogue; ¢‘the paper
won’t last. In books of assumed perma-
nent value, like McMaster’s History, the
first volume is foxed before the last one
appears.’’

¢ Alas, my poor little spruce trees, "’ mut-
tered the Critic; ‘how remorselessly they
have been sacrificed, and how uselessly.”’

«Yes,”’ said the Lawyer; ‘‘there Is no
illusion there——they fall in Hecatombs to
make a Roman holiday. I suppose the
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common idea of success is based on devas-
tation rather than construction, because it
is more dramatic.”’

‘“Success in literature depends entirely
on the success of the illusion,’’ commented
the Librarian. ‘‘This is the crutch that
supports the yellow press. A trivial illu-
sion or a sordid appeal will always attract
the masses. People won’t read things that
do not interest them. The ‘best sellers’
are not literature—no—but what is liter-
ature, or, to bring it down to something con-
crete and tangible, what is poetry? Does
any one know-—is it entirely the personal
equation? Now, I believe that Byron, next
to Shakespeare, is the greatest English poet,
and when my friend the Critic looks at me
with a cold, scientific eye, and asks me why,
I can only reply that he is so for me. Now,
our own poet is enamored of Masefield—
says he is the greatest exponent of a new
form of the art; but again comes the Critic
and claims that poetry without the use of
the beautiful words which have made
English poetry pre-eminent in the expres-
sion of ideas of beauty-—this, he says,
is a contradiction in terms-—so there you
are.’’

“I must admit the impeachment,’’ nod-
ded the Critic; ‘“Masefield is strong, yes,
and dramatic, truly, but somehow the use
of a vulgar dialect—bad enough in prose
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—-1is always unpleasant and irritating in
poetry; like spots on a beautiful face.”’

¢Then you don’t care for Burns?’’ ar-
gued the Poet.

«Well, of course, that’s different,’’ ac-
knowledged the Critic; ¢‘forthere the words
have a mellow broadness which is nearly al-
ways musical, while the New England and
western changes are usually on the side
of roughness and clumsiness. Yet Lowell
steeped the New England dialect in an odor
of poetry it never before exhaled, and never
may again. It seems to me that most of
the objection lies in the eye reaction, yet a
part certainly affects the ear. Take Root,
for instance. His auditory nerve has been
so finely sensitized and so highly cultivated
that he almost has a death-sweat when we
westerners use the broad terminal R. I sup-
pose I react somewhat similarly to dialect
poetry. Yes, Lowell certainly achieved a
triumph in New England vernacular.”’

““Your damnation of Masefield is not all-
embracing and final, is it ?’* asked the Poet.

“Of course I do not include all his
shorter verse. There is Cargoes, for in-
stance, in which lines like these occur:

* Stately Spanish galleon coming from the Isthmus,
Dipping through the Tropics by the palm-green
shores,
With a cargo of diamonds,
Emeralds, amethysts,
Topazes, cinnamon and gold moidores.’
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““Nothing statelier or more poetic could
be found in the language, but ‘ The Everlast-
ing Mercy,” ‘The Widow in Bye Street,’
and the like—no they are not poetry for
me. Masefield paints a gray land full of
sordid shadows; a sunless place devoid
of conscious, joyous life. Even fortunate
Love is sad and Hope is unknown. Let
us take the last verse of the same poem:

*Dirty British coaster with salt-caked smokestack,
Butting through the channel on the mad March days,
‘With a cargo of tyne coal,

Road-rails, pig-lead, i
Firewood, ironware, and cheap tin trays.’

“In my opinion that illustrates what
Masefield has done for English poetry — he
has brought peacocks and amethysts and
gold moidores down to the level of cheap
tin trays.’’

‘O well, 7’ laughed the Poet; ‘‘we can't
agree, and I want to congratulate the Critic
on his election to the presidency of the
Club.”’

“It was as gratifying as it was unex-
pected,”’ murmured the Critic, ‘‘but such
an office, while it brings much honor, has
also its responsibilities. This Club, I be-
lieve, contains and emanates the literary and
cultural.essence of the Middle West; an es-
sence suggests ointment, and you can’t
think of ointment without flies, can you?

‘* No, there is always a fly in the ointment,
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and it 1s a good thing, too,”” interjected the
Judge, hitching up his chair. *“Inthis Club,
for instance, all are artists, but some are
active and some passive— the latter might
be regarded as flies in the ointment, but
they too have the artistic temperament, the
tastes, the delights, the instincts of the race
—everything except that creative gadfly
which stings to expression. They are quite
as necessary to the world as the active art-
ists since they are the first to recognize the
good points of the latter and to strengthen
them with warm, intelligent sympathy. So
the fly stirs up the ointment by his strug-
gles and soon becomes an integral part of it,
The difference disappears; no one knows
which is fly and which is ointment.”’

““Speaking of flies,”’ grinned the Histo-
rian, as he filled his pipe, ‘1 have often
wondered what authors talked about. For
years 1 supposed Paul Shorey never spoke
except to discuss some abstruse problem
in philosophy. Then Ferrero came and I
stole into a Boswellian position, where I
could educate myself through the occa-
sional driplets which signalize his overflow
of soul.”’

‘*What happened?’’

““Well, nothing the first hour; then the
Delphic lips opened with the words: Rome
had her vandals — America has pie.”’

‘““As to Paul Shorey,” interrupted the
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