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FIGURE 1ARobert Creeley in Banalbufar, Mallorca. Photograph by Jonathan Williams, ca. 1953.
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FIGURE 1BCharles Olson at Black Mountain College, North Carolina. Photograph by Jonathan Williams, ca. 1953.





PREFACE



Early in the spring of 1987, I traveled to the University at Buffalo to give a job talk in the English Department. I had recently won the PEN Translation Prize for Popol Vuh: The Mayan Book of the Dawn of Life, and I was finishing up a year in the School of Social Science at the Institute for Advanced Study in Princeton. I saw that Robert Creeley was in the audience. Creeley had been a member of the faculty there for twenty years, but even he had arrived after Charles Olson, whose presence there had long since become a matter of texts, tapes, and legends, had left. I had known Creeley since the zero year of the sixties, when he wore a black patch over his left eye. It was probably at the Purple Turk, a coffeehouse across Central Avenue from the University of New Mexico, that I first heard him read, carefully measuring his lines. I was an undergraduate at the university, majoring in anthropology and art history, and he was working on an MA in English under the direction of a Lawrence scholar, E. W. Tedlock Jr. My father.


Creeley had always been the archetypal beat for me, and now here he was at my job talk. Sitting next to him, in the back of the room, was Jack Clarke, a poet and Blake scholar whose presence at Buffalo went back to the time when Olson was on the faculty. In my talk, I traced the Mayan story of the origin of language and writing through the pages of the Popol Vuh. I began by quoting the last sentence of Olson’s “Human Universe” essay: “O, they were hot for the world they lived in, these Maya, hot to get it down the way it was—the way it is, my fellow citizens.”


Language, in the story told by the authors of the Popol Vuh, has its origins in the sounds of the primordial world. Next come animal sounds, followed by the words of the first poets, who knew more than the gods wanted humans to know. The story ends with an experiment in what I call “necrolinguistics.” After a long quest, the Mayan hero twins discover the burial place of their father, who had been sacrificed by the lords of the underworld when he was on the losing side of a ball game. The twins reassemble his bones and speak to his skull, telling him that if he can name all the parts of his body, his flesh will be restored. But all he can manage to say is this:


nuchi’, nutza’m, ubaq’ nuwach


my mouth, my nose, the eyes of my face


When Creeley and Clarke heard this line, they turned and whispered to each other. The moment I finished my talk they rushed up to me. Olson, they thought, must have known about the speech of the skull. They quoted the final line of The Maximus Poems, written when he was close to death: “my wife my car my color and myself.”


In the Popol Vuh, the twins leave their father at his place of burial, promising that he will be remembered by name in the prayers of the living. They can see that a skull still bears traces of the mouth, nose, and eyes of its owner, but they realize that the dead will never be able to construct full verbal mirrors of their living selves.



The Speech-Force of Language



On a bus full of Mayans, moving south along the Gulf coast of Yucatán, a gringo with broad shoulders and thick glasses looks out a window on the landward side. He spots a ruin with a steep pyramid and asks the driver to let him off. Feet on the ground, he stands six feet eight inches tall. He works his way through the rubble of the ruin, bends forward with eyes on the ground. “I hunt among stones,” he said at the end of a poem two years before, and here he is, picking up potsherds and pieces of figurines. He kneels to clear the dirt away from the face of a partially buried stone and finds what he has been hoping for: glyphs.
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Charles Olson and Constance Wilcock sailed by freighter from New Orleans to Yucatán in the middle of January 1951. For the next six months they rented a seaside house in Lerma, on the west coast of the peninsula. Olson, using the typewriter he brought with him, wrote an account of his stay in letters to Robert Creeley.


In 1953, Creeley assembled seventeen of Olson’s letters from Lerma and published them under the title Mayan Letters. In writing the present account of Olson’s time in Yucatán, I have considered passages Creeley omitted from those letters, together with twenty-nine letters he omitted altogether and several letters of his own, sent to Lerma from Littleton, New Hampshire. In this way I have recovered missing parts of the narrative, including the first two weeks Olson and Wilcock spent in Lerma, the frequency of their hunts for artifacts in Mayan ruins, their relationships with their neighbors, three dreams (one reported by Creeley and the other two by Olson), and Olson’s efforts to find funding for a longer and more intensive study of Mayan writing, which he hoped would include expeditions to sites with inscriptions in Guatemala and Honduras. His finances required him to leave Yucatán to teach in the 1951 summer session at Black Mountain College, in North Carolina, but he was determined to return.


Olson had been seeking a point of origin for “a new and more usable history,” as Creeley put it, a history that did not run straight back to classical and biblical sources but that instead found its roots in Sumer and the Americas. In Call Me Ishmael, published in 1947, Olson imagines Herman Melville as a sort of Inca, reaching across the Pacific in search of a point of origin. When he considers Melville’s visit to the Egyptian pyramids, his imagination strays to “the great pyramid at Cholula,” a monument built by neighbors of the Aztecs.


In “The Kingfishers,” written in 1949, Olson finds a role for Aztecs as he knows them from William H. Prescott’s 1843 History of the Conquest of Mexico. In part 3 of the poem comes a list, quoted from Prescott, of the treasures Cortés received from the emissaries of Montezuma. Then come Aztec priests, their long hair “matted with blood,” who call on the people to defend their gods. Cortés is not named, nor are there any Spanish words in the poem. Montezuma is not mentioned, but a single name from Nahuatl (the language of the Aztecs) enters the poem in part 2, when a priestess invokes the goddess of childbirth, crying, “Cioa-coatl! Cioa-coatl!”
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FIGURE 2Beach at Lerma, with cayucos (fishing boats). The palm trees at right center are on the grounds of the house rented by the Olsons. Photograph by Bryant Knox, ca. 1951.


By repeating the name of the goddess, Olson gives the fundamental form of Aztec verse an accidental place in his poem. The form in question is parallel verse, in which words or phrases are paired, and the simplest way to form a pair is by verbatim repetition. But the usual way is to change the wording from one member of a pair to the next so that they complement or complete one another. The following lines come from a song composed by Nezahualcoyotl, king of the Aztec city of Texcoco:


My flowers will not come to an end,


my songs will not come to an end.


Here is a pair of lines sung by a chorus of Aztec elders:


We will cry like eagles,


we will roar like jaguars.


Sometimes the parallels run to three, as when the same chorus sings the lament of an aging emperor:


I am overthrown,


I am scorned,


I am ashamed.


These translations from Nahuatl are the work of Miguel León-Portilla, published in 1992. The very existence of Aztec verse was unrecognized until 1953, when Ángel María Garibay K. published his Historia de la literatura nahuatl. During the sixteenth century, the lyrics of hundreds of Aztec songs were recorded using the alphabet, but they were all packed into dense masses of prose.


Olson’s interest in Sumeria and the Americas plays no role in his famous “Projective Verse” essay, published in 1950. His reach beyond the Anglophone world is limited to brief expressions of admiration for Homer, Euripides, and Seami (a classical Japanese dramatist), all of whom he would have read in translation. His quotations of verse in this essay are limited to an anonymous English poem from the sixteenth century, a passage from Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night, and a couple of passages from “The Kingfishers.” Although the passages he quotes from “The Kingfishers” do not come from the Aztec passages, one of them is an accidental example of parallel verse: “What does not change / is the will to change.”


If Olson had found a place in his argument for Sumerian poetry, he would have had to deal with parallel verse. In Sumerian liturgy, pairs of phrases are often formed by verbatim repetition:


The lofty one—when he bellowed, he shattered the mountains,


The lofty one—when he bellowed, he shattered the mountains.


A silent reader may skim over the second line, but like Olson’s second naming of Cioa-coatl, this line is meant to be spoken and heard in full. Other Sumerian pairs are formed by a combination of repetition and substitution:


Since the canal is gone, the flood overflows,


Since the clay is gone, the shore is destroyed.


These translations are the work of Louis Israel Newman, published in 1918. Parallelism in ancient Middle Eastern texts in general, including the Hebrew Bible, was well known by the time Olson wrote his essay on projective verse. But the recognition of verse in Mayan texts was rather a matter of synchronicity.


In 1950, J. Eric S. Thompson published Maya Hieroglyphic Writing: An Introduction, a book Olson would take with him to Yucatán. In a section titled “Maya Poetry,” Thompson demonstrates the existence of parallel verse in Mayan texts, comparing them to biblical texts. He finds his evidence in sources that span twelve centuries: an ethnographic account, a colonial document, and a hieroglyphic inscription.


For his ethnographic example of parallel verse, Thompson looks to the Lacandón Maya, whose home is in the area near the boundary between Mexico and Guatemala marked by the Río Usumacinta. The name Lacandón is a Spanish corruption of lakamtun (tall stone), which turns out to be the term the ancient Maya applied to their stelas. The people called Lacandón live in scattered family groups near the ancient cities of Piedras Negras and Yaxchilán. They make pilgrimages to the ruins, praying and burning incense. In 1907, Alfred M. Tozzer published prose transcriptions of numerous prayers, together with interlinear translations. Thompson reworks one of the translations, taking it beyond the literal level and dividing the result into three stanzas, each consisting of multiple parallel phrases:


I have given you, my father, the offering of meat, the heated sacrifice, for many days, for many years:


Ground meat, fine ground maize, cooked meat, ground meat, fine ground maize.


This will be the offering of meat, this will be the offering of meat for many days, for many years, for many days to come, for many years to come.


Thompson finds his colonial example of parallel verse in The Book of Chilam Balam of Chumayel, an alphabetic work compiled by Mayan writers during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The manuscript is in a prose format, as is the English translation published in 1933 by Ralph L. Roys. Again Thompson reworks his source, dividing this passage from Roys into stanzas:


They moved among the four lights: among the four layers of the stars.


The world was not lighted. There was no day: there was no night, there was no moon.


Then they perceived that the dawn was coming: Then dawn came.


Moving deeper into the past, Thompson looks for evidence of parallel verse in hieroglyphic texts. At the time of his writing, the only passages that could be securely read in a continuous manner were the temporal statements that introduce the inscriptions on monuments. He points out that a passage like the following one, from the city of Tikal, provides a surplus of information about the date of an event:


6 Ahau 13 Muan, completion of the count of 14 katuns, the completion of the tun.


Four different measures of time are cited here, divided into two pairs, suggesting that the writer was composing verse rather than making a simple factual statement about a position in time. Thompson posited that the passages following such statements, once deciphered, would turn out to be phrased in verse. He was certain that “the glyphic texts are words tried by the ear,” but some time would pass before the inscriptions gave up enough of their sounds to be heard and translated beyond their opening passages.
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Projective verse, in its character as what Olson called “open verse,” entails a liberation from “closed verse,” in which form is imposed on content. As a way out of the closure of meter and rhyme, Olson advocates attention to the syllable and the line. The syllable is the “smallest particle” of sound, while the line is a sequence of sounds bounded by pauses rather than a fixed count of feet. Working with syllables brings the projective poet’s head and ear into play, while lines arise from the poet’s heart and breath. Forms inherited from closed verse dissipate the “energy” that gives rise to a poem. The poet who works in the open can project this energy into the poem and transfer it to the reader. “Breath allows the speech-force of language back in,” and speech is “the secret of the poem’s energy.”


The production of syllables (and the phonemes that compose them) does indeed take place in the region of the head and ear. In phonological terms, the “organs of speech” run from the glottis to the lips, and the sounds they differentiate are connected, internally, to the ear of the speaker. The production of lines is of a different order, requiring the ability to start, sustain, or suspend the outward flow of breath. The organs directly involved are the lungs and diaphragm, which are missing from most textbook diagrams of the organs of speech. The lungs enclose the heart and the trachea lies next to the aorta—hence the universal metaphor of “speaking from the heart.”


A question Olson leaves unasked is whether parallel verse, which has no need for meter, rhyme, or a fixed count of feet, should be thought of as closed or open. Counting is still in play, but this is a count of words or phrases placed in parallel relationships, with two as the usual number. Sound is still in play, but in contrast with meter and rhyme, recurrent patterns of sound move in concert with recurrent patterns of meaning.


In projective verse, so says Olson quoting Creeley, “FORM IS NEVER MORE THAN AN EXTENSION OF CONTENT.” Parallel verse, on the other hand, entails a dialectical relationship between form and content rather than a hierarchical one. If we were to argue that a preference for groups of two or three parallel words or phrases is a form imposed on content, we would then have to deal with the fact that the completion of the form is determined by content.


In projective verse, so says Olson quoting Edward Dahlberg, “ONE PERCEPTION MUST IMMEDIATELY AND DIRECTLY LEAD TO A FURTHER PERCEPTION.” “Get on with it,” says Olson, “keep it moving as fast as you can.” Here we could argue that in parallel verse, the obligation to make two or three words or phrases complement or complete one another slows down the forward movement of the poem. Furthermore, even when these phrases refer to a single object, they give us two or three distinct perceptions of that object, and so one perception does not necessarily immediately lead to a further perception.


Parallel verse is fundamentally dialogical, right down to the level of individual words. There is always something more that could be said; there is always the possibility of a revised version of a poem, whether it comes into the minds of writers or readers, speakers or listeners. A poem can be translated into another language, which constitutes another form of revision rather than a betrayal of the original. The notion that poetry is difficult to translate arises from closed verse, whose form is closely tied to the phonological system of a particular language. Olson does not address the question of translation in his projective verse essay, but a poem in which “form is never more than an extension of content” ought to be more translatable than a poem ruled by meter and rhyme.


Olson expresses the hope that the practice of projective verse will lead to the emergence of “some sort of drama, say, or of epic” that will carry “much larger material” than has been seen in English-language verse since Elizabethan times. Terms such as narrative, story, and plot are absent from his essay, but he admires Euripides, Seami, and Homer for the characters they create. Presumably, projective drama or epic would be composed in open verse, rather than the closed verse of Euripides, Seami, or Homer.
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The typewriter, says Olson, “leads directly on toward projective verse.” He finds the use of a machine ironic, since the primary instruments for the production of the syllables and lines of projective verse are the ear and voice of the poet. But as he sees it, the typewriter gives poets the stave and bar of the musician. They no longer have to wait for the typesetter and printer to see what the poem will look like on the page. By tapping keys, pushing carriage return levers, and twisting platen knobs, they can record the poem as they hear it and breathe it, producing a score that shows “any reader” how they would want their lines to be reproduced, whether silently or audibly.


Breath is the source of the line in projective verse, but what defines the written line is a push on the return lever and the advance of the platen, marking a pause. This may bring the poet up against syntax, as when a line break falls in the middle of a clause rather than at the end. Some lines may be too long for the width of the page, a problem Olson deals with in a note he wrote for his 1966 Selected Writings (edited by Creeley). When the lines “hook over,” as he puts it, meaning that the excess words at the end of a line have been run flush right beneath the first part of the line, they “should be read as though they lay out right and flat to the horizon or Eternity.” He divides groups of lines into stanzas with an empty space that he creates with a double return, and in his recorded readings he usually pauses longer for these spaces than for simple changes of line.


In typing his essays and letters, Olson frequently holds down his shift key or locks it, rendering entire words or phrases in capitals. As silent readers we could simply say that he does this for emphasis and suggest that his capitals are a substitute for underlining (rendered in print by italics), a device he seldom uses. But as listening readers, we can easily imagine that he would speak these passages in a louder voice than what surrounds them. In his poetry, he seldom holds down the shift key, and recordings of his readings reveal an overall evenness in the sound level. This mode of delivery is an unexamined inheritance from closed verse, whose practitioners typically maintain an evenness when they read their work—almost as even as a line of type. In its purest form it is an inward voice, not so much addressed to the audience as overheard by them.


Olson’s occasional changes in sound level are moderate and brief. He lowers his voice for the last line of a stanza, which he renders with a decrescendo (an effect not represented in his notation). Occasionally he raises his voice slightly to emphasize particular words (also without notation). Here, for example, are two versions of the first line from “The Kingfishers,” with his audible emphasis added in italics:


What does not change / is the will to change


What does not change / is the will to change


The slash is supposed to represent “a pause so light it hardly separates the words,” but Olson’s recorded pauses at this point are longer than many of his pauses between lines. What joins the two halves of this line is his intonation, which he suspends in midair, so to speak, at the end of the first half, and then continues at the same pitch level for the opening of the second half. He also uses a slash when he joins two alternative statements with “and / or,” but he pronounces “and” and “or” as a single word.


Olson doesn’t consider the fact that typing on machines like the ones he and Creeley were using is accompanied by the sounds of countless key strikes making impressions through a ribbon onto bond paper on top of carbon paper on top of onion skin paper and stopped by hard rubber. At longer intervals come the sounds of the bell that signal the approach of the right-hand margin, the zip of the carriage return, and the ratchet that advances the platen.


There is another machine that records the sounds of the voice, quietly and in real time, and that is the tape recorder. Olson left it out of consideration in the projective essay, and he never used a recorder himself. But he consented to being recorded early and often, whether in a sound studio or in front of a live audience. In the case of his improvised lectures, he left it to others to transcribe the tapes and edit the results for print publication. His willingness to be recorded and transcribed is consistent with his writing practice. Rather than picking up a pen, he went directly to his typewriter when he wanted to compose a poem, and by his own account, he “never bothered to correct.” In other words, he typed as if he were speaking, unable to erase (or silence) his words once he had spoken them.


During the first half of his 1965 reading and lecture at Berkeley, Olson devoted much of his time to a poem titled “An Ode on Nativity.” As poets often do, he talked about the poem’s roots in the events of his own life history, in this case his childhood in Worcester, Massachusetts. But even when he read the poem itself, he interrupted the text with further revelations. Toward the end of the longest interruption, he began improvising lines (treated as prose in the published transcript) that fit the poem’s narrative and gave him a way back into the written version. Here is my transcription of those lines, with breaks corresponding to his pauses:
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