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PREFACE


IT HAS BEEN an engaging experience as well as a pious duty to edit these letters. They are the opening series out of a total of well over six hundred letters that I received from Ian Hamilton Finlay in the period between 1964 and 2003. That the first set of them dates from half a century ago inevitably means that the incidents of my own early years have been brought back to me, with an uncanny vividness, in the interstices of our correspondence. But the full interest lies, of course, in the absorbing record of Finlay’s life at a period when he was searching, quite often in a mood of desperation, for a fresh new direction in his work as a poet. That Finlay later became one of the foremost artists of his generation, not just in Scotland but in the broader international context, is now very widely accepted. Through the fine detail of these extraordinary letters, which are an intimate record of the strains, and occasional successes, of this crucial period, the decisive years that contribute to his singular achievement may be retraced.


I recall saying once to Finlay that the special feature of the letter as a literary genre was that one never went back on the first draft to produce a fair copy. He completely agreed. The principle that the letter should be a vehicle for one’s first thoughts, and not for secondary revisions, is evident here on a number of levels. It is manifest on the surface of the text, so to speak, when he will query his own spelling, but not correct it, and as often as not turn a query or a mistake into a witty episode of word-play. Moreover, the fact that so many of these letters discuss the various possibilities of presenting his poems in graphic terms ensures that the visual exemplification of his thoughts can never be entirely separate from the concrete issues of poetic form. But the other side of this freedom from restraint is a frank and uncensored disposition to pursue his thoughts in whatever direction they may lead. Finlay was all too well aware that his vehement opinions would not overcome the editorial scruples of the magazines to which he frequently wrote, and the most effective way to manifest his views in the public sphere was often to rely on the device of irony. In these private letters, he had no such inhibition. Figures well known to both of us were often caricatured and sometimes by implacable steps demolished, though it is fair to say that hardly any of them fails to be acknowledged, at some point, in a much more favourable light. That this need to pass harsh judgements was, in part, a factor of Finlay’s own endemic anxiety seems very clear from a present perspective. Yet there are also the occasions when he sincerely welcomes and responds to a chance visitor (maybe a transatlantic photographer), displaying a warmth and generosity that was always ready to emerge. I myself was never in any doubt of this side of his character.


An overriding dilemma which cannot be ignored in these letters is his troubled and ambivalent relationship with Scotland; or to be more specific, with the Scottish cultural institutions of the period and a wide section of the Scottish literary and artistic community. This is certainly not the place to put forward any broad assessment of his role as a Scottish poet and artist, though something of a basis for doing so can perhaps be found in the complex and contested relationships that are revealed here. Suffice it here to repeat his own words, as quoted in an interview of 1968 in a Scottish newspaper where it was claimed that he was ‘suspicious of any Scottish good will shown to him’ (see p. 354): ‘My work belongs to Scotland. […] It’s as Scottish as you can get – that’ll be recognised tomorrow if not to-day!’


*


I wish to record here my gratitude to Sue Swan, whose gracious presence at Finlay’s side is so often invoked in these letters, and to Alec Finlay, whose arrival in the household gave rise to a spate of hilarious incidents, but whose writing about his father has achieved an altogether serious fulfilment with the editing of the recent Selected Poems.


I am extremely grateful to Pia Simig, on behalf of the Estate of Ian Hamilton Finlay, who has allowed me to publish these letters, and to Elspeth Healey, Special Collections Librarian of the University of Kansas, at which a large proportion of his correspondence from the 1960s is preserved. All but one of the letters dating from before mid-April 1967 are reproduced by Courtesy of Special Collections. The Lilly Library of the University of Indiana, which also contains an extensive Finlay archive dating from 1967 to 1972, helpfully arranged for me to acquire copies of my own letters to Finlay over that period. These enabled me to annotate many of the references that would otherwise have appeared obscure.


For the photographic illustrations, I have attempted without success to trace the authors of several of the photographs. However, I am indebted to Tom Meyer and the Estate of Jonathan Williams for permission to publish the colour photographs taken at Gledfield in 1965. Patrick Eagar most considerately refurbished his memorable photographs of the Brighton festival for this new publication. Juha Virtanen helped me unstintingly with the editorial work, and compiled the index. John Nicoll was trusting enough to encourage the project from its inception and gave valuable advice throughout, while Jane Havell was the book’s resourceful designer.


Finally, I would like to recognise, and call to mind again, the comradeship of my friends at Cambridge and Duck End, all of whom provided support to Finlay in their different ways, and at varying junctures, in the course of this difficult middle passage of his life as an artist.




NOTE TO THE READER


Virtually all the letters that are published here are transcribed as nearly as possible in their original form. On a few occasions, a page is missing from a particular manuscript, and this is indicated in the text. Brief messages and notes sent to me over the period, usually consisting of a single sheet of paper or a postcard, have generally been omitted from the correspondence, as have any letters from third parties sent as enclosures. Square brackets are used in the text to indicate editorial interventions. It should be noted that Finlay himself frequently used brackets (here shown as round), for example, to enclose the word ‘sic’.


Care has been taken to keep the spontaneity of the writing by retaining the frequent use of ellipses of different lengths (two, three, four or more points) to indicate variable breaks in continuity. Where a misspelling is corrected, or queried, or turned into a pun, the words are retained as written in the text. Finlay’s delight in the manipulation of words and their deployment in space should become evident, both in the subject matter, and in the graphic form that it sometimes takes.


The letters published here divide broadly into typewritten and handwritten scripts, with the latter, in particular, from time to time including small sketches and examples of hand-drawn lettering. Most of these visual details have been replicated here. The photographic illustrations to the text are in part drawn from originals (taken by Finlay and visiting friends) that were enclosed with his letters to me, and in part from the sets of prints commissioned by Finlay from professional photographers, with the purpose of documenting and publicising his work. Images of the garden at Stonypath (later to be named Little Sparta) are in the main contemporary with the letters, and in no case do they date from later than 1973.


Finlay sometimes gave a precise date to his letters, but not infrequently inserted only the day of the week. Where a written date is lacking, the postmark (if available and legible) from the original envelope has usually been inserted in square brackets. Care has been taken throughout to establish the correct chronological sequence of the letters, even where the precise date of writing cannot be determined.


Throughout the whole of this period of more than five years, Finlay did not travel at all in the outside world. With the exception of two hospital visits, he stayed at home, moving from temporary accommodation in Edinburgh to two country locations elsewhere in Scotland, and finally settling with his family at Stonypath in the Pentland Hills, near Edinburgh. These four periods of residence indicate a corresponding division of the letters into four individual sequences. The address that heads each letter within each particular division has not been repeated here, except in occasional cases where the house-name itself has been transformed into a vehicle for wry humour.


STEPHEN BANN


2014




INTRODUCTION


                   ‘Midway along the pathway of our life


                   I found myself in a dark wood . . .’


                            Dante, Divine Comedy, ‘Inferno’, First Canto


IAN HAMILTON FINLAY’S ‘Midway’ emblem, with its allusion to the well-known couplet at the opening of Dante’s Divine Comedy, was published for the first time in 1974.1 Later to appear in his collection Heroic Emblems (1977), it was associated in my attached commentary with the Battle of Midway, fought near the Pacific islands of that name, and long regarded as one of the turning points of the Second World War. I am adopting ‘Midway’ as the title for this collection of Finlay’s letters because the dates selected, 1964–69, correspond to a mid-life period in which Finlay himself was searching, often with great anguish, for the right path to follow.2 Throughout his adult life, Finlay was much plagued with what he described as a ‘nervous anxiety’, and by the early 1960s this had taken the form of an acute agoraphobia. In the decade that followed, and especially from the mid-1970s, he would be able to mobilise the base of his garden at Stonypath (from 1979 named ‘Little Sparta’) to begin a sequence of hard-fought ‘battles’ against the institutions of contemporary secular culture. The period that is covered here began, by contrast, with a series of disorientating moves from place to place. None the less, these five years would prove to be decisive in enabling him to follow his course in an extraordinary process of artistic metamorphosis.


This was, on the one hand, a period in which he managed to achieve the measure of personal security that he had previously lacked. His marriage to Sue, and their settlement in the upland farmstead of Stonypath gifted by Sue’s parents from the autumn of 1966, gave them a house to inhabit, and a landscape that would be theirs to transform. On the other hand, he was preoccupied throughout the whole five-year period with the difficult process of transmuting himself from a poet (albeit a concrete poet, attentive to the design of words on the page) into an artist whose poems had taken on a material form, but only by dint of his success in collaborating with others. The story of how these precious collaborations were initiated, developed, and not infrequently abandoned in despair, is graphically recounted in the sequence of these letters. The occasional successes, when they happen, are celebrated. But, more often than not, it is the difficult stages of the learning process that come to the forefront here.


Without doubt, this process holds a significance that reaches beyond the career of one individual artist. It acquires that significance, indeed, because of the highly unusual development of Finlay’s own earlier career. At the outset of the 1960s, he had achieved an almost overnight celebrity among noted American poets and critics, as a result of the publication of his collection of poems The Dancers Inherit the Party. Not long afterwards, with the publication of Rapel in 1963, he was well on the way to becoming accepted as one of the foremost representatives, in the English-speaking world, of the international movement of concrete poetry. While both these achievements have proved of lasting importance in consolidating his reputation, he was already by 1964 captivated by the project of moving on into new territory.


If poetry could adopt a new syntax on the printed page, why should not poetic form be made materially manifest in a more public medium? Finlay’s commitment, as a practitioner and publisher, to the new genre of the ‘poem-print’ began as early in 1964 to explore that possibility. But was it then necessary to limit poetry to the flat format of the print? The poem constructions in the house and garden at Gledfield, commenced in the summer of 1965, and for the most part unfortunately abandoned when this temporary home had to be vacated a year later, were an initial attempt to put forward some radically new possibilities. Yet to trace the process in this simple incremental way is perhaps to miss the broader import of the direction that Finlay was taking. As these letters clearly show, Finlay’s involvement with new poetic forms was also a clear token of his engagement with some of the leading issues that were traversing the whole spectrum of the visual arts over this period. Despite its very different subject matter, his work can in retrospect be seen to have had a certain kinship with the broad movement of conceptual art that developed in the 1960s. As with conceptual art, his exploration of new linguistic forms can be regarded both as an extension, and a critique, of the tradition of International Modernism.


It is worth recalling here some of the strands that the direction of contemporary art broadly identified as ‘conceptual’ was bringing to the fore in the mid-1960s. In effect, the American milieu in which many of these artists moved touched at several points upon the world of Finlay. Ad Reinhardt, the pioneer of what would come to be known as ‘Minimalism’, contributed an issue to Finlay’s Poor. Old. Tired. Horse. magazine, which benefited from a striking design by Bridget Riley. Among the acknowledged pioneers of ‘minimalist’ art, Carl André was throughout this period composing typewritten scripts that bear a distinct family resemblance to concrete poetry, and have recently been exhibited as an integral part of his oeuvre. Another pioneer, Sol Lewitt, would become, at a later stage, a major collector of Finlay’s inscribed cube poems. Yet it is by no means my intention here to recuperate Finlay as a neglected minimalist or conceptualist. Rather, it is a matter of observing to how great an extent, in the course of these letters, Finlay was directly involved in the issue of print technology, and its relation to language – an issue that also underpinned the conceptualist turn.


This was the period when, for the first time, the personal typewriter (most commonly an Olivetti Lettera) became a work tool for many poets and artists, and in a few cases a direct means of expression (as with Finlay’s longstanding but occasionally irritating friend Dom Sylvester Houédard). This was the period when Letraset (plastic transfer lettering obtainable on sheets) came into general use, and simultaneously the process of offset lithography was developed as a viable alternative to traditional printing by letterpress. Finlay was at a crossroads between these diverse technical possibilities. In this respect, his work from these years persists as a fascinating index of a time when the world of Gutenberg had not yet been overcome by the empire of the computer. At the outset, he is keen to employ the clear geometry of Bauhaus-derived sans serif typography. But he ends up by 1970 with a firm commitment to carved lettering in the tradition of classical epigraphy. This can be taken as a sure pointer to the ‘post-modern’ practice that lay on the other side of his ‘Midway’ period.


Many of the letters published here bear testimony to the excruciating difficulties that he encountered in conserving the aesthetic standard of his pioneering work. This was no doubt inevitable as so many different agencies had to be involved in its production. For instance, it was from the start a matter of persuading professional typographers to take the trouble to set his poems so that they would (at the very least) not end up ‘squint’. Many typographers were called. Only a few were chosen. Demonstrably, the willing cooperation of such typographers as Edward Wright and Michael (Hamish) Glen was integral to the success of several of his most ambitious achievements. Once a poem had been typeset to his satisfaction, it could be carried to a further stage, in the form of a screen print or a panel of sand-blasted glass. It was by no means certain that a poem transposed from the printed page in this way would survive the change of scale and materials. But the only way to determine the matter was to have the models made. Then it was a question of convincing the commercial firms that specialised in plastics and sand-blasting that the works had to be realised with a superlative degree of accuracy. The firms even had to be persuaded to package the finished articles properly for transport, so that they did not arrive at Stonypath in pieces.


When Finlay took his first tentative steps in stocking the Stonypath garden with poems – in the form of inscriptions and constructions – there was a further difficulty to be negotiated. Wooden constructions in the form of weathercocks, and similarly traditional garden features, were commissioned after his own careful designs from craftsmen who specialised in shop signs and other commercial items. But these wooden objects were inevitably condemned to be ephemeral. Stone carvings required much greater expense, and called for a more elevated talent. Reiterated research and requests finally elicited the first crop of stone inscriptions from the local firm of Allan and Sons. But the installation of every new work always brought home to Finlay how much more he might achieve, in terms both of scale and of artistic ambition. By the end of 1969, success was already in sight. He had begun to develop a firm connection with his longest-serving collaborator, the letterer and book designer Ron Costley. He was also on the point of beginning to work with Michael Harvey, one of the foremost letter-carvers in the English tradition of Eric Gill and Reynolds Stone. Harvey would later bring to completion some of the most original garden features at Stonypath, which were soon photographed and thus enabled his message to penetrate to the outside world.


All of this activity was taking place at a time when the finances of Ian and Sue Finlay were precarious in the extreme. The lack of sales at Finlay’s first one-man exhibition of recent work, which was held at the Axiom Gallery in London in the summer of 1968, dashed his hopes of any proportionate return on his increasingly heavy expenditure. The first batches of the letters published here were sold to an American university library at this stage, for his benefit, when the pressure of new projects had begun to exceed by a long way the Finlays’ joint resources. Like many poets and writers of the period, he saw this arrangement as a simple transaction in which the income paid for the continuance of his work.3 Yet, despite the importance of the economic factor, the overriding issue from Finlay’s point of view was the quality of the critical reception that his new work was receiving. To put it in his own terms, it was not simply a matter of hoping for favourable critical judgements. It was always a question of being able to gauge the present state of the culture in so far as it could be inferred from the quality of the criticism, whether it came from a Scottish context, or from further afield.


It would be quite wrong to claim that Finlay’s work was universally ignored throughout these years, or merely damned with faint praise. Yet his own longstanding sense of being an isolated figure in the Scottish literary milieu led him to experience all the more keenly the slights that he did receive. His London show of 1968 was most favourably reviewed in The Spectator by Bryan Robertson, then coming to the end of his tenure as Director of the Whitechapel Gallery, and without any doubt among the most respected of English critics. Finlay, however, was impelled to observe that the show had not been noticed at all in the Scottish press. His well-known decision to develop new areas of poetic experiment seems to have made it politic for editors to exclude even his early poems from some of the anthologies of contemporary Scottish verse that were published during the period. This was an omission that he did not fail to notice, and understandably held to be unjust. The Scottish poet Edwin Morgan, a loyal friend whom he respected much of the time (but who sometimes left him exasperated), used his good offices to attract the interest, and indeed the patronage, of the Scottish branch of the Arts Council. But Finlay’s relationship with that institution soon turned tempestuous, and would continue to be so for many years. The establishment of a new magazine, bravely entitled Scottish International, at first grasped his attention. But its credit with him rapidly ran out when what he took to be undue deference to other elements of the local literary scene was matched with silence on the subject of his Wild Hawthorn Press publications.


Retracing the history of the period through Finlay’s letters, one cannot fail to be struck all the same by the pervasiveness of what could be termed a common literary and artistic culture – with a consistency that has perhaps ceased to be so evident today. Tuning into this culture was a matter of paying attention to a relatively small number of publications and broadcast items, which most of the people throughout Britain we were in touch with could be presumed to have read or seen. The television reception at Stonypath was highly erratic, but it did succeed in relaying my own occasional appearances on the medium (Finlay’s letter complaining about Robert Robinson’s treatment of me, in an interview about concrete poetry at the 1967 Brighton Festival, received a very polite acknowledgment from the BBC). Finlay habitually took note of what was being published in The Spectator and the New Statesman, and his reading of the Sunday Times and the Observer was terminated only when he decided to swap them both for the easier reading of the Sunday Telegraph. What is more, all of these publications were disposed to comment at some stage – though not always to his satisfaction – on the matter of concrete poetry, and his own contribution to the movement.


Most addictive of all these publications, and indeed infuriatingly hard to ignore, was the Times Literary Supplement. In his position as Assistant Editor, John Willett4 had set a resolute course in charting the very diverse international avant-garde movements of the 1960s, and he gave space to Finlay’s poems, as well as writing his own intermittent critical appraisals of the published work. By any token (and again in comparison with the policy of the present day), the openness of the TLS to international developments in this field was remarkably catholic. Yet Willett possessed the unfailing knack of commending Finlay’s work for what Finlay judged to be the wrong reasons, and what is more he also praised the efforts of other avant-garde poets and publishers for having qualities that, in Finlay’s estimation, they certainly did not possess. Willett achieved a peak in describing one of Finlay’s own poem-prints as ‘graphically undistinguished’, and compounded that judgement in further correspondence by inferring that Finlay himself could not have personally approved of the design. ‘Graphically undistinguished’ is a phrase that resonates in some of these letters, not least when Willett sends Finlay a home-made Christmas card that Finlay proclaims to have fulfilled that criterion definitively.


Finlay’s need for critical acceptance, and his intense reaction to any sign that his merits were being ignored, may be understood on several different levels. First of all, it was hardly surprising that he looked for some validation in the press, when, apart from personal letters and visits, this was his only means of contact with the outside world. It should be emphasised once again that the letters brought together here were virtually all sent from four particular locations, three of them being homes situated deep in the Scottish countryside (the only exceptions being two letters sent from a hospital bed). All the same, the wish for his merits to be recognised was by no means simply a factor of his isolation. The wider picture that emerges here is of an abiding concern, not just to be recognised for his personal achievements, but to enter into contact with a group of like-minded figures who would share his values, and hopefully exemplify them in their own practice.


It was this kind of contact that he often despaired of finding in Scotland, however much he appreciated the occasional signs of acknowledgement there. Scottish literary culture had come to reserve a special place for poetry, and doubtless this was a major reason why his own increasing focus on the visual arts as the relevant paradigm for his work met with such incomprehension, and even hostility, in Scotland.5 The positive reception of his early poems by some of the leading lights of American poetry continued to provide an alternative basis of support well into this period, even though the same years were also dogged by the debacle of the protracted American gestation of The Blue and the Brown Poems. When Finlay had first become aware of the international movement of Concrete Poetry in 1963, it was no doubt in the expectation that this would prove to be just such a like-minded group of visually literate poets that he was encouraged to welcome it so wholeheartedly. No message comes across more forcibly in these letters than the increasingly painful recognition that this was not to be the case. The last letter published here, dating from the final month of 1969, carries the bitter message that ‘the decade of concrete poetry’ is over.


Finlay’s growing sense of disenchantment with the international avant-garde comes to achieve a profound intensity in these letters. Yet, for a brief period, the little group of Cambridge students to which I belonged proved capable of fulfilling the role for which other imagined communities were found wanting. This is hardly the place to discuss at any length how and why the atmosphere in Cambridge was propitious for our links with Finlay. Cambridge certainly possessed in Kettle’s Yard a unique and accessible collection of international modernist art. Its founder, Jim Ede, managed to meet the Finlays around the time of the opening of my correspondence, and Finlay’s half-admiring, half-satirical attitude to the modernist ethos of Ede’s collection was epitomised at a later stage when he termed Kettle’s Yard ‘The Louvre of the pebble’. Cambridge also happened to have at the time a very lively Faculty of Architecture, presided over by the leading modernist architect Sir Leslie Martin, and a fledgling degree in History of Art was growing up under its wing. Moreover, Donald Davie, the noted critic and specialist in modern American poetry, was teaching in the English Faculty in Cambridge for the early half of the 1960s.


These different strands all came together in the affiliations of the group of students with whom Finlay began to correspond. Mike Weaver,6 who was writing a doctoral thesis on William Carlos Williams under the supervision of Donald Davie, was the first of us to establish a link with Finlay by way of correspondence, and it was under his aegis that I first met Finlay in Edinburgh in August 1964. Philip Steadman,7 a friend of mine from school who was reading for a degree in architecture, was already well embarked by that date on the editing and design of the little magazines that provided us with a platform: first, Image (1964–66), which was hijacked to serve our avant-garde agenda, then his own superbly designed publication Form (1966–69), for which Mike Weaver and I acted as contributing editors. Reg Gadney8 was at the start of this period reading for a Part II in History of Art, and as Editor of Granta he published the catalogue of the enterprise that launched our various investigations into the avant-garde: ‘The First International Exhibition of Concrete and Kinetic Poetry’, held at St Catharine’s College in November 1964.


It becomes apparent through the evidence of these letters that we soon coalesced as a group in Finlay’s mind, and his response to the successive issues of Image and Form, as and when they appeared, was almost uniformly enthusiastic. Steadman’s setting of a number of his new concrete poems in Form 3 (December 1966) gave him immense pleasure, at a time when the decision about how best to present his work typographically had become particularly fraught. Before that date, Steadman, Gadney and I were renting a seventeenth-century thatched cottage in the village of Girton, a few miles outside Cambridge, and Finlay was highly entertained by our postal address: ‘Duck End’. This hamlet soon came to represent for him, as he remarked in one letter, ‘the most civilized corner in these islands’. When ‘the Ducks’ eventually dispersed, as they were obliged to do after 1967 for a variety of reasons, he was disconsolate. But it should be mentioned that, in the very same year, he discovered another little pocket of like-minded figures, who proved capable of adopting some of his outstanding projects when illness obliged him to abandon the broader publishing role of the Wild Hawthorn Press. This was the editorial duo of the Tarasque Press, Stuart Mills and Simon Cutts, who were based initially at the Trent Book Shop in Nottingham. Mills, with his wife Rosemary and their impressively large Weimaraner dog Ben, soon became frequent and welcome visitors to Stonypath.


Over the five years of our own correspondence, I also made several visits to Stonypath, and my personal relationship with Finlay became increasingly close. I was taking on by gradual stages the role of what Alec Finlay has termed his father’s ‘preferred commentator’.9 Of course, I had no sense of this at the outset. Of the Duck End team I was, in several respects, perhaps the least likely to strike up an abiding connection, being a postgraduate history student working on a thesis about an early nineteenth-century French politician and historian. This was, in effect, the beginning of my academic career as an historian (more recently a historian of art), some of whose early trials can be eavesdropped on occasionally in the asides of our correspondence. On the other hand, I could list a number of features that perhaps predisposed us to a close relationship. My mother was half-Scottish, and I had often spent time on holiday in Scotland as a child. My earliest experience of the cultural treasures of a great city was on a number of visits in the late 1950s and early 1960s to the home of a schoolfriend in Edinburgh, most often during the period of the Festival. I also studied as a classicist at school before I became a historian, and I had cultivated a special taste for French literature. When my PhD studies took me to Paris, in the academic year 1964–65, I continued my moonlighting in the contemporary arts, which had begun before I arrived at Cambridge. My first adult publications were to be in the field of twentieth-century art, before I reverted to the nineteenth century.


Most significantly, perhaps, I was, or then considered myself to be, a poet and an artist. My painting was taking the form of topographical watercolours, usually of sites in France and Germany. My poetic production had hit a barrier in Cambridge, as I became more and more interested in the practices of the modernist avant-garde. The new appreciation of poetic form that had emerged in connection with concrete poetry struck an instant chord with me. Indeed, it was as a result of having sent him a few specimens of my own tentative work in the genre that I began to correspond with Finlay shortly after my first visit in August 1964. As can be observed in the first letter published here, and in several subsequent letters, his response was always extremely generous. For a number of years, he encouraged my poems with selective praise and helpful criticism. Reciprocally, he often looked to me for early comments on his own work, at a stage when each new venture was likely to prove a leap into uncharted territory. Within a short period, he was asking me if I was interested in writing published commentaries and articles relating to his work. These commissions led, in their turn, to projects of a wider scope, beginning with the special issue of the Beloit Poetry Journal on concrete poetry in Fall 1966, and culminating the following year with an outdoor exhibition of work by concrete poets at the first Brighton Festival, and my international anthology of concrete poetry published by London Magazine Editions. All of these projects involved extensive discussions with Finlay about poems and poets, which form the substance of many of these letters. Not all of the projects that he advocated, and I supported, came to pass: in the case already mentioned of The Blue and the Brown Poems, interminably delayed on the other side of the Atlantic, the trials of the poet tipped over from tragedy to something approaching farce.


The fundamental point in my favour, no doubt, was that I proved to be a faithful correspondent and friend. Finlay himself was so assiduous in attending to his letters, and so generous in dispatching presents of his latest work, that he appeared to me to have the right to expect an equivalent response. When any of his friends persisted in staying out of touch he tended to become highly agitated, and on some occasions might appear in the letters to become unreasonably demanding. Mike Weaver moved to the United States to pursue his research before the Cambridge group coalesced at Duck End. His close connection with Finlay was never fully re-established, and the consequences are painfully played out in the later half of this correspondence, with my own collaborative role being highlighted by contrast. The severity of Finlay’s judgements on those who fell short in this respect may seem, on the evidence of some of these letters, to be excessive. But it is certainly the case that he was willing to make amends once a crisis had passed. In one letter included here, he passes comment on the dispiriting behaviour of a person who might hold that the proper conduct, on receiving an olive branch, was to put it away in a drawer. I reminded him of this very point many years later, when we too had fallen out for a while, and thereupon my own gift of an olive branch (plucked from a tree on a visit to Delphi) was gracefully accepted.


It is interesting to observe in retrospect how often, over the course of these five years, I myself was on the move, visiting and revisiting many sites in France, Italy, Germany and Spain, and also discovering new places such as Kansas City and Prague. On occasions, Finlay feigned to be a trifle disapproving of this propensity to take leave of British shores, and addressed me (not, indeed, seriously) as a ‘gallivanter’ (see pl. 19). But it appears that I did not, at any juncture, neglect to answer his letters for very long. I could already anticipate that he would take his place among the great letter writers of the period, and I am now more than ever convinced that he will come to be regarded as one of the last of his kind. Finlay’s praise for the style and content of my own letters might seem, to me as well, a little overdone. Yet I was never in any doubt that this was a genuine exchange of minds, for which my own traditional and classical English education had provided me with some resources of knowledge that he had not had the opportunity to acquire.10 Our exchange, of texts and ideas, was far from being exhausted by the end of the 1960s. In the early 1970s it became even more relevant, as Finlay’s studies led him back from the twentieth century to the Renaissance and the Classical world, while his practice became more and more focused on creating a garden that resonated with their messages. For the three decades that followed, and barring two interruptions, our correspondence continued.


1. See 20th Century Studies 12 (1974), p. 71.


2. This introduction does not attempt to fill out the broader biographical context for Finlay’s work, which is described admirably by his son, Alec Finlay, in Ian Hamilton Finlay: Selections (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2012), pp. 1–61.


3. Terence Williams, the Librarian at the University of Kansas who arranged the purchase, once asked me in a letter how Finlay would feel about his letters becoming public. As far as I can see, he positively welcomed the chance, not simply because it helped him to continue his commissions, but because he recognised the importance of constituting an archive of his work in an academic institution. In the early 1970s, he compiled all his working materials and incoming correspondence with a view to depositing them in the Lilly Library at the University of Indiana. This arrangement, however, concluded in 1972.


4. John Willett (1917–2002) began his career as a theatre designer, and later became an expert on the theatre of Brecht, whose plays he translated. After the Second World War he became a journalist, and as Deputy Editor of the TLS initiated a series of issues dealing with avant-garde art and poetry throughout the world.


5. In an article of 1 September 1967 in the New Statesman, Tom Nairn commented harshly: ‘The meaning of the extraordinary prevalence of poetry in modern Scottish literature is evident. . . . Poetry, which ought to arise out of a prose culture, instead has to be a substitute for it, as in MacDiarmid. Poetry has to conjure up the national culture, as well as the nation itself through an impossible encyclopedic lyricism.’ Finlay’s constant reference to the visual arts must have seemed provocative in this context. In a letter published here (p. 138), he proposed that a good measure for judging the quality of Scottish poets would to ask them to name their favourite painters . . .


6. Mike Weaver read English at Magdalene College, graduating in 1961, and had returned to Cambridge to do a research degree. After a period of study in the United States, and the completion of his PhD, he taught American Studies for many years at the universities of Exeter and Oxford, where he was Reader in American Literature. In addition to his first book, William Carlos Williams: The American Background (1971), he has published studies of the photographers Julia Margaret Cameron, Alvin Langdon Coburn and Henry Fox Talbot, while also coediting the journal History of Photography between 1991 and 2000. In 2012–13, he was Donald E. Gallup Fellow at the Beinecke Library, Yale University, and worked on the American photographer Paul Strand. He is an Emeritus Professorial Fellow at Linacre College, Oxford.


7. Philip Steadman studied Architecture at Trinity Hall, Cambridge, from 1960 to 1965, and after graduating joined the newly formed Centre for Land Use and Built Form Studies at Cambridge. In 1977, he moved to the Open University, where he was Director of the Centre for Configurational Studies until 1998. He joined the Bartlett School, at University College London, in 1999, and is at present Emeritus Professor of Urban and Built Form Studies. He published Vermeer’s Camera in 2001, and his study, The Evolution of Designs: Biological Analogy in Architecture and the Applied Arts, originally published in 1979, appeared in a revised version in 2008.


8. Reg Gadney was commissioned in the Coldstream Guards before going up to Cambridge, where he read English and History of Art at St Catharine’s College. He then won a Theodore von Karman Scholarship to MIT, where he worked with the artist Gyorgy Kepes. Returning to England, he became Deputy Controller of the National Film Theatre in 1969, and in 1970 joined the teaching staff of the Royal College of Art, where he remained for fifteen years, becoming successively Senior Tutor, Fellow and Pro-Rector. After 1984, he became a full-time writer, producing screenplays and publishing numerous novels, including The Scholar of Extortion (2003). In 2010, an exhibition of his paintings was held at the Rebecca Hossack Gallery in London.


9. Ian Hamilton Finlay: Selections, p. 3.


10. This is also the place to acknowledge the important collaborative role played by Jessie Sheeler (née McGuffie), who co-founded the Wild Hawthorn Press and the magazine Poor. Old. Tired. Horse. with Finlay in the early 1960s. Brought up in Edinburgh, she read Classics at Edinburgh University, and later became Head of Classics at Bedales School. Her assistance in creating Stonypath’s first Latin inscription is noted here (p. 180). Her longstanding connection with Finlay is further manifested in her authorship of the first book specifically devoted to the garden, Little Sparta: The Garden of Ian Hamilton Finlay (London: Frances Lincoln, 2003).




I


EDINBURGH


September 1964–March 1965





It was in late August 1964 that Mike and Liz Weaver picked me up at my parents’ house in Yorkshire, and we drove together to Edinburgh to meet Ian Hamilton Finlay, with whom Mike had already opened up a correspondence. We spent several hours with him, over two days, and were introduced to his future wife, Sue Swan, and a longstanding female friend, Lesley Lendrum. He was then living in two rooms in Fettes Row, in the New Town, but was to lose the use of one of them soon afterwards. During the next few months, Ian and Sue made plans to move out of Edinburgh into the country. I myself was also on the move. A postgraduate history student at Cambridge, I was about to spend a fortnight on holiday in Germany and Austria, before taking up my second year of doctoral research in Paris. Soon after my return from Edinburgh, I wrote to Finlay, enclosing a number of my own poems.


24 Fettes Row,


Edinburgh


14 September [1964]


Dear Stephen,


thank you very much for your letter and for the poems. Can I keep these just now, or do you want them back? I am very pleased to be able to see them. And if – no, I mean when, you do more, I would be glad to see them too.


It was lovely meeting you, though I am so hopeless at conversing, unless just on rare occassions (spelling?) when life is being very safe and settled, which it hasn’t been this year. But it was good, and good to remember, because nice people are quite rare (or perhaps not, but I think so.)


I hope you got on fine in Germany. I have not done any poems since I saw you, because there has not been a quiet opportunity, but I hope I can give them lots of time soon. Sue and I are together now, and hope to go away to the country – well, we are trying to find a house to go to. Lesley [Lendrum] is back in Glasgow and Edinburgh is not all flags and noises like it was when you were here. I don’t have my upstairs room now, which is sad – but we are packing, and trying to be patient.


Did you see any Franz Mon books when you were in Germany?1 He is interesting, I think. Lesley read me big bits of the wee Mon book which I have. What did you think of wee Decio’s code poem in the TLS?2


I don’t understand it at all, and neither can anyone else I have showed it to. That wouldn’t stop me liking it, which I did at first, but then I was thinking that it does not really work by aesthetic means, but is just a kind of visual algebra. I mean, it is like allegory, as opposed to symbol. Or, the shapes work heraldically and not because of something implicit in the being of the lines. All the same, it is interesting. And perhaps I do misunderstand the method. I feel awfully jealous of all these Brazilian football poems and references to Pele, etc. because I’ve always wanted to do a football poem and have never seen how.


This is a little present of my Canal 3 for you. The production is not perfect but perhaps good enough.


Please forgive this scrappy letter meanwhile. I was truly happy you came with Mike, thank you. All good wishes for just now.


Aye,


Ian


Stephen, I hope you will come and see us in our Castle-in-the-Mountains, love from Sue.


6 October [1964]


Dear Stephen,


Thank you so much for your letter. It was nice to hear from you. Thank you too for the poems, the greening grasshoppers and the concertina one, with my name amid stars.3 If and when Sue and I get a house (for we still don’t know about the house in Strontian) we will put this on the mantelpiece, (if there is a mantelpiece). Thank you.


I haven’t heard from Mike since he did the article,4 so I was very glad to hear about the whole thing, from you. It sounds fine, and I am really looking forward to what you say about structure and communication – this does seem to be a subject that can be usefully written on, in so far as people can’t seem by themselves to grasp that there ARE different modes of communicating, and it seems a thing that they COULD grasp, if it was explained. I am awfully keen to see this and wish the month would pass so it would be November and I could get to hope the magazine MIGHT, at least might, come any day . . .


While you are in Paris, will you watch out for me to see if you can find anything with repros of Vasarely, and if you can, I would send the money. Thank you. I read in a mag. that he is sarcastic which seems a pity, because I imagined you might get to see him and have some wee cups of tea and cosy chats.


Here is the new (noncon) POTH.5 Next will be con, if we ever find k,k,k, cash to do it. All the same, I like this one fine. I only regret the free lollipop I had meant to be included in each and that we could not afford. I think all these poems are sweet, and red, green, and blue. But, I am notorious for my good taste. THAT is considered a very bad thing in this country (Scotland) – a kind of ignorance, indeed.


(There now, I am being as bad as Vasarely.)


All last week we had Sylvester [Houédard] here,6 and it was very nice, and very safe feeling. He is very much a monk. He had just been seeing


Mike and that seemed to have gone off well. Now he has gone on to Pluscardine [Abbey], and if we are in the highlands before he comes back down, he may come over and see us. It is a relief to meet someone after writing many letters, and still find you like each other. As it were.


People are FOOLS, don’t you think. A Glasgow lady-writer, wrote me that she couldn’t understand Canal 3, so I quoted what you said about the cathedral staying still while the other things moved, and she wrote back very intellectually (as she thinks) and said that explained why she hadn’t liked the poem, because she doesn’t approve of cathedrals and creeds. Oh dear oh dear oh dear.


Augusto [de Campos]’s ‘city’ poem is ready now but we haven’t sent any off yet, having been too busy with envelope-ing POTH. It has come out very well, though – (unless there is some awful error that I haven’t seen, which is always a worry). So now I must think about the new POTH – there will be things by the young one Anthony Steele7 – do you know his pictures? And concrete poems from Germany and places like that – I suppose I mean Belgium (which I always confuse with Holland: it is handier when they have sea in between). (Though Sue thought Beyreuth – spelling? – was in S America.)


But I dearly wish we were settled so I could unpack my fretsaw. I am planning to do a poem right down the wall of the house, as soon as possible. TEAS 2/6.


When we offered Sylvester a chocolate he put his hand in the packet and smiled and said, Oh, I have taken two.


This will have to do for now because there are ever so many letters to be written. I do hope all is well with you and that we will keep in touch. Very warm wishes,


Aye,


Ian


– and Sue


28 October [1964]


Dear Stephen,


thank you so much for your letter. It was a pleasure to get it, and the Vasarely things too8 . . . A great treat for me, thank you. The sentences from V are very interesting. They do fit so well with my own feelings, and even with some of my words. It’s a great thing to have that sheet. I’d love to have the whole thing, but as I don’t read French, and Sue doesn’t, there seems little point in it. Perhaps you could sort of send me 2 additional sentences of V’s in each letter you write . . Would that be ok?


I feel so pleased with these ones, that I think I will send him Rapel9 via you, and if you see him you could take it, and if you don’t, perhaps your friend could? Would that be a great bother? Anyway I will send one, soon, in case.


I have also been thinking, that I’d like to start a series of single sheet large-ish poem-prints – you know, to frame like a print of a painting, only they’d be concrete poems – to be done by the Wild Hawthorn, and if you do see him, perhaps you could ask if he would do one. I mean, we could not pay him, and he must be used to getting paid now – but on the other hand we don’t have money and do our best, and everything, and so it would be quite just to ask him. In that way. Please let me know if you can ask.


Your comments on the de Campos city poem are just splendid, and very clear to me – not obscure at all. Thank you. It is so nice you know to get a sensible and warm response about things, and gives one hope to go on.


We have just had a very hectic weekend with Robert Creeley.10 Very nice, but the other smart-set – no, I mean the other, (smart) set, were hellish to him, and he had a fearful time with his party, that they gave for him, and then at his first reading, too. But we had some nice talks by the gasfire, and he gave a second reading in the university which went ok. He was very pleased with his evening in Cambridge, with Mike, and with their talk about concrete – he seems to look back on it as one of the very best things in his time in Britain. Otherwise he was a bit fed-up at British rudeness, and lack of concern about things. I knew, of course, that the public part of the weekend, was likely to be a debacle, and it certainly was . . . Robert is very amiable about concrete, and I think he will make a few of the American ones take it more seriously than they have done so far . . . He talks very rapidly, in a very compact way . . . quite fascinating to follow. He also spoke nicely about the Wild H in the university here, and that is nice to think of . . . .


I’ve been having a lot of very friendly letters from German poets . . . Heinz Gappmayr, who just sent his new coll. of concretes – Ernst Jandl, who will be in next POTH . . . and Gunter Falk, of ‘manuskripte’, who wants to reprint from some of our publications.. All very encouraging. And friendly people.


I gave your Paris address to Ann McGarrell (see last POTH) in the hope that, if she is lonely in Paris, she might see you. She seems a very nice person.


Sue has got this enormous new tank for the goldfish, and it looks – says Lesley – like an Albers, and really does a wee bit. I want to make some underwater poems to go in it – isn’t that a nice idea. But the problem is, how to waterproof Letraset.


There was a lady novelist here with Robert, called Ann Quin, who has a novel called ‘Berg’ done by Calder.11 For some reason my friend Gillian [Johnson] who you unfortunately didn’t meet, called it ‘The Tortoise’ (to Ann) – I was quite delighted. Actually, one can quite imagine awful Calder doing a nature series, with lots of sex.


I am just so longing to see Image. Robert is looking forward to it too. And another Robert, in Glasgow, who I was telling about your article . . . as far as I could, without having read it, that is.


Stephen, can you tell me who Pierre Albert-Birot is, who so nicely sent me a copy of his very posh-looking novel?12


I finally got the Cinquieme Saison edition with the record of Gysin etc. It was awfully nice of H Chopin to send it, but it is quite a bore really.13 The record mostly sounds like people playing trains, which I love to do myself, but I don’t think of it as avant-garde. Anyway, they just chuff and don’t even whistle. I must send them a copy of Signals.14


Thank you for drawing me the nice notice.


Please send me any nice catalogues or anything, that you pick up, because it is really so good to see things like that.


Warmest wishes – from Sue too. And more, many thanks.


Aye,


Ian


17 November [1964]


Dear Stephen,


thank you so much for your letter. I’m delighted Telegrams [from my windmill] got there safely and that you like it OK.


I was also delighted to have the further paragraphs of V[asarely]. The 2 lots now make a wee trove inside the catalogue you sent.15 I have been thinking – well, not thinking because one scarcely ever thinks really – but what is called thinking, about the sort of issues that he raises in his para. about the Impressionists – the man-celebrated versus the man-produced . . I have very ambivalent feelings about this. For instance, it is not really true that an impressionist picture merges into nature – that seems like a metaphor being presented as a fact. If one enjoys even Monet, one is not only enjoying nature in a sort of handy form. And then, it could be quite academic to substitute technology for nature as a measure – do you follow, Stephen? My present feeling is, that one can apply an aesthetic sense to technology as well as to nature, to produce art which is quite different from either. But it’s no good being as mimetic, as it were, in relation to technology as some artists have been in relation to nature. (which seems likely to happen.) For myself, I’d be happy to make lyrics from computers, so long as they were lyrics – all these things are only methods. But, I do like the other things V. says. I always get worried, though, at any hints of the barbaric. And I have a very bad cold.


Every day I rush to the letterbox looking for Image. . . .


Did the Rapels arrive, and did you manage to deliver them? If you can see V., please make a special point of him doing a poem/print for us, because I’m trying to get this series to become an actuality. I’ve so far written Franz Mon (no answer yet), and [Ferdinand] Kriwet (answer a muddled ‘yes’, but he has the brash, presuming thing of so many of the ones in their 20’s, so I wrote back quite firmly and we’ll have to see what happens now), and to John Furnival. And I put my own ‘poster poem’ in to get done by silk screen as a poster by poster-doing people . . and have the proof today . . So, please Stephen, if you can possibly persuade V., or get him to write me, please do. I will be awfully grateful.


We still haven’t got a place in the country . . but are surviving.


Sylvester was here yesterday for a brief moment – which is all it takes for the whole floor to get strewn with all manner of outlandish little magazines that please Sylvester and worry me no end, so I can’t ever see why the editor did them at all . . . or whether the poets love the bomb, or dislike it; hate sex even more than Bishops, or go on nasty for some special reason I am too stupid to see . . . Oh yugh, yugh. Anyway, dear Sylvester was as calm as ever, in the centre of his chaos . . . and may be going to lecture here on Thursday, we shall have to wait and see.


It’s hard to know if the Claes Oldenburg thing is a catalogue or a menu – “Mouth water” was nice.16


I am living on Ribena and tangerines in an ethos of paper hankies.


So I think I will have to stop. I hope Paris is fine. And that you’ll write when you can.


Aye,


Ian


– from Sue, too –


The issue of Image on kinetic art and concrete poetry, edited from Cambridge by Philip Steadman, was published in November 1964. It contained Mike Weaver’s article, ‘Concrete and Kinetic: the Poem as Functional Object’, my article, ‘Communication and structure in concrete poetry’, and an extract from a letter of 17 September 1963 from Finlay to the French poet Pierre Garnier, which has since been extensively republished. This text explained the genesis of Finlay’s interest in concrete poetry: ‘“concrete” began for me with the extraordinary (since wholly unexpected) sense that the syntax I had been using, the movement of language in me, at a physical level, was no longer there – so it had to be replaced with something else, with a syntax and movement that would be true of the new feeling (which existed only in the vaguest way, since I had, then, no form for it . . .).’ The letter also included a memorable definition of the concrete poem: ‘It is a model, of order, even if set in a space which is full of doubt’.


I returned from Paris in late November to attend the opening of the ‘first international exhibition of concrete, phonetic and kinetic poetry’, held in the Rushmore Rooms at St Catharine’s College, Cambridge (28 November – 5 December 1964). This was organised by Mike Weaver, Philip Steadman and Reg Gadney (editor of the undergraduate magazine Granta which published the catalogue). Finlay was represented by a full selection of his concrete works to date.


25 November [1964]


Dear Stephen,


what a really lovely letter from you yesterday: thank you so much. A super letter to get.


So I did see Image (briefly, Sylvester having walked off with my copy the day I got it) and I think your essay and Mike’s, and Eugen [Gomringer]’s,17 really splendid – and the whole presentation is fine. It’s all clear, straight, and dignified, and adult. I didn’t have time to read the other essays, but will when I get Image again. . . . It was a great pleasure.


No, you haven’t duplicated any of the V. paragraphs, and I’m delighted to have the new ones, thank you. Jessie [Sheeler], too, sent me a little V. catalogue/book from N.Y., with some colour in it . . . very fascinating.


I like your ‘ecce’ poem (lyric version) and would be pleased to use this in a future POTH, if I may – though there is the question of when, because it won’t (I think) fit in number 13, and as 12 is just out, 14 must be some time away still (in view of lack of cash . . .) But if it is still available, I would be happy to use it . . . You could let me know. Please?18


I like very much the things you say about machine/kinetic. I do myself feel that virtual movement is much more interesting, and much less limited in its possibilities. The things you say about machine sculptures are absolutely accurate – at least for me. (Though I do like the idea of things moved by wind, sea, or moon . . .)


But, I suppose I am biased toward the lyric form.


I will be pleased if you have sent Rapel to V. (short of having got to see him) and explained in a letter about the poster-size poem . . . Thank you, if you managed this.


Then, I was delighted to hear about P. Albert-Birot. The poster poem of his that you drew for me, would be very welcome in our series, and if you could find a moment to write to him at once about this, explaining that we have no money but would do our best with it (as you know we would) I’d be very grateful . . . That is, if he could send his copy (mss) and instructions, we would go ahead as soon as possible. The sooner he sent the mss, the better. Could you manage this, Stephen? I think that would fit beautifully into the series. . . . It is charming.


(Yeddie [Edwin] Morgan is always reproving me for my love of the charming, which he seems to equate with the trivial, and demanding from POTH what he calls “the hairy dance”. He means “strength”. But I think that is a merely fashionable view, and a real misunderstanding of aesthetics.)


Re my fir/far, I think what you say is one possible facet of that poem. The repetition of fir is needful to achieve the force of the nuance fir/far. I had in mind (somewhere) this sentence from Kierkegaard –


“Like a lone spruce fir, egotistically circumscribed, pointing toward loftier spheres, I stand, casting no shadow, and only the stock-dove builds its nest in my branches.”


And the memories of the pines of Perthshire, which I once stayed among. . . . And Caspar David Frederich’s (spelling?) astonishing painting of the crucifixion set on a Northern mountain-top, amid pines . . .19


. . . and many other things ——


– an early attempt at concrete


[image: ]


that is still somewhere in my drawer . . .


[image: ]


The fir and pine have always fascinated me. I used to go for wood every evening through an extraordinary landscape of pines and mountains which I still owe many poems to . . .


Here, too, is the new POTH – I hope you like it a wee bit.


Thank you so much for your very super letter – a real pleasure to get.


Write when you can. Warm wishes –


Aye,


Ian


29 December [1964]


Dear Stephen,


thanks so much for your letter and for the beautiful card. It really is a very beautiful card.


Fancy little Gustav Metzger (or Otto Destructive as I think of him) coming to the exhibition!20 Did he have on his diver’s boots that reach to his neck?


Thank you so much for writing Albert-Birot and V.


I had the nicest letter from A-B, and the poem you told me about . . . and it is almost ready . . . . except that the printer could not manage the beautiful border. . . .


And I had a nice letter from V. too, and he is sending something. I imagine he may not QUITE understand what is wanted, but if what he sends is unsuitable, I think he would send something else because he wrote concisely but amiably.


So thank you very much indeed.


Lucky you to see the Jasper J show.21 I DO like him very much. The flags are almost, as they say, edible. . . .


Sue and I are still lacking the wee house. So Christmas has been rather exhausted, and sad. But we are still struggling along, and I even managed to finish a few new, very wee, poems.


I have also started a ‘playbook’ with Letraset for long winter afternoons. It is nice to do. You should get some Letraset to play with.


And I made a round poem in Letraset, and put it in a mount and stretched a net over it . . I think you would like it quite well. The net was Sue’s shopping basket.


For my Christmas I got a beautiful red Yo-yo, an ‘Oor Wullie Annual’ (I suppose you don’t know Oor Wullie but it is a comic strip which should be brought to the attention of R. Lich[t]enstein), and a pair of compasses, so that future round poems won’t have to be the size of the sugar-bowl, decreasing to the egg-cup.


People who do not read the TLS editorials miss a lot. Did you see this gratuitous sentence:


“After all, the tradition of describing ponds is a largely uncorrupted one: not so the language of embrace.”22


Which I shall certainly put in a book.


Thank you so much for the further sentences from V. I have a fine wee collection of them now.


I’m glad the exhibition was a success. I had a long letter from Mike, and he was feeling happy about it, in retrospect. So that was just fine.


I shall stop here for a while, and wish you a very happy New Year, Stephen. Write again when you feel like it. Meanwhile, love from Sue and I, and take care of yourself.


Aye,


Ian


PS A boy was here yesterday who had seen Image and was praising your article.


Monday [late Jan./early Feb.1965]


Dear Stephen,


Delightful to hear from you.


I hope you got on fine with


V. – do tell me all about it. I would be terrified and unable to think of a word to say.


He did send this


silkscreen print – signed – and very lovely. Not a poem though, but still we can fit it in ok. There’s a transparent other-bit that goes with it too. The only snag is that we have to pay his gallery 20 something percent of the profits . . . but as it’s profits, I suppose that’s not impossible.


Maybe they can use the odd tuppenceha’penny.


It was great to hear from you again. I like your letters a lot. The quote from Dubuffet is splendid. So obvious but who ever said it? Thank you.


We have 4 of the poem/prints (Mon Kriwet me A-Birot) ready and John F[urnival]’s is at printer. Separately we are sending you the 4 (not waiting for John’s) and I am wondering if you could manage to write an article on the Wild H in general, perhaps concrete in general . . . or starting with a bit about your visit to V. and going on to us . .


An article that the


Guardian might print, because we are urgently wanting to make known that we have the poem/print series, but sending review copies to the Guardian seems futile. Sue said it might be a bit forward to ask you, but what I had thought was, that you might really enjoy writing such a piece as an extra and if the G. didn’t use it, the Times might . . or the Spectator . . .23


Anyway the 4


prints will get posted to you shortly and you know what John’s work is like, enough to mention him . . .?


Talking of articles, I hear from J[ohn] Sharkey that he has written an attack on my poems for Les Lettres.24 He explained to me that his article was not “entirely destructive” as he had suggested some ways out of the impasse my poetry is in . . . Very kind of him.


Really, it is high time he was dealt with. He has never written a thing that is even of little mag. standard and his poems like the Kennedy one he had in ‘Ou’25 (can’t think WHAT Chopin was thinking of) are SO lacking in taste, so thoroughly bad, as to be an embarrassment . . . . He needs put in his place.


We have good hopes of a house near the Dornoch Firth (far North) with 3 bedrooms and 2 other rooms . . . but nothing can be definite till we see the owner on March 20 . a long wait, alas. But it sounds promising.


Meanwhile we are working hard. John F[urnival]’s POTH will be ready this week.26 I’m hoping to make the one after, (14) all semiotic, picture, visual, etc poems . . . just for once.


I’ve put 2 new standing poems into printer but they’re really from last year . . . And Canal funnel – not alas printed like Rapel, should be ready in 2 weeks (it’s in printer) . . .


But we are so hard up for money everything has to wait and I get quite desperate . . I have Canal Stripe 5 and Ocean Stripe I in the drawer . . . plus a children’s book: Canal Game . . . and 10 poems for a new coll. like Rapel . .


and I’ve done this odd poem called Homage to Vladimir Tatlin, that has a word key and is semisemiotic, with all the words having numbers and the numbers mounted on a grid – and the actual poem is a variation on a poem by [Sergei E]senin . . . But a very condensed one . . . But when the reader has worked out all the words via the numbers he has certainly considered each one carefully – as well as having added them together himself . . . .


No money to print it meanwhile alas.


I also did some new ‘orthodox’ concrete as the TLS nicely puts it27 – all poems about the sea, trawlers, etc. Some I like a lot.


I wrote to John Browns shipyard to see if they’ll put my poems in their new cunarder.28 Luckily the Lugano Review is printing acrobats ajar and ring of waves in colour so I’ll send them good copies when it comes . . .The proofs came today.


I know this is a very poor letter but I have been working so much my energy gets narrowed to a point of furious activity, and then letters are hard to write. Also I’m feeling frustrated by poems in the drawer and not in the printer. One does not live for ever.


I finally read Agam’s articles in his book.29 Quite good – but a man who is very limited by some lack of humour. I suppose that makes things easier for him.


I will end by returning gratuitous sentence for gratuitous sentence . . .


“Apart from a possible lobster truce, the tangible results of De Gaulle’s peregrinations were . . .”


. . . Time Magazine


(Orkney please copy).


Expect the poem/prints in a few days. And write again when you can – it is a great pleasure.


Aye,


Ian


Thank you for the catalogue and the Brancusi!


1 March [1965]


Dear Stephen


It was a great pleasure to have your letter. Your letters always ARE a great pleasure and make a feeling that there are a few civilised people here and there – even if usually THERE rather than here.


The article is splendid and our friend Lesley typed it, so it is ready to go to the Guardian, as soon as the cardboard tubes for packing the poem/prints arrive . . . They have been lost between the factory and here, by British rail. We are about to rail at them.


Thank you so much.


And for the fascinating catalogues you sent – believe me, these little items from the world beyond are the greatest pleasure to see.


I enclose a photograph of my poem ‘earthship’ but it does not give a good idea of it because this is only its opened-out position and it really folds up into this standing paper sculpture, which is all points and billows. It is unlike my usual concrete in that the total image is irrational (not surrealist but still, ambiguous) so it is quite interesting for me: but I do believe the thing for now is the UNambiguous concrete poem of the very simple pared-away sort . . . I have done 3 new ones of those that make me happy (except that they are for colour and need to be printed and I don’t know how to get that done . . .)


I hope the 2 little standing poems arrived safely.30


I’m not sure if I really feel very keen on this idea of ‘involving’ people in works of art – or poetry. It’s a wee bit like hitting them on the head and saying, There now, you are involved. It makes me want to INVOLVE them back. A coolness is nicer. Not a coldness but a respectful distance.


I just got a letter from a place in Vienna wanting to put on my one-act plays, of 8 years ago . . . How bizarre.


I should have said that the poem in the photo is about 8 feet long, unfolded.


The kinetic exhibition has been in Edinburgh, together with the Morecambe and Wise of British (as it were) kinetic, Mr Medalla and Mr Keeler. Who directs who? Neither came to see us, and as none of our letters had been answered this past six months, I finally sent Mr Keeler a directive, telling him what I thought of his manners. Alas, the bubble machine broke down, I hear.31


It turns out that D Medalla is actually a dwarf.


And that Paul is Christine’s wee brother.32


This is just a short letter because we have been working about 16 hours a day for ages and are quite weary. But I did want to keep in touch and say thank you: and assure you that we think of you most fondly and that you are a reassurance about many good things.


Best luck with the dreary work, and even more best luck with the work close to your heart.


And love from us both. Aye,


Ian


PS Dear Stephen, I have also sent Pierre Albert-Birot’s Rapel c/o you, because his publisher’s address is not on his book. Do you know his book? It is really beautiful – 33


Finlay’s lively interest in avant-garde poets and artists throughout the world did not prevent him from attending to the situation in his own country. His previously close relationship with the veteran Scottish poet Hugh MacDiarmid had, however, cooled considerably by the early 1960s. In 1961, Finlay founded the Wild Hawthorn Press with Jessie McGuffie (later Sheeler), with the first publication being his poem in Glaswegian dialect, Glasgow Beasts, an a Burd. The broad aim was to open up Scottish poetry to the wider world, and to encourage new poetic experiments. In 1962, MacDiarmid mounted an attack on the younger poets associated with the press, and on Finlay in particular, with a pamphlet entitled the ugly birds without wings. In the charged atmosphere that resulted from this confrontation, Finlay became concerned that he would be marginalised as a Scottish poet, despite the reputation that his earlier poems had already gained in the United States and Europe.


13 March [1965]


Dear Stephen,


this is another request. When you see Mike [Weaver], could you explain to him that I make the same request to him, politely (as to you).


The situation is that the Oxford University Press are doing this ‘Oxford Book of Scottish Verse’, and it is edited by that foul monster Tom Scott, who wrote to the TLS saying that all the avant-garde poets were lazy, etc.34 He is quite the most arrogant big redhaired idiot you haven’t met: lucky you.


Now, an OUP Book of Scottish Verse is more a family affair than an English one, and I would certainly have liked to be in it, because I do feel about being Scottish and such things. But I accepted that it wouldn’t extend as far as me anyway, and that I could maybe get in the next . . . NOW I discover that it is going to contain this horrible young poet, age 21, Alan Bold, who has not even published a collection of verse, and who . . well, there is this awful MacDiarmid, that you will have heard of, and he is the one they all sook-up to, and he is a stupid ‘Marxist’, and the young one writes poems that are fearful imitations of MacDiarmid and says things like, that all abstract art is phoney, and Stravinsky is a fake, and Diego Rivera is the greatest painter . . well, you are sure to come across such nonsense in university too. . . . So, of course, Scott has put him in the damn anthology . . . And this makes me so . . hurt and angry. I do understand that the world is imperfect and that prejudice plays a part in every anthology . . . but it should not play the WHOLE part, and Oxford U P have no right to put what is virtually an ‘official’ seal on a version of Scottish literature which is no more than local spite and personal politics. You understand? I mean, it is not just selfish personal feeling, because when the OUP did a book of Scottish stories, I was put in at once, only these other older writers were left out and I wrote to the OUP, and they were very cagey, but in the end the older writers WERE put in – in that case it turned out that the editor (they do seem to choose hellish editors) just hadn’t heard of them . . . but of course Scott knows my work very well and just hates me because I’ve printed ‘foreign’ and ‘avant-garde’ poets, which he thinks is wicked. And concrete apart, people like Kenner35 and [Robert] Creeley have praised my poems and they should damn well be in, before any moronic adolescent Marxist stuff, if they want to run to that . . .


So, could you, and could Mike, and could anyone else you can think of . . . (would Donald Davie?) . . write little letters to the Oxford University Press, Amen House, London, EC4, and say that you’ve heard from a friend in England that my poems are to be excluded and . . . something like . . that they should not put the Oxford seal on anthologies that are made by editors who exclude whole areas of contemporary Scottish poetry, IF they are going to present the anthology as representative of Scottish poetry as a whole. I mean, the book is not called The Tom Scott Book of Sook-Up Sonnets. You could put it very diplomatically and shocked-at-posh-them sort of thing . . .


Truly, it is not just personal ego-hurt. It is a question of not letting people get away with things forever. If I can be in Prof. Rosenthal’s book of English and American poetry since the war,36 and this new American anthology of poetry in English, I should damn well be in a book of purely Scottish poetry. They should at least know what they are doing.


I hope you understand my feeling.


Could you tell Mike and ask him to pc me if poss?


. . .


There’s no word from The Guardian yet . . .


I mean to write you a proper letter soon. The thing is, that when such miserable insults come up, the only way I can manage is to try to DO something about them . . Otherwise I get poisoned innerly. And I do care about Scottish poetry, not just about my own. They are a scunnering lot.


Forgive the tedious aspect of this.


I hope you’re fine.


Love,


Ian


The Oxford Book of Scottish Verse, edited by John MacQueen and Tom Scott, was duly published in 1966. No poems by Finlay were included. However, there was also no work included by the young poet Alan Bold (1943–98). In the editorial Introduction, it was explained that there were ‘four or five good poets now living whom we regret not having found room for’, but that ‘no poet born after 1930’ had been selected. Finlay was born in 1925.


21 March [1965]


Dear Stephen,


Thank you kindly for your long and nice letter. I’m glad the things got to you safely.


The Guardian has sent back the article: I discovered that they have Scottish art-shows and things, reviewed by this Scottish girl, and that probably explains why they won’t do anything, or why it looks as if they won’t do anything . . . I mean, anywhere there are Scotch connections (like the Statesman where the literary editor went to school in Edinburgh and knows McCaig, MacDiarmid etc.) won’t take [anything] to do with the Wild H.


So, in view of what you say about Image, I thought to send you back the article. As the Sunday Times did my ‘poster poem’ last Sunday,37 I think the Observer would not do anything now. And it would be good to have it in Image, if you like that idea.


Perhaps you would like to change the wee bit about my poem: smack = fishingboat (number K47), and the boat is compared to a circuspony, the port and starboard, red and green lights to the coloured blinkers of the pony: the rainbow and reflection to the hoop: the sea to the circusring: etc. A simile, minus the word ‘like’ . . . . . . . . . .


Frank Popper came yesterday. I think it was ok. I liked him. He is a funny one, too . . very like a professor. I like it very much, always, when I meet people who have read almost as much as I have, because then one can get to make references that one normally has to avoid. He had not read the Oor Wullie Annual, which he absentmindedly picked up, while talking: it is a nice Scottish comicstrip annual: when he saw what he was holding, he stopped, and I wanted to nod at it and say ‘kinetic, urrum’ but I did not think it would be quite in place. I think Frank Popper is very intelligent: I think too he encounters difficulties which come from starting in aesthetics instead of in the actual works. This way, one sometimes puzzles over problems that are quite simple. And then, too, though one should treat the edifice of extant theory with respect, one should argue from a central point back to it, and not from it, tactically. For instance, he objected to my saying ‘beauty’ because ‘people’ use it in a wrong way, or mean, usually, Greek beauty, etc. (he thinks): but that is not relevant, one should not go by people but by truth. That is, one’s thoughts should be a reaction to a central thing, not to what others have said. So that agreement is then a stance toward some outside point, which others will duplicate, if the stance is objective.


This edifice however is very interesting. Being uneducated except through public libraries, I only infer its being there: it was clear to me that I was shut out of it (waiting anxiously near the back door): but was it there at all? I still wonder. I have sometimes met people, like Frank Popper, who seemed to suggest it was – is . . . And I once stayed with a university-educated man who referred to it all the time, which pleased me, and baffled me: for the uses he made of it were so odd. To know so much, I thought, and to be such a fool. But I did not think Frank Popper was a fool, far from it, and I am very glad I got to meet him. And hope we may keep in touch.


I hope you don’t feel it’s an anti-climax to get the article back. I would gladly try it elsewhere: but if it can go in Image, this would be [no] time wasted, not to say pearls cast.


After the poster poem being in The Sunday Times, we got about 60 letters, so far. They seem to be mostly from housewives in England. It is quite interesting that there is a great resistance to books as to alien objects, and very little to poem/prints except among people educated (badly) in literature. Not that the poem/prints are understood: they are acceptable, however, in a way that books are not . . . . . . . . . Not a single letter came from Scotland.


How lovely that Pierre G[arnier] was to be identified by a copy of Les Lettres under his arm38 . . That must be recorded in our biographies . . .


I had a letter from Guy Brett, of The Times, saying he liked my poster poem so much, he had taken it into a new gallery . . . a very good gallery . . . called Signals Gallery . . . and showed it to them and they had liked it so much . . they had put it in their new exhibition . . . !


!     and     !


However the right-angle may dominate in art, it is the (curious) circle that dominates in life.


So, with some of those 80 letters still to be answered, I will stop Stephen. It was fine to hear from you. Good luck with everything and we will be sending more things when we have them . . . .


Love,


Ian


And from Sue, who is up at Dornoch, to see our new house (not to be entered for 3 months, alas).


That was the last letter to be sent from Edinburgh to me in Paris. The long-anticipated accommodation away from the city did finally become available for the Finlays towards the end of May. This was a vacant farmhouse on the estate of Gledfield House, near Ardgay, on the Dornoch Firth, not far from Inverness. My article on the first batch of ‘Poem-prints’ published by the Wild Hawthorn Press, submitted originally to the Guardian, appeared in Image in October 1965.


Finlay’s visitor Frank Popper was at the time the leading critic and chronicler of kinetic art in Paris, having completed a doctoral thesis on movement in art with the noted French aesthetician Etienne Souriau as supervisor. Reg Gadney had arranged our first contact with him, through his family friend the American kinetic artist Frank Malina. It was Popper who generously introduced my Cambridge colleagues and myself to many of the leading kinetic artists then resident in Paris. He also collaborated with us on the 1964 issue of Image, and later contributed to the jointly written Four Essays on Kinetic Art (1966). Both Yaacov Agam and Victor Vasarely, among Paris-based kinetic artists, were significant points of reference for Finlay’s forthcoming poem constructions.


1. The most recent book of poems by Franz Mon (b. 1926) was weiss wie weiss (1964). He contributed a work to Finlay’s first set of poster poems in 1965 (see p. 31).


2. The Times Literary Supplement, No. 3262, 3 September 1964. This was a ‘semiotic’ poem by Decio Pignatari (1927–2012) in which the famous Brazilian footballer Pele was represented by a black disc. The design also made reference to the Brazilian national flag. Finlay was an assiduous reader of the TLS, which published a number of his pre-concrete poems from 1960 onwards.


3. These were my ‘standing poems’, that is, structures of folded paper with printed texts; Finlay’s first ‘standing poem’, Pear/Appear, dates from 1963.


4. Mike Weaver and I were both contributing articles to the issue of Image on concrete poetry and kinetic art, then in press. See the letter of 25 November 1964 (p. 34).


5. This was No. 11 of Finlay’s magazine Poor. Old. Tired. Horse., named after a line from a poem by the American poet Robert Creeley. Entitled ‘lollipop number’, and with lollipop designs by John Picking, it also featured extracts from the Odes of Horace, translated by the American poet Ronald Johnson, on the cover page. As a ‘noncon[crete]’ number, it only featured poems in traditional verse forms.


6. The Benedictine monk Dom Sylvester Houédard (1924–92) had devised a unique form of visual poetry that relied on the keyboard resources of his Olivetti Lettera 22 typewriter. His article on Finlay for Typographica (No. 8, 1963) was the first serious attempt to evaluate Finlay’s concrete work. Though this was evidently their first meeting, there are many Finlay letters dating from 1963/64 in the Houédard archive (currently deposited in the John Rylands Library, University of Manchester).


7. The painter Jeffrey (not Anthony) Steele, later co-founder of the Systems group in 1970, provided ‘optical designs’ after his paintings for POTH 12. This forthcoming ‘concrete’ number would also include Finlay’s ‘ajar’, together with poems by the Austrian Ernst Jandl and the Belgian Paul de Vree.


8. The translated extracts from Vasarely that I continued to send with my letters were selected from an edition of the artist’s ‘Notes and Reflections’, published by the Ecole des Beaux-Arts, Paris, for distribution to students.


9. Finlay’s inaugural book of concrete poems, described as ‘fauve’ and ‘suprematist’ because of their visual evocation of these two distinctive styles of modern painting, had been published in 1963.


10. The noted American poet Robert Creeley (1926–2005) was an enthusiastic supporter of Finlay’s work from the outset of the 1960s.


11. Ann Quin (1936–73) had published her experimental novel Berg with the Scottish publisher John Calder in 1964.


12. In October 1964, the poet Pierre Albert-Birot had published a new Gallimard edition of his novel, Grabinoulor (the first book of which appeared in 1921). A friend of Guillaume Apollinaire, he included several visual poems from his original text. On being introduced to him in Paris, I had proposed that a copy be sent to Finlay.


13. The French phonic and concrete poet Henri Chopin (1922–2008) included recordings of ‘sound poetry’ by a range of poets including Gysin in the magazines Cinquième Saison and Ou which he edited. Finlay’s doubts about the genre persisted.


14. Paul Keeler and David Medalla opened the gallery Signals London in Wigmore Street in 1964, and issued periodic journals relating to kinetic artists (such as Jesus Raphael Soto and Carlos Cruz-Diez) whose work they exhibited.


15. Vasarely held an evolutionary view of the development of Western art, according to which artists such as Kandinsky, Malevich and Mondrian pointed forward to the epoch of pure abstraction, based on ‘formes-couleurs’. Impressionism was a stage on this route. Finlay here refers to a paragraph from 1954 where Vasarely began by stating: ‘When I walk in nature, I meet at every moment Corots, Renoirs, Monets.’ His own ambivalence about the competing claims of figurative and abstract art had been clearly demonstrated by the inclusion in Rapel of ‘fauve’ as well as ‘suprematist’ poems.


16. I had forwarded the catalogue of the one-man exhibition by the American Pop artist, Claes Oldenburg, at the Galerie Ileana Sonnabend, Paris. In the early 1960s, he had created works representing food, such as Plate of Meat (1961).


17. Eugen Gomringer (b. 1925) was the acknowledged pioneer of concrete poetry in Europe, and much admired by Finlay. Image published a translation by Mike Weaver of his manifesto, ‘from line to constellation’ (1954).


18. The poem ‘ecce’ never appeared in POTH, but resulted in several discussions over the following three years. It was finally published in 1967, under the title ‘fleece’, in Finlay’s ‘poem print’ series.


19. Caspar David Friedrich, Cross in the Mountains, also known as the Tetschen Altar (1807: Galerie Neue Meister, Dresden).


20. The artist Gustav Metzger (b. 1926) published his lecture on ‘Auto-destructive art’ in June 1965. I had attended one of his earlier demonstrations of acid action painting on nylon, at Trinity College, Cambridge, in October 1960, when William Burroughs and Brion Gysin were reputedly in the audience.


21. The Jasper Johns exhibition opened at the Whitechapel Gallery, London, in December 1964.


22. Editorial by Alexander Cockburn, TLS, No. 3278, 24 December 1964, p. 1162.


23. The article on the poem prints was written, but rejected by the Guardian. It was later published in Image (October 1965).


24. The magazine Les Lettres, edited in Amiens by Pierre Garnier, was active in disseminating information about new poetic forms. Issue no. 12 (April 1964) contained an international ‘panorama’ of concrete poetry.


25. The first number of Ou-Cinquième Saison, edited by the French experimental poet Henri Chopin, was published in 1964.


26. This was POTH No. 13, designed by the English artist John Furnival (b. 1933). POTH No. 14 would indeed be a ‘Visual – Semiotic – Concrete’ number.


27. The term had been used by John Willett in a review of Telegrams from my Windmill in the TLS, 10 December 1964.


28. The Cunard liner Queen Elizabeth 2 was to be built on the Clyde by John Brown Shipbuilders, beginning in June 1965.


29. The Israeli-born kinetic artist Yaacov Agam (b. 1928) included much of his own writing in the book on his work published by Editions du Griffon (1962).


30. Standing Poem 2 (Apple/Heart), two versions.
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