
Of Jack Clarke and Co(s)mic Elephants 

 

In the dining room of his house on Crescent Avenue in Buffalo, hung a black and white print, an 
image, of a young boy and an elephant sitting on a bench.  The view was from the back, and the 
boy, in a striped shirt, was attempting to put his arm around the elephant, but of course the 
elephant was much larger.  One day, while sitting in the dining room, Jacki turned to the image 
and told me “that’s the way it is with me and Olson.”  I’d been having an on-going conversation 
with Jack about the self in poetry, and at the time, I was convinced that poetry was an attempt 
to negate the self, to move “outward” as Olson would write.  But Jack didn’t think that was 
necessary, or even possible. This was sometime in the late eighties, and I was doing a doctoral 
dissertation on Charles Olson’s poetics, and Jack was my advisor.  Certainly, Olson was a large 

man, six feet seven inches, by most accounts.  The University of California Press publication of 
The Maximus Poems, published in 1983, was equally large and hefty in the physical size of book.  
And Olson left behind a reputation, a white and turbid wake, of chasing poetic themes of 
leviathan and mammoth proportions.  However, I’m not sure size was the intended point of 
Jack’s analogy.   

Since 1991, I’ve lived in southeastern Oklahoma, a region slightly south and slightly west, in 
terms of the American geography and imagination.  Winters are relatively mild and space is 
relatively inexpensive.  The regional idiom identifies territorial acquisition as “land” rather than 
the commonly used term, “property, on the east and west coasts.  Years ago, circuses would 
winter along the Red River.   Legend has it that one year a circus was wintering out near Hugo, 

in Choctaw County and that a young boy was out hunting and came across an elephant that had 
escaped.  The boy, never having seen an elephant, nor having learned of the possibility of there 
being an elephant, returned to town and attempted to explain what he had seen, without 
having access to either the word or the concept of “elephant.”    The story may be read as an 
emblem as to how language precedes experiences, or at least frames it.  The boy had no 
imaginary construct, no grammar, by which to contain the elephant.   

The figure of the elephant is a useful one through which to think about the form of Jack’s 
poetics, and how it differs from that of Olson, especially in terms of an “American” experience.  
More importantly, Jack’s poetics allows us to rethink a poetic language grounded upon the 
proposition rather than upon rhetoric.  In doing so, we can situate Jack’s work in the continuum 
of American poetry, through Olson, back to its nineteenth century founding in the Emersonian 

experience, and the “new, yet unapproachable, America” Emerson had “found in the west.”    

In the late forties, before he began the Maximus poems, Olson conceived of a long poetic 
project, tentatively titled  “West.”  In typical Olson fashion, it was to be enormous in scale and 
scope, seeing the history of the North American hemisphere as an engagement with, and 
conquest of, the land.  While the project was to be epic in theme, Olson was presented with 
difficulties as to the form.  In the notebooks gathered in Olson: The Journal of the Charles Olson 
Archives, No. 5, Olson writes: “Again the sense of forms we have are conventions which must 



be broken” (44).  Initially, the project would be structured by a “form without” and a “form 

within,” with the form without figured as “a wheel, turning slowly until the last figure the 
motion returns to where it departs” and the form within, “in resistance to the out[er] form” 
(15).  He received a Guggenheim Fellowship for the project, but, according to George Butterick, 
he only completed “a chapter or two” (Butterick xxi).  At one point, in the notebooks, Olson 
questions “Is it possible to do a long poem called WEST?” (Olson 5 38).  The project is significant 
because it informed Olson’s thinking about The Maximus Poems.  By 1957, he returned to 
Gloucester, “to thicken the soup” (Olson 5 61), and his imaginative energy became focused on 
Cape Ann rather than upon the 2,500 year history of western man in this hemisphere.   

However, Olson did publish a poem, “West,” in 1966, a short series of six poems.  It was 
originally published by Goliard Press, and is included in The Collected Poems of Charles Olson: 

Excluding the Maximus Poems.   “West 5” reads: 

 Soul, and Psyche, and Animus (Will 
 : a man’s life to be a continual 
 allegory 
  all which is and happens 
 that one brings about, crushing 
 like a herd of frightened elephant anything 
 under foot, passing as I did 
 on the back of the Elephant altogether puzzling 
 to me how we did go between trees through 
 everything as a will passed through any obstacle 
 he was as anagogic visions in his power to 
 pass, 
            the Elephant 
 on whose back I also was slim 

The elephant is a central figure in Hindu mythology and religion, but it is an altogether puzzling 
figure to include in a poem, “West.”  The elephant in the poem is a typological figure, 
connected to the “continual / allegory” of a man’s life and his “anagogic” visions.  Olson’s turn 
inward, to the “Soul, and Psyche, and Animus (Will” forestalls the completion of the project 
“West.”  Ken Warren, in his astute reading of Olson in The Emperor’s New Code, serialized in 
House Organ, has traced Olson’s psychic energies in Jungian terms.  Olson’s epic of the west 
becomes localized in the figure of Maximus in Gloucester.  While the first volume of The 

Maximus Poems deals with the historical situation of Gloucester, Maximus Poems IV, V, VI focus 
on the mythic, psychodynamics of Maximus (Olson) in Gloucester.  As Jack once said of the 
second volume, “that’s his [Olson’s] book.”   

The difference between Jack’s work and that of Olson is a matter of form.  In his essay, 
“Projective Verse,” Olson issued his dictum, which he received from Robert Creeley, that “form 
is never more than an extension of content.”  Form, for Olson, is a matter of procedure, an 
inherent part of the composition that leaves its outward trace in the appearance upon the 



page.  The poem is the residue of the creative process, and “the flaws, when they exist, are 

compositional” as he wrote in a letter to Creeley in 1951 (Olson/Creeley Vol. 7 115).   The 
differences between the work of Jack and Olson are more than the formal arrangements on the 
page.  They differ in terms of procedure and purpose, and more importantly, in the grammar 
attentive to the compositional process.  

Mike Boughn, in his essay, “Olson’s Buffalo,” has detailed Jack’s participation in the community 
of writers that include Al Glover, George Butterick, and Fred Wah, generated by Olson in the 
1960s.  Jack was the Director of the Institute for Further Studies, and the general editor of the A 
Curriculum of the Soul series.  Certainly Jack was influenced by, and had a personal friendship 
with, Olson.  In the terms of the poetry, however, I find their friendship to be an Emersonian 
friendship.  In his essay, “Friendship,” Emerson defines the subject as “beautiful enemies.”  In 

others words, friendship is a complementary antagonism.  The core of Jack’s poetics is shaped 
by Olson’s influence as well as by Jack’s revision of Olson.  This is what opens up the space of 
the communal for Jack.  

This is not to say that Olson didn’t have a profound impact on Jack.  The analogy I draw is from 
Thoreau’s Walden.  In the Chapter, “Economy,” Thoreau writes: “…I borrowed an axe and went 
down to the woods by Walden Pond, nearest to where I intended to build my house, and began 
to cut down some tall, arrowy white pines, still in their youth, for timber. It is difficult to begin 
without borrowing, but perhaps it is the most generous course thus to permit your fellow-men 
to have an interest in your enterprise. The owner of the axe, as he released his hold on it, said 
that it was the apple of his eye; but I returned it sharper than I received it” (354-355).  Jack once 
said “each poetics is a correction of another one.”  Jack borrows Olson’s axe, and returns it 

sharper than he received it.   

The obvious difference between Jack and Olson lies in Jack’s use of the sonnet as the unit of 
measure for In the Analogy.  While sonnets are conventionally part of the lyric tradition in 
poetry, Jack constructs an epic, with each of the completed books formalized by forty sonnets.  
Jack’s sonnets lack the resolution, or “turn,” typical of the convention, in the ninth line as in the 
Petrarchean sonnet or in the thirteenth line as in the Shakespearean sonnet.  Instead, Jack’s 
sonnets begin with a set of propositions, which inform the poem as external fact.  As Jack 
states, in From Feathers to Iron, “there is a difference between the materials of this world and 
this life and the materials that poetry gathers” (28). The propositions in/form the poem and the 
metrical (pentameter) variations of the conventional sonnet give way to a grammar 
externalized in the poem.  In this way, the poem is both an event and an analogy of an event 

This is evident, early on, in Jack’s collection—his “run,” as he would say—of twenty-one 
sonnets, The Gloucester Sonnets of December 1973.  Here we see Jack establishing the form 
that he would carry throughout In the Analogy.  They differ, however, by their absence of the 
propositional introductions, and, more importantly, by their lack of punctuation.   Commas, 
dashes, or the occasional use of parenthesis are conspicuously absent from this series.  While 
the poems do possess a raw energy, Jack’s (lack of) punctuation is more than a 
“representation” of that energy.  The lines form the grammatical ordering of “momentary 



irregular incursions” as Jack defines the process in From Feathers to Iron.  For example, the 

poem “The Lanesville Sighting”: 

  In Gloucester talk & thought are one paratactic Indian Vision of Society 
 people exchanging gifts with one another going about their daily business 
 placing one object after another transacting things as they humanly occur 
 not communalism Brook Farm after it was busted but gravitational weights 
 & measures so not personal but public through private economic use Space 
 making time the powerful equal it is as much as number to dimension this 
 is the principle of the inversion of the double axis yielding Spiritual 
 Fourfold Gloucester and all its inhabitants each and every utensil same 
 story so what are John & Mary doing with those boxes are they like moving 
 The Idiot Questioner continues writing because the advantages literacy 
 offers that the words stay on this page also means losing for the moment 
 the gain of The New Orality streaming arrows of light will restore both 
 American history and politics replacing math and physics citizens require 
 to survive The Energy Crisis caused by Women’s Lib shrinking Lots of Doom 

 

Each of the lines becomes singular grammatical units, doubly so.  Obviously, the grammar 
registers cognitively (internally) on the part of the reader.  This is what language does and we 
can’t escape this, nor would we want to.  But as a poem, as an act of the Imagination—the 
“Ordering Intervention”—the lines function as a grammar, “placing one object after another 
transacting things as they humanly occur.”  Jack’s poetics appear in the poem, as part of the 

fold of its double grammar: “the words stay on this page also means losing for the moment / 
the gain of The New Orality…”  In the self-described paratactic syntax, the self functions not as 
a voice, but as a signature.  For Jack, “thought” is externalized, something one enters into, as 
part of the communal, not the personal “communalism” of Brook Farm, but as a “public 
through private economic use Space.”    

 For Jack, the sonnet functions as both form and method.  The fourteen lines are much “time” 
as they are number: “time the powerful equal it is as much as number to dimension,” with 
“time” signifying both duration and rhythm.   However, the auto-referentiality of an early 
poem, such as “The Lanesville Sighting,” turns the force of the poem into a lyric.  The self and 
poem merge into what Wallace Stevens termed the “Supreme Fiction,” the imaginary ground 
constituting the poetic sublime.  But Jack, by the time I knew him in the 1980s, wasn’t 

concerned with the poem as such.  Often, in our discussions, or in the class on Poetics which he 
taught in 1987, he would use the term “book.”  I believe he was using the term to constitute a 
“narrative of time.”  In “The Strengthening Method of World Completion” lecture of From 
Feathers to Iron, Jack said: “We have a whole generation now that doesn’t believe in the 
narrative of time because poets in the Sixties didn’t store the seeds of the future in the 
“cellness” of story, but let them ‘fire’ in the chemistry of cells in an attempt to confirm their 
own changed condition” (157).  On the one hand, this statement could be read as a veiled 
critique of Olson, certainly one of the dominant poets of the Sixties, or perhaps even a critique 



of Robert Creeley.  Jack once said that Creeley was a better fiction writer than a poet.  At the 

time, the statement floored me.  Jack had the uncanny ability to say things which would leave 
me thinking about the statement, sometimes for ten years or more.  But I think Jack was 
confronting the issue of the lyric and its inherent grammar.  More importantly, this statement 
comes in the lecture on “The Strengthening Method of World Completion.” The Indo-European 
root of “completion” is “pel-“ meaning “to fill,” but also associated with, “pele-“ the root of the 
Greek “polis,” which enforces Jack’s sense of community. The Oxford English Dictionary gives 
two complementary denotations to the term “completion”: “The action of completing or 
making complete; the condition of being completed or perfected.”  Jack uses the term to mean 
both the “action of completing” and the “condition of being completed.”  For Jack, the “book” 
operates in an antithetical relationship to the lyric in that it is both the “action of completing” 
the lyric and the “condition of being completed” by the lyric.  Jack identifies the “book” with 

the epic form.   

Jack’s connection between the “book” and the externalized grammar of the epic can be traced 
to Olson’s essay, “Proprioception.” In his unpublished essay on “Proprioception,” Mike Boughn 
has written: “If there are implications here for writing, there are no less implications for how 
we think the world, or how it thinks us.”ii    The issue is the problematic nature of the 
mind/body split and the transformation of “knowing” into “knowledge.” In “Propioception,” 
Olson writes: “Otherwise the present will lose what America is the inheritor of: a secularization 
which not only loses nothing of the divine but by seeing process in reality redeems all idealism 
fr theocracy or mobcracy, whether it is rational or superstitious, whether it is democratic or 
socialism //  GRAMMAR—a ‘book’” (Collected Prose 190-191).  In the lines that follow, Olson 
performs a run on the etymology of the word, “why,” connecting it to the relative and 

interrogative pronoun “who.”  Both “why”and “who” are rooted in the Indo-European form, 
“kwo.”    Olson’s focus in this passage is on the vestige of the instrumental case, which generally 
indicates the subject accomplishing or completing an action. In the English language, there is no 
surviving instance of a noun with that inflection, which is part of the difficulty of both the 
concept and essay, “Proprioception.”  However, the instrumental case is more commonly 
associated with the ablative case in Latin, which signifies “the source from which an action 
proceeds, the cause or ideal source of an event, the instrument and agent or material sources 
of an action, the manner in which, and sometimes the place and time at which anything is 
done” (OED)iii.  I think Olson’s point is that the absence of the instrumental in English is 
symptomatic of the shift in human relationships to the world, while at the same time marking a 
need for such an articulation.  This is a key issue in the work of both Olson and of Jack.  For Jack, 

this “process in reality” of completion is suspended around his use of the term homophrosyne, 
which in Classical Greek is a term of “like-mindedness.”  While the Greeks attributed it more 
typically to relationships between men, Homer uses to the term to characterize the relationship 
between Odysseus and Penelope (Bolmarcich 208-9). Jack seems to use the term in relation to 
“two writings,” and as a “consensus within otherness”: “These two “writings,” ‘”God’s & mine,’ 
as I say in ‘Finally to Ordering Hands Related,’ constitute the ‘double-door’ without which ‘the 
bi-/cameral mind at the end of its tether’ will continue to seek its occasion on the mono-rail of 
time, going nowhere fast because ever eliding its entry-point into the narrative verticality from 



which otherness impends like a once and future king we all want but are forever ‘lated 

from…Without homophrosyne there can be no consensus within otherness…” (From Feathers to 
Iron 167).   For Jack, poetic form is “instrumental,” by which the subject redeems “knowing” as 
an act of completion.  Or, as Jack said on more than one occasion, “you work on the poem and 
it works on you.” The question, for Jack, is not “how to get back” to Olson’s proprioceptive 
scene, but how to “complete” the bridging of alterity within the given structure(s) of discourse.  
On the issue of proprioception, Jack said “the human body is the true dictionary, not just of 
words but of experience.”  The linkage of words to experience gets to the heart of Jack’s poetics 
and his training as a musician.  Jack understood poetic form as an activity and poetic language 
as a performance—an “athletic syllable” as he called it.  

The major difference between Jack and Olson is the world view as it relates to the poetics.  I see 

Jack as part of tradition of millennialism in poetry and culture.  By “millennialism” I don’t mean 
a strictly religious fundamentalist sense, nor do I see it as a secularized idea stemming from the 
religious history of United States and England.  In nineteenth century America, millennialism 
took two distinct forms: post-millennialism and pre-millennialism.  While pre-millennialism held 
to a literal reading of the writings of John of Patmos and predicted the second coming of Christ, 
the more dominant view of post-millennialism allegorized the Book of Revelation and 
interpreted it as a basis for the American reform movements of the 19th century.  Emerson 
would turn post-millennialism into his non-theistic spiritualism and the basis of his self-reliant 
perfectionism.  In either case, millennialism was figured on the rebuilding of the city 
(Jerusalem) as its centering trope. 

Emerson’s millennialism—his radical Protestantism—is predicated on a re-orientation of the 

“self,” famously articulated in his essay, “Self-Reliance.”   When Emerson rails against 
conformity, as in his oft-quoted line, “Whoso would be a man must be a non-conformist” (261), 
he is rejecting both the social and personal expectations placed upon the self.  Emerson’s self-
reliance is grounded upon the “aboriginal self…at once the essence of genius, of virtue, and of 
life, which we call Spontaneity or Instinct…the last fact behind which analysis cannot go” (268-
269).  I see Jack’s sense of the self as it operates in his writing as being in line with Emerson’s 
radical Protestantism and as his point of divergence from Olson.  In “Enki’s Whisper,” Jack 
announces Olson as “a Catholic” (In the Analogy 216), and outlines a more fluid relationship to 
moral absolutes than the polarity of good/evil can provide.  More importantly, in “Come 
Connect or Get the Fuck Out,” Jack writes: “…Charles proposed to me in 1966, / to discover 
“form,” the foot-noting of Feathers was / first breakthrough on, where I also discovered you / 
could have coherence without even the words or / foreknowledge of what you were “getting 

at,” for / divulgence is different of course from an analytic / and different also from Charles’ 
own solution which / was to linebreak his prose into poem…” (178).  Jack’s sense of self, in 
which divulgence differs from analytic, is akin to Emerson’s “last fact behind which analysis 
cannot go.” 

This sense of self has a bearing on the form of In the Analogy as an enactment of visionary 
poetics as the visionary experience is the central issue of millennialism.  For Emerson, the 



principal trope of the visionary experience resides in the “transparent eyeball” scene in his 

essay “Nature”: “Standing on the bare ground—my head bathed by the blithe air, and uplifted 
into infinite space—all mean egotism vanishes.  I become a transparent eyeball; I am nothing; I 
am part and particle of God” (10).  With this trope, Emerson reconciles the philosophical 
problematic of the transcendent and the experiential as the figure of the self both transcendent 
and inhabits nature.  For Jack, Emerson’s “nature”—the “NOT ME”—is poetry itself.  This allows 
Jack to construct a (transcendental) epic by inhabiting the lyrical vestiges of the sonnet. Yet, for 
Jack, this isn’t a matter of Wallace Stevens’ “supreme fiction” in which the self and poem merge 
into the condition of the personal and the public.  As Jack once said, regarding Olson, it’s “not 
personal to public, but personal to private to public.”  Or, as Jack concludes the poem “Come 
Connect or Get the Fuck Out”: “…when I know who I am it will / be soon enough to present by 
athletic syllable” (178).   Jack’s “athletic syllable” is, in effect, instrumental, both in the 

grammatical sense and in the musical sense. 

Jack’s millennialism comes, in part, from his American inheritance, but also, in part, from 
William Blake, although the two are not necessarily exclusive.  Both are cosmic as well as comic.  
Jack took to heart Blake’s statement by Los in Jerusalem: “I must create my own system, or be 
enslav’d by another Man’s” as he set out to re-form the poetic investigations given to him by 
Olson.  As the Director of the Institute for Further Studies, Jack understood poetics to be both 
individual and communal, which further underlines his sense of “two writings.”  At the end of 
his 1973 book, Blake, number seven in the Curriculum of the Soul series, Jack writes: “TO 
LABOR IN KNOWLEDGE IS TO BUILD UP BOLINAS AND TO DESPISE KNOWLEDGE IS TO DEPISE 
BOLINAS AND HER BUILDERS.”  Blake is an interlude of Blakean  archetypes, reveling in their 
own possibilities.  Spectres become spectators until Mary Magdalene and William Blake appear 

to re-conceptualize the individual and the communal.  For Mary Magdalene, “when the 
individual appropriates universality he divides into Male & Female, & when the Male & Female 
appropriate individuality they become an eternal death,” an issue to which William Blake 
admits: “I cannot mend it further.”  Gender becomes a rift, a necessary doubling of the 
individual, and the universal becomes the communal.  Bolinas becomes the “New Jerusalem” of 
Jack’s millennialism, a comic allegory of both the Book of Revelation and Blake’s Jerusalem.  
More importantly, for Jack as well as for us, Buffalo became the emanation of Bolinas. 

The issue of “two writings” that Jack outlines in the From Feathers to Iron is most evident in the 
construction of the poems from his epic, In the Analogy.  While Jack continues the use of the 
fourteen line sonnet structure, which he developed in The Gloucester Sonnets, the poems of In 
the Analogy each begin with a series or cluster of propositions gained from his reading.  In Eric 

Havelock’s view, the epic functioned as a paideia, as a transmission of cultural knowledge, and 
was a central part of the orality of the Homeric epics.  For Jack, the propositions are presented 
as “facts” that inform the poem.  The epigrammatic and eclectic nature of the statements 
disrupts the formation of knowledge as an epistemological formation, and, in doing so, the 
poem becomes the “instrument” of “knowing.” For example, let’s examine this poem:  

 The Elephants Are Screaming 



   It is as if 
 Men turning into things, as comedy, 
 Stood, dressed in antic symbols, to display 
 The truth about themselves, have lost, as things 
 That power to conceal they had as men.” 
  --Wallace Stevens, “An Ordinary Evening in New Haven” 
 
 “The elephant prefers to copulate near an obscure river bank.” 
  --Edward Dahlberg, The Sorrows of Priapus 
 
 “Symbols are not imitations of that which they symbolize.” 
  --Proclus 
 
 “The elephant that supports the Earth upon the waters and causes it to quake.” 
  --“Libyan inscription” on votive tables, Ecuador 
       Barry Fell, America B.C.  
 
 And I sit here at my typewriter dumbfounded wondering 
 what is the matter, what could have stirred them so, 
 surely not an earthquake at our fault tonight, but what? 
 now they are quiet again and I go back to reading Plato, 
 the Symposium for the sexes issue soon to be layed out, 
 I wonder if that trumpeting was a signal that they would know? 
 if I didn’t live right by the zoo I wouldn’t have heard it, 
 how far away is Africa anyway?  I haven’t seen the new 
 National Geographic projection, should make it nearer 
 by law we have come to associate with that uncertainty 
 of Heisenberg’s, things certainly do fall all around here 
 since Newton, how else would they have known, the trick 
 is making it stick, like supreme Stevens’ Auroras of Autumn, 
 anyhow, I hadn’t heard that sound before, except in Tarzan. 

 

The poem references the sound of elephants, and yet the word “elephants” doesn’t appear in 
the fourteen lines of the poem. The elephants enter the poem through the title and two of the 
four propositional “facts.”  This, in a sense, emphasizes the scene of “two writings,” and the 

external grammar of the poem.  The cultural markers of “National Geographic” and “Tarzan” 
further supports the communal context as might the acoustical echo between “dumbfounded” 
and the 1941 Disney movie, Dumbo, about an elephant. To “dumbfound” not only means to 
“confound,” but also to “strike dumb,” which, along with “typewriter” further emphasizes the 
written grammar of the poem. 

The “I” at the typewriter, in the opening line, shares a sense of confusion--a disruption within 
the ordinary--with the elephants.  This differs from Olson’s use of the “elephant” in “West,” in 



which the (imagined) elephant is sublimated into an archetypal symbol.  This also differs from 

the situations with the (real) elephant in the (real) American West, who appeared to the boy in 
Choctaw County. To see the relationship between the “I” and the elephants in terms of “like-
mindedness” (homophrosyne) we need to read the situation in terms of infrapsychisme, in 
which the center is located outside the self (From Feathers to Iron 61-62).  

In the fourth line, the “I” shifts from the typewriter to reading Plato’s Symposium, connecting 
further the “two writings” of reading and writing as an interrelated activity.  The reference to 
the “sexes issue” indicates Jack wrote this poem shortly before the Fall of 1989, before Vol. 1, 
No. 3 of intent. Letter of Talk, Thinking, & Document appeared, and when the weather was 
warm enough for him to have heard the elephants through an open window.  The Buffalo Zoo, 
which sits on the northern edge of Delaware Park, is not far from Jack and Cass’ home at 201 

Crescent Ave. Delaware Park was designed by Frederick Law Olmstead, in the 19th century, and 
was one of his many projects to “rebuild” the urban landscape, a vision often aligned with 19th 
century millennialism.   Of more importance,  intent. Letter of Talk, Thinking, & Document, 
which ran for seven issues between the Spring of 1989 and the Spring of 1991, was Jack’s 
achievement of building the millennial poetic community of Buffalo/Bolinas.   

The poem begins off-beat in a syncopated rhythm.  Jack’s “athletic syllable,” the agency of his 
“I” is extended over the first three lines, rhythmically marked by three commas and concluding 
the phrasing with a question mark.  In the poem, content and form merge as the interrogative 
mode (question marks, “wondering,”  “what,” and “uncertainty”) establishes the rhythmic 
inflection.  The poem is responding not to the visual image of the elephants but to the sound of 
elephants.  In this sense, it’s a “call and response,” a musical idiom prevalent not only in jazz, 

but in other forms of American music, such as gospel and blues.  The sound of the words 
“wondering,” “what,” “would,” and “wonder” echo and respond to the elephants “trumpeting.”   
The call and response trope is enforced by the reference to Plato’s Symposium, one of his 
dialogs.   The aural dimensions of the poem reach a jocular pitch in lines nine through eleven.  
The visual authority of National Geographic, noted for its large color glossies, is undermined by 
Heisenberg’s quantum mechanics, which questioned the predictability of the orbits of electrons 
in an atom.  This is followed by allusions to Yeats and Newtonian physics, and a reference to 
Wallace Stevens’ Auroras of Autumn ,  the collection which contains the initial quotation from 
Stevens’ “An Ordinary Evening in New Haven.”  The poem typifies Jack’s use of the sonnet form 
as a rhythmic structure and an instrumental grammar.   In the poem’s final line the “I” remains 
suspended between the fricative “h” sounds (“anyhow,” “hadn’t,” and “heard”) as he presents 
himself by his athletic syllables.  The sonnet concludes with “Tarzan” as a coda or tag.  In the 

eighty odd Tarzan films as well as in the poem, elephants are part of the performance. 

In From Feathers to Iron, Jack wrote: “Only when process and reality coincide can a text 
produce the shock of recognition” (119), and the “shock of recognition” in “The Elephants are 
Screaming” is comic.  This is anticipated in the quotation from Wallace Steven’s “An Ordinary 
Evening in New Haven.”  Aristotle, in his Poetics, identified comedy as the least mimetic of 
literary genres. And Northrup Frye identified comedy as fashioned around an agon between the 



powerless and social conventions of the present moment.  Both criteria of limited mimesis and 

agon reinforce Jack’s central idea of antithetical representation in “Lecture Three” of From 
Feathers to Iron.  In “At Tide’s Change,” the last poem of In the Analogy, the closing lines read: 
““…the first happiness against / itself entirely antithetical to present era (post-Columbus) / 
faltering now in the face of Etna’s signal closing in on us”(258).  The “first happiness” of the 
American experience (for Jack, centered in Ohio) is one of the underlying themes running 
through Jack’s epic, In the Analogy.  One function of the epic is the transmission of cultural 
knowledge.  Another is to entertain. 

This is what separates Jack from Olson. At heart, at the most visceral level, Jack was a “song and 
dance man.”  This is evident from his use of musical references in Book V of In the Analogy, 
“Root Toot a Toot,” as well as in the recent release of “John Clarke and Charles Keil in 

Performance” by Bruce Holsapple at Vox Audio.  But I use the phrase “song and dance man” in 
reference to Bob Dylan, who identified himself in this way after a question about his lyrics.  And 
if Dylan is a song and dance man, so too were Emerson and Melville’s Ishmael and Whitman.  
The literature of American millennialism, sometimes confused as idealism, arrives on the 
American stage the same time as minstrel shows and PT Barnum’s circus performances. There 
are real elephants, here, and Jack heard them braying.  In the Analogy is an epic of that 
unapproachable American experience.  It’s a show that never ends. 

 

 

Notes 

i In my signed copy of From Feathers to Iron, beneath the words “John Clarke” is the signature “John Clarke.”  
However, below that is the inscription: “To Randy, Welcome Aboard! Best, Jack.”  For the purposes of this essay, 
and because I didn’t know him any other way, I use “Jack” throughout the essay. 
 
ii I’m thankful to Mike Boughn for sharing this unpublished work with me. 
 
iii I’m thankful to my colleague, Dan Althoff, for this, and our on-going discussions of grammar and language. 
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