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If there is something of which we are dispossessed, it is those things we have made, that we believe we have made: they are things that never belong to us, not before, during, or after.


—Jacques Rivette in conversation with Serge Daney, 1990





Introduction


Tom Raworth’s poetry is one of the great and pure pleasures of the contemporary literary landscape. It is writing that gets its work done quickly and cleanly, is neither didactic nor ‘difficult’, and stimulates the mind as much as the eye and ear. The present selection spans Raworth’s writing of some fifty years, from the ‘preternaturally wise’1 lyrics of the 1960s, through the blunt, profound and frequently hilarious poetry and prose of the seventies, to the more socially and politically outward poems— fierce and tender by turns—of the eighties and nineties, and his tersely telescoped writing of the twenty-first century. From first page to last it is clear that padding out the poem has never been an option: Raworth’s movement through time is towards ever greater compression—a restless homing-in on a perceived centre he has described as ‘pure politics’.2 Boundaries between poem, journal entry and notation of atmospheric buzz are thrillingly dissolved, so that poems become entirely congruent with a tracking of the poetic signal. Fragments of language are flung at the poem in a precisely controlled effort to see what might stick; these fragments are held in place by asterisks (stars) until Raworth senses longer poems beginning to build—an internal shift he has described as instinctive rather than intentional.3


Raworth himself has steered admirably clear of the factionalism that so often characterises the poetry world, having no use for such markers as ‘us’ and ‘them’. That he has been hard to pin down over the years is evidenced by the various labels critics have attempted to stick on his work: ‘mid-Atlantic’, ‘Black Mountain’, ‘New York’, ‘Surrealist’, ‘Minimalist’, ‘Language’, ‘Californian’.4 Some at least of Raworth’s early influences are discernible: the ease with which the stuff of the day attaches itself to the poem might be traced to Apollinaire, and he clearly found fellow travellers in the New American Poetry of the Beats, the New York School, et al. With his close friends and contemporaries David Ball, Piero Heliczer and Anselm Hollo he shares a predilection for lowercase letters and an aversion to punctuation. But as he has made clear, influence, for him, is a matter of ‘thought in common’ rather than ‘models to copy in terms of style or form’.5


Raworth subscribes to no theories and propounds none of his own—‘Theory leads to rules’, as he has put it6—and has long maintained that he has no public opinions about poetry, either his own or anyone else’s. Of his process he has written: ‘My “method” is the essence of simplicity. I write down fragments of language passing through my mind that interest me enough after thought has played with them for me to imagine I might like to read them. What form that documentation takes doesn’t interest me as an intention, but only as the most accurate impression of the journey of interest.’7 Elsewhere he has stated: ‘Sometimes I start with a title, sometimes I just write the poem, then think of a title’8 and ‘Boredom, trust and fun are the key words somehow.’9


Thomas Moore Raworth was born on 19 July 1938 in Bexleyheath, south-east London. His mother, Mary Raworth, née Moore, grew up in Dublin in a large Republican family that lived on the North Circular Road in a tenement building whose basement room was occupied by Sean O’Casey.10 As a teenager she ran messages for the rebel forces during the 1916 Easter Rising. In the mid-1930s she left for London where she met Thomas Alfred Raworth, a Londoner from Hammersmith who had left school at fourteen to work first as a museum assistant and, later, as a solicitor’s clerk for Budd, Brodie and Co. at 33 Bedford Row in Holborn. Despite his lack of formal education he was highly literate and possessed of a photographic memory; in later life he deciphered Gerard Manley Hopkins’s handwriting and prepared the typescript for an edition of Hopkins’s Sermons and Devotional Writings.11


Raworth grew up in a semi-detached redbrick house on Avondale Road in Welling, on the border between London and North West Kent. Both parents were Roman Catholic—his father had converted—and Welling had a large Catholic population at the time: there were May Processions through the town and several Irish families living nearby.12 When he was eighteen months old his father left to serve as a radio operator with the XIV Army in India, Burma and Ceylon, returning when Raworth was seven. He attended the local Catholic primary school, St Stephen’s, most of whose teachers were Filles de Jésus.13 The classes were small because many children had been evacuated to the countryside to escape the German bombing. Raworth made his first visit to Ireland in 1946—visiting the Easter Rising sites—and, after taking the 11-plus in 1949, was awarded a scholarship to St Joseph’s Academy, a grammar school in Blackheath run by the De La Salle Brothers. St Joseph’s was reached by 89 bus over Shooters Hill, with St Paul’s Cathedral then the largest building for miles around. Despite some interest in physics and chemistry, Raworth found school boring. A classmate, Higgins, brought in books and magazines, and something by Dylan Thomas struck a chord, even if it was soon damped by the teenage need to reject all forms of culture as manifested in his parents’ tastes. He took up the piano and read a lot of science fiction.


Raworth left St Joseph’s in 1954 during his first term as a sixth-former and got a job as a claims clerk with the Law Accident Insurance Society on the Strand. A succession of short-lived jobs followed—packing jewellery and canned goods, selling high-end china at Thomas Goode in Mayfair, labouring on a construction site—until, in late 1955, he failed the army medical for National Service when a hole was found in his heart. This was sewn up the following year at Brompton Hospital by Sir Russell Brock, one of the pioneers of open-heart surgery (Raworth was the third person in Britain to undergo the procedure and is its longest survivor). After a few weeks’ convalescence he started work at Eros Films on Wardour Street, booking films into cinemas around the country. Jazz (modern British: Joe Harriott, Tubby Hayes, Phil Seamen) and clothes (Italian suits and Fred Perry) were interests, and evenings were spent going to clubs and hanging around with friends.


In 1957 Raworth took a job at the Wellcome Foundation, a pharmaceutical manufacturer on Euston Road, where he met Ken Lansdowne, a sailor recently returned from Suez. They worked alone in a small basement room, ostensibly typing lists of drugs returned. Left to his own devices for much of the day, Raworth took long walks across London and embarked on a collaborative secret-agent novel (parts of which would later appear in his prose book A Serial Biography) with another workmate, Nigel Black. Together they livened the largely empty workday by sending chunks of Beckettian prose through Wellcome’s internal mail system (Raworth had read Beckett’s ‘Dante and the Lobster’ and ‘Echo’s Bones’ in the first issue of Evergreen Review, published that year). One day, after workmen started bricking up the basement doorway, oblivious to the typists below, Raworth and Lansdowne were retrieved and ‘promoted’ to the transport department.


Raworth’s interest in poetry was reawakened after buying the second issue of Evergreen Review—the landmark ‘San Francisco Scene’ issue—from Tony Godwin’s Better Books on Charing Cross Road. He bought the issue for Ralph J. Gleason’s article on San Francisco jazz, but also found writing by Allen Ginsberg, Jack Kerouac, Jack Spicer and Philip Whalen, among others. Around this time he looked at Dada, Surrealism and their precursors, finding Apollinaire, Jarry, Rimbaud and Schwitters of interest, and began to browse the Charing Cross bookshops more regularly. Better Books and nearby Zwemmer’s were occasional sources of interesting magazines: Botteghe Oscure, Migrant, New Departures.


In summer 1959 Raworth met Margaret Valarie Murphy in a lift on his lunch break and they were married a few weeks later— events Raworth regards as the most fortunate of his life (Val remains the only person whose tastes and opinions he trusts). The following year they moved into two damp basement rooms on Amhurst Road in Hackney. That December Raworth read Edward Dorn’s poem ‘Vaquero’ in Between Worlds (edited by Gilbert Neiman in Puerto Rico) and wrote to Dorn at the Santa Fe address given in the contributors’ notes, the start of a long— sometimes daily—correspondence (some of Raworth’s letters to Dorn also appear in A Serial Biography) and a lifelong friendship. Dorn quickly put Raworth in touch with Robert Creeley, who put him in touch with Charles Olson, LeRoi Jones and Fielding Dawson, among others. Raworth read poems by Anselm Hollo in Matthew Mead and Malcolm Rutherford’s Satis, and wrote to him care of the editors; on 4 February 1961 they met at Jeremy Robson’s first ‘Poetry and Jazz’ event at Hampstead Town Hall.14


Raworth began to think about starting his own magazine to publish writers he was interested in: Christopher Logue and Alan Sillitoe in England; Ginsberg, Gregory Corso and Frank O’Hara in the United States. He bought a 5" by 4" Adana press and taught himself how to set type and print, and, with a hundred pounds from Val’s stepfather—a late wedding present— acquired a larger (11" by 8") treadle press. Raworth has suggested that the desire to print letterpress might be genetic:15 his father had wanted to be a printer, and one of his ancestors, Ruth Raworth, printed Milton’s first collection of poems in 1645. The first thing Raworth printed—in 1961, on the Adana, under the name Matrix Press—was two short poems by Pete Brown, the Pete Brown Sample Pack, in a run of six copies. This was followed by the first issue of Raworth’s magazine Outburst, with contributions from Creeley, Dawson, Dorn, Hollo, Denise Levertov and Olson, among others, many appearing in print in Britain for the first time. Raworth set the type on the floor at 167 Amhurst Road, two pages at a time (there wasn’t enough type for more), which he took to the Wellcome Foundation the next day and printed after work, on the treadle press, housed in a friend’s print shop off Oxford Street.


Ginsberg and Corso stopped off in London on their way back from Tangier later that year, and Raworth, Corso and Hollo collaborated on a satirical/cut-up issue of Outburst, The Minicab War. Hollo introduced Raworth to David Ball, a New Yorker studying French literature at the Sorbonne, and Ball put him in touch with Piero Heliczer, who was letterpress-printing books in Paris as the Dead Language Press. Raworth had begun to ‘write things that interested [him] to read’16 and in early 1963 he showed one of them (‘You Were Wearing Blue’) to Hollo and Gael Turnbull over a drink at the Orange Tree on North Gower Street—the first time he shared his poetry with anyone outside his family. Hollo was enthusiastic.


Matrix Press published a further issue of Outburst and several books (by Ball, Dorn, Heliczer and Hollo) between 1961 and summer 1964, before Raworth felt that the press had run its course. He did some jobbing printing, including a catalogue for Op artist Michael Kidner, and corresponded with J.H. Prynne (who had written to congratulate him on Outburst in 1961). At a reading by Jonathan Williams and John Hollander at the American Embassy’s USIS Library on Grosvenor Square, Williams introduced him to the painter and filmmaker Barry Hall, recently returned from a year in San Francisco where he had shown at Billy Jahrmarkt’s Batman Gallery and met many of the artists and writers associated with the San Francisco Renaissance. Through Hall, Raworth met the poet and printer Asa Benveniste, a New Yorker who had settled in London in the fifties and would co-found Trigram Press with Pip Benveniste in 1965.
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