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Foreword


  From the Archive Out

  The inauguration of Recencies is a most welcome addition to the field of possibilities in contemporary literary studies and yet another indication that new pressures are being brought to bear on our conceptions of recent cultural history. By creating a space for older work to be seen anew, the series further formalizes an important shift in recent scholarship. The early idea for Claudia Moreno Pisano’s extraordinary project to collect the letters written between poets Edward Dorn and LeRoi Jones/Amiri Baraka came at the very beginnings of what would become Lost & Found: The CUNY Poetics Document Initiative, an innovative pedagogical/publishing venture founded in 2009 under the auspices of the Center for the Humanities at the Graduate Center of the City University of New York. With an emphasis on “extra-poetic” work by poets—further conceptualized as representing the actual thought and research of writers in face of the academic, ideological, and political straight-jackets of the Cold War—Moreno Pisano’s choice to focus on these letters, and through them the friendship of two major figures of late twentieth-century North American culture, has proven revelatory in ways we can only begin to enumerate.

  I say only begin because many more such projects await, in the form of research and scholarship, that will fully establish the enormous scope, and the often heroic character, of writers associated with what came to be called the New American Poetry or, perhaps more accurately, “unofficial” verse culture. The recent but significant turn away from literary theory and toward textual scholarship focusing on the immediate past is the first stage in making available what Ed Dorn would call “the data” and establishing the very terrain upon which we might more soberly account for the explosion of the kind of radical poetic, formal, artistic, and intellectual creativity and restlessness that the work of Baraka and Dorn represents. Moreno Pisano’s work, then, is a model of such “data” collection—and one worth emulating.

  By taking past innovation in textual organization and commentary (I think of Ralph Maud’s work on The Selected Letters of Charles Olson but many others as well) and adding a dense but seamless layer of social and political commentary in her enormously useful headnote sections, Moreno Pisano manages to embed her stance toward the material in a running narrative that contextualizes the work for both then and now. Because she has also taken into account the further trajectories of Baraka and Dorn, beyond the dates of these letters, we are given great insight into some of their later practices. In her opening commentary on letters from 1959–1960, for example, Moreno Pisano refers to a 1972 interview conducted with Dorn in which he speaks of the importance, for a writer, of “getting assignments.” Given that, at this point, neither Baraka nor Dorn have an audience to speak of, she proposes the letters themselves “to serve as this kind of assignment,” as “Dorn and Jones are proving themselves to one another, testing the limits of their poetry and ideas, and doing so against worthy partners.”

  The extent to which so many major ideas and forms of the time were explored in letters cannot be overstated and constitutes a primary site for the exploration of the curious inversion of the “public” and the “private” during the Cold War, reaching, perhaps, an apotheosis in the surveilled letters written by imprisoned activist George Jackson. When Dorn characterized the United States in the early 1960s as a “permissive asylum,” his prescience met head on with Baraka’s experience, the kind of experience limned in one of his earliest texts, “Suppose Sorrow Was a Time Machine,” in which the story of his grandfather’s forced migration due to racism is told through an “enlightenment” that can only become obscure, through the vibrations of time travel in which, as in Baraka’s masterpiece Blues People, “emotional validity” is what everything must be tested against.

  We are only beginning to come to grips with the still ongoing legacies of the Cold War and the National Security State, particularly as it has affected not just the horizons of our political life but designs of and on the imagination itself. In one ripple effect, the 9/11 Commission Report concludes that “we believe the 9/11 attacks revealed four kinds of failures: in imagination, policy, capabilities, and management.” Section 11.1 of the Commission’s chapter on imagination states the following: “Considering what was not done suggests possible ways to institutionalize imagination. . . . It is therefore crucial to find a way of routinizing, even bureaucratizing, the exercise of the imagination.” Against the expected “Orwellian” scenarios often presented by liberal thought, it might make more sense not to divorce something like the 9/11 Commission Report from the general culture, to see it as following and not leading, as confirming what has already taken place.

  In this sense, making available this kind of primary material gives us a conduit to begin deinstitutionalizing our imaginations, to return to possibilities both thwarted and realized but certainly imagined. One of the prime pedagogical principles in the Lost & Found project is to put aside labels of schools and movements and conventional literary histories, such as exist of the period, and “follow the person.” By following Amiri Baraka and Ed Dorn, guided by Moreno Pisano’s sure hand, we are presented with an alternative universe tracing the formation of 1960s North American thought and culture in ways almost impossible to find elsewhere. Naturally, primary materials are messier than codified studies, but they open worlds usually foreclosed by decorum, disciplinary stricture, dictates of fashion or relative worth, and a host of other containment methods.

  Finally, it is well worth considering what it might mean to view Baraka and Dorn (and others associated with them) in light of global decolonization. Both Baraka and Dorn fed on the foundational ideas of Charles Olson, the primary North American post–World War II thinker who broke with both institutional academic and political opportunities in order to be a poet and pursue knowledge in radical and new forms but also to be part of a political project, part of an effort to propose and initiate new structures. Dorn’s initial encounter with Olson came as a student at Black Mountain College, as the recipient of Olson’s “program” of study, in the form of “A Bibliography on America for Ed Dorn.” This would remain a foundational source for his continued study of the dispossession of Native peoples on this continent. For Baraka, the connection was more as an interlocutor and publisher of key texts by Olson and as someone from whom Olson knew he had things to learn. Baraka’s work, in part, was shaped by exposure to African American scholars working far from the mainstream, outside reigning conceptual strictures. Baraka’s encounter with Sterling Brown, for example, while studying at Howard University, led to an immersion into music as history, music as the embodiment of African American and American historical experience. These tributaries of historical methodology would have a major impact on the work of both Baraka and Dorn, and it is in these letters and in their relationship that we can see traces of these complex sources begin to have their long-lasting impact.

  Making the inaccessible available and bringing unread texts to light is part of the necessary work of refinement, part of constructing a storehouse of materials and resources that can allow us to see our more recent history anew, with fresh eyes, and make better use of it. The resistances mounted by Baraka and Dorn are unyielding, resulting in forms and works both harsh and beautiful at the same time, forcing readers into the spaces their consciousnesses forged. Thanks to the work of Claudia Moreno Pisano, we now have some access into the early sources of that space.

  AMMIEL ALCALAY
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Preface


  Amiri Baraka, Ed Dorn & the Western World

  Ed Dorn & the Western World is the keynote speech delivered by Amiri Baraka on March 4, 2008, at the Ed Dorn Symposium hosted by the University of Colorado, Boulder, originally published by Skanky Possum & Effing Press, Austin, 2008.

  I first came upon Ed when I was putting out the magazine Yugen from Greenwich Village, a few months after I got thrown out of the US Air Force. This marked a remarkable sequence since I had joined the Air Force—Error Farce I later called it—after getting thrown out of Howard University.

  The magazine sought to bring some unplanned newness to a literary scene that was dominated then by so called new criticism. The Sewanee, Kenyon, Partisan, Hudson and so forth reviews for whom poetry was something that could only be written if preceded, riddled, and packaged with strings of Latin, Greek, quotes which most readers I’m sure did not understand.

  These were the last days of the Pound-Eliot influence on a younger generation that took that poetry for granted but did not think they had to climb into it and pull the coffin lid down. The review people however used the Pound-Eliot paradigm as a broken umbrella to keep out the world, but wanted no part of the outright excesses that some focused attention to the real world would surely provide.

  Eliot had been embalmed in Anglo Christianity and Pound had been tried as a fascist sympathizer and locked up in the loony bin. Ginsberg and I journeyed to DC to see him. Ginsberg was admitted; I waited outside. You had to have an appointment.

  Ginsberg said that he had to get the monkey of talking to Pound in the real world off his back. He comes out and says Pound told him he was sorry he had succumbed to the suburban prejudice of Anti Semitism, and this seemed to put Allen’s mind at rest. Though I taunted him asking how could he deal so easily with the abuses in the Cantos &c.

  I say this because for my generation that stuff with Eliot and Pound, though we had admired them earlier, was part of the reason that we came to think and write the way that we did, because we were putting both restraints of their excellence as well as the simplemindedness of their social backwardness behind us.

  It was Ginsberg who I wrote to at Git le Couer in Paris when I moved to the lower East Side asking him was he for real on a piece of toilet paper. He replied he was but he was tired of being Allen Ginsberg. He used a better grade of toilet paper.

  He also sent me lists of poets who I should contact and ask for poems, he also sent me some of his own. The list was actually a menu for what would some years later form the core of The New American Poetry, edited by good friend Don Allen.

  The magazine thus began as a loose amalgam of new young writers, eclectic and fresh. By Yugen 4, which features a cover by Black Mountain’s Fielding Dawson, there was a less eclectic but still diverse grouping of poets, but now with a more conscious attempt to work with writers from what I had now perceived as different schools. There were the Beats, Ginsberg, Corso, Kerouac, Burroughs; The San Francisco School, Whalen, Snyder, Duncan, Lamantia & younger ones like Loewinsohn and Meltzer; The Black Mountain folk Creeley, Olson, Dorn, and their acolytes Finstein, Oppenheimer, Sorrentino, Early, and the New York School, O’Hara, Koch.

  And while the first issues of Yugen included several Black poets, Allen Polite who had been my high school hero and 1st mentor in Greenwich Village, and Tom Postell, a surrealist from Cincinnati who went into Bellevue, from the third issue on all the poets except LeRoi Jones were white.

  I had thought to bring those various schools together in a sort of United Front against the tired academic poetry that dominated the establishment reviews.

  Interestingly enough, I wrote a defense of the so called Beat Generation in Partisan Review, in answer to Norman Podhoretz who most recently has been one of Bush’s Certified nincompoops. So you see it was not just a few of the New American Poets who became “Political” as a silly man has written recently criticizing Dorn.

  During the Yugen run which went to 8, I began publishing separate volumes under the rubric of Totem Press, and then in collaboration with the 8th street bookstore, Ted and Eli Wilentz, we began Totem/Corinth Press and published some of the most important young writers of the time. Ginsberg, Kerouac, Snyder, Whalen, Sorrentino, Oppenheimer, O’Hara (w/ a cover by Larry Rivers), Loewinsohn, di Prima, and Ed Dorn’s first volume, The Newly Fallen.

  What was most impressive to me about the work was Ed’s breathing lyricism, not vatic or from the pulpit of some chosen emotional “I,” but a simple saying, some heartfelt observation. As disciplined as we were then by Olson and Creeley, since the poets I ran with every day downtown and got wittily wired with were indeed their sworn posse, it was Dorn’s “What I see in the Maximus Poems” that intrigued me. That here was one of the insiders, a Black Mountain voice who spoke of a way into Maximus and a self determined way beyond. Remember Fee Dawson and Joel Oppenheimer used to crash in my house on the far west side regularly, I mean crash. Painter, Basil King, Sorrentino, Finstein—all BM troops—and I used to swallow tons of ale at the Cedar Tavern, along with O’Hara, Kline, de Kooning, Norman Bluhm, Bob Thompson.

  I had published Olson’s “Projective Verse” as a separate volume and “Proprioception” in the magazine. I had gone to Gloucester to see Charles a couple times and talked into the mornings about America and indeed about the “Western World.” So his prescription of a poetry that reached beyond the bounds of literary obsession were hard in my thinking. He was talking about a poetry that used history and place as an engine to wrest meaning from the present. To see how now got to be now and where was it going and where had it been.

  At the time, these were the most important theoretical directions that I took seriously to heart. Plus the general celebration of Williams was important. Ginsberg never failed to lecture me and everyone else on the critical meaning of Williams’s variable foot and use of the breath phrase and the need for American speech as poem. This is where the poets that I chose to present in Yugen came closest to uniting. The need for A New American Poetry.

  I remembered too that of those four great poets to journey to Europe, William Carlos Williams and Langston Hughes returned with similar use to their work (see Hughes’s “The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain” and Williams’s In The American Grain. Or Paterson). Both emphasize the need to understand “where we’re at where we’re coming from.” Eliot and Pound stayed, literally and literarily in Europe.

  So that it was just before The Newly Fallen that Dorn and I began to correspond. That correspondence lasted from that time in the early 60’s . . . Ed and I wrote back and forth into the 90’s. So it is this correspondence which is key to our relationship, changing but stalwart, in the sense that those letters gave us a peculiarly honest forum in which to hear how we sounded to someone we respected, learned from but were never timid about disagreeing with. Some of these letters have already been published by the Chicago Review, others are scheduled.

  The discourse reflected where we were in our own growth to maturity re-maturity and re-rematurity. The initial discussions had to do with a kind of delineation in our minds of what constituted the “New” in that rhetorical titled anthology. Who we thought important, who we didn’t know in that exchange of intelligence. Perhaps who we liked and didn’t but we were not, as I recall, gossipy.

  We wanted an exchange of information, new facts, new registrations, reinforcement of some stances, permission to abandon others. I know we wrote about Olson and the Black Mountain experience, school, hangers on, aesthetic—what did it mean? There was even an exchange in Yugen between Gregory Corso and Gil Sorrentino . . . Corso himself a parody parodying what he thought the limitations of the “Black Mountain approach.” He meant the short line, the use of the slash to stop the breath flow. Sorrentino shot back in the next issue, intending to chide Corso for the lack of discipline in the Beat writing. Neither, it seemed to Dorn and I, were very accurate.

  But those discussions were one animating feature of that broad united front against academic poetry death. Sometimes one was surprised at how close we were in our disagreements and how distant we were in our union. But the evaluation of Ginsberg, Olson, Creeley, O’Hara were frequent in my correspondence and in my house those long ago weekends we drunk ourselves or partied ourselves into verbal profundity. I reported these to Dorn very often. The Apple, The Village, The Lower East Side, The Politics Social antics thereof. While Dorn reported from Santa Fe, Pocatello, California, Colorado to his “New York, New York: a wonderful place to live, a poor place to visit.”

  Our intercontinental conversations changed as our minds did. A silly man could wonder why we changed so. People are always staking me to that ignorant bit of small talk turned question. Why have your views changed . . . you mean since sliding out of Anna Lois Jones’ womb? Place had a lot to do with it. Actually Time, Place and Condition as the Marxists insist.

  It is a silly question whose only merit is seeking after real information. To wonder at the change itself is nonsense. Let us hope that most of us have had some revelation to change our paths and direction since we got here. Even since we first thought of ourselves as quote intellectuals.

  I was fed the myth and reality of Black Mountain up close from some of its most loyal students: Joel Oppenheimer, Fielding Dawson, Basil King who I saw almost nightly. What Dorn thought about Black Mountain and its primary teachers Olson and Creeley I got, actually, in antidote to the aforementioned whose juiced up recollections frequently bordered on the sentimentally surreal. Though they were instructive and important to me (See Fielding Dawson’s The Black Mountain Book).

  But all were urging a clarity to me about what there was of value in the NAP that ironically finally made me look beyond it without ever abandoning what I thought was valuable. Olson’s insistence on a projection of poetry outside the box of literature into the field of anthropological, archaeological, linguistic, social, political unfoldings wrapped up in what we get from the top . . . not as topical as newspaper but people die everyday because they do not grasp what is in these (to paraphrase Williams).

  Interestingly, one difference in the crowd I described was that as the Civil Rights Movement deepened, our minds were changing in conversational contradiction at the same time we remained a crowd. It was Dorn also reporting on his changing vis-á-vis what was in that field in this world to be reported and how was a poem to do that.

  So that some of this crowd of poets could say to me poetry and politics don’t mix even while paying homage to intensely political poets like Ginsberg or Olson.

  One of the things the so called Language poets don’t like about Ginsberg is that they call his an “impossible politics”—that was the argument at a poetic gathering in Maine several years ago, when they also said that Black poets’ works were oral, their own, one imagines, cerebral. I referred them to DuBois. Amazingly I had to mention the same DuBois in answer to Bellow’s question deprecating Black Studies: Who is The Tolstoy of the Zulus?

  But the string of literary intercontinental communiqués comes in times of stress, reflection, philosophical need, aesthetic reassurance, or state of the world messages did indeed take us into the field. With the same back and forth of question, answer, rejoinder, question.

  The purely literary, which was never purely anything, had to take on the questions that arose for me about the Civil Rights Movement. 1957 I got undesirably discharged from Error Farce, just as the Montgomery Bus boycott was sizzling to some kind of denouement. So by 1958 I was an established young village resident poet. I had even gotten a post card from Langston Hughes greeting my first published poem “Preface To A Twenty Volume Suicide Note” published in The Naked Ear in Taos, New Mexico with a post card written as all his letters were in green ink saying, “Hail, Leroy, from Harlem . . . I understand you’re colored!” from Langston Hughes. And with Yugen magazine proof to Hail the double consciousness, Black and American.

  In 1958 when the boycott was successfully ended the racists blew up Dr. King’s House. When the black folks arrived with rifles raised in the air shouting, “Dr. King, what shall we do?” His answer, “If any blood be shed let it be ours.” That pushed me and a great portion of my generation away from King.

  In 1959 Fidel Castro entered Habana, while Oppenheimer, Finstein, Sorrentino, and Dawson sat in my living room and put together a little pamphlet called “For You” Jan 1 1959 to Fidel Castro. Though Sorrentino who had written a coy little poem to Fidel told me he hated men in uniforms.

  You bet the Cuban revolution set off a torrent of discussion with the poetry community which I was part of. The back and forth between Dorn and I was also reflective of that torrent. Ed questioning what the real significance of Fidel Castro was. What did it really mean to the Cuban people. And what could it mean to us here. Though he was never dismissive, nor was Charles Olson, who even wrote a poem about his exchanges with me vis á vis Cuba, which he read publicly in San Francisco.

  They were both open but both with critical analysis of Latin American history and politics and the United Snakes’ likely reaction to it. The fact that Fidel had done that, that those Barbudos had overthrown an ugly satrap of US imperialism had to be celebrated. But for those people who somehow saw poetry as a relief or distancing from politics it brought a sullen kind of cynicism. And Fidel was not yet a declared Communist.

  The amazing imbalance of thought from the other poets in our crowd who somehow thought that they were “freer” than what Fidel and company proposed by liberating Cuba from a henchperson of US Imperialism. And that somehow poetry made them freer.

  One of the astonishing confirmations of the backwardness of the post modern movement (what do dat mean?) is that such contagious propounders of this crevice, actually a denunciation of post enlightenment modernism, is that groups like the language poets are steadfastly politically reactionary, which I guess is confirmation that they are post or pre modern indeed. (The Maine exchanges about Ginsberg’s politics and the mode of Black poetry confirmed that for me.)

  Dorn never thought that poetry excluded him from politics it gave him a way to get inside politics and carve it to the bone. This was an aspect of Dorn from “What I See In The Maximus Poems,” and even in the lilting lyricism of The Newly Fallen.

  In 1960 I went to Cuba for the 1st anniversary of the July 26 Movement triumph in Cuba. The first celebration which saw thousands of invited guests from all over the world, including de Beauvoir, Sagan, Sartre, Robert Williams, Harold Cruse, Julian Mayfield. I wrote an essay, “Cuba Libre,” which won an award and that was discussed in our letters as well as back and forth from Olson.

  The sense is that I had made a step, that I had taken some action, that the field was real life not just a poetic allusion. But that there were real life dangers, both physical and philosophical—ideological—that should be discussed. But it was Olson and Dorn who did not back away from the discussion. As some who thought that my headlong flight into Revolutionary rhetoric was somehow heresy.

  But that was the openness I treasured, the lack of fear at heading into areas that many of our free and open crowd thought out of bounds. And this movement into the rush of political challenge was leading me where America and the world was going in real life. 1960 I had gone to Cuba, 1960 was the first national appearance of Malcolm X on the television special “The Hate That Hate Produced.”

  It was Malcolm X who seemed, in contradiction to Dr King, by saying, “You treat people like they treat you. If they treat you with respect, you treat them with respect, but if they put their hands on you, send ’em to the cemetery!”

  So that now as I was taken by Black Nationalism, our letters flew back and forth trying to analyze the real from the illusory. What was to be done here and now by us all? Where was the black poet LeRoi Jones headed and where were my erstwhile friends headed as well. Would the community of poetry and poets be spared the rising fire of the Black Liberation Movement?

  It was Malcolm X’s murder that sent me hurtling out of Greenwich Village, denouncing even some of my best friends it seemed. What it was is that as Fanon said, the integrated intellectual of an oppressed nationality when he discovers himself to be so integrated into the theoretical oppressor community develops a self criticism that makes him denounce what were his heretofore day to day social context and associates, even becoming for a time super black or super native, but then if he is consistent there is some hope that that pose can be dismissed and the mindset of actual revolution take its place.

  What Dorn wanted to know was if there was some actual dialogue left for us that did not include us denouncing each other. Dorn said he would not be a European American, to be an American is enough psychical punishment. Ginsberg insisted upon that dialogue as well over the years, disagree though we did. But Ed wanted to know what it was that made me so furious with what I had taken up with for so many years. Which was Poetry! Was there nothing of value in what we had discussed and agreed upon? Of course there was, but it was necessary for me to get away from the Village and the alienation which made me so ashamed as I stood in the Eighth St Book Store when Leroy Lucas (whom Ed collaborated with on a book about Native Americans) ran into the place in the middle of a book party shouting that they had just murdered Malcolm X.

  I was inconsolable. Ed could understand that but what were the actualities of such a situation? What would I, what could I do, and what could he make of it himself to be involved and at what level and to what end? Was this Liberation which I now shrieked about an exclusive Black province—isn’t there an intellectual and ideological alignment that includes the willing?

  That is what Ed Dorn asked throughout the development of his work. Is there a genuine alignment of progressive concerns? Is there an attention so rigorous that it makes us common workers for some as yet unclearly stated alternative to all this. The pettiness of the evil around us and in us to whatever degree we cannot fend it off, is not actually petty at all. If it is petty we are safe in our germ free sanitized intellectual niches of not so quiet self regard. We are safe because we will not question, we will not work to actually change what might be simple annoyance or unjust criticism, or oppression or torture or death.

  What is this Place? And what has it made us? Where does it come from? We are shaped by what it has made us as we shape what it is ourselves. It was Sékou Touré saying the same thing essentially as Olson. I was moving from one locus to another but prepared as much by what I had gleaned as by what I was entering. It was Wittgenstein who taught me Ethics and Aesthetics are one.

  So our discussions became at one point the most closely read report from a front from which I willingly had fled. You treat people like they treat you. I could handle that with Dorn because he spoke openly and to the point. He was a man, I said once, who would rather make you an enemy than lie to you. So we could keep up our dialogue, though for a period. So that even after I had fled uptown to Harlem, denounced white folks one and all and opened the Black Arts Repertory Theater School which sent four trucks a day throughout Harlem all summer of 1965 with drama, poetry, music, painting trying to 1) create a poetry that was black in form and content 2) bring the arts out of the elitist dens of ambiguity and into the streets 3) create an art that fought for the liberation of black people, my dialogue with Dorn went on.

  One story told to me by a friend of O’Hara’s had this poet rushing in to tell Frank, “LeRoi Jones has said he wants to kill all white people. O’Hara’s rejoinder (probably without putting down his drink) Well he won’t start with us!”

  Dorn’s comments just after that period when he was interestingly in England as he says in “The Outcasts of Poker Flats” with a pained comic outer view of Ed Sanders and his newly released Fuck You: A Magazine of the Arts which seemed to sum up the entire craziness of the period, “To begin with, since we are in a foreign country (and who isn’t) let’s take it right out of the mail.”

  After excoriating with delight archness Sanders’ commendable project and summation he goes in part iv to “In another ecclesiastical area the poet and playwright LeRoi Jones has shifted into the most absolutist position of all” (and you should read the rest of this) “The absoluteness of LeRoi Jones position is correct.” He says, “THE WHITE MAN IS OBSOLETE,” which sounds right. . . . (Views)

  In another statement of the period Dorn writes in “The Poet, The People, The Spirit” which is about a conference in which his book with Lucas, The Shoshoneans was discussed, he says, “I was not actually asked to attend the Berkeley Conference of the summer of 1965, but went as a substitute forced on the organization of the conference by LeRoi Jones, who had begun to withdraw from such contact. And that’s how I went as an Indian.” (Views) It was just such statement of Ed’s views that kept us within writing distance.

  What it meant is that Dorn did indeed understand my leap into Black Nationalism. He says of the works Dutchman, The Slave, The Toilet, “he outlined what I think must have been for him the prolegomena to a transfer back into a world he was of but had not been part of. Harlem is not his native ground. When Malcolm X was assassinated there was clearly no other intellectual leadership equal to Jones in those ranks . . . The Negro people do not have just one white enemy in America. There are hundreds of different kinds of white men all in their phantasmagoric masks and not just white men—Red men, Brown men, Yellow men green men there are white Negroes not just the ones Norman Mailer because he fancies marijuana had in mind.”

  So that it was not just Jones journeying through the land of Blackness to become Baraka up through Harlem with the accrued awards of friends pointing guns at his stomach, threats from uptown gangsters, and religious organizations, home to rebellion split open head and knocked out teeth, there had been deep change in Dorn, but one that had been always sharp in observation, perception is poetry he said, brilliant in rationalization, and the use he made of it in poetry and in practice. The journey away from the states was to me, his own way of signaling the breakup of our camp. That the big Greenwich Village of our younger days which stretched from Black Mountain to the Lower East Side to Gloucester to Buffalo to San Francisco and the well advertised bongo playing Road of the Kerouacs had become dysfunctional. The era of Good Feeling, Ginsberg called it, had passed. My own move uptown and then back home was my own way of co-signing this occurrence.

  About the West, for Ed the outward motion in the poem placed before him by Olson, his own discursive self education from that model, what polis is, can only lead to politicks what moves that people in its quest for what DuBois called “true self consciousness” is both incisive and constantly revelational.

  After very accurately describing “Malcolm had just begun to make headway through the terrible delicate discriminations between MLK, Elijah Muhammed . . . LeRoi Jones has been unable to assure that leadership for various and complex reasons.” What Dorn has gleaned from our conversations and instinctively put together on his own is that my (and his by his understanding of my need) movement was not stopping at Black Nationalism and, what he would soon be faced with discussing was this brothers movement into Marxism.

  But the West for Dorn was not just the western part of the United States but that is how he got to the bigness of the whole West. That Western World that Europe claims and has never been. “Leave England headed West” I wrote, “You arrive in Newark.” For Dorn the West the journey out first from Gloucester then ultimately from Idaho was in space and time. From history to the history of the future. What is past and what is passing.

  It was the elemental America that the West symbolized, yet it was the pushing past the old from those original thirteen states. Dorn born at the edge of the East and the beginning of the West, of a heroic farm and working class people doomed by their own ability to sustain themselves with less than they need. Listen to this great later poem “Tribe,” a long echo of what could be dug from even the first pages of The Newly Fallen, that there is a loyalty to that back story, tribe indeed, all the way back to Odin, of those poor hopeless white people for whom hope is a scam, a stolen election, cheap merchandise advertised as Holy. Their belief that democracy is a place where they live but have not often explored.

  You see I could feel that, even to that which could never be defended among my own tribe, but that we had lived on the edge of disaster and been told that we had survived, but into what and as what? So it was I felt always with Ed, we must know ourselves to step away and analyze ourselves and then step back, climb within our own mythology to cleanse it of mendacity. Only Dorn and Tennessee Williams could use that word like those electric swords in Star Wars, but with actual life effect.

  The Way West as the great summation of Gunslinger and the other trekking poems to find a heroic paradigm which could be studied, analyzed, turned forward and upside down, made mythological enough to say something about reality was just what it seemed. A searching. Searching for the real West. Searching for the real America. Searching for the real heroic engagement with the meaning of it all. Himself, ourselves included.

  But there is no clearer delineator of the sum than Dorn. We all admire Robert Creeley for the precision of his line, the incisive twist of his verse, which some have even called Cubist. Dorn’s reviews of Creeley indicated that not only did Ed understand what Creeley was doing, and was much admired of it, as we all are. But he understood where Creeley had chosen to REMAIN. And so wound around and around near the end, satisfied with his rare music, eloquent locution and inverted use of world and word.

  Why some silly man cannot use Dorn’s later work is that it is not only eloquent in word and skilled in construction, but that his meanings begin to be so clear to him that they become as quick as Billy the Kid’s response that he make his nephew a whistle, Billy draws and fires the exact hole in the exact reed to make the whistle. “How can you hit the target without aiming,” the young boy asks, “I’m always aiming,” says Billy the K.

  So that Dorn who is aiming for years and years now can spin and plug a hole dead center in whatever target. It is the politics at question in the silly man’s mind that is squishy with the compromise of self satisfied mediocrity. We hold these truths to be self evident is a bulletin. The Bullet the Boston Tea Party.

  The traditional lyric is the elevation of the singular I to the world as the attention of the world. It is the usual concern of young poets not yet able to see the connection of that I to the world. One of those links, of course, is study the other experience. For whom do you write Mao asks in Yenan Forum, what do you celebrate what do you put down, what do you love, what do you hate, the work carries all of this. Art, Mao said, is the ideological reflection of the world in the mind of the artist.

  But there are artists for whom there is no world but themselves and whatever little inarticulate eating and shitting and sleeping and copulating have to say to them that is good, bad, perfect, execrable or whatever. There are also, again, (see my essay “why most poetry is boring, again,” in the Poetry Project Newsletter) poets quite at home in what Dorn called “the very permissive asylum” the US has become. Certainly if they have tenure and tidy little birdcages in which they can make poo poo on a removable floor and have it published.

  The moving out to investigate the real West, the Westness of us, that is the real openness, newness, freshness, innovation of America the promise is to finally see that this promise has been the threatened future of this world of European invention and discovery, colonialism and capitalism and imperialism and always war and this Afro Asian Latino world of submission and imprisonment and defeat. But it has been that tribe of Dorn’s that has also slipped outside the well advertised virtues of this hell and to include them in the torture must make Dorn then search outside the given, outside the relentlessly stated lie of American democracy to see that America and its place in the world for what they actually are.

  That early lyricism always carried the sting of contrast to what surrounded it, in metaphor or in contemplative portraits of the subject. But as I moved more directly into political activism and away from the icy literary world, I grew impatient with a mere infatuation with language. That language that I still admired was to signify action, a move away from the given, the static, the dead.

  It is DuBois who said, one cannot actually love beauty without loving truth. So that is the warp that challenges the words of the post moderns (what dat mean?) that to shy away from truth is to misunderstand beauty. Truth and Beauty said Keats and the Doctor are our only pledges.

  The Wild Dog kept me posted and the News polemic Rolling Stock, I looked forward to. I was at Naropa just before the great poetry war. I remember Duncan and I humorously challenging Allen who had changed into a suit and tie he bought from the Salvation Army at the urging of Trungpa. I had asked one of Trungpa’s minions why it was that Tibetan music only had three notes. So it was not so shocking when the news broke about Trungpa’s insisting that Bill Merwin and his lady friend undress for his dizzy metaphysic. Nor was it any shock that Dorn was screaming so loud it could be heard in the East that there was a scandal of idiots at Naropa. I know he vowed never to set foot in the place again. How far we had gotten away from our poetry community’s desired unity of purpose. Allen in the clutches of drunken Buddhists and myself in the clutches of drunken judges who sentenced me to three years without parole in the Newark rebellion. And Ed still trying to be heard as some voice of analytical reason or reasonable analysis. But now growing less metaphorically lyrical, with a language that continued to hone itself to a fantastic gleaming sharpness. So I could feel his words again at the point of actual conflict with this thing that threatened to digest us one way or another.

  Dorn’s diction, his placement of words, the stunning vocabulary, the music that came from such precision always was in evidence till the very end. To challenge that is silly, man. The poems after Gunslinger bring another aspect of Dorn’s work into full function, his humor. A satirical arsenal that was so funny so true so funny because it was so true. Bulletin Bullet to that bulls eye right between the eyes of the willingly blind.

  Hello, La Jolla made me fully aware of Dorn’s work again. The Selected Poems, the prose stunts in Views, Yellow Lola and then the great work of socially loaded poetry Abhorrences which I began to share. I think now that it must have been Dorn’s influence not quite conscious to me that had something to do with the Low Coup that I began to put out. Or that we had come to similar conclusions that what had to be said could be said just as the Japanese had discovered many moons ago. There was a contemporary use for Basho’s brevity. Though we substituted satire, pun, a savaging politics to blow up the superficial, the fake, the wholly disgusting ignorance which is American social life and political shenanigans.

  The reason a silly man could not grasp the explosive poetics that such gun slinging truth makes is that many of these sacred cows Dorn blows away the silly man rides to work on everyday to school to the bank and back to the old bullshit ranch.

  What we miss in Dorn is an actual gladiator poet at the very top of the number. We had fought against fools and liars all our poetic lives, at whatever level of consciousness. We need Dorn right now when the stupidity and backwardness that warped the ’50s (McCarthy time we had to get past the Korean debacle turned into VietNam and the deaths of Kennedy, Malcolm, King and Kennedy). We had to become hard and action focused not only to produce but to survive. And now here we are at the bottom of the Sisyphus Syndrome again, both truth and beauty at risk, dizzy little pimp nerd professors and assholes in waiting want to make poetry the servants of cowards and right wing pundits disguised in strophes again.

  If Fascism, as Dimitrov said, is the rule by terror what Bush has done, with his top down Bush-it-is rule with the fear of terror which is the reverse trench coat of the same fascist tactic. So that now the suspiciously oily Texas smell of 911 and the non hunt for Bin Laden has led instead to Afghanistan, Palestine, Iraq, Lebanon, with sights pointed at Iran, North Korea and China. Not so ironically this “Axis of Evil” which has been coined by the Assholes of Evil in DC are all colored and this is the tumult in which the Homeland security Heimat-Sicherheit has pushed a clumsy fascism directly down our throat. And poets are urged to quiet down and become more literary less understandable, less confrontational as the nation struts toward Nazi-hood.

  This has frightened many people who have grown sophisticated in their acceptance of the Fridgidaire that follows any progressive period. So that while the New American Poetry, The Black Arts Movement tried to roll the stone of American art culture democracy and equality up the mountain of would be American dream, the rock has been rolled back down Sisyphus style so that like Lenin poets like Dorn who fought against the rule of the dead and who developed a highly personal poetic style as his vehicle as well as the rest of us who fought against the sterility of literature disconnected from American reality, was called the old man by the economists, that is, dudes just wanting to get paid, or get tenure or get published in the safety of their weak metaphors and poorly hidden conservatism rather than pulling down the stale icons of minority rule and majority frustration and transform the system. We must not only talk about Dorn we must read him. We must read the poets of the New American Poetry and The Black Arts Movement, not just in those anthologies, The New American Poetry and Black Fire but dig up their later works which are mostly out of print as the publishers are now letting great works go out of print or made hard to get while they wholesale restock the American bookshelves with garbage as iridescently dull as Eisenhower’s oatmeal the harbinger of McCarthy.
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Introduction


  From the end of the 1950s through the middle of the 1960s, Amiri Baraka and Edward Dorn fostered a friendship primarily through correspondence. Though many of the original letters have been lost over time, those that do exist testify to the complicated and intense friendship of these two self-consciously avant-garde poets. Bonding around their commitment to new and radical forms of poetry and culture, Dorn and Baraka also created an interracial friendship at precisely the moment that the civil rights movement was becoming an undeniably powerful force in national politics. The major premise of the Dorn-Jones friendship as developed through their letters was artistic, but the range of subjects in the correspondence shows an incredible intersection between the personal and the public, providing a schematic map of what was so vital in postwar American culture to those living through it. The early 1960s found both poets just beginning to publish and becoming active, public figures.

  The two poets were younger contemporaries in a world that was watching the establishment of the Beat Generation and its already famous writers and friends: Jack Kerouac, Allen Ginsberg, William Burroughs. This correspondence offers a vivid picture of American lives—connecting, remarkably, around poetry—during a tumultuous time of change and immense creativity. Among those writers and poets who frequented the art worlds of Jones and Dorn, other correspondence friendships were also created, taking their place among many: Charles Olson and Frances Boldereff; Robert Duncan and Denise Levertov; Neal Cassady and Jack Kerouac; Kenneth Koch and Frank O’Hara, to name a few. Reading through these correspondences allows access into personal biographies, and through these biographies, profound moments in American cultural history open themselves to readers in a way not easily found in official channels of historical narrative and memory.

  For Jones and Dorn, their personal correspondence became a key source of information, aesthetic feedback, mutual advice, and trust. The economic hardships that came with a self-chosen avant-garde life, and for Dorn, isolation in small towns, created a sense of urgency, freely exhibited here in these letters. The stark honesty and sometimes raw, shocking authenticity that developed in their dialogue was a treasured ideal, given the rigid social and political circumstances of Cold War America that surrounded them and so deeply influenced their respective artistic visions.

  “ ”   “ ”

  Edward Dorn (1929–1999) was born in Illinois during the Great Depression, and his stark, impoverished childhood would mark him forever. Intellectually hungry and dissatisfied with the status quo, Dorn engaged in sharp, critical inquiry using language as a means of knowledge, investigation, and understanding in an attempt to push into motion what he knew was a too-often complacent country. Dorn spent his life writing, teaching, and editing as he traveled between North America and England. After having lived in places as varied as Washington state, San Francisco, California, and Santa Fe, New Mexico (where Dorn was living when he and Jones began corresponding), Dorn accepted a part-time teaching position at Idaho State University in Pocatello, Idaho. Dorn’s time in Pocatello saw him through the end of his letters with Jones; they would not write again until the mid-1980s, when Jones (who had by then long been known as Amiri Baraka) wrote to Dorn praising his and wife Jennifer Dunbar Dorn’s little magazine/newsletter, Rolling Stock. Eclectic and witty, Rolling Stock’s motto was “If it moves, print it!” In 1965, through the English poet Donald Davie, Dorn was offered a position as a Fulbright lecturer at the University of Essex in Great Britain. He remained there until 1970, after which he returned to the United States, continuing his struggle to maintain a living while writing poetry and teaching part time. In 1977 he accepted a teaching position at the University of Colorado, Boulder, where he stayed until the end of his life.

  From an early poem like “On the Debt My Mother Owed Sears Roebuck,” dealing with the particular realities of North American poverty, to a later work like Gunslinger, which takes on American identity and history in the form of an epic western, Dorn’s poetry continually pushes poetic language into the darkest corners of experience. Dorn spent several years studying with the influential poet Charles Olson, a major twentieth-century American poet and thinker and rector for a time of the experimental and progressive Black Mountain College. Both Jones and Dorn would count Olson as a major force in their poetic lives, powerful for both his poetry and his ideas about poetry, put forth in essays and speeches throughout his life. By the late 1950s Olson had already established his reputation as a Melville scholar, won two Guggenheim Fellowships (the first in 1939, the second in 1948), and then abandoned all formal channels of academia until given a highly unusual and brief teaching position at the University of Buffalo, State University of New York, in 1963, setting his poetic and social radicalism against the growing confines of Cold War America. Dorn worked with Olson both in and out of the experimental Black Mountain College, where in 1955 Olson created “A Bibliography on America for Ed Dorn.” The bibliography was a syllabus of sorts, written in the form of an essay, a list, and a graph all in one. It was an entry into the larger world of America that dealt with everything from sociology, politics, and geography to poetry and literature.

  Born in Newark, New Jersey, in 1934, Amiri Baraka has spent his life as a poet, music critic and historian, dramatist, and activist. Reared in a stable working-class household, Jones excelled academically in the public schools of Newark and subsequently was awarded a scholarship to attend Howard University in Washington, D.C. At Howard, Jones found himself alienated from the institution’s bourgeois mobility education ethic. He rejected these aspirations and flunked out, subsequently joining the United States Air Force (the Error Farce, as he later called it), where he received a dishonorable discharge after being falsely accused of Communist affiliations.

  By 1958 Jones had ventured to Greenwich Village in New York City, where he became an integral participant in the bohemian poetry, theater, and music scenes. A prolific writer, Baraka has been publishing and performing for nearly his entire adult life, beginning his path as public artist and intellectual amid the creative foment of New York City in the 1950s and ’60s. Still known then as LeRoi Jones, he wrote poetry and prose—everything from essays about Cuba, modern art, and Black Nationalism to liner notes for jazz albums, as well as a full-length history of jazz in America, Blues People: Negro Music in White America—and worked to establish two small magazines, Yugen (with then-wife Hettie Jones, née Cohen) and the Floating Bear (with poet Diane di Prima), as well as a small press, Totem.

  In the mid-1960s, Jones rejected the Village scene and moved uptown to Harlem, where he would begin the process of changing his name, a public indication of his private journey into a deeper black identity. Baraka experienced much of his evolving political and poetic consciousness in his letters with Dorn, an able and willing partner in the navigation of the twentieth century; this was a friendship that would continue to influence Baraka’s ideas and actions even through his growing black militancy and separatism. In 1965, after the death of Malcolm X, Baraka established the Black Arts Repertory Theatre/School (BARTS) in Harlem. The idea for BARTS had begun some time before, and the building was found and bought before Malcolm had died; at his death, the transition became final. Baraka has since returned to Newark, continuing his work in the arts and as an activist.

  “ ”   “ ”

  Having seen several poems of Dorn’s in various small literary magazines, in 1959 Jones began by writing to him with praises and a request for poems for his own magazine, Yugen, edited with Hettie Jones. This was the first little magazine to include many of the various writer groups that would come to comprise what became known as the New American Poetry, groups that came to be labeled the Beats, the New York School, Black Mountain, and the San Francisco Renaissance. Donald Allen’s seminal book, The New American Poetry, was published in 1960 by Grove Press, making its poets available to a larger audience for the first time. The collection issued from a body of poets presenting alternative forms of knowledge and testimony to those in society at large and in the culturally conservative Cold War-era structures of the academy.

  Despite the positive impact of this volume, however, the arrangement of the poets into various groupings codified these writers into categories far more rigid and inflexible than the actual aesthetic fluidity of the real-live poets. Baraka was adamant that Yugen would not reproduce either Allen’s decisions about labels or the decisions of mainstream poetry editors. Baraka struggled, as well, against the university system in North America, which felt problematic to many artists and intellectuals. The rise of government funding and the blossoming of sponsored research came with what many felt to be an untenable obligation to uphold the systemic ideals of the postwar affluent society.

  The letters between Dorn and Jones show serious attempts at extrication from these prevailing ideologies. The realities of the Cold War, of both urban and rural poverty suffered by untold numbers of Americans, of racial tensions and the rising civil rights movement, of the social and political conservatism that had risen out of the ashes of World War II victories—all of these things existed in tandem with the deep belief in prosperity so fervently promoted by postwar America. While the dominant images skewed toward a prosperous white middle class, this was never the full reality. Allen Ginsberg’s 1955 seminal poem Howl illustrated this very point, as did another much lesser known poem, Edward Marshall’s “Leave the World Alone,” also written in 1955 and included in Donald Allen’s The New American Poetry. Avant-garde and experimental art, music, and poetry would reflect the conflict, fear, and elation of the futuristic, space-traveling sixties.

  The correspondence between Jones and Dorn took place in this context of conflicted ideas and realities in the United States. The letters became the primary ground for a wide range of discussions, from quotidian observations of being snowbound without enough heat or being overdressed on an overly warm spring day to the hashing out of experiences, fears, and anxieties directly related to the sociopolitical culture of the early 1960s: bar fights around race matters, an aggravated police presence around fears of agitation and protests. With self-publishing and -production of art as a branch of self-governance, we might say that the many little magazines and broadsheets, the chapbooks and public readings created and organized by the poets themselves, are all part of this reconfiguring of democratic ideals and definitions of the citizenry.

  A look at the complete set of letters finds them formative and showing signs of what is to come later: by 1965, knowledge, beliefs, actions, friendships, and alliances had shifted drastically, setting the stage for a highly tumultuous late 1960s. The correspondence between Dorn and Jones takes the reader from a time when the norms of cultural ideology held Americans squarely in a superficial postwar ease to the uncovering of darker truths and the veneer of consumer culture beginning to fray. Dorn and Jones understood the poem as an act of the intellect, a public action that carries with it responsibility. Narratives are created both personally and in confrontation, and for those who write, public formation is often linked to personal narrative, creating a complicated public identity, a thing difficult to define but crucial to understand. Seen side by side, the poetry and the letters of Dorn and Jones give us entry into multiple scenes of knowledge.

  Corollary to the new poetic forms coming out of the 1950s and ’60s was free jazz. Breaking away from traditional musical constraints like the melodic line, the four-bar standard, and chord sequences, musicians like Thelonious Monk, Ornette Coleman, John Coltrane, and Cecil Taylor began to open up the sound of jazz. The opening of both musical and poetic line went beyond technical aspects, signifying important cultural and political views as well. As the civil rights movement gained greater and greater urgency, the ugly underside of American culture and politics was revealed, and many jazz artists would be part of the fight to change their status as black artists. The struggle to gain tighter control over their own work, taking that work out of the hands of the large, exploitative music companies, was close to LeRoi Jones’s own work and mission.

  Jones would both write for and produce the vehicles—small magazines and a small press—for distribution on his own terms. In this context, friendships, like that of Jones and Dorn, were developed that took on the qualities of an alternate media. In 1950, Neal Cassady penned a thirty-thousand-word letter to Jack Kerouac that became known colloquially as the “Joan Anderson” letter. It was passed out among the poets and fervently talked about; in a letter to Allen Ginsberg, Kerouac says,

  Yes, publish Neal’s Joan Anderson, it’s a masterpiece and was the basis for my idea about prose . . . that dense page where he breathlessly drew a diagram of the toilet window is the wildest prose I’ve ever seen and I like it better than Joyce or Proust or Melville or Wolfe or anybody. (Selected Letters 464)

  In another letter to Ginsberg, Cassady himself says,

  All the crazy falldarall you two boys make over my Big Letter just thrills the gurgles out of me, but we still know I’m a whiff and a dream. Nonetheless, tho I blush over its inadequatcies [sic], I want you to realize the damn thing took up the better part of three straight Benzedrine afternoons and evenings. So I did work hard at it and managed to burn a little juice out of me. (As Ever 104)

  Here the letter writing is itself prose, an artistic creation of its own. This is particularly true given the lack of publishing venues, as witnessed by Kerouac’s own delayed publishing history; while On the Road was written in 1951, it was not published until 1957. Charles Olson’s epic, The Maximus Poems, begun as letters to his friend and fellow Gloucester poet Vincent Ferrini, followed the same kind of trajectory. We can go even further back to see this tradition being practiced by early American poet Emily Dickinson, who also sent poems as or in letters.

  Letters collapsed far distances and long periods of time apart for many, an easy and inexpensive way to create and continue vital conversations outside of anyone’s control, fully one’s own. At a time when both Dorn and Jones were struggling to be published and to be heard, the letters themselves became part of their art and their means of fighting back. Sometimes this was to the detriment of both poets, as their often brutal sarcasm, homophobic derisions, and frequent misogyny are used to express deep anger and frustration. For two young writers with a tremendous desire to have their work read and shared, they often responded to rejection and insults (of which they faced a great deal) with vitriol. Despite all their real beliefs in radicalism in art, culture, and politics, both fell often into the standards of the language of the day: the slurs they flung were hateful and far too typical of the time. Being young, angry, and rejected brought out a certain degree of wildness; the language of the letters reveals a sense that they wanted to be as offensive to the world as they felt the world was to them. Unfortunately, the targets are far too frequently women, about whom they were decidedly conservative, and homosexuality in both men and women.

  At a time when homosexuality was still considered grounds for institutionalization and the landmark Stonewall riots were still several years away, men and women who identified as gay stood to suffer personally, politically, economically, and culturally. Despite the relative progressivism and freedom present at the time in New York City, homosexuality could and did still carry a stigma, and the possibility of violence and derision toward anyone identifying as gay was a very real factor in people’s lives. Jones (more frequently than Dorn, though Dorn often echoes this homophobic language) takes up this violent language quite often as his own, despite the fact that he lived in New York City and counted numerous close friends who identified as gay, including Frank O’Hara, John Wieners, and Michael Rumaker. Jones’s work sometimes dealt with his seemingly contradictory feelings about homosexuality; 1965’s System of Dante’s Hell explored the borders of sexuality, queer and straight. Coupled with the homophobic barbs peppered throughout the letters is an often even more aggressive vitriol toward women, particularly women in positions of power or authority and women (in Jones’s case) with whom he had had sexual or romantic relationships.

  During this period of correspondence, Jones was married to Hettie Jones, his editorial partner on Yugen, a writer and poet in her own right, with whom he had two daughters. In her autobiography, How I Became Hettie Jones, she describes her position as wife and mother while also being a writer; ultimately, she could not write while married to Jones, especially after they began having children. Jones expected, shockingly to Hettie, a wife who would raise his children and support his own writing career, a traditional model of marriage in which Hettie had not expected to find herself. Throughout their marriage, there were infidelities on both sides, but as Hettie describes it, her participation in any affair was considered far more transgressive; again and again she found herself in a decidedly non-feminist, unequal marriage with a man she loved deeply. Hettie would bear the brunt of LeRoi’s growing radicalism and turn toward Black Nationalism throughout the ’60s; as Hettie was not black, Jones drew away from her, eventually leaving her with their daughters in 1965 after the assassination of Malcolm X.

  For a time during his marriage to Hettie, Jones maintained an affair with the Brooklyn-born poet Diane di Prima, with whom he had a child. In 1961, di Prima and Jones released the initial issue of their coedited poetry newspaper, the Floating Bear, published by themselves, pasted up by hand and copied on a mimeograph machine. The little magazine functioned, in essence, as a poetry newsletter, printed quickly and inexpensively and spread widely to fellow poets and fans. During the same year, di Prima, in partnership with other poets and artists, founded the New York Poets Theatre in the East Village. Di Prima maintained an independence as a poet, as a mother, and in her hard-won work in the 1950s and ’60s that many women were unable to maintain. Di Prima’s autobiography, Recollections of My Life as a Woman: The New York Years, details her life as a young poet, describing her move from a strict Italian American household in Brooklyn to wilder, more radical, bohemian enclaves in Manhattan (and, eventually, California).

  “ ”   “ ”

  Fueling each poet was a sense of art as not only a valid but a necessary means of grappling with and understanding both the beautiful and the horrific in the world. The letters then become both reflection and place of creation, the ground upon which to experiment. Dorn believed any major institution of power, whether it be the United States, the former Soviet Union, or Cuba, could never be trusted or assumed to have any benevolent qualities. Baraka, on the other hand, at least in the earlier years of his activism, believed the state could be changed to make it work in favor of the subjugated. Baraka, of course, was not alone in his ideas about the capacity for citizens to change the state. The stance is part of a larger discourse on the role of intellectuals—and artists—in society. In his correspondence with Dorn, Jones expressed this idea of hope and possibility for change. However, as the ’60s wore on, his radicalism would lean ever more toward breakage rather than repair; the later letters to Dorn show his growing anger and frustration.

  Baraka channeled this artistic and political sensibility into the independent, collaborative magazines Yugen and the Floating Bear and Totem Press, an independent small publisher (in conjunction with Eli and Ted Wilentz’s Corinth Press). Baraka was, with these projects, key in providing space for numerous artists from several different strands in the late 1950s and into the 1960s. These included Dorn, Charles Olson, Denise Levertov, and Robert Duncan, artists who would all later be published in Donald Allen’s highly influential The New American Poetry. Baraka published two of Dorn’s poetry collections, The Newly Fallen (Dorn’s first book) and Hands Up! through Totem Press in conjunction with Corinth Press and saw several of Dorn’s poems into print in both Yugen and the Floating Bear.
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