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PREFACE


IN COMPILING this second collection of my correspondence with Ian Hamilton Finlay, I have been well aware of the different message that comes across to the reader who traces the events of the two years in question. The first collection, Midway, covered a period of rapid development, and often perilous innovation, in Finlay’s work as a poet and artist. Between the autumn of 1964 and the autumn of 1966, he lived in three different locations. Having moved with his wife Sue from Edinburgh to the rented accommodation of Gledfield Farmhouse in the early summer of 1965, he was able to carry out his cherished plan of realising his poems in the form of constructions, and sited these new works throughout the house and its surrounding garden. But this respite was for hardly more than a year. After spending a brief interval of a few months in the cramped surroundings of a small house in Fife, the Finlays and their two children finally moved to the farm of Stonypath in the autumn of 1966.


Yet in spite of the unprecedented opportunities that arose from this newfound security of tenure, it was still an arduous task to balance the different roles that Finlay had assumed over the previous few years. After being hospitalised for a serious heart condition in the winter of 1967/68, he decided that it was necessary to relinquish his poetry magazine, Poor. Old. Tired. Horse., and to confine the Wild Hawthorn Press to his own publications. He continued to develop the distinctive genre of the ‘poem/print’ and to publish cards and booklets. But the more ambitious schemes of involving other artists and craft specialists in collaborative projects often proved all too difficult to carry through without mishap and frustration. Opportunities did arise to exhibit his work in Scotland and in London. But, with a few exceptions, the critical response was baffled and negative.


The one area in which significant progress was being made, none the less, was in the creation of the garden at Stonypath. With the invaluable cooperation of Sue, who devised the planting schemes, Finlay began to transform the areas surrounding the farmhouse, which ranged from an overgrown Front Garden to sloping stretches of wild moorland irrigated by a precious burn. This collection borrows the title, Stonypath Days, from the first short film on the garden, which I arranged to be shot by James Styles in the summer of 1973. By that point, the number of visitors who flocked to Stonypath in the summer months was providing ample proof of its growing reputation. The inhibitions that still came to the fore when Finlay’s work was shown in the context of a gallery installation were seemingly vanquished when his sundials and inscribed stones were observed in a natural setting. But, of course, the setting was not simply ‘natural’. Finlay had devoted considerable care and attention to the question of what constituted a garden, in cultural as well as purely physical terms. In particular, he had thought deeply about the question of how a garden might be ‘art’, and not just in the hybrid sense of being indirectly related to the traditions of poetry, architecture and painting. I would contend that the years 1970–71 were decisive in enabling him to arrive at this realisation, and the letters that follow here illuminate some of the stages through which it was reached.


Whereas in Midway only Finlay’s side of the correspondence could be published, in this collection my own letters to him are also included. For the foregoing period from 1964 onwards, a high proportion of the letters that Finlay wrote to me had found their way into the Special Collections of the Library of the University of Kansas – acting according to the prompt of Mike Weaver, who had initially introduced me to Finlay, I had sold them for his benefit. Though he was grateful for this financial help, Finlay certainly did not view the saleable character of his letters with complete equanimity. In 1972, he was disturbed by the fact that an old friend had made another such sale, which included confessional material from an early and very turbulent period of his life. He was also alert, as shown by one of the letters that follows, to the likelihood that unscrupulous correspondents might inveigle him into pointless and interminable exchanges with a view to capitalising on them. But for the period covered by this volume, he had determined to arrange the bulk of his correspondence specifically with a view to its being included in a public collection. The Lilly Library at the University of Indiana had agreed to purchase the material that related to his collaborative projects, and this arrangement continued over a five-year period from c. 1967 until the beginning of 1972. My own letters being part of this archive, I have been able to intersperse them here with the Finlay letters that remain in my own possession. The two years 1970 and 1971 were periods of incessant activity in both of our lives, and this exchange of letters bears witness to their intensity.


*


I am pleased to acknowledge the support of Susan Swan, who warmly welcomed the publication of the Midway collection. I hope that she will recover here some vivid memories of the great garden that she helped to create.


I am much indebted to the thoughtful responses of Pia Simig, who gave me permission to publish these letters on behalf of the Estate of Ian Hamilton Finlay, and encouraged me in particular to incorporate my own side of the correspondence. It is also a pleasure to place on record the generous cooperation of the staff of the Lilly Library, University of Indiana, which holds such an extensive archive that bears on Finlay’s early work. The Lilly provided copies of my own letters, after my initial visit to the library in 2009. I am indeed grateful to Zachary Downey who at a late stage helped me to locate a couple of them that had gone astray.


Although I am no longer a trustee of Little Sparta, I am delighted to record my appreciation of the success of the Trust in ensuring that the garden continues to flourish, and hope that my own efforts will continue to contribute to this noble end. I should mention in particular the dedication of the Chairman of Trustees, Magnus Linklater, and the invaluable research that is now being undertaken by Patrick Eyres, with regard to the objects in the garden, and Ian Kennedy, with reference to Finlay’s library. George Gilliland’s attention to the maintenance of Little Sparta, both respectful and creative, also deserves a mention here.


These letters benefit immeasurably from being juxtaposed with a number of slides taken at the time by Tony Grist, who accompanied me on my visits to Stonypath in 1971 and 1972 and has generously put them at my disposal. Virtually all the images taken by professional photographers throughout this period are in black-and-white. These so far unpublished colour prints have a vividness and, on occasions, a welcome informality that accords well with the tone of our exchanges.


John Nicoll has once again merited my gratitude by agreeing to publish this sequel to the Midway collection, which benefits from the same high standards of design and production as its predecessor.









NOTE TO THE READER


Virtually all the letters that are published here are transcribed, as nearly as possible, in their original form. Brief messages and notes sent to me over the same period, usually consisting of a single sheet of paper or a postcard with a simple greeting, have been omitted from the correspondence, as have occasional letters from third parties or newspaper cuttings sent as enclosures. Square brackets are used throughout the text to indicate my editorial interventions. It should however be noted that Finlay himself often used brackets (here shown as round), for example to enclose the word ‘sic’.


On occasions, Finlay would also question (with good reason) his first attempt at spelling a word, but such ‘mistakes’ have been retained, being often inseparable from the ingenious word-play that is a recurring feature of the letters. Brief annotations to the text of the letters, marked by Finlay with asterisks, are incorporated with their asterisks into the text. Care has been taken to retain the spontaneity of the writing by retaining his frequent use of ellipses of different lengths (two, three, four or more periods) to indicate variable breaks in continuity. Divisions between paragraphs are also sometimes accentuated by the insertion of a single period.


The Finlay letters transcribed here are drawn almost exclusively from typewritten scripts. My own letters, by contrast, were almost exclusively hand-written. Both included occasional drawings which have been reproduced here at the appropriate place in the text. Whereas a certain proportion of the earlier letters from Finlay that were published in Midway were difficult to date, and required confirmation through a post-mark, the correspondence on both sides that is published here is almost invariably dated at the head of each letter. All letters from Finlay are addressed from ‘Stonypath’. The majority of my letters, which are sent from my home address, are headed ‘Canterbury’, but full details are provided for those sent from other locations.


The two ‘Lists of Works’ that are appended towards the end of this volume incorporate page references to any letters in which a particular art work is noted and discussed. This makes it possible to be precise about the point at which such works had been installed in the garden, and indeed to track the early development of an idea or project that would later bear fruit in a work. For instance, the genesis of the Canterbury Sundial, which was finally installed on the site of the University of Kent at the end of 1972, can be traced here through a long series of discussions and design stages which had achieved a final resolution by January of the same year.


STEPHEN BANN


2016









INTRODUCTION


THE OPENING OF THE DECADE of the 1970s presaged a new phase in Ian Hamilton Finlay’s creative life as an artist. In respect of his poem/prints, the genre that he had begun to develop in the mid-1960s, there were as many new works published in 1970/71 as in the entire preceding period. A similar comparison involving his production of cards and folding cards reveals that these two years alone saw an increase of roughly a third upon the number published in the earlier years. But this bare statistical record of publications tells us little about the more fundamental change that was taking place in his manner of working. The letters from 1964 to 1969 that have already been published in my Midway collection record, by and large, a tantalising gap between his aims and his achievements. He usually succeeded in assuring, though with a fair measure of difficulty, the adequate visual presentation of his concrete poems. But the urge to embody his poetry in a material form, whether sand-blasted on glass or (as ultimately became the case) inscribed on stone, involved close collaboration with a wide variety of craftsmen and design studios. In the worst case, these ventures only managed to achieve dubious results at considerable expense. Even the more successful collaborations could rarely be relied upon for any assurance of continuity. The lack of any confidence of being able to produce his work cooperatively, and to an agreed schedule, sometimes drove Finlay to despair.


In the light of this dilemma, the appearance of the names of both Michael Harvey and Ron Costley in the correspondence of 1970–71 sends a welcome signal. Both these outstanding practitioners of the art of lettering continued to work with Finlay over many years, and throughout the period when his preferred medium was developing from Bauhaus-inspired typography to Roman-style epigraphy and graceful italic writing. They soon set their stamp upon many of his most characteristic works. Of course, the process of collaboration did not always run smoothly, even with such highly competent and professional operators. Harvey lived and worked in Bridport, on the coast of Dorset, and so at a lengthy car journey away from the Pentland Hills. His genuine enthusiasm for the possibilities of working with Finlay was made clear to me from the start.1 But the specific financial basis upon which his contributions were to be estimated caused a certain friction in passing, doubtless because the Finlays were undergoing a serious financial crisis at the time.2


Harvey’s collaboration indeed proved crucial in ensuring the successful management of two major projects, the first of which was completed for the beginning of September 1970, and the second fully designed at the outset of 1972, for delivery and installation before the end of that year. Both of these projects were for sundials, the genre that Finlay had begun to develop in some of his earliest garden installations at Stonypath. The first of the two, which incorporated the poem Azure & Son, was the result of a surprise commission by the Provost of Biggar, a market town just a few miles away from Stonypath, and was promoted as a public work to commemorate European Conservation Year 1970. In this particular case, Harvey worked to an accelerated timetable, since there was barely a month to go between the Provost’s initial proposal and the date that had already been designated for the ceremonial opening. In the case of the second sundial, ‘Land/Sea’, which was commissioned for the grounds of the University of Kent at Canterbury, the process proved rather more leisurely. I myself was responsible for proposing the commission, in my capacity as Chairman of the Senate Exhibitions Committee of this new university. The prime site in the middle of the campus that was eventually selected had the advantage of a far-away view of the towers of Richborough Power Station on the very edge of the Kent coastline.3 Negotiations on the subject of the work’s concrete base and surrounding paving dragged on quite slowly, though amicably, with the University Architect and the University Surveyor over a period of several months. The agreed choice of the design for the sundial itself marks the end-point of this volume of correspondence. Harvey advocated the polished treatment of the green slate slab in discussion with Finlay and myself, and was directly responsible for carving the dial and its inscription.


These two commissioned sundials were, respectively, Finlay’s first public work to be installed in Scotland, and his first to be installed anywhere in the world outside Scotland. As such, they could be said to look backward, to the period of the mid-Sixties when he first had the intuition that his poems might ultimately achieve a public and permanent expression, and forward to the long sequence of public projects that would be completed over the next three decades.4 Yet this landmark in his career pales in significance when set beside the most significant and forward-looking development that was taking place in Finlay’s art over the initial years of the 1970s. This was the accelerated movement towards maturity, and in certain respects the new orientation, of his concept of Stonypath as a garden.


In the period that had elapsed since their arrival at the farm of Stonypath in the autumn of 1966, Ian and Sue Finlay had worked unremittingly to transform their immediate environment.5 While Sue chose and introduced plants, shrubs and trees, Ian began to engineer a sequence of ponds, channelling the water of the small burn that traversed the property. The most dramatic and definitive episode in this process of development would come in July 1971 when bulldozers were brought in to excavate the site of the future Lochan Eck, prompting Finlay to a Yeatsian exclamation: ‘All is Changed, Utterly Changed, since I last wrote’.6 By this stage, one could say, the garden had achieved an identity that required the introduction of new features, which would inevitably be of an ambitious and adventurous type. The process had in fact already started when, in May of the same year, Finlay created a small island in the previously established Top Pond, with a white bridge leading to it. In a letter of 24 May 1971 he revealed his intention: ‘During the winter I will devise a poem for this prize site.’7 When, in due course, Michael Harvey completed the inscription for an impressive marble structure to be placed on the island, it was not so much a question of an art work being inserted in a natural setting, as of a landscape garden that had acquired an appropriately classical feature.


It is especially in the correspondence of these two important years that we can trace the emergence of the garden that would eventually, by the end of the 1970s, be named Little Sparta. This was fundamentally a matter of establishing the infrastructure of a water garden, with a succession of pools culminating in the change in scale that was made manifest with the creation of the largest stretch of water, named Lochan Eck after the Finlays’ son. But hardly less important than this practical step was the parallel process of gaining a fuller knowledge of garden art, and the classical tradition, which was stimulated by Finlay’s contemporary reading. It was at the end of June 1970 that he wrote to me with infectious enthusiasm about his recent discovery of Edward Hyams’s book, The English Garden. Clearly this text had provided ample reassurance on a point that had been nagging him since he began to produce concrete poetry in the early 1960s. Was the new kind of work that he was doing simply a hybrid type of art, as the title of Jasia Reichardt’s influential 1965 show of comparable works, Between Poetry and Painting, tended to suggest? This question had become even more imperative with regard to the art of gardening, which involved of necessity a range of practical as well as aesthetic decisions. Hyams, however, had resolved the issue without the slightest equivocation. A garden could indeed be a work of art. And so it ought to be.


The confirmation that he derived from Hyams led Finlay inevitably into a new engagement with the domain of culture in respect of which the garden of Stonypath still remained deficient. He recognised that there was a need to come to terms in a more consequential way with the legacy of the classical tradition. In mid-November 1970, I paid a short visit to Stonypath, and we spoke about Erwin Panofsky’s essay, ‘Poussin and the Elegiac tradition’. Not long afterwards, after a polite reminder, I sent him a photocopy of this evocative document of art history, which launched a train of thought that culminated in Finlay’s ‘Footnotes to an essay’ of 1977.8 Such a literary outcome was, however, just one aspect of a transformation in his thinking that was soon to become manifest in the planning of new features in the garden. Soon after he wrote to me of his excitement at reading Hyams’s study, Finlay had remarked casually at the end of a letter: ‘Did I tell you I have (meanwhile) fallen in love with battleships?’ This avowal was indeed significant as it came from a poet and artist who had previously made the fishing boat, and its adventurous vicissitudes, the privileged symbol of his poetics. Fishing boats, and their symbolic representation in the form of sundial inscriptions and similar texts, did not by any means disappear from the garden overnight. But they were soon joined there by a new ‘Roman Garden’, in which a stone aircraft carrier played the role of a birdbath. The green slate monolith whose form derived from the conning tower of a nuclear submarine endowed the waters of Lochan Eck with an oceanic effect of scale.


There are many similar tell-tale signals throughout these letters of Finlay’s growing conviction of how the Stonypath garden might continue to develop, to the extent of becoming the concrete expression of his life’s work. But it is worth dwelling a little, at the same time, on the fact that this is a collection of letters that comprises both sides of our correspondence. In the case of Midway, the previous collection of Finlay’s letters to me over the period 1964–69, my own letters to him still remained for the most part inaccessible. For the period 1970–71, however, all of the letters that I sent to him were included in the Finlay archive that was sold to the Lilly Library at the time.9


This fortunate occurrence makes it possible to trace the exchange of ideas and perceptions that was taking place between us at the time, when I myself was beginning to write with increasing confidence on the unique character and significance of his work. Though I accepted, it would appear quite promptly and cheerfully, the task of providing texts that ranged from a few paragraphs to the proportions of a substantial essay, I was clearly doing so in the light of a spirit of mutual exchange. Few other critics managed to achieve this degree of entente with Finlay at the time, or at any subsequent period of his creative life. Indeed, his reputation for fearsome single-mindedness has to some extent persisted.10 Clearly I was enthusiastic about his work, at a time when few others took the trouble to study it. But I can only assume that his pleasure in responding to my letters was, at least in part, a measure of the vastly different mode of life to which they testified. My abbreviated narratives and witty turns of phrase, taking the hint of course from his own inventive chronicles, caught his attention. The mildly scolding tone in which he comments on my taste for ‘foreign’ travel does not at all preclude an amused interest in such all-too-frequent excursions, from which he himself was of course still barred by his agoraphobia. I must have been conscious of appearing to be blithely self-advertising in all these accounts of my activities. But, on the other hand, the opening of the 1970s was an extraordinary period for the circulation of new ideas, and I was making the most of it.


To serve as a young lecturer in a new British university in the early 1970s was indeed an invigorating experience. Ripples from the Paris May events of 1968 had finally reached our shores, and a student sit-in at the University of Kent achieves a brief mention in these letters. But perhaps a more consequential invasion over these years was the arrival of French theory, not only in the form of published books but also in the actual shape of the many maîtres à penser who crossed the Channel to speak to us. I had secured a Lectureship in History at Kent in 1967, and my earlier experience as a co-editor of Form magazine qualified me to take on a leading role in the launching of an interdisciplinary magazine, sponsored by the Faculty of Humanities, entitled 20th Century Studies. Its expansive and well connected editor, the Italianist Guido Almansi, who contrived to attract both Umberto Eco and Italo Calvino to our editorial board, soon began to absent himself from Kent, and I progressed from being deputy editor to editor.


In 1970, I took on the main responsibility for editing a special number on the subject of Structuralism, and by the end of 1971 I had published a second number on ‘Directions in the nouveau roman’, which included a lengthy interview with Michel Butor. Evidence of these intermittent editorial activities filters through into the Finlay correspondence, not least by way of occasional confessions of falling behind in my replies to his letters. But the clearest sign of a certain contamination between my interest in Structuralist theory and my current interpretation of Finlay’s work came in my essay ‘Ian Hamilton Finlay: Engineer and Bricoleur’, where I borrowed my concepts directly from the anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss. This was perhaps the only occasion on which my approach somewhat perturbed Finlay, who mildly suggested that Oscar Wilde was a better reference point for his work than The Savage Mind.11 But the chance of replying to his doubts enabled me to explain to him in my own terms the point that Structuralist theory could be employed to update the basic concepts of classicism. 20th Century Studies did not of course confine itself to the theories of the moment. In 1974 another special number enabled me to publish for the first time four of Finlay’s ‘Medallions’, which took as their model the relationship of text and image exemplified in the emblem books of early modern Europe.12


By no means all my time was taken up by 20th Century Studies. Among the new universities of the 1960s, Kent had chosen perhaps the most traditional model, with separate colleges that both served as halls of residence and provided teaching space. The Senior Common Rooms brought staff together, whilst the new teaching programmes encouraged academics of different disciplines to collaborate. Among the personal initiatives that I reported to Finlay were my sponsoring first of a delightful recital of French songs by a Parisian duo ensemble, and secondly of a riveting performance of Beowulf in the style of the Japanese Bunraku theatre. A further item, finding an echo in one of Finlay’s dreams (more accurately one of his nightmares), was the report of my unofficial programme of the famous silent films of the 1920s, which were borrowed from the BFI and made available for a small fee to staff and students. Perhaps the most serious of all these extra-curricular and curricular activities was my early engagement in the teaching of the Humanities Faculty’s MA course on ‘The Modern Movement’. Let loose as I was on a yearly round of seminars by my complaisant English colleagues, I began to relish teaching authors who would hardly have found their way into any conventional English literature course at the time: Marcel Proust, Rudyard Kipling and, with special relevance to Finlay, Walter Pater. The fact that Pater’s Imaginary Portraits was Finlay’s ‘Favourite Book of All’ was impressed upon me. In 1971 this superb collection of essays, which was Proust’s favourite also, would be part of my summer reading.13


I leave to the reader the task of following the dialogue that is pursued here between such unlikely, but committed, correspondents. Drawing back from the anecdotal detail of our exchanges, I can observe that, in some respects, this whole period was a happy interlude in Finlay’s embattled life as an artist. The ‘Fulcrum Affair’, Finlay’s bitter dispute which arose from challenging the improperly so-called First Edition of The Dancers Inhabit the Party, had by no means reached a resolution in these years. But it had, for a time, lost the all-consuming intensity that it acquired in the autumn of 1969. Some of the scant news received on this front was good news.14 Finlay still had intermittent difficulties with his allies and collaborators. There was a brief skirmish with Simon Cutts of the Tarasque group, which was now outgrowing its early roots with a diaspora of its founding members and the admission of talented new artists such as Ian Gardner. Yet Finlay’s Column Poem was to feature prominently in the final Tarasque exhibition of February 1972.15 The yearly round of the seasons continued to play a major part in respect of the general wellbeing of Finlay and his family. Winter lived up to its reputation of propagating discomfort and disease, and winter had a bad habit of setting in for unforeseen periods in the year. But both in 1970 and in 1971 the arrival of summer initiated a spate of new activities in the garden. Visitors were becoming more and more of a hazard in the late summer months. But, at the very least, they provided confirmation of the fame that had already been achieved by the efforts of the two indigent gardeners.


From my own point of view, the most significant achievement during this period was the completion of my longest essay to date on Finlay’s work. He had read, and approved of, my book published in 1970, Experimental Painting. But this study of contemporary modes of painting mentioned him only to the extent of illustrating one work that was marginal to my main concerns: his Wave/Rock poem on glass from 1966. Finlay received periodic bulletins from me on the slow progress towards publication of my Viking Press anthology, The Tradition of Constructivism. Though this was, again, only indirectly related to Finlay’s own activities, the New York connection did provide a hot-line to the Librarian of the Museum of New York, Bernard Karpel, who finally (and a little reluctantly) purchased some Wild Hawthorn Press publications. As already noted, my Structuralist essay on Finlay’s work received an equivocal response from him. But he was in no doubt at all about the acceptability of the next long piece of writing, which he described on receiving it in late November as my ‘essay/monograph’ (and occasionally, my ‘monologue’). Originally written to accompany an exhibition at the Ceolfrith Gallery, Sunderland, this essay rode the same roller-coaster as the exhibition project, but finally came to rest in a more appropriate location. Douglas Hall, the pioneering Director of the Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art, adopted the whole project and showed Finlay’s work in July/August 1972 at the stately Georgian premises of Inverleith House, in the Botanic Gardens of Edinburgh. This exhibition, which covered the full range of his work at the time, moved subsequently to Stirling and to Newcastle.


For Finlay, my essay/monograph ‘undoubtedly mark[ed] the New Epoch (of Post-Concrete?)’, and managed to ‘draw together many threads’. The opening section is reprinted here at the end of our correspondence, since it suggests in what way Finlay’s work had come to define the spirit of this ‘New Epoch’, against all odds.16 Finlay compared the general drift of my argument with the message of a letter that he recently received from Jonathan Williams, questioning whether ‘The Widest Possible Audience’ could ‘exist for serious art’.17 In fact, a particular image had resonated for me throughout the writing of the essay, and this was one that had been generated, and vested with new significance, in the course of our correspondence. On my return from the Loire Valley in the summer of 1971, I had been keen to send Finlay a set of doggerel verses that I had compiled, supposedly in the style of Kipling. These concerned the Viking raids in the early Middle Ages, in response to which a band of monks transported the body of St Philibert from the island of Noirmoutier, off the coast of Brittany, to a safe haven at Tournus in the valley of the Rhône. The refrain of my verses read: ‘The ravage of the long ships/Laid waste Noirmoutier.’ Over time, in our later correspondence, those ‘long ships’ (or ‘long boats’) began to feature as symbols. In my essay on Finlay, they came to epitomise the contemporary threat to art and culture. The American critic, M. L. Rosenthal, later quoted some of my words, and glossed them, in an article written for the New York Times Book Review: ‘“Finlay’s case is precisely that of the traditional culture forced into the small-scale venture and the hazardous channel of communication … periodically interrupted by the ravages of the long ships”. This remarkably accurate formulation proclaims as Finlay’s achievement what Ezra Pound, in “Mauberley”, feared would be the outcome of his effort to create a heroic classical art for this century.’18 Seen from a distance of forty-five years, my judgement still appears to be appropriate when viewed within the context of the times. But it did not take into account the new dimension that would be opened up by Finlay’s creation of a garden.





1. On 22 September 1971, Michael Harvey wrote to me: ‘Thank you very much for your letter and for the nice things you say about my collaboration with Ian. Really, I am delighted to work with him and look upon it as an honour as well as a pleasure’.


2. See letter of 24 September 1971 (p. 157).


3. This power station has now been demolished. The sundial itself has been renovated and moved a few yards from the main pathway to a more secure site, while keeping the right orientation to the sun.


4. The publication Ian Hamilton Finlay: Werke in Europa 1972–1995 (Ostfildern: Cantz, 1995) documents 95 individual objects in public places (excluding works at Little Sparta).


5. The process is clearly described, using Sue’s own account, in the most recent and complete guide to the garden: Jessie Sheeler, Little Sparta: a Guide to the Garden of Ian Hamilton Finlay (Edinburgh: Burlinn Ltd, 2015), esp. pp. xvii–xxiv.


6. See p. 142 (letter of 20 July 1971). The reference is to W. B. Yeats’s poem ‘Easter 1916’.


7. See p. 126. The work eventually devised for the site employed the fishing boat name ‘Silver Cloud’ to stress the reciprocity between the clouds in the sky and their reflection in the pond.


8. Published in Ian Hamilton Finlay, exhibition catalogue, Serpentine Gallery, London, 1977: the ‘footnotes’ consisted in a series of drawings by Gary Hincks after classic landscape paintings on the theme of ‘Et In Arcadia Ego’, with variants devised by Finlay that installed modern weaponry in an Arcadian setting.


9. See also Preface, p. 8.


10. The correspondence of Finlay’s friend, the American poet Jonathan Williams, is illuminating in this respect. Williams was a strong supporter of Finlay’s work, and in 1971 he was planning to publish a large volume of his selected poems. None the less he assured the Scottish poet Thomas A. Clark that Finlay belonged to a class of poets who were not particularly interested in works other than their own. Finlay’s letters to me, both in Midway and in the current publication, suggest the opposite. Williams conducted interviews with Finlay in 1972, but reported to Clark the view of Finlay that he ‘[did] not strike the proper posh, academic tone that S. Bann manufactures in his Kentish snuggery’. See Beinecke Library, Yale University, YCAL MSS 332: Jonathan Williams & Jargon Society archive.


11. See letter of 30 September 1970 (p. 92).


12. See ‘Free-floating metaphor’ (introducing Four Medallions by Ian Hamilton Finlay), 20th Century Studies 12, 1964, pp. 64–72. The full series, drawn by Ron Costley and incorporating my commentaries, was later published as Heroic Emblems (Z Press, Vermont, 1977).


13. See list compiled in November 1970 (p. 99), and letters of 15 July and 20 July 1971 (pp. 140, 142). I had previously been aware only of Pater’s essays in The Renaissance, of which a copy given to my father in the 1920s had entered my possession. A review of Finlay’s library, currently installed at Stonypath by the Little Sparta Trust, shows that he accumulated second-hand Macmillan editions of Pater’s major works: The Renaissance (1924 edition), Miscellaneous Studies (1928), Marius the Epicurean (1928), Appreciations (1915) and Imaginary Portraits (1920).


14. For the ramifications of the dispute, see Midway pp. 390–93. The good news, delivered in a letter of 3 April 1971, was that the British Library had confirmed Finlay’s view of the status of the Fulcrum edition. Unfortunately the issue arose afresh in the New Year of 1972, and was not finally settled for a further two years.


15. In my introduction to the exhibition catalogue, I noted Finlay’s role in the group’s development, while emphasising the independent achievement of Simon Cutts, Stuart Mills and the new adherent, Ian Gardner, who was already becoming one of Finlay’s valued collaborators.


16. See p. 183–86.


17. See p. 169.


18. M. L. Rosenthal, ‘The British Poetics’, New York Times Book Review, 19 January 1975, p. 6.









I


January–December 1970


The previous year had concluded with reminiscences. In his letter to me of 22 December 1969, Finlay welcomed the imminent close of the decade with the message: ‘I trust you are remembering that Concrete Poetry (that Movement of the 60’s) has but a few days to go …’ Our correspondence had originally begun in September 1964, when, together with my friends at Cambridge, I was involved in organising the first international exhibition of concrete, phonetic and kinetic poetry, held in the Rushmore Rooms of St Catharine’s College (28 November–5 December 1964). I also contributed to a special edition of the magazine Image, on Kinetic art and Concrete poetry, which was published in the same month. There I discussed Finlay’s work in a brief article on ‘Communication and structure in concrete poetry’. In the mid-60s, Finlay had also developed a strong interest in the devices and structures of kinetic art, while he was gaining his reputation as Britain’s leading concrete poet. By the end of the decade, however, he had become increasingly disillusioned with these avant-garde movements, and was seeking to differentiate the direction of his own work from their current tendencies. He had not ceased publishing a stream of poem/prints, cards and booklets. Indeed, the years between 1965 and 1969 were among the most creative periods of his career in that respect. But by 1970 he had begun to embark upon a new artistic strategy. The most striking evidence of this new orientation was to be found in the upland garden which he had begun to develop from 1966 onwards, with the aid of his wife Sue, around the farm of Stonypath, their new home in the Pentland Hills.


Canterbury


10 January 1970


Dear Ian,


Many thanks for your letter from the last decade, the decade of C * * * P * * *, K * * * A * * *, & one or two other phenomena which are perhaps still with us in a new, Phoenix-like form (viz. John Furnival, who writes to me suggesting a new attempt at the Amber Sands folder which dragged out a lingering demise in 1967–68):1





           Amber (quick) sands?


           Amber (slow) sands.


And let me welcome with genuine delight the~ booklet that greeted me on Xmas morning. It is a charming poem, perfectly produced.2


How intriguing to hear of the Maltese architect who has bought a wave/rock!3 There must surely be very few of them left by now. So those Scottish museums will be finding their scope rather restricted when they finally come to the point of stocking up with Finlays.


On this particular subject, let me sketch out an idea which occurred to me. I went to call on Jim Ede before Christmas, & found his new Museum extension to Kettle’s Yard nearly complete. It will apparently be a fine space for exhibiting, & already is to include a superb Brancusi & a Gabo as well as the collection of Wallis, Nicholson, Christopher Wood. Jim has framed an ‘Xmas Star’ exceedingly scrupulously and well – & intends to put it just by the entrance to the main gallery.


Now it has always seemed to me that one of your finest works was the column wind/wind – at the same time it is clearly one of the most difficult to situate. How would you like the possibility of me buying the column (taking into account, if that was O.K., the £125 or so that will soon be coming from Kansas for a collection of your letters) & offering it on a semi-permanent loan to the gallery? Of course, I haven’t mentioned it to Jim yet, but I could do so without any immediate commitment on either side. It does seem to me so excellent a context for your work – from the point of view of the works around & from that of the numerous young people likely to visit the gallery.4


As for the Elizabeth lady, & the publishing world in general – I will certainly pursue the idea of the Poem/prints.5 But I am coming round to the idea that something of that kind is more suitable for a folio than a book – & should be undertaken either by such a firm as Alecto or by a private press. What I really mean, I suppose, is that the standard of production required would be so high that it could only be justified if either the prints were indeed prints – & priced accordingly – or the question of expense was itself a secondary one.


All this leads me to ask what exactly were the circumstances of your unfortunate experience with Canterbury College of Art. – I ask because they have a press which I would judge to be most efficient by the evidence of a book of recipes, herbal illustrations & descriptions that has recently reached me. The Principal, whom I meet fairly often, has actually asked me if I could suggest a more inspiring subject for a future volume – & I think that he might well be interested in the Poem/print collection.6
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