
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Performing the Real 
 

is a critical biography-in--
met him yet, Robin Blaser (1925-2009) came to cultural consciousness alongside Robert Duncan 
and Jack Spicer at UC Berkeley in the late 1940s. In 1966, he immigrated to Vancouver, B.C. to 
accept a teaching position at Simon Fraser University and then stayed on, becoming a Canadian 
citizen in 1972. His major works are The Holy Forest: Collected Poems and The Fire: Collected 
Essays. Besides long relationships with Duncan and Spicer, Blaser counted among his generational 

great citgreat cit

ibutions to the New 
American poetry is his translation of the sacred into secular language.  
 When Mike asked me for a piece of the biography for Dispatches, I proposed a serial. This is 

er has four sections: below are 
the first two. 
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Blaser at Berkeley, c 1946, collection of Blaser estate 

 
Chapter 2: Berkeley 

 
Leaving Normal 

 
My astonishment was absolutely complete. He astonished me completely. He wanted to 
astonish me. One of the first stories that I remember that he told me was that he liked to 
stand at the corner of Hollywood and Vine
but he liked to stop girls and ask them if their cunts tasted like oranges. Now that is a 
literal quote. And I would just be when I was in Idaho we never asked what cunts 
tasted like. (Blaser on Spicer (AT 57)) 
 

 Blaser remembers his arrival at Berkeley as a sensory and intellectual explosion. He came 
by bus, dropped off at the bottom of University Avenue, where old Twin Falls friends 
Frances Schweickhardt and Tom Jones were waiting to take him to the Durant Hotel, "my 
dear grandmother paying for all this stuff out of her pension," he recalls (AT 53). That first 
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evening, Schweickhardt and Jones took their friend to a performance of Euripides' Trojan 
Women at the Greek Theatre, an Amphitheatre operated by the University. After the play, 
they introduced him to Rosario Jiminez, later to become his Greek tutor and the one who 

eading circle through Lorca. At her "funny 
little cottage" (AT 53), Rosario retold Oliver Onion's ghost thriller, "The Beckoning Fair 
One." Jiminez, it turned out, was a wiederstudenten (AT 53), a mature student who simply 
continued to take courses for intellectual pleasure. She belonged to a current of student life 
at Berkeley that was not about quick graduation into a career, but about imagination and 
intellectual discovery.  

Blaser and Frances Schweickhardt at Sather Gate, Berkeley, 1944, collection of Blaser estate. 

 
 Blaser quickly joined the social circle of his Twin Falls friends. This included Gene 
Wahl, a musician, a beauty, and Robin's first real lover: 

 Now I get involved with Big Gene, and that's a lousy scene. Big Gene was so 
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beautiful when he walked down the street with me  people would stop and comment. I 
don't think I've ever seen anybody quite like him. But Big Gene really didn't know how 
to manage it and neither did I like it was a disaster.  Three years later he's  phoning me 
up saying, "I know how now," and I'm saying, "It's too  late," and it was too late by 
that time. But in the meantime I tried to throw myself under a streetcar there were still 
streetcars in Berkeley in those days. . . (AT 54-55) 

Wahl wanted to be a composer, but he was a little deaf: "He was always trying to hear this 
[tuning] fork and we would travel on the F-train to San Francisco hitting his fucking fork 
and then he would be going "ahhhhh" trying to get the right key" (AT 55). Hitting the right 
note was not so easy for Blaser, either.  His first sexual feelings were for Cleo Adams, the 
young man who had befriended him when he was a nine-year-old boy. Although that 
childhood crush was never physical, Robin attributed in hindsight his periodic "breakdowns" 
through adolescence to a developing sexuality. At Berkeley he was finally free to explore these 
feelings. "I went to San Francisco because I wanted to find my sexual form," he says on the 
Tape  bumbled 

sexual relation with Gene Wahl was exacerbated by bouts of gonorrhea (AT 55). Again, on 
the Tapes, "Like I mean I had a very funny sense that somehow the sexuality was diseased, 
because it became a disaster, I mean just an utter disaster and I gave up for quite a while" 
(AT 55). 
 Meanwhile, Blaser settled into Berkeley life with a room on Channing Way. It had a 
fireplace in Dutch tiles, a bay window, a lemon tree and a piano (AT 53). The room took 
$40 of the $75 stipend that Grandmother Sophia sent each month from her pension. This 
meant stealing food and saving the rest for trips to the opera and items of desire (AT 55).  At 
the university, there were classes in French, German, Music, Zoology, English and 
Philosophy. Very quickly, however, Blaser plunged into off-campus activities. In that first 
academic year, 1944-45, he knew nothing of the poets Jack Spicer and Robert Duncan who 

disappointment of Northwestern, Blaser had lost assurance in his writing abilities. Instead, 
he turned to performance where he had had successes in high school and at Caldwell.  

 I belong to a group. We put on a ballet to Rachmaninoff's Isles of the Dead. A 
girl and I danced the classical parts because we were trained  dancers and the others 
did modern dance and I did the makeup, which took hours. I sculpted the faces and 
colors . . . and then the light man turned the wrong lights on wiped it all out so you 
couldn't even see this makeup . . .  (AT 54) 

The ballet was acted in a cemetery scheduled for demolition 
Catholic Calvary Cemetery, used from 1860 to 1940 as part of an on-going effort by the 
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Board of Supervisors in San Francisco to move cemeteries outside the city limits. [ft] In 
addition to the ballet, Robin took part in an occultist group that held séances in the Greek 
Theatre (AT 54).  
 Although Blaser is not exact about the chain of events ( AA 13-14), he moved from 
Channing Way to a student co-operative residence. This was not a happy move: "I couldn't 

for getting him out of the co-op but it was Jim Felts who offered a real alternative. Sometime 
between 1944 and the summer of 1945, he met James Martin Felts, with whom he would 
live until 1964. In his Berkeley stories on The Astonishment Tapes, Blaser is curiously silent 
about Felts, perhaps from residual reticence about outing him. Felts went on to become a 
well-recognized biochemist and an open homosexual liaison would have damaged his career 
chances in the 1940s and 50s. Berkeley was a haven of permissiveness, comparatively 
speaking, but in 1945, homosexuality was still a crime, punishable by a prison sentence of 
one to ten years. In 1947, the first sex offender registry was enacted, requiring convicted 

decades to repeal anti-gay laws, and progress would be slow and piecemeal, with 14 states, 
including Blaser's own Idaho, refusing to legalize gay unions until forced to do so by the US 
Supreme Court in Lawrence v. Texas, 2003. This kind of hostile climate may suggest why 
the bohemian underground seemed like a natural and attractive place to be: if you were gay, 
you lived in the counter culture by default.  

Documents which Blaser held show that Jim Felts was a Texan who first entered the 
University of Texas at Austin in 1940 and later transferred to Berkeley.  At Texas, he studied 
investment math, chemistry, and zoology plus the usual array of token first year arts courses. 
He went on to algebra, physics, organic chemistry, zoology and psychology, later to specialize 
in biochemistry. What he seems to have shared with Blaser was an appreciation of gracious 
living and the benefits of shared finances. In their correspondence over the years, Felts 
praised Robin's poetry, but he seems not to have understood it. In a 12 July 1952 letter, for 
example, he says that he is impressed by a poem Robin has sent but "the ideas, as usual, are 
fairly well hidden.  What can be gleaned from such letters suggests warmth, rather than fiery 
passion. Robin could still look in other directions, as indeed he did with Wahl who was still 
hanging about and later the beautiful Landis Everson. Circa 1945-46, however, the new 
relationship with Felts occasioned a move to 2520 Ridge Road, which meant better housing 

 
 



 6 

Blaser and Jim Felts, no date, collection of Blaser estate 

 
 However slow to recognize LGBTQ rights California may have been, Berkeley was 
alight with counter cultural energy in other spheres when Blaser arrived in 1944. Apart from 
the ballets and séances, there was a literary scene with Kenneth Rexroth, William Everson, 
Robinson Jeffers, and Henry Miller as senior members. Anarchists, pacificists, artists, and 
off-the-grid inventors, these poets were bold beyond the politically permissible of their times, 
particularly in their writings on sexuality and in their anarcho-pacificist resistance to the war. 
Everson, for example, served at a Civilian Public Service work camp for conscientious 
objectors during the war, where he founded a fine arts program. Blaser remembers him 

amous for his 
stonemasonry as well as for poetry dealing with risky subject matter like incest, murder and 
parricide, was building Tor House and Hawk Tower on his property in Carmel.  Henry 
Miller did his bit by pushing the boundaries of what it was possible to say publically about 
sex. He was not, Blaser recalls, considered suitable for study at the university. Rexroth was 
the éminence grise; he had an established literary reputation as well as recognition among 
conscientious objectors for his pacifist work. With his wife, Marie, he would turn his home 
into a center for Bay Area pacifist and the literary communities with Friday evening soirées 
(Life of Rexroth 147). By 1946, he had organized a Libertarian Circle and was holding 
Wednesday meetings on Steiner Street in San Francisco. The goal was "'to re-found the 
radical movement after its destruction by the Bolsheviks and to rethink all the basic 
principles and subject to searching criticism all the ideologies from Marx to Malatesta'" (Life 
of Rexroth 149).  
 Outlets for this energy that Blaser particularly remembers were the important Circle 
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magazine and Horizon. Circle was edited by George Leite, a friend of Henry Miller's, and co-
published with Bern Porter. Porter was a renaissance man, an artist-writer-philosopher-
scientist-visual artist and avant garde publisher who had turned from his work as a scientist 
on the Manhattan Project to the arts. Bern Porter Books risked the publication of Henry 
Miller.  Between 1944 and 1948, Leite and Porter also produced Circle from 2252 Telegraph 
Avenue, just off campus. It was an experimental journal of the arts with an antiwar, 
anarchist, civil libertarian bent and surrealist leanings. Circle published Kenneth Patchen, e.e. 
cummings, Rexroth, Robert Duncan, Lawrence Durrell, William Everson, Anais Nin and 
many more. The first issue in 1944 included poems by the young Berkeley surrealist Philip 
Lamantia and Josephine Miles, the first female full professor at Berkeley and later on a 
mentor of Blaser, Spicer, and Duncan. Lawrence Hart also appeared in this issue and he was 
the leader of a group of young writers who called themselves Activists. In Circle 6, Hart 
published an essay explaining some of the principles of his circle. They were opposed, he 
says, to the rationalist criticism of Yvor Winters and they championed a poetry of associative 
pattern and emotional logic the kind of poetry Hart called active. It was a poetry 

 . . . having an organization exactly the reverse of that assumed for rationalistic 
poetry. That is, it would be based on a line of connotative meaning and would have an 
esthetic framework. (Circle 6: 6) 

The point was to control "emotional pattern . . . through a surface of sensory images" (Circle 
6.7). To notice is that inner emotional landscapes were to be brought into play with the 
shared outer world. The Activists rebelled against decontextualized rationalism that had, after 
all, helped to bring the Manhattan Project into the world. 
 Blaser repeatedly argues on the Tapes and in his published essays for a view of 
modernism that comes from the idea that society had to be re-imagined after the war that 
the war finalized a collapse of the western humanist tradition. This collapse then meant that 
basic relationships such as that between the individual and society had to be reconstructed, 
and it assumed a faith that such basic relationships could 
friend, psychiatrist Hilde Burton put it, in postwar Berkeley anything was possible (Interview 
2008). Another point that Blaser makes with equal insistence is that poetics are inseparable 
from autobiography (AT 96): the story of a life is also the story of a world. In the 1940s, the 
real action in Berkeley, whatever the shenanigans in cemeteries, was taking place in the 
working-through of an intellectual position a view of language, of subjectivity, of history, 
and of poetry's role as a world-saying. Circle was a serious event in this history and Hart's 
theories were congenial to an important strand of experimental art, post-surrealist and 
attuned to psychoanalysis. In Circle 9, Ernst Kaiser published an article titled "The 
Development from Surrealism" in which he introduces surrealism as a movement that turned 
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toward the "problematik of the human psyche . . . what is exploited by psychology as well by 
art" (Circle 9.74).  Kaiser says that art cannot base itself on a science that is itself still 
experimental, but it can go back to the sources of psychoanalysis the human faculties 
themselves.  And the reason for such self-examination is a collapse of tradition. The political 
breakdown manifest in the two world wars, Kaiser says, is a symptom of a "general 
breakdown" in western culture.  

 In such an era of frustration and collapse, when so many connections have broken 
down, and not only under aerial bombardment, there is no hope in trying to have an art 
that is rational and based on solid facts. Solid facts are a luxury that even natural science 
cannot afford any longer. We are in a world that has lost internal balance, where there is 
no intellectual or spiritual focus, and hence no possibility for the artist to apply such 
terms as good or evil, inevitably there develops a tendency towards nihilism and mere 
cynicism. And without real values to give it vitality, form becomes hollow and 
purposeless and soon deteriorates. That was shown clearly enough after the last efforts of 
expressionism by such  movements as dadaism, surrealism, 'abstract' art, and so forth. 
(Circle 9.75) 

Kaiser asks the question of the purpose of art in this historical context and turns to the 
investigation of "fundamental complexes" in the psyche, an investigation that surrealism had 
already launched. "The greater the artist," Kaiser writes, "the more he is able to penetrate to 
the real depths of what is commonly hidden in the human soul and to give it universality; 
and the greater and the more popular may be the rejection and misinterpretation of his work; 
and the more violent will be the attacks and the defense" (77).  The common and the 
universal are still the desired perspectives, only this time through psychology rather than 
religion. 
 catches both the 
feeling of collapse and the opening of opportunity that would characterize Berkeley energy 
for Blaser and become foundational to his thinking as a poet. The artist had to respond to a 
world that had lost its traditions and its values, a world where science had just challenged the 
definition of substance itself by opening up the atom, and where the events of the war had 
pushed the limits of what it meant to be human. Robert J. Oppenheimer was on faculty at 
Berkeley. Traditional institutions of church and state could not answer to these changes. 
Kaiser names the problem and pursues at least one plausible line of investigation: what is the 
psychology of the human creature? The psychoanalytical answer was much bleaker than the 
older humanist one that saw the atrocities of the war as exceptional rather than an ever 
present human possibility.  This psychoanalytical human subject was already under the 
attention of Rexroth, Miller and Jeffers in their explorations of sexuality. When Blaser 
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arrived at Berkeley, he thought he was leaving the "normal" of small town Idaho with its 
homophobia and provincialism, but the questioning of "normal" at Berkeley was much more 
radical. "And if we are really artists," Kaiser writes, "then we must know that the 
disillusionment of Western man has become a fact: that there is hardly any real belief left, 
except the belief in holding on to what we have, if indeed there is anything left to hold on 
to" (Circle 9.75). 
 Alongside Circle in importance, Blaser places Horizon, a magazine published by Cyril 
Connolly from 6 Selwyn House, Lansdown Terrace, W.C., London (AT 76). Founded in 
1940 by Connolly and financial backer cum art editor Peter Watson, Horizon's stunning list 
of contributors includes W.H. Auden, Paul Bowles, T.S. Eliot, William Empson, Ian 
Fleming, Graham Greene, Christopher Isherwood, Randall Jarrell, Paul Klee Arthur 
Koestler, Andrew Masson, Henry Miller, Henry Moore, Edouard Roditi, Bertrand Russell, 
Stephen Spender, Wallace Stevens, Dylan Thomas, Eudora Welty, and Virginia WoolfStephen Spender, Wallace Stevens, Dylan Thomas, Eudora Welty, and Virginia Woolf to 
name only some of the most famous. On the Tapes, Blaser says that he first heard of the 
Marquis de Sade in Horizon a lesson in human capacity if ever there was one (AT 76).  
Like Circle, Horizon was socially progressive but not necessarily anarchist, socialist, or 
psychoanalytical in bent. For example, an article by Mervyn Stockwood, Vicar of St. 
Matthew's in Bristol titled "The Church and Reconstruction" makes a case for Red Tory 
Christianity (Vol. 5, No. 27, March 1942). Stockwood writes that "It is, of course, true that 
economics conditions a man's character, that it is difficult for a victim of the capitalist system 
brought up in a poverty-stricken home, slung out on the unemployment heap and compelled 
to fritter away his existence in a state of enforced and embittered futility, to practice the 
qualities of unselfishness, patience, honesty and courtesy; but it has to be recognized that 
these qualities cannot be acquired through economics alone" (150-51). Stockwood lays out 
his social goals in five points: 

1. Extreme inequality in wealth and possessions to be abolished. 
2. Every child to have equal opportunities of education. 
3. The family as a social unit to be safeguarded. 
4. The sense of Divine vocation to be restored to man's daily work. 
5. The resources of the earth to be used as God's gifts to the whole human race, for the 

needs of present and future generations. (151) 
This agenda implies nothing less than the abolition of the capitalist system, the overhaul of 
education, and distributive justice for everyone social measures to be built upon the pagan 
values and Christian virtues. Stockwood presents a best case scenario for reviving a socialist 
Christian humanist tradition. Such an agenda seems even more radical in the 21st century 
than it did in the 1940s and even further out of reach. 
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 Stockwood's article, laid alongside the anarcho-pacificism of a Rexroth or the surrealist 
investigation into the psyche, suggests agreement on the existence of a social-existential crisis 
and a search for solutions, whether these would consist of charting new forms of subjectivity 
and new kinds of sociality or reviving and radicalizing the best of Christian humanism. In 
other words, Circle and Horizon, expressed a perception among intellectuals of a crisis in 
consciousness and in social order that Blaser had begun to experience very personally.  There 
had been Mrs. Arpan at Northwestern and her challenge to his Whitmanesque poetry; now 
his entire Catholic world view would come under fire from the philosophy and arts of the 
20th century. On the Tapes: 

 I lost my sense of ground, anyway, in the language . . . I simply no longer knew 
-9) 

How not to end up in nihilism or cynicism? More immediately, how not to throw oneself 
under a streetcar in a fit of youthful despair when one's sexuality was held to be both 
diseased and illegal? (AT 55) Robin did not go home in the summer after that first 1944-45 
academic year, and in fact visited the folks very infrequently. He had made an escape and 
there was no turning back to the world of small town stage plays and 'Lil Abner dances. 
Instead, he took three summer courses in 1945, one in music and two in English. Then he 
met Jack Spicer. 
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Jack Spicer, possibly playing a role in a Duncan masque, unlabeled photograph from Blaser estate 

 
The Berkeley Vortex 

 
 The Berkeley Renaissance has been narrated in a number of biographies and studies: 
there is Michael Davidson The San Francisco Renaissance;  A Life of 
Kenneth Rexroth; Lew Ellingham and Kevin Killian's biography of Spicer, Poet, Be Like God; 
Ekbert Faas  The Young Robert Duncan iography, Ambassador 
from Venus. In these accounts, Robert Duncan is the senior "master of rime" for his 

and the impressario of the off-campus poetry scene. 
Blaser, however, experienced Berkeley as an apprentice, rather than a boss poet. The big 
events for him, as he narrates Berkeley on The Astonishment Tapes, were meeting Jack Spicer 
and Robert Duncan, and studying with Ernst Kantorowicz. As reticent as he was about Jim 
Felts, Blaser was loquacious about Spicer and very fond of repeating the story of their first 
meeting.  
 Unbeknownst to Blaser, Gene Wahl had a friend in L.A. with whom he had attended 
the University of Redlands. When Wahl moved to Berkeley, he encouraged Jack Spicer to do 
the same (Ellingham-Killian 8). Wahl had gone to Los Angeles during the summer of 1945 
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  rings, 2029 
Ridge Road, and I open the door and there is a mysterious man with a mustache, dark 

and an 

slammed the door in his face. (AT 56) 
Spicer had somehow landed a part-time job as a detective, checking on bartenders for 
knowing down drinks. The bizarre get-up was his idea of how a detective should look. It was 

-open the door: 
 

 
it. I opened the door  again to find out what was happening and it was Jack. Now Big 
Gene had brought Jack back from Los Angeles and Jack was there, and that was it . . . . 
(AT 56) 

social 
commotion around himself (AT 56). He told outrageous stories, he read Spinoza in English 
and pretended to read him in Latin, he studied Buddhism, and he practiced the lotus pose
a position he could still assume years later when he was ill with drink. He also liked to needle 
his friends. 
 Robin and Jim invited Spicer to stay with them and he moved in for about six months. 
Immediately, he began to interfere with the relationship, accusing Robin of not properly 
appreciating Felt's cooking (AT 60-61). He then proposed to do the cooking himself, 
creating disasters in the kitchen. 

AT 61). Spicer would take an egg beater to it and splatter the entire 
kitchen. Fed up with the antics, Blaser kicked him out and the two did not speak for several 
months (AT 61).  Jack was the first to make peace, knocking on the door with three poems 
of Robert Duncan. Spicer had met Duncan at one of Rexroth's Wednesday night anarchist 
meetings. His gift of the poems brought Blaser, Spicer, and Duncan together, a meeting that 
Blaser would later describe as "fateful" (Fire 161). In "The Practice of Outside," his essay on 
Spicer's Collected Books, Blaser notes that Spicer sometimes gave his birthday as 1946, when 
they all met (Fire 161).   
 The Duncan poems Spicer had in hand, now published in The Years as Catches, were 
"Among My Friends, Love is a Great Sorrow," "An Elegaic Fragment," and "A Woman's 

AT 61). These poems, along with "I am a Most Fleshly Man," and 
"Heavenly City, Earthly City" from the same Berkeley period, turn on emotional precision, 
sexual exploration, and a faith in the form-giving powers of language to connect the 
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individual poet with a community of his or her kind. In politics, Duncan was anarcho-
pacifist; in poetry, he looked to reinvent community. Poetry with a capital "P," as he wrote 
it, was a virtual collective of all writers and artists, past and present, as they had been 
preserved in language or visual forms. In this grand not the tale of the tribe but 
the story of the species he could "[search] out there a vision of the individual freedom and 
the communal commitment of man" (YAC vii-viii).  

Robert Duncan, unlabeled photograph, collection of Blaser estate 

 
Blaser's response to the Duncan poems was "unbelievable excitement" (AT 62, original 

emphasis) "Finally," he says, "there was a poet that one knew. Both Jack and I suffered from 
disbelief in our own poetry from the beginning, at the root. Jack had a kind of assurance and 
bravado, but neither of us knew. And Duncan is just sheer genius. He knows, he's sure . . . " 
(AT 62). After meeting Spicer and Duncan, Blaser began to join the literary circles they 
created. A leader in poetry, Duncan also commanded the scene around the campus. 
Ellingham and Killian date the "Berkeley Renaissance" from the fall of 1946. This was the 
period when Duncan began to hold his literary evenings at Throckmorton Manor, a run-
down boarding house on Telegraph Avenue (Ellingham-Killian 14), and it was here that 
Blaser had a first real encounter with the moderns, one that would destroy his faith in the 
transparency of language and challenge his Catholicism. Blaser remembers that the only 
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on arrival at Berkeley was Vachel Lindsay. At Throckmorton, 
however, the readings ranged from Joyce and Pound to Lorca, Ibsen, and Stein. Lindsay's 
poem, "The Chinese Nightingale," was no challenge to the Christian humanist tradition; 

Finnegans Wake surely was. The populist Lindsay literally took poetry to the streets; 
Joyce got inside the humanist world view and broke it down.  
 On the Tapes, Blaser tells the story of an Easter Sunday to illustrate the impact of his 
initiation into modernism. It was 1947 and Blaser was in a cafe eating strawberry sundaes 
with Duncan and Leonard Wolf, a poet and grad student on the GI bill. Wolf leaned 
forward with a strawberry on his spoon, saying that the red berries were the wounds of 
Christ. Duncan made loud slurping noises. Blaser's response to their blasphemous banter was 
to run out to the street in tears. "I had not faced what was going to be the ultimate challenge 
and that was Joyce," he says (AT 170-71), adding that the story distinguishes the "tonality" 
of his mind from that of Duncan (AT 171). 
 The Throckmorton sessions meant a new circle of literary friends. Tom Parkinson, a 
young poet-professor at Berkeley and mentor to student poets offered readings of Yeats; 
Rosario Jiminez brought Lorca to the group because she had the Spanish; and everyone 
contributed to the reading of the Cantos. In this same period, 1946-47, Spicer introduced 
Duncan to friends at 2029 Hearst Street, the home of a young couple, Hugh and Janie 
O'Neill. Hearst Street quickly became another meeting place for the literary crowd. Wolf 
was a member of the group and his poems, Hamadryad Hunted, were published by Bern 
Porter in 1946 (Ellingham-Killian 14). In the Ellingham-Killian account: 

 The round table in the O'Neills' house became the spiritual and physical  
enter of the Berkeley Renaissance, as Spicer and Duncan challenged each 
other into ever more arcane realms of poetry and magic. They were living in a 
world that seemed charged with beauty and art, and in the magic circle of his 
[Spicer's] new friends, homosexuality was the most glittering fruit of all not 
only not forbidden, but positively encouraged. (Ellingham-Killian 12) 

The round table evocative of Camelot was a place to plot daring acts of sex and poetry. 
Here, Duncan would compose the first poems of Medieval Scenes, later published by Centaur 
Press in 1950. These were composed successively over several evenings, in company with the 
Hearst Street habitués the first serial poem.  
 What, then, was Blaser's role in all this? A few years later, when Spicer was teaching in 
Minneapolis, Blaser contemplated writing a "Lives of the Poets" that would sort it all out. In 
a letter to Spicer dated 23 October 1950, Blaser refers to a discussion with Duncan and a 
question Duncan had posed for him: "Who in Berkeley understands what Jack and Duncan 
were doing with the Berkeley myth?" Blaser responds: 
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 I agree with Duncan that there are categories of believers, understanders, 
understander-believers, and so on. And among the understander-believers, I 
think he's right to place Jo Fredman (irritatingly?) and me. Much as it bothers 
me to admit it one of the real problems in my brand of Catholicism has been 
the clash between that Catholicism and the belief  in the world of my friends. 
Perhaps the reason I haven't utterly broken under the strain (I think I can call it 
that) is that my connection with that myth has been entirely in the realm of 
poetry. What I know of 2029 begins and ends in your poems and those of 
Duncan with the added pleasure of a little careful listening. Gossip, if you 

23 October 1950) 
As an "understander-believer," Blaser took Berkeley to be an imaginative landscape: 

 The whole thing worked in two ways; the world of poetry had to reshape 
an alien landscape for its own purposes: Berkeley, then, became the foundation 
of that complex, the Berkeley myth. The people, then, had to fit the landscape. 
And to effect that little trick, Steven's world of the imagination became more 
real than the real world, hence the violence of the clashes with the university 
world nothing could be more like the stone that Dr. Johnson kicked than the 

23 October 1950) 
In this letter, Blaser names Medieval Scenes and The Venice Poem as the culmination of the 
Berkeley myth in Duncan's work. Medieval Scenes offered the germ of the serial poem, a 
form that Blaser would not take up until the early 1960s. The Venice Poem was a major 
statement of Duncan's faith in Poetry, occasioned by the infidelities of Gerald Ackerman 
with whom Duncan had had an affair. Ackerman was a student at Berkeley, later to become 
an art historian. When the social activist Paul Goodman came to teach in 1949, he "stole" 
Jerry, to Duncan's great distress. In this poem, Duncan works through elaborate 
constructions of love and jealousy, ranging from Shakespeare's Othello to the Venus of 
Lespuges. He comes out the other end, reborn from the pains of his affair with Ackerman 
into the creative life of Poetry. Spicer disliked the poem because he thought it was 
inauthentic that poetry could not heal emotional suffering. For Spicer, personal feeling is 
inexpressible in language because language is communal and transhistorical. It does not 
belong to its speakers and it is therefore always already an abstraction of what must be 
undergone by the individual.  The community of Poetry for Spicer was no compensation for 
"all the things in nature that must fall." If Duncan was going to come out of The Venice 
Poem as the "little cross-eyed king" of his own poetic universe, Spicer would play the bad 
fairy at the christening. In the letter cited above, Blaser remarks that Spicer might prefer 
Alcibiades to Plato a beautiful young man to Duncan's Platonizing in language.  
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 Spicer responded to this letter with his own kind of myth-making: 
Just as I passively created the myth at 2029 by acting as critic to Duncan's 
magic making, so you created the Landis myth at the  later period by 
acting as critic of our feeble attempts at magic.  
Just as "The Arcadia for D.B." (which you confuse with Duncan's Ode in 
your last letter) was a criticism of the magic, so were your three poems to 
God and Landis. Now it is time for you to make magic while someone else 
criticises [sic] if your religion and dignity can stand this somewhat 
unpleasant task.  

     - - -  
Consider the pattern of the grand myth for a minute. 2 stages. 2029
Father Duncan wants Hugh but can't have him.  Son Jack wants Hugh, is 
wanted by Hugh, but doesn't take him. McKinleyMcKinley Granfatter [sic] 
Duncan has the patriarchal right of first night (droit [de] seigneur), Father 
Jack wants L.E. but can't have him . . .  Son Robin wants and is wanted by 
L.E. but doesn't take him. 
Next act? The pattern demands that you play the Father (the Fool in the 
Tarots), I play the Grandpa (the Emperor), and some new person receive 
the succession by being the Son (the Hanged Man). ( ) 

L.E., in this instance, is Landis Everson, a beautiful young Berkeley student and poet who 
Spicer and Blaser both admired, their Alcibiades. The letter gives Spicer's view of the relative 
distances in poetry that Spicer, Blaser and Duncan had covered in the 1946-48 period: 
Duncan was the senior, Blaser the junior, and Spicer had the middle. It also brings forward 
the potent mixture of sexual adventure, mythopoiesis and critical battle that made 
Throckmorton and 2029 Hearst so compelling and it shows how seriously these young 
poets took themselves.  
 Duncan outlines his view of the Berkeley myth in a letter to Spicer that has now been 
published in the back matter of Blaser's edition of Spicer's Collected Books (362-63). There, 
he draws attention to Kantorowicz's role in his thinking, particularly the sense of history that 
Kantorowicz encouraged: "The poem is above all things an attempt to picture, to imagine
how gods, demons, lovers, and companions are inter-related in history; my history expanded 
to include the Middle-Ages" (CB 362). His second point is that the lived experiences of 
Hearst Street were "subject to the design of the poem, REVEALD in the terms of the 
necessities of the forces of the poem" (CB 362). "[T]he meaning of the poem," he writes, is 
to be considered "in relation to POETRY" as "an event in language" (CB 362). In a further 
comment, Duncan turns to his interpretation of the sex-and-poetry relations of the 2029 
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experience: "But we were all sex-stupid," he says: "that is we did not know how to make 
sexual love to each other. It takes intellect, imagination, to do it and our concepts were tar-
baby primitive compared with the erotic concepts of anybody with any kind of know-how" 
(CB 363).  
 This section of the letter is more than a turn from poetics to personal matters. Knowing 
how to love the world, beyond personal desires, would take on weight in the context of Ernst 
Kantorowicz's meditations on Dante. As important as teacher-mentors such as Tom 
Parkinson and Josephine Miles were, it was Ernst Kantorowicz who stole the show and left a 
lasting imprint on all three poets. Over the 1946-47 academic year, Blaser took courses in 
history, physics, classics, Latin, and English and he wrote poems for Josephine Miles' English 
class.  However, by far the most vivid in-class experiences of Blaser's undergraduate years 
were the courses he took with Ernst Kantorowicz.  After Spicer and Duncan, this was the 
second big astonishment.  

Ernst Kantorowicz 

 

 First to hit was the charisma. A German Jewish war immigrant, Kantorowicz was 
elegant, haughty, erudite, and irresistibly perfumed with scandal. Did Göring himself really 
spirit the great scholar out of Germany as the rumor mill had it? (AT 82). At least it was 
certain that he had studied with Friedrich Gundolf, the historian and Georgkreis habitué. 
Stefan George, a powerfully mesmerizing German poet and aesthete of the inter-war period, 
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had assembled around himself a circle of gay intellectuals focused on the study of history and 
aesthetics, among them some of the best minds of Germany. Spicer was fascinated that 
George had made up a language of his own (AT 82); later he (Spicer) would do the same 
with "Martian." The Georgkreis also offered precedent for and affirmation of Throckmorton 
and 2029 Hearst Street, frequented, as it was, by the young, the gay, the beautiful, and the 
precocious. Then, there were the lectures: 
  His English was superb and he spoke in a heavily accented, 
  highly intonated language so that you could become somewhat 
  mesmerized as he would go "ooooh," up and down with his voice, 
  and these words and the stories, so delicious and crazy and 
  marvelous, and everything was just going on. (AT 80) 
Jack found him, Blaser says, and then all three attended his classes (AT 77). There was the 
course on Byzantine culture where Kantorowicz "would go through whole lectures on the 
shape of the churches: Why is a Byzantine church different from the Roman churches? . . . 
And then we would find out, of course, the west is full of hierarchy so that you go up 
through to the heavenly, whereas in the Eastern church, you've got a revelatory form" (AT 
78). Then there was a Renaissance course and one on the constitutional history of England, 
the latter designed for lawyers, Blaser recalls, who had no idea what hit them.  
 Blaser credits Kantorowicz with insights that would be crucial to his intellectual life and 
the development of his poetics. First, he says, Kantorowicz offered a view of history as 
process: "an intellectual landscape, a history that isn't simply a system of names, but a 
process" (AT 82). Before he began to read Charles Olson or had absorbed Pound, Blaser had 
a special view of historyhistory  from Kantorowicz. He distinguishes this view from that of the 
"modern sociological historian . . . who wants simply to give the patterns of social forms, 
where he's lost the content" (AT 85). The content had to be the particularity of persons 
acting in carefully delineated historical contexts. Olson's special viewspecial view  was that individuals 
acted within and upon a highly complex world, full of determinations and yet equally rich in 
opportunities for agency. The individual is situated, in other words, within a moving field of 
acts and qualities and this field has to become visible in the poetry: hence Olson's famous 
phrase, "composition by field."  Kantorowicz, and his teacher Friedrich Gundolf in the 
latter's Mantle of Caesar, embeddedness of 
the subject. For Blaser, this would open up a life-long meditation, later to become the 
centerpiece of his work, on the nature of a shareable, public world: 
  Anyway, the public world, the struggle for it, was one of the big 
  issues and it was only available if one had a sense of the way 
  history worked and where one was in it. As a consequence then, 
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  you could have a memory that was alive rather than something  
  which was dead. You could also have a future because you knew 
  what way you were moving forward into the future with these  
  materials and this was the way that we were able to read Pound. (AT 86) 
Another way of describing this historicity might be to say that the historical world has to take 

assumed as the atemporal wallpaper of a 
psychodrama.  
 A second insight that Blaser attributes to Kantorowicz is that "poetry is noetic" (AT 81). 

when 
suddenly I had a man who knew that the poetry was noetic. . . that it is always the 
recentering of the origin of the world, that it is always the beginning again and the dwelling 

AT 81).  "Recentering the origin of the 
world" does not count as knowledge from a technological or scientific perspective. It does, 
however, count for meaning. If the poet can articulate the orders and relationships that 
compose the world at a given moment, he or she can show us how things stand with us 
humans or to use Olson's phrase, what it means now to be in the human universe. The 
"bullshit of feeling" that Blaser disparages in the above passage is that of the detached 
individual: my feelings, my sensations without the context that gives to personal feeling its 
necessary sitedness and therefore its shareability as a unique perspective on a common 
condition.  On the Tapes, Blaser says that from Kantorowicz he took the idea that "we are 
visibilities of a vast action and as a consequence you began reading almost everything 
dramatically because you saw all the men and all the events as visibilities of vast actions" (AT 
84).  -

HF 167). The principle goes back to the Poetics, where Aristotle says that 
poetry is an imitation of an action, but the idea was dramatically fleshed out for Blaser in 

 
 One course that resonated long with Blaser was Kantorowicz's class on Dante. In the late 
1940s, Kantorowicz was lecturing on the material that he would later publish as The King's 
Two Bodies, a study in medieval political theology that explored the office of kingship as 
distinguished from the historical persons who filled the role.  The final chapter of this book 
focuses on Dante. Here was a connection for Blaser that went back to childhood memories 
of looking at Gustave Doré's fascinating illustrations of the Inferno and in terms that spoke 
to his youthful Catholicism. 
feeling in a world where religion had lost much of its power to oblige. The Commedia was, 
after all, the great Catholic world poem. In his chapter titled "Man-Centered Kingship," 
Kantorowicz suggests that Dante secularized the Christian corporate body. The Church was 
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understood to be unified as one body under Christ; Dante, however, extended this corporate 
structure to the human species. All of humanity was capable, through reason, of achieving 
the terrestrial paradise, and the actualization of that capacity was the task of the species. 
There is precede   
of poiesis as world image: the human task on earth is to construct the terrestrial paradise. 
"[I]n the mind indestructable," Pound had written in 1945, from a cage in Pisa (Cantos 
450). As Duncan interpreted it, however, the human collective required all of its members to 
actualize the potential of the species, including the wicked, the trivial, and the silly. Hence 

of low and high art in the HD BookHD Book the inclusion of Sally Rand, a 
burlesque dancer, alongside high modernists like H.D. and Joyce.  Here was a postmodern 
response to the authoritarian exclusions of modernism. The problem Blaser faced, along with 
his Berkeley friends, was how to take the vision of collective humanity away from both 
Church and State: the former had collapsed under post-war disbelief; the latter had just 
played out as fascism in Europe and it was playing out as compulsory social conservatism in 
the US.  

Blaser at campus textbook exchange, collection of Blaser estate 

 
 Kantorowicz's lectures on Dante fed into the sense around Berkeley that the world had 
to be and could be reimagined an unexpected reinforcement from medieval studies of ideas 
also present in journals like Circle and Horizon. The isolate ego somehow had to be 
reconnected to a larger collective in a way that dodged the obvious problems of first 
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generation modernism and made a meaningful life possible again. Throughout his writing 
life, Blaser repeatedly claimed that the postmodern was a corrective to the missteps of 
modernism. The project then, of reimagining the relationships between things of searching 
out an image of the world as alive for the 20th century as Dante's was for the 13th was a 
task that each of the Berkeley three would perform differently. What they shared, however, 
was the enormity of the project and a fascination with the creative powers of language.  
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