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Preface


DALE M. SMITH


Robert J. Bertholf (1940–2016) began work on the Robert Duncan–Charles Olson correspondence in 1978, when he visited the Archives and Special Collections at the Thomas J. Dodd Research Center at the University of Connecticut. Four years later, in a letter to Robert Duncan, Bertholf related his progress on the material:


This morning I finished the second run through the Duncan/Olson letters [all have been transcribed and are now in typed versions]. There are words, and even phrases in Olson’s hand that escape me, at times because of the Xerox copy and at times because of Olson’s hand. Jack Clarke will help there. And then I am going to Storrs at the end of May to go over all of them again with the originals. There are notes to be finished, and a lot of small matters: the big matters have been done at this point.


Work on the letters continued intermittently during Bertholf’s curatorship of the Poetry Collection of the University Libraries at the University at Buffalo, where he guided textual scholars for nearly thirty years and collaborated with the Poetics program. Many of the textual problems, especially the deciphering of difficult words and phrases in the letters, were clarified in conversations with Jack Clarke, a beloved Blake scholar in the English Department, and with the support of Robert Creeley of the Poetics program.


Beyond his duties as a scholar and mentor, however, Robert Bertholf was devoted to the creative particulars of place and the people around him, a dynamic space that Robert Duncan and Charles Olson would have called a temenos. I first met Robert in Buffalo just as he was retiring from the Poetry Collection in 2007. We met again the following year when he moved to Austin, where I was finishing doctoral research at the University of Texas. Robert came from a generation of men and women whose understanding of poetry included a humane and sympathetic connection to the world and to the conditions that give shape to creative precincts of study. As seen in the frank admissions and enthusiasm for art announced in the correspondence of Duncan and Olson, Robert mixed friendly and playful banter with a sense of urgency and a serious understanding of the poetry he encountered. His prodding humor was instructive and gave me permission to be at ease in myself as a scholar. Robert, like many other poets I have known, showed me that the lines between scholarship and art, between critical inquiry and everyday acts of attention, remain fluid and interactive; no rigid method ever intervened to supplant the primary attunements and affections he brought to diverse areas of study. Indeed, he was a man committed to his enthusiasms. I say all of this to honor his memory, to acknowledge my ongoing delight in our friendship, and to give some testament to the joy I took in working with him.


In 2011, as I was moving with my family to Toronto, Ontario, Robert added a large cardboard box to my moving load. It wasn’t until a few months later that I examined the contents and was surprised to discover the manuscripts of An Open Map: The Correspondence of Robert Duncan and Charles Olson (which became the current volume) and Imagining Persons: Robert Duncan’s Lectures on Charles Olson (which is a separate volume also published by the University of New Mexico Press). I immediately suggested that we finish both projects, and so began our formal obligation to these important documents of mid-century poetics. When Robert died suddenly in February 2016, he knew that the texts would be published, and he was thrilled that his many years of work would find a home at the University of New Mexico Press.


Robert Bertholf never approached small tasks: his scholarly publications reflect his devotion to American open-form poetry, with special emphasis on the writing of Robert Duncan and his life partner, the visual artist and collagist Jess. Bertholf’s many publications include Robert Duncan: Scales of the Marvelous (with Ian Reid) (1979), William Blake and the Moderns (1982), Robert Duncan: A Descriptive Bibliography (1986), A Great Admiration: H.D./Robert Duncan Correspondence, 1950–1961 (1991), Jess: A Grand Collage, 1951–1993 (with Michael Auping and Michael Palmer) (1993), Robert Duncan’s Selected Poems (1993) and A Selected Prose (1995), and The Letters of Robert Duncan and Denise Levertov (with Albert Gelpi, 2004). While these books took priority over the Duncan-Olson correspondence, the letters nonetheless informed Robert’s understanding of the material. In a 1982 letter to Duncan, he observed:


Most interesting to me was the emerging continuity between the comments in the letters to Olson late 1950s and into the 1960s about poetics, the syllable and the comments from that recent visit. The attention has remained the same. I thought I had so misdirected my attention to the larger message that I’d lost sight of the smaller events of the syllables, the line, the poetics of the poems. As it happens, there was another request for an article, and the poetics of the poem will play a large part in the discussion. I feel like I’ve found the poems, again, in a new direction of understanding.


Robert’s willingness to revise his position and renew his understanding of open-form poetry has been crucial for the subsequent publications of Duncan’s work. The notes and glossary in the current volume likewise benefit from Robert’s devotion to the history and contexts of mid-century publication and literary institutions. The primary individuals and the little magazines that sustained poetry in the 1950s and ’60s form the significant background to the correspondence, and Robert’s knowledge of the publications and the key cultural events behind them support the overall trajectory of this volume.


In my work on this project, I hope to increase knowledge and to display some of Robert’s commitment to poetry and its possibilities as public documentation derived from the private sources of experience and thought. I am grateful to have had the opportunity to contribute to the work here. And while I am pleased to see this volume in print, I cannot help but feel the loss of a terrific friend whose enjoyment of life, including the life animating these letters, deepened the joy of others.
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Note on the Text


In transcribing these letters, we have attempted to be as faithful to the original correspondence as possible. The configuration of the material on the page has been retained, though slight discrepancies have entered in the translation from handwriting and typescript to print. The use of contractions such as “shld” and “wld” have been retained as have the special spellings of words when a pun of sound or usage was intended. Casual spelling and typing errors have been corrected silently. Both Duncan and Olson used square brackets (and they did not always close them or parentheses). Editorial insertions, therefore, are indicated with curly brackets. Ellipses in the text are from the original letters and should not be read as editorial omissions.


Both poets often mentioned authors and historical figures, works, and occurrences without explanation. The notes and glossary identify some of the specific people, publications, and other references mentioned in the letters.





Introduction



Love and the Idea of Form


DALE M. SMITH AND ROBERT J. BERTHOLF


Go today to San Francisco, & shall look up the Cali4nians, starting with Robert Duncan.


—CHARLES OLSON TO EZRA POUND, August 24, 1947


The correspondence of Robert Duncan and Charles Olson is one of the foundational literary exchanges in American poetry in the second half of the twentieth century. The letters provide the facts and circumstances of what lies under the published literary history, and they illuminate the pathway from imaginative conception to the published texts by recounting the poetics of formation. So much of these poets’ published work was based on intense discussions that took place off the printed page, often in letters that debated the value of form and wisdom in poetry. They never lived close to one another and spoke on the telephone rarely, so the primary medium of exchange between them was the letter, as it was between Robert Creeley and Olson and between Duncan and Denise Levertov. Olson’s Maximus Poems also are written as “letters,” indicating the rhetorical importance of addressing specific individuals and communities in the conception of his poetics. The intersection of the letters and the poetry show the active commitments behind a body of work that emphasized a close readership: the authorial perspective required testing in the form of an ongoing flow of correspondence.


Both men initiated a novel stance toward poetry in the mid-twentieth century, and they met each other with huge accomplishments, an inquiring declarative intelligence, wide-ranging interests in history and occult literature, and the urgent demand to be a poet. The rich context of Duncan’s creative practice nourished an approach to writing that, with Olson, struggled to articulate a new basis for poetics; their shared goal was to reestablish the uses of poetry beyond the domain of literature to confront a larger cultural and historical field of action. Literary and coterie contexts mattered, but the terms of their individual encounters with poetry drew on a variety of disciplines and areas of study that applied to a larger cultural context. The stakes of Duncan’s and Olson’s poetic activities, as shown in their writings and announced in their letters, focused on the individual in specific precincts of study and perception: the articulated goal of writing was to enter the complex energies they perceived and participated in as a process of discovery at the thresholds of subjective and linguistic encounters. Poetry as it was then presented by the New Critical literary tradition was a vehicle for topics formalized through individual talent and virtuosic invention. But Duncan and Olson approached the art’s open field, as they called it, to document the act of creative pursuit with the material intervention of language, which they used to scrutinize an array of interests and concerns relevant to the poet’s particular motives.


Duncan’s The Opening of the Field (1960) and Olson’s The Distances (1960) combine with Creeley’s For Love (1962) to complete the tripartite foundation for the group of poets who activated the propositions of an open-form poetry through the dynamic correspondence they all shared. The accomplishments of this new group of poets were consolidated in Donald Allen’s anthology The New American Poetry (1960). The publication of that volume designated the various groups of authors that had begun to participate in open forms of writing practiced in resistance to New Criticism and to the models of closed-form verse then promoted in academia and the literary public sphere. The expansion of writing about the American geographic experience inevitably led also to new social and political encounters in poetry, which confronted the homogenization of postwar culture through the confessed plights of societal dropouts and other outcasts. Jack Kerouac, Allen Ginsberg, LeRoi Jones (later, Amiri Baraka), and Diane di Prima exemplified a new energy in writing presented at the counterculture’s margins, where Duncan and Olson established their close bonds. Behind the public events of book publications and readings, their ongoing formulations of poetry were enriched in the privacy of their letters.


The letters also were concerned with the beginning and growth of little magazines, where literary revolutions typically first appear. Origin (first issue in the spring of 1951), edited by Cid Corman, was a pivotal magazine in the formation of the new poetics, and Olson was key to its scope and development. He wrote at times stinging criticism directed at Corman about how to run the magazine, and Corman responded with favor to Olson’s vision of the journal as a statement of mid-century American poetics. Corman also wrote extensively to Duncan and Creeley, who, with Olson, cultivated the context for the “company” of poets (as Creeley often called them),1 establishing the momentum of agreement in the poetics of open forms that was at the heart of the bond between Duncan and Olson. William Carlos Williams, Levertov, Paul Blackburn, William Bronk, Corman, and many others helped make Origin the place where the new writers established a substantive body of work.


Corman’s efforts at Origin were matched by Robert Creeley’s editing of the Black Mountain Review (first issue in the spring of 1954). The Black Mountain school of poets cohered through a dynamic approach to writing inspired by the central figures of Olson, Duncan, Creeley, and Levertov (who called herself a second-generation Black Mountain poet), and grew to encompass diverse approaches to writing as seen in the works of poets published in the Black Mountain Review, such as Joel Oppenheimer, Ed Dorn, Blackburn, Michael Rumaker, Larry Eigner, and Jonathan Williams. Both Duncan and Olson published poems and essays in this journal. Additionally, two other magazines come into the letters: John Wieners’s Measure and Gerrit Lansing’s Set. Again, the obligation of these editors was to prepare a context for the company of poets whose works attempted to fully articulate a stance toward poetry that was outside the institutionalizing culture of commercial and university press publishing.


The poets who published in these magazines invented forms that reflected their positions at the margins of the Cold War era; it was a moment hostile to nonstandard speech, typography, and phrasing—all of which were used in open forms of poetry. It was also a historical period that was especially resistant to modes of feeling and perspectives on reality that were outside the institutional forms of categorization. The decades just after the Second World War anticipated our own cultural moment in distressing ways insofar as conditions of language use, then as now, were so often shaped by the common linguistic and rhetorical bonds of a largely commercial and socially regimented society. A long-lasting epistolary connection, however, granted Duncan and Olson the room to improvise arguments and conjectures in an atmosphere of their own making in words. There were few opportunities for face-to-face meetings. Travel was expensive and time consuming; long-distance phone conversations were costly and potentially open to wiretaps in an era of political conformism; and the fast-paced modes of digital communication we take for granted had yet to produce expectations of instant responses to occasional queries or more frequent rounds of shared information. Indeed, the pace of the letters is not rushed; they tend to breathe, with periods of intense weekly conversations separated by longer stretches of silence. (There is no record of letters between Duncan and Olson during all of 1962, for instance, though they pick up with a passion the following year.)2 The correspondence provided room to expand ideas, encounter new terms, and discover individual trust in the creative adventure of writing.


Duncan and Olson’s relationship in poetry and letters, then, provided a space for social identification outside the normative Cold War public sphere. Intellectual challenges and dedications of feeling between the men reinforced their individual perceptions and shaped their poetics. When notice of the publication of poems in the little magazines or the lists of trade publishers reached them, they praised each other as makers in a long transmission of cultural labor. Each read out a poetics in the works of the other and, by so doing, generated the principles that redefined American avant-garde poetry after 1950.


Robert Duncan: 1919–1947


Self-identity emergent in the context of poetry was crucial to Duncan. He was named Edward Howard Duncan at birth, but his adoptive parents changed his name to Robert Edward Symmes; in 1941, he began calling himself Robert Duncan.3


Duncan’s mother died a few hours after giving birth to him on January 7, 1919, in Oakland, California; Duncan’s father, a laborer, put him up for adoption; and in August he was taken into the home of Edwin Joseph Symmes and Minnehaha Harris Symmes, both followers of a branch of theosophical hermeticism established in the nineteenth century by Helena Petrovna Blavatsky. Duncan’s upbringing was steeped in the rituals and conversations of the Oakland Hermetic Brotherhood, and his family encouraged self-reflection, the study of spiritual and occult traditions, and the adventure of self-discovery in Greek, Roman, and German mythologies. The seminal works that informed his childhood imagination, to which he referred frequently as a mature poet, included G. R. S. Mead’s translations and studies of the trismegistic literature in the three-volume Thrice-Greatest Hermes; L. Frank Baum’s many books of Oz, published in the first two decades of the century; and the work of Scottish novelist George MacDonald, whose stories The Light Princess, The Princess and the Goblin, The Princess and Curdie, and others project a complex and unorthodox Christian theology through the pleasures of fantasy. These books informed Duncan’s personal mythology while the modernist writings of H.D., Ezra Pound, D. H. Lawrence, and Virginia Woolf—introduced to him by his senior high school teacher Edna Keogh—connected the depth of his spiritualist and mythological training to an applied poetics.4 As a student at Berkeley he first read Gertrude Stein and T. S. Eliot before following his lover Ned Fahs to Philadelphia in 1938; he remained on the East Coast for nearly a decade, working odd jobs and exploring relationships in creative communities and sexual partnerships.


During the decade prior to the commencement of the letters collected here, Duncan established a literary relationship with Anaïs Nin, who helped see his first work into print in Poetry; she also introduced him to Henry Miller, Kenneth Patchen, and others at the Phoenix Community, an artists commune in Woodstock, New York. Duncan founded his own journal Ritual (later renamed the Experimental Review); and he came out publicly and politically in Dwight Macdonald’s Politics magazine with “The Homosexual in Society” (1944), an essay that provoked John Crowe Ransom to withdraw Duncan’s previously accepted poem “Toward an African Elegy” from publication in the Kenyon Review. Duncan had been dishonorably discharged as a “sexual psychopath” from the army after only three months, and he had an equally unsuccessful and brief marriage to Marjorie McKee in 1943.


Duncan worked as a dishwasher and typist, attended anarchist meetings on both coasts, and cultivated friendships in diverse literary communities. He returned in 1946 to California, where he completed poems that would appear in his first book, Heavenly City, Earthly City (1947). When he met Olson, Duncan had fully established literary friendships with Pauline Kael, Kenneth Rexroth, James Broughton, Jack Spicer, Robin Blaser, William Everson, and Madeline Gleason. He re-enrolled the following year at the University of California with Spicer and Blaser in the Civilization of the Middle Ages program, studying with Ernst Kantorowicz, a medievalist whose influence would remain with Duncan as he later developed his own style of pedagogy and public performance.


When he met Olson, the twenty-eight-year-old Duncan had recently returned from a pilgrimage to visit Ezra Pound in Washington, DC, having spent two afternoon sessions at St. Elizabeths psychiatric hospital with the modernist figure. Duncan identified closely with Pound’s poetics, and the California native had recently published “The Years as Catches” in George Leite’s Circle, a small Bay Area journal inspired by Poundian poetics. Pound invigorated writers like Duncan and Olson who wanted to confront the social, creative, and political homogenization of society rather than seek posts in the increasingly managed industries of publication and pedagogy. Pound’s adaptation of Ernest Fenollosa’s description of Chinese ideography encouraged a broad apprehension of cultural and historical material through the vividness of concretely written expression, an approach favored by both Duncan and Olson.


Charles Olson: 1910–1947


Olson was born on December 27, 1910, in Worcester, Massachusetts, to Karl Joseph Olson, a US postal worker and Swedish immigrant, and Mary Theresa Hines, the Catholic daughter of Irish immigrants. In 1915, the Olsons began summering in the Cape Ann resort town of Gloucester, a maritime location that would occupy the poet’s imagination throughout his life and form the primary domain of his epic, The Maximus Poems (1960). It was an area that appealed to the creative impulses of visual artists like Marsden Hartley (whom Olson would meet in New York in 1940–1941) and poets like T. S. Eliot, another itinerant visitor to Gloucester as a boy with his family, whose “The Dry Salvages” (in Four Quartets, 1943) in part describes significant features of Cape Ann.


Olson graduated in 1928 from Worcester Classical High School, where he excelled in Latin and public speaking. As captain of the debate team, he took third place at the 1928 national oratory championship in Washington, DC, winning a trip that summer to Europe; in Ireland, he met the poet W. B. Yeats. Olson attended Wesleyan University, worked during the summers in the post office in Gloucester, and in 1932 graduated with a BA, which was followed by an MA in English the next year. His thesis was on Herman Melville, and he was then awarded the Olin Fellowship by Wesleyan University to do research on Melville’s library, a project that put Olson in touch with Melville’s granddaughter Eleanor Metcalf and others who provided the young scholar access to the Melville family papers. Olson was admitted to Harvard’s American Civilization program as a doctoral candidate in 1936, the same year he met the novelist Edward Dahlberg, whose work and mentorship would influence Olson forcefully in the years ahead, particularly as Olson directed efforts toward a definitive book on Melville. In 1939, Olson was awarded a Guggenheim Fellowship to complete his research on Melville and abruptly left the Harvard graduate program, having finished his coursework but not his dissertation.


By 1941, Olson was living in New York City, eventually finding employment as a part-time publicist with the American Civil Liberties Union and then as an editorial assistant at the Common Council for American Unity, an organization dedicated to serving the interests of immigrant citizens. In 1942, as the United States entered the war in Europe, Olson moved with his young common-law wife, Constance “Connie” Wilcock, to Washington, DC, where he took a position with the Foreign Language Division of the Office of War Information. He thrived in the competitive and political atmosphere of a public relations office, persuading immigrant citizens through press releases and radio speeches to support America’s efforts in the war.5 His deepening engagement with the Democratic Party resulted in an offer of the position of director of the Foreign Nationalities Division of the Democratic National Committee by 1944. Although he successfully contributed to Franklin D. Roosevelt’s final election that same year, Olson soon quit politics, resolving to turn his attention back to writing. He resumed work on his Melville book, eventually publishing it as Call Me Ishmael (1947); he had published his first poem, “Pacific Lament,” in the Atlantic Monthly the year before.


Late in 1945, Olson had defended Ezra Pound, who had been arrested for treason in Italy and had only recently returned to the United States to stand trial. While Olson found the elder poet’s fascist politics despicable, he was in awe of the literary achievement of The Cantos (the first complete edition was published in 1954) and other works. He attended Pound’s trial as a legal reporter and was present for Pound’s November 27 arraignment. Olson maintained contact and was an early visitor of the poet when Pound was moved to St. Elizabeths psychiatric hospital after federal courts declared him insane; Olson made careful notes of their meetings. Pound took an interest in Call Me Ishmael, which was accepted for publication by Reynal and Hitchcock, a New York trade publisher. Pound’s advocacy on behalf of Olson also resulted in the publication of the chapbook Y & X (1948) with Black Sun Press.


When Olson finally met Duncan in September 1947, both men had the influence of Ezra Pound to thank for the development of their understanding of poetry and for the intersection of their lives that month in California.


Publications and Meetings: 1947–1970


The letters presented in this volume begin soon after Duncan and Olson met in 1947 on the campus of the University of California at Berkeley, where Olson had traveled to study archival documents at the Bancroft Library related to the California gold rush. The correspondence continues until the end of December 1969, just a short time before Olson’s death. For a period in the 1950s, each wrote back quickly, excited by the questions of poetry under discussion. During the 1960s, the letters between the poets are less frequent, but no less intense. Both Duncan and Olson arrived at a mature poetics, which they tested and explored in the private world of letters, while in the public world of poetry they published their major books.


Duncan, under the influence of the collage art of his life partner Jess Collins, moved away from the romanticist structures of his early writing and toward a poetry that claimed direct statement as its motive and a collection of sources—“derivations,” as Duncan called them—as its fabric. Olson, on the other hand, published two volumes of Maximus poems in 1953 and 1956. He answered Duncan’s publication of The Opening of the Field (1960) with his own The Distances (1960) and a collected edition of The Maximus Poems (1960) brought out by a combined effort of the Jargon Society (which had published the two previous editions of the poems) and Corinth Books. A collection of Olson’s essays appeared as Human Universe and Other Essays (1965); Creeley edited and introduced Olson’s Selected Writings (1966), which brought together the poetry, essays, and letters in a fulsome display of Olson’s achievements. (Creeley had published Olson’s Mayan Letters from his Divers Press in 1953.) Another Maximus volume appeared in 1968 as Maximus Poems IV, V, VI.


In the second decade of their correspondence, Duncan published two big books of poems, Roots and Branches (1964) and Bending the Bow (1968), in which he demonstrated a poetics of derivation, and he continued moving further into open forms with two series of poems: “Structure of Rime” and “Passages.” In 1966, he published two books written early in his career, The Years as Catches and A Book of Resemblances. Also in the 1960s, Duncan wrote The H.D. Book, portions of which appeared in literary journals over the next two decades. This unusual work lays out a personal encounter with poetry in myths and Gnostic narratives, and the cultural histories and contexts in which D. H. Lawrence, Ezra Pound, William Carlos Williams, and H.D. approached writing. Similarly, Duncan’s The Truth and Life of Myth (1968) explored the myths, lore, and mysteries of poetic transmission between generations of authors in an establishment of literary affinities across time.


The Berkeley conversations were among the few face-to-face meetings Duncan and Olson ever had. Other than these 1947 encounters in California, Duncan, Jess, and Harry Jacobus stayed one night in February 1955 at Black Mountain College, where Olson served as the school’s rector from 1951 to 1956. Black Mountain College was a liberal arts institution of higher learning that had opened in 1933 near Asheville, North Carolina. The school’s emphasis on applied learning and art was based on principles of education laid out by John Dewey, and its pedagogical model was connected to the progressive education movement. Its reputation as an art school was enhanced under the stewardship of Josef and Anni Albers, two influential Bauhaus designers who directed Black Mountain’s art program from 1933 to 1949. The school saw its final days under Olson’s guidance, finally closing permanently in 1957. In addition to the many writers who spent time at Black Mountain—Creeley, Dorn, Fielding Dawson, Arthur Penn, Buckminster Fuller, among others—an impressive number of visual artists and performers, such as Basil King, John Cage, Merce Cunningham, Robert Rauschenberg, and Cy Twombly, also taught or attended courses there. Olson invited Duncan to teach at the college between March and September 1956, and some of their interactions are described below.


Besides their brief residency together at Black Mountain, they saw each other when Olson gave lectures and readings in San Francisco in February and March 1957 and again during Duncan’s northeastern reading tour in April 1960, which included performances at Dartmouth and Yale. Duncan also met Olson for the Spring Poetry Festival that year at Wesleyan University, where they both performed. They met again in Buffalo in April 1964, after the sudden death of Olson’s second wife, Betty Kaiser. The friends conversed briefly in San Francisco in April 1967, and Duncan visited Olson in New York City in early 1970, shortly before Olson’s death on January 10.


Of note are two major poetry conferences in which both men participated: in Vancouver during the summer of 1963 and at Berkeley in the summer of 1965. The Vancouver Poetry Conference, hosted by the University of British Columbia, was a landmark event in North American open-form poetry. The eighteen-day schedule was organized by UBC English professor Warren Tallman and his wife, Ellen Tallman, whose connections to Berkeley profoundly shaped the event; Robert Creeley, who at the time was a visiting professor in the Department of English, also was a key organizer. The conference included workshops, lectures, and readings with leading Canadian and American poets, including George Bowering, Fred Wah, Michael Palmer, Clark Coolidge, and Allen Ginsberg. The 1965 Berkeley Poetry Conference was a two-week event beginning on July 12, which featured many of the poets included in Donald Allen’s The New American Poetry (1960). Duncan was a key organizer of the event, and on July 23 he introduced what was supposed to be a poetry reading by Olson who, instead, used the occasion to speak extemporaneously for three hours (this momentous event is discussed further below).


Wisdom and the Idea of Form


The correspondence collected here is divided into five chronological sections that highlight important movements and developments in the conversation between Duncan and Olson. In part I, “‘near-far Mister Olson’ (1947–1955),” the letters follow up on their initial 1947 Berkeley meeting. Duncan, for instance, sends Olson a copy of the first issue of the Berkeley Miscellany, a small journal he published in 1948–1949. In response, Olson puts Duncan in touch with Cid Corman, the editor of Origin, initiating an important publishing contact for the West Coast poet. In 1951, Olson joins the faculty of Black Mountain College, and he shares information with Duncan about life and events at the college, with an emphasis on small press publishing. (Duncan’s Song of the Border-guard is typeset in 1952 as a Black Mountain broadside designed by Cy Twombly, who was then a student at the college.) Olson also introduces Duncan to the poet and publisher of the Jargon Society, Jonathan Williams. Behind their collective push to secure publications and shape the direction of small magazines to suit their growing understanding of open-form writing, Pound and William Carlos Williams remain constant points of conversation as the younger poets attempt to extend the sense of their own poetics.


The arrival to Duncan of Olson’s In Cold Hell, in Thicket (1953) begins a new momentum in the conception of poetic practice, and Duncan makes explicit the importance to him of Olson’s presence in his ongoing poetic thinking. Indeed, “‘near’ means everything,” he writes to Olson around December 15, 1953, articulating a feeling of close connection in the poetry despite the obvious geographic fact of their physical separation. “These pieces in scatterd magazines and these books now,” Duncan continues, “are those ‘friends coming from far quarters’ that Confucius finds one of three civilized pleasures.” Duncan discovers in Olson his own capacities as a writer who seeks “a revelation of language not personality.” For Duncan, poetry leads to a kind of wisdom in the “counsels of the language.” One goal of poetry, then, for Duncan, is its formalization of wisdom.


Responding on December 21, 1953, Olson acknowledges Duncan’s “technical achievement compared to [his] often very damned often inadequacy.” For Olson, Duncan’s praise is a testament of affection first of all: “to have you say these things gives me the sense of having done the job, the sense of that comradeship, that central love.” He then asks Duncan to publish the letter as an enthusiastic statement on Olson’s poetics in the first issue of the Black Mountain Review. Olson, however, also challenges his friend’s position regarding the value of wisdom in poetry. For Olson, “that’s the trouble with wisdom. It isn’t a measure. And thus has to go, from language (not knowing abt art).” Olson’s dispute over wisdom brings to light a central element of his poetic stance: individuals are secondary in the permitted documentations of the energy sustained by an acknowledged flow or movement of perception. The goal is to see out into a world glimpsed only fleetingly. To hold closely to one’s wisdom is to separate from that outer force of the world, to be entrapped by confidence and identification rather than to be in submission to outside forces or observable facts. “Doesn’t it honestly,” Olson argues,


come to, to love? that all springs up, there? And that what springs up is energy, with which to do anything, think (which is to be wise), cut wood (& i mean for no other reason than to keep warm), push something, ahead, make it different, etc., anything, all that all the vocabulary—the words you seek to make gnomic by doublet—are valid enuf as reductive (that is, that they do analyze validly the worlds love opens one’s eyes to.


Olson goes on to explain that “thinking is analytical” and is a “single statement” whereas “writing is not thinking. . . . Writing is what love is.” For Olson, the act of writing participates in the active moment of perception open to any possibility: writing should not impose one’s stamp of preconceived ideas or values; value is associated instead with a willingness to give oneself completely to the creative demands of a given situation. Measures of durations of time and space are facts that guide Olson’s position. “And that a poem / is not wise, even if it is,” he continues,




—that any wisdom also is solely


a quality of the moment of time of that poem in which there are


wisdoms. There are obviously seizures which have nothing to do with wisdom


at all.


And they are very beautiful.





The particular force of Olson’s objection to wisdom is then elaborated publicly in his essay “Against Wisdom as Such” (1954), which appears in the first issue of the Black Mountain Review and is a response to Duncan’s essay “Pages from a Notebook,” published a year earlier in the Artist’s View. So the private correspondence enters public debate, and Olson risks Duncan’s good will in a forceful public statement that opposes his friend’s own strong view.6


Duncan, however, generously replies to Olson in an August 8, 1954, letter, announcing right away, “I ain’t going to rise in defense of my bewilderings—this matter of clarification is too important and, if there were no other measure of it, I shld. say that it is the keener excitement in writing backs up your point.” Duncan acknowledges Olson’s claim to measure and love in poetry as a primary directing force of the poet’s attention. He also clarifies what he means by “knowledge and control,” observing: “For motion to be free and energies just here: the real must be distinguishd from the unreal. Things must be discriminated and acknowledged.” For Duncan, a problem exists regarding the ability of poetry to exact truth in the world. Volition and validity can be at odds, particularly when engaged with the vagaries of imagination. He writes, “But in made-up things, in the imagination the will has range of a different kind. Words like genuine and false, truth and lie, up and down (where there is nor up nor down as it’s named), great and small are anything and everything we design.”


For Duncan, wisdom is not a presence or a position to claim subjectively in the composition of a poem, but is instead, as Olson argues, a measure that determines the truth in possibilities that “senses discover.” The worry over language’s bewitching sensual properties set against the demand for certainty would have been a keen concern for Duncan, whose reading of Plato at the time kept him attuned to the philosophical conundrum in ancient Greece between knowledge and its expression, the tense philosophical distinctions of dialectic and rhetoric. The individual poet in the process of composition must come to participate in the larger generative possibilities that allow a poem into existence. Such process-based concerns include an awareness of language, conditions, and facts propelled by speech or authorial stance, all compelled by the energetic endowment of the moment, the place from which imagination enters new conditions of form.


In the spring of 1955, Duncan traveled with Jess to Banyalbufar, Majorca, where they remained off and on until February 1956. Although the twelve letters in part II, “Duncan in Majorca (1955–1956),” cover a period of less than a year, they require emphasis largely due to Duncan’s and Olson’s mutual expansion of poetic form beyond literary strategies to include cultural and historical particularities. The medieval iconography and architecture of Southern Europe, moreover, provoked extended reflection on cultural energy and its transmission in formal structures. Duncan’s interest in the medieval period began at Berkeley as a student under Ernst Kantorowicz in the Civilization of the Middle Ages program from the spring of 1948 to the fall of 1951.7 His journey with Jess to Spain, therefore, brought Duncan close to the architecture and iconography that ultimately led him toward an expanded theorization of his own poetic practice as it confronted Olson’s. The discussion of form in this part begins when Olson responds point by point to Duncan’s essay “Notes on Poetics Regarding Olson’s ‘Maximus.’” For Olson, the German naturalist Ernst Haeckel’s distinction between ontogeny and phylogeny is crucial for understanding the individual transformation of energy into form as it meets a larger historical and cultural framework. This scientific basis for understanding form underlies the ensuing months-long conversation. The interest of both poets focuses on existing figures of art in relation to historical periods when the motivating influences of culture shifted the terms of production and value. Writing on August 14, 1955, on the difference between medieval art and the new humanist emphasis of the Renaissance, Duncan observes the following:


Wherever the spatial knowledge does not exist, the iconography does not exist. The images are not signs and with the “renaissance” everything is lost of the order; the icons are humanize{d} and became idols; the terror and majesty of the romanesque is superceded by piety and luxury.


Basing these insights on his viewing of the apse of Santa Maria de Taüll in Barcelona, Duncan seeks to map historical emergences of creative energy onto his own poetic affinities with Olson and Creeley:


The created thing then, as now, emerges from the thing seen (the painter’s necessary book), the thing embodied as a sign in the thing seen/heard (the book, the word, and the letters—the world emerges from vowels and consonants), and the thing as heard (the musician’s necessary book—and hence here the trumpet, the harps and lutes).


Olson, however, moves the question of form back to the location of individuals, away from things “seen/heard” to insist on “those energies (fuerza) which you at that moment are” (letter 32). For Olson, a “question persists: when is a transformation possible to the reductive materials????” The understanding of form as it is worked out in the Majorca letters combines a respect for artifacts and an acknowledgment not only of cultural or historical shifts but of the many interacting and conflictive energies that shape the motives of individuals to use the given cultural material. Christ Pantokrator, whose image is depicted at Santa Maria de Taüll, then, reaches out to the present as a sign, not a symbol, of the measure Olson evokes. “A word is a speed,” he writes on August 21, 1955, “which fuerza hath, / happen the great bodied spirit is // The book / is what we make.”


In March 1956, after part II of these letters, Duncan travels from Majorca to North Carolina to accept a temporary position offered by Olson in the final months of Black Mountain College. Taking over for Creeley, Duncan offers a course called Ideas and the Meaning of Form; the class convened at eight each morning, introducing students to an intense scrutiny of vowels, consonants, syllables, prosody, sentences, and paragraphs.8 By contrast, Olson taught late into the evening, often requiring students to remain in class beyond midnight. A competition developed between the two instructors over the students’ affections, with Duncan eventually satirizing Olson’s Black Mountain presence in his play Origins of Old Son, in which Old Son is an oversized baby in diapers. The parody of Olson reveals Duncan at the beginning of his most potent poetic period when he had started composing poems that ultimately would make up The Opening of the Field. There are many ways to consider the lampooning of his friend, and certainly the friendship of Duncan and Olson in the letters does not abate. Beyond the obvious satiric play involved in its form, Origins of Old Son brings out mythic insight and friendly provocation in an intense, isolated community with two strongly shamanic figures at the height of their creative powers. As Peter O’Leary suggests, the play may have been an opportunity for Duncan to establish creative balance and to settle his own energies as he learned to teach in the context of higher education for the first time.9


Despite any competitive frays remaining from the men’s time at Black Mountain, the twenty-five letters in part III, “‘Haven’t you, from of ‘Wisdom as Such’ on, given me myself’ (1956–1957),” resume in September 1956, shortly after Duncan returns to San Francisco to take a position as the assistant director of the Poetry Center at San Francisco State University. While Olson remains at Black Mountain to deal with the closing of the college, Duncan relays the news and gossip of the San Francisco poetry scene and arranges for Olson to perform at the Poetry Center and to lecture at other West Coast locations early the following year.10 After the February 21, 1957, reading by Olson at the Poetry Center, Duncan hosts a series of talks by the New England poet based on his Black Mountain course lectures, which focus on the process philosophy of Alfred North Whitehead. Additionally, on May 13, 1957, Duncan shares news that he has secured an agreement for publication with Grove Press of The Opening of the Field and advocates on Olson’s behalf for a book that will eventually appear as The Distances (both published in 1960).


The support of Grove enlivens their spirits and validates the decade of work they have done together in poetry—work that had until then appeared mainly in small presses (Duncan’s Letters [1958], published with Jargon, is one important example). “Well, and it’s this Event of a possible book of yours that is the flower that I keep watching this green plant for,” Duncan writes to Olson on June 4, 1957. But the sense of their roles as outsiders still preoccupies Duncan in that same letter: “Reading Joyce’s Letters, I notice him searching, in the form of reading and coercing reviewers, for where was any reaction to his work. Just beyond that feeling, is there any response? is another feeling of a nonindividual significance to the act.” While Olson is concerned with the legalities and economics of closing Black Mountain, Duncan’s energies continue to focus on publishing possibilities, and his advocacy of Olson reveals a deep attachment to his friend along with a faith in their individual achievements. On August 24, 1957, Duncan writes:


RE: Your book, Grove, etc. It’s begun to seep into their comprehension that your work gives us all measure, that you move to excel what you have accomplished, and I’ve dinnd it into Mr. {Donald} Allen’s skull that every published work from you is a necessity for anybody seriously at the work. What comes out of his skull is that this Olson thing is a loaded literary event. O.K. if that gets more in circulation.


I take it that he wants to “launch” you—and try not to shudder visibly. What I urge is that you get into print a solid collection (including Cold Hell poems) (and Y&X) of the work extra-Maximus=this for the book. For Evergreen Review a group of Maximus cantos, with a prose piece will illustrate the scene. Allen wants an essay on your work—and I am preparing (most of the text is already in notebooks) the second section of my essay on Maximus.


Duncan’s ambition in this part of the correspondence comes through on behalf of Olson and himself as he strives to secure a living as well as a reputation in poetry. With the closing of Black Mountain College, Olson would soon be without a position to support himself and his family, and Duncan’s meager wages ($150 a month) at the Poetry Center did not go far. To that end, Duncan asks Olson for a reference on September 29 for a Guggenheim Fellowship (both men wrote letters of support for Guggenheim applications, which are included in the appendix to this volume). Olson, with his second wife, Betty, and their young son, returns to Gloucester after the closing of the school, continuing their economic precariousness.


But the material circumstances of their lives are secondary to their personal affinities. “You are,” Duncan writes on October 5, “dear Charles, first of my sense of the kin.” The honor he bestows on Olson, and the advocacy he extends on his behalf, acknowledges depths that go beyond merely careerist ambition. The bonds of their friendship have found root in a psychic domain for Duncan, who in the same letter acknowledges Olson’s influence on him: “Haven’t you, from of ‘Wisdom as Such’ on, given me myself; and certainly as I came to find that the dance had been, was, is there: ‘came to’ in the midst of, your hand was there in the round.” Duncan articulates a vitalist understanding of their joint endeavors to bring the energy and speed of their words to bear in a larger cultural commons. As both men shape their lives on the edges of various educational and publishing institutions, Duncan verifies their motives in the shared obligations of their friendship. “I have this certainty,” he writes, “that you, like me, thrive upon, spring up from a community not of imitation but of volition. It’s into life we’ll have will or no our initiations; not into the kind.”


“Kaos or Kosmos”


The last decade of Olson’s life departs in fortune from Duncan’s during the same period, roughly 1958 to 1970. While Olson struggles to maintain his domestic life and creative pursuits after the closing of Black Mountain College, Duncan travels widely across North America in support of his publications. With financial help from Barbara Joseph, a close Berkeley friend, Duncan and Jess purchase a home in San Francisco by 1967, and they are able to meet their domestic needs with the fees earned by Duncan’s extensive poetry readings and Jess’s art sales. By contrast, Olson faces an often-dire economic situation after his return to Gloucester from Black Mountain, and he makes only intermittent attempts at employment: he is a visiting professor of poetry in 1963–1965 at the University at Buffalo, for instance, and he takes a brief position at the University of Connecticut just before he is diagnosed with cancer. Duncan’s busy reading schedule may have contributed to a reduction in their correspondence, though they cross paths when Duncan is on the East Coast and at the 1963 Vancouver Poetry Conference and the 1965 Berkeley Poetry Conference. During this time, Duncan also grows increasingly preoccupied with the Vietnam War, directing energy to his correspondence with Levertov as their relationship began to suffer under vehement disagreements about the role of poetry in resistance to the war.11


The letters between Duncan and Olson continue to reinforce a close bond, though their relationship in the correspondence becomes more and more focused on mutually sustaining the values and beliefs established in earlier conversations. As they complete work independently for Grove Press (Duncan’s Opening of the Field and Olson’s The Distances), both continue to support the other’s ambitions. Duncan, for instance, provides a letter of recommendation for Olson’s Guggenheim application; Olson, in his management of the liquidation of Black Mountain College, ensures that Duncan receives compensation for his teaching and keeps him informed on details related to the school’s closing.


But Duncan also is thinking closely about their position in his derived lineage of modernist writers. The letters in part IV, “Projecting Verse, Opening the Field (1958–1961),” are concerned about the editing of comprehensive anthologies of new writing being undertaken by Donald Allen, Barney Rosset, and Jonathan Williams. As these editors begin to shape representative publications of the new poetry inspired by Duncan, Olson, and Creeley, Duncan on March 10, 1958, argues for the importance of a collection of writing that exposes “PROCESS” rather than focusing on individual groupings of writers. “Let interaction of texts (form/content) be the design,” he writes. “Present a constellation” that features himself, Olson, and Creeley at the center. He is interested in an “insistent design of determinants / and derivations, & relations,” establishing Louis Zukofsky, Pound, Lawrence, and Williams as essential figures behind them. Olson agrees with Duncan in letter 69, suggesting a representative sample from the Black Mountain group along with Pound, Williams, and the Bay Area poet Philip Whalen. The constellation of poets that eventually makes it to print in Donald Allen’s influential New American Poetry (1960) does in fact feature Creeley, Duncan, and Olson, the latter appearing as the central, unifying figure. The focus on process also is foregrounded in essays published with Allen’s anthology to show how these poets approached open-form writing.


While Duncan’s social presence in the world of poetry is increasing, Olson’s retreat into his Gloucester home at 28 Fort Square begins a shift in the dynamics of the correspondence, which now has a greater focus on poetics and the intersection of the studies pursued by both men along with a special emphasis on cosmology. In November–December 1959, Olson writes:




events


in the cosmos


are as the crystals


in the gene


the tree


which emerges


is the multifoliate


rose


Love


is


God





For Olson, the cosmos establishes relation; it moves attention away from individual concerns to include an acknowledgment of the interaction of dynamic energies. The pursuit of his studies increasingly occupies Olson’s attention, particularly as the winter solstice approaches, a dark period each year as his birthday grows near and as the earth reaches its greatest distance from the sun—a period often of anxiety and reflection for him. In 1959, he is particularly concerned with the idea of measure in poetry as it relates to him individually and in terms of the cosmos, and it is particularly relevant that these two cosmological poets should increase each other’s awareness in letters whenever possible. For instance, on December 23, Olson writes:




the ‘ANCIENTS’ (including Alchemie, both


European and Tibetan (? or China?)


knew the NECESSITIES


of the soul IN


And OF theAnd FOR the


KOSMOS





Olson goes on to confide in his friend about his own inability to understand the relation of his modern sense of soul to the ancient rites of encounter he so wants to retrieve; poetry is increasingly a place of a potential discovery “in ancient circular life.” An orientation to cosmological significance, moreover, has opened a range of study and understanding that directs attention away from the Cold War emphasis on rigidly secular and social attitudes of cultural bearing. Olson instead wants to make




the admission


that one is living


in the presence


of a larger


life: BUT FACT [PRAXIS]—what I take it has been


MISSING.





Duncan responds in early January 1960, a few days before his own birthday (he and Olson held it to be significant that they both were Capricorns in the zodiac wheel), arguing for the importance of “driv{ing} the word straight as he can into peril” (letter 81). Where Olson’s letters are impassioned, if convoluted, and lunge forward into the chaos of person and his surroundings, cosmological and actualized in environmental energies, Duncan’s “middle-class household” grasp of their shared actualities in poetry tends, in the letters, toward diagram and illustrations of areas for poetic understanding. “Facts,” “concepts,” “surroundings,” and “meanings” all compose the interactive grounds on which poetry enacts “co-ordinations of sensory and visceral being.”


The February 1960 correspondence continues to push matters of cosmos to the fore of their articulated stances toward poetry. Duncan stresses “atomic reality” and “elemental life” as fundaments to any understanding of creative energy. Importantly, the terms of their encounters with the cosmos remove human measure from any centralized position, opening pathways to understanding an “adventure into the Kosmos,” as Duncan stresses: “the atomic reality make{s} man not the center.” He sees individuals in relation to a larger whole as “events,” Whitehead’s term, which is used by both men to describe an individual projection of form accessed in imagination, “that ‘we’ may be extend{ed} as a sum of a progression of imagined events.” For Duncan, the terms of soul, spirit, sensual experience, cosmos, and universe are interchangeable points of entry in the imaginative encounter of events made possible through poetry. Although the adventure of their relationship in letters had begun over a dispute regarding the place of wisdom in poetry, they both now approach a sense of form in the elemental terms of a private correspondence; their exchange articulates and exemplifies the creative bounty available through an open-field poetics that removes any individual claim of control. Instead, the poet is but one figure in the energetic exchange of forces metaphorically oriented by the image of a field as both aperture and entry, the interface where poets encounter events of the universe by way of the terms of their being.


For Olson, impoverished and increasingly isolated in Gloucester, “there is either Kaos or Kosmos(? / disorder / and confusion,” as he says in letter 84. In part, Duncan is fed by Olson’s chaotic energy, but as Olson turns now toward the remote interior of his soul, Duncan moves with a growing sense of sociality to support the publication of The Opening of the Field. The arrival later in 1960 of Allen’s New American Poetry will provide other economic opportunities for them both as central figures (with Creeley) of a new poetic movement. Despite the external, public factors, the letters take on a growing sense of adventure that is also increasingly dogmatic. Those dogmas of creation are, for Olson, more and more advanced toward the creative imagination he confronts, while Duncan, in many ways, acts as shepherd to his friend, enlivening and tending the chaos. For outsiders looking in, at a distance of more than half a century, the terms of their correspondence can seem remote, even obscure at times. But the private debate and extension of personal narrative in the letters give insight into the public records of their poetry and the outer dimensions of their biographies. The letters in this part sound a cosmological reality for Olson, a sense of devotion to study as access to his soul. And Duncan meets the demands of the creative energies bestowed on him by his friend.


In part V, “‘you must feed your heart, Mr. Olson’ (1963–1969),” both men increasingly see themselves in a kind of creative union, though it is Duncan who tends the practical details of advancing their positions in poetry through conference organizing, and he is encouraged with the award of a Guggenheim prize. Duncan’s domestic order and social appetite for travel conflict with Olson’s withdrawal and increasingly localized social capacities. Nevertheless, on December 20, 1963, Duncan writes that he has had a dream about Olson, and he expresses regret for not finding greater opportunities for the two to connect in conversation at the Vancouver conference:


In the dream I had the great joy of seeing you, embracing, having some part of that tête à tête we did not have in Vancouver. I have affirmation of my life in you and being able at last to go to you seemd curative. At this last summer you calld for some “homeopathy”—but I couldn’t think what homeopathy was.


Five months later, Duncan vows to dedicate a period of time each Friday to write Olson (letter 110); this dedication of time functions as a mnemonic, on his part, to maintain the correspondence, though Duncan’s full domestic life and busy schedule frequently disrupt his intention. His self-acknowledged role as shepherd or “sheep dog” imposes on Duncan a sense of dutiful tendance, and on June 29, 1964, he writes:
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