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Abstract

The stylistic variety of Edward Dorn’s poetic career, from the 1950s through the 1990s, has
been criticized as lacking cohesion, and deemed his work’s fundamental shortcoming. The
earlier poetry’s somber lyricism has been pitted against the caustic epigrams of the later
writing, and these modes are set on either side of Gunslinger, Dorn’s mock-epic of the
“sicksties,” which has received disproportionate scholarly attention, to the detriment of
Dorn’s manifold, contemporaneous work. While formal experimentation and the
development of a multi-voiced perspective might provide a context for approaching Dorn’s
stylistic diversity, instead those objectives have been critically cemented to an embittered
tendentiousness, a resistance, insufficient to address either the biography or the writing. Due
to the fragmentary displacements of these assumptions, this thesis seeks an integrated reading
that celebrates, rather than condemns, discrepancies in Dorn’s unmoored political/poetic
identity. Through unpublished archival materials, it reexamines the Gunslinger era—part of
which Dorn spent among the countercultural tumult in Lawrence, Kansas—when Dorn’s
interest in geography expanded to address both “the landscape of the imagination,” and the

inevitable constraints of an ideologically-infused language.
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If I only had a wild chauffeur to drive me to Albuquerque to see you, then to drive on say
to Mexico City to see Lamantia, or to Frisco to see Whalen, or to wherever Dorn is...

—Jack Kerouac, in a letter to Robert Creeley, February 16, 1962

...this plain of our green heart

...this center of our true richness
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The beginning is the end.
— Heraclitus'

Poetry! Would Poetry have sustaind us? 1t’s love
—and no more than a wave— to have rise
out of the debris, the stink and threat
—even to life— of daily speech, the road
of the giants we begin from
primordial Strife, blind Opposition,
a current that sweeps all stagnant things up
into a torrent of confidence beyond thought.

— Robert Duncan®
The Heretical Faith and the Orthodoxy of Comfort

I'sit here, at 645 Michigan Street, Lawrence, Kansas, writing this—a red farmhouse
awkwardly situated on a Zoning-mess-of-a-block built up around it. From where I sit I can
look at the roof of my house by moving my fingers the same way that I’m writing to access
the virtual globe, through Google Earth. More than 350 million people scattered across the
terra firma have downloaded this program, in thirteen different languages, looking to find
“home” among a series of high resolution images that currently simulate more than a third of
the world’s land surface.” Here, in Kansas, this aerial/areal perspective requires only slight
adjustment; though my view is high above the virtual earth, its orientation is fixed a few
blocks northwest from the red house where I sit: at 38°57°33.84” North, 95°15°55.44” West.
Mysteriously, that’s the default orientation of Google Earth.*

Almost forty years ago, this was called the Vortex house: home to George Kimball,
one-eyed leader of the Lawrence Liberation Front, and to the militant, political magazine of
the same name, which printed market rates for illicit drugs in town, and called for

insurrection against “pig Amerika.”> Not surprisingly, for a period of unknown duration the

! Heraclitus, Fragments, trans. Brooks Haxton (New York: Penguin Books, 2001), 45.

* Robert Duncan, Ground Work: Before the War (New York: New Directions, 1984), 36.

3 Ohazama, Chikai, “Truly Global” Lat Long Blog: News and notes by the Google Earth and Maps
team, 11 Feb. 2008, <http://google-latlong.blogspot.com/2008/02/truly-global.html> (22 May 2008).
* Joel Mathis, “Lawrence Pinpointed as center of Google Earth: City’s prominent location on map
‘intentional’” Lawrence.com, 21 Dec. 2005,

<www.lawrence.com/news/2005/dec/21/lawrence pinpointed center google earth/> (22 May 2008).
See also: http://earth.google.com/

3 Rusty Monhollon, “This Is America? ”: The Sixties in Lawrence, Kansas (New York: Palgrave,
2004), 143.




Vortex house was under FBI surveillance.® In the present digital light of Lawrence’s
placement—according to the world’s most frequently visited earth imaging database—at the
center of the world, “vortex” and “surveillance” resurface as relevant concepts with which to
qualify my “home,” but are utterly changed. Now, the whole world is watching. Then again,
that was the thunderous chant of demonstrators outside the 1968 Democratic National
Convention in Chicago, as a phalanx of riot police uniformly advanced, and the press stood
by.” And then again, Kansas has consistently ranked among the lowest of the fifty states in
tourism in recent years—though a modest industry has recently grown up around the spring
ritual of burning the prairie, an event that some scholars argue predates human habitation of
the land, when the fires were ignited by lightening.8 So, I have a sense in this house, writing
this, and looking down, intermittently, at the house, and the town around it, of strange
fluctuations, of recrudescence and drift. I imagine those bolts of electricity denuding the
rolling, rain-eroded hills that the national imagination still refuses Kansas, as all those daily,
indeterminate millions of beams of vision, ogling, largely oblivious to the axis of their sight,
each momentarily gazing here, and yet not here, at what appears to be nowhere on the virtual
globe, a state without natural bodies of water, and more cattle than people: what does the
pressure of that international gaze effect, what vortex? Does it also flatten the land?

On a small scale, armed rebellion came to Lawrence around the same time student
revolt spread across the world—from Paris to Rio de Janeiro—in 1968. A small Kansas town
of about 45,000 people seemed an unlikely candidate for insurrection, no doubt, even Frank
Zappa said so.” But due to the Lawrence’s central geography, itinerant hippies, bikers, and
myriad, self-proclaimed “freaks,” traveling coast to coast in the 1960s, stopped in on the
Rock Chalk Café, the Gaslight Tavern, and the communes of the Oread, a “freak” and student
run neighborhood on top of the university hill. Many wayward visitors sampled the Kaw

Valley Hemp Pickers’ bounty of locally grown “ditchweed”—hemp that was originally

%I learned this from James Dunn, longtime property owner of 645 Michigan Street, and currently my
landlord, in conversation on Feb. 1, 2007; and George Kimball confirmed, in conversation, in New
York City, on 11 April 2007, at a St. Mark’s Place reading for the posthumous release of Way More
West, a selection of Dorn’s work published in early 2007 by Penguin.

" Tariq Ali and Susan Watkins, 1968: Marching in the Streets (New York and London: The Free Press,
1998), 153.

¥ Thomas R. Vale. “The Pre-European Landscape of the United States.” Fire, Native Peoples, and the
Natural Landscape, ed., Thomas R. Vale (Washington D.C.: Island Press, 2002), 27.

? Monhollon, “This Is America?”, 139; David Ohle, Roger Martin and Susan Brusseau, ed. and comp.,
Cows Are Freaky When They Look at You: An Oral History of the Kaw Valley Hemp Pickers (Wichita:
Watermark Press, Inc., 1991), unpaginated preface.



planted for rope during the Second World War, and grew wild and rampant in a majority of
Kansas counties. Lawrence quickly earned a reputation as some kind of Edenic, heartland

910

“hippie haven.”" As the youth population continued to expand—adding more than 11,000
residents over the course of the decade—a motley cross-section of the counterculture
saturated the town with drugs, and amplified local anxieties with an imported set of
movements. Black Power, which until that point had been mostly confined to urban areas,
was the most disturbing among these foreign imports: “‘Black Pride’ hits KU,” ran a student
newspaper headline in February 1969."" By the spring of that year, campus buildings linked
to the military-industrial complex were regularly on fire, and weapons were pouring into the
Oread community. By the end of the decade, local police “walked the streets ‘hoping
nobody’s going to shoot you,”” and Lawrence, “full of mad dogs and crazies,” looked like the
set of a cabalistic hallucination circus drawn up by Sam Peckinpah and Norman Rockwell."?
Race tensions left over from a century before—when Lawrence was the epicenter of
“Bleeding Kansas,” and murderous raids on the town were frequent—were exacerbated by
the rise of Black Power, and the hiring of radical, black professors to university teaching
positions. Increasingly aggressive anti-war demonstrations, frequent displays of militancy,
and regular explosions of violence—such as firebombings and acts of arson—severed “town
and gown” relations and overextended the local police, and by 1970, National Guardsmen
were a regular fixture on the streets. But among the armed and serious dissidents, in Black
Student Union, for example, a campus organization that adopted the Black Panther Party’s
“Ten Point Program,” the Oread included a large group of “street guerilla theatre fun folks,”
and others, who “saw the engagements with the police and the National Guard as a kind of
game.”" Either way, Lawrence was a strange, fractious microcosm of the national
environment, and it absorbed the violent displacements of the crises in Vietnam, over Civil
Rights, over a burgeoning drug culture, and over the exaltation of individual identity. Once
again, war had put Lawrence on the map, had brought it up from the seas of the nowhere
prairie, into the riven heartland. And it was amidst this frightening, invigorating, and bizarre

atmosphere, first in the spring of 1968, then again in the spring of 1969, that American poet

Ed Dorn arrived in town.

" Monhollon, “This Is America?”, 140.
"bid., 139.

2 1bid., 141, 156.

B Ibid., 154-155.
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Dorn was born in dark times, “in the spring of the year of the very terminal October
29“1,” reads the dust jacket of his 1967 collection of poems, The North Atlantic Ti urbine."*
And into working-class circumstances—“our poverty was public,” Dorn wrote in a 1968
prose piece about his Illinois hometown."” “Not to be descriptive,” began Robert Creeley’s
introduction of Dorn at the 1965 Berkeley Poetry Conference, but “this is the condition of the
depression years, and his relation to that time and content is very specific.”'® Specific and
persistent: in 1999, Dorn died in Denver in the first house he had ever owned, having spent
over five decades migrating throughout North and Central America, and much of Europe in
pursuit, after the early ‘60s, of spare university teaching positions—"“‘causal labor’,” he

termed it, “where there’s a job you show up.”"’

With vouchers gifted from his railroading,
French Quebecois grandfather, Dorn and his mother traveled the American West together in
the early 1940s—trips that would mystify and inform the territorial epicenter of Dorn’s
attentions as a writer. In fact, until the mid-°50s, Dorn worked as an itinerant laborer on the
West Coast and throughout the Intermontane Region—*“an experience that closely parallels
that of many men at this time, following the war” Creeley notes—until he ended up at Black
Mountain College in North Carolina, at the suggestion of a teacher and friend in Illinois, an
artist named Ray Obermayr.'® It was in North Carolina, where Dorn encountered “the

generous and enthusiastic guidance of my teacher at Black Mountain College, Charles

Olson,” that his role as a poet was refined."

'* Edward Dorn, promotional pamphlet for North Atlantic Turbine. Dorn correspondence Folder, Joel
Oppenheimer Papers. Archives and Special Collections at the Thomas J. Dodd Research Center,
University of Connecticut Libraries (hereafter cited as Dodd Mss.)

"> Edward Dorn. “Driving Across the Prairie.” Some Business Recently Transacted in the White World
(West Newbury: Frontier Press, 1971), 60.

' Robert Creeley, introduction to The Poet, the People, the Spirit, lecture given by Edward Dorn, New
American Poetry Collection, Kenneth Spencer Research Library, University of Kansas (hereafter cited
as Spencer Mss.), compact disc.

" Tom Clark, Edward Dorn: A World of Difference (Berkeley: North Atlantic Books, 2002), 12.

'8 Creeley, introduction to The Poet, the People, the Spirit, Spencer Mss., compact disc; Ed Dorn,
acknowledgements to Way West: Stories, Essays & Verse Accounts: 1963-1993 (Santa Rosa: Black
Sparrow Press, 1993), 7. See also Ed Dorn Interviews, ed. Donald Allen (Bolinas: Four Seasons
Foundation, 1980).

" Way West 7



Under Olson’s tutelage Dorn studied the American West through an overwhelmingly
wide variety of source materials and methods. He adopted the experimental methodologies
of the “istorian,” a concept somewhat abstractly delineated in his teacher’s A Bibliography on
America for Ed Dorn. For the “istorian” knowledge of history and place are experiential
facts, the point is “to find out for yourself,” through close attention to the particulars of first-
hand information.”* Dorn also adopted the kinetic knowledge principles laid out in other
prose works of his goliath teacher—principles organized around a poetic objectism—the poet
as an object among an empowered environment of objects—and a proprioceptive awareness
and transmission of the energies and materials that compose one’s locus of experience—as
Creeley’s 1969 book Pieces defines the first-person pronoun antecedent.”’ “Sensibility
within the organism by movement of its own tissues,” Olson declares, heralding movement as
integral to the cultural process of “re-centering” knowledge, and to the arrangement of a
poem’s active totality—the poem composed to enact, not sit-back in passive description.”? In
his introduction to Dorn’s recent Selected Poems (published by Penguin), Dale Smith
identifies the ways in which Olson’s influence on Dorn expanded beyond the page: “[Dorn]
also made himself accountable to his experience of the American West, relating it through his
public and private uses of the poem. ... He does not offer solutions for poverty; he does not
seek retribution for offenders of public faith. Instead he makes poetry that speaks through the

3 In the

present, praising those people who are rooted to the particulars of their experience.
same way, Smith sees the consolidation of “poet and laborer” in Dorn’s work similarly
related to Olson’s proposals, those which, “led [Dorn] to use the poem as a tool for discovery

and judgment that is not based on aesthetic principles but on the organization of a field.”**

*% Charles Olson, 4 Bibliography on America for Ed Dorn (San Francisco: Four Seasons Foundation,
1964), 10.

*! The Collected Poems of Robert Creeley: 1945-1975 (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1982), 435.

*2 Collected Prose of Charles Olson, Donald Allen, and Benjamin Friedlander, eds. (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1997). And see also 170: “...until date 1200BC or thereabouts,
civilization had ONE CENTER, Sumer, in all directions, that this one people held such exact and
superior force that all peoples around them were sustained by it, nourished, increased, advanced, that a
city was a coherence which, for the first time since the ice, gave man the chance to join knowledge to
culture, and, with this weapon, shape dignities of economics and value sufficient to make daily life
itself a dignity and a sufficiency.”

* Dale Smith, introduction to Way More West: New and Selected Poems of Edward Dorn, ed. Michael
Rothenberg (New York: Penguin Books, 2007), xiii.

2 Smith, introduction to Way More West, Xiv.



Thus, Dorn’s early work combines a “love for the formation of the landscape,”
informed by Carl Sauer’s writings in cultural geography, for example, with a “lyrical
lightness,” identified by Donald Wesling in his introduction to Internal Resistances, the only
book-length collection of essays over Dorn’s writing.”> The “lyrical” was sign of Dorn’s
“commitment to the New American writing of the 1960s, where social interrogation and self-
scrutiny were related through a renewed lyric sensitivity,” Smith writes; whereas the
“lightness,” the fluvial grace, was something Olson had also praised—Dorn’s “Elizabethan
care for the sound of syllables”—Creeley tells us in his introduction to an earlier edition of
Dorn’s Selected Poems.*® Each of Dorn’s early collections, The Newly Fallen, Hands Up!,
and Geography, emphasizes the motions of close attention in its explorations of chorological
relation between landforms and the “self.” “What validates Dorn’s lyric voice,” writes
Donald Davie, “is its humility, the instruction it looks for and gets from people and places
and happenings. It reflects upon them, it moralizes on them; but the reflection and the moral
are drawn not from some previously accumulated stock of wisdom, but (so the writing
persuades us) immediately out of the shock of confronting each of them as it comes,

2" It was Davie’s irrepressible desire to hire Dorn that first took the latter to

unpredictably.
England in 1965, as a Fulbright Professor of American Literature in Davie’s newly designed
department at the University of Essex. And while at Essex for three years, Dorn’s work and
personal life underwent what he later called, “an odyssey of upheaval and exile.”*®

By the time Dorn arrived to Lawrence from Essex in April 1968 for a three week
residency at the university, his fifteen-year marriage with Helene Buck was broken, and she
had moved to Spain with their son, Paul; in England, Dorn had recently moved in with his
former student, Jennifer Dunbar, whom he would marry at the end of the year; and the
University of Essex was being overtaken by radical factions of students and faculty, who
would soon fire Davie. In early 1969, when Dorn again moved to Lawrence, this time for a
full-semester visiting professorship, Dunbar was pregnant, and the success and popularity of
his recent work, Gunslinger, had stretched beyond poetry circuits, and had made him mildly

famous. “The Kansas excitement,” Dorn writes in his unpublished poem “Osawatomie,” “is

2 Dorn, interview by Barry Alpert, Ed Dorn Interviews, 22; Donald Wesling, ed., Internal
Resistances: The Poetry of Edward Dorn (Berkeley: University of California, 1985), 10.

2 Smith, introduction to Way More West, xiv; Robert Creeley, preface to Edward Dorn: Selected
Poems, ed. Donald Allen (Bolinas: Grey Fox, 1978), vii.

*" Quoted in Clark, World of Difference, 14.

**Ibid., 12.



our infancy.”” Some combination of forces harmonized for the couple that spring, and Dorn
would seek a permanent position at Kansas for many years afterward.

But the mock epic, drug-addled, metaphysical Western of the late 1960s and early
1970s, called Gunslinger, what Dorn labels, “a pageant of its time,” marked a transition in
Dorn’s poetics, as well, or a major station along their ceaseless stylistic migrations.”’ When
Creeley introduced Dorn in Berkeley in 1965, he “land[ed] him in the predicament of a
comparison,” with the poet Leroi Jones, whose place Dorn had taken at the conference
because Jones was deeply involved in Civil Rights and black nationalist activities: “They take
the context of politics as the real/ life in which they don’t choose to engage themselves,”
Creeley said, “but are absolutely and adamantly engaged. There’s no alternative.”' And yet,
Gunslinger, for instance, refuses to directly reference the Vietnam War, turns away from the
violent struggles over Civil Rights, and away from the “very dogmatic and insistent, adamant,
concerned... kind of responsibility to say how you feel about things,” Dorn told Barry Alpert,

32 Dorn wanted to achieve “a

in 1972, “which I hope has gone entirely from my writing.
spiritual address,” he wrote in 1967, “an altogether direct plane of intensity.”33 The adjusted
capacity of this “plane of intensity” accommodated for two important forces to enter Dorn’s
work in a more overt and self-conscious way: the language of the public sphere, and the
“landscape of the imagination”—the chance “to make things up,” as Tom Clark puts it.**
While Dorn was in Kansas, both of these forces opened new discursive spaces in his writing,
spaces that, in the future, became the sites of bitter critical and personal dispute.
Appropriately, among the badinage, the puns and language-play that Gunslinger
Book II (written in Lawrence) blends into a “pre-Socratic revision of the Western psyche,” a
central character named “I” dies, and the reader’s narrative stability, like through a trapdoor,
suddenly disappears. Thus, Robert Duncan praises Dorn’s “screen-narrative voice that takes

off as a movie scenario,” and blends genre through “masque” and comedy, and Marjorie

Perloff praises Gunslinger’s “amalgam of ‘theory’ and lyric, of prose narrative and sound-

» Original mss, “Osawatomie,” Folder 609, Edward Dorn Papers. Dodd Mss.

% Edward Dorn, “An Interview with Edward Dorn,” interview by John Wright, Chicago Review 49:3/4
& 50:1 (2004): 204.

3! Creeley, introduction to The Poet, the People, the Spirit, Spencer Mss., compact disc.

32 Dorn, interview by Alpert, Ed Dorn Interviews, 19.

*3 Dorn, promotional pamphlet for North Atlantic Turbine. Dorn correspondence Folder, Joel
Oppenheimer Papers. Dodd Mss.

* Clark, World of Difference, 24.



text, and especially of citation embedded in or superimposed upon the speech of a particular
self.”* This last point, in the scope of Dorn’s full career, seems the most significant to me.
The death of “I,” and his lysergic and haptic resurrection as the “Secretary to
Parmenides,” is more than an event in Dorn’s poem, but is a signal moment along the
trajectory of his work.”® As Dorn wrestled his way through abstractions and tensions within
his own poetic voice in his early books, his concern for the language of geography
chiastically shifted into a reflexive, fractured, and polluted geography of language, in which
Dorn, as Creeley had earlier suggested, did not “choose to engage,” but was “absolutely and
adamantly engaged.” From Idaho, in the mid-‘60s, Dorn wrote to Tom Clark of his poetic
objective for applying the “self as ‘Medium’.” Like any responsible application, this medium
must be self-conscious, dynamically and vocally aware of its own limitations, its mediated
facticity.37 In this way, the “self,” like its constitutive language, also adopts a geo-location,
becomes locus of experience: the site for gathering materials that are both of, and outside of,
itself. When Dorn, in his early prose work, “What I See in the Maximus Poems,” asserts his
desire for the ego’s “centrality,” that is, the strength of the poet’s abilities to transfer this
locus’s accumulated stock of energy “across,” into a poem, a poem that enacts, he connects
the fluidity of this proprioceptive process back to Olson’s fundamental demand to “recenter”
knowledge.®® And he presupposes language as an essentially decentered system, or a kind of
Borgesian network comprised of multiple, “agglomerated” loci scattered about an infinite

periphery, “like blood clots at the sites of trauma.”*’

For Dorn, the “self” is realized through
a set of accumulations peculiar to its own migrations, internal and external—"the locus is
where you’re at and when you move, the locus moves,” Dorn told an interviewer, “you are
your space.”*

Consequently, with the initiation of Gunslinger, and in the decades following, the

linguistic interface between poet and external world—Dorn’s proprioceptive “I”—garnered

Ibid., 24.

3¢ Edward Dorn, Gunslinger (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 1989), 57, 141.

" Edward Dorn to Tom Clark, undated (early 1965), MS 55A: Db, Special Collections, Spencer Mss.
¥ Edward Dorn. “What I See in The Maximus Poems.” Views (San Francisco: Four Seasons
Foundation, 1980), 38.

% Charles Bernstein, “Censors of the Unknown—Margins, Dissent, and the Poetic Horizon,” interview
by Tom Beckett, A Poetics (Cambridge and London: Harvard University Press, 1992), 188.

* Edward Dorn, “Waying the West,” interview by Matthew Cooperman, Joseph Richey, and Peter
Michelson, Ed Dorn Live: Lectures, Interviews, and Outtakes, ed., Joseph Richey (Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan Press, 2007), 95.



and integrated multiple lexicons—from academic and scientific jargon, to press conference
euphemism, to truck stop talk—and grew to paradoxical extremes: at once epigrammatic and
periphrastic, farcical and shockingly sad, invigorating and disgusting:

Since all the stats

are quoted as saying

Rape, Mutilation & Murder

and violent seduction

of every kind

are carried out against you, overwhelmingly,
by close friends, mere friends

and relatives,

“saying no to strangers”

should be revised

to “saying no to everyone you know.”"'

I’m suddenly struck that the specific qualities of my last observation (“epigrammatic....”) so
effortlessly accommodate an interpretation of, say, our current presidential election, and that
turns me right back to the book, where I find, “A time to buy and a time to cry™:

These are the official symptoms
of cocaine use:

weight loss, insomnia,

nausea, anxiety,

radical alcohol

and tobacco intake,

chronic irritation,

helpless involuntary verbalism,
possibly leading

to fulminant dementia —

Wait a minute!
except for weight loss,
those are just the pathologies

of an afternoon spent at the shopping mall.*?

These works, from Abhorrences, and this general period in Dorn’s career have drawn
harsh criticism: “Dorn has sacrificed so much of his poetics for this muddle of pissed-off
agitprop,” writes Language poet and theorist, Ron Silliman.* Poet Anselm Hollo noted that

his friend’s writing had become “more and more Apache-like, in that it was as anti-

*! Edward Dorn, Abhorrences (Santa Rosa: Black Sparrow Press, 1990), 87.
*2 Dorn, Abhorrences, 111.
* Ron Silliman. Review of Way More West. Silliman’s Blog. 30 March 2007.

<http://ronsilliman.blogspot.com> (31 March 2007).



conciliatory as he could make it.*

But I wonder who Silliman means by “Dorn”—cutting
off “Dorn,” as he does, from “his poetics.” And what an utterly bizarre criticism from a
Language poet—that this “authorial presence” that has “sacrificed so much” should be
stabilized in any way beyond the practice of writing—to which Dorn dedicated his life on a
daily basis, long before there were blogs. Naturally, Silliman’s reading involves tensions and
disagreements in Dorn’s personal life, but oddly, it uses them to hedge what the poems are
capable of.

The rhetorical environment of the above works (as my observation’s observation
suggests) is too slick to stick to any surface for long, or to stay in any single person’s mouth.
For instance, if one reads Silliman’s identification of Dorn’s “macho attitude toward violence
that comes across... as quite shallow,” against the first of the two works above, one
immediately recognizes that the poem—as one “kind” of “violent seduction”—advises us not
to trust it.** It even provides its date of composition (“March 15, 1986™) so we can check its
facts. Shallow, perhaps, like a mirage is shallow, then not there at all: “Wait a minute!”
Indeed, who is waking up to the poem’s mischief there? Is it “Dorn™? Is it “his poetics™?
And who, then, was speaking before? The more mysterious and disturbing “violent
seduction” of these poems is the fact that their paradoxes are as unavoidable as they are
unpleasant. One is troubled, perhaps only privately (which emphatically punctuates the
necessity of such publicly driven work), by the degree to which one is seduced, even against
the poem’s better judgment: “One of the things about political poetry,” Dorn said in an early
‘90s interview, “is that you have to sort of imply to the reader that this is a rather intimate
situation in which I’m going to say something that’s rather stiff to you, and you’re going to
like it, because actually you agree when it comes right down to it.”*

In other words, in its own perverse way, this poetry empowers the reader, irritating
ideological contradictions otherwise ignored, and re-situating the action of reading in an
interactive process of making meaning—i.e. the reader not merely receiving it, and the author

not simply bestowing it. “My disease is the exercise of power with feeling for the person,”

* Anselm Hollo, introduction to Edward Dorn: Satirical Voices (Boulder, Colorado: Alternative Radio
Broadcast), 11 April 2000. Audiocassette.

* Silliman, review of Way More West, Silliman’s Blog.

* Dorn, “From Imperial Chicago,” interview by Effie Mihopoulos, Ed Dorn Live, 68. See also 74: “I
don’t think there’s anything in Abhorrences that couldn’t be verified by observation. It’s quite
empirical. In that sense, it’s scientific. I don’t think that anything in this book is peculiar to me. The
statemental quality is obviously peculiar to me, the way I tend to project and couch things. I also like
to think that this is a national book. I don’t think it’s regional.”
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writes British poet (and one of Dorn’s closest friends), Tom Raworth, in 4 Serial
Biography—one of Dorn’s favorite books of the late ‘60s, and from which he selects the
above quote around which to structure his own praise of it, at the time.*” So, although the
death of “I” in Gunslinger establishes a broader, discursive lens for his work, Dorn, as
Wesling notes, “is very much an original, a self-reflexive poet not satisfied with the dissolved
fictive self of Wallace Stevens or John Ashbery, a lyric poet who cannot take for granted the

solipsism of Robert Bly or Galway Kinnell, an ironic poet who nevertheless avoids falling

into an empty metaphysical abyss.”**

One way perhaps, to refashion Silliman’s critique, and something I have attempted to
emphasize in the study that follows, is to conceptualize Dorn’s work in terms of style—a
word whose roots (in stylus) directly relate it to the act of writing, and whose evolution
invokes divergent trends whose manifold implications complicate Dorn’s poetics. Olson
himself once claimed, “style is soul,” but let’s take our etymology from Umberto Eco, in his
book, On Literature:

...in the early years of its usage, the term indicates literary genres
that are highly codified (the sublime, middle, low style... style is
a way of writing dictated by rules, usually very prescriptive rules;
and it was accompanied by the idea of precepts, imitation, and
close adherence to models. Usually we think that it is only with
mannerism and the baroque that the idea of originality and genius
becomes associated with the notion of style—and not only in the
arts, but also in life, since with the Renaissance idea of “sprezzata
disinvoltura” (effortless nonchalance) the man of style will be he
who has the wit, courage (and social standing) to behave in
violation of the rules—or to show that he has the privilege to
break them. ...with Goethe style will emerge when the work
acquires an original, complete, inimitable harmony of its own.
Finally we arrive at the Romantic notion of genius (Leopardi him-
self will say that style is the particular manner or facility that is
called originality.) So much so that by the end of the nineteenth
century, with the advent of the dandy and Decadence, the concept
has turned 360 degrees, to the point where style is identical with
bizarre originality, the contempt for all models; and it is from this
source that the aesthetics of the historical avant-garde movements
will emerge.*’

*" Tom Raworth, 4 Serial Biography (London: Fulcrum Press, 1969), 51-52.

* Wesling, introduction to Internal Resistances, 7.

* Umberto Eco, On Literature, trans. Martin McLaughlin (New York: Harcourt, Inc., 2002), 161-162.
Stan Brakhage refers to Olson’s comment in “A Conversation with Stan Brakhage,” interviewed by

11



A bit further on, Eco adds to this catalogue one more notion of sty/le—"“as a ‘way of giving
form’”—and certainly (and paradoxically), this final proposal is as essential to modernist and

»30 The latter is the foundation of

post-modernist poetics as is the “contempt for all models.
Silliman’s criticism—Dorn’s emasculating resentment—but every bit as ferociously
“original” as Wesling and Silliman argue “his poetics” are, so much more is “Dorn” obsessed
with method, “dictated by rules, ...imitation, and close adherence to models.” The
meticulous daily practice of Abhorrences, or the sharpened skill of writing while driving, out
of which much of Hello, la Jolla comes, or the songs, genres, and archaic modes that enter
into Gunslinger, all are the “workings out of possible poetic moods and voices that are
themselves historically inscribed”; they all self-consciously call into question the wherewithal
of their own creation, and test the limits of style in multiple and competing directions.”’ Dorn
himself celebrated a personal “absolutism of style” in the West, he told Tom Clark, which is
nothing short of ritual. And in this sense, style becomes a kind of incantation for Dorn, an
arrangement of language-material or gesture, to access and body forth greater powers.
Therefore, while some, like Silliman, have underestimated the dedication and depth
of Dorn’s poetic experimentation with style, plurality, mask, and appropriation, others have
overemphasized Gunslinger as a rupture in Dorn’s career, a break from Olson’s influence and
the Black Mountain context (whatever that is). Both of these perspectives, in each their own
way, have contributed to a harmful fragmentation of the total body of work. One notes these
divisions in the rigid categorization of William McPheron’s critical study, £d Dorn, in Tom
Clark’s downtrodden, inexplicably incomplete biography, World of Difference (which leaves
off Dorn’s biography where the following study picks it up), and numerous critical essays
that concentrate on “the early work,” or “the late work,” or Gunslinger, by itself.*> (My
study, too, falls into many of these predicaments, but I’ve tried to learn from the successes
and failures of these previous efforts.) And here, I part with Wesling, et al, in their choice of
structural metaphor for Dorn’s body of work. For even as Wesling attempts to address the

“unresolved issue” of a “committed rhetoric” for Dorn’s poetics, and to “challenge the claim

Philip Taafe, orig. published in Composite Nature (New York: Peter Blum Edition, 1998). I accessed it
through the latter’s website: <www.philiptaaffe.info/index.php> (10 June 2008).

*Eco, On Literature, 162.

> Wesling, introduction to Internal Resistances, 6.

32 Three of the six essays in Internal Resistances focus on Gunslinger alone, and the remaining three
discuss specific genres or themes across multiple, but strictly categorized periods of work.
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that little of Dorn’s work beside Slinger has poetic merit,” resistance, as a trope, forecloses
on this possibility.”> For resistance is itself one of the many subsets of style, and style is
always at least one-part assimilation, and grants resistance a flipside hip-ness, like Ernesto
“Che” Guevara, or Billy the Kid. But this isn’t altogether obvious in the term resistance, all
by itself; and when we must refer to that assimilative, or popular, or s#ylish streak in Dorn’s
work, what reasonable boundaries around resistance can we claim to maintain? The
ambiguous force of resistance in Dorn’s epigrams is seduced by the elegance and wit of its
own insurgence, enamored by its very enunciation, and must therefore, to some degree,
betray its task—that is, if resistance was its task in the first place. Instead, I argue that the
divergent trends of Dorn’s work, and its apparent defiance of a “committed rhetoric” are
precisely the point of his poetics; therefore, they are less infringed upon by the multiphasic,
elastic context of internal migration—the predominant tradition on the North American
continent for over ten thousand years. But not just crossing land, Dorn’s dialectical and
multi-voiced poems follow the model of internal migration through “the many languages of
English,” and through its topical, extravagant characters as “a constellation of one body”—
for “even in the mind of a lone traveler there’s a multitude of dialogue.””*

But there is a deeper conflict with the trope of resistance. Etymologically resistance
implies “holding back,” a kind of stasis that surrenders Dorn’s essential objective, “the
possibility for everyone to be able to live in the world,” to the catch-phrase, inflated tenets of
neo-liberalism and multiculturalism—much the same way that Wesling timidly appeals to the
vapid and pathological addiction to symmetry in scholarly inquiry, and its implacable,
institutionalized demand for a “committed rhetoric” in Dorn’s work (or else, I hear in
between those lines). Instead, this “holding back™ should be viewed as the mode of those
systems that manufacture our complaisance with an indebted, pixelated, consumption-
throttled life. In his seminal and beautiful critical study, “Gassire’s Lute: Robert Duncan’s

Vietnam War Poems,” poet and critic Nathaniel Mackey discusses the backward ethical

>> Wesling, introduction to Internal Resistances, 5.

 Edward Dorn, Collected Poems (Bolinas: Four Seasons Foundation, 1975), 214; Dorn, “The Poetic
Line,” interview by Robert Bertholf, Ed Dorn Interviews, 61-62. On the subject of migration in Dorn’s
work, see also Christopher Beach’s essay, “Migrating Voices in the Poetry of Edward Dorn,”
Contemporary Literature, Vol. 32, No. 2 (Summer 1991), 211-228. Beach argues: “Dorn shares with
[Charles Olson, Robert Duncan, and Robert Creeley] the basic Poundian mode of an engaged stance
and a diverse and noncanonical use of sources; however, his characteristic style of digression and
semantic slippage implies a very different structural principle—one that denies the clear and
hierarchical presentation of values found in works by Pound, Williams, Olson, and Duncan.”(211)
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assumptions implicit in the jargon of resistance: “Here it serves to assert that ‘the real’ is a
human concoction, bounded by limits imposed by commonly held assumptions and
reinforced by artificial conventions. As such, ‘the real’ is at odds with the universe, which is

55
boundless....”

Indeed, “only celebrations concur,” Dorn writes near the opening of
Gunslinger, Book 11, “and we concur To See / The Universe.”® This “recentering” of “the
real” becomes the task of Gunslinger’s phenomenological repartee, and in Dorn’s concurrent
and subsequent work, particularly work inspired by his time in Lawrence, cosmology, as a
field in which to reorder and harmonize “the real” with “the universe,” plays an ever more
overt role. But Wesling, et al., obliterate that cosmological project beforehand, by taking “the
real” for real. Likewise, on many occasions, Dorn has been labeled a “heretic” to the
aristocracy of a “committed rhetoric,” and to “the real” as a “human concoction,” and maybe
he is. But even that “heresy” ironically exhibits this deep misconception of “what is” (as
Parmenides, the pre-Socratic philosopher seated behind Gunslinger’s mantle of “the real,”
would say): from the Greek word meaning, “to choose,” the heretic, Dorn says, “gets flayed

" In light of this overwhelming

because the heretic believes more than anybody else.
paradox, one recalls the last lines of Dorn’s baldly autobiographical, and virulently anti-
imperialist poem, “Tribe,” written shortly before his death in 1999: “it would take more paper
/ Than I’ll ever have to express how justified I feel.” Here, one is reminded of Pound’s
admission at the end of his own life, in “Canto CXVIL,” regarding the Cantos, themselves:
“...I am not a demigod / I cannot make it cohere.” Though Pound must have been pained by
his inability to make it so, and Dorn was crying as he finished reading “Tribe” for an
Alternative Radio broadcast in Boulder a month before he died, in light of both poets’ work,
that lack of closure is a fitting circumstance, and keeps open multiple avenues into their
writing. Perhaps our criteria for a “committed rhetoric” needs adjusting.

With regard to that latter group, those who have overemphasized Gunslinger as a

break from the past modes of Dorn’s work, I have suggested the ways in which certain

theoretical, philosophical, and methodical principles that Olson proposed for the poetic

>> Nathaniel Mackey, “Gassire’s Lute: Robert Duncan’s Vietnam War Poems,” part I in Paracritical
Hinge: Essays, Talks, Notes, Interviews (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 146.

36 Dorn, Gunslinger, 46.

37 Dorn, “Waying the West,” interview by Cooperman, et al., Ed Dorn Live, 101 (my itals). And see
page 102, when, sounding a lot like Pound (who enters the main text in a moment), Dorn declares: “I
was maligned because I am a true poet, and I love the literature of the past thirty centuries! That’s
heresy.” New Oxford American Dictionary, 2" ed., s.v. “heretic.”
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process of “discovery” and “attention” were carried over from Dorn’s attention to the
language of geography to an attention to the geography of language, and to the “landscape of
the imagination.” Here I defer to James Elmborg, and his historical exegesis on Gunslinger,
titled, “4 Pageant of It’s Time”: Ed Dorn’s Slinger and the Sixties: “Dorn’s Gunslinger
completely changed the idea of the ‘local,”” Elmborg writes, “however, without abandoning

the centering concept of place.””

This assertion flies in the face Perloft’s Gunslinger
introduction, in which she declares that “place... is itself a simulacrum,” for the inevitable
fact that Elmborg’s historical inquiry, as he admits, would not be possible otherwise.”
Because the following study orbits around Dorn’s experience of a particular place at a
particular time, Elmborg’s “centering concept of place,” as a geographical moment, is
integral to my purposes as well. At the same time, this central necessity bolsters my attempt
to chart Dorn’s persistent application of Olson’s ideas through alternative territory.
Nonetheless, I take it that, in Gunslinger, “geography,” this is Perloff speaking,
“imperceptibly becomes history,” because that merger isn’t too far outside of my own sense
of Lawrence, as an arena of Dorn’s locus of experience.*

Dorn is interested in “place” as confluence—an embattled confluence, of historical,
economic, geological, geographical, and mystic, celestial forces, and was especially
interested in places that sat at the crossroads of multiple, overlapping migration routes, and
paths of early exploration. For instance, here’s how Dorn catalogued Kansas when
discussing a line from Gunslinger, Book I, with students at Naropa University, in 1977:

I was assigned the West when I was a student. So this is almost an
inside reference. It could easily be a footnote. “The mission bells are
ringing / in Kansas” meant to summarize for me everything I know
or everything I know as a student of that condition, and everything
you might know either as a student or, if not as a student, as an aud-
itor of your culture about the Kansas railheads, the Spanish flirtation,
para donde va Coronado, wheat, the Swedenborgian communities,
Kansas mysticism, whatever.*’

>% James K. Elmborg, “A Pageant of its time: Edward Dorn’s Gunslinger and the 1960’s” (Ph.D. diss.,
University of Kansas, 1994), 3. Though I read it in dissertation form, ElImborg’s book was published in
1998, by the Peter Land Publishing Group, under the same title.

%% Marjorie Perloff, introduction to Gunslinger (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 1989),
vii.

“ Ibid., vii.

o1 Dorn, “On the Authority of Root Meanings, the External, and the Making of Gunslinger, circa
1967,” lecture at Naropa University, June 1977, Ed Dorn Live, 15.
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Six months before Dorn and Dunbar moved to Lawrence, they visited Glastonbury and
Stonehenge, in the midsummer of 1968. As sites that facilitated ancient ceremonies and
negotiated relations between the terrestrial and the astral, and as destination points for long-
distance journeyers over the stretch of five millennia, those English locales each represent a
mysterious nexus of geomantic intensity. Glastonbury, for instance, sits at the intersection of
a number of “ley lines,” a network of magnetic forces and pathways interlocking and flowing
over the English plains, along which telluric energies, bygone trading routes, and a host of
other strange influences are said to travel.”> Thus, as Dorn’s work shifted its earlier devotions
to the cultural landscape, to chorological relation, and to the organization of the poem’s
elements in a “field,” and began to concentrate on the ways in which “citation [is] embedded
in or superimposed upon the speech of a particular self,” his move toward a “spiritual
address” retained a “center[ed] concept of place” but which transformed chorological relation
into geomantic elevation, and the poem’s “field” into a “henge” capable summoning
cosmological orders.”” Dorn’s Gunslinger, for example, the poem’s namesake, who traverses
“the enormous space / between here and formerly,” is sun-worshipper, cowboy-sorcerer, and
weathered traveler, all in one—we meet him near sunset, and hear of his grand, mythic

relations: “so there is a longhorn bull half mad / half deity / who awaits an account from me /

62 John Michell. “Stonehenge and Glastonbury.” The View Over Atlantis (London: Sago Press, 1969),
131-152. For further information regarding “ley lines,” see: David Cowan and Chris Arnold, Ley Lines
and Earth Energies: A Groundbreaking Exploration of the Earth’s Natural Energy and How It Affects
Our Health (Kempton: Adventures Unlimited Press, 2003).

83 As in, “This is the way | hear the momentum,” or “Notice how a vaster Crystal of Lives comes
around,” or “The Cosmology of Finding Your Place,” all three written at this time. “Henge” is defined
by English Heritage (the British government’s “statutory adviser on the historic environment,” and
“[o]fficially known as the Historic Buildings and Monuments Commission for England...”) as follows:
“A henge is a roughly circular or oval-shaped flat area over 20m in diameter which is enclosed and
delimited by a boundary earthwork that usually comprises a ditch with an external bank. Access to the
interior is obtained by way of one, two, or four entrances through the earthwork. Internal components
may include portal settings, timber circles, post rings, stone circles, four-stone settings, monoliths,
standing posts, pits, coves, post alignments, stone alignments, burials, central mounds, and stakeholes.
... Henges can sometimes be confused with other kinds of circular monuments, especially when
levelled by ploughing. The main sources of confusion are with: ring cairns, enclosed cemeteries, fancy
barrows, various classes of later prehistoric enclosed settlements, Roman signal stations, Roman
amphitheatres, and windmill mounds. In all cases close attention to the position and extent of the bank
and the entranceways is important when distinguishing henges from these other classes. Care must also
be taken not to confuse henges with sites where some of the components of henges exist as single
monuments in their own right, for example timber circles and stone circles. ... Henges are generally of
late Neolithic date and are currently interpreted as ritual or ceremonial monuments, perhaps meeting
places, trading centres, or sacred areas of some sort.” English Heritage — Stonehenge & the History of
England, n.d., < http://www.eng-h.gov.uk/mpp/med/sub/henges1.htm> (2 March 2008).
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back of the sun you nearly disturbed / just then. / Lets have that drink.”® “For a native
poetic, to be a poetic at all,” Hugh Kenner writes in his essay, “Magics and Spells (about

9 ¢

curses, charms, and riddles),” “must rely on certain continuities: on the List, on the Curse and

the Blessing, on the deep tradition of efficacious words.”®

Thus, Dorn’s “landscape of the
imagination,” like cultural geographer, Carl Sauer’s “natural landscape,” would come to be
known, “through the totality of its forms”—and the “totality” of its styles, for which
“efficacious words” (“words [that] accrete disquieting power,” Kenner writes, “not least their
power to make you hear you own voice saying them”) and disquieting, historical
“continuities” were paramount.®

This study interrogates the migrations of Dorn’s “I,” his locus of experience, both on
and off the page, that is, in both text and life, over the latter half of the 1960s, but focuses
primarily on the time that he, and later Dunbar, were living and working in Lawrence,
Kansas—a time during which Dorn’s relationship both to his work, and to those he loved,
underwent profound structural changes. Extremely productive while in Kansas, Dorn
explored the infinite degrees of disappearance between the death of “I,” as a rhetorical
condition in his own work, and “the dissolved, fictive self,” of John Ashbery, or “the writer
not there” of William Burroughs (“where is #e?”), or the “use of the I’ by Jean Genet, which
Dorn detests and luridly depicts: “...the / is not directly self-assertive except as it is a
necessary presence. Otherwise it operates as a sponge, utterly undistinguishing, utterly at the
mercy of external bombardment, engorging itself to bursting. It does not constitute a self. It is
a limp, ever changing basin into which can run the fluids given off by all contact, by all
touch, by all sense excitement. It is the ideal ego-condition envisioned by any power-

authority.”®’

At the same time, Dorn always encouraged a confident and specific relation to
the self, albeit compromised and “adulterated,” for the purposes of writing of poetry: as he
argued in one of his writing classes in Lawrence in 1969, which one of his students recorded:

“Ed Dorn remarked that contemporary poets have turned to a ‘visceral’ poetry of experience

64 Dorn, Gunslinger, 5,7, 31.

% Hugh Kenner, Magic and Spells (about curses, charms and riddles), The Bennington Chapbooks in
Literature, no. 10 (Bennington: Bennington College, 1988), 27-28.

% borrow the phrase “landscape of the imagination” from Roy K. Okada, in an interview with Dorn, 2
May 1973, in Madison, Wisconsin, published in Ed Dorn Interviews, 44. Carl Sauer, “The Morphology
of Landscape,” in Land & Life: A Selection from the Writings of Carl Ortwin Sauer, ed. John Leighly
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1963), 337; Kenner, Magic and Spells, 16.

67 Wesling, introduction to Internal Resistances, 6; Edward Dorn, “Notes More or Less Relevant to
Burroughs and Trocchi,” Kulchur 7 (Autumn 1962): 11, 7.

17



and have learned that before they try to go to the river for water, they have to learn to urinate
in their own bucket. The way to a poetry that speaks with authority is through a poetry that

understands the self and speaks with one’s own voice.”®

This study traces the development
of Dorn’s “own voice” in the late 1960s, and its relationship to his work overall.

For a poet whose life and work form a single stem of commitment and, therefore, one
whose austere working-class background, contentious reputation (“‘as dialectical as they
come,” Hollo recalls), public disputes, and eccentric behavior and dress, have each been
woven into, and repeatedly thrust upon, the material of his writing, my focus on this hinge of
“pronomial multiplicity” (a term Dorn assigned Raworth’s prose), weaving in and out of
work and life, seems reasonable.”’ I propose internal migration as Dorn’s mode of writing
and being, and as it operates on authorial presence, his work evolves into a pluralistic,
polysemous force, which exalts in the sacrosanct openness and negativity of the poem’s
territory, where “[t]he voice ... is thrown out into an interspace where what’s possible is
more interesting than what’s established.””

But if my concern is also to provide an overarching context under which Dorn’s
scattered dispatches from hermeneutical frontiers might be comfortably gathered, without
being detained, why does this study focus on such a brief period of Dorn’s life? First, I take
the agglomeration of critical attention to the Gunslinger era, but to very little of the era’s
work besides it, as a fruitful occasion for re-plotting the coordinates of Dorn’s work on a
more open and discursive plain. The few years spanning the turn of the decade represent
Dorn’s most intense and erratic period of experimentation. During this time, his work
traverses, very quickly in some cases, nearly all of the formal categories and s#y/istic modes
that his remaining career would achieve—narrative, epigram, epithalamium, sonnet, etc. This
is not to say that these forms and modes are necessarily best exemplified by the writing from
this period, though I’d argue some of them are, but to signal the period for Dorn as one of
amplified capacity in his locus of experience, and of diligent spiritual renewal.

Second, this study is not, in fact, limited to those two years at the end of the decade.
In part one, for example, I provide a loose biographical sketch up to the point of his “exile” in

England, and I lay out the theoretical and methodological precepts, as I see them, that Dorn

%% James F. Mersmann, Out of the Vietnam Vortex (Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 1974), 25.
% Hollo quoted in Clark, World of Difference, 21; Edward Dorn, “On Tom Raworth,” Vort 1 (Fall
1972): 56.

" Dorn, “On Tom Raworth,” 56.
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preserved from Olson, from his relatively short time at Black Mountain, and, aside from the
three years in the early 1960s that he and Helene spent in Pocatello, Idaho, on the Obermayr
ranch (a year of which they lived in a “converted” chicken coup), from a life always on the
move.”' In addition to that foundation, the chapters of the latter two sections regularly
attempt to position their observations to receive the work’s overall trajectory, and from those
observations, to thread comparisons and associations through the work lying on each side of
this “mid-life” of the career. At times, this attempt to integrate through critical migration
involves digression, turning back to register the investment of earlier work, or lunging ahead
to chart the incipient arc of what’s at hand. When Silliman isolates Dorn’s Abhorrences—a
six word, three line poem, say—it’s no wonder they lose their specific accumulative power,
but that dismembered weakness ironically annexes the central trope of American democracy
to the book’s “national” poems: that divided we fall—but how to know what divides us,
without articulating the anti-substance of our divisions? And those divisions sink to depths
we can’t readily know, so we must all the time move our efforts around. When Silliman
snipes at Dorn’s “pissed-off agitprop” he overlooks the fact that he’s transferring the project
of Abhorrences to a later stage. Politics is a game of power relations, and Dorn’s poems are
political poems—so if you’re “pissed-off” by a “pissed-off” poem, aren’t we getting

somewhere, Mr. Silliman?

L A

"' Clark, World of Difference, 35-36: ““The first two winters in Ray’s studio, “were pretty basic, no
inside john, we went down to the college to take showers, but we all loved it there, and I was certainly
used to cooking on a wood stove. ... The wood cook-stove we installed was a Garland, which
delighted Ed, and we always referred to it as our Red Garland. It was a happy time and no so ‘basic’
that Bob & Bobbie [Creeley] & the kids didn’t spend an Easter weekend with us one time—I guess the
kids must have bunked up together, can’t remember, but I do remember making Easter baskets to the
annoyance of all the males. [The filmmaker] Stan Brakhage came too, at some point. He was then
doing those 8mm profiles of writers.” And Creely, quoted on the same page: “What I’ll remember
forever is the extraordinary way Ed and Helene were able to turn the hen house (one of those large
houses for laying hens, egg producers, etc.) into such a warm and affectionate home, floored with
bricks, a great wood stove—and it worked. I recall visiting there a couple of times and loving the
vibes.”
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Two decades before nuclear annihilation was a household threat, James Joyce suggested that,
if Dublin were destroyed, Ulysses, “would supply the evidence for its reconstruction.””* One
could make the same argument for The Maximus Poems, Charles Olson’s life-long work,
which seeks a transcendent polis, a “glowing,” mythologized embodiment of Gloucester,
Massachusetts.”” Had Whitman a more modernist and mechanistic notion of the poem’s
rhetorical force, and of its service to democracy, than he did an organic, incantatory one, he
might have made a comparable claim about his own work’s relation to New York City, or
even to the Civil War, as an embattled poetic moment reenacted through his Drum Taps. Or
maybe scholarship has made that claim for Whitman, old father artificer of the open
American line. Even Pound forgave and hailed Whitman. In any case, for the work to make
the city (in Joyce’s equation at least), the city must be destroyed. Along those lines, if one
can imagine the annihilation of postwar American democracy—that is, democracy as a set of
behavioral, rhetorical, and psychological patterns—I would propose Dorn’s work (all of it) as
the necessary blueprints for that pageant. Poetry, Dorn said, is “my way of voting early and
often.”™

Over the course of a stylistically diverse career spanning the latter half of the 20"
century, Dorn published widely and primarily with independent presses—Harvey Brown’s
Frontier Press, John Martin’s Black Sparrow Press, the British presses Fulcrum, and Cape
Goliard, etc. With his second wife, Jennifer Dunbar Dorn, he edited his own newspaper,
Rolling Stock, in Colorado in the 1980s—one of two decades (along with the 1970s) which he
spent tirelessly tracking news media and producing daily, sometimes “outrageously” specific,
topical poems, in Hello, La Jolla, Yellow Lola, Abhorrences, and the unpublished Day
Report. Dorn’s deep studies of the American West were registered through the rich lyrical
sonority of his early work, but the “direct onslaught in that sober sense of the political poem,”
became tiresome, and by the late ‘60s, those studies were registered through a poetry that “no
longer insists on the sanctity of [the] ego,” writes Marjorie Perloff, in her introduction to
Dorn’s complete Gunslinger—published in five separate installations (four books and one

interlude book, called “The Cycle”), over the period of 1968 to 1975, and collected by first by

> Hugh Kenner, The Pound Era (Berkeley: University of California press, 1971), 45.

7 Charles Olson, The Maximus Poems, ed. George F. Butterick (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1983).

™ Dorn, “From Imperial Chicago,” interviewed by Mihopoulos, Ed Dorn Live, 68.
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Wingbow Press, and then by Duke University in 1989.” That work focuses on “dismantling
and deconstructing our linguistic and poetic habits,” and deploying modes of address, “in
which meaning is endless deferred, endlessly called into question”—for example, we meet a
trenchant, dope-smoking, whiskey-bombed Horse; a character named Taco Desoxin (Desoxin
is a brand of amphetamine); and a wise-cracking Barrel, who bitterly rejects the contents he’s
prescribed (“I ain’t no drum”; and “you know more about crackers / than I do!”).”® And
while Dorn’s work migrated from voice to voice, and style to style, so he traveled incessantly
in his personal life, observing, lecturing, critiquing, writing—off the top of my head I can
think of twelve U.S. states in which Dorn taught, at one point or another.

That Dorn—a writer whose primary interests in paradox, interference, transmutation,
and the negative capacities of same, produced a body of poetry and prose over the latter half
of the 20" century that interrogated American public life, from air bags to Ed Meese, with
every temperament available to private and/or public discourse—that he lived long enough to
die of cancer, at the age of 70, that is, unlike a number of the Latin American “guerilla” poets
he translated in the late 1960s, that fact must signify something, many might argue, about the
progress and success of the very democracy that Dorn relentlessly and viciously (those same
would argue) interrogates. To some degree, I suppose it does. But in the end, that fact
reveals much less about our system of governance than the election of someone like Richard
Nixon, say, to the office of president, in early 1969—the year Dorn and Dunbar, just married,
moved to Lawrence, Kansas. “Democracy,” Dorn once insisted, “literally needs to be

»77 But cracks on the head take

cracked on the head all the time to keep it in good condition.
their toll; isn’t “our current democracy” already democracy annihilated, or sliced off before it
came to be—a polished and element-proof, linguistic veneer of just like home lathered over
the mindscape to cover a frightfully barren, unhomely landscape? And if so, what does this
mean for the relationship between the poet, the poem, the culture, and the language?

Let me trace that first question through some critical territory. In his lodestone work
on the development of modern nationalism, Benedict Anderson argues the nation is an

“imagined community,” imagined as both /imited—for the members of vast national

populations will never know those with whom they are in allegiance, and yet will remain

3 Dorn, interviewed by Alpert, Ed Dorn Interviews, 26; Perloff, introduction to Gunslinger, xi.

"¢ Perloff, introduction to Gunslinger, xv-xvi; Dorn, Gunslinger, 187, 189.

" Quoted in William McPheron, Edward Dorn, Western Writers Series, no. 85 (Boise: Boise State
University, 1988), 5.
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strictly so—and sovereign—Dbecause the nation was born “in an age which Enlightenment and
Revolution were destroying the legitimacy of the divinely ordained, hierarchical dynastic

78
realm.”

According to Anderson, the “gage and emblem of freedom” for the individual, is
now firmly tied to the sovereignty of a state.”” Anderson’s nation is a public reality, but one
that is privately formulated, interpreted, and maintained. In the attempt to fasten individual
imagination to the security of its state, that is, in order to fix the parameters of the otherwise
unruly imaginations of the citizenry, the site of domination is shifted to the mind, to the
material of language. Print capitalism, especially the newspaper and the novel, is essential to
establishing the kind of nation that we “imagine.”™

Regarding the phenomenon of “imagining” the nation through what is written, Geoff
Ward’s assorted study of American cultural identity, as produced by the literary text, titled
The Writing of America, proposes a thesis that fundamentally parallels Anderson’s, but
emphasizes the unpredictable by-products of the process of “imagining” the nation—its
unaccountable gaps and fissures, its broken promises. For Ward, “America has to be thought
in order to be lived,” and as a nation of immigrants, consequently, “America must always be

partly elsewhere for American experience to be itself.”*’

In the friction of these discrepant
ideations, the American cultural landscape is invested with some disconcerting realities: an
histrionic casing of cultural identity, and an horrific otherness interpenetrating the horrifically
familiar. The latter is rooted in the democratic nation that America “imagined” for itself:
“The profound thrill of democratic uniformity is at once America’s Eden and its dangerous
fruit,” Ward writes. “Once tasted and accepted, that uniformity changes the perceptions,
producing both America’s unheimlich sameness and the individual’s baffled sense of being

somehow outside, no longer contentedly inside the Garden.”™

The mass production of
democratic ideals eclipses their objective, then makes it scary—an underlying sense of exile
and alienation is exacerbated by the very slogans of democratic unity and hurrahs for the cult
of individualism that are pasted over it. The blessed privilege of “thinking” America, for
yourself, before “living it” extends to the nervous construction of distinct identities—

entangled in desires antithetical to democratic ethics—to separate the individual from the

"8 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities (London: Verso, 1991), 6-7.

" Anderson, Imagined Communities, 7.

80 Ibid., 25; see also chapter 2, “Cultural Roots,” 9-36.

8! Geoff Ward, The Writing of America: Literature and Cultural Identity from the Puritans to the
Present (Cambridge: Polity, 2002), 13.

%2 Ward, The Writing of America, 161.
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lowly milieu: “The performance of identity as intrinsic to American society is its carnival
truth,” Ward writes.* And yet this “performance of identity” is a contingency of the
domination it announces itself to be free of, and at the same time, stands in an uneasy
contradiction with the homogenizing pressures of democracy.

In post-war America, democracy (as a sameness) and annihilation, and nuclear
annihilation, are inextricably bound together. However, in a nation made anxious by
imagining the plausibility of its own man-made, politically-mandated apocalypse, the
essential components of democracy—free information and choice, liberty and mobility,
etc.—are difficult to maintain; or worse, they’re criminal. It seems that, in order to conceal
this fretful impasse in postwar America, and the degree to which it compromises democracy,
furious and hedonistic rituals of mass consumption have been inserted both as a shield to
defend against the obliteration of the self (“I buy, therefore I am”), and as an enchanting
sheen by which to distract the population from its democratic ideals—or rather, the civilian
responsibilities necessary to preserve them, since the ideals hold steadfast. This
“superstructure of filth Americans call their way of life,” as poet (and close friend to Dorn),
Amiri Baraka defined it, makes mass apoplexy.** In the aftermath of September 11", the
president publicly encouraged Americans to go shopping—a suggestion that intended to
make commercial consumption (which, no doubt, already was, for many citizens)
synonymous with daily life.

Scanning back a bit further, say, over the era the following study covers, one notes
the alarming supremacy of /ifestyle concerns. Style changes in the automobile industry, for
example, have cost an annual $4 billion since 1949; and while the burgeoning gross national
product in 1971 (almost a thousand billion dollars) mostly fed big business, it also packed the
rapidly expanding suburbs full of the necessary trappings of the good life—refrigerators,
televisions, vacuum cleaners, etc.—all of which caused a 30 percent surge in household
energy consumption in the 1960s.*> Inevitably, that consumption blighted and sundered the
already bulldozed natural landscape, just as those material, class accoutrements disguised

deep societal fissures on the home front: the National Bureau of Economic Research

* Ibid., 95.

# Amiri Baraka. “An Explanation of the Work.” In Black Magic: Sabotage, Target Study, Black Art;
Collected Poetry, 1961-67 (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1969).

8 Howard Zinn, Postwar America: 1945-1971 (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1973), 104, 101; Adam
Rome, The Bulldozer in the Countryside: Suburban Sprawl and the Rise of American
Environmentalism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 46.
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condemned, in 1970, “the failure of 20 years of unprecedented prosperity and rapid economic
growth to produce any significant change in the distribution of income, at least at the lower
end.”® Tronically, the suburban attempt to seal off an ideal “home,” actually expedited that
home as a site of production for the very horrific, lethal, and unhomely effects suburbia meant
to flee in the first place. Likewise, amidst the frenzied overproduction of the free market, and
bolstered by the well-advertised imperatives of national security during a Cold War (or a War
on Terror, or a War on Drugs), the U.S. economy’s most thriving and most horrific
transactions were accepted as standard operating procedure by a national community that was
itself in desparate need of federal funds for education, for instance, or to improve social
welfare programs.

A thousand billion dollars were put toward U.S. military purposes between the end of
World War Il and 1970—a period in which the armed forces built more than three thousand
bases spread throughout thirty foreign countries.®” And beneath the buzzing of buying and
selling heaved the grim continuum of warfare itself. “On August 6, 1970, the twenty-fifth
anniversary of Hiroshima,” writes American historian, Howard Zinn, “American planes, after
dropping three million tons of bombs on Vietnam—more than had been dropped on Germany
and Japan in World War II—were still flying over Vietnamese rice fields and destroying
peasant villages. Israelis and Egyptians were still dropping bombs on each other. Russians
and Americans were still increasing their stockpiles of atomic weapons, which now equaled
about fifty tons of TNT for each inhabitant of the earth.”® Alas, the “deathurge of this

twisted society,” Amiri Baraka decries, needs little elaboration.*” “Now, we’ve simply got

8 Zinn, Postwar America, 96; and see Rome, The Bulldozer in the Countryside, 84: “The use of
electricity to heat and cool homes was especially destructive. The strip mining of coal to provide fuel
for generators scarred thousands of acres of land. The emissions from power plants polluted the air,
caused acid rain to fall on lakes and forests and contributed to the prospect of global warming. Though
the United States so far has had only one disastrous reactor accident, the use of nuclear generating
technology routinely produced a host of environmental hazards, from uranium tailings to radioactive
waste. The nation’s utilities also created a new threat to acquatic life — the thermal pollution that
resulted when the hot water produced during electricity generation was dumped into rivers.” And
more recently, Rome explains: “The sprawl of suburbia consumes more land now than ever before.
According to the U.S. Department of Agriculture, the nation lost almost 1.4 million acres a year to
development from 1982 to 1992. In the mid-1990s, the rate more than doubled, to nearly 3.2 million
acres a year. The rush of development in the top five growth states alone accounted for the loss of
more than 1 million acres a year. That is roughly the total for the entire nationin the 1950s, when the
first critics of the bulldozed landscape began to call for land-saving methods of building.”(265)

87 Zinn, Postwar America, 73.

* Ibid., 7-8.

% Baraka, “An Explanation of the Work.” In Black Magic.
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too much,” Dorn told an interviewer way back in 1978, the year I was born, “our habits are

showing to all the world, and they’re bad habits, and they’re gargantuan habits.”*’

Democracy then, is a paradox: demonstrably unavailable, and ideologically

unimpeachable—it represents an instance of its own alienation, its “programmed

9991

ignorance.”” And the senselessness of this paradox, and the astonishingly dissociated public

mind, evokes the frenetic meaninglessness of post-war existence ever perched the verge
nuclear annihilation. And thus our language, as Orwell warned us, in the delirium just after
the Second World War, becomes meaninglessly detached, distended, slack—note the
following excerpt from a discussion between Joe Richey, Dorn, and Jennifer Dunbar Dorn, in

1998:

Dorn: ... If you want a faceless, rubbed-out, characterless breed of
people who are totally conformist, and do what they’re told,
and have this sort of boring social construct, sure then
democracy can do it for you. It certainly will. And it will do
it cruelly, precisely because democracy depends even more
on a ruthless elite than fascism does.

With fascism, it’s built in. It’s not even a question. With
democracy, you create the elite contrary to everything you
don’t like. ...

Richey: Fascism, and nationalist fascism, may be effective over the
short term, and in that way be seen as a viable form of govern-
ment for the quick change that’s never easy. But the nature of
the institutions that sustain it become the problem. The nature
of the institutions that a true democracy will breed is more
benign, to say the least.

Dorn: That’s just because you think that Dow Chemical is not as bad
as Luftwaffe. And that the history of their genocide is not as
bad as the Luftwaffe. That’s how you could say that. A lot of
people share that view. ... Nobody has any proof on that. ...
But we don’t talk about those things as terrible things because
what we’ve been programmed to receive [—] democracy as the
only legitimacy, and not just democracy, but our democracy

specifically.

Richey: But there is an idea of democracy that predates all the current
argument.

Dorn: Yes, there is the democracy based on slavery. That’s the Greek

model. That works pretty well too.

Jennifer Dorn: Surely Ed, you have to admit that the idealism behind

% Dorn, “The Flint Interview,” interview by Harold Tuckett, Ed Dorn Interviews, 116.
I Dorn, “Waying the West,” interview by Matthew Cooperman, et al., Ed Dorn Live, 93.
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democracy is much better than the idealism behind fascism.
Dorn: Well, one of fascism’s facilities is that it doesn’t have ideals. It
has models, like the perfect guy and the perfect woman, and the
perfect baby and all that. But hell, any advertising agency buys
that package or they wouldn’t even be in business. That’s the
whole machinery with which Proctor and Gamble operates.

j ;nnifer Dorn: Let’s make this clear. You’re not advocating fascism.
Dorn: I’ve never advocated anything. I’m just saying that I wouldn’t

advocate fascism any more than I would the kind of democracy

that most people seem to believe is blameless.”
Dorn’s dissent is not dissent per se, it’s a preservation of the possibility of dissent, and here
again we reenter the dizzying contradiction of resistance, in a society where oppressor and
oppressed share their slogans, where we all want the same thing (is that where our democracy
has taken us, to that sameness?): “I’m not against anything,” Dorn insists: “In fact, I’'m
against being against anything, if I’m against anything.”” As consumer-citizens attempt to
vault the weight of their conscience on the leverage of their credit, the public consciousness
undergoes a stagnating transformation, fearfully harnessing itself to what poet and
biographer, Tom Clark, labels, “the orthodoxy of comfort in America”—that is, to specific
and exclusive categories of belonging, behavior, and identity, the I-beams of the status quo.”*

For the poet, who labors in the field of language, this condition is complex and

troubling. In a recent interview, poet Ben Lerner addresses this paradox as it relates to the
recent anthology, Poets Against the War: “Poetasters who proudly assert that they are
apolitical and armchair poet-radicals have at least one thing in common: they share the idea
that poetry could somehow be free not to reflect the iniquities of its cultural moment.

Criticizing Poets Against the War for sharing some of the ‘social and linguistic norms’ of the

” Ibid., 105-106.

9 Dorn, “Through the Rearview Mirror,” interview by Paul Dresman, Ed Dorn Live, 151; and see pg.
73: “In a way, the majority deserves these stupid little minorities that have selfish little programs, one-
issue enclaves of people who don’t have any vision, their one focus of opposition is toward this
majority—because the only time the majority gets together is under Reagan.”

% This point is in debt to, and better expressed by Cyrus Console, in his vigorously precise comment
about Ben Lerner’s sonnet sequence, The Lichtenberg Figures: “Violence is not so much the subject of
these poems as it is the behavior they exhibit, a series of reenactments precise and unaffected as those
of troubled children. Modeling that violence is the image, now reflected unto perpetuity, of a
civilization who value the spotlessness of their records over that of their consciences, whose stock
phrases have long outdistanced their founding sentiments, whose individual voices have been rendered
inaudible by the deafening cliché of computer mice on brightly colored type, cutting, pasting, issuing
consent.” Cyrus Console, “Sustained Elegy” Jacket Magazine, no. 28 (October 2005),

<http://jacketmagazine.com/28/cons-lerner.html>
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American war machine implies that there is a way of using language that doesn’t.””® If the
dominant ideology is embedded in language, and language is the material with which we
“imagine” the community and our place in it (our identities as references to it), and that this
relationship, in turn, serves as the “gage and emblem of freedom,” then the language is itself
the mark of dominance, the mark of exile, and to use it is to be dominated. In 1965, as a
white, male, American poet, Dorn found himself amidst the crisis of these frictions when he
visited the Shoshone Indians of the Basin Plateau, with African American photographer,
Leroy Lucas. Dorn discussed the event in a lecture at the Berkeley Poetry Conference that

year, but excised most of what follows when the talk was later published:

[I]t’s awfully hard to talk to Indians by the way, because they don’t
speak English, except, you know, in the most casual sense. And you
don’t speak Shoshoni, at all. [...] So there we were, and there they
were. And every time I go out, to do anything like that, I always
question what I am — and who I am, where I am, what is America?

I don’t really believe in America. I certainly don’t believe in citizen-
ship. I have no allegiance to the flag, or... I certainly have no alle-
giance to such an idiot as Lyndon Johnson. I never would — it’s not

in my nature to respect such a creature, ever. So, where... who am I?
What do I do with a country like this? I’'m out in it. Supposedly, it’s
mine. I would insist that I’'m a citizen. | was—I really was, born here...
Okay. So there you are, right there with the first, with the natives,
with the first people, the first human beings . . . on this continent. And
you don’t know what to say to them.”

Here Dorn not only asserts a moral integrity fundamentally at odds with national policy, but
also suggests a root exile (“where am 1?7 ... who am 1?”), which infects the context for a
“democratic” identity that is institutionally established to stabilize these kinds of precarious
cultural interactions in the first place, and to concretize their power dynamics. Dorn’s
questions over his own identity, over “if a poet exists,” are tied up in the culturally and
ideologically constrained concepts of language, behavior, and geography, which makes this
quote a good place to start for what his poetry seeks to do. In this decentered, unhomely,
exilic space, between the America that’s “thought” and the America that’s “lived,” power and

consent are jointly, if unwittingly, manufactured at the site of the individual citizen, through a

> Ben Lerner, interview by Kent Johnson, Jacket Magazine, no. 26 (October 2004),
<http://jacketmagazine.com/26/john-lern.htmI>

9 Dorn, The Poet, the People, the Spirit, Spencer Mss., compact disc; and see: Dorn, “The Poet, the
People, the Spirit.” In Views, ed. Donald Allen (San Francisco: Four Seasons Foundation, 1980), 93-
117.
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normalized set of expectations and behaviors within the language. To this notion of a
“normative, conventional... power we’ve grown accustomed to,” poet and critic, Charles
Bernstein assigns the term “centrality”; in “mass culture,” Bernstein writes, dominance is
“based on centrality, at an epistemological level.”” And dominance itself is, for Bernstein, a
“fashionable” contest that produces resistance as its mechanism for determining who s in,
and who’s out. How then, to refashion the language of dominance already planted in one’s
mouth? How to break Blake’s “mind-forg’d manacles,” to stop “that lineage, that crippled
stem of this country... made with the mind”?*® How to reclaim the “centrality” of one’s ego,

one’s identity, among an imprisoned “landscape of the imagination”?

L A

These are the questions this study takes up, as it also takes up the environment—
cultural, historical, literary, and human—in which Dorn was immersed. These questions
increasingly led to a self-awareness of the infinitely mediated condition of language and
identity, and to ceaseless transgressions and disruptions in the work.” Dorn’s primary
concern is for the health of the public mind, what he calls the “shared mind”—of which the
poet is necessarily a part, not above (where so many “social protest” writers think they are)—
and for the ideological tendencies that comically, tragically, and acrobatically administer and
coerce that mind with a denigrated language.

“We’re all sinners and we’ve all done wrong and we all came from somewhere else,
including everybody,” Dorn claims, and as his writing moves—and movement is central to its
processes—through the various, divergent discourses of the American democratic pageant, it

deliriously imbibes, assuming the manifold contradictions, comedies, and linguistic flourishes

97 Bernstein, “Censors of the Unknown,” interview by Beckett, 188.

%8 Selected Poems of William Blake, ed. Peter Butler (London: Everyman, 1993), 31; Dorn, “Driving
Across the Prairie,” Some Business Recently Transacted in the White World, 65.

% In his incomparable introduction to his own Bending the Bow, Robert Duncan writes: “The poet of
the event senses the play of its moralities belongs to the configuration he cannot see but feels in terms
of fittings that fix and fittings that release the design out of itself as he works to bring the necessary
image to sight.”(New York: New Directions, 1968), iv.
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of that ideological, “imagined” landscape. ~ Elaborating this fact, in his introduction to

Internal Resistances, Wesling argues:

Dorn is a profoundly moral poet in a time when some poets opt

entirely for the subjective or for the infinite regressivity of semiotic

systems. And Dorn is moral without being prescriptive. Rather, he

understands how difficult it is to exist ethically in a society in which

all systems are severely mediated. He provides a poetic methodology

that, while rejecting absolute categories of genre, person, rhetoric,

and point of view, understands how to make use of them, lovingly

and ironically at the same time.'"'
As I’ve said, among the most striking and misinterpreted aspects of Dorn’s poetics is this
acceptance (again Wesling’s title moving against his claim) that, “all systems are severely
mediated”—the fact that people are and will be ruled, that they exploit themselves as eagerly
as they do one another, that they denigrate their principles and plunder their environment.
Asked in a 1984 interview how “does one maintain a legitimate political stance as a North
American poet,” Dorn’s response illustrates his primary interest in enunciation, not

denunciation:

Well, I assume everybody’s going to be dead in the morning. You see,

the point for me here is the simplest fact that sensibility is no substitute

for consciousness. ... Most of us know all the time that politics in poetry

really amounts to enunciation. Politics in politics amounts to subterfuge,

obscurantism, and hiding all you can. But that’s politics in politics, not

politics in writing. Because there’s no power in politics in writing, ex-

cept enunciation. The registration is there and that’s all there is to it.'"
Enunciation isn’t necessarily anti-war, it’s not even, in a strictest sense of the term, poetic
(which denotatively rests on two concepts Dorn spurns, emotion and expression), and in fact,
for Dorn, enunciation definitely does involve “subterfuge” and “obscurantism”—at least
insofar as those conditions pertain to authorial presence, to style and voice, both of which are
exceedingly complex categories for Dorn’s poetics beginning in the late 1960s. However, in

Dorn’s hands, these methods are subjected to an awareness of their own mediation; with them

Dorn clears a negative space, like the Duke of Ferrara’s famous monologue, wherein

100
101
102

Dorn, “From Imperial Chicago,” interview by Mihopoulos, Ed Dorn Live, 151-152.
Wesling, introduction to Internal Resistances, 7.
Dorn, “Interview at Madison,” interview by Sturgeon, Ed Dorn Live, 47.
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embedded contradictions are irritated, or unwittingly exposed. And there, magnanimously,

Dorn’s “audience is often left to fend for themselves.”'®

And here we come to a response to the second question I proposed above: what do
the failings of democracy mean for the relationship between Dorn as a poet, his poetry, his
culture, and his language? Let’s take it from the man himself, in a 1978 interview:

The fact is that this society needs to be examined by other methods than
are ordinarily available through the sociometrics, the usual procedure,
which yields a kind of data system which is then mainly converted not
to intelligent reflection about the society, but to simply a way to get at
its potential for buying, for instance, or to understand how it’s redistrib-
uted itself—in other words, to track it. But that doesn’t tell you much
about its being; that just attempts to say what it might or might not do,
which I translate to mean what it might or might not buy.

Now, a poet or anyone who writes and therefore has care of the
instrumentation of language is attempting to make it as fine as possible,
and as sharp. ... There are some people who have power and a certain
kind of means at their disposal who are trying to get the society to think
a certain way, to do a certain set of things, and so forth. I think any res-
ponsible writer is never that. No writer is ever trying to get anybody to
do something; what they’re trying to create is a cognizance in the society
of itself, to furnish the means—through clarity of language—for a self-
appraisal and self-evaluation.'**

Dorn is an architect of disassembly; his poem is a site of inalienable and endless negativity,
weathered by an atmosphere of uncertainty, paradox, and imminent destruction. The fear of
annihilation presents an exhilarating occasion to refashion an ego, an ego that has
“disintegrated” in mass society into “something cheap and commercial and psychiatric.”
Dorn envisions the aporia in American democracy (that “lineage, that result, that crippled
stem of this country is made with the mind”’) and the thwarted, “rigged” operations of
capitalism (“venal and lying and immoral ... that’s not ideological... just empirical”), as
linguistic opportunities—exigencies rather (in light of the impending doom)—and interstices
through which to shuttle and rerender the ideologically, “crippled stem” of public discourse,
and from its ossified, tendentious slab of language, to fashion a poetic “henge” for his body

of work to roam in.'®

103 Smith, introduction to Way More West, xvi.
% Dorn, “The Flint Interview,” interview by Harold Tuckett, Ed Dorn Interviews, 109.
1% Dorn, “An Interview with Edward Dorn,” interview by John Wright, Chicago Review, 195.
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The first imperative of Dorn’s work is that we accept its supremacy of the discursive
and dialectical.'”® In the brief preface to his Collected Poems: 1956-1974, Dorn
acknowledges the small readership that has accepted this: “From near the beginning I have
known my work to be theoretical in nature and poetic by virtue of its inherent tone. My true
readers have known exactly what I have assumed. I am privileged to take this occasion to
thank you for that exactitude, and to acknowledge the pleasure of such a relationship.”'"’

And to remain certain, also, that those who have not “known exactly what I have assumed,”
must still work it out for themselves. Dorn’s assumption about the openness of the poem and
the poet is essential to understanding the overall context in which I read the work and the life.

On this point, I turn to Nathaniel Mackey’s thoroughly intense, critical essay,
“Gassire’s Lute: Robert Duncan Vietnam War Poems,” and to the ideas of Duncan himself.
“The poet’s role,” Duncan wrote to Denise Levertov, in October 1971, “is not to oppose evil,
but to imagine it. ... Is it a disease of our generation that we offer symptoms and diagnoses of
what we are in the place of imaginations and creations of what we are.”'®® This double-
jointed, ambidextrous concept of the poet who is dialectically aware of the manifold,
primordial inheritance of good and evil forces in, and acting on and from, the self, and thus
who weaves creative acts out of destructive impulses, ties Dorn’s work to Duncan’s. For
example, Michael Davidson’s contribution to /nternal Resistances explores these tensions
between Dorn’s “rich scorn for Howard Hughes and for the idiom of technological jargon,

even while [he] takes these as subject and medium, respectively.”'”

Mackey’s brilliant
essay, which focuses on the same historical period as the following study, elaborates this
embattled consistency with specific regard to annihilation and apocalypse.

In Duncan’s poetry, as in the world of which it’s a part, the war is ongoing, and the

“best we can do, it seems, would be to awaken fo it, to acknowledge it, thus coming to a fuller

7 Edward Dorn, preface to Collected Poems of Edward Dorn.: 1956-1974 (Bolinas: Four Seasons
Foundation, 1975), v.

1% Robert Duncan to Denise Levertov, San Francisco, 19 October 1971. In The Letters of Robert
Duncan and Denise Levertov, ed. Robert Bertholf and Albert Gelpi (Stanford: Stanford University
Press, 2004), 669. And note Duncan’s critique (a la John Keats’ negative capability letter) of Levertov,
in a letter of 16 October 1971: “...one of the troubles you have as a poet is that even the flickering
moments in which the grand vision of apocalypse might arise and some outpouring of the content of
world-anger come, you cannot give it free imaginative expression, cannot ‘identify’ with the anger, but
must moralize and humanize.”(663)

109 Wesling, introduction to Internal Resistances, 5. See Michael Davidson, “‘To eliminate the draw’:
Narrative and Language in Slinger,” in Internal Resistances, 113-149.
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knowledge of ourselves. For instance, Duncan saw in the power of the war and of the

state that was waging it, “not only a power over me but also a power related to my own

9111

creative power but turnd to purposes of domination, exploitation, and destruction. Facing

this rupture, poetry’s ability to oppose the war stretches far beyond the “dialectical,” Mackey
argues, into “an inverse function in which war feeds the poet’s imagination by giving rise to

95112

the need for an alternative vision. The imagination, or invocation of this “alternative

vision,” however, is a delicate and dangerous business; it requires strict attention to one’s
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methods and their implications, for “‘old evils arisen anew,” again and again conspire with

and confirm the imagination’s judgment, adding fuel to its apocalyptic fires, alerting us to the

95113

brink on which we live. Thus, Mackey asserts that the “apocalyptic in Duncan’s work is

not so much a prophetic or historical claim as an eternally present possibility, the ‘eternal
sentence’ given birth to and kept alive by imagining an other world.”'"*

Yet the “other world” the poem is comes to be by recasting and realigning the
materials of this one—the concocted “real” is, after all, within “the universe” it eclipses. In
this scenario, the “eternally present” apocalypse—the poetic “virtue” of which “has not to do
with the embodiment of realities so different from those at work in politics, but with the fact
that it confines itself to the medium of language, not making use of people”—is

115 . . . . .
While Dorn’s notion of enunciation in

simultaneously an ever-emergent cosmogenesis.
political poetry smoothly parallels this Donne-ian, transcendent “confinement” Mackey
mentions, it also grants it its rhetorical power. And through enunciation, the Heraclitean

juncture of cosmology and apocalypse in the poem acts on the author as well, and that

110
111

Mackey, “Gassire’s Lute,” Paracritical Hinge, 116.

Quoted in Ibid., 130; Originally published in Robert Duncan, The Years as Catches: First Poems
(1939-1946) (Berkeley: Oyez, 1966), vii-viii.

12 Mackey, “Gassire’s Lute,” Paracritical Hinge, 152.

"3 1bid., 167; and see pg. 118: “When the dominant order—in the name of reason, commodity
worship, and the material comforts of the few—depresses, diminishes, and trivializes life on all fronts,
the poet’s invocation of a numinous realm is suspect and associated with fantasies better left
unexplored.” And see Kenner, Magic and Spells, also on this point: “The job of the poet is to speak
efficacious words,” he writes, and of the Victorian fright at what fearful ambiguities the efficacy of
specifics might summon: “Again we may be in the domain of the blessing and the curse: since you
didn’t know what powers you might be wielding when you specified, it was general safest not to.”’(16)
This seems to contextualize Silliman’s (and others’) reaction to Dorn’s epigrams. For instance, the
simple, terrifying, empirically-verifiable truth—“one bullet / is worth / a thousand bulletins”—is
maddening, as Silliman acts out, in its specifics (“one,” “a thousand”) detached from any commanding
ideology, any “orthodoxy of comfort.”(Dorn, Abhorrences, 15).

14 Mackey, “Gassire’s Lute,” Paracritical Hinge, 167.

" Ibid., 132.
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activity directly links Mackey’s (and/or Duncan’s) “eternally present” apocalypse, “as a trope
for the art experience, being taken out of oneself by way of art,” to Dorn’s work in the late
‘60s—his death not “of the author,” as Roland Barthes’ smugly announced in 1969, but of
“1”.!'° Thus, if we reconsider Dorn’s work in the play of these paradoxical realities,
resistance becomes migration, resentment is transmuted into a compassionate awareness of
the horrific otherness and uncertainty nesting at the core of our experience (if we allow
ourselves to admit it), and our “abhorrences” become, as Dorn said of his book with the same

99117

name, “an act of love, actually. Dorn’s discords are felt like Duncan’s, when the latter

writes of his work in Bending the Bow:

For these discords, these imperatives of the poem that exceed our pro-
perties, these interferences—as if the real voice of the poet might render
unrecognizable to our sympathies the voice we wanted to be real, these
even artful, willful or, it seems to us, affected, psychopathologies of
daily life, touch upon the living center where there is no composure but
a life-spring of dissatisfaction in all orders from which the restless
ordering of our poetry comes.'"®

L

Earlier I discussed the organization of what follows in terms of my interest in harmonizing
the extraordinary diversity of Dorn’s career. Let me now provide a brief outline of this
work’s parts. As a whole, the study moves chronologically, though at times its chapters shift
and lap over one another for discursive purposes I’ve already explained. Just as the work has
three large parts—(1) before England; (2) England, Lawrence, New England, 1968; (3)
Lawrence, 1969—there are three components to its narrative and analysis: the biographical,
the literary/critical, and the historical. I mean these categories to represent my source
materials as well. That is, as a biography, the work covers the latter half of the 1960s, and
particularly the years 1968 and 1969, and to do so, it relies upon mostly unpublished

correspondence between Dorn, his family, and friends; interviews (both personal and

"9 1bid., 163; Roland Barthes, “Death of the Author,” in A Barthes Reader, ed. Susan Sontag (New
York: Hill and Wang, 1982).

" Dorn, “Waying the West,” interview by Cooperman, et al., Ed Dorn Live, 93.

18 Duncan, introduction to Bending the Bow, X.
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secondary); excerpts from unpublished notebooks; memoirs of those close to Dorn; audio and
video recordings; photographs (personal and archival); sketches posted on websites; and
generally anything else I could find.'"” As a critical study, the work moves, as I said, over
Dorn’s entire career, but focuses primarily on the writing of the late ‘60s. I gathered these
writings from published sources (journals and books, both in and out of print), private sources
(Dorn’s friends and family), audio recordings, broadsides, and a number archives containing
unpublished work in notebooks, on loose-leaf sheets and scraps of paper, on receipts, on toilet
paper, whatever. I have retained all redacted elements in the archival materials—poems and
else—from which I’ve quoted. Unless otherwise noted, I have been faithful to misspellings
and, obviously, to the spacing of the words on the page (though in some cases this was rather
difficult—Dorn’s spelling is idiosyncratic to say the least; Olson’s handwriting, glyphic as
ever, is a series of wavy, diagonal lines, his letters resemble a failed attempt to draw water);
and in the case of works of which there are multiple drafts, I have either noted changes in the
body of my own text, in footnotes, or in single-line redacted passages. As for the work by
outside writers that I’ve included in my discussion and analysis, there is a twofold rationale.
In the majority of cases, these outside works were either subjects of discussion or debate in
Dorn’s letters—as is the case with Michael McClure’s poem, “Poisoned Wheat”—or they are
the subjects of Dorn’s critical prose—as is again the case with McClure, or Robert Duncan;
however, I have also made an effort to focus, as much as possible, on writers from Kansas, or
at least those with specific relationships with Kansas, writers whom Dorn read, and with
whom he corresponded. Oddly enough, this particular undercurrent of Kansas throughout the
work was not an imposition I placed on the material, I was compelled to this effort simply by
the available materials—from the Spencer Research Museum here in Lawrence, Kansas, to
the Dodd Research Library, where Dorn’s papers are collected, in Storrs, Connecticut.

As a history, this study relies, for the most part, on secondary sources. For the
history of Lawrence, specifically, I turned to Rusty L. Monhollon’s comprehensive
study, “This Is America? ”: The Sixties in Lawrence, Kansas; to the Kaw Valley Hemp
Pickers Association’s book of memoirs, Cows Are Freaky When They Look at You, and to the

interdisciplinary collection of essays, Embattled Lawrence: Conflict & Community, from

19 For example, though I don’t mention it otherwise, I learned from wikipedia that Dorn, while a

visiting professor at Kent State, was mentor to Gerald Casale and Bob Lewis of Devo, which was
confirmed in conversations with Jennifer Dunbar Dorn, and Kenneth Irby.
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which I have also taken that moniker, “embattled Lawrence,” in my analysis throughout.'”’ T

have embellished these secondary sources with newspaper articles from The New York Times
and The University Daily Kansan, the student paper at KU, as well as with personal
interviews with residents of the town and with friends of Dorn, and with my own personal
experience of having lived here for nearly a decade. But these categories, inevitably, run
together like thoughts do. My interview with George Kimball, for example, provided me
information about Lawrence’s drug scene in 1969, as well as offering the character
background for the poem, “The Cosmology of Finding Your Place”; and it was Dorn’s short
prose piece, “Greene Arrives on the Set,” for instance, that led me into the Daily Kansan
archives, where I discovered Lorenzo Greene, a former history professor at KU.

Following a more detailed overview of the primary concerns of this study, part one
orients Dorn’s epistolary relationships primarily with Tom Clark, Ken Irby, Leroi Jones, and
Tom Raworth. Here I explore work preceding, for the most part, Dorn’s time in England, and
read it against a number of Olson’s principles outlined in his dense essays on methodology,
indigenous cultures, and poetics. These readings examine the function of a few central
concepts in Dorn’s poetics—internal migration; locus of experience; and centrality,
dominance, and fashion (Berstein’s constellation of ideological power in mass culture)—as
well as they interrogate the paronomastic linkage between the “eye” and the “I” in Dorn’s
work. I discuss how these earlier poems develop themes of homelessness, immobility, and a
corruption of natural cycles, and I offer historical background of the post-war surge in
American production of household goods and of households themselves, and of the toxins
and contamination produced by that “homemaking” desire. I also briefly discuss past
measures—legal and illegal, federal and private—enacted to privatize, enclose, and
acculturate the land. Throughout the first part of the study, I tie these historical trends into
the main themes of Dorn’s work, and into the work of those around him, and near the close of
this section, I provide a brief overview of the main ideas in the following two sections.

Part two concentrates primarily on Dorn’s time in England, but also includes a
section covering his 1968 three-week residency in Kansas. This section begins with a
thorough discussion of the concept of a “root exile,” which I trace through Ward’s book and

likewise couch in the terminology of Nathaniel Tarn, whose critical collection, The Embattled

20 Dennis Domer and Barbara Watkins, eds., Embattled Lawrence: Conflict & Community (Lawrence:

University of Kansas Press, 2001).
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Lyric: Essays and Conversations in Poetics and Anthropology, informs my thinking about
both “exile” and “voice” in Dorn’s work.'?! After a discussion that situates this “exile that
is,” in which Dorn’s “I” wanders, on a continuum of modern American poetry, I turn to
Dorn’s variegated responses to other “political” poems written at the time, and elaborate my
argument against resistance as an organizing principle for his work. Meanwhile, I swiftly
move the biographical narrative to late 1967, when the split between Dorn and Helene was
deepening at Essex. At this point, over the next two years, I’ve traced the life as intricately as
I could with the resources available.

While I follow Dorn to Lawrence, in April 1968, I also contrast his experience that
spring with Dunbar’s, who wrote to him in the U.S. nearly everyday for three weeks. I’ve
included a selection of Dunbar’s letters with minimal interruption, and very little commentary
(unless of factual necessity), in an attempt to balance the lop-sided inadequacy of the
biography’s very nature—that so much concentration on a single subject is bound to distort
that subject’s capacities. To what degree must the biographer know about those surrounding
his subject? I intend these letters to establish Dunbar’s complexity of character in a way that
description and cursory analysis cannot. After this short interlude, over the last few sections
of part two, I discuss Dorn’s and Dunbar’s trip to Paris from Essex, in May 1968, and the
influence this “embraceable revolution” had on Dorn’s self-presentations and style, and
examine the couple’s lodestone visit to Glastonbury, England, which opened new
“outsidereal” inclinations in Dorn’s poetics, just before they returned to America by boat.
The final stages of part two also cover Dorn’s aborted involvement with Yippie Party
demonstrations at the Democratic National Convention in Chicago that August. Much of the
rest of that fall the couple spent in West Newbury, Massachusetts, with their close friend and
one of Dorn’s many publishers, Harvey Brown. In December, Dorn and Dunbar traveled to
New Mexico to visit the Creeleys, and from there they embarked for Lawrence, in early
January 1969, and there part two comes to its close.

I begin part three with a overview of the themes and qualities various poets have
invested in Kansas—from Vachel Lindsay to Allen Ginsberg—and I propose Lawrence as a
mythic and violent crossroads, a “center” from which Dorn drew a special poetic energy.

This final section provides an in depth history of Lawrence from 1969 through the middle of

12! Nathaniel Tarn, The Embattled Lyric: Essays and Conversations in Poetics and Anthropology

(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2007).

36



1970, the point at which horrendous violence erupted on the university hill, and two kids
were killed. I concentrate on a few characters among Lawrence’s “freak” scene, such as
George Kimball, and Jim McCrary, and attempt to establish, as much as possible, a “locality
of the living,” out of my historical materials.'** Close readings of Dorn’s work while in
Kansas enter the study at this point—including parts of Gunslinger, shorts prose pieces from
his 1971 book, Some Business Recently Transacted in the White World, such as “The Garden
of Birth,” and “The Sheriff of McTooth County, Kansas,” the first section of a film script,
Abilene, Abilene! (a metaphysical cattle drive straight north from Texas to Kansas), which
Dorn wrote for experimental filmmaker and close friend, Stan Brakhage, and various others.
I also explore Ken Irby’s long poem, for which Dorn wrote a later introduction, titled, 7o
Max Douglas—occasioned by the drug overdose of a young, gifted poet from St. Joe,
Missouri, who took Dorn’s class in the spring of 1969. Through Irby’s underappreciated
masterpiece, I explore Lawrence’s relationship to “Bleeding Kansas,” and Dorn’s
unpublished poem, “Osawatomie,” which interlaces a biographical sketch of John Brown
with the shootings in the summer of 1970. Part three closes with a thorough consideration
(some of which part two surveys as well) of Dorn’s personal relationship with Charles Olson,
his mentor, who died in January 1970, and of his relationship with Jennifer Dunbar, his wife,
who gave birth to a son, in August 1969—a son they appropriately named Kid Laurence.'”’
As I develop these relationships in the text, I also explore the general sentiments and
behaviors of Dorn’s correspondence, and suggest possibilities for positioning his writing in
some significant but unexaggerated relationship with his biography, insofar as the
correspondence and other sources I’ve gathered can recreate the life.

Finally, I must say, the most pervasive source behind this project cannot be
adequately classified in any methodological category that I know of, and that’s the wellspring
of friendship. The extent to which my education in the “human universe” is indebted to Ken
Irby, who introduced me to Ed Dorn’s work, is something the ambitions of this project can
only vaguely ascertain. And as I approach the end of this project, a sharp sadness returns for
a different friend, whom I lost during the process of writing, and who was likewise a key
messenger to my experience of Dorn, and a luminous example to me of what a dedicated,

kind, responsible, and intelligent writer should be. I miss John Moritz, miss drinking Old
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Duncan, introduction to Bending the Bow, ii.
With some uncertainty over his name’s spelling—sometimes “Kidd”—I’ve retained the spelling
that occurs more frequently.
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Style with him at his kitchen table, and this paper is indelibly marked by his presence, and
now, his absence.

Pound said poetry is “news that stays news,” and I wonder what that means about its
connection to the kind of news that stays news, or that mercilessly reappears as news these

days.'**

Today I walk up to the Oread and where the Rock Chalk Café used to be, I see the
hollow concrete foundation for a new hotel. Turn around—no White House commune, but
an Alumni Center—and around: the view from the hill, a parking lot. Then, I look back on a
“low, dishonest decade,” and think on it: we are at war in two countries due to obscenely
falsified “intelligence”; for purposes not yet made clear, we are readying our battleships and
carriers in the Gulf waters off the coast of Iran; our phones are illegally tapped through
collusion between corporate enterprise and federal decree; habeas corpus is suspended, or
reworded; prisoners are flown overseas to be tortured, or rather, interrogated with “enhanced
techniques”; and federally-contracted private militia corporations offer disgruntled soldiers
exorbitant pay to operate above the law. Here, on the “news,” I hear mostly about high gas
prices, the mortgage crisis and rising foreclosure rates, new fees for checked baggage on
overbooked flights—is it true what Slavoj Zizek has asserted, that our society finds it easier
(and certainly more entertaining) to imagine the apocalypse, even a total nuclear holocaust,
than it does a change of economic or political order? Interesting that the satellites drifting
overhead, imaging our globe for Google Earth, will document our end. There were hunger
riots in Detroit last month, and last week there were outcries in The New York Times over the
U.S. military’s use of live pigs as machinegun fodder in drills designed to improve onsite
treatment gunshot wounds. These times need Dorn’s work. But I chose the ambiguous
invocation of “news” in my title because with Pound’s reference that term can abide all of the
trajectories of this study. Furthermore, not only does the historical “news” included in these
pages seem astonishingly present, even forty years hence, but Dorn’s political “news” also
proves Pound’s point: this work can %elp us to understand ourselves, to locate and evaluate
our moral despair, and try to do better. And the combination “nowhere”? That’s simple,
here’s an instance: in the spring of 1968, when Jennifer Dunbar told Gordon Brotherston, a
colleague of Dorn’s at Essex, that Dorn was in Kansas, Brotherston “gap[ed] incredulously
... he’s in KANsas?” In that way, I also mean for “nowhere” to evoke the “exile that is,” in

Dorn’s work, and that I’ve herein introduced. But why “now” and “here,” rising up on a

124 Ezra Pound, ABC of Reading (New York: New Directions, 1934), 29.
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wave in the fissure of “nowhere”? That “wave,” as Ben Lerner’s Angle of Yaw begins: “I will

here attempt to situate / in the broader cognitive process / of turning the page.”'*

125 Ben Lerner, The Angle of Yaw (Port Townsend: Copper Canyon Press, 2006), 3.
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April 1929 — September 1965
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... The guy with the dogs at Cowden wasn’t going that particular Wed., so I shot the only ten 3 I had
for a bus to ticket to K.C. ... In K.C. I had my first, actual look at where the badness, the ugliness that
is manufactured and sold as product, by this society, breaks through and spills, runs out as awful
yellow pus runs from a cancer which is also and by the same token, the matter of the whole thing.
There men have different looks in their eyes. The stare is no so much intensely at, as it is intensely out,
from their own heads. These people on 1 2™ Street, the skid row of K.C., have mixed, conglomerate,
fantastically inconsistent manners, ways. Most of them, on the one hand, have murdered or done
bodily harm for the price of a draught beer, yet these same ones, in a tavern, which almost always
reeks with their faint puky smell, will spend their last dime for a beer for you and be insulted if you
decline they are so kind with you, so concerned, they are so gentle, yet a Negro can’t go into the same
bar with them, these lowest of lows, and even though you may rightly say you know all this and that I
should too, it isn’t at all an obvious thing and when I think about it now I realize I can never say,
really, how frighteningly and how close to some quality of truth I was that day, June 5. I got very
drunk. Drinking all day is a new drunkenness to me. Then, and since K.C., I have found in the men I
have come onto and talked with the most incredible kind of unobjectiveness. They have absolutely no
sense of objective. And fact is completely unknown. I have largely kept my mouth shut and listened.

The impulse to point out prejudice and superstition is great but I have succeeded in listening, at last,
silently. Because one of the first things I learned was the uselessness, the hopelessness of argument
with these people. Which brings me to a point. [What I have] said about availability and reality,
excuse me for. It is so easy to intellectualize about that. And there is great danger in intelligence only.
1t is too easy to say, to talk, as I have heard only meaningless empty talk these past few days, about the
things we should be living, but are so crippled, by now, that mere talk itself has become the objective.
One of the greatest, if not the greatest lesson to be learned from Reich is that if the intellect-body is not
whole, is not a unity, then there can be nothing complete and the functioning will not be harmonic. And
Olson says the same thing: When ‘language is separable from action,’ that is, if language is empty, is
objective, there will be no action. Which means that I just don’t know enough to try to tell you anything
at all about what is and what is not available to you. All I can do is tell you what I do.

— Ed Dorn, from an early ‘50s letter to Gordon Taylor'*°
Let’s move.
— from The Wild Bunch

— Can I move?
— Move? What the hell ya mean move?

— from Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid
1. Groundwork

For three weeks in the mild spring afternoons of 1968, Ed Dorn sat on the roof of the
Eldridge Hotel, in Lawrence, Kansas, gazing north at the bottom lands of the Kaw River,
southwest to the limestone escarpments rising from the shale plains—to the east, a famous
blood-fouled border; to burning pastures in the west. The hotel was his home while he was
poet-in-residence at the university that spring, and its roof became his office. He savored the

view unraveling in every direction, “the sense is this large,” he wrote, of the landscape’s deep

126 Clark, 4 World of Difference, 143-144.
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history (and vice versa, history’s deep...), “[t]he Kansas River runs its arms / into the air of
the Divide.”'”” Dorn frequently evoked this projecting, isotropic energy of place with the
term “out”—in his oft-cited, from “Idaho Out,” or his dedication to Olson, “from Gloucester
Out”—and so might we refer to “the sense,” from the mid-continent, from Lawrence, “out,”
of the animus of that place. His students appreciated the opportunity to investigate those
histories, interlocking and alive, as well as Dorn’s innovative and more personal approach to
learning-as-discovery. “For Ed,” ex-student and close friend John Moritz, inscribed the
bottom of a broadside he’d published, “Straight out— / from the roof of the Hotel Eldridge /
‘a place made’ of our making / Love John / Saint Pat’s Day / 17 March 1976.”'**
For Dorn’s knowledge of place, Charles Olson tagged him “the Geographical.”129
And it was Olson, in his famous study of Melville, Call Me Ishmael, who would single out
the plains, first thing: “I take SPACE to be the central fact to man born in America,” Olson
writes, “from Folsom cave to now. I spell it large because it comes large here. Large, and

95130

without mercy. And a few sentences further: “The fulcrum of America is the Plains, half

sea half land, a high sun as metal and obdurate as the iron horizon, and a man's job to square
the circle.”'®' Squaring the circle is a “timid endeavor” in Dorn’s “Idaho Out,” a geometry of

disenfranchisement agriculturally etched, a “brickwork / not propaedeutic to a life of grand
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design / wherein al/ men fit. In a poem called “The Midwest is that space between the

Buffalo Statler and the Lawrence Eldridge,” the expansive view from the Lawrence rooftop
spreads in stark contrast to the local paroxysms of nationalized suffering, provincially

embedded along the privatized hills:

And there is the beginning and

the end. A very definite stretch

the Midwest. The only idea

it holds firmly and persistently

in mind

is that infinitive to choke. An association

2" Edward Dorn, “The Midwest is that space between the Buffalo Statler and the Lawrence Eldridge,”
broadside poem, published by Terence Williams, 3 Westwood, Lawrence, Kansas, 1969 (gifted by
John Moritz).

128 John Moritz to Edward Dorn, 5 February 1976, Folder 182, Edward Dorn Papers. Dodd Mss.

12 Jane Wodening, The Book of Legends: Stories of Maya Deren, Joseph Cornell, & Charles Olson
(New York: Invisible Books, 1993), 25.

130 Olson, “Call Me Ishmael,” in Collected Prose of Charles Olson, 17.

P! bid., 17.

132 Dorn, Collected Poems, 109.
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with Detroit, the Dutch word for riot. For
instance, the avidity
with which those natives eat pork
is a dead giveaway.

So it doesn’t end until you pass
beyond Topeka but already the Eldridge
is cool enough to have a little machine
which makes coffee
in every room and a bed that
emerges

like a butterfly
from its couch
and one of the dryest
black chambermaids anywhere, or from
the roof the sense is this large —
The Kansas River runs its arms
into the air of the Divide.'”*

The Continental Divide, some six-hundred miles to the west. But the Kaw flows
east, where it meets the Missouri at Kansas City, thirty-five miles away—an east/west border
made volatile by a north/south debate: in 1854 the Kansas/Nebraska Act deferred the question
of slavery in those territories to the vote of their inhabitants. Nullifying the Compromise that
had loosed fetters north of Missouri’s southern boundary in 1820, the act created a period of
violence and lawlessness that won Kansas its bleeding appellation. The Plains a fulcrum
indeed: the Kansas/Missouri border is a massive, active geologic fault line that seems to
aggravate history: in 1882 a Lawrence vigilante group made up of fifty white men lynched
three black men from the only bridge in town, the 2" St. bridge that connects historically
African-American and working-class North Lawrence to the commercial downtown on the
south side of the river."** Old hickory trees in scattered clusters along the banks provided the
fuel and construction materials that built Lawrence. The river’s broad passage allowed for
fast transportation to Kansas City’s larger markets and provided direct access to the

Missouri’s and Mississippi’s wealth of destinations."”> Was Dorn thinking of Lawrence, of

"3 Dorn, broadside poem, gifted by Moritz. See “The History of Futures” in Dorn’s Collected Poems

for more on “the Bloody Red Meat Habits” that Dorn attacks/laments.

4 William M. Tuttle, Jr., “Separate but Not Equal: African Americans and the 100-year Struggle fro
Equality in Lawrence and at the University of Kansas, 1850s-1960,” in Embattled Lawrence, 143.

13> See James R. Shortridge and Barbara G. Shortridge, “Yankee Town on the Kaw: A Geographical
and Historical Perspective on Lawrence and its Environs,” in Embattled Lawrence, 5-22; and L.E.
Quastler, “Charting a Course: Lawrence, Kansas, and Its Railroad Strategy, 1854-1872,” in Embattled
Lawrence, 99-110.
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Kansas, that “center of our true richness,” thinking of Langston Hughes (a native of Joplin,
Missouri, who grew up in Lawrence) limning the lithe, interminable resistance of the mighty
Mississippi river—“and I’ve seen its muddy / bosom turn all golden in the sunset”—when he
wrote the last lines of “The Stripping of the River,” the last selection of his 1974 Collected
Poems?"*

The continental tree supports the margins

In return for involuntary atrophos

Which can now be called the Shale Contract
Not only are the obvious labors

In metal and grain and fuel extracted

But the spiritual genius is so apt

To be cloven from this plain of our green heart
And to migrate to the neutralized

And individualizing conditions of the coasts
That this center of our true richness

Also goes there to aberrant rest

Bought by the silver of sunrise

And the gold of sunset."*’

The West, place of ever-expanding closure, from the Latin, vesper, meaning “evening”—a

setting and an action.'*®

And perhaps this poem has another, more foreboding gloaming in
mind, from another Midwestern locale, northern Ohio, where in 1972, Dorn taught at Kent
State, on the Cuyahoga River—an astonishingly polluted body of water that runs to Lake Erie
at Cleveland where in the 1920s it was dreed almost out of existence to ensure safe passage
for industrial barges. In July of 1969, less than a year before the National Guard would shoot
to death three students protesting the invasion of Cambodia on the Kent State campus, the
terrific discrepancy between industry’s astral ambitions and its glutinous terrestrial fallout
exploded, surreal: two days after Neal Armstrong famously elided his cautious lunar steps
with giant leaps for mankind, the Cuyahoga River, a petroleum-thick ooze, coursed in flames
through Cleveland.

But Dorn “the Geographical,” would have noted the Kaw also as a moraine, in that
sense quite similar to the Cuyahoga. Both rivers chart north/south divisions in deep time (as

Hughes’s “soul grown deep”): the Kaw River valley marks the southernmost advance of the

Kansan glacier—come and gone so long ago “no drumlin hills or finger lakes” remain—just

¢ The Vintage Book of Afirican American Poetry, eds. Michael S. Harper and Anthony Walton (New

York: Vintage Books, 2000), 150.
57 Dorn, Collected Poems, 267.
138 New Oxford American Dictionary, 2" ed., s.v. “west.”
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as the horseshoe cut of the Cuyahoga marks the southern limit of the more recent Wisconsin
glacier."”’ One edge made Dorn long for the other: “Of all the places I have been over the 11
years of my teaching experience,” he wrote in 1972, from his teaching post at Kent State, to
George Worth, Chairman of the English Department at the University of Kansas, “Kansas has
been the most productive and pleasing of all of them.”'* That was after Dorn had held a
second teaching position at Kansas, this time as visiting lecturer in the spring of 1969, and yet
for whatever reason—his presence, as Anselm Hollo alliterated, as a “cranky, cantankerous,
contrarian,” or his lack of a PhD, his un-Academic demeanor—despite Dorn’s repeated
attempts, as unrelenting as they were uncharacteristic, to obtain a permanent academic

position in Lawrence, the job he sought never materialized.'"'

In the northeastern corner of the state, about 35 miles from the Missouri state line,
lies the town of Lawrence, founded in 1854 by Charles Robinson for the New England
Emigrant Aid Company (a Massachusetts-based outfit largely funded by Amos Lawrence, the
town’s namesake), who sought out the location because of its relative proximity to the mouth

of the Kaw river at Kansas City.142

At the north edge of town, on a pink, quartzite boulder
(hauled from southwest Minnesota and northwest lowa, and deposited by the glacier), a
bronze plaque commemorates the scouting party’s transcontinental trek: “To the pioneers of
Kansas who in devotion to human freedom came into a wilderness, suffered hardships and

faced dangers and death to found this state in righteousness.”'*’

Hardships and righteousness
abounded. The Eldridge Hotel is itself a lasting symbol of national schism and local
solidarity, of violence and accord. John Brown, armed with his many sons, once stalked its
dusty block. Throughout the 1850s and 1860s, the Free State Hotel, as it was then called, was
centerpiece to a number of events before and during the Civil War: pro-slavery raids on the

town burned the hotel twice to the ground, in 1856 and 1863; and rallying the area’s citizens

1% Shortridge and Shortridge, “Yankee Town on the Kaw,” in Embattled Lawrence, 7. See also Rex
Buchanon, ed., Kansas Geology: An Introduction to Landscapes, Rocks, Minerals, and Fossils
(Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 1984).

10 Edward Dorn to George Worth, 30 November 1972, University Archives, Spencer Mss.

! Hollo quoted in Clark, World of Difference, 21.

'42 Shortridge and Shortridge, “Yankee Town on the Kaw,” in Embattled Lawrence, 10-11.

'3 placard on quartzite boulder on the north side of 6 Street, between Massachusetts and Vermont.
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to defend their land and honor as abolitionists around its front steps, Brown transformed
2144

13

himself into Herman Melville’s “meteor of the war.
Along the first limestone ridge in Dorn’s southwest view from the hotel stood the

University of Kansas, where in April and early May of 1968 he was poet-in-residence. Once

known as Hogback Ridge, the largely east-west hill was renamed Mt. Oread to better suit a

place conceptualized as “Harvard on the Kaw.”'*

The “Hill,” as it’s better known (like an
extension of Winthrop’s Puritan vision) turns abruptly north at its easternmost point and runs
parallel above Massachusetts Street, the main street in town (named for the founder’s patron
state) on the north end of which, near where the street meets the river, sits the Eldridge Hotel.
In the years leading up to the Civil War, legions sent to protect Lawrence against the frequent
proslavery raids from Missouri used Mt. Oread as an eastern lookout. While waiting on his
small band of abolitionist cohorts one summer afternoon, in the early 1850s, John Brown
stood atop the hill with William A. Phillips, the Kansas correspondent for the New-York
Tribune: ““What a magnificent scene, captain,” [Phillips] exclaimed. ‘Yes,” replied Brown
drily; “a great country for a free state.””'*® On a clear day at the turn of the century, so
William Allen White says, the view stretched all the way to Kansas City, the Paris of the
Plains.'"’

Dorn’s view south and slightly west from the roof reveals two more slender, east-
west ridges that sit, with respect to Mt. Oread, along an arc open to the southwest across the
prairie. Tectonic activity in southern Missouri—always friction with Missouri—thrust hot,
underlying igneous rock into layers of limestone and shale in eastern Kansas, and the pressure
forced upward the domes of these hills. Water and time scalped their ridges, stripping away

the shale to expose harder limestone beneath.'** Had Dorn stood on that roof over a century

144 See Richard B. Sheridan, “William Quantrill and the Lawrence Massacre, August 21, 1863,” in
Embattled Lawrence, 53-62; and Karl L. Gridley, “John Brown and Lawrence, Kansas Territory, 1855-
1859: A Militant Abolitionist’s Relationship with the Free State Fortress,” in Embattled Lawrence, 23-
40; and Edward E. Leslie, The Devil Knows How to Ride: True Story of William Clarke Quantrill and
His Confederate Raiders (New York: Da Capo Press, 1996); See “The Portent,” by Herman Melville,
Battle-Pieces and Aspects of the War (New York: Da Capo, 1995), 11.

% cs. Griffin, “The University of Kansas and the Years of Frustration, 1854-1864,” in Embattled
Lawrence, 79-98.

'* David S. Reynolds, John Brown: Abolitionist (New York: Vintage Books, 2005), 191.

47 placard in William Allen White School of Journalism building, University of Kansas, Lawrence,
Kansas.

' Shortridge and Shortridge, “Yankee Town on the Kaw,” in Embattled Lawrence; and Buchanon,
ed., Kansas Geology.
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earlier, he could have watched the alternating light signals from those ridges choreograph the
circuits of an Underground Railroad, its weary travelers moving northward from Baldwin to
Blue Mound, and on to Lawrence, whereat the state’s bleeding appellation was earned. A
gruesome and dubious notoriety lurks in the “space” of the Midwest, as in that poem’s first
stanza: “the white torch / ... / burns the beauty of your vision / in other words all your
ancestors / can get murdered by the thrust / of an assured cynacism / they’ll call the courage
to stand up / for america. 10,000 people / fall down bleeding with plenty / of explanation but

not one definition.”'*

To whom is this addressed? And to which casualties, and of what
event, does it refer? More to, perhaps, the sense of something—in place of real definition,
the divisions savagely cast by difference. At the end of the “Midwest” poem, the embers of
an incendiary history, of race war, solder the enjambed interminability of Dorn's prairie

2

“sense... this large...” (“large and without mercy”’)—a view large enough to gather history

up into its “arms”: “one of the dryest / black chambermaids anywhere, or from / the roof the
sense is this large — / The Kansas River runs its arms / into the air of the Divide.”"™* With
the “white torch” in the “air,” “the Divide” evokes the vigilante justice that preceded the Civil
War, a conflict which saw Lawrence sacked and burned in three proslavery raids, one of
which, marshaled by William Quantrill in 1863, almost totally destroyed the town—100
houses obliterated, $3,000,000 in booty pillaged—and left more than 200 dead.""

The landscape’s limestone and shale were deposited by a massive ocean heaving
above the Great Plains, a sea whose motion many have seen reduplicated in the waving
grasses (and now in the wheat) of the prairie. Dorn discussed the evolution of the prairie as
similar to the “thin” West, possessed of “a richness in depth,” to Tom Clark in 1980: “[E]ven
though the Midwest, for instance, is like the East, being largely abandoned... on the other
hand, it’s the place that’s always the richest. Because its got surface, depth of surface. That’s
the whole meaning of the prairie. It took millions of years of Nebraska, Kansas, Illinois
glaciers coming down and making this the broadest river plain that ever was. Which is called

the prairie, and it was six feet of loam.”'*?

The disorienting monotony of this interior created
an uncertain frontier for conquests marching north from Mexico, or west, from the Atlantic

coast, usually via St. Louis. So it was for Lewis and Clark, who turned north at Kansas City

' Dorn, “The Midwest is that Space...,” broadside poem, gifted by Moritz.

150 T10:
Ibid.

15! Sheridan, “William Quantrill and the Lawrence Massacre,” 58-59.

52 Dorn, “Ed Dorn’s Views, with Tom Clark,” interview by Tom Clark, Views, 13.
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in 1804, but it was from the southwest that Coronado came, the first European to enter what
is now Kansas, in 1541, seeking the golden splendor of Quivira. It’s rumored that in the
southern plains, near the Oklahoma and Texas panhandles, where he found buffalo “in such
multitude that I do not know what to compare them with unless it is the fish of the sea,”

153" Almost

Coronado and his men drove stakes into the ground to keep their passage straight.
two-hundred years later, in 1714, reaching the mouth of the Kaw River just west of Kansas
City, Etienne Veniard de Bourgmont, a French soldier and trader traveling west from St.
Louis, wrote in his diary: “These are the most beautiful countries... in the world. The prairies
are like seas, and are full of wild animals, especially bison and deer, in numbers that stagger

95154

the imagination. Ten years later, Bourgmont forded the Kaw River to meet members of

the Kansa tribe, who inhabited what is now (and named for them) northeastern Kansas, from
the early part of the 1700s until their forced removal in the 1840s."”

Amid the mounting and violent pressures of European expansion from the east, these
bison-stocked seas became a central destination for a number of tribes relocated from the
newly minted states north of the Ohio River. From the 1820s through the 1840s, federal
policy envisioned Kansas as a territory permanently reserved for Native American settlement;
various tribes—Delaware, Shawnee, Potawatomi, Wyandot, lowa, Kickapoo—occupied thin
strips of land in the northeastern corner of the future state."® Such was the case until the
early 1850s, when fervor for gold in freshly acquired California boosted railroad interests in
Kansas as a throughway, and the tribes were again uprooted, some 10,000 people in all, as the
land was sold to white settlers before the tribes had moved offit."’ In May of 1854, at the
threshold of the annual summer bison hunt, Kansas was opened for settlement, and the first
settlers came from Missouri. Roughly a year later, John Brown arrived, a “mysterious

158

stranger,” his large family in tow. °° Brown had come from the east, from Eden, New York,

answering a call for soldiers to defend Kansas against the vigilantism of neighboring, pro-

'3 William H. Goetzmann and Glyndwr Williams, The Atlas of North American Exploration: From the

Norse Voyages to the Race to the Pole (New York: Prentice Hall, 1992), 36-37; and see Haniel Long,
Pirion Country (New York: Duell, Sloan & Pearce).

1** Goetzmann and Williams, The Atlas of North American Exploration, 94.

"> Tbid., 94-95.

'3 Shortridge and Shortridge, “Yankee Town on the Kaw,” in Embattled Lawrence, 8-10; and Harry
Sinclair Drago, Great American Cattle Trails: The Story of the Old Cow Paths of the East and the
Longhorn Highways of the Plains (New York: Dodd, Mead & Company, 1965).

"7 Shortridge and Shortridge, “Yankee Town on the Kaw,” in Embattled Lawrence, 8-10.

158 Gridley, Karl L., “John Brown and Lawrence, Kansas Territory, 1855-1859,” Embattled Lawrence,
23.
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slavery Missouri. When border ruffians sacked Lawrence less than a year later, Brown and
four of his sons, armed with broadswords, would hack to death five pro-slavery men along
Pottawatomie Creek in retaliation.

So it is that Lawrence and its surrounding plains and hills inhabit an embattled,
national space: simultaneously at a geographic center, and on the margins of the frontier;
even as a moral center (“of our true richness,” our wholesome, mid-continent “values”) still it
rests in the furthest periphery of popular culture’s lascivious myopia. Heartland, “half sea
half land,” breadbasket, and dreary, springboard prelude to Oz, northeastern Kansas marks
the intersection of numerous geological, biological, climatological, historical, and political
vectors by which Lawrence has agglomerated the diverse distinctions of a transit town.
Indeed, a railroad town, in the beginning, that lost the big bid to Kansas City—history that
would have attracted Dorn. For example, observe “The Sundering U.P. Tracks”:

...Every little bogus town
on the Union Pacific bears the scar
of an expert linear division.

2000 miles or so
each hamlet
the winter sanctuary
of the rare Jailbird
and the Ishmaelite
the esoteric summer firebombs
of Chicago
the same scar tissue
I saw in Pocatello
made
by the rapacious geo-economic
surgery of Harriman, the old isolator
that ambassador-at-large159

Lebanon, a few counties to the west of Lawrence, is the geographic center of the lower 48
states, but the unlikely proof of Lawrence as a cultural nexus, and one historically in

. . . 160
resistance, is variously demonstrable.

Like all riven centers, its composition is contested,
richly stratified by competing forces. These ruptures are evident in the various grasses
residents choose for their lawns, the radically inconsistent seasons, the geologic volatility and

unique edaphic richness, and the diverse arboreal life—sitting, as the eastern boundary of

159 Dorn, Collected Poems, 232.

10 K ansas Travel, Tourism, Restaurants, <http://www kansastravel.org/geographicalcenter.htm> (25
June 2007).
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Kansas is, along a beach of deciduous flora.'®’

As the 1960s unfolded, Lawrence again
became a center for growing counter-culture and anti-war activity. As part of a nationwide
Vietnam War Moratorium in October 1969, 4000 demonstrators—KU students and faculty—
marched down Jayhawk Blvd, the campus’s main street, holding silent vigil.'®*

By the turn of the decade, however, silence had given way to more provocative,
incendiary resistance—such as when student protestors waved plastic guns in the faces of
ROTC members on campus—as well as outright combative action—as when Oread residents
defended their neighborhood against local police and the National Guard in a gun battle that
for lasted two weeks in the summer of 1970. Between March 1968 and September 1969, at
least forty acts of arson were “directed at symbols of authority,” and in April, May, and June
of 1970, fifty acts of arson and bombings took place.'® Underground publications, of which
there were many—Vortex, Harambee, Disorientation—claimed these attacks as organized
“class warfare” and fanned insurrection’s flames with information on “guerilla warfare,
explosives-making, self-defense, first aid, and how to survive a tear gas attack.” As a college
town and a stopover point (sometimes permanent) for highway travelers crossing the Great
Plains to Denver, to California, or to south to Texas, or north to Chicago, Lawrence was a
singular mixture of rural, urban, and idiosyncratic influence. It performed its identity with
unique and brazen confidence. When debonair radical Abbie Hoffman, visiting Allen
Fieldhouse (the hallowed university basketball arena) in April of 1970, blew his nose into an
American flag handkerchief, no one applauded, and Hoffman left, disgruntled. One student
called the talk a “drag.” Compared to the fire that incinerated most of the student union ten
days later and brought the spring semester to an early close, it probably was.

A surprisingly self-sufficient local culture projected, even advertised Lawrence’s
historical persona as a haven for outlaws of the neo-Wild-West, and while the town’s style
was bitterly irreverent of the cultural hegemony of the coasts, Lawrence’s geography and
freewheeling reputation centered it on the thriving national narcotics network that brought
travelers from far and wide in the late 1960s and early 1970s. One hundred and sixty-one
marijuana harvesters were arrested in Kansas in 1969—a one hundred and ten percent

increase from the year before. The offenders came from seventy different cities, in twenty-

1" Shortridge and Shortridge, “Yankee Town on the Kaw,” Embattled Lawrence.

162 Monhollon, “This Is America?”’, 128-132; and Monhollon, “Lawrence, Kansas, and the Making of
the Sixties,” Embattled Lawrence, 211.

'S Monhollon, “This Is America?”, 142, 146.
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one states and various parts of Europe.'®* “I mean this was the matrix, the geographical
matrix...” remembers one Lawrence resident, “the city was on the Silk Route for drugs.
Large amounts passed through from both coasts and came up from Mexico... We thought of

Lawrence as Baghdad on the Kaw.”'®

Dorn’s barbed disposition and vehement distaste for institutional rigidity ironically
put him at home in Lawrence in 1969. At Black Mountain, in the early 1950s, Robert
Creeley, Dorn’s final examiner, remembers “a lovely resistant man... [who] tested all of his
experience... wanted to make sure he had offered it a significant recognition.”'*® More
inflammatory is a story about Dorn, as a professor at the University of Colorado in the 1980s,
lighting the administratively-required student evaluations on fire in front of the class.'” Or
once, while walking the KU campus with Dorn, Ken Irby—poet, friend, and Kansas
graduate—pointed out the university’s “prairie acre,” a plot of land reserved for the
preservation of indigenous flora. “That’s not an acre.” Dorn muttered.'® The alert
skepticism with which he approached all data sources and any second-hand information,
especially information generated by the mass media, enhanced the glamorous isolato
mystique in Dorn’s physical presence. The elusive, autodidactic, day laborer maverick
behind dark sunglasses, with large Aztecan sun rings, in cowboy boots and uncut hair.'®
Dorn chain-smoked during class lectures and often remained contemplatively silent for
minutes on end, sometimes meticulously attending to his railroad maps, sometimes browsing
books.'” In some ways it seemed that the Gunslinger’s aesthetics and stylistic nuances
equally amplified and elided with Dorn’s nonchalant self-presentations. Alice Notley
recalls, “Ed’s reading style for the poem seemed like a very hip take on the then-current

Black poetry style: he was so Kool, and his Whiteness remained cool.”"”" In his elegy to

' Donald Janson, “Rural-State Governors Alarmed by Drug Use,” New York Times, 21 July 1970.

15 Monhollon, “This Is America?”, 140.

166 Martin Duberman, Black Mountain: An Exploration in Community (New York: W.W. Norton,
1993), 418.

17 Jeffrey Meyers, “Ed Dorn at Colorado,” In Privileged Moments: Encounters with Writers (Madison:
University of Wisconsin Press, 2000), 20.

' One of many conversations with Kenneth Irby.

1% These descriptions come from viewing photographs of Dorn in Kenneth Irby’s private collection.
17" See Wesling, introduction to Internal Resistances; and see Alastair Johnston, “Zephyrus Image and
Edward Dorn,” Chicago Review, 121-151; and John Wright, “Vaya Con Ojo Caliente: 4 Memoir of
Edward Dorn,” Chicago Review, 216-225.

"I Alice Notley, “Where’d You Get It?” Bay Bridge, n.d., <http://www.bigbridge.org/ednotley.htm>
(2 June 2007).
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Dorn, Amiri Baraka aims to capture this “coolness,” and its sharp edges: “thin movie looking
white guy with the mind / of a saw. ... / Hey, Ed / Gun Slinger, / You know, we’ll get to

argue / Again.”'”

These arguments, however, were between friends—and Baraka was, along
with Olson, according to Dorn, “the strongest the pile [of poets] has...” Others who came
into contact with Dorn, those in whom he sensed complaisance, or in whose speech he heard
the crude, linguistic camouflage of American neo-liberalism, the quaint “recrudescence” of
fireside imperialism, concealing classism, racism, elitism, any ism, their stories record the
acerbic counterforce of Dorn’s personality. Unfortunately, a few inflated encounters have
eclipsed a comprehensive perspective of—or a will to comprehend, I should say—the man
and the work. Dorn is, was, contentious, but to a calculated degree, and especially to the
degree of language’s elasticity.

In 1966, pieces of Dorn’s loosely anthropological book, The Shoshoneans, with
pictures by African-American photographer Leroy McLucas, were to be published by the
Paris Review. However, complications due to the late arrival of the photographs delayed
their review. On the 3™ of August, Larry Bensky, poetry editor for the magazine, who was
recovering his health in “the tropics,” wrote to Dorn to inform him of the confusion and
muddle: “I have only the vaguest idea what is going to be in the issue, and so can’t tell yet
how your piece will fit in, or if.”'”> Beset with pressing financial obligations—even the Paris
Review pieces would net a mere $175—and aggravated by Bensky’s disregard for verbal
agreements he’d made the previous winter, Dorn felt justifiably frustrated.'”* On top of that,
the effete and imperious nonchalance of Bensky’s letter particularly incensed Dorn: “The
tropics take hell out of a white man; the natives wear woolen sweaters and never sweat.”'”
Earlier that summer, Dorn had news from Tom Clark, one of the magazine’s younger editors,

of his frustration with its management, and the questionable, sometimes pretentious sources

of funding they sought. “The Paris Review sounds nutty indeed and as up-town as ever — oh

172 Amiri Baraka, “Ed Dorn,” from Cento Magazine at Electronic Poetry Center, 15 January 2000
<http://epc.buffalo.edu/authors/dorn/DORN_CENTO/dorn baraka.htmI> (2 June 2007).

'3 Larry Benksy to Edward Dorn, 3 August 1966, Folder 93, Edward Dorn Papers. Dodd Mss; and
Larry Bensky to Edward Dorn, 3 August 1966, MS 55A; Db, New American Poetry Collection (Tom
Clark Paris Review correspondence). Spencer Mss.

7% Edward Dorn to Tom Clark, August 1966, MS 55A: Db, New American Poetry Collection (Tom
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well,” Dorn wrote Clark.'”® But the earlier conflict fueled the later fire, and not so easy-going
is Dorn’s reply to Bensky. Although Dorn never mailed the letter—(*“I’ve decided not to
send it. le, to Bensky the Hopeless. So I'll just cool it and say nothing to him. OK.”)—it
summarily illustrates the Dorn Baraka describes, who “wd rather / Make you his enemy /

Than Lie”:

Dear Mr. Bensky:

It suddenly occurs to me as of your letter this
morning that you think you'll be doing some goddamn random favor
by printing the Shoshoni material. I wonder if it strikes you as odd at
all that having a piece in hand you still have “only the vaguest idea
what is going to be in the issue.” But you have it, let me assure you,
by the right handle—the Paris Review is only the vaguest and whoever
it was hired you to waste writers is irresponsible as well as vague.
When the time comes and there is room in your unimportant magazine,
I’ll tell you if you can print. In the meantime, white man, have P.R.
register and send the MS. and the pictures to me immediately.

Very sincerely,
Edward Dorn'”’

Though he claimed not to “care what [Bensky] does as long as when he's doing it he wraps it
in sandpaper and shoves it up his neat ass,” Dorn sent copies of his own letter to Clark, in
England, and likely to others, which means he probably liked it too—evidently beyond its
immediate utility, for its potency.'”® A month later, however, it was Dorn’s turn to be
embarrassed (something which he kept private), when Henry Rago, editor of Poetry, accepted
two poems Dorn had earlier sent to /ntransit, and having heard nothing, wrongly assumed
them rejected. Rago was understandably disappointed at having not only been offered work
second-hand, but then having it then rescinded. Dorn apologized, and this time received a
letter himself: “It is a pity,” Rago earnestly and respectfully replied. “There’s a spiritual

expenditure I couldn't begin to describe in the careful reading and rereading of any poem I

176 Edward Dorn to Tom Clark, 9 June 1965, MS 55A: Db, New American Poetry Collection (Tom
Clark Paris Review correspondence). Spencer Mss.

"7 Edward Dorn to Larry Bensky, 9 August 1966, included in correspondence with Tom Clark, MS
55A: Db (Tom Clark Paris Review correspondence), Spencer Mss.

178 Edward Dorn to Tom Clark, 10 August 1966, Spencer Mss.

53



consider seriously for POETRY and I simply must assume that the poem is not being
considered at the same time by some other editor.”'”’

All this goes to say that an attraction to the creative fecundities of tension, to friction
as a source and condition of knowledge drove Dorn’s intellectual and personal processes. On
the verge of the “laboratory” of the West, Lawrence was itself a tense laboratory of war
resistance, vigilantism, Midwestern values, “freak” behavior, and not yet illicit drugs; in the
zeitgeist fury of international student/worker rebellions, Lawrence made manifest the nation’s
frictions, fractures, and fresh possibilities. Of drugs, for instance, Dorn told Stephen
Fredman in an interview: “I’m aware of an attitude, which I share somewhat, that really one
ought to take anything (except something rather obvious, like battery acid), in no matter how

»180 Here Baraka’s

small an amount, simply because curiosity is superior to temptation.
“mind of a saw” recalls the Heraclitean adage that asserts the interlocked facticity of
destruction and creation: “The cosmos works / by harmony of tensions, / like the lyre and the

bOW 95181

Everywhere Dorn followed that dictum—a “curiosity... superior to temptation,”
seeking the “harmony of tensions.” The third of his 24 Love Songs insists, “My dear love,
when I unsheathe / a word of the wrong temper / it is to test that steel / across the plain

*'%2 In Gunslinger, Parmenides, the pre-Socratic unifier of thought with things,

between us.
whose “secretary” and mouthpiece is the resurrected character named “I,” repeatedly

dispatches, from some kind of preeminence, the eponymous Gunslinger, who calls home the
sun, just like his nemesis analog, Howard Hughes, whose astral, anti-gravitational cavalcade,
“drawn by rainbow-winged steeds,” also recalls the procession “on the renowned way of the

»183 That there’s some of Ed Dorn in the

goddess” of Parmenides’ opening “Proem.
Gunslinger is certain, yet no less certain is there some of Howard Hughes in Edward Dorn—
they share an attraction to extreme positions, for example, between a flamboyance among the
world of “large populations,” and a frontier, outpost reclusiveness.'™ Similarly highlighting

these interpenetrated urges in a series of radio broadcasts after Dorn's death from pancreatic

'" Henry Rago to Edward Dorn, 27 September 1966, Henry Rago Papers, The Lilly Library, Indiana

University.

'%0 Edward Dorn, “Roadtesting the Language,” interview by Stephen Fredman, Ed Dorn Interviews,
90.
'8! Heraclitus, Fragments, trans. Brooks Haxton, 37.

2 Dorn, Collected Poems, 237.

83 Dorn, Gunslinger, 90; Parmenides of Elea: Fragments, trans. David Gallop (Toronto: University of
Toronto Press, 1984), 49.

18 Creeley quoted in Clark, World of Difference, 37.
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cancer in 1999, Stan Brakhage identified Dorn’s peculiar ability to “get the clearest portraits

of people by their enemies.”'™®

As evidence, Brakhage provided a recording of Dorn’s
“Assorted Compliments,” a poem that appears in Dorn’s larger work about the extermination
of the Apaches, Recollections of Gran Apacheria, and that consists entirely of quotations

from European explorers in the New World. “Assorted Compliments” begins:

A treacherous fiendish look (Barlett
Some have a Chinese cast of
countenance  (Mollhausen

More miserable looking objects I never
beheld (Fremont

Coal black eyes (peters

Tall, majestic in figure; muscular (Brantz-Mayer

They live entirely by the chase (Delgado
Slim, very agile, features emotionless, flat, hair not

unlike bristles  (Bancroft'*®

But does Brakhage mean to say that one achieves the clearest portrait of a people not “by
their enemies” (that is, from them), but rather by the ways in which that people describe their
own enemies? After all, “Assorted Compliments” is arguably more revealing about the
cultures from which John Charles Fremont, or Heinrich Balduin Méllhausen come, than it is
of the indigenous cultures that they superficially categorize. For Dorn, poetry is itself
conflict, productive fracture, a rift in the personal to highlight and excavate memory’s
asymptotic reconstructions. And as he got older, Dorn grew more and more reluctant to read
his early work publicly, as if his poems represented steps in an outward process too pressed
for time in the effort to retrieve and overcome it (“it would take more paper / Than I’ll ever
have to express how justified I feel.”), or perhaps stood as moments along a receding horizon
that one can’t simply doubleback to catch (“that land’s refrain / no we never go there
anymore”; “As we lie here he speeds on and his direction / may never bend / may like a

99, <

windborn seed / obscure space”; “no melody / to recur to him / no recourse / backward / a life

185 Stan Brakhage, “Test of Time,” series of broadcasts for KAIR, University of Colorado, Boulder,
1982, archived at <http://www.ubuweb.com/recent.html> (5 June 2007).

18 Edward Dorn, Way West: Stories, Essays & Verse Accounts: 1963-1993 (Santa Rosa: Black
Sparrow Press, 1993), 126.
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/ going away like snows...” ”"). Written as he pondered the mortality of his own body,

infested by terminal cancer (another internal enemy to writhe against), Dorn’s 1997
introduction for Tom Clark’s Empire of Skin, stridently maintains the poem's quarrelsome
exigency, its commensurate, redeeming, and unruly intensity of sacred orders in the face of

entropic, annihilating forces: “And finally it is only poetry that is capable of saving such
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extensive cultural memory from the decaying vortex of history. And who is revealed, and

what is redeemed, through “Enhancement,” a selection from Dorn’s final book, Chemo Sabe,

dedicated to his oncologist?

Certain people try to make my cancer grow,

They seek to feed it, I can feel their unconscious
Intention to do this—I have

A list of them in my mind and when

I exercise my blasting power

Against my tumor which was environmentally
Induced and politically generated, I blast them also,
Their portraits and vitas, their genomes.

These are the megadonts, they want to chew on me.

I can draw them in their molecular pointillism,
Their shadow Seurat ghosts,

Under their molecular umbrellas.

But I won’t name them, the Gasset workers,
They don’t know who they are

And I shall not give them public

Embodiment nor aid their resolution.

I will blast them with a beam

Of my centrifugal silence

In the flow of the taxodiaceae.'™

“I’m obviously turned on by paradoxical aspects of thinking,” Dorn told Barry Alpert
in an interview in 1972, articulating a fundamental concentration of his work."”® On the brink
of moving to England on a teaching Fulbright in 1966, and with heavy anxieties over the

escalating war in Vietnam, Dorn wrote Tom Raworth: “I guess I’m suddenly, again damn

depressed—I don't want to be a fucking ‘hated’” american in Europe, for christ sake don’t you

87 Edward Dorn, Chemo Sabe (Boise: Limberlost Press, 2001), unpaginated; Dorn, Collected Poems,

80, 41, 81. (These quotes are taken from “Tribe,” “Hemlocks,” “The Sea Corner, Of The Eye,” and
“Unlike Music,” respectively).

'8 Edward Dorn, preface to Empire of Skin (Santa Rosa: Black Sparrow Press, 1997), 12.

'8 Dorn, “Enhancement,” in Chemo Sabe, unpaginated.

¥ Dorn, Ed Dorn Interviews, 11.
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realize I’ve been a hated american in america all my life as it is. Ok I don’t mind being hated
really.”'”" Or American? Dorn was always “turned on” by the uneasy merger in
contradictions, and the “negative capability” of poetic, or any, language; his was a conviction
that from the dialectical springs what’s most appositely critical: “[in America] we arrive at
understanding and meaning through massive assaults on the language, so no particular word

iS apt‘”l‘)z

And of the aberrations between British and American English that Dorn and
English translator Gordon Brotherston confronted when jointly translating Spanish poetry,
Dorn instructs: “You’ve got to hone it so that the edges are diminished, because what you

want is one expression.”'”?

But the effort to abrade one edge might invigorate another, and
the “caustic thrust” of Dorn’s cultural critique is as widely, as it is wryly, dispensed. Jeffrey
Meyers, a colleague in Boulder, recalls Dorn’s multiple voices: “He liked to sprinkle his
speech with a few Spanish words—/ibros, mucho, nada, mundo—as if to mock the
multicultural mania.”'"*

Whatever reservations Dorn had with universities that pushed “multicultural mania,”
or with the inertia of settlement, that form of security had a warmer side too. Three months
before he spoke of his affinity for the paradoxical to Barry Alpert in 1972, he was writing to
Jenny Dunbar, his second wife—with whom he’d moved to Kansas immediately after their
marriage three years previous—of the hopeful prospects of long-term employment in
Lawrence, assuring her that, “Lawrence as a place to live, be, and work would please us still.
So all that time I spent there finally made sense to the FUTURE.”'” Meanwhile, Dorn was
forced to leave behind a shirt belonging to their son, Laurence (named for the British author
and the town), in a friend’s flooded washing machine. “Her maquina was really fucked up,”
Dorn writes (suiting Meyer’s recollection), but his tone buzzes with warmth and humor: “the

reading here this afternoon was the best and most right on of the trip and in fact from what I

seem to feel from the work today it was the best reading anybody ever gave... ah ha I’'m

thinking of you very closely — I wonder how all your colds are and hope the heaviest part has

passed.”""

"1 Edward Dorn to Tom Raworth, 20 August 1965, Box 1974-0003 (unprocessed), Tom Raworth

Papers, Dodd Mss.

"2 Dorn, “Roadtesting the Language,” interview by Fredman, Ed Dorn Interviews, 100.

"> Ibid., 97-98.

194 Meyers, Privileged Moments, 21.

122 Edward Dorn to Jennifer Dunbar Dorn, 28 April 1972, Folder 93, Ed Dorn Papers, Dodd Mss.
Ibid.
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Like Ettiene Veniard de Bourgmont, and John Brown, Dorn entered Kansas from the
east. In 1952, after he’d finished his first year at Black Mountain College—an experimental
arts school in North Carolina, attended by Robert Rauschenberg, Cy Twombly, and John
Wieners, to name a few; where, in the last phase of its existence, Charles Olson was rector,
and at which, through the years, Josef Albers, Robert Creeley, John Cage, Robert Duncan,
and Merce Cunningham, all taught—Dorn wandered the American West, finding scattered
employment among a migrant workforce whose chronic itineracy and lack of property were
repressive and liberating realities simultaneously.'”’ A somber perseverance waxes
meditative in Dorn’s poem “Geranium” when workaday exhaustion suddenly and
unexpectedly proffers mercurial richness, and among “the flat regularity... the lust of
schedule,” lurks a magnanimous, spontaneous, human grace, in exchange for late hours and

long days:

I go on my way frowning at novelty, wishing I were closer to home
than I am. And this is the last bus stop before Burlington,

that pea-center, which is my home, but not the home of my mind.

That asylum I carry in my insane squint, where beyond

the window a curious woman in the station door

has a red bandana on her head, and tinkling things hand themselves

to the wind that gathers about her skirts. In the rich manner of her kind
she waits for the bus to stop.'”®

“The great geography of my lunacy,” to which Dorn refers earlier in the poem, is also a
physiognomy, the body the experience of landscape reveals. Concerning the telluric energies
of northern California, Ken Irby—poet, friend and correspondent with Dorn on matters
geographical—writes in the 1969 introduction to his own aptly titled work, Relation: “The
poetry of this mild littoral clime is marked by many turnings, distracted and multiplied
attentions—but centrally, in my own case, by the conviction that the landscape demands us,

and reveals us.”'”’

Just so for Dorn, psychological and emotional distances are reified by
topographical effects, sometimes become topographies themselves, functions of a larger
system, a cultural geography, or hAuman geography, in which the self is multiform; no single

ego, the self’s dynamic relations to place at once empower and oppress. So while

7 See Ed Dorn Interviews; and Duberman, Black Mountain: An Exploration in Community.
¥ Dorn, Collected Poems, 13.
19 Kenneth Irby, preface to Relation (Los Angeles: Black Sparrow Press, 1970), unpaginated.
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“wandering” seems to afford a gloomy yet piercing cognizance of the communion between
man and land that its act unfolds and enables, likewise cultural custom—here, the church, an

unlikely ally in his work—provides a young and “confused” Dorn with “a vague solace”

amidst, “what happened in the 1930’s / men vomiting from hunger / on the thin sidewalk.”*"

In “The Sense Comes Over Me, and the Waning Light of Man by the 1* National Bank,”

Dorn assiduously declares:

I became that land and wandered out of it.

Sharp

and keen with the fever
this thrill of spring in the Lord’s prayer
which I carried and still love as a vague solace
I carry, confused

that ceaseless speculation over

the ways of love
into the darker borders
of my wounded middle years>"'

In the same way, Dorn is particular about the kinds of movement he endorses—
movement that moves exclusively to disclose and disturb experience, not that antimeric
illusion of a “movement”: “I’m not that moved by movements, like ecology, or whatever, as a
bandwagon, because I know it’s part of the fabric I’ve seen woven for a long time,” Dorn told
an interviewer in 1978.2°* In “The Air of June Sings,” another early lyrical poem, he muses,
“[q]uietly and while at rest on the trim grass,” on the sacrosanct “lightness” of an isolated
graveyard, but the hushed deference is tethered from bucolic flight to the “largest stone,
larger than the common large,” on which is engraved, “Pioneer”:

...and that pioneer sticks in me like a wormed black cherry

in my throat, No Date, nothing but that zeal, that trekking

and Business, that presumption in a sacred place, where children

are buried, and where peace, as it is in the fields and the country

should reign. A wagon wheel is buried there. Lead me away

to the small quiet unpreposterous dead and leave

me my tears for Darling we love thee, for Budded on earth and
blossomed

in heaven, where fieldbirds sing in the fence rows,

and there is possibility, where there are not the loneliest of all.>”

20 Dorn, Collected Poems, 155.

*!'Ibid., 154-155.

2 Dorn, “Roadtesting the Language,” interview by Fredman, 79.
29 Dorn, Collected Poems, 11-12.
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In the same 1978 interview, Dorn identifies the fundamental difference between his own
roving lifestyle, and “that zeal, that trekking / and Business, that presumption” among the
settlers who first crossed the Great Plains, of whom Hughes and Dow Chemical, for example,

are the sinister inheritors.”%*

The latter sense denotes “penetration into unknown territory in a
group sense... The lonesome cowboy figure comes later, after he’s already there and is riding
the range. That’s singular, but it doesn’t represent the movement. The movement is connected
with property and it’s going to a place and it ultimately means settlement.”** This kind of
movement paradoxically “means settlement.” But settlement is an economy, and thus is
limited; it plays favorites, like the subsidies that built the railroads on which the burgeoning
mobile labor force of the early 20" century traversed the country. Railroads that violently
displaced in order to make “place,” as a destination: “Each side of the shining double knife /
from Chicago to Frisco / to Denver, the Cheyenne cutoff/ the Right of Way / they called
it.?% For Dorn, the 1950s, that decade through which the various characters of his early
prose seek work, love, and drink, “represent the last ability of this kind of Northern European
to that,” that migratory condition, not intent on settlement but on board and unbound, or
bound anew again and again.207 “[N]ow, of course, most of that population is either
marginally employed or on unemployment chronically, and that function has been taken over

208
7<% Dorn

and largely assumed by other groups—for example, Mexicans in the Southwest.
was speaking in 1979, long after Mexican immigration had convulsed, under the Bracero
Program, from 1942 to 1964. Initially, the “importation of Mexican labor” was justified by
the program as a wartime necessity, but by the mid-1950s, coupled with the flood of “illegal
aliens,” it incited xenophobic reactions in the state. In 1954, through “Operation Wetback,” a
series of raids in the Southwest, U.S. forces deported (or frightened into migrating) hundreds

of thousands of Mexican workers.?%’

2% In an excerpt from an early ‘90s reading included in the Alternative Radio broadcast in 2000, Dorn

describes his unpublished long poem, “Westward Haut!,” as being about, “the stupidity of crossing the
Great Plains in the first place.”

295 Dorn, “The Flint Interview,” interview by Tuckett, Ed Dorn Interviews, 110.

206 Dorn, Collected Poems, 232.

207 Dorn, “The Flint Interview,” interview by Tuckett, 111.

2% bid., 111.

2% patricia Nelson Limerick, The Legacy of Conquest: The Unbroken Past of the American West (New
York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1987), 249.
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In the late summer and early fall of 1952, Dorn worked as a logger and lumberjack in
Monroe, Washington, just northeast of Seattle. Altitudes up to 4000 feet forced him to “wear
long black 100% wool under deals in order not to cry out in sharp exact pain at the current
point to which modern man has at this moment arrived since those first beginnings in the tidal

water of the then young earth.”*"’

Nonetheless, “working at a job” had salutary effects on his
writing—laboring compressed the exercise, limited and refined its occasion, and offered the
remunerative, if imposing, rhythm of a method: “[It] cleans up my habits, pins me down a
little bit, focuses my attention, leads me to things that on my own I wouldn’t necessarily get
to so quickly. It makes me exercise a certain method.”*"'

It was around this time—1952—that Dorn first came to Kansas City. In his first and
only novel, By the Sound (originally titled The Rites of Passage)—a “biography of myself
which... is a slightly different sense than auto”—and in his first short story, “C.B.& Q.,”
Kansas City represents a territory of transit, a hub to and from which roving workers gather
and embark upon their transcontinental voyages.*'? Likewise, in his introduction to a
collection of essays treating film’s tragi/comic double-sidedness by experimental filmmaker
and close friend, Stan Brakhage—and a Kansan who was familiar, as an orphan, with an
uprooted and negative sense of place—Dorn’s closing remark emphasizes this geographic
circuitry, and the interstitial, refractory space of that city: “Charlie Chaplin left for the West

at Kansas City, pretty near where everybody else entrained.”*"

Dorn’s journey in the early
1950s would eventually lead him back to Black Mountain, but only after he’d met and
married Helene Buck, and become stepfather to her two children, Fred and Chansonette, from
a previous marriage.

Dorn’s memories of Kansas City illustrate the internal friction he cultivated as a
method or as a productive, if severe, working environment. A delicately-balanced tension
structures his relations on and off the page. The following description of the city echoes the
presence of Geronimo in Dorn's 1974 work, Recollections of Gran Apacheria, which also

examines the explosive, irrational violence when old and new worlds are drawn together:

“[TThe most strange, most curious, most terrible, most ludicrous, most lewd, and at times

219 Clark, World of Difference, 157.

> Dorn, “Roadtesting the Language,” interview by Fredman, 80.

212 Dorn, interview by Alpert, Ed Dorn Interviews, 10.

13 Edward Dorn, introduction to Section 2, “Comedy Tragi/Comedy,” in Film Biographies (Berkeley:
Turtle Island, 1977), 112.
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deathly thing.... The skid row, the bum-quarters of K.C. on Main Street | had my grand and

214 . . .
”<" This socioeconomic

laughable awakening as to what this human business is all about.
apprehension underscores a perpetual American homelessness explored in Dorn’s work,
which interlocks the disparate narratives of personal, local, and national arenas. And in a
pious and stubborn effort to guard its own experience against the homogenizing force of
mass-culture and the inoculating sinkhole of collective memory (*“...and by opposing end
them?”), it reorders public language—*the many languages of English,” a poetry “written on
air”’—into a voice in which “the many cohere.” A circuitry also wired to mythic, celestial
movement, “internal migration”—of the subject, of the author, through the poem, through the
world, through the “adulterated” self, the self as medium—is the fundamental condition for
the individual crossing “the grim territories / of the west / and in the raw greed of the
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frontier,” Dorn’s self-ascribed “laboratory. In an interview from the late 1970s, he

discusses the experience of America as always already uprooted:

Everybody on this continent is a stranger, in a sense. That’s why the
Western Hemisphere is unique... It was always expansion, it always
took up the slack. From a European viewpoint and the viewpoint of
all those people who were imported as byproducts of the European
invasion—blacks, for instance—it’s been a continent of internal
migration.*'®

In another interview from the same time, Dorn again emphasizes the importance of migration
to his sensibility of the American landscape; however, unlike the advertised narrative of
westward expansion expressed by Manifest Destiny, he proposes a north/south axis as

dominant transit for American migration:

I’ve fought for migration. You see I think the West is where the
subservient class in America has traditionally always been replaced
by somebody else, like the Haitians are replacing the Puerto Ricans
in New York right now. Because of certain territorial facts, this has
been territory that has been held by various groups. Somehow the
Apaches penetrated the whole thing several thousand years ago and
got down to the border. And they’re like a droplet off the Athabaskan
situation. Then the Spanish-Mexican came up and couldn’t hold it,

1% Clark, World of Difference, 144. Of Geronimo in “Victorio,” from Recollections of Gran Apacheria
(reprinted in Way West), Dorn writes: “...his taste for Death / is the bitterness we find on the tongue /
when we consider La Grand Apacheria / He is the most dreaded / The most terrible / The most
famous.”

215 Dorn, Collected Poems, 160.

21 Dorn, “The Flint Interview,” interview by Tuckett, Ed Dorn Interviews, 109.
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before American Manifest Destiny. This is just like literally

orthodox history. And now the last of the type has been in some

sense merged in a grand migratory effect. ... I mean, there is no

way to get rid of the cowboy. It’s literally Star Wars.'”
For Dorn, the fact of human mediation is a part of the fact of the landscape formation—
“geography imperceptibly becomes history,” Marjorie Perloff writes in her introduction to
Gunslinger—just as the landscape mediates the self: the “insatiable single-mindedness” of
European conquest, the fracture of cultures, of borders, of “states” of mind, all inhere and
perform the variegated topographical contours and historical clashes over the ground on
which they occur to produce “place” all at once: an animascape.’'® “Negative, says my
Gunslinger, / no thing is omitted,” Dorn writes in Book 12"’ “Time is more fundamental than
space. / ... it stretches things themselves / until they blend into one, / so if you’ve seen one
thing / you’ve seen them all.”**” And as epigraph to “The Midwest is that Space...,” Dorn
quotes Pound’s Patria Mia: “The most apparent effect of the american climate is the
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american morale. But “place,” Perloff reminds us, is also part simulacrum, “the TV

screen presenting the same images in New York as in Four Corners, whereas time, the
Vietnam War moment of the late sixties and early seventies, is central to Dorn’s narrative.””**
The overwritten-ness of things is a dissociation Dorn seeks out, a conflicted sense of distance,
internalized and impenetrable—distance from some “natural” landscape, some “pure
existence” that our enduring complicity in the landscape’s perverse erosion obscures.

A declaration of both organic and noxious interconnectedness is characteristic of
Dorn’s wry bravado, as is his confessed attraction to the paradoxical. Language, for example,
Dorn calls “a plant potted in the mouth,” but not, as one might suspect, watered through the
ear: “I would never give that organ a place other than as a deviant, much like a messenger,
who goes about among the princely senses, carrying data which is very often drab in its
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accuracy and practicality. ‘I couldn’t believe my ears.” And seldom do.”*”” Perhaps this

statement intends to affirm the immediacy and singular untranslatability of the “princely

217 Edward Dorn, “Ed Dorn’s Views,” interview by Tom Clark, View, 14.

218 perloff, introduction to Gunslinger, vii; Edward Dorn, Hello, La Jolla (Berkeley: Wingbow Press,
1978), 16.

2% Dorn, Gunslinger, 4.

>0 1bid., 5.

2! Dorn, “The Midwest is that Space...,” broadside poem.

22 perloff introduction to Gunslinger, vii.

223 Dorn, “Notes More or Less Relevant to Burroughs and Trocchi,” Kulchur, 13; and Dorn, “What [
See in The Maximus Poems,” Views, 38-39.
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senses” (recall the Gunslinger’s rebuke of I, who strives after the meaning of events—
“Questioner, you got some strange / obsessions, you want to know / what something means
after you’ve / seen it, after you’ve been there”), but it also admits a certain mischievous

224

treachery in the poet, or in the act of the poem.”™" That is, the poet must work with language,

with data he otherwise “couldn’t believe”:

Part of the function [of a poet] is to be alert to Spirit, and not so much

write poetry as to compose the poetry that’s constantly written on air.

What I’ve read and what I hear merge to make the field in which I

compose. For instance, a lot of precedent verse merges into a speech

I can edit as I hear it. I think it’s important for poets to be as varied

as possible, since the instrumentation is the language.”**’

Internal migration, then, of writer and subject, form and content, becomes a method
for organizing one’s experience of the cultural landscape through language, toward an instant,
protean embodiment of something like a “self.” “I don’t want you to understand that as a
qualification of the ego,” Dorn clarified to Tom Clark, in a letter in early 1965, “[b]ecause
that ain’t it. More as Medium. When one speaks of the world one is a Medium rather than
ego, the difference between local or ‘provincial’ and some total respons(ibility which I have

2% Difficult not to hear “medium” without thinking back half a century

no ready word for.
to T.S. Eliot’s lodestar New Critical declaration, “Tradition and the Individual Talent,”
wherein the expatriated banker calls for an impersonal poetics, “not a ‘personality’ to express,
but a particular medium, which is only a medium and not a personality, in which impressions
and experiences combine in peculiar and unexpected ways. Impressions and experiences
which are important for the man may take no place in the poetry, and those which become
important in the poetry may play quite a negligible part in the man, the personality.”**’ And
yet, Eliot’s two-steps-forward-one-step-back prosody fingers the man, indelibly, a fact Dorn
knew better than to try to overpower, or ignore, and instead, sought to include as part of the

poem, those conditions that prefigure its existence. Note the following lines from “Rick of

Green Wood,” Dorn’s first selection in Donald Allen’s seminal New American Poetry. Aside

224
225

Dorn, Gunslinger, 29.

Dorn, “Roadtesting the Language,” interview by Fredman, Ed Dorn Interviews, 66.

2 Bd Dorn to Tom Clark, n.d. (1965), MS 55A: Db, Tom Clark Paris Review correspondence,
Spencer Mss.

2T T.S. Eliot, “Tradition and the Individual Talent,” in Criticism: The Major Statements, ed. Charles
Kaplan (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1986), 435.
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from exquisite sensitivity to cadence, iambic rotundity—an “Elizabethan care for the sound
of syllables,” Robert Creeley writes that Olson remarked—there’s nothing of the genteel,
dispassionate Eliot here: “My name is Burlingame / said the woodcutter. / My name is Dorn,
I said. / I buzz on Friday if the weather cools / said Burlingame, enough of names.”***
Searching for a more likely modernist counterpart might turn up Eliot’s self-professed
“better,” Ezra Pound, with whom Dorn shared contempt for a “vapid and inane” American
culture, and who, as a conscious craftsman, is more acerbic, and more overtly present in his

229

work than Eliot.”” Dorn’s lines, “written on air,” both of here and elsewhere, recall Canto

LXXXI, wherein Pound avows his grand aspiration: “To have gathered from the air a live
tradition.””"

And while Dorn’s career developed alongside the popular mid to late 20" century
schools of American poetics—the Beats, the Language poets, etc.—it’s rarely associated with
either, and his adherence to a Black Mountain school of poetics—as ill-defined as that term
is—seems severely problematized if not dissipative through Geography and The North
Atlantic Turbine, and entirely absent from Gunslinger.>' But another paradox: while Dorn’s
early, lyrical side is frequently pitted against the formal engagements and dissembled
manipulations of his contemporaries among the Language poets, Dorn’s sense of “total
respons(ibility” produced strikingly congruent objectives. His 1978 book, Hello, La Jolla,
begins by defining, justifying, and enacting the method it describes, in a four-line poem titled,
“A for Ism”: “A poets occupation / is to compose poetry / The writing of it/ is
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everywhere. Punning on the self-conscious aphoristic mode, and the “perverse

proliferation” of language at the meddling, cumbersome hands of bureaucracy, whether in the

capitol or on the campus, “Ism” connotatively goes both ways—toward the derogatory and

9 ¢

the de facto—and denotatively goes everywhere: “an action or its result,” “a state or quality,”

99 ¢

“a system, principle, or ideological movement,” “a pathological condition,” and so forth.
Dorn’s “Ism” is both independent of, and identical to the very pronominal, psychological

construct “I” itself. As poetry is “everywhere” already written, so the authorial “I” is

228
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Dorn, Collected Poems, 3.

Dorn, Abhorrences, 47.

20 Ezra Pound, The Cantos (New York: New Directions, 1995), 542.

#! ' Which is to say Olson’s influence on the surface seems diminished in Gunslinger, which as a work
of fiction, might have irked Dorn’s “istorian,” archeologist teacher.

2 Dorn, Hello, La Jolla, unpaginated introduction. And note this similarity to Che Guevara’s slogan:
“The duty of a revolutionary is to make a revolution everywhere.” Quoted in Ali and Watkins, /968

Marching in the Streets, 46.
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inseparable from the language it purports to subjugate, and from the “you all” among whom
“I”” is supposedly distinct. But is “I” part of its suffix, or a// suffix? We all use “I,” each
independently assuming an imperturbable antecedent in a self otherwise out of all definitional
bounds. Elsewhere, responding to an interviewer’s observation that “the mode of speaking in
Gunslinger is repartee”—etymologically that’s “divide again”—Dorn struggles for a
corrective terminology to articulate the poem’s multiform, inclusive voice, how “[i]n the

singular / the many cohere™***:

“Drama” doesn’t satisfy me. “Dialogue” is incorrect... it really is a
matter of how to reproduce what you think is the composition of your
speech. Which means Where You Are. We move around a lot. We hear
many people saying the same thing, but they’re all saying it in different
ways... People seem to speak in lines in America—you get a line. Every-
body’s got a line. Our articulation is quite different from other people’s;
we arrive at understanding and meaning through massive assaults on the
language, so no particular word is apt to be final.***

In the ordering of a particular set of receptions there resolves an “I,” a "changing-same" (to
refashion Baraka’s term for the status quo), but “[a]gain, it’s drift. ...there’s locus,” Dorn told
an interviewer, “but the locus is where you’re at and when you move, the locus moves. ...
you are your space...”>> The self as where you are, Dorn suggests. With characteristic pith,
Robert Creeley orders this evolution (a la Olson) in a two-line shard from his 1969 book,
Pieces: “Thinking of Olson—*we are / as we find out we are.””**°

Wandering, in Dorn’s work, in Dorn’s life, interpenetrates resistance and reception—
resistant in its mutability, its liminality, and receptive in its moving into and looking out, for
which the eye, empowered by its pronominal pun, is receptacle, both instrument and
interstice. Again from Pieces—a book Dorn would praise as made by hand, “if that weren’t,
at this time, a qualified phrase”—here’s more Creeley, referencing his many friends: “Want
to get the sense of ‘I’ into Zukofsky’s ‘eye’—a locus of experience, not a presumption of
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expected value. The kaleidoscopic shifting residence in “I” is a locus of experience, not a

“presumption” of self-worth, no appeal to the ego. “There will be some along our way,” the

33 Robert Creeley, The Collected Poems of Robert Creeley (Berkeley: University of California Press,

1982), 439.

% Dorn, “Roadtesting the Language,” interview by Fredman, 99-100.

> Dorn, “Waying the West,” interview by Cooperman, et al., Ed Dorn Live, 95.
2% Creeley, The Collected Poems of Robert Creeley, 425.

237 Dorn, “Robert Creeley’s Pieces,” Views, 120; Creeley, Collected Poems, 435.
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»2% Migration, on one hand the

Poet in Gunslinger notes of I’s passing, “to claim I stinks.
leaden vestiture of marginality, of homelessness, becomes, on the other, a method to reclaim
the self, “as medium,” to resist static, normative categorization not by sealing off but
ramifying sensorial capacity and absorbing the “totality of its forms™: a mobile locus of I, an
empirical I, the Gunslinger’s “organ Ization.”*’

To trace the thickly interwoven trajectories that embroider Dorn’s locus of
experience—the relation between personal life, work, and public world—and to explore the
occurrence and influence of Lawrence, Kansas—radiating afresh its turbulent, incandescent
history when Dorn arrived as a poet-in-residence in early 1968—one must, like Coronado
with his stakes, lay first some groundwork among Dorn’s early years in central Illinois—
where “unruined and damned hieroglyphs / ... form / the message of men stooping down / in
my native land”—through his “self-exile” in Pocatello, where Helene’s “eyes indelicate / as
they were, / were nonetheless / and her eyes guided / me into the recesses of my own /
untrackable / world,” and finally, to the rainy, disenchantment that shrouded Colchester,
abstracted Essex, and which Jennifer Dunbar, a 21-year-old student from London, would

blithely scatter with “her slight smiling lassitude.””*’
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Dorn, Gunslinger, 59.
Dorn, Gunslinger, 66.
20 Dorn, Collected Poems, 135; 143; 230.
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...as if the earth under our feet
were
an excrement of some sky

and we degraded prisoners
destined
to hunger until we eat filth

while imagination strains
after deer
going by fields of goldenrod in

the stifling heat of September
Somehow
it seems to destroy us

It is only in isolate flecks that
something

is given off

No one
to witness
and adjust, no one to drive the car

— William Carlos Williams?**!

...the darkness sur-
rounds us, what

can we do against
it, or else, shall we &
why not, buy a goddamn big car,

drive, he sd, for
christ’s sake, look
out where yr going.

—Robert Creeley***

2. Fenced Off Little Promised Land

“I was brought up a nomad,” Dorn told his biographer, fellow poet and close friend, Tom

Clark in 1980. “There’s an awful lot of pressure now to stop all that. And in fact, the

numbers are getting extremely more and more coercive against movement at all. Movement,

thought, anything—the numbers are coercing against it. They’re entering the machines. Soon

the power of the machines is going to be overwhelming. The machines’ capability is already

! William Carlos Williams, The Collected Poems of William Carlos Williams, Volume 1: 1909-1939,

ed. A. Walton Litz & Christopher MacGowan (New York: New Directions, 1986), 218-219.

242 Creeley, Collected Poems, 132.
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great, but the data is deficient. But once the data catches up with the capability, it’s going to

be more and more difficult to move, anywhere.”**

Dorn was born on the lip of the Great
Depression, April 2, 1929, near the banks of the Embarrass River (a pun he enjoyed), in Villa
Grove, Illinois. His biological father, William Dorn, a railroad brakeman, disappeared when
he was an infant, and Dorn was raised by his mother and stepfather, Louise and Glen

. 244
Abercrombie.

His rural, impoverished, working class upbringing effected a severe and
skeptical sense of manmade place—“My tribe came from struggling labor / ...parents /
Wandering work search, up and down / The bleak grit avenues of Flint... / Michael Moore-
land from the beginning / Manmade poisons in the cattle feed way”—and early on that
“struggling labor” instilled an iron and exceptional (for Dorn) allegiance “to the dispossessed
“people of the world,” “the lower classes / who have lands and moneys, food and shelter / in
the great escrow called Never.”**’

Though the postwar industrial boom saw the U.S. gross national product leap from
$212 billion in 1945, to roughly $900 billion in 1970, “the concentration of wealth in the
hands of a small number of corporations and a small number of families remained the most
striking fact about the United States economy,” writes American historian, Howard Zinn**
For instance, the lowest fifth of the population, between 1944 and 1961, received a mere five
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percent of the national income, while the top fifth garnered forty-five percent of it.
1953, eighty percent of corporate stock and ninety percent of corporate bonds were owned by
less than two percent of the population, and in 1960, a shocking forty million Americans
lived below the Bureau of Labor Statistics poverty line.**® In 1966, in Mobile, Alabama, a
particularly painful example of postwar destitution, about sixty people lived “at the dump in
shacks built of trash,” and roughly 200 others went daily to the dump to scavenge for
necessities. Meanwhile, those dining at the restaurant on the thirty-third floor of the newly-
constructed First National Bank in downtown Mobile, could look out on the dump below, and

“see people outlined against the flames of burning trash.”>*

23 Dorn, “Ed Dorn’s Views,” interview by Clark, Views, 23-24.

** See Clark, World of Difference.

2 Dorn, “Tribe,” in Chemo Sabe, unpaginated; and Dorn, Collected Poems, 35.
246 Zinn, Postwar-America: 1945-1971,91.

*71bid., 91.

**1bid., 91; 90.

*1bid., 94.
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Dorn’s observation that American society was becoming “more and more coercive
against movement at all,” is appallingly verified by “the numbers.” The bottom tenth of the
population, which included around twenty million people, collected the same one percent of
national wealth in 1947 that they collected in 1968, whereas over the same period, the top
tenth of the population took a steady thirty percent. Still, the largest profits of this exorbitant
boost in the GNP took the form of “capital gains for corporations,” as Zinn notes, of which

there were 200,000 in America in the two decades following World War .%°

Initially
conceived as a temporary alliance between companies for the purpose of realizing a specific
project, the corporation had facilitated, for instance, railroad construction and bridge building
in the 19" century, but always with a narrow legal mandate. However, at the end of the Civil
War, the Supreme Court’s interpretation of the fourteenth amendment bestowed upon the
corporation the legal status (and therefore, the rights) of a “person,” a maneuver that
exponentially increased its power. Thus, a little over half a century later, 200 mega-
corporations “controlled approximately 60 per cent of the manufacturing wealth of the nation.
The net profits of the ten largest companies in America equaled that of the 490 next largest

companies,” Zinn writes.*”'

As these corporations absorbed and merged with one another
(larger companies swallowed $10 million dollars between 1948 and 1965 by acquisitioning
800 smaller companies), and federal highway projects blasted tunnels and poured blacktop to
create a streaming, coast-to-coast network for merchandise, the military, and the family
vacation, “[p]ostwar America saw a boom in highways, motels, restaurants, and office
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buildings. The landscape was utterly changing. “[T]here are now no / negative areas he

9 <.

has ignored,” Dorn flatly bemoans in “Idaho Out,” “the poles have been strung for our time

together / and his hand is in the air as well.”**’

Private Property. No Trespassing. Keep Out: The mantric, ubiquitous slogans of the
dismembered American West—its Intermontane Region mottled by the zip-locked and
densely fortified “laboratory” territories, both federal and corporate, from Hanger 18 to Skull
Valley. But the shifting and expanding concepts of property and free enterprise collusion that
guard Dorn’s “escrow called Never” formed the core principles upon which a distinctly

American West was carved out of the wilderness, through which Dorn’s ancestors roamed.

20 1bid., 93-94.

1 bid., 91.

22 1bid., 94.

233 Dorn, Collected Poems, 107.
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In her lodestone history, The Legacy of Conquest, Patricia Nelson Limerick discourages
scholarly consideration of the West as a process, and instead frames her study as an
exploration of place, wherein certain seemingly archaic processes might be suddenly
revived.”* Her perspective emphasizes Western history not simply as a “process of
expansion, but [as] an array of efforts to wrap the concept of property around unwieldy
objects. Agricultural development on plains and prairies made this process deceptively

simple.”*>

The unregulated nature of private enterprise in new western “territories,” usually
governed by a policy of tactical negligence and absenteeism, gave developing industries
“unlimited access to natural resources,” and federal subsidies, which drew few boundaries
around grazing lands or timber forests, encouraged the containment of ever more “open”
space.””® Limerick notes a startling variety of resources that were subsumed under the notion
of private property along the early American frontier: animal pelts and hides, valuable

257 Not to

minerals, cattle and grazing territory, timber, transportation routes, oil, and water.
mention people. The most alarming instance in early Western development of the channeling
of public funds to private enterprise, the construction of the railways, inflamed the debate
around slavery, and continually defaulted on the allocation of land to indigenous peoples.
Although the relocation of Eastern indigenous tribes to present day Kansas,
Nebraska, and Oklahoma, was promised to be a permanent arrangement, the Indian Removal
Act of 1830, like the Missouri Compromise a decade earlier, soon became a barricade to the
insatiable desires of a transcontinental railroad. “The idea of arresting our progress in that
direction,” wrote Stephen Douglas, chairman of the Committee of Territories and later
Democratic nominee for president in 1860 (against Abraham Lincoln), “has become so
ludicrous that we are amazed, that wise and patriotic statesmen ever cherished the thought ...
How are we to develop cherish and protect our immense interests and possessions on the
Pacific, with a vast wilderness fifteen hundred miles in breadth, filled with hostile savages,
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and cutting off all direct communication. The Indian barrier must be remove A native

of Chicago, Douglas’s interests in a railroad terminus in that city were largely tied to his

% See Limerick, The Legacy of Conquest, 25: “Let the car break down in the desert, or let the Indians
file a lawsuit to reassert an old land claim, and the quaint appeal of nature and native can abruptly
vanish. The frontier is suddenly reopened.”

3 Limerick 71

> Ibid., 82.

> Ibid., 71-73.

> Ibid., 92-93.
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considerable real estate holdings. But any proposal for dissolving the self-inflicted “Indian
barrier” necessarily had to appease the South’s demand for the legalization of slavery in new
territories. Oddly enough, Douglas’s solution, the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854, which left
the question of slavery open to the inhabitants of the two territories, reversed the early
Compromise of 1850 that he’d put forward. The national consequences of Douglas’s
maneuvers were beyond compare. “In Kansas,” Limerick writes, “Americans made the
prewar transition to the dehumanization of opponents, to the preparation to wage a justified
war against savages and barbarians, and the creation of a climate where verbal violence could

»2%% And Douglas too, was irreparably maligned: “I

suddenly turn into physical violence.
could travel from Boston to Chicago by the light of my own effigy,” he claimed.*®

Like the exploitative Mining Laws of 1866 and 1872, which “had the principal charm
of validating the procedures that had worked to [the] advantage” of the large mining
companies (and needless to say, not to those of the miners), the legislative acrobatics that
facilitated the railroad industry’s sprawling networks also inscribed the brutality and self-
interest of the modernizing empire directly onto the physical landscape.”®' Soon, a multitude
of industries would reap similar benefits and leave similar scars. During the First World War,
for instance, the use-value vision of the American forest shifted from a mass of railroad ties

to a field of gunstocks, and logging “became a patriotic duty.”**

First, the government
“curtailed” civilian use of timber, then transferred control of the industry to the army, who
formed the Spruce Production Division of the Signal Corps in 1917, and “produced 180
million board feet of timber, 120 million of it for the Allies.”** Overall, “the equivalent of a
full year’s supply of civilian timber” was shipped to the European front, “in the form of

. . 264
weapons and provisions.”

Wartime imperatives for logging fit neatly among the “entire
conglomerate,” Dorn remarked, “of need and wasted vision,” a continuum of environmental
destruction that eco-historian Frieda Knobloch also identifies: “The army’s aggressive

logging of western forests—‘thorough and tragic’—alarmed the Forest Service, which was

> bid., 92-93.

2 Ibid., 93.

> Ibid., 66.

262 Frieda Knobloch, The Culture of Wilderness: Agriculture as Colonization in the American West
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996), 33.

23 Knobloch, The Culture of Wilderness, 33.

2% Ibid., 33.
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prevented from supervising logging operations, but conservation was as incompatible with
the war effort as it had been with territorial occupation.”265

Sometimes, however, the need for conservation went deeper than aesthetics, and
even beyond the inconvenient gadfly of environmental ethics. The excesses of “progress”
occasionally drew unimaginable, unavoidable horrors from the natural environment. Amidst
the ravages of the Great Depression in the 1930s, “overgrazing and careless plowing” in the
Dust Bowl of the Great Plains helped to produce dense and massive clouds of dust, which
“turned mobile, and the dust-filled sky over Washington, D.C., carried a message to Congress

that the accidents of Western development affected the nation as a whole.”*

The message
was ill-received. Pesticides, like the notorious DDT, became standard agricultural tools over
the following decades, with slight consideration of their harmful side-effects in humans, or
even, it seems, of their effectiveness at all: the Department of Agriculture’s calculations for
crop losses due to “insect, disease and weed pests in 1945,” compared to the same in 1980,
show a three percent increase.*"’

As the 20" century got underway, windfall profits from Western exploitation inflated
the appetites of a consumer society for new material comforts at rate faster than the rapidly

industrializing economy could pull resources from the earth.”® “Oh god,” Dorn laments in

“Home on the Range, February, 1962

...did the pioneer society sanctify the responsible citizen
To do that
face like a plot of ground
Was it iron locomotives and shovels, hand tools
And barbed wire motives for each man’s
Fenced off little promised land.

These sherpas of responsible destruction

... they cry

In pain over daily income—a hundred years of planned greed
Loving the welfare state of new barns and bean drills

Hot passion for the freedom of the dentist!

Their plots were america’s first subdivisions called homesteads

2 Ibid., 33-34.

%0 1 imerick, The Legacy of Conquest, 318.

> Ibid., 154.

*%8 For instance, see Rome, The Bulldozer in the Countryside, 20: “For the nonfarm population as a
whole, the homeownership rate in 1920 was 41 percent, a figure that had changed little since the
government began to keep housing statistics in 1890.”
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Lean american-gothic quarter sections gaunt look

Managing to send their empty-headed son who is a ninny

to nebraska to do it, all over again, to the ground, a prairie

Dog hole,

And always they smirk at starvation

And consider it dirty ... a joke their daughters learn

From their new husbands.®
This surplus demand rooted itself as a “standard of living” in the emergent class-conscious
mind of the capitalist citizen. To organize and manufacture the demands of citizen-
consumers shortly after World War I, Secretary of Commerce, Herbert Hoover envisioned the

2270 In his best-

former homestead confederacy transformed into “a nation of home owners.
selling manifesto American Individualism, Hoover argued: “The only road to further advance
in the standard of living is by greater innovation, greater elimination of waste, greater

production and better distribution of commodities and services.””"

To achieve his goal, to
produce what Tom Clark calls, an “orthodoxy of comfort in America,” the whole panoply of
lifestyle’s accoutrements, Hoover understood the necessity of eliminating those elements
antithetical to it—like waste, which in 1920, “accounted for 53 percent of the cost of

construction.”*”?

Emboldened by the success of Henry Ford’s automobile assembly lines,
mass production became the single, comprehensive answer to engineering Hoover’s promise
of “permanent prosperity”: “Above all, the love of home is one of the finest instincts and the
greatest of inspirations of our people.”*”?

Through the 1920s Hoover’s plan appeared to be working: “The years from 1922 to
1928 set construction records. In 1925, the peak year, the number of housing starts reached
937,000. That was nearly twice the pre-1922 record.”*™* But the 1930s cast a dreary shade
over the initial success. In 1933, for example, the rate of foreclosures in the nation’s cities,
“reached a thousand a week.” The system that intended to mass produce homes, the yardstick
of Hoover’s “standard of living,” was actually amassing foreclosure, debt, and

dispossession—not compatible with a concept of home at all. Despite the implementation of

Roosevelt’s National Housing Act of 1934, which “created a mortgage-insurance program

29 Dorn, Collected Poems, 44.

270 Rome, The Bulldozer in the Countryside, 21.
2 bid., 21.

22 1bid., 21.

23 1bid., 23, 20.

" 1bid., 23.
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that revolutionized the nation’s home finance system,” by 1940 the proportion of
homeowners had fallen back “to 41 percent, the 1920 figure.”*”” In the mid-1930s, one-third

of the nation’s population “still lived in terribly substandard dwellings.”*”®

Perhaps Dorn’s
family was among those struggling masses, suffering “the inside of an american lower middle
class house which has been robbed of life in a way that death doesn’t really cover,” he recalls
in his hometown memoir, “Driving Across the Prairie”: “My sister has become middle class
by worrying about public safety. The noneconomic path most people take into that subworld.
I was never middleclass nor were my parents, I mean our safety was never public. Our
poverty was public.”*”’

As a boy, Dorn was particularly fond of his French-Quebecois grandfather, William
Merton Ponton, “Master pipefitter in the age of steam / Indian fifty percent, very French.”*”®
It was on Ponton’s railroad passes that, as a boy, Dorn and his mother traveled the country.
And it was his grandfather Ponton whom Dorn watched, “in the leaky waters of winter /
wasted like a job,” whose cancer, in the poem “Obituary,” invokes both the maniacal,
technocratic single-mindedness of a “brutal economic calculus,” and its burdens
disproportionately heaped on the underprivileged.””” This world gone wrong transforms
fellow worker into “antagonist,” and human encounter into unctuous, material exchange
(“...he / gave me a penny once / with slick smile, big teeth”); the scant dignity remaining in

merging oneself with a craft, is effaced by industrial development, or ruthlessly sealed only at

the moment of their simultaneous death:

...the time my grandfather died
and his helper hooked his job as death
hooked the master fitter’s throat and now
the railroad too is dead®*
A formal emphasis on absence in the awkwardly chronological sequence of end words: “died
/ death / now / dead.” Such enjambed alliterative suspensions frequently balance the

phraseology of Dorn’s early, agonistic lyrics, sometimes as a series of disruptions, or

questions, in his poems to John Ledyard and Meriwether Lewis, for example, or sometimes

> 1bid., 23.

70 1bid., 25

277 Dorn, “Driving Across the Prairie,” Views, 57; 60.
"8 Dorn, “Tribe,” Chemo Sdbe, unpaginated.

2" Dorn, Collected Poems, 48.

280 Dorn, Collected Poems, 49.
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by the slow accretion of repeated phrases, in such works as “On the Debt My Mother Owed
to Sears Roebuck,” and “Thesis,” wherein the incantatory discharge of emotion (as Coleridge
observed of the ballad) cannot be exhausted by a single enunciation, or in, “The Cosmology
of Finding Your Place,” in which recurring phrases are the floorboards over which one

281

searches for a right place.”™ Dorn’s final collection of poems, Chemo Sabe, recounts the

struggle between pancreatic cancer and chemotherapy’s “pharmacopia” that transformed his
body into a battlefield, harkening back to his grandfather’s death. The evocation of ruin in
the third world as global capitalism’s degradation of the host body formulates Dorn’s conceit
in the closing lines of “The Decadron, Tagamit, Benadryl and Taxol Cocktail Party of 1
March 1999”—a conceit which he extends absolutely, to an exalting in his own sacrificial
annihilation, as the wretched fate his tumor will share: “But then I see her / puzzled
misapprehension and know / what she can never anticipate when my spirit / will watch this
Bitch burn at my deliverance / in the furnace of my joyful cremation.””

Like the half-requited reprisal of Chemo Sabe that only death can fully resolve, most
desires remain just out of reach in Dorn’s early work. Distance, severance, and loss haunt
family relationships and agitate dark spirits in the territories where home should otherwise be.
“I became that land and wandered out of it,” not only bespeaks an Olsonian absorption and
projection of place, but also defines the extent to which natural devastation and the squalor of
cheap labor are yoked by cruel economic priorities. So corrupted our natural cycles, so
mangled our coexistence and feverishly impenetrable our national allegiance—shrouding as
it’s soothing—we stare nonplussed, dumb to the juxtaposed absurdity of rotting food and a
starving population: “an entire conglomerate / of need and wasted vision. All the children /
were taught the pledge of Allegiance, and the land was pledged / to private use, the walnut
dropped in the autumn on the ground / green, and lay black in the dead grass in the spring.”**’

Natural cycles and free market imperatives trade places in Dorn’s early poem, “On
the Debt My Mother Owed to Sears Roebuck,” to emit a stagnant, ponderous malaise that
burdens the air of Dorn’s youth. Over the landscape is fastened the not-quite-visible, but

imprisoning superstructure of private property (“an unkind and incessant word whispered / in

the house of the major farmer / and the catalogue company”) that transfers the land’s

1 See entry for “Ballad,” in Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics, eds. Alex Preminger and
T.V.F. Brogan (Princton: Princeton University Press, 1993).

2 Dorn, Chemo Sdbe, unpaginated.

8 Dorn, Collected Poems, 155.

76



barrenness (‘“Summer was dry, dry the garden / ... dry / with the rows of corn the
grasshoppers / came happily to strip, in hordes”) to its most hapless inhabitants—like Dorn’s
mother, whom he recalls “waiting,” always, “brooding,” in the house, “a little heavy / from
too much corn meal... / a little melancholy from the dust of the fields / in her eye, the only

title she ever had to lands—>"*%

In the dry break of this last line, one divines another kind of
movement, an overarching, consuming motion—its gauges and remunerations dispatched, as
the land’s fecundity is, to an arena beyond the crippled reach of Dorn’s family. But the
machinations of this fixed motion nonetheless incorporate them, “to keep / things going,
owing that debt,” to the furthest limit of their exploitative potential: “and man’s ways winged
their way to her through the mail / saying so much per month / so many months, this is yours,

take it / take it, take it, take it.”*®

This machine comes to you; it disguises its corrupted
reliance on the indebted consumer as an invitation to the hallowed realms of citizenship and
material culture, of social belonging, etc.—"“this is yours, take it / take it, take it, take it.” A
fixed and exclusive movement whose operations entrench poverty within a class whose labor
sustains wealth and comforts for distant parties, the cycle of debt defoliates natural cycles,
smears the subjugated landscape “in two hemispheres,” chasing profit at inestimable human
and environmental cost. And so, in the tense, restrained scorn of the poem’s final lines, debt,

this engine of “progress,” is refashioned (like logging) by the “cogs that turn this machine,”

as a dignified, patriotic duty:

...tractors chugged pulling harrows

pulling discs, pulling great yields from the earth

pulse for the armies in two hemispheres, 1943

and she was part of that stay at home army to keep

things going, owing that debt.”
The “stay at home army”—is that a (jingoist) commendation, or a (sexist) command?
Formally, the poem seems complicit in this, its plodding rhythms enact the arduous,
“incessant,” stagnation the narrator struggles to define. Within the poem’s first three lines,
four things—summer, garden, hearts, rows of corn—are “dry,” and while the accumulation of

new concerns—*is the tank full? thinking of the horse / and my lazy arms thinking of the

water / so far below the well platform”—is overwhelming in its collective burden, each detail

2% Dorn, Collected Poems, 46.
3 1bid., 46-47.
%% Ibid., 47.
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is as anxiously registered as it is sacrificed for the next. The dizzying compression of this
verse extracts from its final lines a frightening disclosure of structure: “from the earth / pulse
for the armies in two hemispheres, 1943.”

“After all these pronouncements,” Dorn confesses in “The Pronouncement,” another
poem from Hands Up!, “[w]hat I already knew: not a damn thing / ever changes:  the cogs
that turn this machine are set / a thousand miles on plumb, beneath the range of the
Himalayas.”” The Newly Fallen, Hands Up!, The North Atlantic Turbine—Dorn's early
titles all interrogate the multifaceted nature of mobility, its transgressions and restrictions,
under the diocese of industrial capitalism. Like the debt to Sears, the cogs that shackle the
“cooked wrists” of Cleveland Thompson in Dorn’s disarming lyric, “The Prisoner of
Bellefonte (PA),” suggest the deeply embedded, “mind-forged’ captivity of wage slavery, or
social class, where reparations are strategies for assimilation in disguise: “they say the people
of the community / got the woman he raped / a job in the factory, / like Darwin’s Tierra del

95288

Fuegoan / they took her back to make a go for them. The sinister merger of labor and

rape is grotesquely reinforced by the dactylic, Byronesque rhyme of “go for them” with
“Fuegoan.” But what to do about all this merciless treachery, all this sick justice? What

prescription, Mr. Dorn? What resolution? Nothing but to face that fate, the “World of iron

thorns,” and pray that “failure be kindly, and come / in small unnoticeable pieces.””® “It’s

not okay,” Dorn was repeatedly reminded by his childhood Protestant priest, “and it’s not

95290

going to be okay. Fifty years later, Abhorrences made epigrammatic “The Protestant

View”:

that eternal dissent
and the ravages of
faction are preferable
to the voluntary
servitude of blind
obedience.*”’

Anticipation for the father’s arrival festers in the debt poem but only “man’s ways”

can penetrate that dust. And a sense of home, beyond the “hedges of fields she knew / in her

7 Dorn, Collected Poems, 77.

288 Dorn, Collected Poems, 27-28.
2% Dorn, Collected Poems, 29.

% Clark, World of Difference, 13.
1 Dorn, Abhorrences, 19.
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eye as a vague land where she lived,” never makes it in the house, “nibbled” by the absence.
Dorn’s career records his fixation with corrupted or compromised arrivals (the Europeans to
the New World, say, or the event to the newspaper), with failures in communication and the
slippery, treacherous tendencies of language. Note the breach in possibility—not enough
paper—that ends the autobiographical “Tribe,” or the disdainful impatience with “names” in
“The Rick of Green Wood.” And communication without language fascinates Dorn. In
“Idaho Out,” for example, silent conveyance is superior to what’s spoken—the pioneering
westerner’s “stupidity required the services / of at least one of his saddle bags and, in the
meantime / his indian friends / signalled one another over his head / as he passed on his
businesslike way / in the depressions / between them, in long shadows / they looking deaf and

dumb, moving fingers / on the slight rounds / of nebraskan hills.”***

The terse yet casual,
“On the Nature of Communication September 7, 1966,” journalistically records the
assassination of South African Prime Minister, Hendrik Frensch Verwoerd, who that day,
“looked up / as the appropriately colored man / approached. He expected / a message. What
he received / was a message. Nothing else. / ...the message was delivered / to his thick neck /

and his absolute breast / via a knife....”?**

Two years later, Dorn drew back “the curtain / of
the reality theatre” on the Gunslinger’s “slender leather encased hands / folded casually / to
make his knock.”*** The Gunslinger’s cloaked and curious arrival is part revelation, part
revolution, part spectacle, and disarmingly phenomenological: he fires no bullets but “pure
information,” and losing his patience with the tedious inquiries of his too-literal-minded
companion, exclaims: “Questioner, you got some strange / obsessions, you want to know /

»295 These are demands on

what something means after you’ve / seen it, after you been there.
poetry as well—poetry, Olson insisted, enacts, minus the slough of description. Perhaps
Dorn’s chameleonic stylistic reinventions—from the extended meta-narrative of Gunslinger
to the winnowed pronouncements of Abhorrences—imply an investigation of this kind, into
the paradoxical nature of communication—a career in beginnings.

And beginnings end to end. His biological father disappeared when Dorn was still an
infant, so the always arriving father in the debt poem might be his step-father. But like his

hollowed shell of an environment, an indelible sense of absence encased by “brooding,”

292 Dorn, Collected Poems, 110.
293 Dorn, Collected Poems, 216.
% Dorn, Gunslinger, 3.
*»bid., 27; 39.

79



’

congeals a caustic substance, like the revolting contradiction of “men vomiting from hunger’
downtown. It wasn’tuntil 1960, at the age of thirty, that Dorn was introduced to his

biological father, and only by mail—a letter from the railroad outskirts of Portsmouth, Ohio:
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“Well I Suppose you wonder what I look like well... Unable to shake the feeling

(“repossession”) of the event's socioeconomic roots, Dorn wrote to Olson: “For all the world

95297

I am floored, ...It seems like repossession... I guess I’m crying. A year-and-a-half later,

on principle—his only son had ‘rudely’ asked him for a small loan (“I though I was Pretty
Nice to send you 40 Dollars Not Knowing you. Does your Friends send you money. I bet they
Don’t...”—actually they did), Dorn’s father disappeared for the second time, and for good, as
quietly and unimpressively as he’d done some thirty years before.””® After his father’s death
in 1968, Dorn tore up his photograph. The one he had.*’

Throughout his childhood, Dorn watched the starved by-products of the same “brutal
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economic calculus” that suffocated his grandfather, prowl the streets of his hometown.”™ In

the preface to Dorn’s Selected Poems, Creeley introduces the most widely referenced event of
Dorn’s young years in Illinois, the night of his senior prom, when he impulsively climbed the
city water tower “to show off,” and unexpectedly found desperate messages scrawled by an

indigent, war-torn generation—records of personal hardship that he’d seen on the ground:

...looked out I did

over the lights of a realm I thought grander than

and any of it, altogether, was very little, and when

the pictographic scratches in the silver paint told me

as | walked around

the cat-walk expression of what had happened in the 1930°s

men vomiting from hunger

on the thin sidewalk below, a lonely mason

with his business ring on, but beyond,

in the little shoe repair shops the men,

part of a hopeless vigilante, exhaling the slow mustard gas

of World War 1. My mother, moving slowly in a grim kitchen

and my stepfather moving slowly down the green rows of corn

these are my unruined and damned hieroglyphs.

Because they form

the message of men stooping down

% Clark, World of Difference, 102.
7 1bid., 102.

% Ibid., 105.

% Ibid., 107.

3% Dorn, Collected Poems, 94.
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in my native land, and father an entire conglomerate

of need and wasted vision.*"’
Here’s the stepfather directly, “moving slowly,” but here fathering, in the reproductive sense,
breeds only suffering, “an entire conglomerate / of need and wasted vision.” Like his view
years later from atop the Eldridge Hotel, the view from the tower unfolds a landscape
inscribed with the “breathless venalities of real estate”—histories of human exploitation,

. .. . 302
misery, and the criminal misuse of natural resources.

As the watery predicament was for
Coleridge’s mariner, so Dorn’s view from the Villa Grove tower compounds isolation, the
violent amputation from what’s naturally provided. These “damnned hieroglyphs” call out
not to a sacred, sentient presence—here all activity is burdened, “stooping down”—but cry
back to the State that has taken its place, an omnipotent and implacable power whose
geometric confines we obsessively carve in the unruly land—Ilike “the first white flour
makers,” in “Idaho Out,” who, “jealously / keep that form and turn the sides / of the citizens’
hills into square documents / of their timid endeavor.”*”

In 1866, the territorial secretary of Idaho, Horace C. Wilson, who, one resident
concluded, “seems to have been of a very selfish nature,” fled the future state with “$33,550

304 . . g .
7™ Wilson’s shameless, subsidized version of

of the territorial legislature’s funds.
profiteering, however, was wholly of a piece with the widespread failure in the West (in the
Dakota, Montana, and New Mexico Territories, for example) on the part of companies and
individual officials to differentiate governmental projects from private enterprise.’” As much
as the manipulations that blurred those categories continued through the following century,
the property lines that demarcated their engagements became all the more inflexibly defined.
Settlement in new territories was increasingly linked to financial exploitation, “the first
political questions concerned the location of the territorial capital or, one level below, of the
county seat. ...[S]ecuring the seat of government also meant securing financial opportunity

through a guaranteed population and a reliable market.”**® Over the first half of the 1900s,

“federal participation in the Western economy expanded.””” The Reclamation Act of 1902,

1 Ibid., 155.

2 Dorn, preface to Empire of Skin, 11.
3% Dorn, Collected Poems, 108-109.

9% Limerick, The Legacy of Conquest, 84.
% 1bid., 85.

% Ibid., 85.

7 Ibid., 87.
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for instance, consolidated federal control over water, “the West’s key resource,” and the
Taylor Grazing Act of 1934, “centralized the control of grazing on the public domain.”*
Such legislation, and the “square documents” it firmly established, laid the
foundation for an unprecedented surge in new homebuilding immediately following the
Second World War. In the mid-40s, government research estimated the need for “5 million
new homes and apartments,” to meet the demands of “14 million men and women,” recently
discharged from the armed forces.”” Various governmental programs (e.g., The G.I. Bill, the
Housing Act of 1949) sought to catalyze production and facilitate consumption at the same
time, and their multiform efforts were remarkably successful. In 1956, sixty percent of
Americans owned homes. In all, historian Adam Rome writes, “[b]Juilders constructed over
15 million homes in the 1950s, more than twice the total for the 1940s and nearly six times
the figure for the 1930s. ...[T]he tract-house developer became the dominant force in the
industry. By 1959, large-scale builders were responsible for 64 percent of the housing

8.7°'" Thus, more than ten

market, compared to just 24 percent in 1949 and 5 percent in 193
million people in the 1950s migrated from rural to urban America, or were subsumed by the
massive suburban sprawl, multiplying “on the body .../ like a fungus of some / criminal

kind.”*'" Over the course of the 1950s, “the nation’s cities and suburbs took a million more

acres every year—a territory larger than Rhode Island.”"?

By 1958, some suburbs in
California covered 30 percent of their land with “impervious” surfaces (like concrete), which
significantly altered drainage and moisture levels in the soil; by the late 1960s, in a populous
county just outside the nation’s capital, “builders had destroyed 60 percent of the streams.”"
At a national level, in the two decades between the mid-50s and mid-70s, “almost a million

acres of marshes, swamps, bogs, and coastal estuaries were destroyed by urban development.

% Ibid., 87.

309 Rome, The Bulldozer in the Countryside, 18.

1 Ibid., 35.

"' Dorn, Way West, 173. The U.S. Geological Survey in 1971 explained the process of
suburbanization this way: “the land is stripped of much of its vegetation and divided into rectangular
lots in a regular grid pattern. This method of development obliterates many of the smaller drainage
channels, and they must be replaced by enclosed storm sewers. While the storm sewers are generally
adequate to handle the runoff from minor and moderate storms, the sewers overflow during the
occasional severe storm and flood streets and basements.” Rome, The Bulldozer in the Countryside,
196, and see Rome’s footnote.

312 Rome, The Bulldozer in the Countryside, 120.

*" Ibid., 195-196.
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Builders even began to subdivide wetlands the size of the Florida Everglades.”'* In 1970,
according to the U.S. Census, metropolitan space occupied 10.9 percent of America’s total
area—a steady rise from 5.9 percent and 8.7 percent, in 1950 and 1960, respectively.’"” Both
the concept of home—through magazines and advertisements, kitchenware and corn on the
cob—and the home itself—a “tract” house, from the Latin tractus, meaning “drawing,
dragging,” the first stages of the suburb—were increasingly at the behest of mass production,
pasted over and sealed off from the natural landscape on which they sat.

For the burgeoning housing industry to stay afloat—to “keep that form and turn the
sides”—it involved a “fusion of demographic trends, government policy and business
interests into something like a suburban-industrial complex,” writes journalist Godfrey
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Hodgson.”” More and more the violent partitioning of the natural landscape reflected an

egregious compartmentalization of societal needs, thoughts, and desires. Between 1946 and
1955, automobile production increased from 2 million to 6 million cars a year; lawnmower
sales skyrocketed ten-fold in less than five years; and over the five year period after World

War II, when “consumer spending increased 60 percent, ... the amount spent on furnishings
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and appliances rose 240 percent. Already a function of property, the standard of living

quickly became synonymous with material assets and the power to consume: “the single

family home with a full complement of consumer goods had become the most common

999318

image of ‘the American way of life. By 1970, according to the Census Bureau:

99.8 per cent of the population ... had a refrigerator; roughly 92 per
cent of American families had a washing machine, 95 per cent a tele-
vision set, 91 per cent a vacuum cleaner. For the top third of the pop-
ulation, there were multiple joys: 36 per cent of the population had
air conditioners, 38 per cent color television, 30 per cent more than
one car, and a freezer.’"”

The sparkling abundance of household goods and appliances belied other, much less
appealing, “signs of distress” in the society. These signs not only illustrated a widening

chasm between socioeconomic classes and the discrepant amenities available to each, but

1 bid., 121.

315 1bid., 195-196.

316 1bid., 43.

317 1bid. 42-43.

318 1bid., 37.

319 Zinn, Postwar-America: 1945-1971, 101.
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they also suggested that the current flurry of “gadgets and machines” to improve the
“standard of living” was itself the supreme instrument for distracting public attention from
social inequality, social distress, self-doubt, self-aggrandizement, self-evaluation, and so on.
So, while the gross national product climbed to nearly “a thousand billion dollars” by 1971,
by 1965 there were nine million mentally ill patients in America, and more than a million
“chronic alcoholics”; twenty thousand people committed suicide, twenty-five percent of
marriages “ended in divorce,” and almost “2 million crimes involving property were
committed every year.”**’

For Dorn, who struggled through an impoverished upbringing during “the intensity of
the Great Depression,” and who reached young adulthood (he was twenty in 1949) as this
postwar production flourished and the subtopian “American way of life” hardened around it,
these societal disparities were starkly pronounced. “[K]eep my own misery close to theirs,”
Dorn’s threnody, for the abused, striking “miners of Hazard Kentucky,” “Mourning Letter,

»321 Are these

March 29, 1963,” disarmingly pleads, “associate me with no other honor.
miners martyrs? What kind of honor is the honor of misery? And what does it mean to be
associated “with no other honor”—is that un-murdered martyrdom, is that called exile? In
“Driving Across the Prairie,” Dorn defines his early awareness of a fireside exile, of an
absence where home should be (“Our poverty was public”) in his childhood during a world
war: “We needed love. We couldn’t have it. Everything we were made to understand was

: 322
being proven elsewhere.”

From these roots grew a fierce skepticism—"relentlessly
perverse,” Peter Michelson describes it, “practiced with something like philosophical
discipline... bordering on being its own faith.”*** An independence incubated by a decade’s
worth of persistent autodidacticism made Dorn “as dialectical as they come,” always “testing
the interlocuter’s received ideas,” Anselm Hollo affectionately remembers.*** The work
vocally extends its sympathies in multiple and discrepant directions: to the “starved” miners
of Hazard, Kentucky; to Cleveland Thompson, a convicted and executed rapist; to Olga

Herrera Marcos, the first woman Castro sentenced to death; to the Shoshoneans; to “the

Kurds, the Serbs and the Iraqis™; to 19" century robber baron Daniel Drew; to Hector and

320 1bid., 101.

321 Dorn, Collected Poems, 148.

322 Dorn, “Driving Across the Prairie,” Some Business Recently Transacted in the White World, 65.
33 Clark, 4 World of Difference, 21.

324 bid., 21-22.
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Christ; and to the irascible and contemptuous duelist and lawyer, Aaron Burr. For the
directness and flatness of Dorn’s declarations, it’s not surprising that he’s accused of moral
pretensions, or criticized (as Donald Wesling notes) for a “narrow-minded” or “simplistic”
socioeconomic analysis.”*> Dorn pulls no punches in his introduction to Douglas Woolf’s
Hypocritic Days and Other Tales: “‘ America’ is a smug, hardhearted, unforgiving nation of
jackals, which forever slaps itself on its back over how generous, selfless and idealistic it is. It
is the most preposterous propaganda barrage since Goebbels ran an office, in bloodier and

more interesting times.”**°

There’s a lot reeling in, “bloodier and more interesting times”—

the statement’s flat, calculated assurance exacerbates its already invidious comparison.
Here’s another assertion, full of simple, inarguable, empirical truth, beyond what

ideological fractures might branch from the use of force for political purposes: “A bullet is

worth / A thousand bulletins.”*?’

Does this endorse violence, or bemoan its undue, but
unavoidable prominence? “One of the things about political poetry,” Dorn told Effie
Mihopoulos in 1991, “is that you have to sort of imply to the reader that this is a rather
intimate situation in which I’m going to say something that’s rather stiff to you, and you’re

going to like it, because actually you agree when it comes right down to it.”***

Try on this
pronouncement then, from Dorn’s Yellow Lola (a selection of outtakes from the epigrammatic
collection Hello, La Jolla)—and no matter that its aphoristic desire is out of the question, it
asserts an alternative world substantiated largely by the confidence of the poem’s delivery, its

declarative rhetoric: “[T]he family is / as big as the unit / shld have got.”m

That’s one way
to manage, as [’ve noted above, what’s between the bookends of the career: the first of
Dorn’s Collected Poems attends to the rural, domestic occupations of Helene, his first wife—
“Her back is slender / and the wood I get must not / bend her too much through the day”—
and one among his last retraces austere rituals of childhood (“parents / Wandering work
search... / ... following / Other exodus relatives™), in the attempt to reconcile a class-endemic
abstraction of home, with a sense of blood belonging, with some confraternity, as ineffable as

it is ineradicable, and transgressive of ideological snares:

I’m with the Kurds and Serbs and the Iraqis
And every defiant nation this jerk

325
326
327
328

Wesling, introduction to Internal Resistances, 6.

Dorn, preface to Hypocritic Days and Other Tales, 10.

Dorn, Abhorrences, 15.

Dorn, “From Imperial Chicago,” interview by Mihopoulos, Ed Dorn Live, 68.
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Ethnic crazy country bombs—
World leaders can claim
What they want about terror,
As they wholesale helicopters
To the torturers—
But I’m straight out
Of my tribe from my great grandma Merton
Pure Kentucky English—it would take more paper
Than I’ll ever have to express how justified I feel.”*’

If family arranges the sufferings pallet (“this is yours, take it”) that extends to the end
of Dorn’s career (“Tribe” is his final poem) as surely as it does to the ends of the earth (and
within the poem, too, from the “midwest recrudescence of Appalachia” to the Middle East),
the empirically generated sympathies of Dorn’s youth formed into simple convictions with
recurrent hardships, and his impervious dedication to confronting a familiar set travails, to
living in the manner of his “tribe,” strains and molds human relations in his early work.
Dorn’s poem dedicated to Helene, “Oh Don’t Ask Why,” is most compelling read not as a
traditional declaration of love, or affection, but as gratitude for the tenacity they’ve shared, an
offering whose intimacy is dependent upon tenacity’s otherwise silent consensus.
Contemplating the frictions that embitter blood relations, distance him from his sister, and
make foreign his hometown, in “Driving Across the Prairie,” Dorn confesses his fidelity to a
locus of experience—a persistent quest for “Purity of the Head,” through a “ritual” of exacted

behavior:

The trouble in her mind comes from the fact of my long hair and the
red handkerchief I have around my wrist. An embarrassment I regret
but can do nothing about. If I were to remove both there would remain
the difference of my soul which cannot be cut by a simple barber. ... I
saved myself by letting my hair grow and establishing a ritual of my
own person which even the lightest reflection will reveal as a dangerous
thing to do.”’

In the early 60s, Ed and Helene, with Paul (their infant son), Fred, and Chansonette—moved
into what Dorn termed the “self-exile” of the Obermayer ranch, on the outskirts of Pocatello,
Idaho. For two years, while Dorn worked as an instructor at Idaho State, the family home

was a refurbished chicken shed. By the mid-60s amid even the quiet streets of “unannealed”

Idaho, evidence of the Vietnam War half-a-world away hounded Dorn’s suspicions of a
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“weak unformed,” American citizenry. A decade of war still to come, in 1965 Johnson’s
saturation bombing had already produced four million South Vietnamese refugees, nearly a
quarter of the population.** And just as so many South Vietnamese were forced to flee their
homes, many Americans were inversely becoming the fiscal and ideological prisoners of
theirs, and of the very horrific television images that the Vietnamese people were living
among. “OK,” Dorn wrote to Tom Clark in early 1965, “the news is generally suppressed
here. The National guardian has correspondents in the north of Vietnam but that’s all I've
seen. The situation is more terrible than you cld imagine. Americans seem against
government stands, but it’s that weak unformed ‘against’ that set in shortly after the
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revolution. In March of that year, in a letter discussing work for the forthcoming issue of

Paris Review, things seemed worse: “The country is sick at this moment as you know,” Dorn

334
727" Dorn’s

complained to Clark, “there are strange things going down even here in Poc.
poem, “The Sense Comes Over Me, and the Waning Light of Man by the First National
Bank,” appeared in the fall issue of Paris Review, and as an activation of the poetic effort
he’d discussed in his correspondence with Clark that spring, for “a hybrid thing which
involves my own past and topical stuff, current events so-called,” the poem is challenging.**’
Almost immiscibly referential, the poem’s authorial mode exercises the lyric’s
comprehensive sweep, and though its voice is confrontational, testing internal irreconcilables
(“a less schizophrenic american...”), it illustrates “the direct onslaught of the political poem,”
that Dorn would reject a few years later.”*® “The problem seems to be to maintain some
stability inside that shifting scene,” Dorn wrote to Clark in 1965, “or at least realize there is
no stability possible and write day and night to keep up, which is pure exhaustion by

definition.”*’

Dorn wasn’t satisfied with arbitrarily bridging a chasm in the poem (“a hybrid
thing”) between local realms and the international political arena, on the tensile strength of

personal experience alone—how to amalgamate the topical world and the personal world into

332 Stanley Karnow, Vietnam: A History (New York: Penguin Books, 1983), 439.

333 BEdward Dorn to Tom Clark, n.d. (1965), MS 55A: Db, Tom Clark Paris Review correspondence,
Spencer Mss.

33 Edward Dorn to Tom Clark, 12 March 1965, MS 55A: Db, Tom Clark Paris Review
correspondence, Spencer Mss.
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“some total respons(ibility,” some response aware of the divergent sensibilities that shape its
registration? Indeed, the referential network in the “Sense” poem is broad; personal, literary,
and local histories are tangled into the narrator’s exhaustion with a nation seemingly addicted
to its own entrapment. In the following lines, the “imagination of the geometry / of our
location”—of the geometries that support the brittle, strategic relativism of American civil
life*** —summons a nightmarish vision of national torpor in light of President Johnson’s
escalation of the war—his troop “surge” in the spring of 1965—and the sophomoric
histrionics of the accompanying demonstrations. Consciously paradoxical, Dorn’s aversion is
a centripetal force whose allusive reach supercedes topical political spats, and stretches over
vast expanses of history—from the Puritans (Edward Taylor’s “civit box of sin,” and Increase
Mather) to contemporary race relations and the First Lady

there they do lie, the principal
residue of my past, and the past
of my gutless generation, nineteen year olds
invaded the white house today, a screen
was put up to shield the nervous exit
of Ladybird, they sang and refused to move,
she split and I felt it possible again
at the end of a very long winter
to be a less schizophrenic american, a little
of the pus was spooned out of my brain, I gave
an arbitrary grade to a backward black girl
I remembered to spit on the sidewalk
when I thought of the first 35 hundred marines
who landed in Vietnam yesterday. I spoke of
President Johnson as the logical extension of
Increase Mather, my heart, like theirs,
a "civit box of sin" and late in the afternoon
explained Metamorphosis, and Kafka as a product
of a hung up family, and a hung up people,
bringing forward, inching nearer
the perpetuality of the lives we lead on the edge
of the great american desert where you certainly
do not
want to be buried but buried you are, the horizons
recede before you
No one

has loved the west I came into...>*’

338 See U.S. Code 245, discussed in Zinn, Postwar America: 1945-1971, 138-139.
339 Dorn, Collected Poems, 156.
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But ye shall be known by your fruits, not your disclaimers: Dorn’s work is a love, a body
laboring to keep strife contained in love—love as a struggle, as a frontier; not one to be
conquered, but held, as a tone is with breath in the lungs. From Latin tenere, meaning “to
hold,” also the root of “tenable,” that which can be maintained, that which is (one might say)
possible, tenacity is love’s elasticity; endurance is both test and evidence of love as a process,
not an end: “through all travesty,” Helene, “kept those lovely eyes / clear”; in his 24 Love
Songs, Dorn’s “tongue has taken / a foreigner into it,” and endeavors to “test that steel /
across the plain between us” (“us” readers too); and Swen, “who came from Sweden” to
Pocatello, tries to persuade Dorn, in an early poem, to build a house in those Idaho hills, and
half aware of his effort’s futility, “went on anyway describing the possibilities, that’s love, /

in the mists of indifference.”**

That to explore “possibilities ... in the mists of indifference”
is love is a central tenet of Dorn’s work. And through all this poverty and “self-exile,”
Donald Wesling notes, Dorn’s poems are not morally prescriptive.

The palpable relations and immediate demands of the work amount to an ethical
testament themselves—their struggle for a moral framework against the aberrant supremacy
of both subjectivity and objectivity, and religion’s murderously decorous rationality. It’s
Donald Davie, in fact (whom Dorn, after their fallout at Essex, called a “lulu of morality™),
who most elegantly identifies this “humility,” in Dorn’s work, “the instruction [the writing]
looks for and receives from people and places and happenings. It reflects upon them, it
moralizes on them; but the reflection and the moral are drawn not from some previously
accumulated stock of wisdom, but (so the writing persuades us) immediately out of the shock

95341

of confronting each of them as it comes, unpredictably. Davie’s acute point is richly

illustrated in such poems as “An Address for the First Woman to Face Death in Havana,” or
“Death While Journeying,” or “Like a Message on Sunday,” wherein Dorn catches a glimpse
of his former plumber, silently walking the riverbank with his young daughter:

... he came
to our house to fix the stove
and couldn’t
oh, we were arrogant and talked
about him in the next room, doesn’t
a man know what he is doing?

3% Dorn, Collected Poems, 83; 237; and Edward Dorn, “The 6™, in Yugen 6 (1960), unpaginated.
! Clark, World of Difference, 14..
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Can’t it be done right,

World of iron thorns.
Now they sit by the meager river
by the water . . . stare

she thin and silent,
he, wearing a baseball cap

in a celebrating town this summer season
may they live on

on, may their failure be kindly, and come
in small unnoticeable pieces.**

Davie’s observation of a dynamic, emergent morality structurally frames, and is frequently
paired with a political/ideological “empiricism”—that’s a plumber, remember; this something
on the sabbath is “like a message” (is that sarcastic? and yet it is a sort of message, and ends
with a sort of prayer). Dorn described this “empiricism” in an interview with John Wright:

I was never organized in my political thought. I was never a Marxist or
anything like that. I sort of entertained all that, but you see, my view of
capitalism is not a Marxian view or anything like that... I just think
capitalism is about one of the worst systems ever developed, and I don’t
believe there’s any such thing as the free market. It’s all rigged. I think
it’s venal and lying and immoral. But, again, that’s not ideological. That’s
just empirical ***

Empirical is right—that is, if one is looking, or has the chance to look: “in the sky it’s a bird,
no! and while you were looking of course somebody nailed your big toe to the floor.”***
Ideology, if you can get an eye outside it, is empirical in that sense: in 1963, the “major
publication” of the toy industry, Toys and Novelties, reported that military toys would
outnumber all others produced by the twenty-eight toy manufacturers in the country that
year.”*® The overproduction of military toys mirrored the overproduction of actual military
devices: by 1970 the United States was spending $80 billion a year on defense, half of which
went exclusively to weapons systems, and of those contracts, “two thirds of the money [went]
to twelve or fifteen industrial giants,” writes Zinn—"“corporations whose main reason for
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existence was to fulfill government contracts for death-dealing weapons. Despite the fact

342 Dorn, Collected Poems, 28-29.

% Bdward Dorn, interview by John Wright, Chicago Review, 195.

*** Edward Dorn, introduction to The Book of Daniel Drew (New York City: Frontier Press, 1969), 7.
343 Zinn, Postwar-America: 1945-1971, 108.

9 Ibid., 76.
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that the revolving door, which stands between large defense contractors and the Department
of Defense, while egregiously exploited, was meagerly concealed, for a population
perpetually in fear of annihilation from Soviet nuclear attack, and indoctrinated with air-raid
drills and Cold War propaganda, such corruption, perhaps, seemed a small price to pay.
There were other aspects of the “free market” that were patently “rigged,” as Dorn
puts it, and definitely “venal and lying and immoral.” Take the “incredible electrical
conspiracy,” which by today’s corporate corruption standards might seem light. In 1961,
three electrical companies—General Electric, Westinghouse, and Allis-Chalmers—were
found guilty of “fixing prices on circuit-breaking equipment,” and consequently robbing the

347 A handful of officials involved in the

public of “millions upon millions” of dollars.
scandal spent thirty days prison. Two years earlier, the U.S. Senate heard testimony
regarding “artificially inflated prices” in the drug industry. It was later estimated that the

public “was paying $750 million a year in excess prices for drugs.”***

While consumers paid
high prices for basic necessities, the middle and the lower classes also paid a disproportionate
amount of taxes to the federal government in the postwar years.”* At the same time, multiple
statesmen—Senator James Eastland of Mississippi, for instance, or chairman of the House
Appropriations Committee, George Mahon—received substantial farm subsidies either
personally, or in their districts. “In 1969,” Zinn writes, “$3.5 million in farm subsidies were
given out. Half of it went to those in the top 15 per cent farm-income bracket. The twenty
wealthiest farmers in the nation were getting more from the Department of Agriculture than
the bottom 350,000 farmers.”**® More egregious were the concessions made to oil and gas
companies, who “could deduct 27.5 per cent of their gross income from their federal income
taxes, up to half of their total tax bill,” until 1969, when Congress reduced that number to
twenty-two percent.”>' These phenomenal exceptions set oil companies, who paid eight
percent of their income in taxes, apart from other large corporations, who paid forty percent,

and their soaring corporate profits were additionally enabled, or secured rather, by federal

retrenchment of foreign competition.”**

7 1bid., 106.
8 1bid., 106
3 1bid., 98-99.
330 1bid., 98.

31 bid., 99.

332 1bid., 99.
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So, while the U.S. government was spending $100 million a year on herbicides to
eliminate the jungle disguising the enemy in Vietnam, and President Johnson was preparing
to appease General Westmoreland’s, and Defense Secretary McNamara’s requests for another
280,000 troops for a full scale war effort in late 1965, Dorn was hard at work to move his
family from Idaho, where they’d lived for the last three years, to the eastern shores of Essex,

333 Davie’s brief

England, the town of Colchester, the first grain outpost in Roman Britain.
visit to Pocatello in the early summer gave Dorn extra confidence that Essex, where Clark
and Davie were, and England in general, where his friends Jeremy Prynne, Tom Pickard, and
Tom and Val Raworth all lived, was worth the fight. In the face of opposing externalities and
somewhat against his better judgment, Dorn stamped Davie with approval. Davie had a very
“engaging manner,” Dorn wrote to Clark, who was currently studying Pound under Davie’s
instruction at Essex.*>* “I like the man a lot—he’s more than one cld expect, ie an american

95355 It was

cld expect from a like person who’s made that particular sort of commitment.
actually Dorn that owed Davie a favor, or Dorn that might have been the one to worry over
expectations, since Davie had so vehemently insisted, without ever having met him, upon
Dorn’s presence at the new university, and had consequently offered him a Fulbright teaching
position. In the meantime, back in Idaho, aside from the pleasantries Davie’s “manner,”
Dorn’s “commitment” was physically and financially stressful, and things looked grim. In
his correspondence with Clark, even the Fulbright acceptance takes a backseat to other
lingering maladies. In February 1965, visiting Olson, Dorn wrote from Gloucester: “Have
been down ill and pressed on all sides besides. Fullbrt. grant came thru so that is great relief

3% But a fleeting one. In late July, Dorn could do little to disguise

as you can well imagine.
his tight situation, and was forced to query Clark about his reimbursement for the poems 7The
Paris Review had accepted. “[I]t isn’t exactly urgent but... I could use the money, I’'m now
trying to scrape everything together to get the remaining 4 members of the family across the

country and thence the ocean, a sum that will be more than a thousand dollars. I bring it up

353 Karnow, Vietnam: A History, 422.

3% Edward Dorn to Tom Clark, 9 June 1965, MS 55A: Db, Tom Clark Paris Review correspondence,
Spencer Mss.

%3 Edward Dorn to Tom Clark, 31 July 1965, MS 55A: Db, Tom Clark Paris Review correspondence,
Spencer Mss.

3% Edward Dorn to Tom Clark, 27 February 1965, MS 55A: Db, Tom Clark Paris Review
correspondence, Spencer Mss.
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not as a weight but one of many facts now confronting me. However, the reality of a new

beginning, not to mention his first trip overseas, was dimly coming into view on the territory
of time ahead: “otherwise, do send copies to Essex, not to Pocatello—and that's pleasant to

consider—that we’re now near enough in time to it to be getting mail there.”**®

7 Edward Dorn to Tom Clark, 31 July 1965, MS 55A: Db, Tom Clark Paris Review correspondence,
Spencer Mss.
> Ibid.
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The fog reaches the Berkeley flatlands
and renders audible

fogbell sounds across the bay
impossible to hear when clear

— Ken Irby™

Yes, we put a man
on the moon and

We should have left
the son-of-a-bitch there.

—Ed Dorn®
3. The Landscape Reveals Us

In 1963, a young poet named Kenneth Irby, who’d grown up in Fort Scott, in southeastern
Kansas, attended the university in Lawrence, and recently dropped out of his doctorate

program in Chinese and Japanese history at Harvard, sought Dorn’s advice as an older poet—

361

where to go, what to do, method questions.” Dorn, seven years Irby’s senior, told him to

“roam’:

...if I were single that’s what I would do, I mean I wouldn’t be-
cause I did that, but if you haven’t, then you ought to, you can
certainly stop here, but you shld not plan on Staying anywhere.
The thing is, people have never really seen america, that’s still
open. And if you want to be a writer you ought to say to yourself,
and mean it, be willing to kill yourself over it,  am a writer. Read
walk write live go see be arrive leave fuck around work hear, very
much hear, (suffer if the chance comes but don’t press it) and
exercise your mouth and lungs and fingers and given any any any
intelligence which you got, you’ll be a writer. And don’t get married.
I mean it’s wonderful. But it takes more time, and since you aren’t,
wait. But not on the road. Be a serious traveler, no one has been

%% Kenneth Irby, The Flower of Having Passed Through Paradise In a Dream (Annandale-on-Hudson:

Matter Books, 1968), 27.

0 Dorn, Abhorrences, 99.

1 Of that choice for himself, Dorn has said: “It’s notorious that you can try to gain a position of some
stability, and it’s also notorious that there’s a certain price to pay for that. The very stability can
emerge as a symptom in people, and you meet them and you hear that story. If it’s looser, and you
move around and you have a job here and a job there and you take your chances, then there’s
uncertainty. But you have to write then inside the uncertainty, if that’s your choice. And that’s what
I’ve done. I’ve never had any grants or anything like that. I haven’t cared, because I don’t necessarily
want to do it that way. I’d just as soon own my property, without any question. To have money,
alternatively, would be OK.” (Dorn, “Roadtesting the Language,” interview by Fredman, Ed Dorn
Interviews, 78)
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that in America since La Salle.*®

Dorn had met Irby four years earlier in Santa Fe, New Mexico, where Dorn, Helene, their son
Paul, and children Fred and Chansonette (from Helene’s earlier marriage to Fred Buck), were
living in a rented house on Camino sin Nombre—*"“like gazing at the backside of a tautology,”
Dorn remarked: “Wild totalities in the name of that road. Earth, Night, Rivers, Sleep, Strife,

Victory, and so on. I was the guard of something or other there. I don’t yet know what. But it

95363

was a yeasty time. Irby, “disguised as a contemporary Serviceman but secretly the

manager of a team of proto-zen archers (mostly Kentuckians),” had driven over from

Albuquerque, where he and said “archers” were stationed at Sandia Base.***

Perhaps the
“proto-zen” comment has something to do with the cut at Kerouac—"*but not on the road. Be
a serious traveler.” Maybe Dorn sensed what KU professor and prairie geographer, James
Malin had wondered, when the latter, upon hearing that Irby was living in Berkeley, drolly
asked a former student, “is Mr. Irby... a hippie?*®’

Dorn was impressed by Irby’s fusion of Whitman’s long, expansive line with the
“derringer,” monosyllabic, “molecular constituency” of the tight stitch in Creeley’s work—
steeped in prepositions that disorient syntax without violating it, and delay closure in

moments of vibrant suspense and sudden, unexpected insight.*®®

There is both a materiality
of language, and a sacred, incantatory otherness in the verse. Irby was the first American
poet that Dorn recommended to Tom Clark, in January 1965, after Clark had asked for poets
to contact for The Paris Review.*®’ By 1966, Irby had moved to Berkeley, California, and

was working toward a long poem on 16"-century Spanish lost-and-found explorer, and

%62 Edward Dorn to Kenneth Irby, 9 March 1963, letter supplied by Kenneth Irby.

z: Original mss., Folder 453, Edward Dorn Paper, Dodd Mss.

Ibid.
395 K enneth Irby to Edward Dorn, 1 February 1969, Folder 137, Edward Dorn Papers, Dodd Mss; see
also Irby, Catalpa (Lawrence: Tansy, 1977), 110-111: “...band on my hair / hippie knit on the heart /
Malin asked Brodhead / after he first met me, ‘is / Mr. Irby a / hippie?’ / the old slow lightning
historian / leaning forward on his cane / into the doorway, his wife / gossiping on the lawn next door /
as we bowed away, ‘What despite / all history and civilization homo / sapiens still cannot determine /
to his satisfaction / is quality / as if he had said, “Laughter / is my appeal in the extremity / to which I
have come...”
3% Concerning this point, of Creeley’s 1969 collection, Pieces, Dorn writes: “...the grammatical
simplicities which largely move the poem around its corners... the poem is of a molecular
constituency, never shorthand, and so each one is a model of a social universe located with a high
degree of resolution.” Quoted from Dorn, “Robert Creeley’s Pieces,” Views, 118.
7 Only by the English poet, Gael Turnbull, precedes Irby’s name, which is followed by John Wieners,
a classmate Dorn revered from Black Mountain. Edward Dorn to Tom Clark, 1 April 1965, MS 55A:
Db, Tom Clark Paris Review correspondence, Spencer Mss.
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mystic healer, Alvar Nufiez Cabeza de Vaca.” In a letter to Dorn in early January of that

year, Irby discussed a confluence of experience, behavior, and contemplation, whereat the
mind’s concentration is transferred to the intricate density of landscape and environment—a
meditation that expands by its compression, from what’s at-large to what’s at-hand:

This city’s changed me, Ed — I can tell, the kinds of attentions

and perceptions I come to increasingly are of smaller particulars,
what’s seen out windows (but that’s always with me) — well, yes,

a city — but a dreamier quality at times, a greater preoccupation w/
inward searching, mystical writings... So it is a love affair of mine,
that country — & I keep trying to make that into greater significances,
as if it weren’t so, that it’s my love affair, but one of all men — ? Or,
how do I make it one of all men, in the midst of such shit & failed
grand promises the US is today? That’s, then, the question, & the
need — or it seems clearer to me than ever — how I feel abt that, this
country, is only a first step, is no subject in itself — the particulars of
the whole life are where my predispositions, love, only enter, the
interstices into.’®

Irby’s “interstices into,” into and out of which knowledge is forged, coincide with
Olson’s insistence to “find connections between things.” So Irby, like Dorn, was regularly
struck by the poignancy of distant territories, territories in the distance, in the memory—
particularly those locales infused with curious cultural and personal experience. “I long for
them plains,” Irby interrupts his appraisal of California, elucidating the tensions between
urban life in the Bay Area, and a persistent longing “to be on the move, but more, to be in the
open, out of this city, out of any such confines”—confines exacerbated by “thoughts of

Kansas always in the brain.”""

Thus, the longest poem Irby’s time in California produced
was not a disquisition on Cabeza de Vaca, but is To Max Douglas, an elegiac meditation of
the “bloodfouled West,” prompted by the heroin overdose of its namesake, a precocious, 21-

year-old poet and painter from St. Joe, Missouri.””!

To Max Douglas’s sharp, opening
couplets hurl the reader from “the Bloomfield downs of South Sonoma,” as from a tornado in
a cup of tea, back to northeastern Kansas and northwestern Missouri.’” Like filmmaker Stan
Brakhage, who stressed the “struggle to deeply perceive,” in an “age which artificially seeks

to project itself materialistically into abstract space and to fulfill itself mechanically,” Irby

%% Kenneth Irby to Edward Dorn, 7 July 1966, Folder 137, Edward Dorn Papers, Dodd Mss.

3% K enneth Irby to Edward Dorn, 26 December 1965, Folder 137, Edward Dorn Papers, Dodd Mss.
°7% Kenneth Irby to Edward Dorn, 5 January 1966, Folder 137, Edward Dorn Papers, Dodd Mss.

"l Kenneth Irby, To Max Douglas (Lawrence: Tansy, 1971), unpaginated.

™ Itby, To Max Douglas, unpaginated.
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seeks a method of being, a “total respons(ibility,” alchemical and uncanny.’” Resistant only
to the stultifying commodification and overproduction of the phenomenal world, Irby’s
epistolary insights had moved through Dorn's earlier advice:

It seems more & more the case, though, that such lands as those I
grew up in, are less changed — spoiled I mean — than here, Calif.,
land of magnificent vistas & formations like none on earth, slowly &
steadily fucked by tracts billboards freeways & waste dumpage. But
that’s not to be avoided, anyway. I love this goddamn land, all things
only reinforce that -- & love is no means to do anything, by itself, but
love. ‘The goods of the intellect’ lead on. I by God, want to live here,
w/o rancor — to enjoy myself, by God — & not to be an idiot.”™

Although Irby’s deep study of Cabeza de Vaca never appeared, Relation, his 1969 book,
takes up similar areas of concern. For instance, the book’s preface (by Irby) ends with the
resonant assertion of all chorologic relation: “The poetry of this mild littoral clime is marked

by many turnings, distracted and multiplied attentions—but centrally, in my own case, by the

95375

conviction that the landscape demands us, and reveals us. But just as Irby’s letter

observes a landscape, “slowly and steadily fucked by tracts billboards freeways & waste

9, c6

dumpage,” the body’s “revelation”—etymologically from the Latin revelare, meaning “to lay

bare”—was ironically, frighteningly direct.’’®

The home-body plundered, scorched,
denuded—not by napalm but the harrowing, ghastly by-products of an obliviously
manufactured American “way of life,” and its yardsticks of success, the family household and
the family car. Since 1949, historian Howard Zinn reports in Postwar America: 1945-1970,
fashionable shifts in “style”—of car and coffeemaker alike—have cost the American

economy “$4 billion each year.”””’

And each discrepant trend both inaugurated and
depended upon (“as if increase of appetite,” Hamlet scoffs, “had grown / By what it fed on”)
the despoliation, on the one hand, incident to strip mining and the extraction of fossil fuels in
order to light the suburbs and run the cars, and on the other, the pernicious accumulation of
toxic waste from those very homes, and the unimpeded emissions of airborne pollutants from

378

those very cars.””” The ruinously perverse ramifications of this capitalist cycle, which remain

°73 Stan Brakhage, introduction to “Metaphors on Vision,” in Blue Grass (1962), 31.

3™ Kenneth Irby to Edward Dorn, 5 January 1966, Folder 137, Edward Dorn Papers, Dodd Mss.
°7 Irby, preface to Relation, unpaginated.

378 New Oxford Dictionary, 2" ed., s.v. “revelation.”

377 Zinn, Postwar-America: 1945-1971, 104.

™ The Complete Works of William Shakespeare, ed. Alfred Harbage (Baltimore: Penguin Books,
1969), 1.ii.144-145.
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indestructibly indivisible from our “standard of living,” were not publicly acknowledged, if
they are seriously acknowledged (that is, hedged) at all, until the mid-1960s.””

Beside the family home in postwar America, the automobile shone as a symbol of
status and individual freedom (those values, freedom and finance, increasingly intertwined).
The automobile also became an uneasy signifier of consumer society’s “overweening
gluttony” in the pursuit of material satisfaction at the sacrifice of open space, the preservation
of vital natural resources, the survival of wildlife, and, not least of all, the funding for a
variety of necessary social measures, like the building of “schools, hospitals, playgrounds, or

: 380
low-cost housing.”

Just as the productions of steel, aluminum, and copper were controlled
by a few “giant corporations,” so the car industry was ruled by General Motors, Ford, and
Chrysler, who “made 95 per cent of all new cars,” in the 1960s.*®' In industries across the
board this extreme concentration of ownership led to “price-fixing, at the expense of the
consumer, and fabulous profits, at the expense of the worker.”*** Over a five-year period in
the mid-60s, corporate profits rose by $18 billion, and in that decade the auto-industry alone
spent $2 billion advertising its products. The profits of General Motors in 1965, for example,
reached $2 billion, exceeding the “general revenue of forty-eight of the fifty states,” and
besting the GNP “of all but nine nations in the world.”*® Of the 200 million people in the
United States in 1968, there was an automobile for every three of them. And through the
1960s, American firms expanded their power and influence abroad, controlling “more than
half the British auto industry,” by 1963, and a slew of other offshore industries: American
companies owned “40 per cent of the German oil industry,” for example, and “40 per cent of
the telegraph, telephone, electronic, and statistical equipment in France.” In 1967, the year
Dorn’s anti-capitalist poetic treatise, The North Atlantic Turbine, was published, the “gross
value” of goods American companies produced internationally “was more than $100 billion a
year—equivalent in productive capacity to a third ‘nation’ in the world, just behind the
United States and the U.S.S.R.”***

All at dear cost, human and environmental. Not only do mass production’s hollow

wares disturb Irby’s letter, but their catastrophic intrusions isolate and invigorate his (and

37 See Rome, The Bulldozer in the Countryside, 132.

30 Dorn, Hello, La Jolla, 16; Zinn, Postwar-America: 1945-1971, 104.
381 Zinn, Postwar-America: 1945-1971,92.

2 Ibid., 92.

¥ Ibid., 29.

¥ Ibid., 72-73.
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Dorn’s, and Olson’s, and Brakhage’s) “love affair” with the land—*"“in the midst of such shit
& failed grand promises the US is today.” Examples of that failure were more pervasive than
many chose to acknowledge. For instance, while the federal government spent billions of
dollars to get a man to the moon in 1969, the under-funded “grand promise” of widespread
prosperity, of “justice for all,” couldn’t put food in the mouths of the poor. In Brevard
County, home of the John F. Kennedy Space Center, one doctor noted: “The irony is so
apparent here, ...I treat malnourished children with prominent ribs and pot bellies. I do see
hunger.”385 Overall, the benefits for low-income sectors of the population implemented by
the New Deal—social security, public housing, unemployment insurance, etc.—advanced at
snail’s pace through the 1960s, and by 1971, “14 million Americans were receiving welfare

»386 Nevertheless, in 1968, fatherless families, the primary recipients of state-

payments.
funded welfare programs, received a meager average of forty-three dollars a week.*®’ At the
same time, rampant corporate development and ineffective treatment of household waste
poisoned the country’s air, water, and soil, and made unhomely the homefront.

By the 1960s, for suburban homeowners the civilized comforts of plumbing and
waste management were tainted by evidence that laundry detergents and septic tanks were
leaking viruses, harmful bacteria, and pollutants into their water supply. In a “review of 30
studies from 13 states,” the U.S. Public Health Service discovered in 1960 that, “37 percent
of drinking wells tested for contaminants. In some subdivisions, the figure was almost 100

95388

percent. A number of federal and private organizations determined that industrial

chemicals had infected groundwater in twenty-five states. On lakes and rivers across the

»389 Meanwhile, the

country, “detergent residue formed floating mountains of foam.
destructively bizarre consequences of “poor waste-disposal plumbing” could be witnessed on
the sunny coast of California, when septic tanks “saturated the shale ... beneath a 225-acre

hillside community,” and sent “lots, lawns, shrubbery, and 156 houses,” oozing down the hill,

“as though they were so much custard pudding.”**°

The adverse health effects of septic
discharge, however, were much more widespread. From 1945 to 1980, “40 percent of all

outbreaks of water-borne diseases” were the result of septic-tank failure, and a series of

% Ibid., 93.

% bid., 100.

¥ 1bid., 100.

388 Rome, The Bulldozer in the Countryside, 106.
¥ 1bid., 107.

3 Ibid., 98.
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studies in the mid-70s found that “septic-tank effluent” was the primary cause of
irredeemable “declines in suburban reptile and amphibian populations.”®' In 1968, “fifteen
million fish were killed by water pollution,” and the Federal Water Pollution Control
Commission approximated that six million of those deaths were due to industrial waste.’”*
There was “mercury in salmon,” there were “other poisons in tuna,” and in 1968, crude oil
from a corporate spill lapped California’s beaches.”” Despite repeated congressional
attempts from 1965 to 1974 to clean up the water supply—the Water Quality Act, for
instance, and the Federal Water Pollution Control Act—and a significant drop in the relative
percentage of houses that “relied on backyard waste disposal,” the sheer number of homes
built made that stabilized, low percentage deceiving. Despite the percentile decrease, the
mounting tide of suburban construction actually increased the number of homes with septic
tanks, from seventeen million in 1970, to nearly twenty-five million in 1990.%*

The “unintended and unforeseen consequences of new technologies” spread to other
fixtures in the suburban refrigerator as well. The “atmospheric testing of atomic weapons and
the devastating effects of the pesticide DDT,” reappeared in the nation’s milk supply in the
early 1960s. Still, the “adoption of national standards for air pollution,” largely the result of
automobile exhaust, “was opposed by the United States Chamber of Commerce, the National
Association of Manufacturers, and the American Mining Congress, and the National Coal
Association.” And next to your radioactive glass of milk, was your “adulterated meat”—

395 A Senate subcommittee

“infected with parasites,” and injected with unapproved additives.
investigation in 1967 revealed the country’s largest meatpacking companies were operating
under “filthy conditions,” intentionally placing their plants in isolate locations to evade

federal inspection, and saving money, “by passing off sick meat to consumers and by using

additives not permitted under Federal regulations.”*

This was sixty years after the Meat
Inspection Act. Once again, “the shit & failed grand promises the U.S. is today” were
shielded by a “rigged” system that favored profit over protecting its citizens and concealed
the grotesque side-effects of its habits: “Between 1950 and 1970 America dropped from

seventh in the world to sixteenth in the prevention of infant mortality, in female life

P bid., 114.

392 Zinn, Postwar-America: 1945-1971, 105.

** Ibid., 105.

394 Rome, The Bulldozer in the Countryside, 110; 115.
393 Zinn, Postwar-America: 1945-1971, 105.

¥ Ibid., 105.
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expectancy from sixth to eighth, in male life expectancy from tenth to twenty-fourth.”**” Of
fourteen million homes constructed in the 1950s, less than 280,000 were for low-income
families, and in 1960 eleven million already existing houses were classified by the Census
Bureau as “deteriorated” or “dilapidated.”**® The “quiet revolution in land use control,” as
historian Adam Rome labels it, bled into every nook and crevice in the socioeconomic
edifice, and the cultural struggle to realize a pristine and supremely comfortable vision of the
“home” by way of mass production, ferocious consumption, and “land jobbing” and “land
grabbing,” rigidified boundaries around propriety, suppression, and allegiance.

The human body’s retention of noxious chemicals, in milk, say, as pathogens
incubating disease, inimically emphasizes the dissoluble border between man and land. For
Dorn and Irby alike, the constriction and contamination of the landscape flowed unimpeded
into poetic considerations of chorological relation within and outside the poem. In his 1969
introduction to Relation, Irby argues for a pastoral mode of poetry, post-fertilizer:

I know Pasternak (his Zhivago, that is) concluded that the pastoral
nowadays is an artificial genre, a falsity, for the living language of
our time . . . is the language of urbanism. It seems to me that class-
ical pastoral verse was always the product of city dwellers hankering
back to an idealized rustic simplicity ... and thus the mode was,
strictly speaking, always “artificial.” But I am concerned here with
the precise landscape wherever we are, here and now, as the
“spiritual landscape.” What plants grow in my backyard, 16142A
Russell, Berkeley, California; and how I am aware of them. For the
pastoral mode, as I feel it, enacts a state of consciousness or aware-
ness, eternally and recurringly common to human beings, every day
every life. Given the amount of shit we live in, it is also manure for
all manner of living growth.*”

Irby’s title Relation alludes directly to Relacion, the title of the narrative by Cabeza de Vaca,
who became stranded with hundreds of other Spanish sailors, on an expedition in 1528,

shortly after they’d arrived on the southern gulf coast of Florida.*”’

After following the
western coast of the peninsula north on foot, and suffering hundreds of casualties to disease,
Native American attack, and a failed attempt to drive a fleet of small, hand-carved canoes

across the gulf (a later attempt succeeded), Nunez and the four remaining members of the

7 1bid., 100.

%8 bid., 100.

% Irby, preface to Relation, unpaginated.

40 See Alvar Nufiez Cabeza de Vaca, Castaways: The Narrative of Alvar Nitiiez Cabeza de Vaca, ed.
Enrique Pupo-Walker, trans. M Lopez-Morillas (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993).
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group arrived at Galveston Bay, and spent the next eight years walking the southern and
southeastern portions of present-day North America: weaving along the Colorado and Pecos
rivers, crossing the Rio Grande south at El Paso, traversing a route parallel to the crescent
strand of Mexico’s west coast, and eventually reaching Mexico City. Starving, intermittently
enslaved, naked, Nunez’s peculiar encounters and rumors of his occult presence heightened
the intrigue of his account for later readers. Dorn refers to him as a “Christ figure, who
traversed the Southwest barefoot from Denver to the border, and cured, cast lovely spells,
who had long hair, was a man full of grace and humility, a violent kind, who talked too much,
walked, was lonely, and had meaning and cognizance, was followed, there was an awe.”*"'
Nunez reputedly possessed healing powers, which would, understandably, win him a great
deal of favor among the native populations: when he finally came upon fellow Spaniards in
San Miguel, outside of present-day Culiacan, Sinaloa, Mexico, his entourage consisted of
some 1200 volunteer indigenous tribesmen from the surrounding area. The final chapter of
his account describes his fury and indignation over the brutality of his fellow Spaniard’s
against the native populations.

Nunez’s narrative was one of the required texts for Dorn’s 1969 writing course at the
University of Kansas, and his strange odyssey frequently appears in Irby’s correspondence
with Dorn in early 1966, one of two years the work in Relation covers. As a figure, like
Ledyard or Lewis, Cabeza de Vaca was an “interstice,” as Irby termed it, a channel through
which the currents of relation between man and land were manifest, magisterial, and could be
richly and widely excavated: “...trying to get ahold of Cleve Hallenback’s book on retracing
the whole trip (he went out & found that most of the trails are still followable today, were

Indian trails used over & over again before & after CdeV).”**

Irby had it in mind to
compose a long poem “on, or from, him, his account.” After a visit to Kansas in May of
‘66—“it not only thunderstormed, as if for me to see it, but it hailed abt hensegg size... |
wallow sensuously in the weather the way some people do in food & liquor”—he wrote Dorn
of further plans for what he considered might be a life’s work, in which the author’s role was
as a gatherer: “I don’t have anything original or very profound to offer, my own thought that
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is; I can best work letting what is around me come out, giving that. The geologically

spectacular Colorado Plateau that Nunez had crisscrossed looking for Tenochtitlan obviously

401 Dorn, “What I See in The Maximus Poems,” in Views, 33-34.
42 Kenneth Irby to Edward Dorn, 7 July 1966, Folder 137, Edward Dorn Papers, Dodd Mss.
403 :

Ibid.
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attracted the geographic interests of both poets. In the same letter of January 5, 1966, from
Berkeley to Colchester, Irby included a number of recent poems that unveiled the circuitry of
a cultural-historical landscape. If language is, as Dorn defined it, “a plant potted in the
mouth,” in the following lines Irby reaps a self of the earth (“the plains in the mind”), a

harvest possessed of a great negative capability:

It takes such soft wool

as Escalante and his fathers wore, such
pain and ease among, such

care to even see,

to live with that land,

w/ any land,

that the wear is
of our feet across
not inundations
planned

Cabeza de Vaca and Escalante

went through the trek, into the land traversed, the heavy

feet life, over old and used again tracks —
Sauer and Hallenback traced the trails used, still
visible and followable today, from the Texas shore
to the Guadalupe and Sacramento Mountains —

through the land
is its own experience, care for
what care is demanded —

and the interior distance,

the brain pan, the heaviness there —
for Escalante only came back
where he had begun, a great
circle without touching California
or that western sea —

the plains in the mind

eroded to the Ground

the self lost on off

in those steep and wandering canyons

while the soft wool robes, the soft
touch of the

hand of the

naked bearded
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wanderer,

created them anew

who touched*"*
After he set off from Santa Fe, Silvestre Vélez de Escalante, a Franciscan missionary who
explored the Southwest at the end of the Revolutionary War, failed to reach present-day
Monterey, California, but happened upon the Grand Canyon along his circuitous path, which
eventually formed, “a great / circle.” Cabeza de Vaca traveled in circles too: shipping from
Mexico back to Spain after his near-decade walking voyage, he sailed again twice to the
Americas—“Old age hath yet his honour and his toil”—until 1550, when his role as
representative of the Crown in Asuncidn, Paraguay, was terminated due to accusations of
robbery and treason against him, not to mention his sizable debts—charges for which he

405 Indeed, “the land demands us,” makes

narrowly escaped forced labor exile in Algiers.
demands on us, and in us, and beckons us to its distances until they merge with our own,
interiors and exteriors running together, a “self lost on off / in those steep and wandering
canyons.” “Place,” Dorn testifies in his essay on the Maximus Poems, “you have to have a
man bring to you. You are casual. This is really serious business, and not to be tampered
with. You might just as well live in Buenos Aires or Newfoundland, it doesn’t make a damn
bit of difference. But being casual, you have to be patient and intelligent.”**

For Dorn that man was Olson, but all three poets, Irby included, share a reverence for
the early self-identified cultural geographer, Carl Sauer, whom Dorn claims, “was the first
one, especially in that ‘Morphology of Landscape’ who spoke to me with that kind of love of

the formation of land.”*"’

But Dorn’s investment in Sauer’s ideas went much deeper, and
“Morphology of Landscape,” published in 1925, seems equally relevant to our
environmentally ravaged present. Sauer calls his approach to scientific inquiry
“phenomenological,” in that it emphasizes method and process, and takes “science” itself to
be an “organized process of acquiring knowledge rather than in the common restricted
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meaning of a unified body of physical law. For Sauer, an “attention” that focuses on the

404 K enneth Irby to Edward Dorn, 5 January 1966, Folder 137, Edward Dorn Papers, Dodd Mss.; see
also Irby, Relation, pages 43-45, where this poem, titled “Relation,” is published.

95 Tennyson: A Selected Edition, ed. Christopher Ricks (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1989), 144; and see Enrique Pupo-Walker’s introduction to Castaways.

% Dorn, “What I See in The Maximus Poems,” 31-32.

7 Dorn, interview by Alpert, Ed Dorn Interviews, 22.

498 Carl Ortwin Sauer, “The Morphology of Landscape,” in Land & Life: A Selection from the Writings
of Carl Ortwin Sauer, ed. John Leighly (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1963), 315-316.
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relations and connections between and among data “denotes scientific approach.”*” Of
Olson’s Maximus poems, which reincarnate the spirit and source of the polis, Gloucester, in
the poem, Dorn echoes Sauer, when he writes that any “place, as a nonhuman reality, is
simply outside the presentments of human meaning.”*'’ Of a threefold division Sauer draws
in the scholarly terminology “geography,” he prefers the branch that focuses on, “the areal or
habitat differentiation of the earth, or chorology,” for which his essay proposes a number of
guiding principles.*'" First, “landscape” and “geography” are freshly delineated through
etymology: the former derives from a German notion of “landshape,” a process “by no means
thought of as simply physical”; and the latter “is based on the reality of the union of physical
and cultural elements in the landscape.”*'> “Geography should devote its energies,” Sauer
writes, “[t]o discover[ing] this areal ‘connection of the phenomena and their order’... their
characteristic association, as we find them in the area, is an expression of coherence.”*"
Sauer names the process of coming to know, of ascertaining the cultural geography, the
“morphologic method.”*'* His method emphasizes finding out for yourself; resisting the
torpor of titular expertise, “it rests upon a deliberate restraint in the affirmation of knowledge.
It is a purely evidential system, without prepossession regarding the meaning of its evidence,

and presupposes a minimum of assumption.”*"?

Enjamb that and the Gunslinger said it;
we’re back to the empiricism Dorn proposes. Beyond its prioritization of method, of paying
attention to how one pays attention, there are two features of Sauer’s “Morphology” essay
that guide the trajectory of Dorn’s career.

First, as I’ve noted, Sauer emphasizes the significance of relationships between
entities, as for instance, when he discusses “forms of the sea in the natural landscape.”416
“The objects which exist together in the landscape exist in interrelation,” he writes, and only
by untangling this “interdependency” between physical and cultural forces can one achieve
any understanding of geography in either the broadest or the most particular sense.*"”

Second, Sauer deliberately incorporates the influence of the individual geographer and his

*9 Sauer, “The Morphology of Landscape,” in Land & Life, 316.
“0Dorn, “What I See in The Maximus Poems,” in Views, 29.

" Sauer, “The Morphology of Landscape,” in Land & Life, 316.
2 Ibid., 321; 325.

* Ibid., 318.

** Ibid., 326.

** Ibid., 327.

*1° Ibid., 340.

7 Ibid., 321.
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particular set of experiences as integral in the process of apprehending the landscape, simply
because there is an “element of personal judgment in the selection of content.”*'® This fact
underscores the necessity for refined methods and at the same time elevates the import of that
personal share, of land and life, of “directed activity, not premature realization.”*"”
Furthermore, the “morphologic discipline,” moves beyond the reach of “scientific
regimentation,” into “esthetic” realms “to which we know no approach other than the
subjective.”**” Sauer references the various proposals of other geographers to identify the
intangible, subjectively determined energy of landscape: “Humboldt’s ‘physiognomy,’
Banse’s ‘soul,” Volz’s ‘rhythm,” Gradmann’s ‘harmony’ of landscape”—each of which Olson
has employed in metaphorizing and declaiming supremacy for the arts.**' For example, of
the transmission of natural energy through oneself—what Olson speaks of as a “WILL TO
COHERE,” and the drive to “take up, straight, nature’s, live nature’s force” (a sentence that
seems as likely to stunt its initiative as to enact it}—he writes in “Human Universe”: “There
is only one thing you can do about kinetic, re-enact it. Which is why the man said, he who
possesses rhythm possesses the universe. And why art is the only twin life has—its only valid

metaphysic. Art does not seek to describe but to enact.”**

And like art (the form within the
stone) is fashioned from that which sustains the tension of the totality of experience pressing
in, to push back out, to respond in kind, just so the landscape—Dorn quotes Sauer as epigraph
to “Idaho Out”—*is known through the totality of its forms.”*** “Culture,” Sauer writes, “is
the agent, the natural area is the medium, the cultural landscape the result.”***

William McPheron cogently pairs Sauer’s influence on Dorn with an Olson-
engineered education at Black Mountain: “Sauer’s model of cultural geography taught Dorn
to subordinate poetic descriptions of scenery to historical and economic analysis of the
human habitation of particular landscapes. This practice of deferring aesthetics to facts and
engaging subjects with passionate literalness was Dorn’s true education at Black
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Mountain. Though Dorn claims to have read Sauer before Olson suggested it, that

18 Ibid., 323.

19 Ibid., 349.

20 Ibid., 344.

! Ibid., 344.

422 Olson, “The Gate and the Center,” Collected Prose, 172; Olson, “Human Universe,” Collected
Prose, 162.

2 Sauer, “The Morphology of Landscape,” in Land & Life, 337.

24 Ibid., 343.

25 McPheron, “Edward Dorn,” Western Writers Series, 13.
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geographer is a central presence on the formidable reading list Olson compiled,
philosophized, and hand-delivered January 7, 1955, in the middle of the night, to Dorn’s
doorstep at Black Mountain College. In some ways, A Bibliography on America for Ed Dorn
reads like a lucubration—at times almost inscrutable, cryptic, and exhaustingly referential,
but it represents Olson’s premiere statement on methodology. One must seek “that exactitude
of process known,” Olson writes: “And as yet no one has applied that methodology (HOW—
AS, hu—PROCESS (is ‘to move’)—METHOD IS (meta hodos, the way after: TAO)—what I
am trying to say is that a METHODOLOGY is a science of HOW) ... The principle at work
here—*‘we should start from the notion of actuality as in its essence a process’.”**® Ironically,
what is instantly attractive about Olson’s text is exactly what seems most daunting: the
empowered position it affords the reader. Its unflinching, unapologetic impulse, as Alfred
North Whitehead puts it, to “start from the notion of actuality as ... a process” can spare

»427 No small task. And no

nothing, and doesn’t want to; Olson seeks to “live nature’s force.
small booklist. No doubt the bibliography means to inspire, and does, more than it
intimidates, for its primary goal is to catalyze Dorn’s development as “istorian,” what Sauer
1s, one who “finds out for oneself.”**

“[A] lot of shit” is what Olson calls sociology, give me “at least events and laws,” he
demands, “not this dreadful beast, some average and statistic.”*** To Olson, “politics and
economics... are like love (can only be individual experience)”’—Ilike Sauer’s “subjective”
imperative for “esthetics”—and contemporary efforts to get-at that experience as a person
have been occluded by “King Numbers & King Shit.”*° That is, by notions of (a)
“quality”—elitist agendas for “culture,” definitions of “art as taste” that have permitted
“commodities” to arrogate to themselves principles once sustained by a careful attention to
studious process and ‘““saturation” in one’s given subject; and (b) the crude generalizations of
‘plurality’ generated by the social sciences. The abstracted modern individual—witness to
“all individual energy and ingenuity... bought off—at a suggestion box or the cinema,” and

for whom “[s]pectatorism [has] crowd[ed] out participation as the condition of culture”—is

20 Olson, A Bibiography on America for Ed Dorn, 8-9.
427 Olson, “The Gate and the Center,” Collected Prose, 173.
28 Olson, 4 Bibliography on America for Ed Dorn, 14.
429 1 .
Ibid., 3.
“%1bid., 3.
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ruled by the commodity principle.**' This passive citizen envisions time (if he envisions it at
all) in neat historical linearity, as an ineffectual zone quarantined from the present, and comes
at last, exhausted, confused, and bereft of a “relation to nature, that force to which he owes
his somewhat small existence,” to find himself curiously pitted against the society that
engulfs him.*> He is a “single,” as the endearingly obtuse “I” proclaims of himself in
Gunslinger—amputated in time, preoccupied, self-indulgent yet disparaged of himself. With
this in mind, Olson maps the istorian’s inquiry along two “cross-sticked” axes whose four
endpoints each represent one of four components of “all attention”: millennia, person,

3 Il attempt to define these terms shortly, but it’s important to note

process, and quantity.
beforehand that the application of all four of these moments at once, is what Olson, and Dorn
too, means—*“I never ‘mean’, remember, / that’s a mortal sin”—realizes then, by the term

“attention,” the act of attending to.**

Although Olson faintly determines qualities specific to
each, it’s their interrelationships that matter. In fact, “when one widens out on any of these
four points of the Double-Axe, one begins to hit one of the other 4.”*** As one bends the
vertices of the two-dimensional “Double-Axe” around, one beholds a three-dimensional
sphere, at whose center sits Dorn, the istorian, in the crosshairs of Olson’s illustration, in the
locus of experience.

Independent definitions of these four terms are difficult to hold in place. Millennia
and quantity are both concerned with the “field of context” in which one’s knowledge is
retained, the thoroughness of its investigation, and the way in which the accumulation of
events in a certain place are manifest in that environment’s total disposition in events, cultural
behaviors, etc. Specifically, millennia is deep-time study, a metaphoric depth that intends to
fashion time like space, something tangible to enter into—the “geography of the Plains
enforces [millennia sense] on everyone,” Olson proposes.*® And it is by this entrance into
time as space that one breaks the chains of “quaintness” in what’s “local,” in an effort to find
lasting, persistent qualities of place, not some advertised-out “crutch of ambience,” or some

tired proclamation of authenticity.””’ One gets a sense of Pound’s injunction to “make it

41 Olson, “The Human Universe,” Collected Prose, 159.
432 Olson, “Projective Verse,” Collected Prose, 247.
3 Olson, 4 Bibliography on America for Ed Dorn, 4; 11.
4 Dorn, Gunslinger, 31.
3 Olson, 4 Bibliography on America for Ed Dorn, 6.
436 11,
Ibid., 5.
“71bid., 4.
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new” in Olson’s millennia, though Olson criticizes Pound’s “grrrate bookes” doctrine, as

»43% But since both men

supportive of “culture... parlayed forward by literary antecedence.
share an anxiety over the need to reconcile wooden, archaic forms with zealous fixation on
the renewable energy of the classics, perhaps it makes sense that Olson would see a “science
of beginning,” of infinite creation, in his sense of millennia.*** And in this sense we’re
likewise reminded of Dorn’s irrepressible urge to test new formal directions in his own work.
When Olson refines his theory by enlarging its enlistment, “the point is fo get all that has
been said on given subject,” he actually warns against the limitations of books—*“they stop...
because their makers are usually lazy. Or fancy”—encouraging an interdisciplinary research
approach (“PRIMARY DOCUMENTS... you’ll have to dig mss”) that he’d begun to
formulate as an American Civilization student at Harvard in the late 30s.**

It follows then, that quantity is the principle to reckon on, “as though there were any
other ‘like’ than an attention which has completely saturated or circumvented the object” of

study.*' Olson instructs:

Best thing to do is to dig one thing or place or man until you yourself
know more abt that than is possible to any other man. It doesn’t matter
whether it’s Barbed Wire or Pemmican or Paterson or lowa. But exhaust
it. Saturate it. Beat it. And then U KNOW everything else very fast: one
saturation job (it might take 14 years). And you’re in, forever.***

Person and Process are the sieves, the interstices through which this data must pass, both
mediums and instruments to determine and execute “how, as yourself as individual, you are
acquiring & using same in acts of form—what use you are making of acquired
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information. The scholar, insofar as his life becomes his study, aims to illuminate (take a

deep breath) “the intimate connection between person-as-continuation-of-millennia-by-acts-
of-imagination-as-arising-directly-from-firece-penetration-of-all-past-persons, places, things
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and actions-as-data (objects). Here’s the “no lightweight business” Dorn spoke of: find

your name at the center of Olson’s diagram, and your work is cut out for you; like Brakhage’s

438 11,
Ibid., 7.

% Olson, “A Bibliography on America for Ed Dorn,” 305; in the initial publication of Olson’s essay

(San Francisco: Four Seasons, 1964), this phrase reads: “science of inquiry.”(11)

*0Olson, 4 Bibliography on America for Ed Dorn, 13.

441 1.
Ibid., 3.

“2 Ibid.,13.

“3 Ibid., 4.

“Ibid., 7.
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299

vision of “a world before the ‘beginning was the word,”” a world “shimmering with the
endless variety of movement,” Olson’s schema envisions the overthrowing of traditional
“axes of reference”—quantity refashions time as the tangibles of art; millennia transforms
cataleptic history into an “open field”; process harbors the soul, in the acts that make it; and
person is “science of the soul,” the casement of all its processes, just as the body is “the
cavity... in which the organs are slung.”*** Soul is what we make, our consciousness
possesses “implicit accuracy, from its own energy as a state of implicit motion.”**°

The point all along is how to make a better poem. The poem that enacts, doesn’t sit
back—remember, “[d]escription, letting things lay,” Dorn insists, “[is] reserved for the
slothful, or the merely busy”; and elsewhere: “[t]he idle mind is a receptacle / for all casual
dissatisfaction / and loitering.”**’ Surrounded by this influence, Dorn goes for the pith of
what’s in-between, the work inside the distance, the goal to search, “wandering to a purpose.”
The eye/l stays fresh on the move. Among the adherents of a migratory approach Dorn’s
“cross-sticks” of “all attention” pick up, is John Ledyard, famous American explorer whose
walking journey in 1786—its awesome (but unrealized) itinerary from London across Siberia
and the Bering Strait, down the western coast of North America, and thence across to
Virginia (on the fervent recommendation but without the financial support of U.S.
ambassador to France, Thomas Jefferson)—was cut short “in a confusion / of towns named

448

Yakutsk and Irkutsk,” by order of Catherine the Great.™™ Her officials returned Ledyard six

thousand miles on horseback to the Polish border, from which point he walked most of the

449
bhs In

way back to England where, Dorn reports, he surrendered, whispering, “I give up.
“Ledyard: the Exhaustion of Sheer Distance,” Dorn exhibits a trademark, deferential
sympathy-through-imaginative-inquiry for his subject, a “passionate literalness,” MacPheron
calls it: “But what I wonder at times, / being only from Illinois is / did you count the
stretching corridors / of spruce on that trek coming back / as we used to count telephone poles

95450

/ going home from my aunt’s... The rich, lyric sensitivity distinguishes Ledyard’s foot

3 Brakhage, “Metaphors on Vision,” Blue Grass, 29; Olson, A Bibliography on America for Ed Dorn,
11; Olson, “Proprioception,” in Collected Prose, 181.

446 Olson, “Proprioception,” Collected Prose, 183.

a7 Dorn, “What I See in The Maximus Poems,” Views 34; Dorn, Collected Poems, 42.

Bl Gifford, Ledyard: In Search of the First American Explorer (Orlando: Harcourt, 2007); Dorn,
Collected Poems, 53.

9 Dorn, Collected Poems, 52.

% bid., 53-54.
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journey across a continent from the grinding motions of “the cogs that turn this machine,”

whether beneath the Himalayas, or orbiting the earth:

they don’t say he stopped in taverns

of what condition his shoes, the point

of destination was the Pacific coast of Russia.
This was a way to get to the other side

of America. And that must have been

no irony then. Walking is what I associate
with Ledyard, distance as sheer urge, not
satellite and its utilitarianism.*"’

In the poem’s final stanza, the gauge of this mad act is a flash of defiance, a spark of “mystic

sheer distance” across the lambent sheen:

Mystic sheer distance was in thine eye,
that beautiful abstract reckoning,
the feet, walking: for no other reason
the world.*”
“Death While Journeying,” another poem of the early 60’s, and one closely
associated with the dedication to Ledyard, takes up similar themes of distance, longing, and
modernity’s assault on the lone traveler, navigating “land hunger and manifested
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psychopolitical space. The poem tells a story of Meriwether Lewis, who after “an entire

continent had flapped at [his] coattails,” died mysteriously “at Grinder’s Stand / in the

29454 Here

Chickasaw country / of our dreams, one century / before psychoanalysis.
psychoanalysis proffers what anachronistic sympathy it can, but its absence amidst the raw
and unremitting geographic and psychological isolation of Lewis’ voyage (“going to see his
dying mother”) prefigures his ironic and mysterious death on the road. Dorn’s Lewis is a
man out of time whose disturbed mental affects are hideously reinforced by the faithless
aberrations that accompany ‘the taming of the West,” the West he opened in exploration.
These aberrant forces find human representation in John Jacob Astor—whose American Fur

Company had a monopoly in the first half of the nineteenth century—and the proprietor of

Lewis’s lodging house along the Natchez Trace, the “money-eyed” Grinder, who Dorn

#!1bid., 53.

2 1bid., 54.

*3 Empire of Skin intro, 11.
“*Dorn, Collected Poems, 50.
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suggests (in accordance with some historians) murdered Lewis for the money he was
carrying.*® Moving around his subject, blending the millennial and historical, Dorn’s “clots
of phrase” penetrate the insecurity of Lewis’s voyage, encircling a sphere of experience by
folding narrative advancement over itself, waylaying, agglomerating.*** The title and first
line of the poem, “At Grinder’s Stand,” recurs four times throughout, each enunciation

introducing a new distraction, issuing new tangents, until we surround the event, the “Idea”:

it was, Fall? when the papaws
drop their yellow fruit,
or Spring? And bear’s grease.

Going to see his dying mother
or was it summer,

the live oak waving

in the clear air,

but imagine,

trying to make a trip

like that alone.

...was given to fits

435 See Robert Von Hallberg, “‘This Marvellous Accidentalism’,” in Internal Resistances, 45-86: “This
is a poem about the ignoble end of a great beginner, Meriwether Lewis, who died mysteriously at
thirty-five, a few years after his triumphant return from the Pacific Coast. From 1807 until his death
Lewis was governor of the upper Louisiana Territory. During the expedition to the Pacific he had
grown accustomed to the carte blanche Jefferson had permitted him. But the Washington government
was later unwilling to allow him the same liberty in administering the Louisiana Territory; several of
his vouchers were not honored by the federal government. Severely disappointed by what he took to be
areprimand, Lewis set out alone in September 1809 for Washington, where he intended to straighten
out these financial matters. (He also planned to visit his mother, who was not dying, at Ivy Creek in
Virginia on his return route.) ... Robert Grinder was the proprietor of Grinder’s Stand, where Lewis
died; he was said by his wife to be twenty miles away from home on October 11, 1809. About that,
however, there is some doubt. Many years after Lewis’s death, a friend of one of Grinder’s servants
stated that Grinder was present the night Lewis either killed himself or was killed by a robber. Lewis’s
watch and money (at least $200) were not with his body on the morning of the 12™; before long Robert
Grinder purchased more slaves and better property and moved away from Natchez Trace. Dorn
evidently takes the view, shared by others, that Grinder murdered Lewis for money. As an old man
Daniel Boone trapped furs to pay his debts. Dorn makes the point that, more or less simultaneously
with Lewis’s death, John Jacob Astor chartered one of the first great trusts, the American Fur
Company (1808), which established a post at Astoria, Oregon, near where Lewis and Clark had
camped along the Columbia River.”(51-53)

S Dorn, “The Sullen Art Interview,” interview by David Ossman, Ed Dorn Interviews, 4-5: “I know
what meter is, and I know the names of the various meters, and so forth, but the way I write is really in
clots of phrase, and that usually comes out to be Idea, in a vague sense. I don’t think Ideas come in
units. When the individual line ceases to have energy for me, in those terms, I usually break the line
there, with certain exceptions.”
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of depression Jefferson said;

is that possible? 18 whatever

6 or 7?7 In this case

it would be cruel to be so modern®’

The West is splayed by the violent mercantilism the abundance of natural resources tempts

and facilitates; the frontier expands beyond tangible horizons. Lewis’s earth-knowing, like

Ledyard’s dogged traverse, or Butch Cassidy’s renegade West, proves outmoded. The
poem’s closing stanzas are pinned under a latticework of surveillance, exploitation and

profiteering; Lewis’s death is the death of a non-purposive, exploratory ideal:

But surrounding this death

Boone had just returned to Femme Osage

with sixty beaver skins “still strong

in limb, unflinching in spirit”

standing there with a gaunt eye

watching the Astorians prepare their keel-boats,

his old ear bent
toward the Pacific tide.

But at Grinder’s Stand,
which is south of Femme Osage
on the Trace, whom probably the Astorians
had nearly forgotten, a man rode in
to the final recognition
and who would have been there
but money-eyed

Grinder,

While the Astorians prepared their keel-boats
and Boone watched."®

“TDorn, Collected Poems, 50.

45 Ibid., 51.

113



The human eye, a sphere of waters and tissue, absorbs an energy that has come ninety-three million
miles from another sphere, the sun. The eye may be said to be sun in other form.

Though to look at the sun directly causes blindness, sight is an intricately precise tip of branched
energy that has made it possible to measure the charge of solar storm, or to calculate nova. It is
possible that all universe is of a similar form.

The human lens grows flatter for looking across a prairie, and the sparrow is able to see the seed
beneath its bill — and in the same instant the hawk descending. A cat watches the-sparrow-at-the-end-
of-the-world in a furred luminosity of infra-reds, enormous purples.

After a long time of light, there began to be eyes, and light began looking with itself. At the exact
moment of death the pupils open full width.

— Ronald Johnson**’

4. Dorn Im Auge

In the Sears poem, empiricism blends looking on with taking in—a marked transference of
Dorn’s work up through Gunslinger elaborates a sense of the eye, not merely as a sense
receptor but as a physical receptacle, a repository of experience. At the same time, home is a

colorless abstraction in the Sears poem, more of the frightful unhomely—*“dust masking the
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hedges of fields she knew,” where the eye holds “the only title... to lands. In

“Geranium,” the bare utility of Dorn’s Washington home, “Burlington / that pea-center,”

where he and Helene lived in the mid to late 50s, is set against “the home of my mind. / That

95461

asylum I carry in my insane squint. Photographs of Dorn support and embellish this

image, the “insane squint” facing elemental assaults. In a set of photographs of Dorn posted
by the Electronic Poetry Center through the University of Buffalo, for instance, he stands
beside a set of public, rental binoculars at Coit Tower, perched high above San Francisco; and
on the back cover flap of Internal Resistances, he’s pictured grimacing into the wind, looking
out, for which the high-Olsonian opening stanza of the first long poem Dorn ever published,
“The Land Below,” could serve as pithy caption: “The light wind falters leaves / in the

cottonwood. Barely evening. / The rain earlier, coming again / from the West, in front of
95462
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me Despite the sweet cadence of these lines—"“leaves,” “evening,” “earlier,” “again,” “in

4% Ronald Johnson, from “Beam 4,” in Ark: The Foundations (San Francisco: North Point Press,

1980), unpaginated.

0 Dorn, Colleted Poems, 46-47.

“!Ibid., 13.

42 “Ed Dorn Image Gallery,” Electronic Poetry Center, n.d.,

<http://epc.buffalo.edu/authors/dorn/DORN_CENTO/dorn cento_image gallery.htmI> (June 25,

114



front me”—or the aural hiss of “West” as the rain comes in—that somber euphony
underscores the reverence and caution Dorn exercises in his stoic engagement with the West.
Reflection adopts a softly radiant intimacy in “Oh Don’t Ask Why,” and is similarly ascetic

about what it means to journey: “we scoured the ground of the earth / to start fires / in these

95463

rickety geographies / we knew better than to call home. Tom Clark memorializes this

assiduity in his poem, “for ed dorn:

as hector was to achilles

the tender thing
that is a man looking out
upon the land he knows

wyoming
walked with ed dorn all the way around
devil's tower in an hour looked
out over the prairie grass bad
lands one hundred miles west as
first indians then later
‘our’

scout settlers had
with that long squint down the cocked
rifle of creation*®*

This longing to carve a life out of the land—the “cocked / rifle of creation”—is a
conflicted longing for home that pervades Dorn’s work. A longing, however, that is
experientially and self-reflexively gauged to filter the abstractions of ideology, and to
meticulously calculate the physical and psychological constituents in the “totality of the
landscape.” The landscape is a bodily experience, known not only by the body, but in and on
the body. And for this knowledge, of the organs and “the princely senses,” the eye is central.
Again recall Creeley’s (stolen) formulation from Pieces: “Want to get the sense of ‘I’ into

Zukofsky’s ‘eye’—a locus of experience, not a presumption of expected value.”*®

The eye
as a proprioceptive center, as an empirical seine, gathers, appropriates and delivers
experience in and out of the instrument, and /ocus, of self.

In an interview in early May 1973, Dorn discussed the influence of John Young’s

1964 book, A Model of the Brain, which concentrates a great deal of attention on the brain of

2007); Donald Wesling, ed., Internal Resistances, photograph on back cover flap; Dorn, Collected
Poems, 57.

3 Dorn, Collected Poems, 83.

44 Tom Clark, “for ed dorn,” in Mike and Dale’s Younger Poets, no. 6 (Summer 1997), 80.

45 Creeley, Collected Poems: 1945-1975, 435.
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the octopus, an animal whose nervous system shares certain significant commonalities with
our own. Dorn explains the relevance of this fact to his own sensibilities, and the perspective

it affords the poem:

[A]pparently the large part of the seat of memory in the octopus is in the

eye. | believe that's a true motto for the poem—that it does represent that

circuitry and that really outfront residence. He’s not saying that the seat of

memory is in our eye, but obviously the eye is a very complex thing and

it has been thought of as the exposed part of the brain. When I look at you,

in a sense, I’'m looking at your brain so far as I can see your eye. So, I think

that little formulation is my own sensual feeling for that mechanical truth...

I have the sense that we know totality all the time through our senses and

what part of that totality we can capture is the definition essentially of our

sensate capabilities.**

This could serve as a definition of our poems too—as the “part of totality we can capture.”
Dorn wrote a short piece about these cephalopodic congruencies he called, “The Octopus
Thinks with Its Arms,” a title which he lifted directly from Young’s book: “The suckers at the
end of each arm serve more for sensory functions than for seizing,” Young writes, “as the
delicate tip feels its way over surfaces and into crannies. The centre of the terminal region is
occupied almost entirely by nervous tissue, including many very small cells. These
presumably serve for computational rather than motor functions. The octopus might be said
to ‘think with its arms’.”*%’

As a parallel construction, the nervous system of an octopus provides an intriguing
and useful diagram for the ways in which Dorn’s locus of experience, as the poems enact it,
operates in terms of sensation and reception. “The eyes are probably the most important
distance receptors,” Young writes in 4 Model of the Brain. “All the known receptor cells of
cephalopods consist of ‘primary sense cells’ in the epidermis, from which an axon proceeds
inwards. The same plan is found for the chemotactile receptors of the arms and in the cells of

7468 And so, later in Dorn’s career, when the reader of Gunslinger discovers “I”” not

the eyes.
to be the first-person narrator, but rather (or also) the “handle” of an anxious, neophyte
Westerner whose mind is increasingly tangled about his strange astral guest’s trenchant
quasi-koans, and whose suddenly deceased body is filled with liquid LSD and revived thus—

one understands this playful narrative dissemblance and psychedelic transformation—into

466 Dorn, interview by Okada, Ed Dorn Interviews, 45.

%7 J.Z. Young, A Model of the Brain (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1964), 101,
8 Young, 4 Model of the Brain, 94-95.
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what the Slinger labels an “Organ Ization”—as an endorsement, on the one hand, of Dorn’s
contemporary critics who sought to expose the fallacy of a single, monologic, authorial
presence (the “death of the author,” as Barthes put it), and on the other, as critique of those
same criticisms, for their inadvertent reliance upon the spurious presupposition that a position
beyond what’s subjective (unhinged from the personal, a “dissolved, fictive self”) is available

“I”’

in the first place. That the reader’s expectations are also interrupted by s shifting identity,
which transfers the instability and false assumptions of his perspective on the reader’s
experience, forces an awareness of the external influences on first-person assertions.

“A biography of myself,” Dorn described his only novel, By the Sound.*® He
elaborates his sensitivity to the multiple ownership, to the public utility of language, in his

discussion of “voice” in Gunslinger, with Barry Alpert:

Dorn: Really, it’s biographical, not autobiographical, in the sense that
the voices are obviously my own like they are in Browning. It’s
like any narrative poem.
Alpert: You mean the characters are personae for various aspects of your
mind?
Dorn: Which I take to be the aspects of anybody’s mind. I believe in the
shared mind.*"
Each of us puts the “shared mind” to his or her own use. Dorn’s work is language work,
“poetry that’s constantly written on air. What I’ve read and what I hear merge to make the

field in which I compose.”*”"

The uncertain synapse between the internal and the external
faculties increasingly becomes the epicenter of Dorn’s preoccupation with authorial presence
and composure. Dorn’s admission that, “I know what meter is, and I know the names of the
various meters, and so forth, but the way I write is really in clots of phrase, and that usually
comes out to be Idea.... When the individual line ceases the have energy for me, ...I usually
break the line there,” is an externalizing conception of the poem, and its interactive process—
the “merger” of difference which is writing.**

A decentered self that receives and processes the various energies of its environment

echoes Young’s description of the octopus: “Many of the important reflex centres remain

9 Dorn, interview by Alpert, Ed Dorn Interviews, 10: “...a biography of myself which I think is a

slightly different sense than auto.”

0 Tbid., 28.

*"! Dorn, “Roadtesting the Language,” interview by Fredman, Ed Dorn Interviews, 66.
2 Dorn, “The Sullen Art Interview,” interview by Ossman, Ed Dorn Interviews, 4.
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separated at the periphery... On the pathways from the chemotactile receptors and the retina

95473

lie centres that play a large part in the coding systems. These coding systems hold

information regarding the overall “zeitgeist” of the animal’s environment and thus determine
directly appropriate action. So we can detect Dorn’s “Idea,” in Young’s description of the

octopus nervous system:

Each transducer point (cell) responds to a change in its immediate
neighborhood (‘stimulus’). But the whole assembly of points serves to
signal some other characteristic of the ‘stimulating complex’. This
characteristic capacity to signal certain selected characteristics of the
‘form’ of a situation (its ‘gestalt’) has given rise to many difficulties of
interpretation. The words ‘response to stimulus’ can be ambiguous if used
both for the point event at the detection surface and for the response to
the whole complex.*’

Below, I’ll return to the similarities these interpretative difficulties—of sensorial input,
computation and expression—share with aspects of Olson’s scholarship in “Projective
Verse,” and in his treatise on human form and potential, “Human Universe.” For now, we
can liken this eccentric system to the self-as-“Medium” Dorn outlined in that 1965 letter to
Tom Clark, quoted above: “When one speaks of the world one is a Medium rather than an
ego, the difference between local or ‘provincial’ and some total respons(ibility which I have

295475

no ready word for. As with the octopus, the “Medium”’s instrument in Dorn’s work is the

eye. “I'm looking at your brain so far as I can see your eye,” he told Roy Okada in 1973.%"°
But Dorn’s fixation on the eye’s dynamic interstice predates his contact with Young’s book,
and forms a central preoccupation of his earliest published work.

The eye consistently reveals the spirits of those Dorn encounters. At Essex, Jennifer
Dunbar’s eyes offered, “a variety / of sparkling moments,” and those of an earlier love,
Phyllis Sprinkle, back in Villa Grove: “Her eyes were as dark as agates / in 1948, so dark I

295477

stayed / an extra year, just to be with her. To be with her while there’s space and time,

* Young, 4 Model of the Brain, 100.

“* Ibid., 96.

7> Edward Dorn to Tom Clark, n.d. (1965), MS 55A: Db, Tom Clark Paris Review correspondence,
Spencer Mss.

476 Dorn, interview by Okada, Ed Dorn Interviews, 45.

" Dorn, Gunslinger, 39; quoted in Clark, World of Difference, 72: “.. just to be with her. / It was the
only thing to do. / I’d been so slow and distracted / when the war ended / and the country was /
suddenly engorged with / the youth of five years earlie— / full grown men thrown / into the dead air
peace, / some back to the scheduled / combustion of the Railroad, / some saddled in the / tyrannical
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without the conspiracy of workaday contrivance—*remember that time / the world seemed
open what a satisfying meal / that was. The body outlives... its lighted parts,” Dorn writes in
“Wait by the Door Awhile Death, There Are Others.”*”® And of the onomatopoetic Metz,
who “had the nerve to live near / and wait,” in order to inherit Dorn’s grandfather’s

9 ¢

railroading job, it’s the “fixed grin,” “slick smile,” and pernicious stare by which Dorn recalls

that antagonist: “his eye set / the glint of knowing / no cancer would cancel / his scaling

career with dirty pipes.”*”’

In another poem (as mysteriously inconclusive as its title), “A
Vague Love,” set in a Pocatello pool hall, time is stretched into a tenuous space that flutters,
suspended, awaiting some imminent revelation (this pun in “shoot”), above the waste of
eternity. The piece ends ominously, expectant: “We all stand swaying. it’s someone’s turn to

95480

shoot. The eyes of the wives of the pool hall’s patrons bespeak their solemn pact with the

land: “...their eyes / have deep corridors in them / of brown hills of pain and / indecision and
under every / searching lash / a question no man, not / even their own / can answer.”*"'

Not just human inhabitants make the world over in their eyes. In “The Deer’s Eye
the Hunter’s Nose,” the deer’s instinct outwits the “quick alcoholic glance,” of his human
predator, in whom, “there is no scent / in the nose of... / just snot.”**? The deer hides “inside
an old mine where deer’s / eyes wind the light into / yellow balls / back of darkness.”*** And
in “Sousa,” it’s the reflective, bulging convexity of a bird’s eyeball that brings “the land into
the eye’s view,” and through that lens Dorn surveys the adulteration of the landscape below:
“We were / on a prominence though / so lovely to the eye eyes / of birds only caught / all the
differences / of each house filled hill.”*** Among the most forlorn, and yet redemptive of

Dorn’s early poems is his piece to Helene, “Oh Don’t Ask Why.” Dorn struggles to reconcile

his sense of guilt (for “giving way / foolishly to public thoughts) with his obligation to an

throb of cultivation....” Dorn wrote these unpublished lines in a notebook after hearing of Sprinkle’s
death, in 1991. Since the mid-80s, Dorn and Sprinkle had picked up a correspondence—just after
Sprinkle had become a widow. Evidently, on the day of her death, Sprinkle received a letter from
Dorn, who was later told by a friend of hers, that she was, “very happy to have it at that moment.”
" Dorn, Collected Poems, 233.

7 Ibid., 47-49.

“O1bid., 128.

“Ibid., 128.

2 Ibid., 39.

3 Ibid., 39.

4 Olson, “Proprioception,” in Collected Prose, 185: “Landscape | “a portion of land which the eye /
can comprehend in a single view” / to bring the land into the eye’s view: / COSMOS / creation / a
verb...”; Dorn, Collected Poems, 25.
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artistic integrity, when considering his family’s perseverance and dedication—a conflict we

485

can trace back to the recollections of his mother in the “debt” poem.™” Likewise, the

struggle’s geography is grist for the poem: the couple’s endurance in such faraway, rural
settings—Pocatello, Burlington, Santa Fe—is a steady, fixed gaze into the distance. “Oh

Don’t Ask Why” is worth quoting at length:

That sun, did it come
to warm only us? I think
SO
But repeatedly
I don't know
How you loved me
through all travesty
how you kept those lovely eyes
clear,

their burn

fixed away from some
monument of curiosity,—How
ever can you live like that?

Yes, at moments I did waste
our lives, giving way
foolishly to public thoughts,
large populations.

Are we needed? On this mountain

or in this little spud town in the valley
or along this highway, you held

your eyes on getting us there, repeatedly
where? We

never knew

but now do and what is it

in this small room so bitter
an image of time at times
keeps us from falling

into that religious cry

of I’'m not here!

but which we now transpose
with an old hope

we scoured the ground of the earth
to start fires

5 Dorn, Collected Poems, 83.
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in these rickety geographies
we knew better than to call home

from smiling

to hiding true thoughts

true feeling as an inner lining

against the cold and secret medicines

heat and water, light

for the lonely comes only as a fringe benefit

Carry geology in the eye

though nobody calls you long distance

to learn the nature of that terrain

Oh don’t ask why the welcome signs remain.**

The line-breaks of the final quatrain reconstitute an elemental space, an experience of deep

9 ¢

time, a cosmos: “eye” and “distance,” the coefficients; “terrain,” “remain” the rhyme.

This demand, to “carry geology in the eye,” recalls Olson’s organic construction in
the “Postscript to Proprioception & Logoraphy,” his experimental, ‘field’ treatise which
stands as counterpart to his poetic declaration, “Projective Verse.” Defining landscape, in the
“Postscript,” Olson writes: “‘a portion of land which the eye / can comprehend in a single
view’ / to bring the land into the eye’s view.” These pieces are roughly contemporaneous:
“Oh Don’t Ask Why” first appeared in Dorn’s second book, Hands Up!/, in 1964, and Olson’s
essay was serially published by LeRoi Jones, in his magazines, Yugen, and Floating Bear, as
well as Lita Hornick’s Kulchur, in 1961 and 1962.*% “Proprioception,” the eponymous first
chapter, establishes the theoretical precepts that constitute a method of being, a haptic
attention, whose objective is “SENSIBILITY WITHIN THE ORGANISM / BY
MOVEMENT OF ITS OWN TISSUES.”**® Movement as behavior is action with respect to
a processing, on the instant, of relative location. Here especially, Olson’s model resonates
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with Young’s conclusions, namely Olson’s argument that “‘senses’... are all that sd contact

1% And it is at this “center,” where

area is valuable for, to report in to centra
consciousness—“implicit accuracy, from its own energy as a state of implicit motion”—

mingles with the unconscious—*the universe flowing-in, inside”—and information from

" Ibid., 83-84.

7 David Streeter, comp., 4 Bibliography of Ed Dorn (New York City: The Phoenix Bookshop, 1973),
2; information provided in the notes to Donald Allen and Benjamin Friedlander, eds., Charles Olson
Collected Prose, 415.

8 Olson, “Proprioception,” in Collected Prose, 181.

* Ibid., 181.
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“one’s own literal body,” and “the whole inner mechanism” formulates action.””® And that’s
roughly that: “If man is active, it is exactly here where experience comes in that it is
delivered back, and if he stays fresh at the coming in he will be fresh at his going out.”*"

Olson prescribes a reconfiguration of the body’s relationship to its own sensibilties,
to its “house,” and of the soul, the “inner mechanism,” to the body (here Olson notes

492 For at this critical

Shakespeare’s sonnet #146: “Poor soul, the centre of my sinful earth™).
moment, proprioception is part resistance, in order to keep the register one’s own, to stay
“fresh,” not merely to “become a window through which things, a channel, etc.,” but that the
accommodation of what’s “flowing-in, inside” is similarly acted back upon by that “inner
mechanism,” the “SOUL, the intermediary, the intervening thing, the interruptor, the
resistor.”*”* Olson’s man does not succumb to natural force, but consolidates and reenacts it.
The soul, Olson posits, is “equally ‘physical.’ Is the self”; it comes to be thus through its
perceptual marriage with a haptic experience of the world.*”* Migration and “internal”
migration, as much as they are methods of atfention are also modes of resistance, insofar as
they filter and test external data. A mode of avoiding the psychological stagnation that loses
“things” in “effete, effects,” in “[d]escription, letting things lay, [which] was reserved for not
necessarily the doubtful, but the slothful, or merely busy”; a resistance to the tyranny of
distance and isolating space, and to the anesthetizing lockstep of mass cultural enterprise,
rotting within the “more and more stale” citizen, “as he is less and less acute at the door.”*”?
The introduction to Stan Brakhage’s 1962 written work, “Metaphors on Vision,” published in
the same issue of Blue Grass in which Dorn’s “The Deer’s Eye the Hunter's Nose” appeared,

articulates a similar, reinvented constellation of vision—what’s seen by the eye, and what

inheres to shape the process of creation.

“Ibid., 182.

1 Olson, “Human Universe,” in Collected Prose, 162.

“2Ibid., 161.

493 Dorn, “What I See in The Maximus Poems,” in Views, 39; Olson, “Proprioception,” in Collected
Prose, 182.

% Olson, “Proprioception,” 182.

5 Dorn, “What I See in The Maximus Poems,” in Views, 34; Olson, “Human Universe,” in Collected
Prose, 162, and see 157-158 for discussion of “description” that, Olson writes, “does not come to grips
with what really matters: that a thing, any thing, impinges on us by a more important fact, its self-
existence, without reference to any other thing, in short, the very character of it which calls our
attention to it, which wants us to know more about it, its particularity.”
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To see is to behold, Brakhage reminds us, (“behold,” from bi + haldan, to
“thoroughly hold”); as one enters into a room, so the eye gathers the land info the view.**®
Like Dorn’s self as “medium,” a locus of experience, Brakhage’s project for a
comprehensive, polyglot authorial consciousness—to capture the “total disposition” of its
experience—is evinced by the way he signs his films:

“By Brakhage” should be understood to mean “by way of Stan and Jane

Brakhage,” as it does in all my films since marriage. It is coming to mean:

“by way of Stan and Jane and the children Brakhage” because all the

discoveries which used to pass only thru the instrument of myself are

coming to pass thru the sensibilities of those I love. Some day these passages

will extend thru the sensibilities of those I now can only imagine loving.

Ultimately, “by Brakhage” will come to be superfluous and understood

as what it now ultimately is: “by way of everything.”*"’
As Olson argues in “Human Universe,” for the dissolution of Platonic divisions between
object and idea, the implications of Brakhage’s expanding “instrument” of self orchestrate a
world “of our own making,” a world in process, emergent, becoming. “I believe in the shared
mind,” Dorn told Barry Alpert in 1972, and a year later he reiterated the point to Roy Okada:
“‘I’ is dead actually... All our stories are so interchangeable. If they’re significant they seem

to be more interchangeable.”*"

This sharing approaches myth (or is already within it), whose
revelation will occur, the Gunslinger commands us, through the “I”” reconstituted, through the
“purification” of our manacled heads. To think is to manifest is the Gunslinger’s lesson—and
likewise one makes a poem, as an act is made, or a cabinet—and vice versa, what’s beheld
are ideas, ideas as, not only in, things, as Williams insisted. “Their leading ideas / come
directly from the landform,” Dorn writes of the Apaches in a poem beginning with the line,
“So The infant in bound,” from his 1974 work, Recollections of Gran Apacheria.499 But
before that, before the idea came from the landform? “Creation,” from the same work,
answers that puzzle too, without limiting it: “Some other One then asked / Where is the Earth
/ and the One replied / to this voice of the story / I am Thinking, Thinking / Thinking,
Thinking / I am Thinking Earth.”** The poem’s closing stanzas hark back to a “pure”

existence commensurate with Brakhage’s imperative “adventure of perception” in a world

¢ Brakhage, “Metaphors on Vision,” in Blue Grass, 29.

7 Brakhage, prefatory statement to Metaphors on Vision (Denver: Film Culture Inc., 1963),
unpaginated.

498 Dorn, interview by Okada, Ed Dorn Interviews, 49.

499 Dorn, Way West, 137.

% Ibid., 131-132.
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“unruled by man-made laws of perspective... unprejudiced by compositional logic.”*"' A
condition poem and film alike wish to enact, a world “wherein all men fit”:

And then he thought

a Little Boy

and poco a poco

the whole phylum

was brought into being

There was great laughter
in the beginning
when all creatures could talk.>”

The physical process of perception and somatic power of the imagination are central
concerns throughout Dorn’s catalogue. For Dorn, one’s connection to the land is an always
already established but endlessly renewable fact, evident to the “time-wanderer” as the very
path his discovery takes. Connections of spirit are sustained among the physical interaction
of objects. Whatever the authorial or lyric presence is in Dorn’s poems, it traverses a space
most often characterized by its distance from other things; the misty sonority of the early
pieces, as in “Hemlocks” or “If It Should Ever Come” (and in their titles too), seems
exhausted from long-hour efforts among sparsely inhabited landscapes. Fatigue and
distance—conditions of a larger, landscape system—are instances of broader relations
revealed through a multiform and contentious relationship with the earth, both oppressive and
empowering: “We are pained by fetters of wind around our ankles,” Dorn admits in “In the
Morning”; and in “A Song,” the tenuous appearance of wildflower blossoms in an early
spring snow is consolation for a diffuse sullenness, for a home one can only hope to come to
know by finding a way to miss:

I have a dark blue sky

inside my head, ah,

there is a flower here

and there, and yes, believe
I’ll miss this time, sometime,
these old cold mountains
these cold blue hills
sometime.>”

>%! Brakhage, “Metaphors on Vision,” in Blue Grass, 29.
32 Dorn, Way West, 132.
303 Dorn, Collected Poems, 56; 132.

124



Here is isolation’s compressed registration of its surroundings, moving in and out (“a dark
blue sky / inside my head”), a mind coming to knowledge ever partly undisclosed. Dorn
locates interior struggle in exterior/environmental contestation—though he becomes
increasingly skeptical of that distinction if too strictly drawn, between what’s in and what’s
out, as it might foreclose on the proprioceptive possibilities of process, attention, and
objectism—the poet as an object among objects—the principles of Olson’s “Projective

504

Verse,” from which Dorn strays without abandoning.”™ (In fact, if the dictates of “Projective

Verse” call for an “objectification of the poem,” Abhorrences, especially in its “found

: 505
abhorrences,” seems as compliant as can be.

) In another poem from Dorn’s third book,
Geography, simply titled, “Song,” love’s struggle is displaced; it appears in the “green hills”
opposite the eye, as if knowledge were experience turned inside-out: “I tell you the gleaming
eye / is a mirror of / the green hills / where love struggles / against the drought / in the desert /
in the spring / in the quickness / of the fresh bush / over the cove.”*"

Physiognomy is a way in—physical qualities often suggest spiritual ones in Dorn’s
human subjects. The English and the Germans of “Los Mineros” wear a look “mystic in its /
expectancy”; and the mysterious, remote encounter in “Idaho Out” with a “north fork
beauty,” who despite bourgeois, entrepreneurial aspirations, impresses such an unanticipated
grace on Dorn, “a walking invitation / to a lovely party,” that he’s inspired to (mildly) bless
her capitalist venture: “she / would look nice rich.”*"’ That this estimation of feminine beauty
seems trapped in the qualitative and hierarchical vocabularies of class, one of many structures
the poetry otherwise means to reject, is a disjunction that tests the limit to which the reader
interprets Dorn’s attraction to the paradoxical. The physiognomy of the geography in “Idaho
Out,” of acculturated geography, is a gendered presence, and Dorn’s collocations of

landscape with femininity might be said to reinforce a traditionally restrictive model of

feminine passivity. No doubt Dorn considers the oppressiveness and isolation of life in the

0 Qee Olson, “Projective Verse,” in Collected Prose, 244: “Because breath allows all the speech-force
of language back in (speech is the ‘solid’ of verse, is the secret of a poem’s energy), because, now, a
poem has, by speech, solidity, everything in it can now be treated as solids, objects, things; and, though
insisting upon the absolute difference of the reality of verse from that other dispersed and distributed
thing, yet each of these elements of a poem can be allowed to have the play of their separate energies
and can be allowed, once the poem is well composed, to keep, as those other objects do, their proper
confusions.”

> princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics, Alex Preminger and V.F. Brogan, eds., 977.

306 Dorn, Collected Poems, 129.

*71bid., 55; 112.
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West as the dour consequence of a homicidal masculine urge to encroach upon natural space,
an invasion his work descries also inscribed on the female body. However, the feminine
principle, in “Idaho Out,” or elsewhere, and the living presence of geography, are neither
submissive nor acquiescent.

For enacting Olson’s principles of sensibility-in-movement, of exact, specific
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registrations that “‘place’ the thing,” whatever that may be, “instead of it wallowing around

5% While the women attend the

sort of outside, in the universe,” “Ildaho Out” is exemplary.
living body in the poem, the men destroy it; the feminine capacity for conversion is
frequently eclipsed by the male impulse to kill. This atavism is evident at the local level,
when Dorn observes the failing attempts of a young woman trying to persuade her too-drunk
husband to dance, suddenly reveal a bitter, patriarchic circularity: the “bottled” nutrition of
infancy foreshadows an adult dependency that sows strife among the sexes, and
chauvinistically apportions familial duties to women: “he has been drinking beer / while she,

too young for a public place / has been pulling a bottle apart in the car.”**

And gender-
related catastrophe is evident over larger spaces, and in more drastic behaviors too. In the
final lines of “Idaho Out,” having assaulted and poisoned the body of his environment, man
turns on himself, on his own body, in the example of Ernest Hemingway, who shot himself in
Ketchum, Idaho, in July of 1961. And yet self-annihilation must also be an act of
proprioceptive awareness; the selfsame, furious, “bottled” energy of Idaho spawned Ezra
Pound, born in Hailey, in 1885, who dispatched the cry of a desiccated American cultural
landscape from across an ocean, through two world wars, and into St. Elizabeth’s Asylum.
The tone of the poem’s final lines seems dismissive, as if [daho must defend the
“naturalness” of her body, a cosmetic anxiety, “cut off by geologies she says / I’'m sure / are

natural”—and the ruination of the West bears the communicative impasse between the sexes:

Where the normal spaces

are the stretches of Wyoming
and north Dakota, Idaho

is cut

by an elbow

of mountain that swings
down, thus she is

cut off by geologies she says
I’'m sure

%% Olson, “Proprioception,” in Collected Prose, 181.
309 Dorn, Collected Poems, 117.

126



are natural

but it is truly the West

as no other place,

ruined by an ambition and religion

cut, by a cowboy use of her nearly virgin self

unannealed
by areal placement
this,

this

is the birthplace

of Mr. Pound

and Hemingway in his own mouth
chose to put a shotgun.>"

“So there you are” opens an earlier stanza of the poem, and that might serve as

> When he encounters the 102-year-old Willie Dorsey, a

dictum of Dorn’s methodology.
Shoshone Indian living with his equally ancient wife, who “wanted to die very badly,” in
their hovel (“one of the dirtiest places I’ve ever seen”), Dorn is disoriented, torn between how
to act, how to offer, as a white man, his respect: “Wow I—I don’t know where I am. But then
I thought well, again, I’'m here. So back to that. How do you get around being where you are?
Even though you went to whatever you did to get there. You may question what you did to

95512

get there but you’re there, alright. After considering washing Dorsey’s feet, Dorn offers

him a cigarette instead, and the old man is delighted. Dorn’s attention to behavior reflects

Olson’s insistence that each moment be treated as an “END,” and that means you, “on this

95513

instant... figuring it out, and acting so. As a routine command, then, as a resolution, “[s]o

there you are,” rephrases Olson’s instruction in “Proprioception” that “movement or action is

th »5

314 That “home” can be anywhere, everywhere. In Dorn’s “The 6",” a poem first

‘home.
published by LeRoi Jones in Yugen, in 1960, and never reprinted, an aimless, diaphanous
nostalgia rests, dew-like, over his confession to a neighbor’s heartwarming entreaty for
Dorn’s family to build a house near Pocatello, and settle down:

...it wasn’t easy to disappoint him, but I think he knew,
he went on anyway describing the possibilities, that’s love,

310 Dorn, Collected Poems, 122.

*bid., 117.

312 Dorn, “The Poet, the People, the Spirit,” in Views, 110.
313 Olson, “Human Universe,” in Collected Prose, 157.
1% Olson, “Proprioception,” in Collected Prose, 182.

127



in the mists of indifference. But I just can’t build houses.

At all. Although I dig the juniper and think the hills swing,

you know how very much my world is not closed but open, open.
Everywhere I am, I feel I am everywhere else.”"”

1 Dorn, “The 6™, Yugen, unpaginated.
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Imagine the eye unruled by man-made laws of perspective, an eye unprejudiced by compositional
logic, an eye which does not respond to the name of everything but which must know each object
encountered in life through an adventure of perception. How many colors are there in a field of grass
to the crawling baby unaware of "Green?" How many rainbows can light create for the untutored eye?
How aware of variations in heat waves can that eye be? Imagine a world alive with incomprehensible
objects and shimmering with an endless variety of movement and innumerable gradations of color.
Imagine a world before the “beginning was the word.”

To see is to retain—to behold. Elimination of all fear is in sight—which must be aimed for.
Once vision may have been given—that which seems inherent in the infant's eye, an eye which reflects
the loss of innocence more eloquently than any other human feature, an eye which soon learns to
classify sights, an eye which mirrors the movement of the individual toward death by its increasing
inability to see.

But one can never go back, not even in imagination. After the loss of Innocence, only the
ultimate of knowledge can balance the wobbling pivot. Yet I suggest that there is a pursuit of
knowledge foreign to language and founded upon visual communication, demanding a development of
the optical mind, and dependent upon perception in the original and deepest sense of the word.

Suppose the Vision of the saint and the artist to be an increased ability to see—vision. Allow
so-called hallucination to enter the realm of perception, allowing that mankind always finds
derogatory terminology for that which doesn’t appear to be readily usable, accept dream visions, day-
dreams and night-dreams, as you would so-called real scenes, even allowing that the abstractions
which move so dynamically when closed eyelids are pressed are actually perceived. Become aware of
the fact that you are not only influenced by the visual phenomena which you are focused upon and
attempt to sound the depths of all visual influence. There is no need for the mind’s eye to be deadened
after infancy, yet in these times the development of visual understanding is almost universally forsaken.

This is an age which has no symbol for death other than the skull and bones of one stage of
decomposition ... and it is an age which lives in fear of total annihilation. It is a time haunted by
sexual sterility yet almost universally incapable of perceiving the phallic nature of every destructive
manifestation of itself. It is an age which artificially seeks to project itself materialistically into
abstract space and to fulfill itself mechanically because it has blinded itself to almost all external
reality within eyesight and to the organic awareness of even the physical movement properties of its
own perceptibility. The earliest cave paintings discovered demonstrate that primitive man had a
greater understanding than we do that the object of fear must be objectified. The entire history as
erotic magic is one of possession of fear through holding it. The ultimate searching visualization has
been directed toward God out of the deepest possible human understanding that there can be no
ultimate love where there is fear. Yet in this contemporary time how many of us even struggle to deeply
perceive our own children?

—Stan Brakhage, from Metaphors on Vision’'’

5. An Air of Uncertainty

Dorn is a methodologist, interested in the how-to, and in method as a process, which is
movement (“implicit”), or behavior, in the strictest sense. This movement represents the
process to knowledge in a particular field as a way toward developing larger connections—
“dig one thing... and then U KNOW everything else very fast”—no matter the craft,

“whether it’s Barbed Wire or Pemmican or Paterson,” say, “is the same thing as care of

st6 Brakhage, “Metaphors on Vision,” in Blue Grass (1962), 29-31.
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Swedish cabinet maker,” it’s what you do with it, how you use it.”"’

That this migratory
system establishes unpredictable allegiances, that its main chorological functions involve the
careful discrimination between different kinds of movement—static or improvisatory,
authoritative or marginal—operating under divers priorities intermittently conflicting and
according with Dorn’s principles—in tension, I should say, with accepted principles,
customs, values—are linked facts that become increasingly significant to the writing as
Gunslinger approaches. For Dorn, it’s not “not what you do, but how you do it,” but rather,
how you do it that determines and transforms what it is. “The fact is [Aaron Burr] was a very
good lawyer,” Dorn confessed at a reading in the 1980s, as preface to his “found abhorrence,”
titled “The Burr Quote™: “Law is anything which is / Boldly asserted / and plausibly
maintained.”"®

The eye-function in Dorn’s work, and its doppelganging paronomasia, exists as an
operational center for the gathering and processing of experience and relation. In order to
enhance an awareness of its multiform investment and constitution, this “I” must be stripped
of the “ego”—too locked within—and conversely, must disdain objectivity (“there’s nothing I
detest so much,” Dorn writes)—too locked without.>" Composition occurs in a value-

neutral, or value-emergent, transitory space. The poem conducts its own system of valuation:

My attitude toward writing is that I handle the language everyday
like a material, and I keep it in interesting repair. I don’t care about
good repair... It’s notorious that you can try to gain a position of
some stability, and it’s also notorious that there's a certain price to
pay for that. The very stability can emerge as a symptom in people...
If it’s looser, and you move around and you have a job here and a job
there and you take your chances, then there’s uncertainty. But you
have to write then inside the uncertainty, if that’s your choice. And
that’s what I’ve done.”*

This uncertain negotiation requires delicate handling. The crux of a poem’s vitality for a
“projective” poet—a poet who desires to enact reality—is not Pound’s “musical phrase,”

according to Olson, but the poet’s “breath,” a logical extension of his insistence on the poem

passing through the poet. Eliot, for example, a poet of extreme institutional “stability,” has

> Olson, A Bibliography on American for Ed Dorn, 13; 10.

318 «“Edward Dorn: Satirical Verses,” Alternative Radio Broadcast, audiocassette; Dorn, Hello, La
Jolla, 84.

319 Dorn, “What I See in The Maximus Poems,” in Views, 36.

> Dorn, “Roadtesting the Language,” interview by Fredman, 78.
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likewise, “stayed there where the ear and the mind are, has only gone from his fine ear
outward rather than, as I say a projective poet will, down through the workings of his throat

to that place where breath comes from, where breath has its beginnings, where drama has to

95521

come from, where, the coincidence is, all act springs. In successfully extricating itself

from the myopic, emotive flourishes of the ego, Eliot’s objective “medium” obliterates the

influence of the “person” Olson proposes in his Bibliography. Eliot’s objectivity is similar to

d 99522

Dorn’s sense of socialism, “shit turned only halfway roun In objectivity’s place, Olson

proposes “objectism,”

...the getting rid of the lyrical interference of the individual as ego...
that peculiar presumption by which western man has interposed
himself between what he is as a creature of nature... and those

other creations of nature which we may, with no derogation, call
objects. For man is himself an object... [and] if he is contained
within his nature as he is participant in the larger force, he will

be able to listen, and his hearing through himself will give him
secrets objects share.””

The emphatic, organic materialism seeks to liberate the act of composition by restoring the
energy and mystery, the “proper confusion,” to relationships of the phenomenal world;

objects that “occur” in the poem “must be treated exactly as they do occur therein and not by

99524

any ideas or preconceptions from outside the poem. Thinking along these lines, of the

poet as an “object among objects,” Dorn clarifies his locus, the “centrality” he’s after:

There is no contention that things, in the sense that one holds them,
material things, but that is rather limiting, because utensils aren’t only
meant, or santos, or carved doors, or the “I”” and all its predicament, its
environment, inclement and unhappy, and in general the ranges upon
ranges of materially disposed things that contain the mines of our lives,
there is no contention that these things are really permanently deadening
to us, they are grotesque in their deathly confrontation... The important
thing is that the only quarantine we have from them now is this new dis-
covery of a total disposition of them in the human inherited sense. Coming
all at once, and large, it is a morphology that up to now has been lacking.
There is no aesthetic to bring us back into a social world of intention,
delaying by way of modern functionalism our grasp, shortening our vision,
putting us back outside again, where we spend so much time traveling the

521 Olson, “Projective Verse,” in Collected Prose, 249.
322 Dorn, Collected Poems, 208.

523 Olson, “Projective Verse,” in Collected Prose, 247.
> Ibid., 243-44.
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hall of distraction and apportionment, not ever coming to rest in cognizance
and lingering mystery... my sense of the mystery is: awelike, something
unknown but more importantly, cognizant, a crest, by which our common

histories are made human again, and thrilling, for no other motive than they

525
arc ours.

“For no other reason / [than] the world,” ends the Ledyard poem; “awelike” and

313

“thrilling” indeed, our world, that “‘place made,” of our making.” Baruch Spinoza, 17"
century Portuguese philosopher, argued that “things” wish, above all else, to continue to be as
they are, in the fullest realization of their “thingness”—just as institutionalized Christopher
Smart’s cat, Geoffrey, after his proper orisons, “is blessed / in compleat cat,” so “stone

wishes eternally to be stone.”*

This concept of internal consistency is picked up by Olson
too (whose Maximus Poems is the subject of the piece from which the above excerpt is
drawn), in whose philosophy an internal/external fidelity serves to punctuate the “centrality”
of the individual’s discrete experience with whatever “thing” is in question: “we are
confronted by, not the thing’s ‘class,” any hierarchy, of quality or quantity, but the thing
itself, and its relevance to ourselves who are the experience of it (whatever it may mean to

someone else, or whatever other relations it may have).””*’

If “we” are to determine a thing’s
“particularity... the very character of it which calls our attention to it,” and in a way that
“does not—in order to define—prevent, deter, distract, and so cease the act of, discovery,”
the violent, blunt imprecision of “slow things, similes, say, adjectives,” of “description”

(“King Numbers and King Shit”) won’t do.”*®

Instead, Dorn’s method strives to “center”
itself at the confluence of a multitude of vectors, as in the Bibliography diagram, wherefrom
the I/eye enacts its own “centrality,” it own nascent awareness (“we are as we find out we
are,” Creeley writes), expressive of the circuitry, the “total disposition,” connecting the
person to the other objects of its environment—the “self” as it is a facet and contingency of
its environment. A Heraclitian harmony-in-tension orchestrates the elements of “place,” and

Dorn’s “sense of place” moves beyond physical boundaries to compose a locus of experience.

The creative unification of form and content is an embattled juncture.

525 Dorn, “What I See in The Maximus Poems,” in Views, 35-36.

326 Spinoza Selections, John Wild, ed. (New York: Charles Scribner, 1958); Christopher Smart, “my
Cat Jeoffry,” in Eighteenth-Century Poetry: An Annotated Anthology, David Fairer and Christine
Gerrard, eds. (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1999), 388; Jorge Luis Borges, “Borges and I,” in The
Conscious Reader, 10" ed., Caroline Shrodes, Michael Shugrue, Marc DiPaolo, Christian J.
Matuschek, eds. (New York: Pearson Longman, 2006), 54.

327 Olson, “Human Universe,” 157-158.

> bid., 158.
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Olson’s essay, “Projective Verse,” clarifies this concept—what Olson refers to as the
“incest of verse,” the poem’s heterogeneous and ambidextrous lasso.’** The poem, Olson

99 ¢cr

insists, is “kinetic,” “is energy transferred from where the poet got it (he will have some
several causations), by way of the poem itself to, all the way over to, the reader.”>** That
kind of transmission literally incorporates (“forms into a body”) the open space of the page,
an engagement Olson labels “composition by field,” wherein “every element... (the syllable,
the line, as well as the image, the sound, the sense) must be taken up as participants in the
kinetic of the poem just as solidly as we are accustomed to take what we call the objects of
reality; and that these elements are to be seen as creating the tensions of a poem just as totally

d.”>" Here, we might recall Dorn’s

as do those other objects create what we know as the worl
summary declaration that, “part of the function [of a poet] is to be alert to Spirit, and not so
much write poetry as compose the poetry that’s constantly written on air. What I’ve read and
what I hear merge to make the field in which I compose.””*?

This gets abstract rather quickly, and maybe that’s why Dorn introduced his
Collected Poems with the caveat, “I have known my work to be theoretical in nature and

33 In 1961, after reading Dorn’s poem “Hemlocks” in

poetic by virtue of its inherent tone.
an issue of Nation, Harold Cammer, a New York attorney, had difficulty identifying Dorn’s
piece as a poem at all, and was confident and assertive enough to tell him so: “I cannot
discern a thyme. .. nor rhythm... nor a meter,” he wrote.”* Cammer’s was a formal hang-up,
thinking of form as divisible from the intrinsic demands of content. While the poem exhibits
no fixed, traditional schemes—no forms for form’s sake—it includes, like Emily Dickinson’s
poems, a number of mostly half or slant rhymes—slight misses in tone that exchange

thoughts for things. A musical cadence unfolds in the repetition of distinct rhythms. For

example:

Red house. Green tree in mist.
How many fir long hours.
How that split wood

warmed us. How continuous.

¥ Olson, “Projective Verse,” 242.

> Ibid., 240.

> Ibid., 243.

>*2 Dorn, “Roadtesting the Language,” interview by Fredman, Ed Dorn Interviews, 66.

>3 Dorn, preface to Collected Poems, v.

>3 Harold I. Cammer to Edward Dorn, 29 June 1961, Chicago Review (Summer 2004), 44.
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Red house. Green tree I miss.

That clean grey sky.

That fine curtain of rain

like nice lace held our faces
up, in it, a kerchief for the nose
of softest rain. Red house.

Those green mists rolling

down the hill.”*’
For Dorn, the poem is an “attempt to govern a sense of place with certain recurrent properties
of that place,” its form is the transmogrification of experience among a constellation of
obj ects.° “[1]t is the matrix which interests me not the metrics,” Dorn writes of The
Maximus Poems, thinking also of his own work.™ Tom Clark argues that Dorn’s notion of
form is not as “an extension of content,” as Creeley’s dictum went, but rather that content
“dictates all formal considerations.”>*® “Hemlocks” is a poem, Dorn writes to Cammer, or “is
not prose,” not only due to its inherent tone, but because “the strictly emotional recall

5% Inits

continually re-enters its own sphere,” as it does so compellingly in the Lewis poem.
mere 25 lines, the “refractive” accumulation of “Hemlocks” become self-referential, “like a
wave breaking back,” Clark writes, it “repeatedly qualifies what has gone before™: the
transubstantiation of time into “cud” (“Toggenburg goat stood in, looking, chewing. / Time
was its cud”) might imply another series of transmutations—Ilike one “missed” into a “mist”;
like of goat into reader, “looking,” and “chewing” over the “recurrent properties” of the
poem, of the world; and of the line into a unit of time—variable, idiosyncratic, it floods in
and ebbs: “Red house. Green tree in mist. / How many fir long hours. / How that split wood /

. . 540
warmed us. How continuous. / Red House. Green tree I miss.”

The fluvial grace of
slippage—"“in mist,” to “I miss”—conducts transformative energy the other way as well,
pressing qualities of the landscape into states of mind. And this brings us back to the notion
of “centrality,” or the motion of it one should say, that Clark identifies in Dorn’s letter to the

New York lawyer: “Prose, as implicitly defined in Dorn’s response to Harold Cammer, is a

33 Dorn, Collected Poems, 79.

>3 Bdward Dorn to Harold I. Cammer, 7 July 1961, Chicago Review (Summer 2004), 47.
337 Dorn, “What I See in The Maximus Poems,” 44.

338 Clark, World of Difference, 330-331.

3 Dorn to Cammer, 7 July 1961, 47.

340 Clark, World of Difference, 331; Dorn, Collected Poems, 79-80.
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centrifugal medium, has extension, travels and covers ground; poetry is a centripetal medium,
has depth, is centered and returns constantly to its necessary places.”**' “Hemlocks” seems
like a mnemonic exercise in the way it constantly returns to its language, as if some encoded
fulfillment might be deciphered in the steady, conscientious invocation, sotfo voce. Though it
centripetally returns to “its necessary places,” the poem’s revolutions seek an order that
reaches beyond to the unlocking of deeper orders: “The poet of the event,” writes Robert
Duncan, “senses the play of its moralities belongs to the configuration he cannot see but feels
in terms of fittings that fix and fittings that release the design out of itself as he works to bring
the necessary image to sight. ... He strives not for a disintegration of syntax but for a
complication within syntax, overlapping structures, so that words are freed, having bounds
out of bound. So, the artist of abundancies delites in puns, interlocking and separating figures,
plays of things missing or things appearing ‘out of order’ that remind us that all orders have
their justification finally in an order of orders only our faith as we work addresses.”*** The
stage of Dorn’s development as a poet coinciding with his living in Kansas involved
reorienting Olson’s conceptual imperatives—of subject, method, form, etc.—as Dorn entered
a social world previously unengaged in his work, and in doing so moved into a new field of
language relations with the countercultural communities around him, and new relations with
the material of language itself. Fresh combinations of language “play” and “pleasantries”
emerged that opened discursive, multi-voiced possibilities for the poem and its narrator: “I
think I can include [language] now,” Dorn told Barry Alpert in 1972, “or am included by it
now. I think I was locked out of a certain kind of expression that I didn’t have any access to
then, and that’s where this insistence and this tone comes, this straining for it.”%

In order to elaborate the cognitive “matrix” on which the notion of “centrality” might
be mapped, I want to steer these observations toward a short discussion of Olson’s essay,
“Human Universe,” and alternately, to discuss that piece in relation to Dorn’s prose statement
on Olson, “What I See in The Maximus Poems.” This dialogue will provide the remaining
critical superstructure necessary for my examination of Dorn’s relationship with Lawrence,

Kansas, the American counterculture, and the Vietnam War.

> Clark, World of Difference, 331.
42 Robert Duncan, introduction to Bending the Bow, 1v; iX.
343 Dorn, interview by Alpert, Ed Dorn Interviews, 20.
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You have made my ears remember
“the world soul
slumbers in matter”

— Ed Dorn**

6. Olson, Bernstein, and Centrality

Rarely does one encounter an interview with Ed Dorn that doesn’t begin with his experience
at Black Mountain and his tutelage under Charles Olson, the school’s rector in its last years. I
don’t especially wish to place this study among the many that take up the question of Olson’s
influence; however, I do wish to clarify a few of the ways in which Olson’s concepts inform
Dorn’s poetics in the late 60s and early 70s—the period in which Olson died, and after which
most criticism of Dorn’s work argues for a decisive retreat from Olson’s mode. In fact,
Olson, in his last years, found Dorn’s Gunslinger digressive, and as fiction, distracted (and
said s0), and since then, scholarship has dismissed much of Dorn’s work, especially the later
work, during the 80s and 90s, as envenomed by a jejune and flamboyant resentment.

I would also add that my research on Dorn’s life has revealed him to be surprisingly
uncritical of his mentor. For example, witness Olson’s controversial and intoxicated
“lecture” at the 1965 Berkeley Poetry Conference. In his scathing biography of Olson, Tom
Clark, who didn’t attend the event, claims (in the safety of posterity) that Olson’s reading,
“degenerated into a wandering, confused monologue on politics and poetry,” and describes
Robert Creeley, mid-lecture, turning to ask Dorn, “is this the Charles Olson we all know and

¢?”** But Dorn’s reaction to the event couldn’t have been further from Clark’s and

lov
Creeley’s assessments: Olson “gave his great political speech,” Dorn said. “And he made
people swallow it. He did a terrible number on that crowd, which they absolutely
deserved.”*® Some of the crowd, however, including Robert Duncan and Ed Sanders, didn’t

stick around to hear the whole indictment.**’

In a letter to Clark in late July 1965, shortly
after the conference, Dorn delights in the inconvenience that Olson’s performance, and the
raucous event in general, created for the host institution—a perspective Clark’s biography

ignores. “The Berkeley Poetry Conference,” Dorn wrote in a letter, “at which I read and gave

44 Dorn, Gunslinger, 130.

% Tom Clark, Charles Olson: The Allegory of a Poet’s Life (Berkeley: North Atlantic Books, 2000),
325.

>% Dorn, interview by Wright, Chicago Review (Summer 2004), 182.

47 Clark, Charles Olson, 325.
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one lecture (in Roi Jones place) was a grand event for all of us but a harassment I’m pleased
to say for the University of California.”>**

More surprising than his seemingly uncritical view of Olson’s work is the strange
absence of almost any statement by Dorn, poetic or otherwise, regarding Olson’s death in
early 1970. In some ways this lack might reinforce otherwise unacceptable critically
proposed severances in Dorn’s development as a writer. After Olson’s death, concurrent with
the inauguration of Gunslinger, much scholarship freezes the poet’s influence on Dorn’s
work, sequestering their relationship to Black Mountain related inquiry, capable only of
identifying Olson’s direct effects in early, geocentric writing. The treatment of Olson’s
scholarly insights as inflexible, withstanding imitation but impervious to application and
mutation, seems particularly ironic. Instead, to locate what is after all the majority of Dorn’s
work—that is, Gunslinger and work subsequent—as a continued engagement of Olson’s
principles engineered in alternative directions, is a more responsible approach, particularly
when critical condemnation of its lack of focus, or a derivative intractability in Dorn’s late
work, often relies upon the spurious disappearance of Olson’s technics in the first place.

One might argue, for example, as Clark suggests, that Dorn extends Creeley’s
formulation Olson made famous—that form is itself an extension of content—to further and
further extremes.”*’ Carrying it so far, in fact, that the phrase, as such elusive phrases are
wont to do, flips inside out. So while content remains Dorn’s focus, at the work’s core lie the
polemics, content is itself unreliable—and all content is under fire from ideology, is under the
plastic surgeon’s self-effacing knife of capitulation—the product become its packaging.
Advertising, say, and the normalizing forces of mass culture, mass media, and a neo-liberal
education—those economies in which Dorn, after 1968, frequently found, and lost himself, in
what Creeley called the world of “large populations” (another extension of content), the
“world [Dorn] wanted and finally did enter”—Ilike it or not, those institutions handle content
and delimit language before our very eyes/I’s. In order to disrupt the commercialized,
indoctrinated “centrality” of speech, multiple voices in Dorn’s work convert this linguistic

interference into unforeseen combinations—as what’s “missed” crosses into a “mist” in

>* Edward Dorn to Tom Clark, 31 July 1965, MS 55A: Db, Tom Clark Paris Review correspondence,
Spencer Mss.

¥ Olson, “Projective Verse,” in Collected Prose, 240: “.. FORM IS NEVER MORE THAN AN
EXTENSION OF CONTENT. (Or so it got phrased by one, R. Creeley, and it makes absolute sense to

tE)

me....
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“Hemlocks,” and “cosmology” mutates into “cosmetology” in the misappropriated creation
tale (in the beginning was the word, all over again,) that opens the litany of Abhorrences:
“Here we go again | PROGRESSIVITY | ASSASSINALITY | INVADITUDE /
OVERTHROWISM | FREEDUMNESS....”> As if extension were an onanistic thrill unto
itself—the “perverse proliferation of language,” Dorn catalogues in his “Baseline
Vocabulary,” is the lexicon of Reagonomics (“introduced by the Rawhide Era”) that
Abhorrences employs to efface.”' Ironically, this makes Dorn into a kind of formalist, a
classification he would certainly reject—a “technology of the senses” is incapable of
“resurrecting” the “thing”; Olson’s Maximus Poems obtain power through “exacting

registration... to make things not effete, effects.”**

But “effects” and “affects” are things
too—although what’s “effete” is exhausted by its own futility, its inefficacy is symbolic, and
as such forms a piercing critique of capitalism’s derelict utility of language. This is
particularly clear in Dorn’s deceitfully dramatic monologue from the 80s, called “Self
Criticism”: “I am convinced,” its narrator sardonically confesses, “that what I formerly took
to be / a restriction of my spirit / is, in reality, for my salvation, / if salvation is in my future, /

95553

but even that doubt is a sign of my new humility. When manipulations of form become

content, that’s propaganda, and the currency of language shifts. Recall again Herbert
Hoover’s grand vision of a homeowner nation, painted here in an address before the
President’s Conference on Home Building and Home Ownership, in 1931:

To own one’s home is a physical expression of individualism, of
enterprise, of independence, and of freedom of the spirit. ... This
aspiration penetrates the heart of our national well-being. It makes
for happier married life, it makes for better children, it makes for
confidence and security, it makes for courage to meet the battle

of life, it makes for better citizenship. There can be no fear for
democracy or self-government or for liberty or freedom from home
owners no matter how humble they may be.”>*

Today one wonders what Hoover was smoking. In passages such as these, an oleaginous,
declawed language—*“better children? “freedom of the spirit”? “no fear for democracy”?—

loosely disguises the contorted idealisms of an American way of life, homogenizing,

550
551

Dorn, Abhorrences, 13.

“Edward Dorn: Satirical Verses,” Alternative Radio broadcast, audiocassette.
332 Dorn, “What I See in The Maximus Poems,” in Views, 31-32.

33 Dorn, Abhorrences, 48.

> Rome, The Bulldozer in the Countryside, 24.
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anesthetizing. “In our time,” George Orwell wrote in 1949, in his lodestone critique,

9 <.

“Politics and the English Language,” “political speech and writing are largely the defense of
the indefensible.” He elaborates:

Defenseless villages are bombarded from the air, the inhabitants

driven out into the countryside, the cattle machine-gunned, the

huts set on fire with incendiary bullets: this is called pacification.

Millions of peasants are robbed of their farms and sent trudging

along the roads with no more than they can carry: this is called

transfer of population or rectification of frontiers. People are

imprisoned for years without trial, or shot in the back of the neck

or sent to die of scurvy in Arctic lumber camps: this is called

elimination of unreliable elements. Such phraseology is needed

if one wants to name things without calling up mental pictures of

them.>>

In mass culture, power and dominance are not bundled at geo-centers, but pitched
into and over an ideological economy whose currency is language. In this condition, the
language itself (to borrow Benedict Anderson’s definition of the nation), suddenly becomes a
living proof, the “legitimizing facticity” of an “imagined community”—facilitated by the
installation of a national newspaper to set and adjust cultural biases, beliefs, and buying
sprees.”>® No surprise then, in order to break the “crippled stem of the mind,” that Dorn often
worked with genres national in scope—twice taking up, for instance, the task of publishing
his own newspaper, first in the form of Bean News, and later, for ten years in Colorado, in
Rolling Stock, the monthly political and arts publication he co-edited with Jennifer Dunbar
Dorn. And by the 80s, the decade of Abhorrences, for instance, with Creeley’s dictum
inverted, the epigram is evidence of a struggle between form’s disfiguring demands on its
subjugated content—content every bit as volatile and insurgent as its available modes of
transmission are complacent and delusional. As if the epigram marks the failure of poetic
form to metamorphose the reader’s (i.e., the society’s) consciousness, but simultaneously
precedes formal consideration, as a moral preamble, a laying out of the consciousness whose
ambiguous desires the uneasy perversions of form cannot accommodate. Dorn’s poetic
achievement, whatever it is and to whatever degree Olson influenced it, should first be
considered as true to the principle of testing our bondage in language, that’s a “first fact.”

Further delineations of the work’s intriguing variety should likewise embrace an inquiry more

>3 George Orwell, “Politics and the English Language,” at George Orwell’s Library, n.d.,
<http://www.orwell.ru/library/essays/politics/english/e_polit> (5 June 2007).

556 . ..
See Anderson, Imagined Communities.
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encompassing of the discursive totality that informs the multifaceted field of Dorn’s
endeavor, and is less dismissive in purview.

So in taking up one of Olson’s central concerns, a central concern for this study
appears: “What I am kicking around is this notion,” Olson’s essay, “The Gate and the
Center,” begins, “that KNOWLEDGE either goes for the CENTER or it’s inevitably a State
Whore—which American and Western education generally is, has been, since its

95557

beginning. Young described a series of peripheral centers in the octopus and I likened

those to the methods of Dorn’s composition and the construction of his poems at a formal
level. In Dorn’s singular and illuminating essay, “What I See in The Maximus Poems,” he
frames this notion in more appropriate terms for the following discussion: “I don’t find the
‘ego’ at all obnoxious, but am aware it is an undesirable word now; what I want though is its
centrality.”>® “Centrality” outlines a rough matrix for this discussion.

In Dorn’s statement, “centrality” defines the unique potentiality of an individual at
the helm of a discrete set of experiences, moments. The willed ignorance and abject waste of
this potentiality (to find a language of one’s own) in modern, mass, consumer culture is the
ossifying target of Olson’s remedial essay, “Human Universe.” The crisis of the human
universe is evinced most dramatically by Western civilization’s profound isolation from the
natural world:

Can one restate man in any way to repossess him of his dynamic? I don’t
know. But for myself a first answer lies in his systemic particulars. The
trouble with the inherited formulations which have helped to destroy him
(the notion of himself as the center of phenomenon by fiat or of god as the
center and man as god’s chief reflection) is that both set aside nature as an
unadmitted or suppressed third party, a sort of Holy Ghost which was
allowed in once to touch men’s tongues and then, because the fire was too
great, was immediately banished to some sort of half place in between god
and the devil—who actually, of course, thereby became the most powerful
agent of all. The result, we have been the witnesses of: discovering this
discarded thing nature, science has run away with everything. Tapping her
power, fingering her like a child, giving her again her place, but without
somehow, remembering what truth there was in man’s centering the use
of anything, god, devil, or holy ghost, in himself, science has upset all
balance and blown value, man’s peculiar responsibility, to the winds.>”’

357 Olson, “The Gate and the Center,” in Collected Prose, 168.
338 Dorn, “What I See in The Maximus Poems,” in Views, 38.
339 Olson, “Human Universe,” in Collected Prose, 160.
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Here Olson proposes the question of a diffused, lost center, whereat man’s “dynamism”
might be realized and natural value regained—something the Egyptians had a sense of, and
the Mayans too—discoverable through man’s “systemic particulars,” that is, the sum of his
relations, which I take to be Dorn’s methodological task. The shift of attention in Dorn’s
work from the geographical and natural world to the nature of language—as it constructs
urges and rationalizes inclinations that violently impress themselves on the landscape, as the
crude externality of a manacled mindscape—is a shift cognizant of the divergent, trangressive

’

and coercive forces that contend for cultural “centrality.” Resistance is contingent on a
correlative opposition and in that confrontation is complicit—a tension that intermingles the
identity of each faction, oppressor and oppressed, private and public, writer and reader.
Reformulating and reinforcing the value of what’s subjective, as the dissolution and
reconstitution of “I” in Gunslinger seeks to do, Olson continues his explication:

If unselectedness is man’s original condition (such is more accurate a
word than that lovely riding thing, chaos, which sounds like what it is,
the most huge generalization of all, obviously making it necessary for
man to invent a bearded giant to shape it for him) but if likewise, select-
iveness is just as originally the impulse by which he proceeds to do
something about the unselectedness, then one is forced, is one not, to
look for some instrumentation in man’s given which makes selection
possible... What I do see is that each man does make his own special
selection from the phenomenal field and it is true that we begin to

speak of personality, however | remain unaware that this particular

act of individuation is peculiar to man, observable as it is in individuals
of other species of nature’s making (it behooves man now not to separate
himself too jauntily from any of nature’s creatures).’*’

Fair enough. And from there, directly, as Olson would have it, on the instant, arises
“Projective Verse,” the objective spelled out for poetics. “For a man is himself an object,
whatever he may take to be his advantages, the more likely to recognize himself as such the
greater his advantages, particularly at that moment that he achieves an humilitas sufficient to
make him of use,” Olson’s treatise observes.’®’ The poet’s task: to make himself sufficiently
of use. To give back out. And that, then, is a question of how, of method, the need for a
system that encompasses both the preparation for, and activation of, the moment, “which is

never more than this instant, than you on this instant, than you, figuring it out, and acting, so.

> Ibid., 160-161.
sel Olson, “Projective Verse,” in Collected Prose, 247.
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If there is any absolute, it is never more than this one, this instant, in action.
the enumerations of this method, its instruction and application, down a few more relevant
avenues in “Human Universe.”

This process of awareness is essentially a political one, “poetics is politics,” Olson
insisted, virulently anti-consumerist and strictly anti-institutional. And “politics” is anything
having to do with the polis, the “city,” etymologically, and the polites, its “citizen”—"“polis,”

2363 But the strictures of institutions and the

Olson writes in Maximus, “Letter 6,” “is eyes.
compulsory surfeit of consumerism radically disrupt and recast human effort. “[T]he
management of external nature,” Olson writes, “so that none of its virtu [sic] is lost, in
vegetables or in art, is as much a delicate juggling of her content as is the same juggling by

»36% The careless destruction of the natural environment and the

any one of us of our own.
frenzied, possessive investment in the spectacle promotes decay in a society whose smug
disregard for the burgeoning, exported cost of “first world” comfort is a critical allowance.
The cost of this murderous negligence is total stagnation. By insidious displays of opulence
and the furious commotion of commerce, the mind is distracted, the spirit abandoned, the

world deliriously, maniacally out of whack. Olson continues:

The notion of fun comes to displace work as what we are here for.
Spectatorism crowds out participation as the condition of culture. And
bonuses and prizes are the rewards of labor contrived by the monopolies
of business and government to protect themselves from the advancement
in position of able men or that old assertion of an inventive man, his own
shop. All individual energy and ingenuity is bought off—at a suggestion
box or the cinema. Passivity conquers all. Even war and peace die (to be
replaced by world government?) and man reverts to only two of his
components, inertia and gas.’®

“Inertia and gas,” the reigning conditions of the highway, ironically roadblock observation.
“[D]rive, he sd, for / christ’s sake, look / out where yr going,” Creeley’s early poem pleads,

but in fact, Williams had made it clear a generation earlier, there was “[n]o one / to witness /

and adjust, no one to drive the car”; the car on which we might paste Dorn’s bumper-sticker

362 Olson, “Human Universe,” in Collected Prose, 157.

%3 Olson, The Maximus Poems, George F. Butterick, ed. (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1983), 30.

64 Olson, “Human Universe,” in Collected Prose, 159.

365 Olson, “Human Universe,” in Collected Prose, 159-160.
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epigram—‘Recreation Wrecks the Nation”—since Williams’ “pure products of America”

29566

9 <.

have gone “crazy,” “tricked out... / with gauds...
For Olson, this affliction has deep roots in Western philosophy, in Plato and Aristotle
particularly. The Greeks embedded a doctrine of classification—wrestling perception and
sensation into logic, for example—and of separation—distinguishing the world of objects
from the world of ideas. These archetypal distortions, according to Olson, at this late stage of

civilization, “are allowed to become ways as end instead of ways fo end,” and have

precipitated a formidable doctrine of existence in fear of its own revelations:

What makes most acts—of living and of writing—unsatisfactory, is
that the person and/or the writer satisfy themselves that they can only
make a form (what they say or do, or a story, a poem, whatever) by
selecting from the full content some face of it, or plane, some part...
It comes out a demonstration, a separating out... it has turned false.
For any of us, at any instant, are juxtaposed to any experience, even
an overwhelming single one, on several more planes than the
arbitrary and discursive which we inherit can declare.””’

Science has burglarized the ontological questions related to human perception and discovery,
a theft that perniciously blurs ontology with epistemology, and the full reach of human
capability writhes on a pin. With Heraclitus in mind, Olson rejects the confines of logos,

favoring “direct perception and the contraries which dispose of argument. The harmony of

the universe, and I include man, is not logical, or better, is post-logical, as is the order of any
95568

CEINT3

And that includes the poem, as a “made thing”: “art is the only twin life
95569

created thing.
has—its only valid metaphysic. Art does not seek to describe but to enact. Because to
enact is to move always out from the page, and in so doing, to sustain the circulations of
perception, to abrogate the static, descriptive forces that quarantine the human interior.

The anxiety over where perception occurs, those interpretative difficulties—of
sensorial input, computation and expression—that I mentioned with regard to Young’s study
of the brain, has driven science, Olson claims, to literal extremes, and his project is one of

reclamation, of embattled coherence. It’s important to recognize Olson’s emphasis on the

3% Creeley, Collected Poems: 1945-1975, 132; Williams, Collected Poems, Vol. 1: 1909-1939, 218-
219; Edward Dorn, Yellow Lola, formerly titled Japanese Neon (Santa Barbara: Cadmus Editions,
1981), 40.

367 Olson, “Human Universe,” in Collected Poems, 157.

%8 Ibid., 156.

% Ibid., 162.
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internality of the human perceptual process. His desire is not for the idealistic dissolution of
all boundaries between self, or soul, and the natural world, but for an increased sensitivity to
their interfaces, and to the multiple, parallel energies these quantities share and supply. Thus,
Olson adamantly rejects the scientific reduction that “the skin itself, the meeting edge of man
and external reality, is where all that matters does happen, that man and external reality are so
involved with one another that, for man’s purposes, they had better be taken as one.”””
Nonsense, Olson avows, “[I] cannot satisfy myself of the gain in thinking that the process by
which man transposes phenomena to his use is any more extricable from reception than
reception itself is from the world. What happens at the skin is more like than different from
what happens within... Here again, as throughout experience, the law remains, form is not

isolated from content.””’"

Movement in and movement out is Olson’s demand, the act of
registration is known by and refashioned through the system of the soul—a transit awareness
Dorn terms “centrality.” Young’s model of the octopus’s nervous system, Dorn’s model of
the poem’s dynamic awareness, and the human perceptual apparatus Olson articulates above,
all as systems of attention, sensorial and otherwise, of “total respons(ibility,” share a
dispersed perceptual mechanism that seeks to unify reception and declaration in action, in
behavior. Action that constitutes a single “Idea,” a zeitgeist, from the messages it receives.

Olson writes:

[I]f man is once more to possess intent in his life, and to take up

the responsibility implicit in his life, he has to comprehend his own
process as intact, from outside, by way of his skin, in, and back out
again. For there is this other part of the motion which we call life

to be examined anew, that thing we overlove, man’s action, that
tremendous discharge of force which we overlove when we love it for
its own sake but which (when it is good) is the equal of all intake
plus all transposing.’”?

Western man’s overzealousness, his heroism bound up in the conquest of his external
world, and that frantic dispersal he effects, his “overloved” force, has thrown off the scale,
and scattered a center for civilization. Ancient civilizations in northern Africa, “until date

1200 BC or thereabouts” had “ONE CENTER, Sumer, in all directions.”” This city, a

geographical embodiment of the “good” acts of man—*the size man can be once more

" Ibid., 161.
" bid., 162.
7 Ibid., 162.
373 Olson, “The Gate and the Center,” in Collected Prose, 170.

144



capable of’—represents the “WILL TO COHERE,” the energy of which created the “exact
and superior force” of place, and “gave man the chance to join knowledge to culture and,
with this weapon, shape dignities of economics and value sufficient to make daily life itself a

dignity and a sufficiency.””™

According to Dorn, the constraints of ideology as “centrality,”
are substituted for the “WILL TO COHERE”—a phantom “center” that attempts to naturalize
in the society certain kinds of power.

Questions and reclamations like these were on Dorn’s mind when he visited the
Shoshone Indians of the Basin Plateau with African-American photographer, Leroy
McLucas, in 1964. From these travels, Dorn wrote The Shoshoneans, which included
McLucas’s black-and-white photos. At the 1965 Berkeley Poetry Conference, before the
book was completed, Dorn delivered a lecture recollecting the experience, which he titled,
“The Poet, the People, and the Spirit”—a title that, he assured his audience, “has no meaning.
It was simply a kind of inclusiveness that I knew I could talk inside of.”>”> Curiously, though
Dorn introduces his role in the excursion as someone “tagging along making notes, looking...
at the kind of terrible awesomeness of the miscellania of American upper landscape, what’s
superficially on it, the geography. What’s resting on top of it,” he dedicates his discussion
almost entirely to the energies and sensations that configured his human encounters—riddled
with uncertain differences, and tense along lines of race, nation, and class.””® Or maybe that’s
exactly what Dorn intends by “geography,” as he explained to Roy Okada during an
interview in 1973: “I don’t feel that geography itself... or a concern with the aesthetic
properties of landscape and so forth necessarily leads anywhere at all... [u]ntil it’s infused
with the whole dynamism of human movement, I think its meaning is trivial... the

377 Thus, Dorn’s central

appreciation of landscape and geography is a human involvement.
question at the conference in California—*“if a poet exists... except as he can be somewhere
and with something”—the fulcrum around which he turns after a candid account of the
arrogant and limiting presumptions of national language, and the indoctrinating seductiveness
of money (“Whether you like it or not. Whether you want it or not... the sheer power and

force of money will make you more American than you are without it”), is one of human

" bid., 170; 172.

3> Dorn, “The Poet, the People, the Spirit,” in Views, 95.

*7° 1bid., 95.

377 Dorn, interview by Okada, Edward Dorn Interviews, 44-45.
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relation.””®

As an ethnographer, Dorn isn’t only attentive to the ways in which his presence
influences the behavior of those he’s with, but scrutiny of his presence becomes the primary
target of the lecture. Dorn’s meandering oratorical style underscores his attraction to the
paradoxical, his practice of building meaning in tension, reversing proposals immediately
after proffering them, endlessly calibrating: “[Y]ou have to somehow get out to someplace
where you’re just a man, there. And you... have to make them know that. Well they don’t

95579

know that though. Because you are a man. And that’s the precise thing they fear. Dorn

frames his remarks with a phrase borrowed from “Idaho Out”™—*“So there you are”—and he
relentlessly avoids the commodified, popular sympathies that perform national guilt—the
inevitable but manageable, even saleable product of the marriage between imperialism and
consumer culture—a “first world” burden abstracted from any palpable sense of wrongdoing,
or injustice:

So there you are, right there with the first, with the natives, with

the first people, the first human beings...on this continent. And

you don’t know what to say to them... It seems to me that the national
life creates a situation in which any person who goes out to do some-
thing is thwarted by the fact that he is stigmatized already if he comes
from this nation. Right inside the nation. I’m not talking about the
“Ugly American” or going to Europe and being loudmouthed and
insisting on water when people don’t have it or all the crudenesses
that we know do exist... that’s another question altogether. This is
simply a matter of how trustworthy you can be if you come from this
context. And I assure you, you can’t be very trustworthy. Nobody
trusts us. You don 't have to talk about Vietnam. You don’t have to
talk about South America. You can talk about Nevada. That’s much
closer to home.**

Dorn’s conclusion is deceptively simple. His lecture returns to this central dilemma but
seems merely to restate its initial question: “Okay. Well those are some of the things I saw.
Now I’d like—I want to ask myself if a poet exists except—except as he can be somewhere
and with something... a poem exists. We know that. But it’s much harder proposition as to
whether a poet exists or not. Sometimes he does, sometimes he doesn’t... To my mind he has
to be there as much as possible. In other words he has to discharge himself into the—some

arena of life at least to the extent that—or trying to approximate the extent to which a poem

"8 Dorn, “The Poet, the People, the Spirit,” in Views, 114-115; 101.
7 1bid., 96.
80 1bid., 97.
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can do that.”®!

But this statement draws attention back to the process of Dorn’s talk and
stands not as the climax of a linear progression to an arguable assertion, but as an elastic and
spatial engagement with the multiple, unstable sensibilities that arrange Dorn’s observations.
The poet exists to enact his world from his singular position, his “centrality,” as an “object
among objects.” But are poets the only ones capable of this kind of total awareness, and is it
only a poem that inhabits this domain? Perhaps, but “[w]hether you think of yourself as a
poet or not is irrelevant. I mean, a lot of people who think they are poets aren’t and a lot of
people who don’t are. Again it’s just this attitude,” Dorn told Mike and Dale’s Younger
Poets, in 1997.”* And the poem could be a pot, like those the Mayans cast that are to Olson
the evidence of a “poised” attention—those clay pots, “porous enough to sieve and thus cool
water, strong enough to stew iguana and fish, and handsome enough to put ceremony where it

also belongs, in the most elementary human acts.”*’

Poetry is a state of being, a ceremonial
action that restores to language its ambiguous intensity and invokes difference as the site of
exchange, not exclusion.

Piecing together Dorn’s terminology, we can label this force by which the poet
comes to exist as “centrality,” wherein the self becomes “medium.” “Centrality” has the
force of singular experience, but doesn’t mean to connote that part of the ego that was “made
personal,” for consumer use—this class of senses disintegrates immediately into something

234 Dorn believes in “the shared mind,” but whose

cheap and commercial and psychiatric.
insights occur at discrete locations, or moments—a mind which appeals to a migratory
condition for discovery. Dorn is interested in dislodging the ego from the fabric of
commercially generated individualism to reengage its transgressive plurality. When in “What
I See in The Maximus Poems,” Dorn turns to discuss the ego of that colossal protagonist, he
proposes the foil of two “historic gods™: Christ, on the one hand, who represents the figure
“of great suffering, sympathy and tenderness... [who] became the property of political

intrigue, for civil jurisdiction, then, for centuries,” and Hector, murdered by Achilles, on the

**!1bid., 114-115.

%2 BEdward Dorn, interview by Michael Price and Dale Smith, 19 July 1997, Mike and Dale’s Younger

Poets, no. 6 (Summer 1997), 87.

583 Olson, “Human Universe,” in Collected Prose, 159.

% Dorn, “What I See in The Maximus Poems,” in Views, 38; and see Dorn’s assertion of the notion of

“centrality,” in the same text, as it pertains to Olson’s Maximus Poems: “It reverts to my insistence that
a creation of the order of Maximus comes exclusively from a man, and if dependencies are evident, it is
the man we go to for their explication, not to so-called source.”(38)
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other.”™ Hector, according to Dorn, is drawn against the prison of officialization, and “is

impossible to use... as a force of deception because his clarity rests in beauty™:

Hector is not resurrectable. He lives in the manor of the mind and
Stands for unalienated beauty... Hector died in battle with the natural
ugliness of the world, symbolized as the state in the form of Achilles.
The death was final. And the abstraction this event drifted to is the
pure abstract. Which is to say it is free from the commitments life

in general, life in the Everyday, life in its mechanics, has made.
Christ is hopelessly involved in the secrets of the State, because his
ego was perverted for its use. Hector still possesses a free ego, the
kind of circuit which stays in the human breast in the form of
beauty... Whereas Christ was quickly utilized out of existence,
Hector remained, precisely because he wasn’t chosen. The chosen

is the blackest fate of all, and that’s why my heart still yearns over
Christ. The Roman world rose on the shoulders of a god which is

cut on the secular pattern, because beauty is isolated and abstract,
while virtue and grace are infinitely manipulatable.’

If Dorn sees Olson’s Maximus as returning “to a pre-Christian ordering of the ego, or...
[coming] forward to a non-Christian ordering,” one is tempted to view Gunslinger in the
same way, and not only because its narrator is transformed into the “secretary to
Parmenides,” but also because its phenomenologist hero arrives to address the exigent
atrophy of perception in modern man’s “sick head,” whose body of direct experience is
dismembered by interpretation and the discrepant, pernicious impulses of identity-crazed,
consumer culture. Dorn wants to re-“center” the ego, to reclaim the self as a locus of
experience, simultaneously at a center and in the margin. Illustrating this notion of
“centrality,” as the range and expressive force that fashions a locus of experience, Charles
Bernstein’s discussion of “the theory of relativity of the center,” from an interview in the

early 1990s, provides a useful template.>’

Bernstein’s insight helps to clarify the
shortcomings of the Internal Resistances model for Dorn’s work, and lends the critical
terminology for a dialogue about the complexities of Dorn’s character.

Bernstein’s theory: “there is no center, only peripheries that agglomerate in various

ways—Ilike blood clots at the site of trauma,” he writes. “But there is power, and dominance,

> 1bid., 41.

%0 Ibid., 41-42.

387 Bernstein, “Censors of the Unknown—Margins, Dissent, and the Poetic Horizon,” interview by
Tom Beckett, in 4 Poetics, 188.
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7388 Bernstein envisions the

and these, anyway, need to be differentiated from centrality.
shape-shifting power struggle among marginal communities as a contest over “fashion”—
who’s in, who’s out. “Fashion,” as a discourse, “seeks hegemony but produces resistance,”
or rather, by prefiguring the production of resistance, its counterforce, proscribes its undoing.
Thus, we find manufactured within “fashion”’s cycle both the zesty competitive enterprise of
“free market” capitalism—the mise en abyme—and the multitudinous dissent to being “in” at
all, to “fashion itself.”**" But the latter carries a strong caveat; for while the engine of
embattled fashion generates and distributes power, in protean forms to various hands, there
stands behind that dialectic the “cogs that turn the machine,” the machine of the public mind.
“[C]lentrality is the power of the dominant margin,” Bernstein writes, “[f]or while power
appears factional, centrality has the epistemological clout of the given or normative,
conventional or standard: power we’ve grown accustomed to.”**° So while “all power
involves a self-recognition of marginality and finding some way to cash in on it,” mass
culture attempts to forestall that process, to fortify its own dominance by galvanizing
“centrality,” “by means of stigmatizing nonmass cultural values: thus any form of
divergence—regional, ethnic, formal—is rejected as elitist or specialized or separatist, as not
MS.”SQI

For our purposes four facts are important facts here. First, “centrality” is power at an
epistemological level (“...that we’ve grown accustomed to”’), power over the mind. Second,
“mass culture,” in Bernstein’s estimation, attempts to usurp dominance, manufacture consent,
and ossify “centrality,” by projecting its way as the “right” way, by vilifying the unknown.
Third, “fashion,” as both contest and demonstration, creates a twofold, paradoxical crisis
around the concept of “resistance,” and that, fourth, like this perverse symbiosis between
“fashion” and “resistance,” the exploitation of marginality both inaugurates and continually
imbricates the dynamics of power.

I find Bernstein’s explication useful for a number of reasons. He provides a

structural vocabulary that illuminates Dorn’s critical trajectory without drastically altering or
limiting its broad capacity for paradox, and the mutually engendered relationship he proposes

between “fashion” and “resistance” is fruitful for a discussion of Dorn’s popular success with

> 1bid., 188.
% 1bid., 188.
0 1bid., 188.
1 bid., 189.
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Gunslinger, as well as his being characterized as the “Dirty Harry” of the American poetry
revue. And third, the definition that Bernstein’s critique establishes between power and
“centrality,” or “power we’ve grown accustomed to,” helps to specify the cultural forces at
which Dorn directs his admonishments.

Immediately, however, there appear to be two opposing notions of “centrality” here.
Whereas Bernstein envisions “centrality” as an inoculating condition that proscribes dissent
by appropriating it, Dorn reinscribes the notion of an emancipatory apparatus of individual
experience that wrests the “ego” from its “cheap and commercial and psychiatric” utilization
and restores it to the “shared mind.” Here emerges a single concept of “centrality,” which is,
itself, a site of contestation: mass culture means to supplant Dorn’s “centrality” of an ego-
object in relation to its environment, by substituting the homogenizing force of the status quo
through the ceaseless seeming play of “fashion,” as the controlled site of discursive relation.
“Discourse has arrogated to itself a good deal of experience which needed to stay put,” Olson
writes, and as the Greek ideals of “logic and classification” were for Olson, that which
“hugely intermit[s] our participation in our experience, and so prevent[s] discovery,” so the
paralyzing notion of “centrality” is to Dorn that which attempts “the cohesion of men’s
souls”: “Whatever the benign outward gesture, only the individual (I don’t mean the word in
the old doctrinal sense of a way to be a liberal, but as ‘anyone’) has the carrying power of the
soul and its responsibilities of the community, also those historical,” Dorn writes in “What I

. . 592
See in the Maximus Poems.”

What Dorn really moves against—more in the sense of a
background, than in resistance—are the concretized partitions of the mind, the itemization of
attention. Regarding this point, Wesling’s introduction to Internal Resistances is both
poignant and slightly off-base: “What Dorn’s imagination presses back against, as a chosen
‘reality,’ is not aesthetic or, a word he hates, epistemological, it is a society divided by race,

class in all its manifestations, and sex.”%

Wesling’s analysis seems to reemploy those
divisions between thought and material fact that Dorn and Olson promptly reject; the innately
corrupt and pompous authority of epistemology is precisely what Dorn’s work “presses back
against,” since the divisions of society are animated by tendencies routed deep in the minds
that prescribe them. In the end, as much as Dorn isn’t given to concluding things, as much

as “It’s not okay, and it’s not going to be okay,” his is a dream of coexistence, not

92 Olson, “Human Universe,” 156-157; Dorn, “What I See in The Maximus Poems,” in Views, 38.
> Wesling, introduction to Internal Resistances, 9.
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fractionalization: “The most important thing for me is the possibility for everyone to be able
594

’

to live in the world,” he told The lllustrated London News, in August 1966.””" But “not okay’
isn’t negative as opposed to being positive, but rather negative in terms of openness, in terms
of negativity—its flexibility, its maintenance of what’s possible; it’s not going to resolve,
perhaps Dorn took his priest to mean—to coexist is to celebrate difference. For no world will
accommodate everyone, but to consciously interrogate that liminality is Dorn’s task, not to
paste over it with facile resolutions, or appeasements—not to say “okay.”

Aware of the resistance that knowledge is to some degree founded upon, and of the
imperial forces that shape resistance, Dorn frequently asserts the interpenetration of
oppositional concepts—of “home” and “elsewhere”; of love and strife: “I’m making a
statement,” Dorn said of Yellow Lola, “that says that mere ‘positiveness,” which would
consist in, presumably, being kind, shouldn’t be the explanation of why it’s bad to be unkind.
Because violence, cruelty, hurtfulness, and all the deeper psychological underpinnings of
human nature are just as legitimate as anything else, although we must learn to restrict

95595

them. And the contradictions that inhere language and other cultural projects form the

pith of post-Gunslinger work, illustrated by the punctilious, “An Opinion on a Matter of
Public Safety,” for example:

Air Bag sounds like eminent sickness
This device should not be permitted
General Motors was right to suppress it
and wrong to have relented

and Nadar should stay out of it.

Driving is based on alertness
whether that be loose or tight

Those who let their attention wander
must not be encouraged to survive
by a bag full of air.””®

The “center” of anything is a Janus-faced reality, full of slippages, parings, and frayed edges,
a confrontational nexus, where hero and foe, as per Gunslinger and Howard Hughes, who

both call the sun home, are cut from the selfsame cloth. In the Gunslinger, “I”” observes the

3% “The Cis-Atlantic Americans,” The [llustrated London News, 6 August 1966, MS 55A: Db,
University Archives, Spencer Mss.

3% Dorn, “”Interview at Madison,” interview by Sturgeon, Ed Dorn Live, 51.

% Dorn, Hello, La Jolla, 22. This poem itself has a footnote: “Airbags are a good example of Say’s
Law, which says, that production creates, notoriously, the product, but the market also. And of course,
the rationale, in this instance, Immortality.”
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sense of “some effect / on the perigee and apogee of all / our movements in this, I can’t quite
say, / man’s presence, the setting sun’s / attention I would allude to...”>*” Olson would note
the etymology: “center,” originally from the Greek kentron, for “sharp point, stationary point
of a pair of compasses,” and related to kentein, meaning “to prick.” This history denotes a
non-location-specific intensity of the “center,” a piercing, like that “thingness” ever half-

shaded from the understanding that Spinoza argues a “thing” most impresses upon us. How

99 ¢ 9 ¢

appropriate all this is to a poet whose surname, “Dorn,” means “thorn,” “spine,” “mandrel,”
and “arbor,” in German?—the last of which seems doubly relevant, referring to both a shaded
garden refuge, and the central axle of a lathe, both to the material, and to the machine that
fashions it. When the Gunslinger introduces the Poet to the citizens of “Universe City” at the
beginning of “The Cycle,” an oratorical interlude between Books II and III, he entreats the
Poet’s sculptural powers: “turn the Cycle of Acquisition / inside the Cobalt Heads of these /
otherwise lumpish listeners and make / their azured senses warm Make your norm / their own

/ deliver them / from their Vicious Isolation...”>*

In that capacity, the Gunslinger links the
Poet to a grand canon—to Shakespeare, and Homer, and the sometimes long-winded,
“venerable” Nestor, in Shakespeare’s The History of Troilus and Cressida. Roaming the
Grecian camp in the first act of the play, Ulysses hails Nestor’s “experienced tongue,” and we
recall Dorn’s songs (and Pound’s) “written on air”: ““...venerable Nestor, hatched in silver, /
Should with a bond of air, strong as the axle-tree / On which heaven rides, knit all the
Greekish ears / To his experienced tongue...”*”’

With this conflicted condition in mind, Wesling chooses the title and structural
metaphor, Internal Resistances, for a collection of essays covering Dorn’s work: “By means
of internal resistances against what is established, a writer on the margin may claim to
understand the contradictions of a historical moment even while his work manifests and is
deformed by those contradictions.”®® What is “internal resistance”? Wesling clarifies: it’s
“an idea of the poet’s integrity, his power to understand the evil of external authority, to

95601

‘blow it to rags’ within the sphere of action of the poem. Wesling combines two passages

from Gunslinger here—an allusion to Book III: “To a poet all authority / except his own / is

597
598

Dorn, Gunslinger, 8.

Dorn, Gunslinger, 89.

% The Complete Works of William Shakespeare, ed. Harbage, 1.iii.65-68.
699 Wesling, introduction to Internal Resistances, 4.

' bid., 9.
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an expression of Evil / and it is all external authority / that he expiates / this is the culmination
of his traits”; and a quote from Book IIII: “Entrapment is this society’s / sole activity, |

whispered / and Only laughter, / can blow it to rags.”*"

But in his combination, Wesling
collapses “Evil” and “Entrapment,” and seems to overlook that while “Entrapment” limits the
poet’s movement, “Evil” is what the poet “expiates,” that is, passes through himself.
“Laughter,” finally, obliterates only our “entrapment,” our culturally-administered self-
deceptions about “violence, cruelty, hurtfulness, and all the deeper psychological
underpinnings of human nature,” but doesn’t eliminate those tendencies themselves. And we
are imprecise in calling that immersive atonement resistance—as Robert Duncan reminded
Denise Levertov, in a letter of October 1971: “The poet’s role is not to oppose evil, but to
imagine it: what if Shakespeare had opposed lago, or Dostroyevsky [sic] opposed
Raskalnikov—the vital thing is that they created lago and Raskalnikov. And we begin to see
betrayal and murder and theft in a new light.”*”

It’s important to note that Dorn doesn’t resent power, nor authority, and in many
cases, not even those with power—some of whom he rather respects—but he sternly rejects
an allegiance to what Bernstein calls “centrality...at an epistemological level.” The enduring
elasticity of the status quo objectifies Dorn’s scorn: “It isn’t so bad that men wish to dominate
us,” he writes in “What I See in The Maximus Poems,” “because in a cliché they do anyway,

604
72" For

but the realm of thought that seeks to make it ‘natural’ is what I cry out against.
Dorn, this notion of naturalized “centrality” is always phantom; always an appeal to
assimilation, a model that limits the totality of the possible to the ploy of “fashion”’s
contestation. In “Driving Across the Prairie,” a prose piece that recollects an October 1968
visit to Villa Grove, Dorn follows the Amish buggies into town with his sister, and focuses
his attention on lost friends from childhood and his conflicted impulses towards his family—
on the one hand, increasingly frustrated with their bourgeois narrow-mindedness (“they all
agree with the dentist”); on the other, drawn to their intense emotional magnetism. The

following is excerpted over the span of a few pages:

My sister has become middle class by worrying about public safety.
The non-economic path most people take into that subworld. I was
never middle class nor were my parents, I mean our safety was never

2 Dorn, Gunslinger, 128; 155.

693 Robert Duncan to Denise Levertov, 19 October 1971, The Letters of Robert Duncan and Denise
Levertov, 669.

604 Dorn, “What I See in The Maximus Poems,” in Views, 39.

153



public. Our poverty was public.... I saved myself by letting my hair

grow and establishing a ritual of my own person which even the

lightest reflection will reveal as a dangerous thing to do. I sensed this

afternoon what she had done and what my own relationship to it is.

Because my sister had heard the story from the liquor salesman. I

want to be able to look back into the faces of the old gods. That lin-

eage, that result, that crippled stem of this country is made with the

mind. There must be a way to stop it.*’

“...Hey Slinger you better shut / that boy up! / Cut it, my friend / I was just — / Drop
it This “I,” and the “I” who “whispers” about “Entrapment,” in the passage Wesling
highlights from Book 1111, is, of course, not the poem’s first-person narrator, but the
chemically resurrected “secretary to Parmenides.” In Michael Davidson’s essay, “To
Eliminate the Draw: Narrative and Language in Slinger,” he observes this transposition of
roles in the poem—the micro/macrocosmic interchange of events, the ultra-mediated state of
language—when of the relationship between Slinger and Howard Hughes, he writes: “They
represent two aspects of power in the western world, one that maintains cycles of acquisition
and warfare and another that deconstructs the rhetoric upon which these cycles are based.”®"’
And both are elusive, mysterious, domineering, and exceedingly s#y/ish. The first thing we
know about Slinger is what we see, his “impeccable personal smoothness / and slender
leather encased hands / folded casually / to make his knock.”*%® Later, over tequila, the
Gunslinger himself testifies to an interwoven duality in the bar fight unfolding before him:
“Lo que pasa he breathed / this place is / in the constructive process / of ruin.”*” One must
concede the high degree to which Slinger’s “hipness” is imported from pop-cultural texts. It
was at Essex, on November 27, 1966, over curry after viewing The Magnificent Seven, that
Tom Clark recalls Dorn first speaking of the “impeccable” manner of Robert Vaughn’s
“draw” in the film.®"

This kind of influence seems no small matter, and illustrates furthermore the rough,

performative glamour that enriched Dorn’s slick and caustic wit, and “elegant” sense of
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personal style.®'" Perhaps this is the disjunct curiosity that Donald Davie detected almost
forty years ago, when he proposed that the Gunslinger’s humor, perhaps its most “attractive”
feature, certainly its most marketable, would remain critically under-stated. Even though it’s
not entirely accurate, Davie’s point is interesting in relation to Dorn scholarship overall. For
example, Donald Wesling’s essay, “To Fire We Give Everything: Dorn’s Shorter Poems,”
diagrams a triangular configuration of Dorn’s poetic voice, the three corner coordinates—
“song,” “wit,” and “pronunciamento”—enclosing a “comedic center... a circle inscribed
within the triangle and touching all three sides,” that functions “to pull all the points inward
and keep them from undue isolation,” but at the same fails to reconcile these gatherings,
borrowings, and pastings with his notion of resistance.’"* In this way, “internal resistance”
seems a bit limiting, a bit misleading for the work, and for the person; and to package each
divergent impulse under the label of resistance inflates that term beyond any specific
application, and ignores the ways it imbricates power and dominance. Instead, I prefer
Bernstein’s notion of “fashion,” which better accommodates, for instance, the popular
influence and commercial success of Gunslinger, and the overall willingness, even insistence,
in Dorn’s work, to “compose” a poetry, as “A for Ism” instructs, that is written “everywhere.”
After all, it was Gunslinger’s success that by the late 1970s had secured tenure for Dorn in
the Creative Writing Program at the University of Colorado, Boulder; it allowed him the
freedom to contribute to and edit Rolling Stock in the 1980s, and to research 12" century
Cathar heresy for his unpublished work, Languedoc Variorum: a Defense of Heresy and
Heretics, in southwestern France, in the 1990s: and Gunslinger’s impact and popularity, from
its inception in 1968 up through the end of his life, awarded him multiple readings and

residences in Kansas, although it never won him the job that he wanted.

611 See David Southern, “Forensics in the Provinces: Collecting the Correspondence of Edward Dorn,”
Chicago Review (Summer 2004), 93: “Ed Dorn... had a great sense of style—his selections, including
those from thrift stores, were elegant.”

612 Wesling, ““To fire we give everything’: Dorn’s Shorter Poems,” in Internal Resistances, 36.
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So goes: first, shape

The creation —

A mist from the earth,

The whole face of the ground;

Then thythm —

And breathed breath of life;

Then style —

That from the eye its function takes —
“Taste” we say — a living soul.

— Louis Zukofsky®"

7. Style is Soul

In a 1980 interview with Tom Clark, Dorn outlines a notion of “style”—*“whatever is
admired”—that seems to closely parallel Charles Bernstein’s conception of “fashion,” as a
context for dominance that moves both ways, towards “acquisition” and “deconstruction.”
“Style” for Dorn, is close to method, the manifest prioritization of Zow one works. This
attention to “style” forms the plot of one of Dorn’s favorite, late ‘60’°s books, The Teachings
of Don Juan: a Yaqui way of knowledge. In Casteneda’s book, Dorn identifies an
“absolutism of style.” That is, only the method of the search and process can validate its
outcome; a method must be adhered to. When Clark attempts to transfer this “absolutism of
style” to the British army’s grandiose stiff-upper-lip, “never apologize, never explain” brand

of imperialism, Dorn emphasizes “style” as a protean term, always in flux:

No, the way I read that is, style is whatever is admired. And for better

or for worse, that’s the whole point of democracy—that it demands style.

When it doesn ’t, then it’s getting sold cheap. When it’s got lame leaders

who can’t talk, like we’ve got now. That’s not my kind of democracy.

That’s it’s low point. Literally, that lack of style.®'*
While Dorn’s dissatisfactions are directed more toward the fact that there is a “power we’ve
grown accustomed to,” than for those that wield it, he certainly agrees that al/ power includes
a “self-recognition of marginality,” an exploitation of certain marginal characteristics, of

homegrown schemes pitched into the fractured discourse of dominance.®’> And thus he keeps

close watch on the “how to” of anyone—enemy, or ally, is moot. When Dorn confronts a

13 Louis Zukofsky, 4 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978), 126.
o14 Dorn, “Ed Dorn’s Views,” interview by Tom Clark, in Views, 20-21.
815 Bernstein, “Censors of the Unknown,” interview by Beckett, in 4 Poetics, 189.
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figure such as Daniel Drew, we encounter admiration for power’s ability to “cash in” on its
underdog qualities—what me might call “style”—in order to realize insidious schemes.

In 1969, Dorn published, among other things, a translated volume of Latin American
guerilla poets, called Our Word, and an introduction to The Book of Daniel Drew—a
dubiously-penned, autobiography of the infamous 19" century robber baron, Daniel Drew—
full of fervent praise for Drew’s brute and incorrigible business practices: “Daniel Drew had
the only important piece of information about instinct: if the lions don’t like it they won’t eat

25616

it. He knew about the real real. That’s inside attention. Let’s read “inside attention”

against “centrality,” and recall Dorn’s definition of Zow a poet can exist, from his Shoshone

lecture: “To my mind he has to be there as much as possible.”®'’

The vulgar, double-crossing
Drew knows what to do when he’s “there”—whatever, wherever, whenever that may be:
“You might have to be there once in a while if nobody else can do what you can do,” Dorn
writes, “like Jay [Gould] when he carried a valise with $900,000 sudden cash from Hoboken
to Albany to purchase a certain august body which meets there annually. Or you might fly

your own plane, something like that.”®'®

That “august body” is the New York Senate, with
whom Drew’s henchmen had to smooth things over during his miniature war with Cornelius
Vanderbilt over the construction of railroads in the early 1870s—during which the barons,
each with his own private army, occupied opposing banks of the Hudson River. Drew’s
exacted “ritual of [his] own person” and roguish charm makes him something of an
archetypal expert—his playacting, for instance, lures Vanderbilt into a rotten partnership:
“Nothing like Uncle Dan’l crying with his hat in his hands turning the careful head of
Vanderbilt right around,” Dorn writes.®'’ Drew’s artistry is the artistry of showmanship.
And the stature that dazzles buttresses the “crippled stem” of the public mind, whose
allegiance, meantime, to an effacing “centrality,” is soldered to the distraction of an
impossibly narcissistic dream of superstardom—as a spectator, you’re always looking up, to

another place, “and while you were looking of course somebody nailed your big toe to the

floor. You’re supposed to think you’re Cool Hand Luke. But nobody is. Cool, or, Luke.

616 Edward Dorn, introductory note to The Book of Daniel Drew (New York City: Frontier Press,

1969), x.
7 Dorn, “The Poet, the People, the Spirit,” in Views, 115.
%1% Dorn, introductory note to The Book of Daniel Drew, viii.
619 110

Ibid., x.

157



95620

Everybody is another hand though. Just another? Try it. Try your hand? Like, on the

draw? Or is this more narcissism and self-satisfaction—masturbation, quite literally? (“The
gun is a form of self flattery,” Dorn scrawled across the top of a notebook for his unfinished

film script for Brakhage, Abilene! Abilene!).”!

In either case, indulgent and intrusive, Dorn
tried it for himself; Drew’s schemes and chicanery are both method and theme for Dorn’s
smoke-and-mirrors introduction: “The Book of Daniel Drew is mostly about the art of making
money passes and the word comes from the artist,” Dorn writes with Drewian deceit. “It’s

simply straight.”**

But The Book of Daniel Drew, which first appeared in 1910, is not
written by Daniel Drew at all, it’s written by Bouck White—Harvard graduate, socialist,
mason, former Congregational minister, and late-life recluse—a fact that Dorn’s introduction
(for the reprinted Frontier edition, published by Harvey Brown at Dorn’s suggestion) totally
conceals.*?

Donald Davie is correct that Gunslinger operates around its sense of humor, and
humor is the glia in the joints of Dorn’s later work. Humor reconfigures private and public
experience and revives the defunct properties of the person, not as an agent of resistance, but
an instrument for recombining the data of singular experience. But the post-Gunslinger
lexicographical parings and grafts also reflect the glutted falsifications which have
overwhelmed national discourse, and starved the dignity in pragmatic inquiry with so many

9 ¢

manufactured phrasal value-meals and special effects—“better children,” “standard of

9 ¢ 9 ¢

living,” “communist conspiracy,” “stay at home army,” and so on. So, when Wesling calls
Dorn’s late 1970s work “cryptic, epigrammatic,” I take those features to be either so furiously
rational and ablative that they become comic, or so over-processed yet under-scripted, so
generalizing yet aggressively direct, that they’re laughable. On that point, compare the
following two poems—*“Distraction Control” and “An Unremote Recombinant”—both from
Hello, La Jolla: “The most oecological way / to kill the fleas / is to kill the dog,” reads the

first.®%*

And the brash edifice of the second’s abrupt, inscrutably disturbing news:
“Eventually, / They’re going to put you in a petri dish / And therein they’re going to grow

you. / Not all of you though. For instance / They’re not going to grow your head / And

%2 Ibid., vii.

621 Edward Dorn, original manuscript, Folder 455, Edward Dorn Papers, Dodd Mss.
622 Dorn, introductory note to The Book of Daniel Drew, x.

62 T owe my knowledge of Bouck White to conversations with writer Gerrit Lansing.
824 Dorn, Hello, La Jolla, 41.
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they’re not going to grow your body.”**’

Now consider that part of Hello, La Jolla was
written while driving on Highway 101—"I mention this not to demonstrate writing is still
capable of illegality,” Dorn writes in a brief introduction, “but that it is necessary beyond
considerations of place and time. A rather open scrawl while one’s eyes are fixed on the road

d 95626

is the only trick to be mastere Thus, with some surprise, on page twenty-two, one reads

that, “[d]riving is based on alertness,” therefore, “[t]hose that let their attention wander / must

not be encouraged to survive / by a bag full of air.”*”’

But the driver-writer, the poet, is still
more alert than his readers, who appear in a couplet of Yellow Lola, the sequel of outtakes to
Hello, La Jolla: “I see a lot of people / reading on 101.”%** Irony, humor, and style are
integral components of Abhorrences too—the more it repels, the more it amuses—where
style and rhetoric are taken “classically,” as Aaron Kunin has defined it: “style is conceived
as a mask, a prophylactic device that detaches you from what you are saying, and thus
protects you from the dangerous effects of your own eloquence.”®” Abhorrences should be

“I”’

read therefore not as a condemnation of the reader—*“I"”’s death in Gunslinger is an event in
Dorn’s development as a poet, not only a device in its poem—but as the reflexive experience
of being condemned, an experience unwittingly enjoyed in much popular art. In judging
Dorn’s epigrammatic later work, and its juxtaposition of the environmental and psychological
violence endemic to capitalist culture with the equivocating platitudes by which that culture’s
media manipulates consent, why does so much critical attention sever Abhorrences’
rhetorical power of subversion, negativity, and dissimulation, eclipsing those qualities behind
an inflated and opaque fixation on the work’s already histrionic and half-torpid invective, and
thus characterize—as Ron Silliman has recently done—Ilater Dorn, the work and the person,
as quixotic, solipsistic, and resentful?

It wasn’t only Gunslinger’s humor that made Dorn marketable, in the late 60s and
70s, Dorn was meticulous about his self-presentations, possessed a refined set of gestures,
and had an ear for genre. Resembling the Man with No Name, dressed like his Slinger,

booted, smoking, Dorn signed the first hundred copies of Gunslinger Book I, in Lawrence,

Kansas, on April 23, 1968, where he finished Book II on his fortieth birthday, April 2, the

%2 Ibid., 83.

%2 Ibid., 75.

27 1bid., 22.

828 Dorn, Yellow Lola, 60.

629 Aaron Kunin and Ben Lerner, “A Conversation,” in Denver Quarterly, vol. 40., no. 2 (2006), 72.
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following year.”®® Gunslinger, after all, is a Western. And 1969 was arguably the year of the
Western in American popular cinema. That year Midnight Cowboy—a tale of the Texas
gentlemen turned gigolo in New York City—won the Academy Award for Best Film, beating
out Sam Peckinpah’s bloody masterpiece of the end of the West, The Wild Bunch, and
George Roy Hill’s light and jocular, Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid—in which a
rapidly modernizing and privatized West routs hole-in-the-wall hideouts and chokes the
outlaw’s mobility. In his follow-up study of the Western trope in postwar American culture,
The Six-Gun Mystique Sequel, John G. Cawelti discusses the genre’s accessibility to a nation
of television viewers: “During a typical week of TV (Saturday, September 16, to Friday,
September 22, 1967) eighteen hours of Westerns were screened on Chicago's four major
stations between the hours of six and ten in the evening, comprising approximately 16% of
the total viewing time. And in the same year, Hollywood turned out approximately 37 major

films 95631

Having taken up one of the most popular narrative forms, Dorn stuffed his
metaphysical Western with contemporary reference to countercultural drugs, civil unrest,
notorious celebrities—e.g. Howard Hughes, Mae West, or Mr. Ed, that transgenic form of “I”
(“is my horse a horse... ?”), a “Tampico bombed,” talking horse, named Claude Levi-Strauss,

d.”®? Also evident of Dorn’s

who wears a “stetson XX sorta clockwise / on his hea
increasing attraction to mainstream forms and compatibility at the end of the 60s is the
screenplay he began writing in Kansas, called Abilene, Abilene, which he never completed.
While living in Lawrence, Dorn saw a number of films screened at the university, and both
his unfinished script and the occurrence, in Gunslinger Book Il, of the “Literate Projector,”
reflect the influence of cinema on his writing at the time. And popular music, too, found its
way in. “‘Day Tripper,’ is accurate if light,” Dorn wrote in 1965, contrasting the Fugs with
the Beatles, whose song Tom Clark recalls repeatedly issuing from Dorn’s office at Essex,
over the “intermittent clicking of his typewriter.”®** “His hipster’s disdain of pop music had
been suspended to entertain a change of sensibility,” Clark writes, “[h]e already had an

inkling he wanted to be part of that change, perhaps.”634
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So Dorn fashioned himself too, just as his poems are fashioned, just as “style”
derives from s#ylus, the ancient writing implement, that Baraka imagined Dorn carrying in a
holster: “a white dude / Straight as / The barrel / Of a pen / Called his self / A Gun

95635

Slinger. Roy and Marilyn Gridley, among Dorn’s first friends in Lawrence, laughingly
remembered the modish, green velvet jacket that he wore when he arrived in town in 1968, as
well as the long hours he spent over their “maquina,” wasting a bottle of bleach to break in a
pair of jeans.®*® Dorn’s public readings of Gunslinger in the early 70s drew large crowds and
notable celebrities—such as Jim Morrison and Richard Brautigan (who would become a good

friend), 