
Performing the Real: A Literary Biography of Robin Blaser 

Hello readers of Dispatches, Here is a longish excerpt from Chapter 3 of the Blaser biography, the Boston 
chapter. A few notes on the text. I am wrestling with documentation, partly because the SFU Blaser fonds 
have been re-archived and I am having trouble finding certain documents that I know are there and the 
contents of which I have copied. In this chapter, for instance, there are two important Blaser letters to 
Spicer that I cannot find and I believe this is because they have been misplaced. I m also in pursuit of a CV 
from 1972. On citation style, I am still trying out ways to simplify the documentation of archival 
materials. I am working with three different archives: the Bancroft, the Dodds Research Center at the 
University of Connecticut, and SFU Special Collections. Please bear with me. Other egregious sins: The 
Boston Poems  section of this chapter is litcrit, mostly of unpublished poems, and yes, this bio will include 
the like, at least one section per chapter: for Blaser, the real action was in his venture in language. Folks 
looking for the bounce may find section headings helpful. Visuals: I am buried in pictures of Idaho and 
San Francisco, but so far I have ONE of Boston. Donations accepted. 

Abbreviations are as follows:  

AT = The Astonishment Tapes, Blaser, published version 

AT  = The Astonishment Tapes,  ms. version (There is a copy at SFU Special Collections, but it 
hasn t been catalogued yet) 

CPr = Collected Prose, Olson 

EOS = Even on Sunday, Ed. Nichols 

LJW  = Letters of John Wieners, Parts I & II, Ed. Michael Seth Stewart, unpublished  

MV = My Vocabulary Did This To Me, Spicer, Eds. Gizzi and Killian 

PBLG = Poet Be Like God, Ellingham and Killian 

Boston 

And then  a new town. Yes. 

And a fine brick to hit my head against. (Blaser, Boston: The Arrival ) 
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Blaser and Spicer at the Widener Library, 1956 

The Librarian 

In July of 1955, Blaser arrived at the YMCA in Boston during a heat wave so intense that he had to 
rescue a pigeon stuck to the melting tar of the roof below his room (To Ina Blaser, 17 July 1955). 
Apartment hunting was the first thing to do, and he was immediately attracted to the Beacon Hill 
neighbourhood fronting the Charles River, a quarter with a grand history, he writes the folks, and 
close to excellent shopping on Charles Street. With its narrow streets and old buildings, Boston 
seemed like an English movie set (To Ina Blaser, 17 July 1955) and Beacon Hill could claim the 
ghosts of the Adamses, Longfellows, Emersons and Hawthornes (To Ina Blaser, 2 October 1955). 
But these old families are not many now,  he wrote to his mother. Boston is largely populated by 

immigrant groups  Irish, Italian, Armenian and Polish, as well as some Jews. Relations among these 
different nationalities are not good. There is an element of choosing sides here unless you live quite 
apart. And this I intend to do  (To Ina Blaser, 1 August 1955). Blaser chose an apartment at 142 
Chestnut Street, #2 with an impressive entrance marble flooring and columns, a glass dome and 
statuary. The high double doors to the suite opened with a five-inch key and led to a spacious, high 
ceilinged room with a black Italian marble fireplace (To Ina Blaser, 17 July 1955). Such elegance did 
not come cheap. The apartment was an outrageous $110 a month (To Ina Blaser, 2 October 1955) 
at a time when the national average was $87 a month and the average annual salary $4130.1 
Fortunately, Jim would soon arrive to help with the rent.  
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Over the summer and fall, Blaser began to settle in. The apartment had to be decorated, of course, 
and this meant washing the walls in the 96 degree heat before painting them (To Ina Blaser, 1 
August 1955) weeks of work, he tells his mother (To Ina Blaser, 2 October 1955). Then there were 
drapes to be sewn and furniture to buy: It is far too expensive to have these things done for one,  he 
writes, so I buckle down. I go to a used furniture store called The Good Will . . . buy a lamp for 
$1.00, rewire it, repaint it, buy an old ruined shade for a dime and recover it with a remnant I buy . . 
. [at] a local department store  (To Ina Blaser, 1 November 1955). Painting and decorating would 
become Blaser s way of establishing presence in new places and he would do it all his life: 

I think one s greatest problem in a new place is one of identity. You can wander down a 
street and though you know your own name and can number your dearest wishes and 
desires, all those items which add up to the real and singular world that each man is to 
himself are missing old friends, family, well-known trees, paths and houses, even ideas, that 
in a new place are shared only with oneself all are missing from the world around you. But 
this wears away as new streets and new people become familiar. (To Ina Blaser, 1 November 
1955) 

Blaser constructed identity by making his households into strong exoskeletons. In an undated 
notebook from this period, he writes: 

The constant awareness of clothing, furniture the need for these as they reflect some 
indefinable quality. Always, the quality outside the person, a building of the man in 
externals. ( Constant awareness ) 

In another notebook, a handwritten short story hints at some of the childhood contradictions that 
are back of Blaser s need for domestic elegance. The story features a character named Jack whose 
mother tries to coach him in habits above his social station. She wants him to be a gentleman, but 
the comportments she thinks appropriate for her son are forbidden by a stern father. Much of the 
story is taken up with table manners with how to properly set a table and negotiate byzantine 
arrangements of cutlery.  

The problems she bequeathed him were quite clear when she died. Years before when they 
had left the church of his great grandmother s funeral, walking down the 150 steps to the 
street below the main entrance, she had grabbed his arm and said very coldly: So much 
sobbing was unnecessary my dear. A man should know how to console those who grieve, but 
he should not grieve overmuch himself.  ( Problems ) 

This narrative fragment references Robin s real life experience at the funeral of his Grandfather Auer, 
when it was his father who had slapped him down the steps of the church in Boise for crying. The 
story concludes: 

She [Mother] had wanted him to be a gentleman like those she d read about, but she had 
wanted him to have those qualities which first attracted her in her husband, 
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straightforwardness, hardness and force. . . . He was to feel without showing it, to feel like 
crying without really doing it. So Jack began with contradictions and we suppose he will end 
with them. ( Problems ) 

The story, as it touches the autobiographical, suggests the close connection between externals  and 
core identity. To repurpose a phrase of Robert Creeley s, Blaser wanted a Place defined by [his] own 
activity 2 and this applied both to domestic arrangements and to the poetry.  

Along with all the scrubbing, painting, and sewing, there was Harvard to get used to. From Chestnut 
Street to Harvard Yard was a convenient, 16-minute trip: eight minutes to walk to the subway and 
eight to cross under the Charles River with a beautiful view of it as the train emerged on the other 
side (To Ina Blaser, 2 October 1955). Architecturally, the Widener was what one expects of 
Harvard  (To Ina Blaser, 1 August 1955) all white marble columns with a flight of stairs leading 
up to the gold doors of the library. But about his job as Administrative Assistant Librarian in 
Cataloguing,3 Blaser was equivocal almost from the beginning. Harvard is a curious place,  he 
writes home, I am not entirely pleased with the place though a part of this dissatisfaction is due to 
being new. I am still training, changing jobs every few days and always learning new things. The 
place is loaded down with tradition, some of it noble, some idiotic  (To Ina Blaser, 1 November 
1955). 

However irritating betimes he found his job at the Widener, Blaser seems to have excelled at it. Over 
the course of his four-year tenure there, he was promoted to a position of more responsibility and he 
remembers taking on a demanding curatorial display of American philosophy from Jonathan Edward 
to Alfred North Whitehead.4 Yet Blaser did not discuss his job much with friends. The scanty traces 
of his time at the Widener come from co-workers in cards and letters that followed his resignation in 
1958 and departure in 1959. For instance, Sue Haskins, his supervisor, responded with shock to the 
resignation letter. Haskins writes that she had no idea that Robin had been unhappy at Harvard and 
mentions hiring an assistant who would free him up for more interesting and administrative 
responsibilities  (From Haskins, 13 July 1958). She asks Blaser to reconsider. When he would not, 
Harvard offered a three-month terminal payout if he would stay on to the spring of 1959. This 
Blaser accepted because he needed the money for a much dreamed-of European tour before his 
return to San Francisco. A letter from Paul Buck, just before Robin s departure, accepts the 
resignation with regret and much praise: Your association here has been for the Library a most 
gratifying one. Your work has not only been distinguished in quality but it has been marked by a rare 
interest and generous breadth of activity. You have made many friends who will remember you with 
affection  (23 April 1959).  By other colleagues, Blaser was congratulated for making Room 89 
(cataloguing) run smoothly (From Alfreda, 8 December 1959) and he received an acknowledgement 
in the pages of Literary Resources and Technical Services for his binding techniques (From Smith, 21 
October 1959). The library position also let him help his poet friends. He worked with Jack Sweeney 
of the Poetry Room to arrange recordings for Olson and Duncan, lobbied unsuccessfully to get them 
readings, and dug up Melville manuscripts for Olson. Yet Blaser chafed at his library duties and the 
energy they took from poetry. The library meant a small executive post  he complained to Duncan, 
and it interfered with his main focus which was poetry (To Duncan, 10 February 1958). As well, Jim 
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Felts, who had taken a position at Tufts, came to dislike Boston and wanted to return to San 
Francisco. By 1958, he had scouted out a job there and Blaser prepared to follow. Writing home just 
before leaving Boston for his European trip, Blaser says: Sometimes, it seems I cannot wait to get 
out of here. I gave a full year s notice and still the rush to wind up is on. I have really disliked this 
place, in spite of Harvard s efforts to please and recognize  (To Ina Blaser, 10 May 1959). And yet 
he charmed an extraordinary number of colleagues who did not guess his discontent until he actually 
resigned. 

 On the social side, Blaser was less equivocal about the Widener and the paper trail following his 
tenure reveals a number of warm and lasting friendships. A going-away cocktail party for him on 16 
June 1959 in the Lowell House Common Room required a $1.50 admission for expenses as well as 
contributions for a gift ( Cocktail party ). The sign-up sheet carries 68 signatures and a telegram 
sends regrets from three more library buddies. Robin also enjoyed warm relations with his boss, Sue 
Haskins, and met up with her in Brighton on the UK leg of his European trip. Well into the 1960s, 
he exchanged letters and postcards with Widener friends. Blaser had developed the ability to perform 
professionally and to present a composed public presence to the world, however anxious and 
discontent he might have been feeling. His beautifully put-together apartments he moved twice 
before leaving Boston were a necessary part of the Frank Sinatra side of him. Among the Widener 
letters Blaser saved is a poem from Marion the Naughty Librarian,  dated 9 September 1959. The 
poem suggests that this was a young woman who Robin had helped in her library duties, apparently 
fruitlessly, because the poem s speaker confesses to messing up on the job. Marion  offers this 
portrait of her mentor: 

He is charming, gay and handsome, 

and as witty as he can be. 

There is a sparkle in his eyes 

and magic in his voice 

and not but love 

for the whole human race . . . .  

. . .  

He can talk with king or beggar 

and will jolly well make 

the best diplomat ever! 

(The future secretary of state  



 6 

just you wait and see) 

His nobility of character 

and very pleasing or teasing manner, 

not to mention his mad passion 

for beauty in man, beast and  

nature 

are but a few of his many qualities. (Marion) 

This long and dreadful poem sounds like girlish infatuation, but with more decorum, Blaser s 
Widener friends were also generous in their praise and eager to continue the friendship after Robin s 
departure. My public face,  Blaser would write in Cups 1 (HF 31). 

 

The Boston Scene 

Over his four years in Boston, Blaser lived two lives. He had a day job that he needed to support 
himself, and an unpaid night job that meant much more to him: he had to read, absorb, and process 
the new poetry that was coming off the typewriters of Jack Spicer, Robert Duncan, Charles Olson, 
Robert Creeley, Michael McClure, and Frank O Hara, not to mention those of the Boston boys he 
was hanging out with John Wieners, Steve Jonas, Ed Marshall and visual artist Tom Balas. And as 
he was processing this new work, he had to find his place in it his own ground as a poet. This was 
the real job. 

Blaser credits Spicer with introducing him to Wieners, Jonas, and Marshall. Shortly after Blaser left 
Berkeley, Spicer lost his job with the California School of Fine Art due to organizational 
restructuring  (PBLG 61) and set off in August for New York, seeking literary fame. The trip was a 
disaster. He had taken a job teaching English at a New Jersey prep school and hated it (PBLG 63). 
Worse, the New York scene just would not jump for him. His biographers, Lew Ellingham and 
Kevin Killian, write that John Button, a painter friend that Spicer knew from Berkeley, offered a pass 
into the O Hara circle (PBLG 64), but Jack did not thrive there. His usual way of commandeering 
an audience with avuncular sagacities didn t work in a circle where O Hara was the star and cool was 
the thing. Landis Everson, in New York to attend Columbia University, reported that Jack had 
called O Hara a faggot (PBLG 65) because he couldn t compete with Frank for coterie. Spicer s dark 
side came out, too, in his denunciation of New York Jews (PBLG 66). In a letter to Robin, poet and 
Berkeley friend Arthur Kloth, then living in New York, announced that Jack was putting people off 
with his dirty shirt and unpressed clothes  and his unwillingness to do things in the city (To Blaser, 
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15 January 1956). Broke and unhappy, Spicer applied to Creeley for a teaching job at Black 
Mountain, but received no reply (PBLG 66). His next stop was Boston. 

Spicer arrived at 142 Chestnut Street in December 1955, looking for a place to stay until he could 
find work and get his own apartment. Ellingham and Killian record the spilled red wine on Blaser s 
grey silk sofa and the dirty socks left about in defiance of domestic order (PBLG 75). Yet however 
trying Spicer might have been as a house guest, the bond in poetry between him and Blaser was 
sturdy. With Blaser s help, he landed a job in the Rare Book Room at the Boston Public Library and 
it did not take him long to come up with brilliant finds  (Blaser, Introduction to Minutes 6)
Wieners, Dunn, Marshall, and Jonas. In other words, Spicer had sniffed out the real poets and drew 
Blaser into their company. Poems were written, exchanged, discussed, rewritten. Spicer would 
dedicate his translation of Lorca s Ode to Walt Whitman  to Jonas, a freewheeling hipster poet; 
with the married Joe Dunn, he fell in love, later accompanying Joe and wife Carolyn back to back to 
San Francisco when they made the move in November of 1956 (PBLG 72-3).  

News,  Blaser writes to Duncan, a charming young man named Wieners is leaving here in June to 
go to Black Mountain. When I first saw his app t he had Song of the Border Guard  nailed to the 
wall and lines of Pound written on the paint with frames over each. He s young and new to 
everything and is going there for Olson and you  (To Duncan, 28 May 1956). Born in 1934, 
Wieners was nine years younger than Blaser and barely out of Boston College (he graduated in 
1954). After hearing Olson read at the Charles Street Meeting House, he had become an enthusiast 
(Petro, Hipster ) and hied himself off to Black Mountain for two sessions, first in 1955 and again 
in 1956. As he would later write to Olson, Wieners was after a living that counted  ( LJW  8 
January 1957). Michael Seth Stewart, editor of Wieners  letters, describes him as openly and 
happily gay in a dangerous time to be gay, in love with a blonde firefighter, building the friendships 
and networks that [would] blossom into the Boston Renaissance  of the late-50s, on the working-
class side of Beacon Hill  ( LJW,  Pt. 1, 1). The firefighter, over whom Wieners agonized in many a 
letter, was Dana Durkee, a footballer in high school, a navy man, and a Boston College student on 
the GI bill ( LJW  n.9). The two of them mostly John would organize poetry readings at their 
apartment ( LJW  n.9). 

Steve Jonas, denizen of the boho side of Beacon Hill, also opened his door to poets as well as various 
demi-monde sorts a gay interracial Ezra Pound devotee,  in Stewart s description of him ( LJW  
n.52). Writing retrospectively to Don Allen in 1997, Blaser says that  

. . . Jonas, who was ambivalent about his blackness and anti-Semitic in the Pound sense, was 
very, very Boston underground he was into black jazz in general & in the Boston scene  
(To Don Allen, 7 June 1997) 

Jonas s editor, Joseph Torra, describes him as a generous and compassionate friend  as well as a 
rootless, social renegade  ( Introduction  to Selected 2). Surviving on a military disability pension, 
Jonas pursued his many curiosities through a poetry of investigation. He was interested, Torra says, 
in poetry, music, economics, history, mythology, philosophy, science, magic, alchemy, and politics. 
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In his friends poets, artists, musicians, prostitutes, runaways, junkies, and thieves he had a 
subterranean world that gave sustenance for his life and poetry  (Torra 3). 

Jonas s roommate was Ed Marshall, a New Hampshire-born street preacher . . . for the Old 
Catholic Movement  (Dewhurst 12), who had moved to Boston in 1953. Jonas connected him to 
Wieners, Joe Dunn, and Black Mountain where Marshall would become a student and poet himself, 
notably contributing his 1955 long poem Leave the Word Alone  to Black Mountain Review 7 to 
the acclaim of both Olson and Duncan ( LJW  n.43). Joe Dunn had grown up with Wieners in 
Boston and remained friends with him after both had moved to San Francisco. Stewart describes Joe 
and Carolyn Dunn as perpetually poor and smoking pre-punk, proto-punk,  Carolyn with 
green makeup, the apartment dumpy  and dark  ( LJW  n.10). They were perfect. Kevin Killian 
says it this way: 

These Boston poets showed the Berkeley refugees a new bohemia, one based on anarchy, 
drugs, cool jazz, midnight parties, broken syntax, and a vision of the page as an open field in 
which form is never more than an extension of content. The Berkeley bohemia, literary and 
University 

centered  (to echo Duncan), with its beliefs in ordered ideals of purity and hierarchy, was 
never like this. ( Dialogue,  EOS 257) 

The Boston occult school,  Gloucester poet Gerrit Lansing named it (Dewhurst 12).  

In a 22 September 1956 letter to Charles Olson, Wieners writes: Spicer, Dunn, Jonas, Blaser here, 
all frantic with ideas of readings and Boston Newsletters, etc.  ( LJW ).  

The Newsletter consisted of poems from Spicer, Dunn, Wieners, Jonas, and Blaser5 and a missive to 
the Ford Foundation, signed by all five poets, requesting money so that they will not have to be 
librarians and postmen any longer.  The signees promise to believe in the Hudson Review, the 
benevolence of Israelis,  W.S. Merwin, the Boston Red Sox, Edward Dahlberg, and the Pound 

Newsletter should the Foundation decide to buy them the poets, that is. In addition, they 
undertake to send vowels and become an orchestra. Such was the level of cheek. But the poems were 
serious enough investigative forays into what could be thought and said in poetry. Blaser s And 
when I pay death s duty  (HF 9) and Poem for Charles who is a river later retitled Poem by the 
Charles River  (HF 15), for instance, are two of his best early lyrics and they open up serious 
questions about the nature of perception that would persist in the later major works.  

Beyond the digs of Jonas and Wieners, the Poets  Theatre was also a Boston hot spot a place where 
Wieners worked off-and-on as stand-in, errand-runner, lackey, usher-type  ( LJW  2 December 
1955), and O Hara spent a summer in 1956. Situated over a hardware store, the Theatre operated on 
a shoestring budget. The Irish-born Mary Manning Howe, who had worked with William Butler 
Yeats and the Abbey Theatre in Dublin, was a founding member (Schneiderman 1).  Others 
associated with the Theatre were Richard Eberhart, John Ciardi, Richard Wilbur, V.R. (Violet 
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Ranney Bunny ) Lang, Hugh Amory, John Ashbery, Edward Gorey, Donald Hall, William 
Matchett, George Montgomery, Frank O Hara, Lyon Phelps, Kenneth Koch, Catharine 
Huntington, Edward Albert Thommen, and William Morris Hunt (Poets  Theatre). The idea was to 
resuscitate the poetic drama and retain control of production in an artist-run space. Writing to 
Kenneth Koch in January 1956, O Hara describes an evening at the Theatre: 

I read miscellaneous poems, the first group including INVINCIBILITY which Hugh Amory 
kindly had mimeographed and ending with the hit of the evening FRESH AIR. Everyone 
was interested in your work and I was told some had the desired reaction, fury, but I don t 
know whom. Don Hall unfortunately was not with us. However, everyone laughed a great 
deal in general and it went over big. (Schneiderman 1-2) 

An important production from the Blaser-Spicer angle was Cocteau s Orpheus in the spring of 1956. 
On the performance Blaser writes to Duncan:  

Dear Jack  we went to Cocteau s Orpheus Sat. night and he was angry because it was chic 
and not like the movie which he didn t see because Cocteau was something west of the 
Mississippi. It was good and extremely well done. (28 May 1956) 

Although Spicer grumbled, the play itself would be crucial to his Heads of the Town Up to the Aether, 
a major serial poem yet to come. The figure of Orpheus was also significant to Blaser. In The Fire,  
he writes that in the image of the scattered body and mind of Orpheus . . . I place whatever I know 
about the poetic process that scattering is a living reflection of the world  (Fire 9).  

Although Blaser did not work at the Theatre, he set himself to get his friends on the play list. The 
Theatre had rejected Spicer s Troilus (to Spicer s disappointment (PBLG 75)) and Duncan s Faust 
Foutu, but Blaser tried to get Medea into production anyway. To Duncan, he says, The fight to 
interest them in Medea is not over. I ve got to get through to the script committee, which is guarded 
over by Hugh Amory, who believes the audience teaches and the poet entertains  (16 March 1957). 
Blaser adds that It is true that no Theater exists and I know it is agony to make one. I m afraid 
that s what you re doing  (16 March 1957). When Gerta Kennedy of the Script Committee gave 
Blaser a definite no  for Medea (From Kennedy, 24 November 1957), he denounced the Theatre. 
Two years later, the slight to Duncan was still on his mind. The Theatre has been lost, he huffs, to a 
bunch of anglicised actors  who failed to understand how to do it [Medea]  (To Duncan, 15 August 
1959). 

The Boston five didn t last very long June 1955 to November 1956 according to Stewart s 
reckoning, or the length of Spicer s Boston stay ( LJW  n.77). Spicer didn t wash enough to please 
his employers at the Public Library and he soiled the books with dirty hands. According to 
Ellingham and Killian, he was also up against homophobia in the person of Miss Harriet Swift, the 
curator of Americana and one of his bosses. Song for Bird and Myself  takes a poet s revenge. In the 
poem, two birds  (Charlie Parker and/or the Holy Ghost, take your pick) get into the Rare Book 
Room and the soulless Miss Swift goes to lunch, leaving the custodians to kill them (Spicer, MV 69-
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70). After some months, Jack was fired, Blaser recalls, for breaking the spine of a Bay Area Song 
Book (Introduction to Minutes 6). Reporting to Duncan, Blaser writes: 

Jack isn t at all well here. The total absence of his admiring Juniors leaves him pink and shell-
like. When I try to understand I get angry, and that isn t exactly payment for my many 
obligations to him. (28 May 1956)  

When the Dunns left Boston for San Francisco in November of 1956, Spicer went with them. The 
departures were fêted with a final poetry reading. Wieners writes to Blaser that this Saturday night 
will be the last gathering of the Boston poets. Please come and bring all poems you want carried out 
in their ears to that place on the WC. I have written Spicer-Dunn, and shall write Steve, so that s all 
that will be present, but feel free to bring any interested parties if existent  ( LJW  4 November 
1956). There will be wine, Wieners says, and We will go on till dawn like the Chinese nightingale  
( LJW  4 November 1956). They did, in fact, make it until 3 am. In a letter to Robert Greene, 
Wieners reports: 

The Dunns have left and are in San Francisco, with Jack Spicer, and we had a large poetry 
festival, lasting until 3 in the morning, with most of it taped, and then and now, Robin 
Blaser and Steve, and I try to meet once a week to read what has been done. ( LJW  11 
December 1956) 

Left to carry the Boston freak flag by themselves, Wieners, Blaser, and Jonas had weekly ladies 
bridge  meetings ( LJW,  To Olson, 8 January 1957). To Olson in May of 1957, Wieners says 
Blaser & I devour each other / and trying to gobble you up in it  ( LJW,  late May 1957), and 

Blaser tells Duncan about going off on a date with John and Dana to a burlesque club in order to 
hunt images  (To Duncan, 25 November 1956). He mentions as well his plans to write three short 

Christmas plays with Jonas and Wieners (25 November 1956), although this project does not seem 
to have come off. By 1957, Black Mountain was in its last days and Origin, Cid Corman s essential 
little mag for Black Mountaineers, was kaput. Out of departures and endings, Wieners conceived of 
Measure, a new venue that would extend the poetic energy of his generation. As Wieners first 
conceived of it in a letter to Olson, Measure was to be edited by himself, Blaser, and Jonas. Olson 
replied enthusiastically, but advised him to do his own editing (Dewhurst 9). For the first issue, 
Blaser was to create a fake biography of a burlesque dancer, written as if for a girlie magazine
[a]vec Wieners   (To Duncan, 11 July 1957). Although the bio was never completed, Blaser did 

begin the tale of Jennifer, a Boston bred showgirl  of jet black hair.  She was to be [t]he best bed-
time story I ve seen in Boston or anywhere for many a year  ( Jennifer ). 

Wieners took the title of his magazine from Williams Carlos Williams  On Measure Statement for 
Cid Corman  (Origin 1954) and Blake s Proverbs of Hell : Bring out number, weight and 
measure in a year of dearth  (Dewhurst 9). The editorial principle was to provide space for those 
whose advances in form / and or / whose content allow it nowhere else, or barely  (Dewhurst 9). In a 
letter to Duncan, Wieners explains that Measure is edited simply by my conviction: and it is and 
always will be: a thing of process also that it is opened onto new territories by nearly every one of yr 
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letters, that others must see as you is [sic] I think reason enuf to print yrs of the 18th  ( LJW  22 
August 1957). The first issue came out in July 1957 with a frontispiece by Tom Balas, and poems by 
Charles Olson, Ed Marshall, Robin Blaser, Ed Dorn, Larry Eigner, Frank O Hara, Fielding Dawson, 
Stephen Jonas, Michael Rumaker, Gavin Douglas, Jack Spicer, Jonathan Williams, and Robert 
Duncan. In an open letter, Duncan explains his understanding of the journal s mandate: 

THE HEART OF THE MATTER IS: THAT THIS BE NOT A SHOW-WINDOW BUT 
A RECORD OF WHAT IS BEING DONE; A WORKING GROUND FOR A 
PROCESS. ( LETTER ) 

As Duncan elaborates, the journal was not to be about writers making a name for themselves, but 
about a poetry in the making: if we are to have a magazine somewhere not of the created but of the 
process then it is to be as all things in the Process are, primordial, unestablished in the Good  
( LETTER ). This was the page as public space a forerunner of Stan Persky s Open Space 
newsletter of 1964-65. In Measure I, Blaser republished some of his best 1956 poems from the Boston 
Newsletter: And when I pay death s duty ; Letters to Freud ; and Poem by the Charles River.   A 
silent partner  for the first two issues, Blaser read manuscripts out loud with Wieners (Dewhurst 

14). In September of 1957, Michael McClure sent poems to Blaser for Measure II, unsure of whether 
to address them to Blaser or Wieners (From McClure, 15 September 1957).  

Measure II was at the printers when Wieners packed up in the fall of 1957. He, too, had decided to 
decamp to San Francisco, but just before take-off he received news that the typescripts for the second 
issue had not been received. Robert Dewhurst describes the moment: Over the next five days, while 
crashing at Robin s for the weekend, he mailed a bevy of apologetic notes and somehow managed to 
reassemble the issue piece by piece a testament, if there ever were one, to the robust postal network 
that existed among these poets in the predigital era  (To Blaser, 26 September 1957). Would Robin 
box and mail a suit that he had left hanging on Tom Balas s door, please, he asks. It was his only one. 
This letter includes a long story of being followed by the police and narcotics squad in NYC.  The 
next day, there is another: Returning to life after Kicking [sic] benzedrine (none for 4 days) and 
coming down a hill to rolling  green plains of Oklahoma  (To Blaser, 27 September 1957). I am 
exhilarated, he writes,  by the wind tillers and the fields of sunflowers/daisies. The day s eye falls and 
we speed on Route 66 to reach where it s setting. New York we leave behind. Its movie house poets 
and its Federal men who follow us on the streets, all the streets and avenues, pursued by G-men who 
would pin me down behind bars, take America out of my eye, take this open car and imprison us all  
(27 September 1957).  

Measure II, the Magik issue, came out finally in the spring of 1958. It included an article on the 
unconscious by Michael Rumaker, excerpts from Kerouac s Mexico City, and poems by Duncan, 
Creeley, Dorn, Blaser, Jonas and some of the San Francisco poets. By this time, Wieners was 
installed in the gay North Beach scene, sometimes attending Spicer s Sunday afternoon reading 
circle. The City issue he was planning for Measure III, however, would be delayed for four years until 
1962 partly through discouragement and partly through life circumstances. After a summer 
vacation in August 1957, Blaser had reported a negative reception among the San Francisco poets of 
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Measure I (Dewhurst 15). Then Wieners and Dana Durkee broke up in the spring of 1958, and the 
jobless Wieners moved in with Joanne Kyger: I stay with a lovely poet-girl named Joanne Kyger, 
until I get a job. . . . She lives too much, and that makes her easy to live with, for me  (To Blaser, 12 
April 1958). In this letter, Wieners thanks Blaser for his work on Measure and asks for a reference for 
library school. Sales of the mag, he says, are his only form of income and could Robin please try to 
sell some in Boston (12 April 1958). To Duncan, Blaser says And Wieners? What am I to do about 
him. I ve written. Telephoned, etc. No response  (30 June 1958). By the fall of 1958, LeRoi Jones 
(Amiri Baraka), then editing Yugen in New York, would write to Blaser, Sorry to hear that Measure 
has folded. Wieners in bad shape soforth  (30 September 1958). Wieners produced the beautiful 
Hotel Wentley Poems in 1959 and these would launch his public presence in the poetry world, but his 
drug use or was it his homosexuality? landed him in the Medfield State Psychiatric Hospital in 
January 1960 (Dewhurst 17).  

I sit in Lees. At 11:40 PM with 

Jimmy the pusher. He teaches me  

Ju Ju. Hot on the table before us 

shrimp foo yong, rice and mushroom 

chow yuke. Up the street under the wheels 

of a strange car is his stash The ritual. 

We make it.   ( A poem for vipers,  Selected 28)  

Writing to Blaser a year later (5 February 1961), Jonas blames Wieners  family for his 
institutionalization: Jack Wieners  whereabouts is a mystery. I have talked with his mother on the 
phone and she tells me he is in Connecticut with friends and she has no address. But a week before 
she told Billy Donahue that he was gone back to California. It is the old runaround. The real truth 
of the matter is his father has put him away in another mental institution and they are not telling 
anyone where  (5 February 1961). Brilliant  Robin says to Duncan about The Hotel Wentley poems, 
but he did not quite follow Wieners or Jonas into the demi-monde of drugs and irregular living (27 
June 1959).  

In relation to his younger Boston comrades, Blaser was the socially stable one. To Olson, he says he 
will be up early  

. . . to go with Wieners and Dana to stand with Steve Jonas in DOMESTIC COURT. 
Seems like Steve s been playing HiFi from 11 to 7 PMAM and the entire middle class can t 
sleep. Since I look middle class it was good to have me on hissss [sic] side. Rhadamanthus 
thought Jonas was lying, which I did too, and so lectured all of us. But did not force Jonas to 



 13 

move. Charges were brought by a Dr? Feinberg, so, of course, preliminaries had involved a 
process of names: Fairy   Kike.  (18 May 1957) 

Again, in August 1958, Blaser worried to Duncan about the antics of his friends. Steve and Tom 
Balas had been arrested, and he, Robin, had put up $2000 bail for them. Steve might skip, he 
thought, and there would be the consequent loss of the bail money. By August, however, the matter 
was concluded with Robin reimbursed, and Steve with a one month suspended sentence and six 
months probation (To Duncan, 23 August 1958). Writing to Olson, Blaser explains his view of such 
behavior: 

The Point: John and Steve said poetry was on trial. The poem s in jail. Judge said you can 
write anywhere, can t you. Yes or no. But I saw only the weakness, the lack of meaning, the 
unmeeting. Justice, even in the guize [sic] of straight man did not appear. There is here for 
John and Steve a revolution in becoming. Not fully understood by Blaser. What he calls 
image hunting.  They want the fringe, the distortion, the criminal, as if this were closer to 

the source. 

If the swollen belly must always relate to abortion, is not some motion of breath lost? If a 
man is arrested for stealing candy and cheese (one was!) is poetry under arrest? I say the man 
must breath with me to form a line. 

I ve known criminals all my life. Began at 10 when I stole a flower shaped pen-wiper and had 
to return it. It was so beautiful. Shills, junkies, card-sharks, con-men, suicides (no murderers, 
but I can understand that) and I know they suffer. And when the queen who carries a hat 
box to stuff the loot in (Countess) offers her  impetigo (brought straight from San 
Quentin). Mark of love. Breath against mine. Or the house-breaker, first floor man, nigger of 
the night, when I say drop it and get out, asks to use the pot calls over the pissing sound, I 
love you.  Word love in prison talk. But where s the revolution? In joy? In hate? Or am I just 
that much older. But then Steve s older. Confusion. (18 May 1957) 

This passage explains much of Blaser s attitude toward the kind of life that Wieners and Jonas lived, 
and William Boroughs and Hubert Huncke, with the help of a titillated media, would make iconic. 
But as the above remarks to Olson say, Blaser did not think that acting out against the middle-class 
was particularly revolutionary. While empathetic with the truly marginalized gays pushed into the 
criminal underground for being gay, for instance he was looking for something more radical than 
the cranking of drugs and stereos. Blaser was no prude and certainly not a purist when it came to sex 
and substances. In a retrospective letter to Don Allen, he remembers aiding and abetting his friends  
habits: 

Twice I bailed Jonas out when he was up on mail-fraud charges stealing door to door art 
book [sic] and selling them. Somewhere (?) I have poems very long written on toilet 
paper while he was in jail. Steve was a central figure in a drug-loving set, introduced to Jack 
and me by John Wieners no blacks, except Steve, among them. What was that stuff for 
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teething babies called 2 types one with opium, the other with morphine I remember 
once collecting in one day across Boston by means of my respectability something like 
40 bottles for them oh! the result was constipation that came to look like pregnancy . . . 
(7 June 1997) 

And yet the poverty that came from living without regular employment and the physical stresses of 
Benzedrine or heroin addiction, were not, for Blaser, desirable, nor were they a route to social and 
intellectual revolution.  

Hanging out with the Boston boys and working at the Widener might have been enough busy for 
most people, but these were not Blaser s only tasks. He had always been an attentive and admiring 
reader of Duncan s work and he actively cheered Duncan on to publish in the hot journals like 
Measure (To Duncan, 18 February 1958) and the Evergreen Review (To Duncan, 16 June 1957). He 
also advised Duncan on a possible Selected Poems  for Grove Press and this task plunged him into a 
time-consuming re-reading of Duncan s entire oeuvre: 

This is a first note on the selected poems. What I ve been going through with them! I had no 
copies of Domestic Scenes or the African poems available. How very good they are and what a 
path you ve taken. I pulled out a notebook you gave me to see what you had said  that I 
had followed even when you were away. I hope I have. When I despair it is that there is no 
place to go that you haven t gone. When I am sure and joyous, working and studying it, it is 
the hand-clasp and the breath against breath, which is after all, among poets a kind of 
kissing. (1 June 1957) 

This letter goes on to discuss the possible aims of a Selected  ( Is it to be the representative idea? ) 
and what should be included? (1 June 1957). As Blaser says on The Astonishment Tapes  ( AT  
3.38), he probably read Duncan more closely than Duncan. This sometimes led to grief, as when 
Robin tried to mediate between a persnickety Duncan and Don over selections for The New 
American Poetry. My concern over your break with Don Allen is pervasive,  Blaser writes. In fact, it 
has put me into a panic of phone calls, notes, arguments. I can only say, the anthology makes no 
sense whatever without you  (23 August 1958). Chided by Duncan for giving in to Don s 
pervasiveness,  Blaser apologized profusely before finally rejecting the part of middleman.  I am 
too often despised for it,  he writes (30 August 1958). Yet even in the flurry of leaving Boston for 
Europe in June 1959, Blaser was corresponding with Jack Sweeney at the Library about a possible 
Duncan reading (To Duncan, 27 June 1959).  

 

A company of poets: Don Allen, Charles Olson, Denise Levertov 

The thing about Boston, as Blaser discovered early on, was that it was close to New York. Shortly 
after arrival, he wrote to his mother and Gran that he was saving up to go it s only 215 miles 
away  (To Ina Blaser, 2 October 1955).  Over his time at the Widener, Blaser made many trips to 
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New York and came to like and admire Frank O Hara and John Ashbery.  In a letter to Duncan, he 
asks: Do you know O Hara s little book and what do you think of it. (I need to say that I adore 
Frank.)  (8 April 1958). With Ashbery, as well, he was friendly, although Ashbery departed for Paris 
in 1958 and the two did not get to know each other much until Blaser arrived there in 1959. In a 
note to Blaser, Ashbery apologizes for getting drunk during Blaser s last visit (10 June 1958). He 
announces his trip to France and invites Robin to visit him in New York when he returns. However, 
Blaser did not correspond extensively with Ashbery or O Hara. The real New York interlocutor of 
the Boston years was old Berkeley friend Don Allen. Allen had moved to New York and taken a 
position with Grove Press and the Evergreen Review. This, of course, put him in a special position in 
relation to emerging poets. He was a reader and publisher for Blaser and for the others he famously 
called New Americans  in The New American Poetry anthology of 1960, but he was also a personal 
friend and this caused some fuss and bother as well as much correspondence. Allen and Blaser visited 
back and forth between New York and Boston; they discussed poems and upcoming publications, 
and they weathered Blaser s furies over Allen s editorial decisions. 

In 1956, Allen wrote about the possibility of a volume featuring Blaser, Duncan, Spicer, and Landis 
Everson. It would  

. . . show those major Berkeley preoccupations with incantation, magic, landscape, etc. It 
would not be historical  in any way - that s a completely other book; this would be designed 
to represent you all not so much during a period as according to an aesthetic; and it is 
important in that it would introduce you all to Eastern readers - for my hope is that we can 
do a paperback edition too. (4 July 1956) 

The proposed anthology never came about; instead, Allen produced the San Francisco issue of 
Evergreen. The Evergreen Review was founded as a quarterly in 1957 by Barney Rosset and edited by 
Rosset and Allen. Unlike Measure, it was large, perfect-bound, and international in scope. The first 
issue included an essay by Jean-Paul Sartre and a story by Samuel Beckett called Dante and the 
Lobster.  I ve seen the first Evergreen and rather liked it. But a little safe for my money,  Blaser 
remarks to Duncan of issue one (16 March 1957). The second issue, the landmark San Francisco 
special, was a topic of much discussion between Blaser and Allen. It featured work by Kenneth 
Rexroth, Brother Antonius, Robert Duncan, Lawrence Ferlinghetti, Henry Miller, Michael 
McClure, Josephine Miles, Ralph Gleason, Harry Redl, Jack Spicer, Michael Rumaker, James 
Broughton, Gary Snyder, Philip Whalen, Jack Kerouac, and Allen Ginsberg with an essay titled The 
San Francisco School  by Dore Ashton. Blaser s Hunger of Sound  was to be included in this issue, 
but Allen had reservations about the second section of the poem and asked for revisions (To Blaser, 
10 June 1957). He also let Blaser know that he would prefer to publish a group of shorter poems 
rather than this more ambitious longer piece that he thought flawed. Although ambivalent about it 
himself, Blaser wrote to Spicer that exclusion from the San Francisco issue would make him feel like 
an exile (To Spicer, 13 April 1957). After accepting a revised version of Hunger of Sound,  Allen 
then asked Blaser to put off publication until the third issue of Evergreen. In a letter that clumsily 
tries to smooth Blaser s ruffled feathers he writes: 
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Our misunderstandings are caused by the double relationship we have: as friend to friend, as 
writer to editor. When we talked on Saturday, I was speaking as a friend, asking if I might 
leave out your poems in case I had to have that much leeway in the makeup  an awful 
struggle in the last stages when every line has to be counted to make it all fit a given number 
of thirty-two s. As editor I felt you are less strongly linked to the San Francisco scene in that 
you are not there now and have not been there recently participating in poetry readings; and 
(2) much as I wanted to include The Hunger of Sound  I felt it suffered from structural 
weakness in part 2, whereas it was much more important than a group of the shorter poems. 
I have made up the issue as best I could now and sent it to the printer. However, two prose 
pieces are still to come, and until I know their exact length I cannot definitely set all the 
contents. In other words, I may still need you and would plan to print four or five of the 
shorter poems, leaving The Hunger of Sound  for later consideration when you ve had a 
chance to reconsider it. I ask again that you give me this privilege as a friend. (20 March 
1957) 

A request for the privilege  of using one s friend s poems as filler rather than feature is not exactly 
endearing. Hence a Blaser fury: Evergreen had kept and then rejected his poem bumped to make 
space for Ginsberg s Howl,  he fumed to Duncan (15 June 1957). In a huff, he refused to give Don 
the shorter poems that Don had asked for, thus cutting himself out of the San Francisco Evergreen 
entirely. So it would go. To Spicer, Blaser says that he doesn t know whether Don is an editor, cheat, 
or friend (To Spicer, 19 August 1957). And in his angry moments, Blaser objected to Allen s concept 
of a journal so contrary to that of Measure, one that presented polished and representative works 
rather than a poetry in the making, barely dry on the page. Still the trips and dinners and letters 
continued between New York and Boston. In the summer of 1957, Allen and Blaser went to 
Gloucester together to visit Olson and faced with Duncan s truculence about contributing to The 
New American Poetry, Blaser defended Allen and urged Duncan to contribute (23 August 1958). 

One of the most influential relationships to come out of the Boston period for Blaser was his 
friendship with Charles Olson. Blaser made the first move, writing on the morning of his birthday, 
18 May 1957. In a commentary on the ensuing correspondence, written in 1995 to accompany 
publication of the Olson-Blaser letters in Ralph Maud s Minutes of the Charles Olson Society, he says 
that Duncan had brought Projective Verse  and field composition to Berkeley in 1950 
( Introduction  to Minutes 6).  Origin and the Black Mountain Review would follow and then it was 
In Cold Hell, in Thicket  in 1953 along with Jonathan Williams  edition of The Maximus Poems 1-

10 in the same year. I recall the consternation and the dismissals at large around Berkeley and San 
Francisco,  Blaser writes. Something was loose  ( Introduction  to Minutes 6). In Boston, Wieners 
and Marshall insistently brought Olson to Blaser s attention:  

I do remember what was behind my writing him. Wieners had told me that Olson just plain 
dismissed  Dante of no use to poets now. I also remember that I blazed up from my usual 

smouldering and proposed to write Olson a blast. John objected please, not to. But, I had a 
real stake in this. I d read Dante as a very small boy by way of Gustave Doré s engravings and 
had never let go. Dante s hold on me was not primarily religious, which has been a problem 
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since my earliest erotic ties; rather it was the way imagery could conduct me through the 
arguments of realities. Later, it would be the way many voices could enter his poem that a 
poem was as much a matter of thinking as it was of personal cares. . . . Once I d thought this 
over, I realized that I knew nothing about what Olson might be trying to tell Wieners. Thus 
my letter, as I try to recall it, folded my concern with Dante into my continuing attention to 
Projective Verse  and The Maximus Poems. I think my equating texture with breath was 

my awkward way of saying that breath is the sound of language something like that one s 
own and the language itself. ( Introduction  to Minutes 7) 

The letter that Blaser here recalls goes like this: 

Dear Charles Olson, Sir: John Wieners says you won t mind the pink aspect and he s warned 
you I d send the poem. Intended as some sort of thank you. 

With Duncan and Wieners, I ve been pouring over your work and whereas I hate students, 
I ve been one. Odd that we need another REVOLUTION so soon after the last one. But we 
do. I once thought refinement of the Williams-Pound reel (refinement in the sense of 
reaching out from there) was the next step. Now, I m not so sure. That is, everyone has to 
reach out from there unless he s academic. Which is settling in to dignified repetitions. But 
the breathing you suggest combines with Williams to suggest for me a REVOLUTION in 
texture. No more carried away by sound alone, which problem you will see I struggled with 
in Hunger of Sound. Anyway, I wish to escape the repetitions of the minds hunger for a safe 
beat. The projective suggests a rescue. (29 April 1957) 

Olson wrote back quickly on 3 May 1957, a long letter that takes off on Blaser s characterization of 
the breath line as textured and on the comment about the need for another revolution, post-the-
modern as Olson phrases it elsewhere. This letter is one of a handful to Blaser that, in Olson s 
ownmost hieroglyphics, lays out the entirety of a poetics to wit, the periodizing of historical 
change; the cosmology that would later appear in The Special View of History; and the four-fold 
structure of the planet as laid out in the later Maximus Poems.6 As Blaser says in his 1995 
commentary, Olson s first letter was, in the lingo of the 60 s, a mind-blower  ( Introduction  to 
Minutes 11). Read in retrospect through the later Maximus Poems and The Special View of History, 
the letter foretells the shape of things to come, but Olson had not written these key pieces in 1957 
and there was then no George Butterick to do the heavy lifting. Coming through the mail, the letter 
was a cryptogram that would pull Blaser deep into the Diagram. 7 

This bullet of a letter demanded a visit and in the summer of 1957, Don Allen and Blaser called 
upon Olson in Gloucester. 

When we arrive, Olson is waiting for Don Allen and me at a small table in The Tavern bar. 
We d barely settled when Olson turned to me and asked, Who is Matilda?  It took me some 
time to find my bearings. We were, it turned out, in the midst of Dante Purgatorio, Cantos 
XXVIII & XXIX gazing with him across a stream one appears who warms herself in 
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love s beams she is the fourth of Dante s six guides in The Comedy. I do not remember in 
detail my answer. I do know that it was inadequate. ( Introduction  to Minutes 11) 

This conversation, Blaser writes, was followed by a reading of Maximus 1-22, straight through.  
Again, the event would stay with Blaser for a very long time. Who is Matilda  would fold into his 
poetry as an on-going meditation on Dante s Purgatory a place very like the earth, Blaser would say 
on Astonishments, where one goes to re-learn the nature of love (AT 106). 

Another key exchange between Olson and Blaser was the discussion about syntax. In a 13 May 1958 
letter, Olson references a conversation he had had with Blaser over the spaghetti.  As Blaser records 
it later, the key comment from Olson was, I d trust you / anywhere with image, but / you ve got no 
syntax. 8 In this long letter, Olson lays out his views, beginning with Very struck of course by yr 
saying who s the image boy around hyar?   (13 May 1958). He then moves to a dream directive, later 
published in the Maximus Poems: of rhythm is image / of image is knowing / of knowing there is / a 
construct  (Olson to Blaser, 13 May 1958). The image, as it arises from the rhythm of life, becomes 
what we know of the world and what we know creates a construct the human universe, Olson 
called it. We understand, via the image of Gloucester fishers fishing, for example, something about 
the way humans perceive and process their environs and something about how the environs shape 
the humans.  So in another take in this letter, Olson pairs image and object with subject and action 
as two sides of a double axis the subject-object or outside-inside of reality that is, for Olson, Janus-
faced. In this extremely dense letter, Olson is throwing dimensions around  he says to Blaser, so 
we can talk of it.  Then he responds to Blaser s Ten Songs for Love  (still unpublished):  

Anyhow: to get back to what I sd that night in yr living room  if you go apart from the 
specific object or person/ or the image floats free from such literalness of source, one is losing 
the DOUBLE (TWO FACED (fact in the universe?) which gives image its effect . . .  (13 
May 1958) 

Blaser lacks syntax,  it seems, because he doesn t adequately ground the poems in time and space. 
Hence the gem-cutter figure of Ten Songs  is too large an observer  according to Olson s marginal 
notes this coming from a Maximus who, however grand he would become in some of the poems, is 
discernibly a figure working on and in a cosmos that dwarfs him.  

Blaser s poetic response to Olson s critique would unfold over decades. In Syntax, a serial poem 
collecting work from 1979-81, it would come in the performance of multiple syntaxes among which 
Blaser s own voice sounds alongside others as a kind of minimus. In 1958, however, Blaser took the 
no syntax  conversation as a critique, a challenge, and a task. To Olson he writes: 

Your great letter caught me on the run between New Hampshire and New York. Important. 
I work on it. And will continue that as I accomplish this and that. I think it is unanswerable 
without objecta.  
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On Gem-Cutter. I think I explained I d cut out all personal  - to concentrate on image. 
And you say, Where are you?  I m so damn wrong as I d forgotten that I am myself an 
image. (29 May 1958) 

The letter concludes with This is thanks for what is help!   In letters to Spicer and Duncan, both 
written on the same day (29 May 1958), Blaser sounds less easy with the Olson admonition. To 
Duncan, he says that Olson gave me the gun and has tried to help.  To Jack, he comments similarly 
that he has had the gun  from Olson, Duncan, O Hara, and Don Allen (29 May 1958). It was the 
Olson comment that he would chew on, however, and for a very long time. 

One immediate difference between Olson and Blaser, dating from this Boston period, was Blaser s 
relative friendliness to surrealism. In a letter to Duncan (11 April 1958), Blaser remarks that Olson 
had warned him against surrealism, perhaps because surrealism merges inner and outer landscapes in 
the marvelous, whereas Olson refuses the dichotomy to begin with (I will return to this point in the 
section on Blaser s Boston Poems). The Ten Songs for Love  which Blaser sent to Olson is a little 
series dedicated to Duncan that features the poet as gem-cutter perhaps a reference to the symbolic 
sapphire  of Duncan s The Venice Poem. The gem-cutter poems, Blaser called them. Here are the 

first two verses: 

What is finite, lord, is me. 

The lover s flower is within. 

Tick-tock. Magically summoned. 

The white roses: 1 o clock. 

The white lilac: 2 o clock. 

Black bindweed or thistle. 

The flower clock. 

_________ 

I am asleep in your arms. 

 

What harm can come to you, 

Master of Lights? 

Gem-Cutter. 
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Chipped edges reflect sunlight. (To Olson, 28 February 1958) 

Although there is an I  and a you  in these verses, there is no stance or stable point of view to take 
the reader through the poem. Who is the Lord? who is the lover? who does the magical summoning? 
where is the lover s flower? in the speaker? the Lord? the Gem-Cutter? There is no assurance of 
where the poet got it,  as Olson phrases it in Projective Verse  (CPr 240). Things unfold in the 

poem, but we can t be quite sure of the who or where or how or when. Blaser would come to 
embrace this instability of perspective through many-voiced poems, but here we are simply inside a 
landscape that is emotionally charged but unattached to a particular persona or time-space. The 
definite article of the lover s flower,  the white roses,  the white lilac  seems to specify 
particularity, but with no who-what-where-when, the image floats and this is perhaps what Olson 
objected to. Blaser took it as his task to work through the critique and fold it into a poetics.   

At the Widener, Blaser carried out Olson s errands, tracking down a manuscript copy of Herman 
Melville s poem, After the Pleasure Party  (To Olson, 27 February 1958) and forwarding messages 
to Ed Marshall for Olson (From Olson, 8 December 1958). And the no syntax  comment would 
continue to resonate between them. On a visit to Harvard and dinner at the Wursthaus, a German 
restaurant in Harvard Square, Olson kissed Blaser s hand, right in front of university officials, to 
Blaser s immense delight:  

This is to say your kiss burned the skin of my hand. 

The problem of syntax: you say it is difficult to tell me what to do. It s wrong that I ask you 
to. Beyond the indications given. As I don t know what this syntax is. It is an awkward word 
for what every poet has to find out for himself or he ain t. (Not to be misunderstood as a 
threat, since, God, I m scared, but that s a Dantesque obstruction.) 

Your visit was historical. My history. I ve never been where we were in the winged 
Wursthaus. I mean to say a long period of discipline (worship) has begun. (29 March 1959) 

For both poets there was the stimulation of serious conversation about poetry. I went right off like a 
jet from that conversation, and the pleasure of staying with you, and have been volant ever since,  
Olson writes of the above mentioned visit (15 April 1959).  And when Blaser left Harvard for 
Europe in 1959, Olson was there to see him off. 

Blaser s widening circle over the Boston years would also include Michael McClure, Gregory Corso, 
LeRoi Jones, and Denise Levertov. McClure sent Blaser material for Wieners  Measure; Corso and 
Jones solicited work from Blaser for their publishing ventures. Holed up in Paris on rue Gît-le-
Coeur, Corso wrote to Blaser for some spilled angel juice  for his German anthology, Junge 
Amerikanische Lyrik, eventually published in 1961 (Postcard, 26 September 1958). Jones also asked 
for poems for Yugen, publishing Blaser s Quitting a Job  in Yugen 3 (1958) and Out to Dinner  in 
Yugen 6 (1960). Blaser s relationship with Levertov, however, was a little more detailed.  
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Blaser had opened an exchange with Denise Levertov in a complimentary letter in 1956 of the kind 
he called mash notes. Levertov responded9 and subsequently accepted Blaser s hospitality in Boston, 
stopping over with the whole family.10 The friendship, however, never really blossomed. Levertov 
confessed some puzzlement over Blaser s poetry and later remarked that she had read some of the 
poems as having a homosexual content that didn t reach her.11 This sent Blaser into a rage because he 
felt that Levertov had misread him. An apology letter from Levertov (15 September 1958) never 
quite erased the miss between them. On Astonishments, Blaser remembers a later comment that 
Levertov made to Duncan about Duncan s reading with John Ashbery to the effect that you don t 
want to read with faggots like that  (AT 215). [A]t which point,  Blaser says, I just went up the 
wall and refused to see Denise  (AT 215).  

So Duncan got me to come to lunch, and Denise and I played the magic which is really 
literally between us whenever we re in the same room, like the time she was staying with me 
in Boston and so on. But she wrote that poem in the opening of that book [O Taste and See] 
to make up for that. It was about the touch between women and fairies not meaning a fairy 
but meaning I think she calls me an elf at that point. Why is he elfin? Anyway, it fixed it 
for a while but it didn t. (AT 215) 

The time of this reconciliation is not clear from Astonishments, but it postdates Blaser s Boston 
period. The poem in question, from 1964, is called The Elves :  

Their beauty sets them aside 

from other men and from women 

unless a woman has that cold fire in her 

called poet . . . (Poems 1969-67, 76) 

As Blaser remembers it, Levertov did not publically dedicate the poem to him because she thought it 
would embarrass him (AT 215); Levertov s own explanation was that a dedication was unnecessary.12 
Referring to the poem, Blaser says It s how fairies speak together and so on and she said it would 
embarrass me, and my rage at her for that I think that s when my split goes. I must remember that 
because that s where the real anger at Denise begins to go  (AT 215).  Blaser was no queen but he 
was not in the closet either, except in front of his parents. The notion that being called a fairy would 
or should embarrass him he heard as homophobia. Blaser remained leery of Levertov not only 
because she seemed somewhat ham-fisted in her response to homosexuality but also 
uncomprehending of his poems.13 In a draft letter to Duncan, he writes of poetry as the agony of 
beautiful sound and worship of divinity,  but, he says, This was not the homosexual difference. 
Homosexuality means much to my passion, but little to my poetry. And that poetry is not one of the 
passions I am convinced moving to Shelley, Pound, Olson and you  (To Duncan in Notebook, 
Harvard hardbound 94). 
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The Boston Poems 

In the first edition of Blaser s collected poems, The Holy Forest (1993) edited by Stan Persky and 
Michael Ondaatje, The Boston Poems appear at the end of the book under the title Earlier, 1956-
1958: The Boston Poems. In the revised and expanded Holy Forest, published by the University of 
California Press in 2006, The Boston Poems appear in chronological order at the front of the volume 
under the title The Boston Poems, 1956-1959. In this position, they are the first series of The Holy 
Forest and the beginning of it all, as opposed to an appendix of lesser importance than the main body 
of the Collected. In both cases, Blaser chose the position and the change shows a long lasting 
ambivalence about the poems of this period. As his editor for the second edition, I found Blaser more 
willing to accept The Boston Poems as integral to his oeuvre than he had been earlier and he even 
agreed to publish poems that had been left out of the first edition: Poem  ( O dark haven ) and 
Quitting a Job  were restored to the Boston record. However, the published Boston Poems still 

conceals the extent of Blaser s work in Boston. Among the excluded poems this is not a complete 
list are two New Hampshire pieces, 6 Pieces for Louis Zukofsky,  A Preface to Works to Come,  
The Flame,  A Story After Blake,  Homage to Rimbaud,  Homage for Melville,  Rouault s 

Last Portrait,  Windows,  and A Transparency,  the last a major effort. Out to Dinner  did 
appear in Yugen, and there are also a number of poems that address Blaser s debt to Spicer, Duncan, 
and Olson. Of all these, Hunger of Sound  is the major triumph of this period (first published in 
Measure II), but before I turn to it, I would like to consider a few of the poems and projects that 
were never published, but which were crucial to Blaser s working out of a poetics.  

Playboys of the Last Frontier  was a book that Blaser had been thinking about while still in 
graduate school and he took it up again when Spicer came to town in 1956. It was his Lives of the 
Poets,  planned, but never executed, in Berkeley. In a letter to Duncan and Jess, Blaser says that Jack 
is arriving from New York and that they are going to collaborate on a book about the Berkeley scene 
from 1946 to 1955 (30 October 1955). The book was to insist on a western versus eastern aesthetic. 
Spicer s preferred title was Poetry West of the Pecos ; Blaser s was Playboys of the Last Frontier.  
What follows in the letter is an outline, punctuated by witty Spicer marginalia. This, I m afraid, will 
appear to be an elaborate joke, but I m deadly serious on the matter,  Blaser writes to Duncan (30 
October 1955). The outline covers the Berkeley Renaissance with a thoroughness yet to be equalled: 

its social, literary, biographical and political elements, its sources and its distinctiveness in relation to 
eastern  poetries.14 In the letter to Duncan, Blaser says that he is in the process of soliciting material 

for this history old Occidents,15 letters, notes, diaries  but the project was never completed. 
Kevin Killian writes that it would have been a compendious tome, to be liberally illustrated with 
period documents and reproductions of paintings, which Blaser and Spicer planned as their 
intellectual, spiritual, and sexual autobiography  ( Dialogue  259). 

Apart from the outline, what remains of the Berkeley book is a conversation between Spicer, Blaser, 
and Duncan on eastern versus western poetry. Blaser had been thinking about the east-west 
difference since he arrived in Boston. In a letter to his mother, he writes: The East is very different 
from the West, and, oddly, after all the years I ve wanted to come here, I think I like the West better. 
It is less formal and less rich out there. There are fewer things that one either wants or needs  (2 
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October 1955). The dialogue with Spicer about poetry was written on index cards that have now 
been published with a commentary by Killian under the title Dialogue of Eastern and Western 
Poetry, Boston, 1956  (255-73). Blaser gives this account of the collaboration on Astonishments: 

Jack arrived from New York in the most incredible bitterness and we began to fight. He was 
staying with me in Boston. It was so bad that we could no longer speak to one another, so we 
took three by five index cards and wrote to one another and sat across the room. . . . I must 
say I don t think I come off very well in them because I was trying to say well, yeah, it s 
alright to go to Hudson Review. I was just in an utter losing battle in which I was learning, 
but the dialogue didn t go on. Anyway, we re in the midst of these and they are piled up like 
this when Duncan comes back from Majorca and he reads them all the way through and in 
the end the cards are all Duncan . . . . (AT 214) 

The Dialogue  opens with Spicer s provocative statement that there isn t any Eastern poetry and 
besides, too many people read it  ( Dialogue  260).  Blaser replies: Nearly everything has to do 
with poetry. Just the desire to write a poem is in a sense a poem. Eastern poets, as we see them in 
Poetry, Partisan, Hudson, have chosen a kind of table manners of poetry. They set a problem for 
themselves, a rhyme scheme, a metrical pattern: what results is a well-baked cake with real icing. 
They use the tools of poetry brilliantly  ( Dialogue  261). So the argument continues over 
distinctions between east versus west, tradition versus vitalism, passion versus tranquility or 
conventional form versus process as the essential in poetry. These are very difficult distinctions to 
secure against counter example. Spicer is the one insisting on differences, diving into the argument in 
kamakaze fashion; Blaser offers counter examples and qualifications; and Duncan argues that there 
are first and third-rate poets of both camps. These positions were typical: Spicer was after authentic, 
local experience; Duncan was predictably eclectic; and Blaser mediated between them.  

One of the earliest Boston poems that Blaser let stand is the Freud poem, titled Letter  in the Boston 
Newsletter and Letters to Freud 16 in The Holy Forest. This is a poem that nods to the psychoanalysis 
back of surrealism, an interest from Berkeley days that neither Blaser nor Spicer ever quite let go. 
The Freud poem also caused Blaser some anxiety. In a letter to Duncan and Jess, he gives the back 
story:  

Much as I love to know a poet s voice  (it is after all a part of his strategy to see the world 
clearly)  I am most unhappy that Freud doesn t work until it is read in my manner. I don t 
like the idea that the poet s personality is the only means of understanding his poems. If all 
poems were anonymous, I should like to believe that we would understand them. By this I 
do not mean that the poet s personality can t be comprised of unwritten poems  delicious 
to those who know him  as, Pound, etc. Your suggestion that typography may be a means 
was much needed. I shall begin there. Meantime, I withdraw the poem. 

. . . .  
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Oddly, there is more to my objection to Letter to Freud. It was not intended expressively. Its 
history goes something like this: Jim and I were staying with Don Allen in N.Y. on West 9th. 
The terrible screams of a hurt animal wakened me. For one reason or another I went bezerk. 
Finally, in desperation, I ran down stairs to the street to strangle the dog. A car had crushed 
its entire pelvis. When I reached the dog, I couldn t touch it. My compassion seemed to help 
a little, for the screams stopped, but it was 20 minutes before the police came to remove it. 
Whew! I m afraid Jim and Don thought me mad. I can t forgive myself for not strangling it. 

Anyway, the Freud poem was supposed to say whatever this says. It was meant to convey a 
total compassion and the yes then is nothing more than the eternal yes which is ours to 
affirm whenever it needs to be. (30 November 1956)  

In the published version, Blaser changed the typography, using italics and brackets to signify shifts 
from direct address to Freud to an interior voice. But I think the significance of the poem goes 
beyond the solution to a technical problem. Freud treated inner landscapes as more than merely 
subjective because they exert unperceived influence on thoughts, actions, and desires in the shared 
physical world. The surrealists built on the idea of an inner world that was to be understood as equal 
in reality to common consciousness and they borrowed Freudian logic to give form to it. Freud 
proposed to read the inner world, particularly as manifest in dreams, through a logic of condensation 
and displacement; the surrealists picked up on the strategy. Writing to Duncan, Blaser notes his 
interest in the unconscious: 

I think I did a straight job of describing the necessity of this stuff [.] That they [Pound, 
Williams] are early stuff takes me close to the unconscious which I m trying to understand 
and use. Surreal. Super-real. Etc. (18 February 1958) 

I suggest that Blaser s Freud poem makes use of condensation and displacement. In the first section 
of the poem, for example, a bird passes overhead and wings grow on the speaker: when I lie in the 
sun, a bird passes / over and the wings grow on me  (HF 16, original emphasis). In Freudian terms, a 
winged man might refer to some prior experience with a bird or condense an experience involving a 
man and a bird or some object of significance that might be unconsciously associated with a bird. In 
the poem, condensation displaces simile and metaphor: the poem does not say that the man is like a 
bird or wishes to become a bird, or wants to fly. It fuses man and bird in an experience that creates a 
hybrid object. The strangeness of this object is expressed as wings that grow on the man without his 
willing them there. The encounter is transformative but unassimilable either to a clear dichotomy 
between man and bird or to the symbolic absorption of one term by the other (as in a figure of 
speech), either of which would be more pleasing to common sense. 

The central narrative of the injured dog worries this unresolvable hybridity of self and other. Pain 
and death are limit concepts of communicability in language: everyone knows what the words mean, 
but no one can actually experience the suffering of another or consciously go through death. The 
speaker of the poem empathizes with the dog and in the poem, as opposed to the back story, he 
strangles it to end the suffering just as a poet strangles  an event to render it in words that are 
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inevitably abstractions after the fact. Yet the event, unassimilable to conscious experience, like a 
kernel of trauma in the unconscious, motivates the words of the poem. Hence the repeated invective: 
the damned words  of the poem, the poet says, are merely descriptive  (HF 16, my emphasis). They 
circle the experience of suffering and death that here goes on in the body of the dog, beneath the 
words, sur-real or under the real as it can be perceived. The Freudian connection is that death is the 
(literally) unsayable core of all trauma and of all erotic desire. The surrealist connection is that the 
hybrid object stands in as a glyph of the hybridity of perception the uncanniness of the familiar. 
The marvelous is neither in the subject nor the object but between the two, as the poem is between 
the man and the dog. Thus Blaser would theorize perception much later through the 
phenomenology of Maurice Merleau-Ponty. If we accept the phenomenological thesis of the 
irreducible embeddedness of experience in the unsayable, then the surrealist object may begin to read 
as an affective presentation of a phenomenology of perception: perception as irreducibly fraught with 
what it cannot assimilate. Like poems everywhere and across time, Letter  reaches for the world 
the flesh, / the golden earth but what comes back is a hybrid that is both common and strange. 

The face in the mirror (death is an image complete as my face ), the moon, the earth, the planet, 
the dying dog are the existents the poet tries to bring to presence, but words cannot quite close on 
them: the intrusion of the dog s pain in the speaker s consciousness keeps the poem going (HF 16-
18). In other words, Death keeps the form open. The poem begins with a strangling of life to end 
suffering, an act of compassion, but it turns into a yes  for life and the perils of loving it. 

My dear Mr Freud, 

simply no longer. Yes. Light 

yes is after all yes like yes 

an image in flight. 

P.S. yes. (HF 18) 

In these last lines, death is transmuted to simply no longer ; it is tucked into the life process which 
the poem says is like an image in flight  (perpetually elusive) and the poet, echoing Molly Bloom s 
yes to existence at the end of Ulysses, affirms it despite the suffering and strangeness. The poem is and 
is not Freudian.  At the heart of existence, beyond the pleasure principle, the poet finds death. But 
his response is not frustrated and incurable desire as the neo-Freudians would have it,17 but a love of 
the world that includes acceptance of loss, absence, and brokenness. 

The Freud poem distinguishes Blaser s poetic stance from that of both Duncan and Spicer. Unlike 
Duncan, Blaser does not identify living with language; they are different orders of the real as Spicer 
was at pains to demonstrate. Bodies suffer and die; words do not; bodies are particular, words are 
abstract. Yet Blaser also avoids locking into Spicerian desire the fixation on frustrated desire and 
lost love in the face of death and the incapacity of language to really hang onto actual things. In the 
letter to Duncan laying out the back story, Blaser includes a comment on a quarrel with Spicer: 
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Also, quarreled [sic] with Spicer violently over what I called the monomania of his poetry 
and the limited reference. A poem like his Poem for the Reader of the Poem is much changed 
for this insistence upon what a poem must take on. In a very crucial sense. The poem once 
written no longer belongs to anyone. (30 November 1956) 

Spicer wanted the intimacy of a direct address and direct connection to things, but he also knew very 
well from his linguist s training that this was impossible. He therefore insisted on making present an 
absence that indexed his desire for immediacy. Hence in the Poem for the Reader of the Poem,  he 
throws a naked eagle at the reader s throat, as if words were birds that might choke the indifferent or 
blasé reader into feeling what the poet feels. In a draft letter to Spicer that I have not confirmed as 
sent, Blaser says Yet I do not believe in a poetry which is a construct of the desire for poetry  
( Dearest Jack  well, the sound has come ). Blaser is readier to accept the suffering that love entails. 
In the spring of 1956, he was reading Antonin Artaud (To Duncan, 28 May 1956) and thinking 
about translating Artaud s essay on Van Gogh for Grove Press. In that essay, Artaud refers to the 
pure enigma of a tortured flower  (Artaud 153). Van Gogh, he says, painted that thing with his 
drunken brush  (153). Love, death, the suffering-through that is life the Freud poem puts together 
the existential bones of experience. 

All serious poetry requires a worked-out view of the world and and a stance on what art can do there. 
This is what Blaser was doing in Boston and nothing mattered more to him. What makes a poem? 
Who can call him or herself a poet? What is a self? What is the relationship between language and 
perception? In a nine-part poem titled A Preface to Works to Come,  dated September 1958, 
William Butler Yeats is a primary point of departure for such meditations. Much of Yeats s poetic 
thinking turns on relations of contrariety. To name a few, there is the dancer and dance in Among 
School Children ; Hic and Ille in Ego Dominus Tuus ; the He and She of Michael Robartes and 
the Dancer ; Self and Soul in A Dialogue of Self and Soul ; life and art in Sailing to Byzantium  
and flesh and spirit in the alchemical tales of Michael Robartes ( Rosa Alchemica ) and Owen Ahern 
( Tables of the Law ). In Rosa Alchemica,  for example, the speaker is drawn into a magical dance 
by the latter day mystic, Michael Robartes. Tranced participants are initiated into the esoteric side of 
the alchemical tradition as they dance with shadowy gods and goddesses that feed on their souls. As a 
metaphor for poetry, the dance suggests that the poet is there to give voice and form to the invisible 
world. If one drops belief in the literality of a spirit world, then it is the extreme otherness of 
things the invisible world that is not coincident with consciousness that is being summoned.  

Blaser engages with Yeats s contraries, but refuses the occult sense of them. The occult view of the 
invisible is that it is a spirit world of gods and goddesses who look rather like us but with improved 
capacities. Blaser keeps the concept of an outside  but refuses the anthropomorphism of the occult. 
For Blaser, as for Spicer, whatever lies outside consciousness is an unknown and if it comes into the 
poem at all, it will probably come as some uncalled-for disruption. For both Blaser and Spicer, Yeats 
modelled the practice of dictation (poetry dictated by an outside  source), but it was Yeats 
modulated through a Berkeley version of the sur-real. The surrealists had tried to reach beyond the 
cogito in order to let the depths of the unconscious surface. However questionable their experiments 
in psychology (automatic writing, for example), they provided an initial spectacle of the decentered 
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self. So in Blaser s Preface,  the juxtapositions are as strange as Meret Oppenheim s famous fur-
lined teacup (1936): Streets enlarge to include all thumbs ; The nightingales in our fingers pluck 
at the eyes of the man / it concerns ; The lights whip around the Portuguese mothers herding / 
their unicorns home to supper ; A tiger of foam is purring with helpless rage against my mouth ; 
The white doves in my pockets cackle ; 10,000 ancestors weep out of my thighs like salt.  In such 

images, the unknown presses in against common sense experience. In lines that seem to layer images 
from Yeats s Rosa Alchemica  with the surreal, Blaser writes: 

There, out at the edge, I see the light of our skin 

dance or dazzle. 

 

The spray falls in beads of sweat on the dance. ( A Preface ) 

The initiatory dance of Yeats s Rosa Alchemica  takes place in the Temple of the Alchemical Rose 
at the end of a pier extending out into the sea (Mythologies 280). When the speaker of this story 
awakes after the hallucinatory dance, he finds himself not in a chamber alive with spirits and a living 
rose, but in a bare room with crudely painted images on the walls and ceiling (Mythologies 290). The 
speaker is drawn out of his sleep by the loud shouts of fishers who attack the building because they 
think the initiates have brought devil worship and bad luck to their fishing. Daytime common sense 
perceives the uncanny as a threat. What Blaser s poem shares with Yeats s story is the edge
pushing the image out to a point where it becomes wild:  

The language must gather in clouds. As swarming bees against 

the screen-door anger. The bee opens the jaw of the snapdragon. 

Tearing the hinge. And the stance must open as woman has opened 

eternally to her first man. Adam has opened his hand. Thrust 

the willowy language apart. ( A Preface ) 

The images suggest a violent assault on the cogito bees swarming a door or tearing a snapdragon as 
a first lover would tear a woman s hymen. Rilke s bees of the invisible bees of perception should 
come to mind, but these bees gather a very strange honey. The lines might also be taken as an 
indirect response to Olson s advice to find a ground: if the ground destabilizes what then happens 
to voice? A guiding voice that takes the reader through the open field of the poem is famously 
common among New American poets (consider Olson, Creeley, O Hara), but in these Boston 
poems, Blaser worries this kind of voice:  

The engagement in reality.  Must.  Complete itself.  A marriage. 
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Where the light flows, O gently, into a violent meeting. The 

ring is placed upon the tree branch. The metamorphosis clings 

to his fingers. ( A Preface ) 

These lines reference a mythical marriage ceremony in which the poet marries a tree rather than a 
man or woman (this myth would later return in Cups and Image-Nation 6 (epithalamium  (HF 
156)). The event is potentially transformational because it troubles the gender of the speaker who in 
this ceremony may not only be the groom, but the bride as well. Yet the images do not suggest the 
self-sufficient hermaphrodite of the esoteric alchemical tradition, but rather a self that has undergone 
a violent meeting.  The intrusion of the unknown into one s sense of a stable reality, whether in the 

form of the unconscious or an unsayable real somewhere underneath the words or a dog s howl of 
pain, means a dramatic assault on one s sense of self. In section seven of Preface,  poetry is a man-
eating shark  and this would place the poet in imminent danger of being consumed. In another 
Yeatsian image, the bright body of / my world / has creaked on the steps / to the third floor / where 
we live among configurations of a dance.  Something mounts the steps to where we live,  and it is 
stranger than gods and goddesses.  

Beloved Yeats, now I m writing at home. 

It is breakfast 

amidst the glorious wallpapers of poetry. 

 

The cats are pawing the carpet of 

an intolerable future where the dance begins. 

Not isolate. The fates on my ankles 

twist the joy out of my mouth. 

 

On West Cedar. Outside the houses. 

Where the bricks have the teeth of flowers. 

Yes. A dancer spreads his claws. ( A Preface ) 

Danger and mystery is immanent in the mundane, morning-after on West Cedar.  When the spirit 
world falls out of belief and loses its anthropomorphic shape, as it had for Blaser, otherness becomes 
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much more startling in secularity than it was in religion, whether occult or orthodox. In the morning 
light, the spirit magic disappears for Yeats s speaker, but for the poet of A Preface,  the bricks have 
the teeth of flowers  and the dancer spreads his claws.   

In A Transparency. A Whatnot,  Blaser worked at this strangeness. A Transparency  is a long 
poem, dated 5 July 1958 and it remains unpublished because Blaser thought it unsuccessful. In 
unnumbered sections, the poem moves between monologue and conversation among two or more 
voices. Here is the first section: 

Two voices. Perhaps old. Two heads. Perhaps 

jointed. This is the undiscoverable form. 

 

There it is.  Moves to one thing. Or another. 

An indescribable comfort. 

 

And disappearing. A rock just off the coast- 

line. The sea touches the feet. Quickly. 

Cold sand birds scuttle and hurry. 

 

The image has grown here. A wild thing. 

The moon perhaps is a slice of it. 

To see through. 

 

Reappears. Gathering strength. A kind of  

bandit. One eye covered with a scarf and 

his head filled with a lute. 

 

Supposes. The cop appears. You boys 
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live here? He raped a woman on the third floor. 

In the shower. You didn t hear anything? 

 

I. Here. Suppose the starfish raped 

a whole aquarium of clams, oysters, crabs. 

Broke open the shells. ( A Transparency ) 

The surprising last two stanzas suggest why the form might be undiscoverable.  We are in the world 
as the starfish and crustaceans are in the aquarium. If, like the poet-bandit18 or starfish, we attempt to 
break open our shared aquarium, we do not succeed in getting out of that glass enclosure (a 
transparency): rather we simply do violence to it. Subsequent sections of A Transparency  alternate 
between conversation and monologue. In some, the poet explores questions of identity ( So, imagine 
wanting to be something you aren t ); in others, he addresses the reader directly and discusses the 
process of writing: Dear reader, I m sitting here waiting for a poem.  In one instance, Blaser brings 
four voices into the conversation: his own, Jim [Felts], Dick [Stone]19 and Ed [Marshall]. The 
section begins with an address to the reader and an announcement that this is a conversation. The 
poem is later.  The Robin voice then demands of the others what has become of his eagles a 
reference, perhaps, to Spicer s Poem to the Reader of the Poem.  Birds rhyme with words in 
Spicerian ornithology, or with the jazz of Charlie Bird  Parker or sometimes with the Holy Ghost. 
But Blaser casts himself as trying to teach his eagles to speak and to leave their droppings in the bay 
windows. He is domesticating them in his impatience and the reader s imagined impatience for a 
poem that makes sense. The section ends with the line, Dear reader, that is the end of a play for the 
impatient.  Impatience in poet and reader is a demand for a proper  poem that delivers up some 
recognizable piece of the world. This poem, because it troubles the discreteness of perceiver and 
perceived, fails to deliver. [H]atch . . . the poem as an eagle would a basilisk s egg,  Spicer advises 
(To Blaser, Except for the impropriety ).  In the last lines, the poet again addresses the reader: 
Dear reader, there s a red fox running across your living- / room. Into the fireplace. Up the 

chimney. Out. Out. Out  ( A Transparency ). So where does the fox come from, the reader might 
ask?  It is, perhaps, one of those wild images that has just run in from outside,  like an eagle that 
won t poop in the right place. The image that can t be caught and integrated into a single perspective 
affronts the stability of the perceiver, and this is perhaps what Blaser had in mind when he moves 
toward a violent opening of stance in A Preface.  The self, like a transparency a window on the 
world has to assume an inside  and outside  but the window, so to speak, is permeable. And so, 
dear Reader, a fox might run across your living room. Spicer writes: 

The enjoyment of the Thing Seen (or thing seen) is not enough. Poetry has to break through 
to a universe where you don t know anybody and haven t seen anybody (Anybody). The 
appearance of the Red Fox in your living room (Living Room) is not as important as 
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discovering where the red fox generally lives. On our lady. Or, god help us, billy  (To Blaser, 
It is hard to be sure )  

So, again, here is the surrealism of the poet  (Spicer s phrase): it is the otherness embedded in 
perception the outside  that is also, alarmingly, always right here. 

Spicer responded to all the fretting over this poem with the suggestion that Blaser accept it unrevised 
and embed it in a series (To Blaser, Except for the impropriety ). This is the principle that Spicer 
was working on in After Lorca: no poem stands alone. With After Lorca, Spicer began to treat the 
book, rather than the individual poem, as a basic unit. Poems in a series could speak to and 
contextualize each other, and accrue meaning through their interrelationships. The serial poem was a 
means of getting time, space, and chance into poetic form and a way of allowing images to 
accumulate meaning rather than refer to it. The serial is a poem, Spicer would say, in which the poet 
does not know where he is going. The serial principle plays out in A Transparency  as the on-going 
act of thinking about the nature of the real and about what makes a poem a poem and a poet a 
poet the poem pursues the undiscoverable  form of that, chasing the image as wild thing.  

In relation to A Transparency,  The Hunger of Sound  keeps its eagles on a leash, perhaps because 
the shock of the marvelous abates when the poet accepts the otherness of things as an element of the 
familiar. It is probably Blaser s most fully realized and polished poem of the Boston period, but like 
most of the longer poems of these years, the writing of it was fraught with anxiety. After a depressed 
and angry letter from Blaser complaining that the Olson babies  (Marshall and Wieners) had 
criticized his Hunger of Sound  for false breath patterns, rarefied language, lack of specificity and 
too many similes,  Spicer advises Blaser to simply [e]mbrace and smother [his] weaknesses  (From 
Spicer [21 February 1957]). If they complain of rarefied language, Spicer opines, Robin should make 
it so rare they can t breathe. On another occasion, he tells Robin that his real problem is that he can t 
write a bad poem. Look at Duncan, Jack says, he writes more bad poems than either of us and that is 
why he is ahead. There was also the history of the poem at Evergreen and Don s request that 
publication be delayed. In fact, Hunger of Sound  was first published in Measure II in the winter of 
1958 and dedicated to Lars Balas, the young son of artist Tom Balas. 

Part I of this three-part poem works through the nature of poetic language its relationship to 
perception and to the perceived.  

I asked a man to consider poetry. 

I said 

Begin then with this image: 

A child s head bends in the light, 

slips like a star across a man s mentality. 
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He and his guardian cat reach for a word. 

 

Among stars, a man becomes a giant. 

Take this image: 

the masked face of a child, 

insatiable of light. 

A word found,  

a child s voice  

this hunger of gulls 

that fish from the broken edge of ice. (HF 19) 

When a child reaches for the world, he or she gets a word instead, and slowly, through that medium, 
the human universe comes into focus. The verb reach  is key in Blaser s phenomenological view of 
language and it distinguishes his thinking from that of the structuralists who would become so 
important to poets and philosophers of later decades. For Blaser, language is a techne by means of 
which humanity reaches. Like the hands of a child or the hunger of gulls or fish breaking the surface 
of the water (see Poem by the Charles River  (HF 15)), it expresses a hunger for things: the child is 
insatiable of light.  That hunger comes from the situated nature of existence from the infantile 

discovery of a not-me. From the unordered sensations of preverbal infancy, the world comes into 
form like  a tree / first planted in chaos.  The tree is uprooted, though, suspended in air. It is not 
that words are naturally attached to things, but that they offer a world of exact proportions.  
Language fits the world as a glove fits a hand precise, but not at all of the same stuff. Outside the 
word is only chaos,  a word for what remains unthought. In the fourth stanza, the child counts and 
names things The returning birds / or the new leaves counted  (19). So the tree of the third stanza 
blossoms and becomes the flowering peach of the orchard, / each blossom counted and named  
(20). The whole first section of Hunger of Sound  shows a world emerging into thingness for the 
first time. That freshness is, of course, every poet s dream to say the world again in a way that 
makes it new. Thus Rimbaud imagined a freshly washed world emerging après le deluge.  Thus 
Pound s make it new.  Thus the great vision of Dante, who suddenly comes to wakefulness in a 
dark wood. The objects that emerge are vivid and beautiful, but as the child reaches for them, he or 
she brings in along with them the possibilities of terror and death:   

Read Dante without words. 

(By Doré) 
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I try now to remember 

what I thought of hell. 

A small head 

bent over the big pages. 

And now 

borrowed the terrible trees 

and  

the whole image of Dante. (HF 21-22) 

Blaser s choice of this particular image from the Inferno underlines the fact that language also 
exacerbates violence and suffering. It uproots us from the flow of unreflective material processes and 
sensations, sets us facing a world of objects, and brings the consciousness of death. Dante s suicides 
reject suffering by killing themselves, as the poet killed the suffering dog in the Freud poem: they say 
no  rather than yes  to the awakening. 

The final section of Hunger  opens with a repetition of the first line: I asked a man to consider 
poetry  (HF 24). This is perhaps the most personal section of the poem because it is where Blaser 
puts together the orchard  of childhood memory, the trees of Dante, and the long years of self-
doubt about being a poet. 

I said: 

My emblem became a tree.  Stood 

tall and could both bend and straighten. Rode 

on the hills of New Hampshire a great hunger. 

Ice-caught gestures of the trees 

turn inward. 

 

This is a gesture. The words stopped 

there part of the forest. (HF 25) 
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The tree would become the central trope of the Holy Forest, although Blaser did not know it at the 
time. In this Boston poem, however, Blaser allows himself to say, I, poet,  and to begin to use past 
failures and uncertainties the uncounted  words killed there in the blossoming mouth  as the 
rot  that will feed the star flowers.  In the first stanza of this section a boatman sings  and bends 

to an outward journey.  So also the poet.  

In retrospect, The Hunger of Sound  is a launching pad for The Holy Forest. It establishes a view of 
language and hence an epistemology that would become the basis of Blaser s world view. It draws in 
the poet s personal history and it settles on a trope that would hold through a lifetime of writing: the 
world-tree, linguistic tree (roots and branches of language), poe-tree, family tree of The Holy Forest. It 
also acknowledges Blaser s earliest and most important source in Dante and through Dante it names 
a wildly ambitious project: a saying of the world for the 20th century as Dante said it for the 13th. 
Further, the poem situates Blaser s attention in a phenomenology of perception and an intuition of 
the sur-real.20 Because some of this early work anticipates structuralist views of language (Spicer 
studied the linguistics of Saussure and Sapir and passed that on in his poetry, which Blaser read very 
carefully), and because Blaser himself would engage directly with structuralist and deconstructive 
philosophies of language in his poems and essays of the 1970s and 80s, this situating of his attention 
in perceptual experience at the beginning of his poetic practice is important and it is not naively 
done. The Hunger of Sound  does not contest what linguists call the unmotivated relationship of 
words and things the word tree  hangs in chaos not on a tree but it does suggest that language is 
how humanity handles the world and that what is of interest is its manner of doing so, rather than 
the fact of the medium itself.  In a notebook Blaser writes: 

And linguists teach 

how speech is young 

and I teach 

how we cheat the young 

Come, let me tell you what I ve learned 

that it is desire burned the first bush 

turned the first kiss into a wish 

and left our leafy eyes to twist 

in the wind ( And linguists teach ) 

If I read him right, the deconstructing of language as a transparency of mind and world was of lesser 
interest to Blaser than what the poet might be able to do inside the medium the aquarium  we 
share with starfish and clams. It is only from the perspective of a consciousness that the world-as-
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form becomes possible and the thingness of things thinkable. In this poem, the acquisition of 
language plays out as a violent uprooting from the flow of life that runs like water in water  as 
Bataille describes it,21 but only after that uprooting is it possible to speak of a world at all, and hence 
of love.  

 

Leaving Boston 

Once established in San Francisco, Joe Dunn began publishing chapbooks under the White Rabbit 
Press imprint, the de facto Spicer press in 1957. In 1958, he asked Blaser for a book (To Duncan, 8 
April 1958), sending Blaser into a flurry of revising. The book was to be illustrated by Jess and in a 
letter to that eminence, Blaser sent a proposed Table of Contents22 that included Windows,  and A 
Transparency.  Yet Blaser s later Boston projects seem marked with a restlessness triggered by 
multiple moves, too many projects, an eagerness to get out of Boston, and lingering self-doubt. 
Beyond the dullness of the library work, there was the matter of a smoking incinerator at the 
Chestnut Street apartment. Blaser repeatedly complained to his landlord, Mr. Seligman, about it (To 
Seligman, 5 January 1957, 7 March 1957) but in September 1957, he gave up and moved to 61 
West Cedar Street. Spicer and Duncan wanted him back in Berkeley too, and it was hard to stay put 
in Boston when everyone seemed to be leaving for the coast. Your letter made me miss you again,  
Spicer writes, Come to California . . .  (To Blaser, 21 February 1958). Jim Felts, as well, had 
accepted a position in San Francisco at a new Institute of Research Specialities as Instrument 
Manager and Executive Director (Blaser to Duncan, 13 April 1958). He would assume duties there 
on 1 January 1959. 

The lure of San Francisco settled in Blaser s imagination over the course of an August 1957 visit 
when he stayed with Duncan and Jess. The visit gave him courage, he wrote to Duncan: I m unable 
to say what that visit meant. Your beautiful apartment, the poems, drawings all the made things 
and I want you to know I MEMORIZED the whole damn place, so if I haunt you somewhat. Right 
now I m hiding behind Jesse s castle, which I wish I d bought too  (20 August 1957).23 Blaser turned 
in his resignation at Harvard a year later and planned his European trip a much longed-for cultural 
tour and a reward for library drudgery but the last months dragged. He was asked to fire a woman 
who had worked at the library for 17 years. She was dull, Blaser writes to Jess, but could have been 
transferred instead of fired by bourgeois swine  (To Jess, 14 March 1959). After Felts returned to 
San Francisco in December 1958 to get ready for the new job, Blaser, moved again to a room at 42 
Kirkland, Cambridge, in order to save money over the months that he would have to pay the rent 
alone. Given the importance of dwelling space to Blaser, he found these moves anxiety producing 
and disruptive. On Kirkland Street, without Jim, he asked Duncan and Jess for a small Jess art piece 
to give courage (1 December 1958). When the package arrived in January, he says in his thank you 
letter that it came during the worst depression of my life  (6 January 1959). A rooming house with 
a ghastly fake rococo lamp  was not the kind of domestic landscape that Blaser needed to work well 
(6 January 1959). Dragging his feet on the White Rabbit book, he was unable to complete it before 
leaving for Europe. There were also discouragements, as when poet and editor Barbara Guest rejected 
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the poems O dark haven,  Homage for Melville,  New Hampshire Notebook,  and A Play for 
Three to Play  for Partisan Review. Guest was upbeat and friendly, but felt the poems were not 
strong enough too much cataloguing of experience, she writes (To Blaser, 10 February 1958). 
Trying to escape his dissatisfaction with A Transparency,  Blaser began to work on A Myth for 
Cleo  (To Duncan, 11 April 1959). The project never made it beyond the notebook stage, although 
it prepared for The Park,  a serial written in San Francisco after Blaser s return from Europe and 
dedicated to Cleo Adams ( Cleo poem ). Writing to Olson in December of 1958, he says that his 
work has not been going well that he has been reading the old poets plus Duncan, Olson, O Hara 
and Pound. Who else is there?  he asks (To Olson, 14 December 1958).  

Blaser s depression toward the end of his stay in Boston does not adequately reflect the record of his 
output there or the richness of the Boston experience and its long term significance for his writing 
life. In the same letter to Duncan in which he expresses dissatisfaction, he describes a reading at 
Harvard with Ginsberg, Corso, and Peter Orlovsky, sponsored by the Harvard Poetry Society and 
Harvard Law Forum. Olson came to Boston for it and this was the hand-kissing occasion. I have 
never been so moved,  he tells Duncan, and the hand still burns  (To Duncan, 11 April 1959). The 
reading was followed by a night of talk: Allen [Ginsberg] is beautiful and brilliant, but very 
disappointing in talk and very political where poetry relations are concerned. Gregory is a little 
gangster. Peter is apart and strange,  he decides (To Duncan, 11 April 1959). This event was one of 
many over Blaser s four years in the east. There were excursions to New Hampshire, to the point 
where Don Allen suggested the possibility of getting a place there with Robin and Jim: Am holding 
onto several chairs and a couple of lamps that we could use in such a house  (22 July [1957-58]). 
There were jaunts to see Olson, including one to Provincetown with Michael Rumaker (To Duncan, 
30 August 1958). There were trips to New York for parties and shows. On one such occasion, Blaser 
encountered Marianne Moore and Marilyn Monroe with Arthur Miller at the Academy of Arts and 
Letters (To Duncan, 23 June 1958); as he liked to tell the story in person, Moore was looking down 
Monroe s dress.  There was also the collaboration with Wieners on Measure, despite the short life of 
the journal, and there was plenty of insider s input on the San Francisco issue of Evergreen as well as 
Allen s New American Poetry anthology. Blaser was able to leave the Widener with head high: he had 
in hand stellar recommendations from Harvard and had made many friends during his Boston gig. 
Most importantly from his own point of view, he had, by the end of his four years in the east, a 
substantial collection of poems.  

Despite the endless revisions, the denunciations of pieces like A Transparency,  the withdrawing of 
poems from private circulation among friends, coupled with a desire to publish and fear of 
rejection despite the whole fandango Blaser did the necessary thing in Boston. He had begun to 
seriously work through the big questions that every poet has to face about the nature of the real, the 
purpose of poetry, and the possibilities of his medium. In a notebook draft letter to Duncan, never 
sent to my knowledge, Blaser writes: I can never say the agony of ten years. I knew I was a poet 
when others wanted to be firemen, railworkers . . . The agony of beautiful sound and worship of 
divinity  (To Duncan in Notebook, Harvard hardbound 94). This untitled poem (now published in 
The Holy Forest) marks an exit from years of silence:  
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For years I ve heard 

others speak like birds. 

The words 

clicking. 

One day I spoke 

articulate 

the words tic-ed 

in my throat.  

It was 

as if love woke 

after anger. 

The words 

sure  

 Listen. 

(CHURRR) 

Love wakes 

at the breakfast table 

(CHURRR) 

Not that 

the language itself has wings. 

(CHURRR) Not that 

 (CHURRR) 

unfortunate skill. 

Listen. 
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The words 

sure as a scream. (HF 14) 
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Notes 

 

1. These figures come from Cost of Living 1955.  thepeoplehistory.com/1955.html#cost_of_living. 
Accessed 30 January 2017. 

2. Michael Seth Stewart quotes this phrase from Creeley in an introductory note to The Letters of 
John Wieners  ( LJW ), Part 2 (1). The Letters  are as yet unpublished.  

3. In a draft of a job-seeking letter dated 11 November 1959 from Clay Street in San Francisco a 
letter corresponding to Blaser s return to San Francisco after his European tour Blaser writes: For 
the past four years I have held the position of Administrative Assistant for Cataloguing in the 
Harvard College Library. My experience was not, however, strictly limited to cataloguing, for I was 
also directly concerned with the acquisition of French literature and with the handling of serial 
records and binding in that Library. At this time, I should be interested in a position in either 
cataloguing or acquisitions, though I believe I would gain more from concentrated training in 
acquisitions work  ( Application ). On a CV prepared for Simon Fraser University in 1972, 
however, Blaser describes his Harvard position as Administrative Librarian,  a supervisory post with 
72 librarians and employees under him (Curriculum Vitae). 

4. In a letter to Michael Boughn, 6 May 1999, Blaser describes the exhibit:  

When I did the exhibit at Harvard in 1958 of American Philosophy for the American 
Philosophical Association (which Olson saw) I opened with Jonathan Edwards, then moved 
directly to Emerson and Olson knew or understood what I meant to do meandering 
through the depths until I reached Whitehead cases upon cases down the staircase in 
Widener  

5. In The Boston Newsletter: Spicer: Song for the Great Mother,  Central Park West,  A Dialogue 
Between Intellect and Passion,  Hibernation,  A Prayer for Pvt. Graham MacIntosh on 
Halloween,  Midnight at Bareass Beach  and Five Words for Joe Dunn on His 22nd Birthday ; 
Dunn: The Head,  and In The Street of Saintess Desire ; Jonas, a long poem, title illegible in 
PDF; Wieners: Ballade,  You Can t Kill These Machines,  and That Old Gang of Mine ; Blaser, 
When I Pay Death s Duty,  For Charles who is a river,  A 4 Part Geometry Lesson,  Two 

Astronomers with Notebooks,  For years I ve heard,  and Letter [to Freud].  

6. One of the most difficult points of the letter dates the current post-war revol
1875: 

((date 1875 I d take to be something like 1300 

and not, say, 1429 which was the Renaissance, and the change of 1875 was on an order to 
establish premises which go out the back door of Athens at 500 and probably the change is 
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only, as I remember once preaching in Gate and Center , the 2nd heave! (Olson to Blaser, 3 
May 1957) 

Writing in retrospect, Blaser says, This letter still leaves me with problems that were never settled in 
conversation. These are involved in Olson s fundamental concern with historical change, more 
clearly outlined in his Special View of History (many have noted the play on Einstein s famous title), 
which was not published until 1970  ( Introduction  to Minutes 7). Blaser speculates that 1875 was 
a signpost of the postmodern, but of what particular instance? never really explained  
( Introduction  to Minutes 7). He then goes on to consider possible sources of Olson s dating in 
Arnold Toynbee s A Study in History ( Introduction  to Minutes 8). This 1995 commentary shows 
how seriously Blaser read Olson: nearly forty years later, he continued to search out Olson s cryptic 
point, laboring two references to Toynbee he had found in the Olson-Creeley correspondence 
( Introduction  to Minutes 9).  

Three more points of note come up in the Olson letter of 3 May 1957. Olson praises Dante s terza 
rima, his count, his sense of the power of 3, say, of assymetry  [sic], thus allaying some of Blaser s 
worries about Olson s supposed hostility to Dante. Olson also responds to The Hunger of Sound  
which Blaser had sent and to Hymn to Christ the Son,  the Berkeley piece of 1948, which he had 
already read. [T]hese masterpieces of what you will understand if I call old form, are too important 
for you to lose in any welter : he says until that welter say has blown you up, broken yr door off  (3 
May 1957) the nitroglycerine of the open field. On another tact, Olson turns to his theme of the 
fourfold, the quarternity, which he would develop in the Special View and in the second volume of 
Maximus.  In the Special View, Olson lays out a cosmology in series of fours, each series an analogue 
of the others: nature, man, civilization, culture; love, beauty, idea, will; space, time, history, and 
discourse; form as primordial, consequent, structural, and creative (SV 60-61). In the Maximus 
Poems, famously in Maximus from Dogtown - I  (MP 172-76) and Maximus, from Dogtown  II  
(MP 179-80) Olson would propose a series of analogical relationships between men, gods, history, 
myth, and he would take the four-fold structure of the carbon atom the basis of life as a 
shorthand for the quarternities that make up this cosmos.  

7. The Diagram  is Olson s word, from the third volume of the Maximus Poems: 

Here in the Fort my heart doth 

harden, 

Or my will does, and my 

heart 

goes 

far far  
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farther 

 

Into the Diagram (MP 478) 

I take it that by diagram  Olson meant the order of the human universe that he was searching out 
in myth and history. The poem immediately following this one is the Rose of the World,  printed 
in holograph as a great spiral (MP 479). Blaser gave Olson a very close reading.  

8. This Olson comment, reproduced with Blaser s line breaks, comes up in the poem, Diary, April 
11, 1981,  from Syntax, a serial poem written between 1979 and 1981 decades after the comment, 
in other words.  

9. Levertov responds as follows:  

Dear Robin Blast (is it Blast, Blase? sorry ) 

Your letter was like a Xmas present. Thank you very much indeed for writing.  

(15 December 1956) 

10. Levertov: We don t yet know just when we ll be in Boston but probably will get there. Wd. you 
know of someone that cd put us up? Could you? (For 2 or 3 nights.)  (17 June [1958]).  After 
receiving what must have been a positive response, Levertov says: That s wonderful of you, & we 
wd. like to it wd. be the 4th, 5th or 6th will let you know. But do you realize that Nik (boy of 9) 
will be with us? However he has his sleeping bad so wd. not require a bed just maybe a rug or 
something, to put between it & the hard floor  (20 August [1958]) 

11. In a letter following the Boston visit, Levertov comments on Blaser s poems: In my excitement 
over the long poem I may have seemed to ignore the others or imply that I didn t think they were 
good. That wasn t intended at all. Some of them are perhaps more narrowly homosexual in content 
& therefore don t reach me personally but that is in no way a criticism.  ( Tuesday ).  Then after 
Blaser s negative response, she writes:  

Dear Robin 

I m terribly sorry to have said something that upset you. It is easily explained, tho  not 
excused, i.e. it is the result of carelessness & a bad memory. . . . I was left with an impression 
of something I couldn t (hadn t been able to) get at, which I carelessly took to have been a 
homosexual content, in order to explain to myself what it was, since they were not obscure  
in the ordinary sense of the word. However if they had been homosexual poems I don t see 
what wd. have been so bad about that one objects to clique-y private-joke poems but if 
something is an element in one s life and one writes about it honestly that is good, not bad. 
(15 September [1958]) 
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12. Here is Levertov s comment on the dedication: 

The Elves is yours. I didn t put any dedications in the book, feeling that those poems that 
were especially for anyone (mostly for Mitch) were known by their special persons anyway. 
But I guess I was, too, influenced by all that fuss with Blanche Jantzen. (16 October 1964) 

I will discuss Blanche Jantzen in Chapter 4; she was a fellow library worker in San Francisco when 
Blaser held a position at the San Francisco State Library. She fell hopelessly in love with him and 
proceeded to press her case in what today would be called stalking. Jantzen wrote to Levertov, 
hoping that Levertov would side with her in convincing Blaser that he needed a good woman. Why 
Levertov would feel that the Jantzen business might impact a dedication eludes me.  

13. In 1964, years after the initial comment about Blaser s poems having homosexual content, 
Levertov writes to Blaser that his poems seem obscure to her:  

I d like to do a poem of yrs in the Nation. Some are very obscure to me & I hate to print 
poems I can t adequately protect against attack if called upon to do so, i.e. some of these 
sound beautiful to me & I m not criticizing them but if I printed one & someone said, 
Could you since you printed it please tell me about it so that I can enjoy it better  (which 
happens) I would not be competent to do so, all I cd say wd be, I trust the poet, feel sure he 
knows what he s talking about & it sounds good  . . . (15 December 1964) 

14.  Here is the outline of Playboys of the Last Frontier  or Poetry West of the Pecos : 

1) Westward the course of empire (obviously an introduction) 

2) The influence of Will Rogers on the avant garde (Rexroth, Spicer and all other poor boys 
from Missouri) 

3) Elegance: the difference between Byzantium and Kansas City (Duncan, Everson, 
Broughton, Blaser, Cocteau, Sitwell and Pound) (et al) 

4) The use of landscape in poetry, or where everybody came from 

5) How it all started: a Canto for Ezra Pound: 2029 (The Canto and song) 

6) The poet as magician: an examination of Duncan s poem (I promise The Venice Poem,  
and so does Jack) 

7) Hot oleomargerated rum (a study of the contribution of Berkeley parties to the dramatic 
art of Duncan, Rexroth and Spicer.) 

8) A drunk, a cripple and a giant (a study of the contribution of the University of California 
to Berkeley Poetry. Writers  Conference, etc.) 
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9) Sorry, no Jews (a study of Campus Textbook Exchange and its contribution to literary 
anti-semitism and the Pound Newsletter.) (Berg will be called Mr. Swan composite 
connoisseur [your idea], Mr. Norris of the avant garde [Jack s idea], voyeur [my idea], and 
philosopher [his idea]  and all ends in library school. 

10) Eastern literary magazines and their impact on a provincial culture, or, Western bards 
and Jewish Reviewers. 

11) Aboriginal literary magazines (Occident, Berkeley Misc., Contour, Formalist, Circle, Arc 
and those that didn t come about.) 

12) Berkeley and Western civilization. Is Berkeley Byzantine, Irish, or Faustian: who cares or, 
poets in a museum looking for a Men s Room. 

13) It s Sister Jenny s turn to throw the bomb (a study of Berkeley in politics from Duncan s 
article in Politics  through the Wallace campaign.) 

14) The last time I saw anybody (a study of the celebrities who visited Berkeley) 

15) Some kinds of love (sexual imagery in Berkeley poetry: Kantorowicz, Swans, etc.) 

16) Poets and painters, or can they sleep peacefully together? (King Ubu, Six, Jess, etc.) 

17) Poems and novels: which is which, or, the bear came over the mountain (a study in 
Berkeley sources from Mary Butts to Malaparte  Ackerman,  Jamie d Angelo, Richard 
Rummonds) 

18) Voices in poetry: must they be so high pitched? Probably. (chapter on presentation and 
how Berkeley never met the challenge of W.C. Wms.) Will you help me hold up my end 
against Jack? 

19) Poets and their jobs (How poets survive: hot to make a living) 

20) Solutions: Dianetics 

Suicide 

Catholicism 

Library School 

Analysis 

Science 

drugs  
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professors 

Mary Simons 

marriage 

21) Exiles: why everybody left town and probably will go back  a conclusion. (To Duncan, 
30 October 1955) 

15. Occident was the Berkeley student newspaper. 

16. From references he made to it in various letters, I believe the title intended was Letter to Freud.  
The plural Letters to Freud  was an editorial mistake (my mistake) in the second edition of The 
Holy Forest (16-18). 

17. See the writings of Jacques Lacan, especially Subversion of the subject and dialectic of desire  in 
Écrits (292-325).  Lacan proposes that self-consciousness, enabled through language, forever cuts the 
mind off from an imaginary perceptual immediacy that in fact was never available to begin with. The 
result is incurable desire for an intimacy with the real, the satisfaction of which would logically lead 
to madness or death. To my ear, Spicer s sur-real his push to index what lies below the words
suggests this kind of logic.  

18. The Bread-Bandit  turns up in Hunger of Sound  as well as A Transparency.  In the former: 
A Bread-Bandit,  a first lover  is hanged bloody now, / hanged here between mornings, / among 

these deeds / stiff-legged like a heron, / stole bread. // Listen  (HF 23-24). The context of this 
passage connects bread and words words like our daily bread.  The mention of a first lover  
suggests a chain of associations leading back to Cleo Adams s stories and an analogy between the 
awakening of desire and the end of childhood. Blaser may also be playing off a poem by John 
Wieners titled A Proposition,  in which the bread bandit  is that man who stole my childhood 
cookies  ( LJW  7 May 1957). Wieners mentions Blaser in this poem of homoerotic love. 

19. Dick Stone was a Berkeley friend who joined Blaser at the Widener library. 

20. The phenomenological and the surreal need not contradict each other if we take seriously 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty s idea of the entanglement of perceiver and perceived (see the chiasm  in 
The Visible and the Invisible, a book Blaser came to after Boston). The surreal image literalizes the 
hybridity of perception as both subjective and objective, familiar and strange, conscious and 
unconscious. The drama, of course, comes from the challenge to the assumption that perception is 
either subjective or objective. Once that assumption is dropped, the hybrid image loses its power to 
shock and inform. Perhaps this is why Blaser did not pursue the kind of imagery he was exploring in 
A Preface  and A Transparency.  What remained of the experiment, however, was a lifelong 

devotion to the other that would morph into a long meditation on the sacred in the secular. 
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21. Georges Bataille proposes that the animal is in the world like water in water  (Theory of Religion 
25), meaning, I think, that the animal is continuous with the flow of life: he or she does not face the 
world as other in the same way as does humanity. I realize that this view might be disputed by 
contemporary animal psychologists. My point, however, is about the human myth of language 
acquisition rather than current science on animal consciousness. For humanity at least, individuation 
is bound up with language acquisition and because we cannot get behind or underneath that 
individuation, our account of it amounts to an origin myth: at some point or another we crawl(ed) 
out of the womb/ocean without language and then we acquire(d) it. After the fact, we can only refer 
to the preverbal state through the mediation of language.  

22. In a letter to Jess (14 March 1959), Blaser lists the followings poems for the White Rabbit 
collection: Hunger of Sound, * Transparencies,  Hymn to Christ the Son, * Two Astronomers 
with Notebooks, * Allen & Ed & Steve & the Muse,  The dance poem about Myrtle Street, O 
Dark Haven, * Quitting a Job, * Story After Blake,  The War Imagined,  The Flame,  Ten 
Songs for Love,  Six Pieces for Louis Zukovsky,  When I pay death s duty, * Letter to Freud, * 
Poem by the Charles River, * The Lion s Claw,  A Preface to Works to Come,  and two or 

three new ones.   The starred poems are published in The Holy Forest, both editions (1993, 2006), 
with the exception of Quitting a Job  and O Dark [Haven],  which appear only in the 2nd edition. 
I must note that O Dark Haven  comes up as O Dark Heaven  in the 2006 Holy Forest my 
editorial mistake.  

23. On this August 1957 visit, Blaser managed to seriously hurt Spicer s feelings by failing to stop by 
The Place, Spicer s watering hole and unofficial office. Here is Spicer s response to the apology letter 
that followed: 

As far as the personal hurt feelings, I know myself well enough to know that they will 
disappear whenever I see you regularly again. Our friendship has never stood up well to the 
sudden it almost (because we are so different) has to be a day to day thing or nothing. In 
the meanwhile you know me well enough to know that I d be lying to tell you that the hurt 
won t stay. I think (hope) that you d be insulted if it didn t. ( Thanks for your letter )  

24. Ellingham and Killian cite Blaser on the Père Lachaise visit: gay-mapping Père Lachaise  with 
Ashbery (PBLG 75). 
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