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On December 22, 1962, the Gloucester Daily Times published a letter to the editor by 

Charles Olson.  Titled  abo  was the first of many such 

communications the Gloucester poet would send to the editor of the newspaper he read each 

day as soon as it was delivered to his door at 28 Fort Square.   In his letter Olson was 

objecting to the selection of artist Winslow Homer as the subject for a new commemorative 

stamp, whose national release took place with great fanfare in Gloucester that December.  

 allusion to the 20th century American Modernist 

painter Marsden Hartley in the same letter is of primary significance.  

h the idiosyncratic style 

that would characterize many of the letters that followed until his death in 1970 was that 

Homer, though internationally recognized, was not local enough as a painter, as Fitz Henry 

Lane had been and HartleyHartley to have been celebrated in and by the city.  In fact, Olson was 

 letter, 

had been by-passed for a sentimentalist like Homer, whom Olson described in a clear 

criticism of the Gilded Age in which Homer had lived and painted, 

that fat-headed America anyway of the late 19th ast, he offered Hartley, 

suggesting: more interesting is the story of a painter like Marsden Hartley 

and Gloucester, in whom (if anyone who has the Feininger-Hartley catalog of the Museum 

of Modern Art can see), that Hartley changed by going to places on Cape Ann alone and 
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ng to in his letter was Dogtown, site 

wild interior. If 

advice and loo  show devoted to the work of the American 

abstractionist Lionel Feininger and Hartley, you will discover that among the 106 drawings 

and paintings by Hartley that were chosen for this ground-breaking 1944 retrospective, 

several of  first woodlots and pasturelands are prevalent, including a delicate 

  

t the first time that the poet alludes to Hartley.  In the first 

two books of his Gloucester epic, The Maximus Poems, published between 1953 and 1956, 

Hartley also figures, prompting one to ask how Olson came initially to Marsden Hartley and 

what Hartley meant to Olson.  But first, let me sketch in some background necessary for an 

understanding of Hartley as a poet and the nature of his attraction to Dogtown.  

 Hartley deeply desired to be known both as a painter and a poet in his lifetime and to be 

remembered as such in posterity.  By 1922, he had already established a pattern of reading 

and writing in the morning and painting in the afternoon, which he would follow for the 

rest of his life.  At his death he left the manuscripts of over 600 poems, which were collected 

first by Henry Wells in 1945 and then by Gail Scott, whose edition of the Collected Poems of 

Marsden Hartley, was published by Black Sparrow Press in 1987.  He was a friend of some of 

the major poets of his age Ezra Pound, William Carlos Williams, Hart Crane and 

Marianne Moore.  His work was respected by those contemporaries, who encouraged him 

both to write and to publish, not only poetry but highly esteemed essays and art criticism.  

During his lifetime Hartley published three collections of poetry three booksbooks and 

appeared in six important anthologies of American verse.  He also published in Poetry 

magazine, The Dial, and The Little Review, along with T. S. Eliot, Pound, HD and Robert 

McAlmon.  These were seminal publications and Hartley was in the thick of the literary and 

artistic vanguard.  In fact, as Monroe Wheeler writes in his foreword to the Feininger-
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At first, while his painting still ventured experimentally this way and that, 

some of his friends thought he might find his ultimate self-  He 

corresponded with Pound and Gertrude Stein

refreshing things [she] had seen in a long 

ery part 

 you 

mentioned, you will have a sense of the excitement one experiences upon discovering 

Modernist consciousness we now take for granted. 

Since my subject todaytoday and that of the present exhibition is Dogtown, I have thought it 

fitting to let one poet of Dogtown describe another.  Marsden Hartley and Charles Olson 

met only once not in the moraine of Dogtown, unfortunately, or even in Gloucester, but 

in New York City, in 1941.  the story: 

Hartley had made it his business to find out my address on  Christopher Street 

[Olson writes in a letter to poet Robert Creeley, on June 23, 1950] and to my horror 

and surprise [had] come to see me in a new, beautiful sea-  bought 

-to-Measure, 35 bucks!  

There he was at my door!  It was his peak, the 1st or 2nd Walker show, after his 

extraordinary second birth (at 50 or so), the return to Maine. . .   

I was so nervous I made tea, but it was only orange slices in hot water I had 

forgotten to add the cups were red Mexican clay, 

cheap until he had gone!  It went all right until I pulled out in my green 

enthusiasm, the Hart poem [Olson had written about  

who was thought to have committed suicide by jumping from a steamer on the way 

back from Mexico, in 1932].  He read it slowly, sd. no word, got up, took his hat, 

and walked out! 
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It has bothered me since that day [Olson continued]. Damned If I know what went 

on.  I still suffer over it. 

Neither can we know what went on.  We can feel for the younger poet (Olson was 31 then 

; Hartley 64 he died 

two years later, in 1943, in Ellsworth, Maine), who must somehow have offended the older 

artist and poet by presuming to write about another poet whose death Hartley always felt 

guilty about.  Hartley once admitted to William Carlos Williams, a friend to all three poets, 

that he felt he might have been able to help Crane, who, like Hartley, was homosexual, with 

the personal agonies that might have contributed to his suicide, if only they had been able to 

s biographer Townsend Ludington suggests that 

Hartley may have come to terms with his sexuality in ways that Crane had not been able to, 

noti

with his sexuality that. . 

and if not completely laid to rest a number of 

 

Perhaps, too, aPerhaps, too, a

Crane, as Hartley did, having met him first in Paris, would encroach upon his territory; for 

Hartley himself had not only written about Crane 

Hermano  but had painted one of his most enigmatic canvases

Bells FollyFolly  a year later 

So Marsden Hartley went on his wayy winters in lonely New York residence hotels, or 

Portland and Bangor, Maine rooming houses; summers, first in Nova Scotia then living with 

a family in Corea, Maine, taking his meals apart in their restaurant, painting upstairs in a 

deconsecrated church or in a chicken coop; worrying, always worrying, about money and his 

failing health; reading, writing in the morning (poetry, essays, long letters to people he 

hardly knew; work on his unpublished autobiography, Somehow a Past); painting in the 

afternoon, keeping apart from other artists, rejecting those who sought him out. 
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Olson left New York, went to Washington, where he joined fellow Harvard students and 

their professors working first in the war effort and then, by himself, for the Democratic 

Party.  After the war he traveled to Yucatan to study the Mayan culture, returning to teach at 

the experimental Black Mountain College, near Asheville, North Carolina,  where, during 

Creeley, he sat down to write a poem that begins: 

   
  Eyes as Stein  
  eyes 

Olson had clearly not forgotten that singular encounter with Hartley.  If you will glance at 

the portrait of Hartley by his friend Helen Stein, you will see what Olson meant about the 

eyes that were, according to those who knew Hartley, of an incredible shade of blue He 

wrote   creator, Helen Stein, who lived on Marble Road in East Gloucester 

until her death in 1964, had been a good friend to Hartley after he arrived for his first 

extended stay in Gloucester during the summer of 1931 , 

introducing him to her circle of friends, though Hartley, an inveterate loner, often kept his 

distance, while ridiculing the incestuousness of the local art colony and the town itself, which 

s 

 thirty-five years later city of 

mediocrity and cheap am ).  

return to Gloucester from Black Mountain, in July of 1957, when he might well be said to 

have experienced a renewal of his own poetic energies, having come home to take up his 

Maximus Poems at their source. The ground and spring of that source would prove to be 

Dogtown, as it had been for Hartley himself some 26 years before. 

Maximus Poems, paid tribute to those 

who, like Hartley and fwho, like Hartley and f vision and knew how to use 
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them, in much the same way that the mystical British poet, painter and engraver, William 

-career, advised that one should look 

 but through 

help that nature can offer him what he sees is superior to what is seen above & beyond what 

  

And Olson 

sharply  

Hartley had so many courages 
  and such defeats [Olson wrote  
  who used to stay too long at Dogtown 
  getting that rock in paint,  
  he who was so afraid of night, and loons. . . 
  But what he did with that bald jaw of stone! 

 reveals one of the 

what Hartley referred 

barren, juniper-dotted and boulder-strewn landscape something of the quality of the earth in 

prehistoric times, in ages, when, it seemed to both of them, the earth had just begun to cool 

after its creation and ancient Chthonic deities made it their home.  

Such was the appeal of this still primitive, indeed magical presence of Dogtown as it 

remains for us todayremains for us today that on Dogtown each poet, through an intense absorption in the 

signatures of its terrain (its sphagnum bogs, its Cambrian granite horst capped with the 

terminal moraine of the last ice sheet to cover North America, its erratic glacial grooves and 

scratches) underwent an important experience of spiritual and personal transformation, of 

creative regeneration.  

And this regeneration emerged in their work.  It allowed Olson to ground himself again in 
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ent   about which James 

communion with a place, of transubstantiation, more deeply articulated even in liturgical 

terms than in the poem from which this exhibition takes its name, Soliloquy in 

Dogtown  

 I hear the fugues and recitatives swell out, 
then die . . . 

 in whispers of emaciated wind, suppressing shout 
 or cry or what suppressed emotions answer by 
 and nothing seems to tell of high impress 
 or infidel redress. It is a place up here 

where, confess, converse, sphere and sphere, 
 detect, rehearse, delete, and in the last complete  
 that everlasting trend, world without end . . . 

Compare Maximus from Dogtown: 

Dogtown is soft 
in every season 
high up on her granite 
horst, light growth 
of all trees and bushes 

 
the bios 
of nature in this 
park of eternal 
events is a sidewalk 
to slide on, this 
terminal moraine: 
 
the rocks the glacier tossed 
toys 
Merry played by 
with his bull   
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[The reference is to sailor James Merry, who was said to have attempted to wrestle with a 

young bull while drunk on Dogtown and was killed by that bull thus becoming a mythical 

figure for Olson]. 

In each case the poet has not only responded to the actual presence of Dogtown but has also 

described the symbolic and mythic dimensions of the place, just as Hartley did in such 

extraordinary paintings -

Highway, aa  

Dogtown delivers sermons of integrity, piety, wholesome continuity and so you see one 

can go to church anywhere & pray standing up at all times because simple true desire is 

  

dimension and historical depth, a place where, as 

today, one can go not only to renew oneself but to experience nature in its raw immediacy.  

There is, however, a crucial difference between the two poets with respect to their encounters 

with Dogtown.  For Hartley, Dogtown was the subject of transformative paintings that 

celebrated visually his profound experience of a quintessential American place an 

experience that ultimately sent him back to his roots in Maine accompanied by poems that 

attempted linguistically to render emotional state while in Dogtown.   For 

Olson, Dogtown provided not simply the occasion for a series of related poems about the 

wild heart of Cape Ann, but, more fundamentally, the core myths and symbols, the deep 

structure, of a major American long poem, in which Gloucester, her founding and history, 

  Even after Olson believed that the city 

had sold itself out, betraying its own history and destroying its built environment through 

urban renewal turn yturn y

he 

there was still Dogtown to remind us of where we came from and what we 

had not yet, and possibly could not ever destroydestroy   

the cosmoscosmos  in 
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Maximus/Olson defines himself.  He merges with the landscape, which appears as the motive 

force of both his biological processes  

nald 

Allen placed him first in his ground-breaking anthology, The New American Poetry, although 

earlier, when the first Maximus Poems began to appear in magazines like Origin in the early 

1950s, William Carlos Williams described Olson as 

 and 

prose are included in the authoritative Norton anthologies and textbooks and are taught in 

both undergraduate survey courses and in specialized graduate courses in many colleges and 

universities.  His works have been translated into several Eastern and Western languages and 

there have been dozens of books, and many more doctoral dissertations, devoted to his 

poetry and his thought.  In addition, The Maximus Poems was designated by the American 

Poetry Review as one of the ten finest long poems of the 20th century. Olson can thus be said 

to have entered the canon. 

superb edition of The Collected Poems of Marsden Hartley, did not proceed apace with those 

of the poets he first accompanied in print Pound, Marianne Moore, Williams, Hart Crane. 

  As Creeley 

to the world out there 

 

say, it is primarily his own invention, the heightening of a prose line so that it can move with 

the flexibility of music [which he loved indeed]. The way he turns in, (plows under, I want to 

say!) rhyming is fascinating in its effects, and his ear for cadence, especially in the late poems, 

is  
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This praise, coming from a poet who was close to Olson, should help us to understand that 

Hartley was not considered an amateur either by his contemporaries or by poets like Creeley, 

being in the world. 

s and reviews 

on art,  

-edged and spikey.  This toughness is not, however, due 

to lack of skill in either poetry or painting.  Rather, it would seem that the rough-hewn 

quality of both poetry and painted image results from his desire to make an art with all the 

immediacy and varied texture of life it  

Hartley himself acknowledged that he was unschooled and largely self-taught in both arts, 

culture in the academic forms.  I have never felt it necessary to acquire all that baggage I 

have let the divine mother of poetry itself show me the way, and if the real forms are there, it 

 

How  How does it compare to that of his 

contemporaries.   

major biography of novelist John Dos Passos before turning to Hartley, does not devote 

tudy of the painter, his life and 

artistic influences.  He notes 

s 

  

While Creeley s y as a poet, 

n their due place in the public ear, these poems will, I feel certain, not 
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only prove their worth as literature of rare intensity and delight, but will also enhance our 

estimate of Hartley's overall achievement  

AA

separately by Gail Scott, there is no question that Hartley had a distinct literary vocation.  

 a special qualitya special quality e Williams, 

Robert McAlmon, and Marianne Moore recognized in encouraging him to publish, and 

which we would do well to consider given what we know of its context: how it came into 

being and what it meant to Hartley.  

It must have been difficult for him to pursue two separate but related forms of expression, 

the verbal and the visual. Yet both seemed essential to him, each feeding the other while 

sustaining the form of expression that was the most important to him, the painting and 

drawing through which he became an American master.  Compared to contemporaries like 

Williams, Pound or Marianne Moore or to post-modern poets like Olson Hartley may 

not be seen to have achieved a consistently distinctive personal voice or form a syntax that, 

such an achievement was probably not what Hartley was after as a poet. 

 an essay written in 1919 as Hartley was traveling through 

for in a real poem, and coupled with that requisite iron work according to the personal tastes 

of the poet.  The mere gliding of musical sequence is not sufficient.  Poetry is not essentially 

or necessarily just vocalism

natural thing.  Interpretation is the factitious.  Nature is always variable.  To have an eye 

with brain in it  

I like to think, in conclusion, that in this early statement Hartley has not only described the 

poetry he wished to write and did but the extraordinary painting that would emerge 

from his lifetime of pursuing both arts in tandem. 




