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Abstract 

Throughout his writing life, Charles Olson came back 7 
I I repeatedly to Heraclitus's statement that man is estranged from I 

that with which he is most familiarw--the "familiar," in this I 
case, being the practice of ourselves in the world. In an effort 

to counter this estrangement, Olson sought to establish a I 
discipline that would allow us to be reborn inside the world 

f 
l 

and, from there, to take up once again the formal possibilities 1 
and responsibilities of a human life. What he hoped to ! 

accomplish was, in fact, a science of human being 

Three of the operative terms of that science form the sub- 

ject of this thesis. They are topos, tropos and typos. These 

terms are taken not as static categories of experience or 

knowledge but, rather, as tensors and vectors of the physis of 

Olson's "human universe. " At the risk of hypostatizing, I 

suggest that these terms can initially be understood as, 

respectively, the coherence of space, the motions of the self, 
/ -- /- 

and the expression of the human. Viewed as a single concrescent 
.- 

action, these three terms are, in Olson's work, the flowering of 

the will to live--"will" being, for Olson, "the innate volunta- 

rism of to live . . . the infinitive of being." No mere descrip- 

tive science, this "practical" science offers not only a way of 

understanding human process, but also a way of enacting it. 

The operations of this science also form the basis of an 

aesthetic. An examination of the first volume of The Maximus 

iii 



Poems reveals how those operations are translated into a poetic 

practice. In outlining the relation between the science and the 

poetics and poetry, I draw on Olson's lectures and essays from 

the period 1950-1968. In recognizing and in making use of the 

active dimensions of these three words, Olson has been able 

restate the problem of man's estrangement in terms that actually 

d 
I 

map a way back into the world. 
I 
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Introduction: A Science of Human Business 

/ Can one restate man in any way to repossess him of 1 
u'v 

[ his dynamic? Charles Olson - Human Universe 

In the Spring of 1953 at Black Mountain College, Charles 

Olson delivered a series of lectures that launched the Institute 

of the New Sciences of Man. Through his choice of epigraph for 

the Institute lectures, he pointed up his sense of what was at 

stake in these lectures. The quotation is from Heraclitus, and 

is one that came to be well-used by Olson throughout his writing 

life: ("Man is estranged from that with which he is most 
1 

familiar.',! The lectures set out to challenge "the present state 

of knowledge" which had given rise to that estrangement, and to 

put forward some working terms for a new science that would re- 

admit the familiar: 

It is . . . [no] longer any gain to pose the 
Socrates injunction. Another one is in order 
if you are to begin to know: it is this one, 
"Admit yourself . "  

~ n d  with that I turn scientist. (0 10, 71) - 

In a later lecture called "THE AREA, and the DISCIPLINE of, 

TOTALITY," Olson elaborates on his task: 

My present purpose is to attack estrangement, to 
suggest an alternative, to declare another field. 
I mean, a distinguishable and definable area of 
experience which has to be called totality, I 
suggest, simply because it is all of everything 
there is to know and to feel; and that to inhabit 
it and to act from and by it takes a discipline as 
describable and as useful as the area itself. 
(0 - 10, 95) 

This discipline of totality stands in opposition to received 



notions of scientific method, particularly the legacy of 

nineteenth-century positivism which viewed the function of 

science as primarily that of ascertaining facts and framing laws. 

Olson's criticisms of this reductive me'thod can be heard in the 

following comments of Alfred North Whitehead (one of Olson's - 
2 self-acknowledged companions in thought )--Whitehead is speaking 

I I here of one of the general danger[s] inherent in modern 

'I3 science . 

[Science's] methodological procedure is exclusive 
and intolerant . . . It fixes attention on a definite 
group of abstractions, neglects everything else, and 
elicits every scrap of information aed theory which 
is relevant to what it has retained. 4 

For Olson, this exclusivity was a desertion of the real, and this"" 

mode of abstracting was the only expression available to a 

"celibacy of the intellect which is divorced from the concrete 

contemplation of complete facts. "5 His own unders-tanding of 

science had put down other roots: 

My joy of science is such, I am apt to forget 
most people have a double-trouble: they are 
either captive of its mechanisms (unable to see 
.how Heisenberg restored science to man) or they 
are full of the old religion-art suspicion of it 
as the robber of the lustre of the day-dreams of 
man . . . (0 - 10, 21) 

In the project to locate and to determine the inclusiveness of 

the familiar, Olson would be a scientist as Heisenberg was. In 

particular, it was Werner ~eisenberg's discovery of the 

t 1 Uncertainty Principle" which was of seminal importance to Olson, 

and to many other writers and thinkers of the twentieth century. 

In his research, as noted by Hannah Arendt: 



Heisenberg showed conclusively that there is a 
definite and final limit to the accuracy of all 
measurements obtainable by man-devised instruments 
for those "mysterious messengers from the real 
world." The uncertainty principle "asserts that 
there are certain pairs of quantities, like the 
position and velocity of a particle, that are 
related in such a way that determining one of 
them with increased precision necessarily entailg 
determining the other one with reduced precision. 

For Olson, i t  must have seemed as if his own human processes were 

being named in the unceasing activity of "those mysterious - 
messengers. ' 1  In attempting to stop things in order to observe 

I I and to name, you [fail] to get what you are after--so far as 

human beings go, [their] life. l t 7  Or, as Olson noted plainly,. 

"[y]ou can' t stop. "8  The fundamental error of descriptive 

science lies in its need to postulate a stoppage as a necessary 

condition of observation. In the background, one can hear 

Archimedes saying: "Give me a place to stand and I can move the 

I I world. In another context, in an essay called "The Conquest of 

Space and the Stature of Man," Hannah Arendt draws on Franz 

Kafka's comments on the Archimedean project in order to drive 

home the despair and the horror of cleaving to such arbitrary 

"givens" as the necessity of "objective" distance: 

Man, he said "found the Archimedean point but 
he used it against himself; it seems that he 
was permitted to find it only under this con- 
dition. (BPF 278) 

Space travel was but the climactic movement of a trajectory of 

estrangement that had been earlier authorized by Descartes's 

questioning of the truth-revealing capacity of man's senses. 

Against this impulse which would move us "off the earth to the 



u n i v e r s e " ( 0  - 1 0 ,  1 6 ) ,  Olson p e r c e i v e d  h i s  p r o j e c t  a s  one of r e -  

s t o r i n g  t h e  f a m i l i a r ,  of r e s t o r i n g  t h e  p r a c t i c e  of man on t h e  # 

e a r t h .  I n  o r d e r  t o  r e t u r n  t o  t h e  w o r l d ,  one had t o  apprehend t h e  ?$ 
dynamic c h a r a c t e r  of  l i f e  i n  a  way t h a t  would n o t  a l i e n a t e  t h e  

p r o c e s s  i t s e l f :  hence O l s o n ' s  r e c o g n i t i o n  t h a t  " [ t l h e r e ' s  on ly  
9 

one t h i n g  you can do about  k i n e t i c ,  r e - enac t  i t .  I I 

I n  t h e  t h i r d  I n s t i t u t e  l e c t u r e ,  Olson beg ins  t o  d e f i n e  h i s  

u s e  of  such words a s  " k i n e t i c , "  and t o  draw o u t  f u r t h e r  t h e  

consequences  of t h e  changed a t t e n t i o n s  of  t h e  r e c e n t  p h y s i c s  

where t h e  f o c a l  p o i n t  i s  

. . [ n l o t  any l o n g e r  s o  much t h e  c o n s t i t u e n t s  
- - 

of t h i n g s  a s  t h e i r  g e h a v i o r s :  e g .  t r o p i s m s ,  any 
f o r c e s ,  whether  i n n a t e  t o  t h e  organism o r  i n n a t e  
t o  i t s - e x p e r i e n c e  ( t h u s  f o r c e s  from t h e  o u t s i d e  on 
i t )  t h u s  d  namics ,  e s p e c i a l l y  t h a t  branch of i t  

+r- which i s  c a l  ed  k i n e t i c s  ( f r  d y n a s t h a i  = --- t o  be a b l e )  
(even a  u n i t  of  f o r c e  i n  p h y s i c s  c a l l [ e d ]  dyne) 

The p h y s i c s  o f  motion h a s  had some unrecognized 
o r  unadmi t ted  human consequences . . . 

What I am s a y i n g  i s  t h a t  t h e  physi -cal  laws 
have come home t o  man--& d e c i s i v e l y ,  & have de- 
l i b e r a t e l y  i nvo lved  him i n  d i s c o v e r i n g  t h e  phys i c s  b 

of h i s  own mot ions .  ( 0  - 1 0 ,  17) 

I n  t r y i n g  t o  f i n d  a  language e q u a l  t o  t h e  demands of a  new 
r" 

s c i e n c e  of  man, Olson r ecogn ized  t h a t  " [ n l o  o l d  v o c a b u l a r i e s  w i l l  

do" ( 0  - 1 0 ,  1 9 ) .  j Confronted w i t h  t h e  need t o  beg in  a g a i n ,  he  

a p p r o p r i a t e s  c e r t a i n  terms from p h y s i c s  and b io logy  bu t  n o t e s  

t h a t ,  f o r  t h e  moment, t hey  t o o  must remain t e n t a t i v e :  

And my r e a s o n  i s  a  c a r e f u l  one--that  j u s t  e x a c t l y  
t h e  an ima t ion  of t h e  human t h i n g ,  t h e  predicament 
t h a t  we a r e  t h e  l i v i n g  organism we o u r s e l v e s  a r e  
d e f i n i n g ,  t r y i n g  t o  g e t  a t  t h e  t r u t h  of  t h e  motion 
o f ,  makes n e c e s s a r y  a  complimentary [ s i c ]  p r i n -  
c i p l e  t o  t h a t  u n c e r t a i n t y  one of Werner Heisen- 
b e r g ' s  ( a s  of  n a t u r a l  science)--what I have e l s e -  



where c a l l e d  t h e  c a l l e d - f o r  p r i n c i p l e  of c o n j e c t -  
u re - - tha t  a l lowance  t h a t b e  p r a c t i c e  of  t h e  
s c i e n c e  of  man i s  t o o  new t o  y e t  be s u r e  our  
nouns f o r  i t s  s t a t e s  a r e  a d e q u a t e ,  t h e  s t a t e s  
themselves  a r e  s o  v e r b a l !  ( 0  1 0 ,  18)  - 

L a t e r  on i n  t h e  l e c t u r e ,  he  n o t e s  t h a t  

The s t a t e m e n t  o r  language problem i s  a  d e v i l i s h  
one ,  & . . . I t a k e  i t  i t  i s  t h e  c r u c i a l  one:  
w e ' l l  n o t  be engaging o u r s e l v e s  w i t h  t h e  t o t a l i t y  
of  t h e  problem of t h e  phenomenon of man ( &  be 
moving toward a  s c i e n c e  of same) i f  we don'  t admi t ,  
from t h e  s t a r t ,  t h a t  t h e  language proper  t o  same 
i s  y e t  t o  be d i s c o v e r e d .  ( 0  - 1 0 ,  19)  

Th i s  s e a r c h  f o r  a  u s a b l e  vocabu la ry  always remained a  c r u c i a l  one 

f o r  Olson ,  and throughout  h i s  w r i t i n g ,  we f i n d  him t e s t i n g  new 

terms r e p e a t e d l y ,  " p i c k [ i n g  t h e m ] .  over  a s  c a r e f u l  a s  

I s t r a w b e r r i e s ,  t o  g e t  any o l d  h u l l s  of  a t t achment  o f f  'em, and t o  

keep a l l  r o t  o u t  of  t h e  s h o r t c a k e "  ( 0  - 1 0 ,  1 9 ) .  I n  t h i s  t h e s i s ,  I 

1 w i l l  be working w i t h  t h r e e  such t e rms .  Taken a s  an  i n s e p a r a b l e  

I t r i n i t y ,  t h e s e  terms s e t  o u t  t h e  dynamics of t h e  p roces s  and t h e  

s c i e n c e  of  human be ing :  t h e y  a r e  topos  , t r o p o s  ,* and t y p o s .  From 

I t h e  t ime they  f i r s t  appea r  i n  t h e  May, 1959 " L e t t e r  t o  ~ l a i n e  

I F e i n s t e i n , "  t hey  c o n t i n u e  t o  f i g u r e  prominent ly  i n  O l s o n ' s  

I t h i n k i n g .  -This  - i s  n o t  t o  s a y  t h a t  t h e  f o r c e  of  t h e s e  terms was 

n o t  f e l t  i n  t h e  e a r l i e r  w r i t i n g .  The i m p l i c i t  and a c t i v e  

p re sence  of t h o s e  terms i s  a n  i n s t a n c e  of what Olson has  

11 d e s c r i b e d  on a n o t h e r  o c c a s i o n  a s  t h a t  marvelous maneuver," which 

i s  " t h e  w r i t e r ' s  a b i l i t y  t o  g e t  w i l l  ass-backwards--in t h a t  

wonderful  s e n s e  t h a t  one does  what one knows b e f o r e  one knows 

I I 
10  

what one does .  I One i s  l e d  by words a s  much a s  one l e a d s  them. 

I n  t h e  " F e i n s t e i n "  l e t t e r ,  Olson s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t h e y  can  be 

5  



I I t a k e n  s i m p l y  a s  P l a c e ( t o p o s  p l u s  o n e ' s  own b e n t  p l u s  what  one  

can  know" (HU - 9 8 ) .  A s  w e l l ,  " b u i l t  i n "  t o  t h i s  t r i o  " i s  t h e  

c o n n e c t i o n ,  i n  e a c h  o f  u s ,  t o  Cosmos" (HU 9 8 ) .  I t  i s  t h e r e ,  i n  - 

t h e  c o n n e c t i o n  t o  cosmos o r  w o r l d ,  i n  t h e  a c h i e v e m e n t  o f  t h e  

f a m i l i a r ,  t h a t  t h e s e  t e r m s  c a n  b e  t a k e n  most  u s e f u l l y  a n d  most  

f r u i t f u l l y .  I n  t h i s  s t u d y ,  t h e y  w i l l  b e  t a k e n  n o t  a s  m o n o l i t h i c  

m a r k e r s  of  t h e  b o u n d a r i e s  o f  O l s o n ' s  s y s t e m  o f  t h o u g h t ,  b u t  a s  

c o n s t i t u t i v e  moments o f  a d v a n c e  i n t o  a  w o r l d  o f  form.  T h a t  i s  t o  

s a y ,  I t a k e  t h e s e  t e r m s  n o t  a s  c o r n e r s t o n e s  o f  s y s t e m a t i c  t h o u g h t  

b u t  a s  t h e  l i f e  o f  s t r u c t u r e  i t s e l f .  Because t h e s e  t e r m s  do  n o t  

r e v e a l  t h e m s e l v e s  a s  d i s c r e t e  f u n c t i o n s ,  t h e  t a s k  o f  t a k i n g  them 

up i n d i v i d u a l l y  w i t h i n  t h e  framework o f  a n  academic  s t u d y  c a n  

p r o v e  t r o u b l e s o m e .  Some o v e r l a p s  w i l l  b e  u n a v o i d a b l e  a n d ,  

p e r h a p s ,  e v e n  d e s i r a b l e .  I n  any  c a s e ,  I o f f e r  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  

comments by O l s o n  a s  a  r e m i n d e r  o f  t h e i r  d e s i r e d  u n i t y - - t h e  

p a s s a g e  i s  t a k e n  f rom t h e  1968 l e c t u r e  " P o e t r y  a n d  T r u t h " :  

. . . t h e r e  h a s  been  now f o r  n i n e  y e a r s ,  t h r e e  
words t h a t  h a v e  c o n s t a n t l y  f o r c e d  me down, o r  
k e p t  me i n ,  o r  p o s s i b l y  s t e a d i e d  me . . . I g e t  
i n  t h a t  m a r v e l o u s  problem o f  w h i c h ,  l i k e  a n  
a s s o r t m e n t  o f  c a n d i e s ,  wh ich  one  I w i l l  t a k e  
f i r s t .  And I d o n ' t  r e a l l y  c a r e ,  b e c a u s e  I c a n ' t  
g e t  away f rom a n y  o f  them. [ll] 

I n  t h e  f i r s t  c h a p t e r ,  t h e n ,  I w i l l  t a k e  u p  t h e  i s s u e  of  

t o p o s .  A s  o t h e r  c r i t i c s  h a v e  n o t e d  ( a n d  I am e s s e n t i a l l y  i n  
1 2  

ag reemen t  h e r e ) ,  t o p o s  c a n  b e  t a k e n  a s  s p a c e ,  p l a c e  o r  g r o u n d .  

Where I b e g i n  t o  d i f f e r  w i t h  t h i s  c o r r e l a t i o n  i s  i n  t h e  a n g l e  o f  

o r i e n t a t i o n .  The i s s u e  g o e s  back  t o  O l s o n ' s  u n c e r t a i n t y  a b o u t  

t h e  adequacy  o f  o u r  nouns  f o r  t h e  many s t a t e s  and  s t a n c e s  a n y  o f  



I t  us i s .  Because t h e  s t a t e s  themselves  a r e  s o  v e r b a l , "  I sugges 

t h a t  t opos  be t a k e n  p r i m a r i l y  a s  a  p r i n c i p l e  of e x t e n s i o n  

d i r e c t e d  toward a n  a c t i v e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  coherence .  That  i s  t o  

s a y ,  p l a c e ,  space  and ground a r e  always i n  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  be ing  

ach i eved .  I w i l l  be examining how topos  can  be made and unmade. 

The f i r s t  s e c t i o n  of Chapter  One w i l l  d e a l  l a r g e l y  w i t h  t h e  

P a t t e r ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y ,  t h e  way i n  which t h e  l o s s  of a n  

o b j e c t i v e l y  g i v e n  wor ld  and our  concomitant  de scen t  i n t o  

c u l t u r a l l y  s a n c t i o n e d  forms of s u b j e c t i v i s m  work t o g e t h e r  t o  

e r a s e  t h e  v e r y  image of topos  from human memory. L iv ing  i n  a  

t ime when " d i s t r a c t i o n  -+- h-ad become a t t r a c t i v e  t o  s o  many, 
.- --a -- _ _ - 

took on t h e  work of  r e s i s t i n g  and of c o u n t e r i n g  t h e  growing 

/ d i s p e r s i o n  of a  l anguage ,  a  p o l i t i c s  and an  ep i s temology .  His 

i engagement w i t h  t opos  was u l t i m a t e l y  a  m a t t e r  of l a y i n g  b a r e  f o r  

h i s  f e l l o w  c i t i z e n s  t h e  n e c e s s i t y  of  t h e i r  connec t ednes s ,  t o  each 

\other and t o  t h e  e a r t h .  _.--- i I 
- - -we- - "  -4 -- 

The second c h a p t e r  w i l l  f ocus  on t r o p o s  a n d ,  i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  

on how i t  r e v e a l s  i t s e l f  a s  a  method of  composi t ion i n  t h e  poem 

1 1  Tyr i an  Businesses. .  I I Tropos d e r i v e s  from t h e  Greek and means 

I I I I t u r n i n g .  I n  r e l a t i o n  t o  t o p o s ,  i t  becomes t h e  mot ive  f o r c e  o f  

e x t e n s i o n .  Tropos p o i n t s  t o  t h e  c a p a c i t y  and t h e  d e s i r e  t o  

respond and t o  a c t .  I n  t h e  p o e t r y ,  t h e  need f o r  maximal 

a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  demand of world  i s  a s  fundamental  a s  t h e  

subsequent  i n t e n t i o n ,  o r ,  method and d i r e c t i o n  of o n e ' s  a c t i n g  

i n t o  t h e  wor ld .  The s u b j e c t - o b j e c t  r e l a t i o n s h i p  (which Olson 

would fo rmu la t e  a s  o b j e c t - o b j e c t )  i s  conceived a s  one of 

7 



reciprocity: 

Responding to the environment, being able to answer 
it, is life itself. Whatever engenders a particular 
response of the organism in a specific situation 
. . . is the center of its life. This is what at 
a higher level of complexity, in human beings, is 
called the self. Conceived in this way, self is 
less a metaphysical abstract than the basic fact 
of life. Self also has no meaning "in itself, I I 

for without the environment to engage and test its 
capacity respond, it would have no living ex- 
istence. 

The notion of answerability suggested by this passage draws 

forward another dimension of tropos--that of the morality of our 

intent ions : 

What man is (as against nature's) is his own order- 
ing of his motion--and is there any truer way of 
stating the present beauty of morality? For the 
lovely human thing is the presence of the will in 
us to form (0 - 10, 17) 

The will, in attending to its formal responsibilities, can never 

forget that there is a world 'to answer to. For Olson, the issue 

of imperatives--"There are these.necessities / are bigger than we 

are"15--and our obedience to them, underlies all three of these 

terms, 

In typos, the subject of the third chapter, the imperative 

is a will to expression. In Olson's Push, Sherman Paul suggests 

that typos can be taken as the act of "imprinting, [or,] 

registering one's force. "16 For Olson, one of the purposes of 

art is to "express the thing felt" (0 - 10, 58). "Don't be to4 

quick to forget," Olson cautions, 

how much our reporting of what we do, say, hear, feel 
is the action of our love & life, at least is the act - 
of it so far as we can get it anywhere where we can 
deal with it as a thing in existence & experienced-- 



t h a t  e x p r e s s i o n ,  i n  whatever  form, t h a t  d e s i r e :  t o  
communicate, i s  more t h a n  j u s t  something a f t e r w a r d s  
i s  i t s e l f  s o  embedded i n  what we do ,  s a y ,  h e a r ,  s e e ,  
f e e l  t h a t  compuls ion,  t o  t e l l .  ( 0  - 1 0 ,  64-65) 

-- 

I I I n  s u g g e s t i n g  t h a t  e x p r e s s i o n  i s  more t h a n  j u s t  something 

a f t e r w a r d s , "  Olson p u t s  forward t h e  i d e a  of e x p r e s s i o n  a s  

o n t o l o g i c a l  f u n c t i o n ;  t h a t  i s ,  "what - -  i s  is, - i n  - t h e  f i n a l  

a n a l y s i s ,  - what -- i s  s a i d "  ( 0  - 1 0 ,  6 5 ) .  Holding t o  t h i s  b e l i e f ,  

Olson i s  l e d  i n t o  a  l i f e l o n g  engagement w i t h  h i s t o r y  and 

mythology,  two forms of expe r i ence  which he  p e r c e i v e d  a s  

o p e r a t i n g  on t h e  b a s i s  o f  "what i s  s a i d . "  I n  The S p e c i a l  View 

of H i s t o r y ,  Olson w r i t e s :  "H i s to ry  i s  s t o r y .  I t  means no th ing  

e l s e  a s  a  noun. Herodotus was t h e  f i r s t  t o  use  t h e  word . 

and he  used i t  a s  a  v e r b :  t o  f i n d  o u t  f o r  y o u r s e l f .  Then you 

t e l l "  (SVH - 2 6 ) .  And t h e n  you a r e  t o l d ;  o r ,  s imply ,  you a r e .  I n  

one of t h e  I n s t i t u t e  l e c t u r e s ,  Olson speaks  of  t h e  etymology of 

t h e  word "mythology" : 

I t  i s  a  c u r i o u s  word,  was,  even w i t h  t h e  Greeks .  
For i t  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  made up of two nouns r e s t i n g  
on two v e r b s  & bo th  of  t h e  same meaning, excep t  
t h a t  one i s  i n  t h e  a c t i v e  & t h e  o t h e r  i n  t h e  p a s s i v e  
v o i c e .  Muthos & Logos. And t h e  s t r a i g h t e s t  & 
s i m p l e s t  translation t u r n s  o u t  t o  be  t h e  most use-  
f u l  of  a l l :  

TO SPEAK ( l e g e i n )  of WHAT I S  SAID (mythos) 
/- - _-- @ - l o 3  62) 

" n a r r a t i v e  i t s e l f  i s  t h e  r e a l i t y "  ( 0  - 1 0 , 6 4 ) ,  t h e n  h i s t o r y  and 
\ \ mythology become of u se  t o  Olson a s  p r a c t i c a l  o n t o l o g i e s ,  a s  ways 

of s imu l t aneous ly  performing and knowing o n e ' s  b e i n g .  A t  t 'he 

moment one t e l l s  o n e ' s  t a l e ,  one a c h i e v e s  i n  O l s o n ' s  s ense  ' of 

t y p o s ,  " t h e  s t a n d i n g  c o n d i t i o n  of . . [ t h e ]  s u b s t a n t i v  o r  
\ i 
k j e c t  o r  m a n i f e s t  o r  s o l i d  o r  m a t e r i a l "  (PT - 34) o f  o n e ' s  

.- 



The o b j e c t  o f  o n e ' s  l i f e  i s  now o u t  t h e r e ,  t o  be u s e d ,  t o  be 

t a k e n  up by o t h e r s  i n  t h e  p r o c e s s  of  t h e i r  own h i s t o r i c a l  

f u n c t i o n i n g ;  i t  h a s  been  made a v a i l a b l e  f o r  d e s i r e .  

I n  p u t t i n g  fo rwa rd  t h e s e  t e r m s ,  I am n o t  s u g g e s t i n g  t h a t  

O l s o n ' s  t h i n k i n g  c a n  be  s o  r e a d i l y  packaged.  Even a  s i n g l e  

r e a d i n g  of  t h e  w r i t i n g s  w i l l  r e v e a l  t h a t  t h e  t hough t  does  n o t  

deve lop  i n  any r e c t i l i n e a r ,  s y s t e m a t i c  f a s h i o n  t h a t  would pe rmi t  

such  h y p o s t a t i z a t i o n .  A s  w e l l ,  t h e  t e rms  t hemse lve s  a r e  t o o  

l a b i l e  f o r  t h a t .  The p r i n c i p l e  o f  g rowth ,  i n  t h i s  i n s t a n c e ,  i s  

of  q u i t e  a n o t h e r  o r d e r .  For  O l s o n ,  

c o n f u s i o n  i s  o n l y  t h e  most  impeccable  o r d e r i n g  o f  
growing t h i n g s  s o  t h a t  e a c h  won' t b e a t  o u t  t h e  
o t h e r ,  s o  t h a t  p e s t s  o f  one  w i l l  be  p r e v e n t e d  from 
c r o s s i n g  o v e r  t h e  t a n g l e  and  g e t t i n g  a t  o t h e r  rows 
o f  t h e  same,  s o  t h a t  t h e  s o i l  w i l l  be renewed and  
renewed f rom t h e  i r r e g u l a r i t y  of  t h e  p l a n t i n g ,  s o  
t h a t  t h e r e  w i l l  b e  one  huge r o o t  can  come o u t  l i k e  
t h e  moon t o r e  o u t  o f  t h e  e a r t h .  ( 0  - 1 0 ,  71) 

The e f f o r t  o f  t h i s  s t u d y ,  t h e n ,  w i l l  be  t o  c u l t i v a t e  one  such 

p l a n t i n g .  
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Chapte r  One: The A r c h i t e c t o n i c s  o f  Hunger 

. . . i n  n e c e s s i t y ,  f e l l o w  c i t s ?  what i s  your  
n e c e s s i t y ?  TMP 64  

. . / any o f  u s  who s t a y  i g n o r a n t  o f  how we a r e  
what we a r e  i n  and by o u r  b o d i e s  i s  n o t  s u f f i -  
c i e n t l y  a l i v e .  - 0  1 0 ,  70 - 

/ p- 
. . . COMPANY, what we a l l  keep  r i g h t  now (why 
do we, b o t h e r  abou t  any o t h e r  human b e i n g ,  why do 
we s e e k  o u r  f e l l o w s '  company, what good i s  i t-- 
a g a i n :  what makes u s  want t o ?  

That  we do w i t h  what t h e y  d i d  w i t h ,  and do i n  & 
fo r - -o r  a t  l e a s t  g i v e  t o ,  o u r  f e l l o w s :  i s  t h e r e  
any more t h a n  t h e s e  two t h i n g s  which m o t i v a t e  
a n y t h i n g  beh ind  t h i s  i n s t a n t ,  o r  ahead o r  i t ,  
a n y t h i n g ?  - 

hungry a f t e r  f 

my own k i n d ,  h e  s d .  T h a t ' s  a l l ,  t h a t  w i l l .  And 
t h e  best--and h a r d e s t  t h i n g  i s - - t o  admit  i t  a s  a  
w i l l ,  a  hunger  which we a r e .  And l e t  i t  be  t h a t ,  
and n o t  c a u s e ,  o r  e n d ,  n o t  any me taphys i c s .  L e t  
i t  be what i t  i s  a s  s u f f i c i e n t  e v i d e n c e ,  s u f f i -  
c i e n t  m o t i v a t i o n .  0  1 0 ,  25 - 

-. 

0 ,  t h e y  were  h o t  f o r  t h e  wor ld  t h e y  l i v e d  i n ,  
t h e s e  Maya, h o t  t o  g e t  i t  down t h e  way i t  was-- 
t h e  way i t  i s ,  my f e l l o w  c i t i z e n s .  HU 15  - 

I n  "The P r e s e n t  i s  P r o l o g u e , "  a n  a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l  s t a t e m e n t  

f i r s t  p u b l i s h e d  i n  1955 ,  Olson w r i t e s  o p t i m i s t i c a l l y  of  t h e  

a b i l i t y  o f  t h e  p r e s e n t  t o  c o u n t e r  t h e  e s t r angemen t s  o f  t h e  p a s t :  

 his i s  t h e  morn ing ,  a f t e r  t h e  d i s p e r s i o n "  and " [ t l h e  w i l l  t o  

11 
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cohere  . . . i s  what I s e e  i n  u s ,  i n  now. Four y e a r s  l a t e r  i n  

I I L e t t e r ,  May 2 , 1 9 5 9 , "  t h e  opt imism h a s  been tempered:  " t h e  



present / is worse give nothing now your credence / start all o- 

ver (E 150). Olson's belief in the possibility of coherence, 

however, had its own resilience. That same month in the "Letter 

to Elaine Feinstein," he took steps to "start all over" by 

introducing a new set of terms with which to re-engage the world: 

topos, typos, and tropos. The first of those terms, topos 

(first, that is, only by order of discussion, not by way of any 

I' hierarchy of value) means, in one sense, s i-rrlp.1~-+Lace" (PT - 33) . 
- - 

But -place_-itself is not so easily known 
-- _--- (. For Olson, place is 

- __- - 
given by one's relation to amground. And that relation will I 

I 

either be familiar or estranged. The drive toward the \ I 
! 

achievement of a familiar ground, whether it be physical, social i 
I 1 or epistemological, stems from hunger as our first condition. i 

f 

i / When that condition itself is obscured, the estrangement is/ 
/-- \ complete. / Topos, then, mo?~~t-h~-~SimP_lY. p 

\ 
lace," is a shared \ 

\ 

fc-' condk Ion that is made, not found. 

In the context of man's present estrangements, the object. 

of that hunger is clear: it is a world that has been lost. In a / 
L -- --- - - 
related context, in an essay called "The Concept of History," 

Hannah Arendt ably outlines the extent and the implications of 

such a loss, including what has been offered in its place. I 

quote at some length here because I believe Arendt's discussion 

of our relation to both nature and history, both in this passage 

and elsewhere in her essay, helps to set the stage for an 

examination of the historical and philosophical dimensions of 

Olson's work: 



The modern a g e ,  w i t h  i t s  growing world- 
a l i e n a t i o n ,  h a s  l e d  t o  a  s i t u a t i o n  where man, 
wherever he  g o e s ,  encoun te r s  o n l y  h i m s e l f .  A l l  
t h e  p r o c e s s e s  of  t h e  e a r t h  and t h e  u n i v e r s e  have 
r e v e a l e d  themselves  e i t h e r  a s  man-made o r  a s  
p o t e n t i a l l y  man-made. These p r o c e s s e s ,  a f t e r  having 
devoured,  a s  i t  were ,  t h e  s o l i d  o b j e c t i v i t y  of  t h e  
g i v e n ,  ended by r e n d e r i n g  meaning less  t h e  one over-  
a l l  p roces s  which o r i g i n a l l y  was conce ived  i n  o r d e r  
t o  g i v e  meaning t o  them, and t o  a c t ,  s o  t o  speak ,  
a s  t h e  e t e r n a l  t ime-space i n t o  which t h e y  cou ld  a l l  
f low and t h u s  be r i d  o f  t h e i r  mutual  c o n f l i c t s  and 
e x c l u s i v e n e s s .  T h i s  i s  what happened t o  ou r  concep t  
of  h i s t o r y ,  a s  i t  happened t o  our  concep t  of  n a t u r e .  
I n  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  of r a d i c a l  w o r l d - a l i e n a t i o n ,  n e i t h e r  
h i s t o r y  n o r  n a t u r e  i s  a t  a l l  c o n c e i v a b l e .  Th i s  two- 
f o l d  l o s s  o f  t h e  wor ld  . . . h a s  l e f t  behind i t  a  
s o c i e t y  of  men who, w i thou t  a  common wor ld  which 
would a t  once r e l a t e  and s e p a r a t e  them, e i t h e r  
l i v e  i n  d e s p e r a t e  l o n e l y  s e p a r a t i o n  o r  a r e  p r e s s e d  
t o g e t h e r  i n t o  a  mass .  For a  mass -soc ie ty  i s  n o t h i n g  
more t h a n  t h a t  k i n d  of o rgan ized  l i v i n g  which 
a u t o m a t i c a l l y  e s t a b l i s h e s  i t s e l f  among human be ings  
who a r e  s t i l l  r e l a t e d  t o  one a n o t h e r  b u t  have l o s t  
t h e  wor ld  once common t o  a l l  o f  them. (BPF 89-90) 

I n  t h i s  l i g h t ,  The Maximus Poems can be seen  a s  a  s e r i e s  of 

g e s t u r e s  toward a  wor ld  common t o  a l l ,  toward what Olson ,  i n  t h e  

I I / f i n a l  volume of t h e  poem, i d e n t i f i e s  a s  a n  asc tua l  e a r t h  of  

I I 
2 

v a l u e .  Olson r e c o g n i z e d ,  however, b 

t h a t  we grow up many 
And t h e  s i n g l e  
i s  n o t  e a s i l y  
known (E 52)  

\ p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  t h e  f a c e  of  c u l t u r a l  con fus ions  about  t h e  n a t u r e  

\ of t h a t  common w o r l d ,  c o n f u s i o n s ,  i n  f a c t ,  about  t h e  r e a l i t y  of 

t h a t  wor ld  and ou r  a b i l i t y  t o  know i t .  - - 

Arendt t r a c e s  t h e  h i s t o r y  of  our  p r e s e n t  es t rangement  t o  

what s h e  r e g a r d s  a s  t h e . " s h o r t e s t  and most fundamental  e x p r e s s i o n  

[of  o u r ]  w o r l d - a l i e n a t i o n " :  ~ e s c a r t e s ' s  well-known a s s e r t i o n  "de - 

omnibus dubitandum e s t "  (BPF 5 4 ) .  Th i s  a s s e r t i o n  of doubt was -- - 



fo rged  i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  of r a d i c a l  d i s c o v e r i e s  i n  t h e  n a t u r a l  

s c i e n c e s  of h i s  t ime .  Amongst them, t h e  d i s cove ry  t h a t ,  c o n t r a r y  

t o  t h e  ev idence  of our  s e n s e s ,  t h e  e a r t h  i n  f a c t  r o t a t e s  around 

t h e  s u n ,  would have convinced many t h i n k e r s  t h a t  our  sensory  

a p p a r a t i  were no l onge r  t r u s t w o r t h y  b e a r e r s  of t r u t h  and 

knowledge concern ing  t h e  phenomenal wor ld .  The "school  of 

s ~ s ~ i c i b n , " ~  t h e n ,  

began when man, w i t h  t h e  h e l p  of t h e  t e l e s c o p e ,  
t u r n e d  h i s  b o d i l y  eyes  toward t h e  u n i v e r s e  . . . 
--seeing w i t h  t h e  eyes  of t h e  mind, l i s t e n i n g  w i t h  
t h e  e a r s  of t h e  h e a r t ,  and gu ided  by t h e  i n n e r  l i g h t  
of reason--and l e a r n e d  t h a t  h i s  s e n s e s  were n o t  
f i t t e d  f o r  t h e  u n i v e r s e ,  t h a t  h i s  everyday e x p e r i e n c e ,  
f a r  from be ing  a b l e  t o  c o n s t i t u t e  t h e  model f o r  t h e  
r e c e p t i o n  of t r u t h  and t h e  a c q u i s i t i o n  of knowledge, 
was a  c o n s t a n t  s o u r c e  of e r r o r  and d e l u s i o n .  (BPF 55) 

No l~onge r  f i t t e d  t o  r e c e i v e  t h e  w o r l d ,  man was c a s t  i n t o  a  d e s e r t  

of s u b . j e c t i v i t y ,  con f ron t ed  w i t h ,  i n  each  g r a i n  of s and ,  . t h e  

f a l s e  l i m i t s  of  h i s  a t o m i s t i c  c o n d i t i o n .  I n  t h i s  s i t u a t i o n ,  t h e  

world  cou ld  "no longe r  . . [ b e ]  a v a i l a b l e  on t h e  terms of any 

k ind  of i n t imacy .  " 4  I n  a n o t h e r  c o n t e x t ,  t h e  l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c b  

Nathan S c o t t  h a s  w r i t t e n  about  ext reme forms of s u b j e c t i v i t y  

a r i s i n g  o u t  of t h e  a l i e n a t i n g  e x p e r i e n c e  of contemporary urban  

e x i s t e n c e :  

One might borrow a  f i n e  f i g u r e  of Northrop F r y e ' s  
and say  t h a t  . . . t h e  u rban  expe r i ence  seems o f t e n  
t o  be l i k e  a n  i n t e r m i n a b l e  r a i l w a y  journey  i n  t h e  
c o u r s e  of which,  a s  t w i l i g h t  and even ing  g r a d u a l l y  
darken  t h e  s w i f t l y  p a s s i n g  l andscape ,  "many of t h e  
o b j e c t s  t h a t  appea r  t o  be o u t s i d e  [ t h e  window pane 
p rove ,  on re -examina t ion ,  t o  be]  . . . a c t u a l l y  
r e f l e c t i o n s  of  what i s  i n  t h e  c a r r i a g e , "  s o  t h a t ,  

11 once da rknes s  f u l l y  s e t t l e s  down, one e n t e r s  a  
n a r c i s s i s t i c  wor ld ,  where ,  excep t  f o r  a  few l i g h t s  
h e r e  and t h e r e j  we can  s e e  on ly  t h e  r e f l e c t i o n  of 
where we a r e . "  



Early on, Olson had recognized the stifling effects that such 

narcissism and the subsequent abandonment of the objective world 

would have for the creative energies. In "Projective Verse, 11  

Olson wrote that: 

. the use of a man, by himself and thus by 
others, lies in how he conceives his rel.ation to 
nature, that force to which he owes his somewhat 
small existence. If he sprawl, he shall find little 
to sing but himself, and shall sing, nature has such 
paradoxical ways, by way of artificial forms outside 
himself. (HU - 59) 

-. ----_ / 

The "loss of nature," then, has been occasioned by two forms of 

first, the loss confidence the truth- 

I revealing capacity of the senses; and secondly, the loss of a I 

1 I world outside us through our withdrawal into the mere sensing of / 
1 sensation. I 

- -- . - 

j d c r o r d i n g  to Arendt, the "loss of history" was also partly 1 
attributable to another manifestation of subjectivism. While the 

unreliability of our senses prevents us from knawing the world 

given to us objectively, we are still capable of at least knowing., 

what we ourselves have made. This recognition allowed the 

eighteenth-century historian Giambattista Vico to launch his 

attack on the Cartesian theory of knowledge. In his discussion 

of Vico's historiography in The Idea of History, R.G. Collingwood 

notes that Vico disputed not the validity of mathematical 

knowledge, but only the Cartesian idea that no other kind of 

knowle,dge was possible . 6  Vico contended that the more pressing 

issue lay in identifying a principle with which to distinguish 

between what could and could not be known. He subsequently found 



that principle 

in the doctrine that verum et factum convertuntur: 
that is. the condition of b z n m  to know 
anything truly, to understand It as opposed to 
merely perceiving it is that the knower himself 
should have made it. 7 

Vicois reason for turning away from the study of nature 

(because man cannot "make nature") has now been largely , 

invalidated by major advances in twentieth-century technology, 

particularly the technology that arose from the discoveries of 

nuclear physics. From the moment that man learned how to split 

the atom, he was then able to start new processes in nature. To 

the extent that we can act into nature, setting in motion new 

chains of actions whose ends we cannot determine, we can also 

"makei' nature. After Vico, "history" became a man-made process. 

Prior to that, in the classical Greek conception of history, only 

those deeds or actions which were inherently great, that is, 

which revealed their greatness in and of themselves, were 

committed to the historical record. In themodern age, however,, 

history was no longer conceived as the record of such singular 

actions; instead, through our Hegelian legacy, it was conceived 

as an all-encompassing process which lent intelligibility to the 

otherwise "melancholy haphazardnessii8 of individual events. In 

this formulation, mere time-sequence itself was accorded an 

importance previously unknown to it. But if the process is man- 

made, an element of arbitrariness is inescapable. The subjective 

has drawn the objective into itself. In discussing the signifi- 

cance of this realization for physics, Heisenberg comments that 



[ t l h e  most impor t an t  new r e s u l t  o f  n u c l e a r  
p h y s i c s  was t h e  r e c o g n i t i o n  of t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  
of a p p l y i n g  q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t  t y p e s  o f  n a t u r a l  l aws ,  
w i thou t  c o n t r a d i c t i o n ,  t o  one and t h e  same p h y s i c a l  
e v e n t .  (BPF 48-49) 

Once a g a i n ,  a s  man t r i e s  t o  i n q u i r e  i n t o  " t h i n g s  which n e i t h e r  

a r e  h imse l f  n o r  owe t h e i r  e x i s t e n c e  t o  him, [ h e ]  w i l l  u l t i m a t e l y  

encounte r  n o t h i n g  b u t  h i m s e l f ,  h i s  own c o n s t r ~ c t i o n s ,  and t h e  

p a t t e r n s  of h i s  ac t i onsM(BPF  8 6 ) .  Arendt p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  t h i s  

element of a r b i t r a r i n e s s  t h r e a t e n s  t h e  v e r y  p o s s i b i l i t y  of  t h e  

meaningfu lness  of  h i s t o r y .  I n  h o l d i n g  t o  bo th  t h e  n o t i o n  of 

h i s t o r y  a s  p r o c e s s  and ,  on t h e  o t h e r  hand ,  t o  t h e  i d e a  t h a t  we 

know on ly  what we have made, we run  t h e  r i s k  of 

meaning lessness  i n e v i t a b l y  r e s u l t i n g  from t h e  
i n s i g h t  t h a t  [we] can choose t o  do whatever [we]-. 
want and some k i n d  of meaning w i l l  a lways be t h e  
consequence.  I n  bo th  i n s t a n c e s  t h e  p e r p l e x i t y  i s  
t h a t  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  i n c i d e n t ,  t h e  obse rvab le  f a c t  
o r  s i n g l e  occu r r ence  of  n a t u r e ,  o r  t h e  r e p o r t e d  
deed and e v e n t  o f  h i s t o r y ,  have ceased  t o  make 
s e n s e  w i t h o u t  a  u n i v e r s a l  p r o c e s s  i n  which t hey  
a r e  supposed ly  embedded; y e t  t h e  moment-man 
approaches  t h i s  p r o c e s s  i n  o r d e r  t o  escape  t h e  
haphazard c h a r a c t e r  of  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r ,  i n  o r d e r  t o  
f i n d  meaning--order and n e c e s s i t y - - h i s  e f f o r t  i s  
r e b u t t e d  by t h e  answer from a l l  s i d e s :  Anv o r d e r .  
any n e c e s s ~ t y ,  any meaning you wish t o  impose w i i l  do 
(BPF 88-89) 

The r e s u l t  i s  a  c o n d i t i o n  of co.mprehensive a l i e n a t i o n  which 

e s t r a n g e s  u s  from ou r  s e l v e s ,  our  f e l l o w s ,  and t h e  r e a l .  
-_------- 

ong r t h m e b r i s  o f  Cb-rn-on ~ e a I t l i i ~ ~ ( E  1 3 2 ) ,  Olson w i l l  

p r o p e r  r e l a t i o n s ,  t o  re-member a  w o r l d .  But i t  I 
w i l l  n o t  be e a s y ,  f o r  t h e  d i s i n t e g r a t i o n  of a  world  i n v i t e s  t h e  I 

- 
i r a p i d  e n t r y  of  " t h e  f a k e  / which c o v e r s  t h e  empt iness"  (MP 599) 

and which g r e a s e s  and l u l l s  t h e  a t t e n t i o n s  s o  t h a t  t h e  very  



I 
;brokenness of t h e  human c o n d i t i o n  goes  u n n o t i c e d .  I n  "The Songs 
I 
I 

(of Maximus," Olson p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  one of  t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  l i e s  

i n  t r y i n g  t o  re-admit  hunger t o  a  company a l r e a d y  g l u t t e d  on I 

/ m e r e t r i c i o u s n e s s ,  on 

c o l o r e d  p i c t u r e s  
of  a l l  t h i n g s  t o  e a t :  d i r t y  
p o s t c a r d s  I 

And words ,  words ,  words 
C-. a l l  over  e v e r y t h i n g  (TMP 13) 

\ -- - -- , /' 
Simulacra  r e p l a c e  s u b s t a n c e ;  p o s t c a r d s  debase  and s t a n d  i n  f o r  

\ l i v e d  e x p e r i e n c e ;  and words ,  a s  u n d i f f e r e n t i a t e d  mass ,  a r e  merely  

used t o  cover  over  t h e  r e a l ,  n o t  t o  d i s c o v e r  i t .  Thus caught  i n  
\ I 

t h e  machina t ions  of  t h i s  masquerade,  t h e r e  can be " [ n l o  eyes  o r  

e a r s  l e f t  / t o  do t h e i r  own do ings"  (TMP 1 3 ) .  When a l l  h a s  been 

" invaded ,  a p p r o p r i a t e d ,  o u t r a g e d ,  a l l '  s e n s e s  / i n c l u d i n g  t h e  

mind, t h a t  worker on what i s "  (TMP 13) l o s e  t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  

perform t h e i r  "own l i v e s 1  a c t s "  (TMP 3 4 ) .  What we a r e  o f f e r e d  a s  

compensation i s  " t h a t  o t h e r  s e n s e  / made t o  g i v e  even t h e  most 

wre tched ,  o r  any of u s ,  wre t ched ,  / t h a t  c o n s o l a t i o n  ( g r e a s e d  

I I lu l1ed1l  (IMP 1 3 ) .  p a t  o t h e r  sense1 '  i s  what we i n h e r i t  from 

Greek ph i losophy  and t h e  w e s t e r n  s c i e n t i f i c  t r a d i t i o n .  I t  i s  a 

11 s ense"  which d e t a c h e s  u s  from t h e  wor ld  r a t h e r  t h a n  drawing us 
I I 

i n t o  c l o s e r  p rox imi ty  w i t h  i t ;  i t  i s  t h e  "gurry"  of d i s c o u r s e . /  

I I 

\ 
I n  "Human Universe ,  Olson w r i t e s :  

t h e  Greeks went on t o  d e c l a r e  a  "UNIVERSE of  
d i s c o u r s e "  . . . a s  though language was a n  a b s o l u t e  , 
i n s t e a d  of ( a s  , even  m a e s )  i n s t r u m e n t ,  and n o t  t o  
be ex tended  . . . t o  cover  what e a c h ,  man and lan-  
guage,  i s  i n  t h e  hands o f :  what we s h a r e ,  and which 
1 s  enough, o f  power and b e a u t y ,  n o t  t o  need a n  
e x a g g e r a t i o n  of words e s p e c i a l l y  t h a t  s p r e a d i n g  o n e ,  
I I . . we s t a y  unaware two means of 



d i s c o u r s e  t h e  Greeks  a p p e a r  t o  have  i n v e n t e d  huge ly  
i n t e r m i t  o u r  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  o u r  e x p e r i e n c e ,  and s o  
p r e v e n t  d i s c o v e r y  . . . With A r i s t o t l e ,  t h e  two g r e a t  
means a p p e a r :  l o g i c  and c l a s s i f i c a t i o n .  And i t  i s  
t h e y  t h a t  have  s o  f a s t e n e d  themse lves  on h a b i t s  o f  
t hough t  t h a t  a c t i o n  i s  i n t e r f e r e d  w i t h ,  a b s o l u t e l y  
i n t e r f e r e d  w i k  l+f -. . . ( la--3-4)  - -- -- - 

I 

~ 6 F t i v i s t  s c i e n t i f i c  t r a d i t i o n  h a s  l u l l e d  u s  i n t o  t h e  b h i e f  
\~ 

/ t h a t  knowledge,  i f  i t  i s  t o  be  c o n s i d e r e d  l e g i t i m a t e ,  must ' b e  
I 

/-- 
' - /, g a i n e d  by t h e s e  meaGs. . , There  i s  a  g a i n ,  b u t  i t  be longs  t o  <he 

mind,  n o t  t o  t h e  s e n s i n g  body.  Our s c i e n t i f i c  knowledge dys 
\ / invaded  t h e  p l a n e t ,  and i t  i s  a  voyage n o t  of  d i s c o v e r y ,  b u t  of\ 

----__ / 

,- - - - - 
The s i t u a t i o n  i s  c l e a r l y  " a l l  / wrong" (TMP 1 3 ) .  And t h e  

q u e s t i o n  now, when we a r e  a l l  "covered  w i t h  t h e  g u r r y  of  it" (TMP - 

where 
s h a l l  we go  from h e r e ,  what c an  we do 
when even t h e  p u b l i c  conveyances  
s i n g ?  

how can  we g o  anywhere ,  . . 
* \ '  

even cross- town 
how g e t  o u t  o f  anywhere ( the  bod i e s  

a l l  b u r i e d  
i n  s h a l l o w  g r a v e s .  

I I I n  t h e  n e x t  s o n g ,  Song 4 , "  Olson  p r o t e s t s  t h i s  u s u r p a t i o n  

o f  human c a p a b i l i t i e s  by c e l e b r a t i n g  t h e  r e t u r n  of  d i f f i c u l t i e s ,  

f o r  i n  t h o s e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  one i s  f o r c e d  t o  c o n f r o n t  n e c e s s i t y  

once  a g a i n :  

T h i s  morning -o f  t h e  s m a l l  snow 
I coun t  t h e  b l e s s i n g s ,  t h e  l e a k  i n  t h e  f a u c e t  
which makes o f  t h e  s i n k  t i m e  . - . 

~ . ~ ~ o ~ ~ ~ o . ~ . . ~ ~ ~ - ~ ~ ~ ~ ~  

O r  t h e  p lumbing,  . 

t h a t  i t  doesn '  t work,  t h i s  I l i k e ,  have  even used  paper  
c l i p s  

a s  w e l l  a s  s t r i n g  t o  h o l d  t h e  b a l l  up And f l u s h  i t  



with my hand 

his 

. . . - . . * . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  
Holes 

in my shoes, that's all right, my fly 
gaping, me out 
at the elbows, the blessing 

that difficulties are once more 
(TMP 14) - 

Guide to The Maximus Poems, George Butterick offers 

further gloss on the poem. The reference is to a letter from 

Olson to Robert Creeley where Olson writes: 

Funny, th,e way, I like the odds against: even 
the plumbing . . . Work with how it comes, 
don't fix--or rather DON'T BUY . . . what they've 
got to offer . . . geat em. Beat em by, not need- 
ing them. The WAY. 

The way back to the practice of the familiar is to acknowledge 
1 1' f ' 
our own necessity, not the necessity of the marketplace. When 

the odds are against us, we are called upon to pay attention, to 
-\--_ - - - - 

act. It is not a matter of self-reliance for self-reliance's 

sake but, rather, that we remain capable of responding when the 

world demands it of us. Ironically, however, it seems that, in 

the present, the demand itself is suffering diminishment;/ In an ,~ 

interview with fellow Gloucester resident Herbert Kenny in August 

1969, Olson notes regretfully that modern developments in fishing 

technology--"radar sonar radio telephones good engines / bed- 

check seaplanes goodness over and under us" (= 154)--have had 

the effect of removing the element of. danger from fishing: 

"there's none of that sense of, of that ~ou're up against the 
.- - - 

whole of nature. 
. - 

"lo / The conversation keeps to this point for a 

few more minutes and it is worth noting here: 

CO: My father's job was to replace brick chimneys 



Though 

w i t h  t h e  new i r o n  chimneys .  But t h a t  meant 
h e  had t o  go  up on s t a g i n g s  and t h a t  meant 
danger  . . . i t ' s  t h a t  k i n d  o f  a  t h i n g .  I mean 
something I b e l i e v e  we p o s s e s s  c r u c i a l l y .  I 
t h i n k  o u r  body i s  o u r  s o u l .  And i f  you d o n ' t  
have  your  body a s  a  f a c t o r  o f  c r e a t i o n ,  you 
d o n ' t  have  a  s o u l .  

HK:  You mean you t h i n k  t h a t  we need t h a t  e lement  
o f  danger  f o r  o u r  b e s t  c h a r a c t e r ?  

CO:  W e l l ,  I w o u l d n ' t  s a y  i t ' s  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  danger  
b u t  i t  i s  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  p e r c e p t i o n ,  o f  a t t e n -  
t i o n ,  y e s .  Which i s  a  s p i r i t u a l  c o n d i t i o n .  
You c o u l d  p u t  i t ,  i n t e n s i t y .  I mean, t h e  
amount o f  s l a c k n e s s  t o d a y ,  t h e  l a c k n e s s ,  t h e  
l i m p n e s s ,  i s  a l l  i n  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  you d o n ' t  
need a t t e n t i o n  any more ,  you d o n ' t  need your  
p e r c e p t i o n s  any  more.  I t ' s  a l l  t a k e n  c a r e  o f  
f o r  you by t h e  environment  o f  your  au tomob i l e ,  
your  house ,  o f  t h e  economy, o f  t h e  money sy s t em.  
I n  f a c t  t h e r e  i s n '  t any money, t h e r e '  s  c r e d i t .  
I n  f a c t ,  i t ' s  wor se .  I mean t h i s  i s  a  c r a z y  
s o r t  o f  a  p o s t - n a t u r e ,  p o s t - n a t u r a l  t h i n g  t h a t  
t h e  s p e c i e s  h a s  g o t t e n  i n t o  . . . And I t h o u g h t ,  
and I s t i l l  t h i n k ,  c r e a t i o n  i s  c r u c i a l ;  and i f  
you d o n ' t  s t a y  c l o s e  t o  i t ,  you l o s e  e v e r y t h i n g .  
T h a t ' s  a l l ,  j u s t  e v e r y t h i n g .  ( 0  - 1 ,  30-31) 

t h e  o b j e c t s  o f  one '  s a t t e n t i o n  may change ,  " t h e  f i r s t  

n e c e s s i t y  of  man, now & whenever ,  i s  [ s t i l l ]  s h a r p n e s s  

- 
J 

e x a c t n e s s ,  p r e c i s i o n "  ( 0  1 0 ,  1 0 4 ) .  Buying i n s t e a d  o f  do ing  w i l l  

e n s u r e  e a s e  b u t ,  i n  buy ing ,  "you buy something a l l  r i g h t ,  b u t  

what g e t s  f o r g o t t e n  i s ,  t h a t  you s e l l ,  i n  t h a t  moment o f  buying-- 

you s e l l  a  whole d i s p o s i t i o n  o f  s e l f  . . " (Guide 2 8 ) .  So i n  , 
t h e  "agora"  t h a t  America h a s  become, 

I n  t h e  l a n d  o f  p l e n t y ,  have  
n o t h i n g  t o  do w i t h  i t  

t a k e  t h e  way o f  
t h e  l o w e s t ,  
i n c l u d i n g  
your  l e g s ,  go 
c o n t r a r y ,  g o  

s i n g  (TMP 15 )  



I n  t h e  f i n a l  song of  t h i s  s e r i e s ,  Olson w r i t e s :  "you s i n g ,  

you / who a l s o  / wants" ;  one might  a l s o  add--you, who - can want.  

I f  t o  a f f i r m ,  be t o  expand o n e ' s  i s o l a t e d  s e l f ;  
and i f  t o  deny,  be t o  c o n t r a c t  o n e ' s  i s o l a t e d  s e l f ;  
t hen  t o  respond  i s  a su spens ion  of a l l  i s o l a t i o n .  

Herman M e l v i l l e  - P i e r r e ,  o r  t h e  Ambiguit ies 

I b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  t r u t h .  To be a c c u r a t e ,  I 
b e l i e v e  t h e r e  i s  a  t r u t h .  And i t  i s  j u s t  h e r e ,  a s  
of what I have c a i l e d  pe r sonage ,  t h a t  i t  b e a r s :  I 
b e l i e v e  e a f  u s  i s  more t h a n  a  phys io logy  o r  a  
w i l l .  I b e l i e v e  we a r e  a l s o  a n  obed ience .  And 
what we obey--have t o  obey--is something we a r e  
i n  t h e  hands  o f ,  n o t  i t  i n  ou r  hands a l o n e .  I 
r e f e r  t o ,  t h e  l i f e  i n  u s .  ( 0  1.0, 105) - - I 

Only i f  man h a s  h i s  body a s  a  " f a c t o r  o f  c r e a t i o n , "  can he 

t hen  be "EXTENSIBLE i n  human d i r e c t i o n s "  ( H U  2 2 ) .  Topos i s  t o  be - 

ach ieved  th rough  t h e  j o i n t  a c t i o n  of a t t e n t i o n  and e x t e n s i o n .  .- In. 

O l s o n ' s  work, topos  i s  t o  be fought  f o r  c o n t i n u a l l y  i n  t h e  

s t r u g g l e  between two opposing modes o f  a c t i o n :  t h e  e .x tens ive  and 

t h e  s h r i n k i n g .  The o b j e c t  o f  t h e i r  a c t i o n s  i s  t h e  l i f e  o f  space  

i t s e l f .  The one o f f e r s  a  way of l i v i n g  up t o  t h e  w o r l d ,  w h i l e  

t h e  o t h e r  p roposes  a  way of  c l o s i n g  i t  down. A t  eve ry  moment i n  

a  l i f e  o r  i n  a  poem, t h e  fo rmal  c h o i c e  i s  between answering t o  

t h a t  which i s  a l i v e ,  o r  a t t e m p t i n g  t o  e n s l a v e  i t .  I m p l i c i t  i n  

t h i s  b i n a r y  s i t u a t i o n  i s  a n  e t h i c a l  q u e s t i o n  which,  f o r  Olson ,  

t u r n s  on whether  one comes down on t h e  s i d e  of t h e  " w i l l  of 



power" o r  t h e  " w i l l  o f  achievement ."  Olson t a k e s  h i s  cue  h e r e  

from K e a t s ' s  f o rmu la t i on  of t h e   a an of Power" and t h e   a an - o f  

Achievement" (E 4 1 ) .  The former r e f e r s  t o  t h o s e  men who "have 

a  ' p r o p e r  s e l f , '  t h e  ' E g o t i s t i c a l  Sub l ime . '  Aga ins t  t h i s  [Kea ts ]  

posed t h e  man who has,  quo te ,  ' n o t  any i n d i v i d u a l i t y ,  any 

determined C h a r a c t e r , '  h i s  man of Nega t ive  C a p a b i l i t y ,  o r ,  t h e  

Man of  Achievement" (SVH - 4 1 ) .  I n  a  s e c t i o n  of The S p e c i a l  View 

of H i s t o r y  c a l l e d  " E t h i c s , "  Olson w r i t e s  

. . . one g e t s  two s o r t s  of  w i l l ,  a  w i l l  of  power 
o r  a  w i l l  o f  achievement .  The f i r s t  one i s  t h e  
one i n  which t h e  w i l l  c o l l a p s e s  back t o  s u b j e c t i v e  
u n d e r s t a n d i n g - - t r i e s  t o  make i t  by a s s e r t i n g  t h e  
s e l f  a s  c h a r a c t e r .  The second makes i t  by non- 
a s s e r t i n g  t h e  s e l f  a s  s e l f .  I n  o t h e r  words t h e  
r i d d l e  i s  t h a t  t h e  t r u e  s e l f  i s  n o t  t h e  a s s e r t i n g  
f u n c t i o n  b u t  a n  obeying one ,  t h a t  t h e  a c t i o n a b l e  
i s  l a r g e r  t h a n  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  and s o  can be 
obeyed t o  (SVH 45) 

To t h i s  way of t h i n k i n g ,  t h e  s e l f  i s  conceived "no t  [ a s ]  a  

I I 
11 

s i n g l e ,  f i x e d  e n t i t y  s o  much a s  a  c a p a c i t y ,  an  e-nergy. The 

man who h a s  "no t  any i n d i v i d u a l i t y ,  any de te rmined  c h a r a c t e r , "  i s  

a  s e l f  i n  h i s  a b i l i t y  t o  respond t o  t h e  demands of h i s  

env i ronment .  And though t h i s  s e l f  i s  a n  "obeying" f u n c t i o n ,  i t  

i s  by no  means p a s s i v e  o r  q u i e s c e n t .  

T h i s  i s s u e  of t h e  p a r a l l e l  p rocedure  o f  w i l l  and obedience 

has  been t a k e n  up i n  a n o t h e r  c o n t e x t  by t h e  b i o g r a p h e r s  of t h e  

l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c  Mikhai l  Bakht in .  Bakht in ,  whose work has  only  

r e c e n t l y  ach i eved  posthumous prominence,  i s  p r e s e n t l y  known f o r  

h i s  f o r m u l a t i o n  of "d i a log i sm,"  a  ph i losophy  which conce ives  of 

t h e  wor ld  i n  terms of communication and exchange.  I n  a  c h a p t e r  

from t h e i r  b iography e n t i t l e d  "The A r c h i t e c t o n i c s  of 



Answerab i l i t y , "  K a t e r i n a  C la rk  and Michael  H o l q u i s t  p o i n t  ou t  

t h a t  f o r  Bakht in ,  t h e  world  i s  always c a l l i n g  upon one t o  a c t ,  

t I and t h a t  t o  s imply a c c e p t  t h e  v a l u e s  o f  [ o n e ' s ]  p a r t i c u l a r  t ime 

and p l a c e  . i s  a n  avo idance  of a c t i v i t y  t h a t  h a s  t h e  e f f e c t  

of making [ o n e ' s ]  l i f e  a  s u b f u n c t i o n  of a  se l f - imposed 
12 

a x i g l o g i c a l  r e f l e x .  I I For  Olson ,  t h e  avo idance  of a c t i v i t y  
\ 

would mean t h e  d e a t h  of  space  i t s e l f .  - '. 
/" The l i f e  of  space  depends on e x t e n s i o n  and r e l a t i o n s ,  and 
/ 

;' t h e  t e n s o r  o f  t h a t  l i f e  i s  t h e  double  p rocedure  of w i l l  and 
i / obedience .  T h i s  f o r m u l a t i o n  a l s o  h a s  c l e a r  i m p l i c a t i o n s  f o r  t h e  : 

i 

I rea lm of  p o l i t i c s .  P o l i s ,  conce ived  a s  a  p u b l i c  cohe rence ,  

t h e  p o l i t i c a l  e x p r e s s i o n  of  t o p o s .  The Greek i d e a l  o f  p o l i s  is $ 
o f f e r e d  a n  image of men t r e a t i n g  each  o t h e r  a s  e q u a l s  i n  a  p u b l i c  

\ realm of d i s c o u r s e .  Imaged i n  t h i s  way, p o l i t i c s  and freedom 

came t o  be viewed a s  synonymous. T h i s  view was p o s s i b l e  i f  one 1 
conce ived  of freedom, n o t  a s  freedom from t h e *  i m p o s i t i o n  of 

\ \ power, b u t  r a t h e r ,  a s  t h e  mutua l  e x e r c i s e  of power. When t h a t b  i 
/ 

freedom i s  t h r e a t e n e d  by t o t a l i t a r i a n i s m .  
.-- -- -- -___ --. - 

t h e  s i n g l e ,  unchecked e x e r c i s e -  of 

I power r e s u l t s  i n  human ens lavement .  Those who e x e r c i s e  t h i s  / 

I 1 

1 
! power a r e  named i n  O l s o n ' s  vocabu la ry  a s  t h e  "shrinkers"(TMP 4 6 ) ;  , 

( t h a t  i s ,  t h o s e  who would c o l l a p s e  space  i n t o  ownersh ip ,  t h o s e  who 1 I 
J e x e r c i s e  t h e  " w i l l  t o  l i m i t  which [ i s ]  a  f a l s e  form of  t h e  

13 1 
I t o  c o h e r e .  I I The " s h r i n k e r s "  a r e  s l a v e - t r a d e r s  l i k e  John 1 

I I 
H-ins , whose immoral a c t i v i t i e s  m i s a p p r o p r i a t e  and v i o l a t e  \ 

I t  t h e  space  of human r e l a t i o n s ,  whose name i n  i t s  French form 



Haquin,  / o r  i n  Spanish  Aquines ,"  i n  f a c t ,  i n  any language of 

11 human p o s s i b i l i t y ,  became a  sound of t e r r o r  / i n  t h e  narrow 

seas"  .(TMP 6 4 ) .  T h i s  v i o l a t i o n  o f  s p a c e  becomes a  s h r i n k i n g  of 

t h e  e a r t h  i t s e l f .  

There  a r e  o t h e r s .  The r e c o r d  of American h i s t o r y  i s  n o t  
- - -  - _ 

l a c k i n g  f o r  f i g u r e s  o f f i E d i r e c t i o n  of e n e r g i e s  and the) 
- - - - - - __ _CI 

/-collapse of space . /  I n  " L e t t e r  1 0 , "  Olson p o i n t s  o u t  t h e  " f i r s t  

of t h e  s h r i n k e r s "  (TMP 46) : John Endeco t t ,  t h e  f i r s t  governor  of 

t h e  Massachuse t t s  Bay Colony, who r e g i s t e r e d  h i s  contempt f o r  h i s  

p r edeces so r  Roger Conant and t h e  Dorches t e r  Company Se t t l emen t  by 

removing Conan t ' s  " b i g  house" from i t s  o r i g i n a l  l o c a t i o n  i n  Cape 

Ann t o  Naumkeag f o r  h i s  own u s e .  The removal was a l s o  a  g e s t u r e  

of contempt f o r  p l a c e ;  t h e  "newness" Endecot t  r e p r e s e n t e d  

e n t e r t a i n e d  no  compunctions r e g a r d i n g  t h e  d i s m a n t l i n g  of t h e  "o ld  

c a r p e n t r y , "  t h e  sunde r ing  of  a n  o l d e r  way of  hewing t o g e t h e r ,  of 

hewing t o  p l a c e .  For Olson ,  t h i s  g e s t u r e  extended beyond an 

i s o l a t e d  i n s t a n c e  of p e r s o n a l  a n i m o s i t y .  I t  s i g n a l e d  t h e  

beg inn ing  of ways of  t h i n k i n g  wi thou t  r e f e r e n c e  t o  p l a c e .  The 

consc iousness  which p e r m i t t e d - s p a c e  t o  be e s t r a n g e d ,  and a l l  

connectedness-- to  s e l f ,  t o  o t h e r s ,  t o  e a r t h - - t o  be f l o u t e d ,  would 

no t  h e s i t a t e  l a t e r ,  i n  t h e  J a c k s o n i a n  p e r i o d ,  t o  f o r c e  t h e  

removal of  e n t i r e  p o p u l a t i o n s  of  Nat ive  Americans from t h e i r  
14 

t r a d i t i o n a l  homelands. 

11 I n  " L e t t e r  1 6 ,  Olson o f f e r s  y e t  a n o t h e r  v a r i e t y  of 

11 s h r i n k e r "  i n  t h e  form of Na than ie l  Bowditch who 

founded i n s u r a n c e  companies,  
from h i s  knack f o r  f i g u r e s ,  



and h i s  y e a r s  o f  t r a d i n g  f o r  Mass.  me rchan t s  
a s  s u p e r c a r g o  on Salem voyages 

He r e p r e s e n t s  . . . t h a t  movement o f  NE monies 
away from pr imary  p r o d u c t i o n  & t r a d e  
t o  t h e  s e v e r a l  c a n k e r s  o f  p ro f i t -mak ing  
which have ,  l i k e  Agyas ta ,  made America g r e a t .  

Meantime, o f  c o u r s e ,  swal lowing up 
t h e  l a n d  and l a b o r .  And now, 
t h e  w o r l d .  (TMP - 7 2 )  

"Agyas ta , "  B u t t e r i c k  t e l l s  u s  i n  t h e  Guide ,  i s  a  my tho log i ca l  

f i g u r e  who i s  c a p a b l e  o f  swal lowing t h e  e n t i r e  ocean:  

The s t o r y  g o e s ,  t h a t  t h e r e  had been a  g roup  o f  
demons annoying c e r t a i n  Brahmin h e r m i t s  by con- 
s t a n t l y  d i s t u r b i n g  t h e i r  s a c r e d  a s c e t i c  r o u t i n e s .  
They would b e  chased  i n t o  t h e  ocean ,  b u t  by n i g h t  
would emerge,  a s  f r e s h  a s  e v e r ,  and h a r a s s  t h e  h o l y  
men. The l a t t e r ,  i n  d e s p e r a t i o n ,  appea l ed  t o  t h e  
c e l e b r a t e d  s a i n t .  Agyasta  s o l v e d  t h e  problem a t  
a  s t r o k e  by s imp ly  swal lowing t h e  s e a .  But now 
t h e  e a r t h  was l e f t  w i t h o u t  i t s  w a t e r ,  and a l l  i t s  
c r e a t u r e s  were  b rough t  t o  t h e  p o i n t  of  p e r i s h i n g .  
When a  p e r s o n  t r i e s  t o  be p a r t i c u l a r l y  h e l p f u l ,  
h e  sometimes c a u s e s  more t r o u b l e  t h a n  h e  r e s o l v e s .  
So i t  was ,  a t  any r a t e ,  i n  t h e  c a s e  o f  Agyasta  
w i t h  h i s  bound l e s s  d i g e s t i v e  f i r e .  (Gui-de 110) 

O l s o n ' s  i n q u i r y  i n t o  "how men do u s e  t h e i r  l ivesM(TMP - 5 9 )  r e v e a l s  

a  h i s t o r y  o f  misconce ived  a c t i o n s ,  a c t i o n s  seldom unde r t aken  w i t h  
', / Agyas t a t  s  b e n e f i c e n t  m o t i v e s .  The d e a t h l y  consequences  of  s u c h \  
i 

e x c e s s e s  i n  a c t i o n  t h r e a t e n  t h e  ground o f  b e i n g  o f  t h o s e  a t  whom ', 
t h e y  a r e  d i r e c t e d .  The " d i g e s t i v e  f i r e "  o f  a  Bowditch,  which i s  \ I 
k p a b l e  o f  "swal lowing up t h e  l a n d  and  l a b o r , "  makes o f  p o l s ,  1 

I 

an\ o f  t o p o s ,  a n  i m p o s s i b i l i t y .  Hunger i t s e l f  i s  i n  danger  of ' 
\ I 

being,swallowed up by t h e  c a n k e r s  o f  a  new market  sy s t em.  I 
i --.--- --- y h -  - - 

~ a > l ~  e n g u l f e d  a s  it-was rapacious " f i r e ,  t t 

America was unab l e  t o  p e r c e i v e  a n o t h e r  k i n d  o f  f i r e  t h a t  had 

a r r i v e d  a t  i t s  s h o r e s  even  e a r l i e r .  T h i s  o t h e r  f i r e  was t y p i f i e d  



by C a p t a i n  John Smi th ,  a n  e a r l y  E n g l i s h  e x p l o r e r  o f  t h e  New 

England c o a s t  whom Olson was t o  h o l d  up a s  a n  exemplar  o f  p rope r  
-1 - -  - 

a t t e n t i o n :  

The Capteyne 
h e  was ,  t h e  eye  h e  had 
f o r  what New England o f f e r e d ,  
. . . how we a r e  
o x y a c e t y l e n e ,  we come i n  t h a t  c l o s e  
when we do come i n  (TMP 50-51) 

Oxyace ty lene  i s  a  f u e l  made up o f  oxygen and a c e t y l e n e ,  a  

combina t ion  which p roduces  t h e  h o t t e s t  f lame known f o r  t h e  

c u t t i n g  and we ld ing  o f  s t e e l .  S m i t h ' s  v i s i o n ,  s h a r p  and p r e c i s e ,  

l i k e w i s e  burned w i t h  e q u a l  i n t e n s i t y ,  a s  we t o o  a r e  c a p a b l e  of  

b u r n i n g .  The " f i r e "  o f  a  Smith i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  t r a n s f o r m a t i v e  and 

g e n e r a t i v e ,  and i t s  s o u r c e  i s  t h e  body.  S m i t h ' s  " r e p o s s e s s i o n "  -.\ 

of  what Olson i n  "Equa l ,  t o  t h e  Rea l  I t s e l f ,  Tha t  I s "  r e f e r s  t o  

a s  "a c h a r a c t e r  o f  b e i n g ,  a  t h i n g  among t h i n g s ,  which I s h a l l  I 
c a l l  . . . phys i ca l i t y " (HU - '118),  e n a b l e s  Smith t o  be " t h e  s t a t e r  I 
of / q u a n t i t y  and / precision"(TMP 1 2 2 ) .  I t  i s  t h a t  p h y s i c a l i t y ,  / 

L 

I I t h a t  oxyace ty l ene"  of  a  p r o p e r  r e l a t i o n  between p h y s i c a l  

o rgan i sm and e a r t h ,  which a l l o w s  Smith " t o  come i n  t h a t  c l o s e "  t o  

a  v i s i o n  o f  t h e  fo rma l  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f  a p l a c e .  I n  "Apo l lon iu s  

11 of  Tyana, Olson w r i t e s :  

S t .  Augus t ine  s a i d  o f  h i s  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  r e c o g n i t i o n ,  
" I t  was a  c o n f l a g r a t i o n  of  myself  ," b u t  w i t h  Apollo-  
n i u s  t h e  t e rms  s t a y  p h y s i c a l  i n  a n o t h e r  way, and i n  
t h a t  way a r e  n e i t h e r  l i g h t  n o r  f i r e - - w i t h  him i t  i s  
a  bu rn ing  s u r e l y ,  b u t  w i t h  no  t h i n g  consumed, on  t h e  
c o n t r a r y ,  i t  i s  a s  t h e  a c t i o n  o f  t h e  sun  on u s  and 
on t h i n g s ,  i n c r e a s e  i s  t h e  i s s u e ,  more g rowth ,  more 
l i f e ,  l e a v e s ,  men. (HU - 39 )  

S m i t h ' s  i s  a  s i m i l a r  a c t i o n ,  b u t  d e s p i t e  h i s  a b i l i t y  t o  fo rward  



t h e  r e a l ,  Smith was 

t o o  e a r l y  y e t  
t o  be unders tood  
t o  be t h e  s i g n  
of p r e s e n t  
p a t e r n i t i e s  

. . . O . D P e  

Smith 
was f u t i l e  

u n t i l  t h e  p l a c e  
and t ime  burned 
w i t h  t h e  same h e a t  a s  
t h e  man ( i t  i s n ' t  
f o r  u s  t o  s a y  

what a  p rope r  f i r e  
i s ,  i t ' s  what 
l i k e  C o r i n t h  
burn ing  down 
produces b ronze  -- (TMP 122-23) 

The g e n e r a t i v e  c a p a b i l i t y  o f  t h i s  k i n d  of f i r e  i s  c o n t i n g e n t  on 

t h e  c o n d i t i o n s  of  r e a l i t y  a t  any g i v e n  moment. Consequent ly ,  one 

cannot  s p e c i f y  a  t ime o r  a  form t o  i t s  a c t i v i t y .  I n  t h e  Guide,  

~ u t t e r i c k ' s  n o t e  on t h i s  passage  r e f e r s  us  t o  a  comment by 
. . 

M e l v i l l e  which Olson q u o t e s  i n  C a l l  Me Ishmael :  

I somehow c l i n g  t o  t h e  s t r a n g e  f a n c y ,  t h a t ,  i n  a l l  
men h idden ly  r e s i d e  c e r t a i n  wondrous o c c u l t  p r o p e r t i e s  

. . which by some happy bu t  v e r y  r a r e  a c c i d e n t  
( a s  bronze was d i s c o v e r e d  by t h e  m e l t i n g  of t h e  
i r o n  and b r a s s  a t  t h e  burn ing  of  C o r i n t h )  may chance 
t o  be c a l l e d  f o r t h  h e r e  on e a r t h .  (Guide 182) 

The o p e r a t i o n  of  con t ingency  i s  pr imary i n  O l s o n ' s  p o e t i c s .  I n  

The S p e c i a l  View of H i s t o r y ,  Olson p o i n t s  o u t  i t s  c e n t r a l i t y  t o  

t h e  m a t t e r  o f  compos i t ion :  

Coincidence and p r o x i m i t y ,  because  t h e  space-t ime 
continuum i s  known, become t h e  d e t e r m i n a n t s  o f  
chance and a c c i d e n t '  and make p o s s i b l e  c r e a t i v e  
s u c c e s s  . . . purpose  i s  s een  t o  be  c o n t i n g e n t ,  
n o t  p r i m o r d i a l  . - . (SVH 4 9 )  



Smith c o u l d  n o t  w i l l  a  c o n f l a g r a t i o n  any more t h a n  one  c o u l d  s e t  

o u t  t o  pe r fo rm a  "meaningful"  a c t i o n .  Tha t  i s  t o  s a y ,  meaning 
15  

w i l l  emerge from t h e  a c t i o n ;  i t  canno t  b e  s p e c i f i e d  a s  g o a l .  

' I T h i s  n o t i o n  o f  " co inc idence"  and  p rox imi ty"  h a s  a  h i s t o r y  

e x t e n d i n g  beyond t h e  twen t ie . th  c e n t u r y .  I t  can  a l s o  be  found i n  

V i c o ' s  d i s c u s s i o n s  o f  t h e  development o f  t h e o r i e s  o f  knowledge.  

His  own t h i n k i n g  had l e d  him t o  r e c o g n i z e  t h a t  " i d e a s  a r e  

p r o p a g a t e d ,  n o t  by ' d i f f u s i o n , '  l i k e  a r t i c l e s  o f  commerce, b u t  by 

t h e  independen t  d i s c o v e r y  o f  e ach  n a t i o n  o f  what i t  needs  a t  any 

I I 
1 6  

g i v e n  s t a g e  o f  i t s  development .  Examples o f  such  independen t  

d i s c o v e r y  r ange  from t h e  d i s c e r n i b l e  p a r a l l e l s  i n  t h e  a n a l y t i c a l  

t hough t  o f  such  a p p a r e n t l y  d i s s i m i l a r  f i g u r e s  a s  Wi l l i am Mor r i s  

and K a r l  Marx, t o  ( c l o s e r  t o  O l s o n ' s  conce rns )  t h e  rough ly  

contemporaneous appea rance  o f  C h r i s t  and Apo l lon iu s  of  Tyana . On 

t h i s  p o i n t ,  Olson w r i t e s :  "I w i s h  you o n l y  t o  n o t e  how men s p r i n g  

u p ,  when t h e y  a r e  needed ,  l i k e  v i o l e t s ,  on a l l  s i d e s ,  i n  t h e  

S p r i n g ,  - when w i n t e r  
,/-- ' 

h a s  been t o o  long"  (HU - 2 7 )  . 

, T h i s  i d e a  o f  answer ing  t o  t h e  n e c e s s i t i e s  o f  o n e ' s  own time) 
/ 
; ~ 

and p l a c e  i s  s u b v e r t e d  by t h e  " s h r i n k e r s "  who o n l y  a c t  i n f  
1 

1 / 

1 r e f e r e n c e  t o  t h e i r  own p e r s o n a l  n e c e s s i t y .  But t h e  e x p l o i t a t i v  
i F 1 f i r e  which t h e y  b r i n g  t o  b e a r  on  t h e i r  environment  pose s  ha/ds 
\ c-- _ 11' 

t h ems e lve s :  
--- 

I f  man chooses  t o  t r e a t  e x t e r n a l  r e a l i t y  any 
d i f f e r e n t  t h a n  a s  p a r t  o f  h i s  own p r o c e s s ,  i n  
o t h e r  words a s  a n y t h i n g  o t h e r  t h a n  r e l e v a n t  t o  
h i s  own i n n e r  l i f e ,  t h e n  h e  w i l l  ( b e i n g  such  a  
f roward t h i n g ,  and  bound t o  u s e  h i s  ene rgy  w i l l y -  
n i l P y ,  n a t u r e  i s  s o  s u b t l e )  u s e  i t  o t h e r w i s e .  
He w i l l  u s e  i t  j u s t  e x a c t l y  a s  h e  h a s  used  i t  now 
f o r  t o o  l o n g ,  f o r  a r b i t r a r y  and w i l l f u l  pu rpose s  



which,  i n  t h e i r  e f f e c t s ,  n o t  on ly  change t h e  f a c e  
of  n a t u r e  b u t  a c t u a l l y  a r r e s t  and d i v e r t  h e r  
f o r c e  u n t i l  man t u r n s  i t  even a g a i n s t  h e r s e l f ,  
he  i s  s o  power fu l ,  t h i s  l i t t l e  t h i n g .  But what 
l i t t l e  w i l l f u l  modern man w i l l  n o t  r ecogn ize  i s ,  
t h a t  when he  t u r n s  i t  a g a i n s t  h e r  he  t u r n s  i t  
a g a i n s t  h i m s e l f ,  h e l d  i n  t h e  hand of n a t u r e  a s  
man f o r e v e r  i s ,  t o  h i s  u s e  of  h imse l f  i f  h e  choose ,  
t o  h i s  d i s u s e ,  a s  he  h a s .  ( H U  11) - 

Given t h e  r e s u l t s  of  h i s  d i s u s e  of  h imse l f  and n a t u r e :  
. . 

o n e ' s  f o r c e d  
c o n s i d e r i n g  America, 
t o  a  s i n g l e  t r u t h :  t h e  newness 

t h e  f i r s t  men knew was a lmos t  
from t h e  s t a r t  d i r t i e d  
by second comers.  About seven  y e a r s  
and you can  c a r r y  c i n d e r s  
i n  your  hand f o r  what 

America was wor th .  May she  be  damned 
f o r  what she  d i d  s o  soon 
t o  what was such a  newing (TMP 134-35) 

Olson saw t h a t  t h e  " d i r t y  r e s t l e s snes s " (MP 498) t h a t  was - 
America ' s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  h e r  own ground ,  was t o  t u r n  back on 

i t s e l f ,  consuming, i n  t h e  p r o c e s s ,  h e r  own p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f ' ,  

e x t e n s i o n  and cohe rence .  What remained was a  " f i l t h y  land"(MPb / - 
' . 

498) of a s h e s  and d r o s s ,  a  b a r r e n n e s s  where 
i 

. we 
who l i v e  a t  t h i s  poor end 

/- 
of goods ,  & t h i n g ,  & men, 

when m a t e r i a l s ,  o f  each ,  
a r e  such a  man c a n ' t  e a t  
s l e e p  walk move go 
a p a r t  from h i s  own d w e l l i n g ,  
t h e  d i r t i n e s s  o f  goodness 

cheapness  s h i t  i s  
upon t h e  w o r l d .  W e ' l l  t u r n  
t o  keep ou r  house ,  t u r n  t o  
houses  where our  k i n d ,  
and hungry a f t e r  them, 



no t  w i l l i n g  t o  b e a r  one s h o r t  walk 
more o u t  i n t o  even what t h e y ' v e  done 
t o  e a r t h  i t s e l f ,  f i n d  
company (TMP 134) 

Those "whc come from a  housekeeping / /  which o l d  mother Smith / 

s t a r t e d "  (TMP 1 2 6 )  w i l l  t u r n ,  i n s t e a d ,  t o  f i n d  company i n  t h e  

f i r e  of  f l o w e r s . .  

. . . we a r e  s t i l l  i n  t h e  b u s i n e s s  of  f i n d i n g  o u t  
how a11  a c t i o n ,  and t h o u g h t ,  have t o  be  refounded.  

(HU 119) - 

And how, now, t o  found ,  w i t h  t h e  s a c r e d  & t h e  profane--  
bo th  o f  them-- 

wore o u t  

The b e a k ' s  
t h e r e .  And t h e  p e c t o r a l .  
The f i n s  
f o r  fo rward ing .  

But t o  do i t  anew, now t h a t  even f i s h i n g  . . 
(TMP 45)  

Now t h a t  American pr imary i n d u s t r i e s  had been bought o u t  by 

t h e  "merchandise m e n " ( T ~ ~  5 4 ) ,  a  new founding was i n  o r d e r  i f  t h e ,  
1 

t o p o l o g i c a l  was t o  be sought  once a g a i n .  However d i f f i c u l t  i t  

was t o  be  i n  t h e  f a c e  o f  i n c r e a s i n g  p e j o r o c r a c y ,  Olson main ta ined  

t h a t  t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  beg in  a g a i n  remained l a t e n t .  A•’ t e r  a l l ,  " t h e  

b e a k ' s  t he rew- - the  i n s t rumen t  o f  d i r e c t i o n .  "And t h e  p e c t o r a l H - -  

t h e  p e c t o r a l  f i n s  f u n c t i o n  p r i m a r i l y  t o  ba l ance  and t o  s t e e r .  



But " p e c t o r a l "  a l s o  r e f e r s  t o  t h e  h e a r t ,  a  c e n t e r i n g  p o s s i b i l i t y .  

And t h e r e  a r e  " f i n s ,  f o r  forwardingM--motion i s  t o  be once more. 

The pr imary e lements  o f  a c t i o n  have n o t  been d i s p e r s e d ;  t h e y  

remain ,  a  p r e p a r a t o r y  coherence--a dancer  a w a i t i n g  t h e  dance .  

I n  The Maximus Poems, t h e  dance beg ins  t o  f i n d  a  form i n  t h e  

11 opening poem I ,  Maximus of  G l o u c e s r e r ,  t o  You": 

Off - shore ,  by i s l a n d s  h idden  i n  t h e  blood 
jewels  & m i r a c l e s ,  I ,  Maximus 
a  me ta l  h o t  from b o i l i n g  w a t e r ,  t e l l  you 
what i s  a  l a n c e ,  who obeys t h e  f i g u r e s  of 
t h e  p r e s e n t  dance (TMP 1) 

I I 11 Maximus, t h e  f i g u r e  o f  maximal a t t e n t i o n  and e x t e n s i o n  i n  t h e s e  

poems, e n t e r s  t h e  s cene  t o  i n s t r u c t  h i s  f e l l o w  c i t i z e n s  i n  t h e  

a r t  o f  t h e i r  own formal  p o s s i b i l i t i e s ,  t h e i r  dances .  He beg ins  

by n o t i n g  h i s  own a t t a i n m e n t  t o  form. Maximus i s  a  "metal"  (and  

11 "me t t l e " )  newly tempered i n  t h e  foundry of a  b o i l i n g "  p r i m o r d i a l  

s e a ,  He speaks  from " o f f - s h o r e , "  from t h e  s o u r c e  of  c r e a t i o n  

i t s e l f .  But he  i s  a l s o  i n s i d e  c r e a t i o n ,  "hidden i n  t h e  b lood , "  

i n  t h e  v i t a l  f l u e n c y  and n e c e s s i t y  of '  ou r  p h y s i c a l i t y .  Maximusb 

i s  t h u s  t h e  f i g u r e  of  t h e  l i t t o r a l ,  who remains  i n  p e r p e t u a l  

c o n t a c t  w i t h  b e g i n n i n g s ,  w i t h  one f o o t  . i n  c r e a t i o n  and t h e  o t h e r  

i n  o r i g i n .  The l i t t o r a l  i s  t h e  s t a n c e  of  c r e a t i v e  advance.  I n  a  

1956 l e c t u r e  on Whitehead,  Olson w r i t e s :  

We a r e  d e a l i n g  w i t h  two 
f l u e n c i e s  each  t ime  we do a  s i n g l e  t h i n g ,  a  p r i m o r d i a l  

f l u e n c y  
I n  comes t h e  r o a r i n g  t i d e  

and a  consequent  one:  
- __  -- -- - - -  Fast f a l l s  t h e  even [ 1 7 ]  - - -1 - - \ - 

,,Th-e i n s t rumen t  o f  h i s  be ing  i s  a  sha rpnes s  and a  po in t ednes s '  

which e n a b l e s  him t o  perform w i t h  p r e c i s i o n  t h e  v a r i o u s  f i g u r e s  



\ 
, o f  t h e  dance .  The word " f i g u r e s "  m a i n t a i n s  a t  l e a s t  two '  

p e r t i n e n t  meanings h e r e :  i )  a  s e r i e s  of  movements i n  a  dance;  

i i )  numbers. He needs  t o  be s h a r p  and a t t e n t i v e  i f  he i s  t o  
,, - - . . 

p r o p e r l y  engage s p e c i f i c i t y  o f  movement, and q u a n t i t y .  Like  h i s  

f e l l o w  dancer  Apol lon ius  of  Tyana,  he  wants  h i s  dance t o  be a l i v e  ' 

I I i t o  l i f e ,  t o  s f a y  on i t s  p o i n t ,  t o  h o l d  a l l  t h a t  i t  c o n t a i n s ,  n o t  

d i s s i p a t e  one ounce of i t  by any . . g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s "  (HU 31-' - 

1 3 2 ) .  Hence t h e  n e c e s s i t y  of obed ience  t o  s p e c i f i c s  of motion an4  
, 
I 

q u a n t i t y .  /1t i s  t o  be remembered t h a t & ~ f i p g e m e n t  i s  - a ,. 

/ " p r e s e n t "  o n e ,  and i s  t o  remain s o .  The dance i s  c o n t i n u a l l y  re -  

/ c t a d e  i n  o r d e r  t o  accommodate t h e  moving m u l t i p l e s  of  e x p e r i e n c e .  1 
- -  -- - . - - -- -- - - -. -- -. 

The l e s s o n  t h a t  Maximus o f f e r s  i s  n o t  a  s t a t i c  p r e c e p t  b u t ,  

r a t h e r ,  a  c o n d i t i o n  of p o s s i b i l i t y  f o r  bo th  human and p o e t i c  

b u s i n e s s .  The a b i l i t y  t o  beg in- - tha t  f o o t  i n  t h e  door  of 

o r ig in - - s t ands  u s  t o  t h e  t a s k  of composing anew. The n e x t  l i n e  

o f  t h e  poem t e l l s  u s  t h a t :  

t h e  t h i n g  y o u ' r e  a f t e r  . 
may l i e  around t h e  bend 
of t h e  n e s t  ( second ,  t ime  s l a i n ,  t h e  b i r d !  t h e  b i r d !  

And t h e r e !  ( s t r o n g )  t h r u s t ,  t h e  mast!  

Composing i s  a n  a c t i v i t y  i n  s p a c e ,  and t h e  t h i n g  ~ a x i m u s  i s  a f t e r  

i s  t h e  coherence  of t h e  t h i n g s  composed. "Time [ i s ]  s l a i n " ;  i t  

i s  s p a t i a l  r e l a t i o n s  t h a t  a r e  t o  be t a u g h t  now. And w i t h  t h e  

t h r u s t  of t h e  mast  ( b o t h  upward and downward), a  " v e r t i c a l  

dimension of space"  h a s  been opened up .  But i t  i s  t h e  b i r d  

which p r o v i d e s  t h e  image of p rope r  a t t e n t i o n .  I n  h i s  s t u d y  of 

t h e  e n t i r e  s e r i e s  of t h e  Maximus Poems, Don Byrd s u g g e s t s  a  



passage  from O l s o n ' s  e s s a y  "Human Universe"  a s  a  u s e f u l  g l o s s  on 

t h e  appearance  of t h e  b i r d  h e r e :  "It  was b e t t e r  t o  be a  b i r d ,  a s  

t h e s e  [Mayans] seem t o  have been ,  t h e y  k e p t  moving t h e i r  heads  s o  

ne rvous ly  t o  s t a y  a l i v e ,  t o  keep a l e r t e d  t o  what t h e y  were 
19 

surrounded by ,  " I t  i s  t h i s  k i n d  of  a l e r t n e s s  t h a t  i s  needed t o  

c u t  th rough  t h e  miasma of s p e c t a t o r i s m  and p a s s i v i t y  which 

c o n s t i t u t e  t h e  p r e s e n t  c o n d i t i o n  of c u l t u r e  i n  America; i t  i s  a  

p r e c o n d i t i o n  t o  t h e  accumula t ion  of m a t e r i a l  f o r  t h e  composing of 

a  n e s t :  

f e a t h e r  t o  f e a t h e r  added 
(and what i s  m i n e r a l ,  what 
i s  c u r l i n g  h a i r ,  t h e  s t r i n g  
you c a r r y  i n  your  nervous  beak ,  t h e s e  
make b u l k ,  t h e s e ,  i n  t h e  e n d ,  a r e  
t h e  sum. (TMP 1 )  

Elsewhere i n  h i s  w r i t i n g ,  Olson had d e c l a r e d  h i s  b e l i e f  t h a t  

I I p e r c e p t i o n  i s  . . primary"  (AP - 5 1 ) .  Here ,  t h e  a t t e n t i o n s  

c a r r y  i n  t h e  n e c e s s a r y  s t r i n g  t o  r e t i e  t h e  r e a l .  

Out of t h e  t h i n g s  t h a t  a r e  c a r r i e d  i n ,  a  wor ld  of forms 

beg ins  t o  a p p e a r .  However, t h e  forms a r e  n o t  c r e a t e d  by d i v i n e  

o r  human f i a t ,  b u t  a r e ,  i n s t e a d  

born of  y o u r s e l f ,  born 
of hay and  c o t t o n  s t r u t s ,  
of  s t r e e t - p i c k i n g s  , wharves ,  weeds 
you c a r r y  i n ,  my b i r d  

of a  bone of a  f i s h  
of  a  s t r a w ,  o r  w i l l  
of a  c o l o r ,  of  a  b e l l  
o f  y o u r s e l f ,  t o r n  

(TMP - 3)  

O l s o n ' s  i n s i s t e n c e  on man a s  "a  [ g e n e r a t i v e ]  t h i n g  among 

'1 [ g e n e r a t i v e ]  t h i n g s "  ( a f t e r  a l l ,  i t ' s  n o t  eunuchic  o b j e c t -  



i v i t y  "'O t h a t  Olson i s  i n t e r e s t e d  i n ) ,  forms p a r t  of  t h e  " s t a n c e  

toward r e a l i t y "  which " b r i n g s  v e r s e "  such a s  O l s o n ' s  " i n t o  being" 

(HJ 5 1 ) .  The v e r s e  i s  grounded i n  a  p r a c t i c e  of compos i t ion  

which Olson c a l l s  " logography ."  I n  a  p r o s e  p i e c e  c a l l e d  "THE 

ADVANTAGE OF LITERACY I S  / THAT WORDS CAN BE ON THE PAGE,", Olson 
/ 

d e c l a r e s  t h a t  language d e r i v e s  from t h e  e a r t h ,  and "words t h e n  

a r e  naming and logography i s  w r i t i n g  a s  though each  word i s  ' 

p h y s i c a l  and t h a t  o b j e c t s  a r e  o r i g i n a l l y  mo t iva t i ng"  (AP 5 1 ) .  - 

I t  i s  a  mode of composi t ion which a l l o w s  man t o  be r e b o r n  i n s i d e  , 
i t h e  e a r t h  f o r  " p l a c e  / i s  no  l onge r  a l l owab ly  / o u t s i d e "  (2 6,19- 

- 
-.-- 

-- - //' 

The metaphys ics  of t h i s  s i t u a t i o n  can  be l o c a t e d  i n  A l f r e d  

North Whi tehead ' s  "ph i losophy  of o rgan ism."  I n  h i s  d i s c u s s i o n  of 

Olson and Whitehead i n  Cha r l e s  Olson:  The S c h o l a r ' s  A r t ,  Rober t  

von Ha l lbe rg  p o i n t s  o u t  some a s p e c t s  of Whi tehead ' s  views on t h e  

n a t u r e ,  ,o f  o b j e c t s  and t h e i r  modes of  r e l a t i o n s  which have 

p a r t i c u l a r  r e l e v a n c e  f o r  O l s o n ' s  p o e t i c s :  

A t  t h e  c e n t e r  of  t h e  o b j e c t  . . . i s  no n u c l e u s  of 
t a n g i b i l i t y  bu t  i n s t e a d  a  syst.em of r e l a t i o n s h i p s .  
"This  means t h a t  t h e  e s s e n c e  of be ing  i s  t o  be 
i m p l i c a t e d  i n  c a u s a l  a c t i o n  on o t h e r  beings ."- -  
[Whitehead] The p o i n t  of Whi tehead ' s  p r o c e s s  i s  
n o t  j u s t  t h e  m u t a b i l i t y  of a l l  e n t i t i e s  bu t  a l s o  
t h e i r  u n i t y .  R e l a t i o n s h i p s  a r e  n o t  s imply " e x t e r n a l "  
between e n t i t i e s  which a r e  complete  u n t o  them- 
s e l v e s ;  r e l a t i o n s  between e n t i t i e s ,  Whitehead c l a i m s ,  
have to2$o w i t h  t h e  i n t e r n a l  s t r u c t u r e  of  each 
e n t i t y .  

I n  P roces s  and R e a l i t y ,  whi tehead  h imse l f  e l a b o r a t e s  on t h i s  

n o t i o n  of i n t e r a c t i v e  be ing :  

The p o t e n t i a l i t y  f o r  be ing  a n  e lement  i n  a  r e a l  con- 
c r e s c e n c e  of many e n t i t i e s  i n t o  one a c t u a l i t y ,  i s  



t h e  g e n e r a l  me taphys i ca l  c h a r a c t e r  a t t a c h i n g  t o  a l l  
e n t i t i e s ,  a c t u a l  and non-ac tua l  [ i . e . ,  t o  a c t u a l  
e n t i t i e s  and e t e r n a l  o b j e c t s ] .  Every i t em i n  i t s  
u n i v e r s e  i s  i nvo lved  i n  each  concrescence .  I n  
o t h e r  words ,  i t  be longs  t o  t h e  n a t u r e  of a  ' b e i n g '  
t h a t  i t  i s  a p o t e n t i a l  f o r  eve ry  'becoming. '  Th i s  
i s  t h e  p r i n c i p l e  of r e l a t i v i t y  . . . The ph i losophy  
of organism i s  mainly  devoted  t o  t h e  t a s k  of m a k j ~ g  
t h e  n o t i o n  of ' b e i n g  p r e s e n t  i n  a n o t h e r  e n t i t y . '  

As Robin B l a s e r  h a s  s o  c a r e f u l l y  brought  t o  ou r  a t t e n t i o n  i n  h i s  

r e c e n t  a r t i c l e   h he V i o l e t s :  C h a r l e s  Olson and A l f r e d  North 

Whitehead," O l s o n ' s  u se  of Whitehead was e x t e n s i v e  and v i t a l .  2 3  

But even b e f o r e  Olson had begun h i s  s t u d i e d  r e a d i n g s  of Whitehead 

i n  1955,  he  had,  w r i t t e n  two y e a r s  p rev ious ly- -as  i f  i n  a n t i c i p a -  

t i o n  of t h e  f r a g r a n c e  of t h e  l a t e r  thinking--"one i s  i n h a b i t e d  a s  

w e l l  a s  i n h a b i t s "  ( 0  - 1 0 ,  4 0 ) .  To be was,  unavoidab ly ,  t o  be i n  

t h e  company of o t h e r  t h i n g s .  

The mode of r e l a t i o n s ,  . b o t h  o n t o l o g i c a l  and p o e t i c ,  had been 

t r a c e d  t o  a n  i n t e r n a l  dynamic, a  p e r p e t u a l  p r epa rednes s  f o r  form 

But how p o t - e n t i a l i t y  was f i n a l l y  drawn i n t o  t h e  phenomenal world  

was a  m a t t e r  beyond s imp le  hunger o r  a p p e t i t i o n .  While hunger i s .  

acknowledged t o  be f i r s t  need (by Olson ,  a s  w e l l  a s  by o t h e r  

c u l t u r e s  and t imes ) - - t ha t  which "makes u s  want to"--man i s  a l s o  

I I more t h a n  omnivore; he  i s  a l s o  amorvore" (TMP 9 6 ) .  I n  t h e  

Hes iod ic  cosmogony, l o v e  comes forward a f t e r  hunger .  And i n  t h e  

I I opening poem of t h i s  volume, Maximus d e c l a r e s :  l o v e .  i s  form" 

(TMP - 1 ) .  By t h i s  r eckon ing ,  l ove  i s  t h e  l abour  of t h e  mas te r  

b u i l d e r  i n  t h e  w e l t e r  of  m a t e r i a l  phenomena. Taken i n  t o  t h e  

dynamics o f  t h e  body, i t  i s  lus imeles--" love which makes t h e  

l imbs a l l - f i r e "  (Guide 699)--which i s  t h e  mode of  t h e  a r t i c u l a t i o n  



1 I I I of a  human u n i v e r s e .  I n  t h i s  s e n s e ,  ' t o p o s ,  a s  embodiment of  

e x t e n s i o n  and c o n c r e t i o n ,  becomes t h e  p l a c e  of  l o v e  made known. 

The t h r u s t  o f  O l s o n ' s  work i s  t o  l o c a t e  and t o  make a  p l a c e  

where man can  be  f u l l y  a l i v e  t o  t h e  t h i n g s  around him, n o t  

e s t r a n g e d  from them. Olson c o n s i s t e n t l y  a r g u e s  a g a i n s t  a  

c u l t u r a l  p r a c t i c e  t h a t  b r eeds  s p e c t a t o r i s m ,  t h a t  d i v e r t s  u s  from 

I I I '  
2 4  

performing our  own l i v e s '  a c t s . .  He i n s i s t s  i n s t e a d  t h a t  we 

s t e p  o u t s i d e  t h e  "sha l low g raves"  we walk i n  d a i l y  and beg in  t o  

" [dwe l l ]  on t h e  e a r t h ,  n o t  [ a s ]  s l a v e s  of i t ,  b u t  [ a s ]  l o v e r s "  

(HU - 3 9 ) .  
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Chapte r  Two: The P h y s i c s  o f  R e s p o n s i b i l i t y  

. . . what i s  p h y s i c s ?  I t  i s  t h e  s c i e n c e  of  
r e l a t i o n s  . . . Venus a s semb le s  t h e  a toms ,  l i k e  
t h e  compounds. She i s  n o t  t r a n s c e n d e n t  l i k e  
t h e  o t h e r  g o d s ,  b u t  immanent i n  t h i s  w o r l d ,  t h e  
b e i n g  o f  r e l a t i o n .  She i s  i d e n t i c a l  t o  t h e  
r e l a t i o n  . . s h e  i n s p i r e s  i n c l i n a t i o n ,  s h e  - i s  
i n c l i n a t i o n .  

Michel  S e r r e s  - Hermes 

I n  open ing  a  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  t r o p o s  d u r i n g  one o f  t h e  B e l o i t  

l e c t u r e s ,  Olson s a i d :  "Tropism,  I t h i n k ,  i s  a c t u a l l y  t h e  r i d d l e r  

of  t h e  l o t  [ i . e . ,  t opos  / t r o p o s  / t y p o s ] .  O r  i t ' s  t h e  

management, o r  i t ' s  t h e  maneuvere r ,  o r  i t ' s  t h e  . . i t ' s  

o u r s e l v e s "  (PT - 3 4 ) .  I f  t h e r e  i s  a n  a c t u a l  " r i d d l e "  i n v o l v e d ,  i t  

i s  most l i k e l y  t h e  one  t h a t  Olson b rough t  up  i n  a  l e c t u r e  f i v e  

y e a r s e a r l i e r :  " W h a t g o e s o n 4 ,  o n 2 ,  on 3? . .. Oedipus 

answered:  Man" ( 0  - 1 0 ,  6 9 ) .  But w i t h  r e f e r e n c e -  t o  t r o p o s ,  t h e  

answer seems,  a t  b e s t ,  o n l y  h a l f  a n  answer because  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  . 
o u r  b e i n g  i n v o l v e s  u s  i n  a  twofo ld  q u e s t i o n :  "WHAT YOU ARE (what 

i s  a  man) and WHO YOU ARE (what  i s  your  name)" ( 0  - 1 0 ,  6 9 ) .  Olson 

would answer by s a y i n g  t h a t  h e  was a t  once "bd th  p r o p e r  and 

common: b o t h  C h a r l e s  Olson  a t  t h e  same t ime  ' a  man"' ( 0  1 0 ,  8 2 ) .  - 

We a r e  c o n s t a n t l y  " i n v o l v e d  w i t h  f i l l i n g  o u t  t h a t  t h i n g ,  our  

name" ( 0  - 1 0 ,  8 2 ) .  The a c t i v i t y  i s  u n c e a s i n g  s imply  because  we do  

n o t  remain  t h e  same from day t o  day .  I n  i t s  e f f o r t s  t o  

I I ' 1  i n d i v i d u a t e  t h e  common," a  p r o p e r  noun" must remain  a t t u n e d  t o  

t h e  changeab l enes s  o f  t h e  t h i n g  i t  s e e k s  t o  name ( 0  - 1 0 ,  8 2 ) .  I n  

a  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  t h e  a b i l i t y  o f  l anguage  t o  remain  f r e s h  i n  i t s  



r e l a t i o n  t o  p a r t i c u l a r s ,  Whitehead w r i t e s :  

/Language a r o s e  w i t h  a  dominat ing r e f e r e n c e  t o  a n  
immediate s i t u a t i o n .  Whether i t  was s i g n a l  o r  
e x p r e s s i o n ,  above a l l  t h i n g s ,  i t  was t h i s  r e a c t i o n  
t o  t h a t  s i t u a t i o n  i n  t h i s  environment .  I n  t h e  .. 
o r l g l n  o f  language t h e  p a r t i c u l a r i t y  of t h e  imme- 
d i a t e  p r e s e n t  was a n  o u t s t a n d i n g  e lement  i n  t h e  
meaning conveyed . . . Language has  g r a d u a l l y  
ach ieved  t h e  a b s t r a c t i o n  of i t s  meanings from he 
p r e s u p p o s i t i o n  of any p a r t i c u l a r  environment The /L f a c t  t h a t  t h e  French d i c t i o n a r y  i s  pub l i shed  i n  
P a r i s ,  a t  a  d e f i n i t e  d a t e ,  i s  i r r e l e v a n t  t o  t h e  
meaning of t h e  words a s  e x p l a i n e d  i n  t h e  d i c t i o n -  
a r y .  The French e q u i v a l e n t  t o  t h e  Eng l i sh  word 
g r e e n ,  means j u s t  g r e e n ,  whatever  be t h e  s t a t e  of 
Europe, o r  of t h e  p l a n e t a r y  sys tem.  Green i s  g r een  
and t h e r e  i s  t h e  end of  i t .  There  i s  n o t h i n g  more 
t o  be s a i d ,  when you once unde r s t and  t h e  word i n  
r e f e r e n c e  t o  i t s  meaning . . ./we a r e  much more 
c i v i l i z e d  t h a n  o u r  a n c e s t o r s  who cou ld  merely  
t h i n k  of g r e e n  j n  r e f e r e n c e  t o  some p a r t i c u l a r  
s p r i n g  morning.  

/' 
p a r t i c u l a r  a lmost-Spr ing morning North C a r o l i n a ,  

Olson d e l i v e r s  a  l e c t u r e  c a l l e d  "LANGUAGE, and MYTHOLOGY" ( 0  1 0 ,  - 

76-84).  I n  i t ,  he  d i s c u s s e s  t h e  advantages  t o  be g a i n e d  from 

engaging a  s u b j e c t  t h a t  ha s  n o t  y e t  been emptied o f . , . i t s  

p a r t i c u l a r s  by t h e  p r o c e s s  of  a b s t r a c t i o n :  L 

We have t h i s  p l e a s u r e ,  w i t h  Cro-Magnon: t h a t  every-  
t h i n g  he  l e f t  comes a t  u s  a s  e v e r y t h i n g  w i l l  come 
a t  u s  tomorrow, new--that i s  i t  w i l l  come o u t  a t  
u s  new i f  we d o n ' t  p u t  i t  o f f  by l e t t i n g  t h e  name 
of i t  make u s  a l r e a d y  f a m i l i a r  w i t h  i t  when we a r e n ' t  
f a m i l i a r  w i t h  i t  a t  a l l  ( t h e  s u n ,  e . g . ,  which,  
tomorrow, i s  a  d i s t i n c t l y  d i f f e r e n t  sun  t h a n  t h a t  
one ,  t oday ,  p rovably  d i f f e r e n t ,  j u s t  , t h a t  we, t h e  
a i r ,  and t h e  c l o u d s ,  p l u s  conce ivab ly  i t s  own 
f u r n a c e s ,  s h a l l  have v a r i e d  j u s t  enough t o  make 
t h a t  m a j o r i t y  i t  i s  which makes i t  common uncommon, 
s o  t h a t  tomorrow one c a n  c a l l  i t  by a  new p rope r  
name t o  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  d i f f e r e n c e ,  t h a t ,  tomorrow, 
i t  i s  changed . . . ( 0  - 1 0 ,  8 2 )  

Names a r e  neve r  a b s o l u t e ;  t h e ~ a r e  c a l l e d  up i n  
/--- 

---- .- - 
7-- - 

s  and e v e n t s .  I n  t h e  same manner, t h e r e  a r e  



a b s o l u t e  a c t i o n s ;  i n s t e a d ,  t h e r e  a r e  t r o p i s t i c  r e s p o n s e s .  I n  t h e  

l e c t u r e  c i t e d  above,  Olson ex t ends  t h e  d i s c u s s i o n  by i n t r o d u c i n g  

a  word t h a t  beg ins  t o  sugges t  t h e  k i n d  of t r op i sm t h a t  humans a r e  

i nvo lved  in-- the  word i s  "photo-copic" : 

. . . t h i s  word was suddenly  t h e  whole meaning of 
a l l  our  expe r i ence  w i t h  photo--how can I say  it-- 
photo-copic:  t h a t  we a r e  d a r k n e s s .  That  ou r  . . . 
c o n d i t i o n  i n s i d e  i s  d a r k  . . . t h a t  t h e  unknown i s  
. . . your  s e l f ' s  i n s i d e s  . . . t h a t ' s  e x a c t l y  t h e  
whole meaning: t h a t  we become s u r e  i n  t h e  d a r k ,  
t h a t  we move wherever we wish  i n  t h e  s i x  d i r e c t i o n s  
w i t h  t h a t  l i g h t  . . . I mean, l i t e r a l l y ,  t h a t  t o  
l i g h t  t h a t  dark  i s  t o  have come t o  whatever  i t  i s  I -- 
think any of u s  s e e k s .  And t r o p i s m ,  t o  my mind 
[ r e t u r n s  t o ]  when I knew t h e r e  was a  s u n ,  I mean a  
h e l i o  i n s i d e  myself  . . . (PT - 35) 

I n  h i s  e tymolog ica l  r e s e a r c h e s ,  and i n  h i s  r e a d i n g  of E r i c  

A .  Have lock ' s  P r e f a c e  t o  P l a t o ,  Olson f i n d s  a n o t h e r  name, a  

f o r g o t t e n  name, f o r  t h e  d a r k  r e c e s s e s  of t h e  s e l f .  I n  t h e  B e l o i t  

l e c t u r e ,  he  s a y s :  "I have t o  go back t o  a  word which i s  i n  our  

whole l i v e s  bu t  we d o n ' t  go  back t o  i t  i n  Greek--ethos.  Which 

means ' c a v e  of  your  i n n e r  being"  (PT - 4 1 ) .  Havelock n o t e s  t h a t  
L 

e t h e a  may o r i g i n a l l y  "have s i g n i f i e d  t h e  ' l a i r '  o r  ' h a u n t '  of  a n  

a n i m a l , "  and t h a t  " i n  l a t e r  Greek i t  deve lops  i n t o  t h e  meaning of 

p e r s o n a l  behav iou r -pa t t e rn  o r  even p e r s o n a l  c h a r a c t e r  and s o  i n  

A r i s t o t l e  s u p p l i e d  t h e  b a s i s  f o r  t h e  term ' e t h i c s ' .  " 2  Ethea seem 

t o  i n v o l v e  t h e  " p r i v a t e  i n s t i n c t s  and f ami ly  usage" r a t h e r  t han  

p u b l i c  codes  of  behav iour :  " t h e  word may o r i g i n a l l y  have denoted 

t h e  way a  human be ing  l i v e d  i n  h i s  ' h a u n t s '  . "' For Olson ,  t h e n ,  

t h e  way one l i v e s  i n  o n e s e l f  c o n s t i t u t e s  a n  e t h o s .  From t h e r e ,  

t y i n g  up bo th  t h e  e a r l i e r  and t h e  l a t e r  s e n s e s  of e t h e a ,  Olson 

n o t e s  t h a t  t h e  way t h e  s e l f  a c t s  and moves i n v o l v e s  a  "mora l i t y  



of motion" (c 1 0 ,  9 7 ) ,  and t h a t  t h e  l a t t e r  i n v o l v e s  man i n  

something much l a r g e r  t h a n  h i m s e l f :  a  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  a  w o r l d .  

I n  a  l e c t u r e  t h a t  opens w i t h  ~ e r a c l i t u s ' s  s t a t e m e n t  of man 's  

e s t r angemen t ,  Olson proceeds  t o  d i s c u s s  t h e  d i s c i p l i n e  r e q u i r e d  

t o  c o u n t e r  t h a t  es t rangement :  

I was . . . f o r c e d  . . . t o  s a y  i n  what way I took  
i t  man i s  now r e q u i r e d  t o  be r e s p o n s i b l e .  And t h e  
answer was o u t  o f  my mouth l i k e  my s o u l :  he  h a s  t o  
be t o t a l l y  r e s p o n s i b l e ,  he  h i m s e l f ,  each  one of  u s y  
t h a t  each  of u s  i s  a  mora l i ty - -or  t h e r e  i s  none a t  
a l l ;  t h a t  i t  was obv ious ly  n e v e r  any d i f f e r e n t ,  b u t ,  
somehow, t h e  i n c i s i v e n e s s  and overwhelmingness o f  
t h e  f a c t  (and t h e  r e q u i r e d  a c t )  g o t  obscured . . . 
now on ly  a n  engagement w i t h  t h e  t o t a l i t y  o f  exper -  
i e n c e  can  equ ip  u s  t o  be s o  respons ib le - - - tha t  t h e  
motion of any one man i s  t h e  mass and momentum of  
a l l  on ly  a s  he  i s  a t  once t h e  a c t  o f  h imse l f  - and 
t h e  comprehension of  t h e  mot ion t h a t  a l l  men are--  
t h a t  t h e  s i n g l e  l i v i n g  t r u t h  i s ,  t h a t  a  man can  s o  
engage h i m s e l f ,  and by s o  engaging h i m s e l f ,  o f f e r  
a  p r i n c i p l e  t o  t h i s  t ime  a s  men have o f f e r e d  
p r i n c i p l e  t o  t h e i r s .  ( 0  - 1 0 ;  9 8 )  

I 1  I n  t h i s  f o r m u l a t i o n ,  e t h e a ,  t h e  ' l p r i v a t e "  and " fami ly  u sage ,  i s  

a l s o  t i e d  t o  a  p u b l i c  meaning. Have lock ' s  d i s c u s s i o n  of e t h e a  

a l s o  i n c l u d e s  a  s imul taneous  d i s c u s s i o n  of  t h e  n o t i o n  of nomos. 

The d i s c u s s i o n  c e n t r e s  on H e s i o d ' s  i n v o c a t i o n  t o  t h e  Muses a t  t h e  

beg inn ing  of t h e  Theogony. H e s i o d d e f i n e s  t h e  c o n t e n t  o f '  what 

t h e  Muses s i n g  a s :  " t h e  custom-laws of  a l l  and t h e  folk-ways of 

I I 
4 

t h e  immor ta l s .  The Greek words f o r  "custom-ways" and " f o l k -  

ways" a r e  n'omos and e t h e a .  Havelock n o t e s  t h a t  nomoi becomes, i n  

11 l a t e r  Greek,  t h e  t e rm f o r  l aws , "  though s t i l l  m a i n t a i n i n g  a  

s t r o n g  s e n s e  of  t h e  f o r c e  o f  usage  and custom, a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  

l a t e r  s e n s e  of  s t a t u t e .  He goes  on t o  s u g g e s t  t h e i r  r e s p e c t i v e  

a r e a s  o f  r e l evance :  



Ethea a r e  no l e s s  b ind ing  t h a n  nomoi but  a r e  more 
p e r s o n a l  . . . i t  cou ld  be e a s i l v  extended t o  cover  
t h e  mores of  t h e  human haun t  whikh i s  t h e  household  
and f a m i l y ,  whereas t h e  nomoi, which may be con- 

1 

n e c t e d  w i t h  t h e  distribution of p a s t u r e ,  would look 
a t  custom and usage from a  r a t h e r  l a r g e r  and more 
s o c i a l  p o i n t  of v iew.  Thus e t h o s  would cover  a  - 
man's  p rope r  f e e l i n g s  and reactions t o  i n t i m a t e s  
and enemies .  Nomos would d e s c r i b e ,  a s  i t  does i n  - 
Hesiod,  t h e  universal law of h a r d  work o r  t h e  pro- 
h i b i t i o n  i n s t i n c t i v e l y  observed  a g a i n s t  c ann iba l i sm .  

H e s i o d ' s  t a s k ,  a s  charged by t h e  Muses, was a l s o  t o  s i n g  t h e  

nomoi and e t h e a .  Olson saw i n  t h a t  t a s k  a n  e f f o r t  r e l e v a n t  t o  

t h e  p r e s e n t  s t a t e  of c u l t u r e  where " t h e  p r i n c e  and t h e  poe t  have 

t o  be a b l e  t o  pas s  t o  o t h e r s  t h e  customs of men and t h e  laws of 

godsU(PT - 4 2 ) .  However, O l s o n ' s  unde r s t and ing  of nomoi seems t o  

have p a r t e d  company w i t h  Have lock ' s .  Olson s a y s :  "I r a n  bo th  of 

t h e s e  [words] i n  my machine some y e a r s  e a r l i e r  and was a s t o n i s h e d  

t o  a r r i v e  a t  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  ' laws '  mean cannibal ism"(PT . - 4 2 ) .  He 

does  n o t  o f f e r  h i s  s o u r c e s  on t h i s  p o i n t ,  b u t  goes  on t o  s ay  t h a t  

" 1 aws" 

means a p p e t i t e  f o r  your  own k i n d ,  I suppose t h a t ' s  
what cann iba l i sm  means. I t  does  n o t  mean e a t i n g  
animal  food ,  i t  means e a t i n g  your  own. And t h a t ' s  
l aw,  l aws ;  o r  t h e  important- - I  mean t h e  most i m -  
p o r t a n t  t e a c h i n g s  t h a t  t h e  Muses can  c l a i m  t h a t  
a  p r i n c e  and a  poe t  have t o  . . . p a s s  on t o  o t h e r  
human be ings  from t h e i r  i n s t r u c t i o n .  (PT - 4 2 )  

Havelock had o f f e r e d  t h e  p r o h i b i t i o n  a g a i n s t  c ann iba l i sm  a s  an 

example of  t h e  customs o r  laws t h a t  a r e  passed  on from g e n e r a t i o n  

- t o  g e n e r a t i o n .  I f  " laws" a r e  t aken  t o  mean "path"  o r  "way" 

i n s t e a d  of  e n f o r c e d  s t a t u t e  ( t h i s  i s  how Olson t a k e s  i t  i n  The - 
S p e c i a l  View of  ist tor^^), t h e n  t h e  " a p p e t i t e  f o r  your  own k ind"  

can  be c o n s t r u e d  a s  s imply  t h e  "way" o r  c o n d i t i o n  of t h e  human 



wor ld ,  t h e  "pa th"  of coherence one t a k e s  i n  l i v i n g  w i t h  o n e ' s  own 

k i n d .  The p r o h i b i t i o n  a g a i n s t  c ann iba l i sm  i n  i t s  l i t e r a l  s ense  

i s ,  when s e e n  i n  t h e s e  t e rms ,  a l s o  t h e  n e c e s s a r y  custom o r  way of 

a  s o c i a l  e x i s t e n c e .  Whether Olson s u f f e r e d  a  memory l a p s e  i n  

r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  Havelock pas sage ,  o r  whether  h e  l o c a t e d  t h a t  

meaning of "law" i n  some o t h e r  s o u r c e ,  i s  n o t  of pr imary 

importance t o  t h e  t a s k  he  was engaged i n .  Both s e n s e s  of  nomoi 

a r e  concerned w i t h  ways of m a i n t a i n i n g  a  s o c i a l  coherence .  The 

p a r a l l e l  procedure  of e t h e a  and nomoi i n  Hesiod and Homer 

d i s c o v e r  a  c o r o l l a r y  i n  O l s o n ' s  s e n s e  of  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of  one 

man 's  motion t a k i n g  on t h e  "mass andmomentum" of a l l  men. I n  

bo th  t h o s e  t e r m s ,  t h e  m o r a l i t y  ha s  i t s  sou rce  i n  t h e  p rocedures  

of l i f e  and t h e  p a s s i n g  on of l i f e .  

I n  t h e  l i g h t i n g  of t h a t  d a r k ,  t h e  obedience t o  t h e  h e l i o  

I I i n s i d e  h i m s e l f ,  man can  be " t o t a l l y  r e s p o n s i b l e ,  n o t  j u s t  

s e l f i s h l y  s o .  T h i s  " m o r a l i t y  of  motion" a l s o  p roposes  t h e  way of 

a  p o e t i c s .  To r e t u r n  t o  a n  e a r l i e r  p o i n t  i n  ' t h e  t h e s i s ,  " i f  a 

man s p r a w l ,  he s h a l l  f i n d  l i t t l e  t o  s i n g  b u t  h imse l f  ." But wbat 
\ 

t h e  concern  w i t h  t r o p o s  o f f e r s  i s  t h a t  

. . . i f  he  s t a y s  i n s i d e  h i m s e l f ,  i f  he  i s  con- 
t a i n e d  w i t h i n  h i s  n a t u r e  a s  he  i s  p a r t i c i p a n t  i n  
t h e  l a r g e r  f o r c e ,  he  w i l l  be a b l e  t o  l i s t e n ,  and 
h i s  h e a r i n g  th rough  h imse l f  w i l l  g i v e  him s e c r e t s  
o b j e c t s  s h a r e .  And by a n  i n v e r s e  law h i s  shapes  
w i l l  make t h e i r  own way. I t  i s  i n  t h i s  s e n s e  t h a t  
t h e  p r o j e c t i v e  a c t ,  which i s  t h e  a r t i s t ' s  a c t  i n  
t h e  l a r g e r  f i e l d  of  o b j e c t s ,  l e a d s  t o  d imensions  // 
l a r g e r  t h a n  t h e  man. (HU - 60) 

The p r o j e c t i v e  a c t  i s  n o t  p o s s i b l e  when man a t t e m p t s  t o  dominate 

e x t e r n a l  r e a l i t y ;  i t  i s  on ly  a s  a  p a r t i c i p a n t  aware of  c e r t a i n  



l i m i t s ,  i n c l u d i n g  h i s  own p h y s i o l o g y ,  t h a t  h e  can  fo rward  

c r e a t i o n .  Tropos ,  t h e n ,  c an  be  s e e n  a s  t h e  way of  t h a t  

' p a r t i c i p a t i o n ,  o r ,  a s  t h e  method o f  a n  obed i ence  t h a t  re-opens  a  

p a t h  between p r i v a t e  and p u b l i c  i s s u e s .  

To compose, a t  l e a s t  by p r o p e n s i t y ,  i s  
t o  ~ i v e  t o  do . . . 

Roland B a r t h e s  - "Musica P r a c t i c a "  

I n  h i s  e s s a y  "Musica P r a c t i c a , "  Ba r the s  o b s e r v e s  t h a t  " t h e r e  

a r e  two mus ics  . . t h e  mus ic  one  - . l i s t e n s  t o  [ and ]  t h e  music  one  
7 

p l a y s .  " The music  one  p l a y s  i s  

a  muscu la r  mus ic  i n  which t h e  p a r t  t a k e n  by t h e  
s e n s e  o f  h e a r i n g  i s  one o n l y  o f  r a t i f i c a t i o n ,  a s  
though t h e  body were  hear ing--and n o t  ' - the  s o u l '  ; 
a  music  which i s  n o t  p l a y e d  ' b y  h e a r t '  : s e a t e d  a t  
t h e  keyboard  o r  t h e  music  s t a n d ,  t h e  body c o n t r o l s ,  
c o n d u c t s ,  c o - o r d i n a t e s ,  hav ing  i t s e l f  t o  t r a n s c r i b e  
what i t  r e a d s ,  making sound and meaning,  t h e  body a s  
i n s c r i b e r  and n o t  j u s t  t r a n s m i t t e r ,  s imp le  r e c e i v e r .  
( B a r t h e s  1 4 9 )  

Thi s  s e n s e  o f  t h e  body a s  t r a n s c r i b e r  and i n s c r i b e r  be longs  t o  a  

I I t r a d i t i o n  o f  p r a c t i c a l  music"  which ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  B a r t h e s ,  i s  

l o s t  t o  u s  t o d a y .  S i m i l a r l y ,  f o r  O l son ,  t h e  s e n s e  o f  a  l o s t  

p r a x i s  c o n t i n u a l l y  draws fo rward  t h e  H e r a c l i t u s  o b s e r v a t i o n  t h a t  

man i s  e s t r a n g e d  from t h a t  w i t h  which h e  i s  most  f a m i l i a r .  I n  

The S p e c i a l  View of H i s t o r y ,  Olson remarks  t h a t  Kea t s  and Hera- 

c l i t u s  " d e f i n e d  t h e  whole  problem o f  t h e  f a m i l i a r  by t h a t  . a . 

word--to f u n c t i o n ,  o r  t h e  a c t u a l  p r o c e s s "  (SVH 3 3 ) .  I n  t e rms  of 



t h e  "ACTUAL," Olson t e l l s  u s  t h a t  t h e  

word i s  i n  good u s a g e ,  and h a s  a n  e x a c t  meaning: 
' i n v o l v i n g  a c t s  and a c t i o n '  and 'opposed t o  po- 
t e n t i a l ,  v i r t u a l ,  t h e o r e t i c a l ,  h y p o t h e t i c a l ,  e t c .  ' 
To a c t  o r  n o t  t o  a c t :  c an  you d r i v e  t h e  f a m i l i a r  
s i t u a t i o n  of  be ing  a  human any f u r t h e r ?  It t u r n s  
ou t  i t  i s n ' t  you (why t h e  u n i t  o r  t h e  p e r s o n a l  o r  
t h e  e g o t i s t i c a l ,  t h a t  d i g i t  no  m a t t e r  how i t  i s  
a s s e r t i n g  i t s e l f ,  i s  s econda ry ) ;  i t  i s n ' t  you which 
i s  t h e  f i n a l  b u t  something q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t :  what 
you - do .  (SVH 33-34) 

The o p p o s i t i o n  between t h e  p o t e n t i a l  and t h e  a c t u a l  i s  a  c e n t r a l  

r a l l y i n g  p o i n t  i n O l s o n l s  t h i n k i n g .  The importance of t h i s  

o p p o s i t i o n  i s  p o i n t e d  up i n  h i s  c h o i c e  o f  Maximus of Tyre  a s  t h e  

f i g u r e h e a d  f o r  t h i s  sequence of poems. The Tyr i an  was a  second 

c e n t u r y  A . D .  Greek ph i lo sophe r  who had i n i t i a l l y  e s t a b l i s h e d  h i s  

p h i l o s o p h i c a l  s t a n c e  w i t h i n  a  P l a t o n i c  s choo l  of  t h o u g h t ,  bu t  who 

l a t e r  adopted  t h e  t e a c h i n g s  of  t h e  Cyn ic s ,  t e a c h i n g s  which p l a c e d  
8  

" t h e  end. of  l i f e  i n  p r a c t i c a l  and n o t  t h e o r e t i c  v i r t u e .  1 1  

Throughout The Maximus Poems, t h e  deadnesses  of t h e  i 
i 

t h e o r e t i c  a r e  made t o  g i v e  way t o  t h e  qu i cken ing  of  t h e  a c t u a l ,  

1 1  / and i n  t h i s  f i r s t  volume, i t  i s  Ty r i an  Bus inesses"  which f i r s t  

d e l i v e r s  t h e  method f o r  t h a t  a c t i o n .  Up u n t i l  t h i s  p o i n t  i n  t h e  

1 1  volume-- Ty r i an  Bus inesses"  i s  i n  f a c t  L e t t e r  8--Maximus h a s  been 
x 

concerned w i t h  d i r e c t i n g  ~ l o u c e s t e r ' s  a t t e n t i o n  toward t h e  

problems t h a t  t h r e a t e n  t o  d i s s o l v e  t h e  community; consequen t ly ,  

h i s  e x h o r t a t i o n s  have proc la imed  t h e  need f o r  a t t e n t i o n  and t h e  

need t o  a c t .  The n e x t  s t e p  t h e n  w i l l  be t o  d i s c o v e r  how t h e  

"hands [ can  be ]  p u t  t o  t h e  eyes  ' commands" (TMP 32) . Or,  a s  

Olson t h e  s e l f - p r o f e s s e d  " a r c h a e o l o g i s t  o f  morning" w r i t e s :  "This  

i s  t h e  morning,  a f t e r  t h e  d i s p e r s i o n ,  and t h e  work of t h e  morning 



i s  methodology: how t o  use  o n e s e l f  and on what" (AP - 4 0 ) .  I f  t h e  

pr imary q u e s t i o n  now i s  "how t o  u s e  o n e s e l f , "  t h e n  t h e  p o e t ' s  

r o l e  a s  r h e t o r i c i a n  i n  t h e s e  " ~ e t t e r s "  can be c a l l e d  i n t o  

q u e s t i o n  a s  w e l l .  According t o  t h e  t e n e t s  of a n  o l d e r  t r a d i t i o n  

of r h e t o r i c a l  theory-- in  t h i s  c a s e ,  t h e  P l a ton i c - - t he  f u n c t i o n  of 

' 1  t h e  r h e t o r i c i a n  (when h e  was e x e r c i s i n g  a  pure"  r h e t o r i c )  was t o  

move t h e  s o u l  of  a n o t h e r  i n  o r d e r  t h a t  t h a t  s o u l  b e g i n  t o  move 

i t s e l f .  Olson f o r m u l a t e s  a n o t h e r  concep t ion  of t h i s  f u n c t i o n  by 

way of y e t  a n o t h e r  t r a d i t i o n - - t h a t  of Herodotus ,  " t h e  

logographer"  ; i n  t h e  B e l o i t  l e c t u r e  mentioned above,  Olson s t a t e s  

t h a t  "he who can  t e l l  t h e  s t o r y  r i g h t  h a s  a c t u a l l y  n o t  o n l y ,  

P i k e ,  g i v e n  you something,  b u t  h a s  moved you on your  own 

n a r r a t i v e "  ( P T  - 3 8 ) .  It  i s  a  k i n e t i c  t h a t  Olson i s  a f t e r  h e r e ,  a  

t r a n s f e r e n c e  of  energy  r a t h e r  t h a n  any s topped  a r t i f a c t  o f  speech  

o r  w r i t i n g .  The f a c t  t h a t  t h i s  poem appea r s  w i thou t  t h e  

d e s i g n a t i o n  of " L e t t e r "  and wi thou t  e x p l i c i t  r e f e r e n c e  t o  

I I Maximus" proposes  a  s h i f t  away from t h e  p reced ing  emphasis  ofl 

t h e  r o l e  of t h e  o r a t o r  and t h e  o r a t i o n  t o  a n  emphasis  on t h e  

s o c i a l  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  t o  be e n a c t e d  by t h e  c i t i z e n s ' s  a c t i v i t i e s .  

T h i s  s h i f t  i s  a l s o  accompanied by a  change of t one  i n  t h e  

n a r r a t i v e :  t h e  h o r t a t o r y  t one  o f  t h e  e a r l i e r  l e t t e r s  and songs 

now y i e l d s  t o  a  more s u b t l y  measured i n s i s t e n c e ,  t h a t  i s ,  a n  

i n s i s t e n c e  measured by a  d e s i r e  from w i t h i n ,  a  d e s i r e  and a  

I I p r epa rednes s  t o  t a k e  up o n e ' s  busy-ness" and t o  move o n e ' s  

n a r r a t i v e .  I t  i s  t h e  a c t u a l  b u s i n e s s e s  of a  c i t y  t h a t  c o n s t i t u t e  

t h e  work of  t h e  poem now. 



I n  a  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  p r o c e s s ,  Olson s a y s  t h a t  "a  METHODOLOGY 

i s  a  s c i e n c e  o f  HOW"(AP - 8)  , and i n  " ~ ~ r i a n  B u s i n e s s e s , "  t h e  HOW 

i s  met by a n  e x e r c i s e :  

The w a i s t  o f  a  l i o n ,  
f o r  a  man t o  move p r o p e r l y  

And f o r  a  woman, 
who shou ld  move l a z i l y ,  
t h e  we igh t  o f  b r e a s t s  

Th i s  i s  t h e  e x e r c i s e  f o r  t h i s  morning (TMP 35) 

The work o f  t h e  morning i n v o l v e s  p r o p e r  movement. Taking h i s  cue  

from t h e  etymology o f  "p rope r "  ( f rom p r o p r i u s ,  meaning o n e ' s  

own), Olson n o t e s  t h a t  " t h e  f a m i l i a r  t u r n s  o u t  t o  b e  s imp ly  t h a t ,  

t h e r e  i s  a  n a t u r a l ,  p r o p e r  and c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  a c t i o n  o f  man," and 

1 1  t h a t  " f u n c t i o n "  s imply  means t o  pe r fo rm ' t h e  n a t u r a l ,  p r o p e r  o r  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  a c t i o n  of anything" '  (SVH - 3 3 ) .  I n  t h i s  f i r s t  

s e c t i o n  o f  t h e  poem, we a r e  t o  work w i t h  t h e  g iven- - the  s p e c i f i c  

c o n d i t i o n s  o f  o u r  p h y s i c a l i t y  t h a t  s i m u l t a n e o u s l y  p ropose  b o t h  

p o s s i b i l i t y  and l i m i t  f o r  o u r  movements. The p o i n t  a t  which . 
p o s s i b i l i t y  and l i m i t  i n t e r s e c t  c o n s t i t u t e s  a  p i v o t  which we must 

pay a t t e n t i o n  t o  i f  we a r e  t o  move p r o p e r l y .  The w a i s t ,  f o r  t h e  

man, i s  a  p i v o t  p o i n t  t h a t  w i l l  a l l o w  him t o  t u r n  h i s  t o r s o  w h i l e  I 
i n  a n  u p r i g h t  p o s i t i o n .  The conce rn  w i t h  " t h e  we igh t  o f  b r e a s t s "  

d i r e c t s  u s  t o  a  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  o f  g r a v i t y ,  o r  more s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  a  
I 

c e n t r e  o f  g r a v i t y  which h a s  t o  do w i t h  how we h o l d  o u r s e l v e s  t o  

t h e  e a r t h ,  how we p roceed  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  g round .  Thus i n  

p ropos ing  c e r t a i n  r u l e s  o r  p r i n c i p l e s  of  i n s t r u m e n t a t  i o n ,  t h e  

e x e r c i s e  s u g g e s t s  n o t  o n l y  how one c a n  move b u t ,  a l s o ,  how one 

s h o u l d  move, 



Already ,  i n  t h i s  f i r s t  s e c t i o n ,  t h e  v e r t i c a l  and t h e  

h o r i z o n t a l  have been i m p l i c a t e d  i n  a  f o r m u l a t i o n  of u s e .  I n  

s e c t i o n  "2 , "  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  of v e r t i c a l i t y  t o  ground i s  

e s t a b l i s h e d :  "To dance / s i t t i n g  down," i n v o l v e s  t a k i n g  r o o t  i n  

t h e  ground and a c h i e v i n g  a  p rope r  v e r t i c a l  g rowth .  But t h i s  i s  

p r e c i s e l y  what t h e  American people  seem t o  be i n c a p a b l e  o f :  "They 

d o n ' t  even y e t  know how t o  s i t  down, how t o  dance s i t t i n g  

down! The problem s tems from t h e  misuse  of  e n e r g i e s :  wh i l e  

s e c t i o n s  "1" and "2" announce a  new methodology,  s e c t i o n s  "3" and 

"4" pronounce t h e  deadendedness of a n  o l d  methodology.  I n  h i s  

I I e s s a y  "The Gate & t h e  C e n t e r , "  Olson w r i t e s  t h a t  energy i s  

l a r g e r  t h a n m a n ,  b u t  . . . i f  he  t a p s  i t  a s  i t  i s  i n h i m s e l f ,  h i s  

u s e s  of  h imse l f  a r e  EXTENSIBLE i n  human d i r e c t i o n s  and degree  n o t  

r e c e n t l y  g ran t ed"  ( H U  - 2 2 ) .  The emphasis  f a l l s  on t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  

make use  of i t  " a s  i t  i s  i n  h i m s e l f " ;  t h e  misuse  d e r i v e s  from 

a t t e m p t i n g  t o  subdue i t  i n  t h e  way t h a t  S t .  *George f i n a l l y  

t r iumphs  over  t h e  d ragon:  

We have a  c u r i o u s  way, h e r e  i n  t h e  S t a t e s ,  of  be ing  
f u r i o u s  about  t h e  do ing  of a n y t h i n g ,  i f  we do i t  a t  
a l l .  When we dance f o r  example.  I t  i s  a s  though 
we thought  t o  s l a y  t h e  D r a g o ~ ~ w e  had t o  be a s  v io-  
l e n t  and t h r a s h i n g  a s  h e  i s .  

The misuse  goes  back t o  a  confused  unde r s t and ing  of t h e  n a t u r e  of 

work, and i t s  r o l e  i n  a t t a c k i n g  c h a o s .  I n  "A S y l l a b a r y  f o r  a  

Dancer" ( an  ex t remely  u s e f u l  companion p i e c e  t o  t h i s  poem), Olson 

t a k e s  t h i s  m a t t e r  back t o  t h e  s t o r y  s f  Tiamat ,  t h e  p r i m a l  mother 

of  t h e  Babylonian c r e a t i o n  myth and t h e  embodiment of  chaos .  The 

s t o r y  



h a s  i t  t h a t  s h e ,  h a l v e d ,  was t h e  h e a v e n s  and  t h e  
e a r t h ,  a n d  t h a t  t h e  b l o o d  o f  h e r  h u s b a n d ,  a l s o  
s l a i n ,  was t h e  s o u r c e  o f  t h e  b i r t h  o f  man. Man 
s p r a n g  up  f rom t h e  m i x t u r e  o f  h i s  b l o o d  a n d  h a l f  
h e r  s u b s t a n c e ,  t h e  e a r t h .  Man t o o k  i t  h e  h a d  t o  
a s s a i l  t h i s  parenthood--and t h e  o n l y  weapon h e  had  
was h i s  work ,  t h a t  i t  i s  work which  b r i n g s  r e a l i t y  
i n t o  e x i s t e n c e ,  r p f l i t y ,  which  i s  t h e  f i r s t  form 
imposed o n  c h a o s .  

Yet a f t e r  t h i s  i n i t i a l  i m p o s i t i o n  o f  f o r m ,  man i s  s t i l l  l e f t  t o  

c o n t e n d  w i t h  t h e  c h a o s  a n d  t h e  r e a l i t y  i m p l i c i t  i n  h i m s e l f .  And 

t h e  American p e o p l e  c o n t i n u e  t o  a t t a c k  t h i s  i n n e r  c h a o s  l i k e  a  

11 " f i r s t  p e o p l e , "  n o t  r e a l i z i n g  t h a t  t h e  enemy i s  [ a l r e a d y ]  d e a d , "  

t h a t  t h e  g round  h a s  a l r e a d y  been  c l e a r e d  by t h e  e f f o r t s  o f  a n  

e a r l i e r  " f r o n t i e r i s m , "  a n d  t h a t  t h e  p r e s e n t  now y i e l d s  t h e  

p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  v e r t i c a l  g r o w t h .  

The v e r t i c a l i t y  becomes a  m a t t e r  o f  p r o p e r  s t a n c e :  t h e  

v e r t i c a l  of  t h e  s e l f  t h a t  p r o c e e d s  a c c o r d i n g  t o  i t s  own t r o p o s ,  

t h e  " s e l f - a c t "  d i r e c t e d  t o w a r d  f o r m .  With  t h i s  s t a n c e ,  man i s  

c a p a b l e  o f  t a k i n g  up  " s t r a i g h t ,  n a t u r e '  s , 1 i v e * n a t u r e l  s f o r c e "  

(HU - 2 3 ) .  Wi thou t  i t ,  h e  i s  b u t  o n e  o f  t h e s e  L 

a b o r t e d  c r e a t u r e s  i n  t h e  crowd l e f t  o v e r  f rom t h e  
p a s t  who a r e  s o  i n c a p a b l e  o f  v e r t i c a l i t y  t h e y  
d e s t r o y  h o r i z o n t a l i t y ,  t h e y  a r e  s o  a n x i o u s  t o  l i e  
down i n  t h e  mud a n d  d i e ,  t h e y  s o  w i s h  t o  g o  back  t o  
where  man came f r o m ,  t h a t  d i r t y  m i x t u r e  o f  b l o o d  and 
T i a m a t ' s  mud. ("SD" 14) 

I n  "A S y l l a b a r y , "  O l s o n  r e m a r k s  t h a t  one  s u c h  "monster  o f  t h e  o l d  

w i l l "  i s  Mar tha  Graham, who i s  

. . . s o  f a r  back  s h e  c r a v e s  t o  b e  s c a l p e d ,  
a n d  d r a g g e d  o v e r  t h e  g r o u n d  

And b e c a u s e  nobody h a s  
d r a g g e d  h e r  

s h e  h a s  eve rybody  d o  i t .  She d o e s  i t .  She w a n t s  c l e a n  
s h e e t s  

e a c h  n i g h t  (E 35)  



I n  h e r  dance ,  she  i s  c a p a b l e  o n l y  o f  r e h e a r s i n g  t h a t  one  moment 

o f  p r i m a l  c r e a t i o n .  "She does  i t  ," each  n i g h t  r e t u r n i n g  t o  

a s s a i l  t h e  ground l i k e  a  f i r s t  p e o p l e .  For  Graham, t h e  work o f  

t h e  morning i s  n o t h i n g  more t h a n  p u t t i n g  c l e a n  s h e e t s  on t h a t  

p r i m a l  bed i n  p r e p a r a t i o n  f o r  a  r e p e t i t i o n  o f  t h a t  i n i t i a l  

pe r fo rmance .  Her d e s i r e  t o  b e  d ragged  o v e r  t h e  g round ,  o r  t o  l i e  

down, promotes a n  i n a c t i v i t y  t h a t  i s  opposed by t h e  more u p r i g h t  

I I a c t i v i t i e s  t h a t  compr i se  T y r i a n "  b u s i n e s s e s .  Such i n a c t i v i t y  i n  

f a c t  makes a n  enemy o f  dance:  s p a c e  i s  no  l o n g e r  f a m i l i a r  b u t ,  

r a t h e r ,  e s t r a n g e d :  t h e  u s e s  o f  a  man a r e  n o  l o n g e r  e x t e n s i b l e  i n  

human d i r e c t i o n s ,  t h u s  deny ing  any t r o p o s .  Being s o  f a r  back ,  

s h e  l o s e s  t h e  f i e l d  o f  " t h e  c loseH--used  by Olson i n  t h e  medieva l  

s e n s e  o f  quar ter - -"which i s  n o t h i n g  more and n o  t h i n g  e l s e  / t h a n  
12 

t h a t  which unborn form you a r e  t h e  c o n t e n t  o f . "  T h i s  

i n a c t i v i t y  s imply  r e t u r n s  t o  a  f o r m l e s s n e s s .  

S e c t i o n s  "3" and "4" p o i n t  up  s e v e r a l  i n s t a n c e s  o f  a  debased  

a t t e n t i o n  which t a k e s  h o r i z o n t a l i t y  a s  i t s  o b j e c t .  I n  t h e  Guide: 

B u t t e r i c k  n o t e s  t h a t  t h e  l i n e s  d i s c u s s i n g  t h e  " i n t e r n a t i o n a l  

d o l l "  r e f e r  t o  Madame Chiang Kai -Shek ' s  ( n6e  Mei Ling Soong) 

v i s i t s  t o  Washington i n  1943 and i n  1948.  While t h e  f i r s t  v i s i t  

was unde r t aken  a s  p a r t  o f  t h e  war e f f o r t ,  t h e  second was pu r sued  

"w i thou t  o f f i c i a l  i n v i t a t i o n  o r  welcome" (Guide 5 8 ) .  She e n t e r s  

t h e  n a r r a t i v e  h e r e  f o r  two r e a s o n s :  t h e  f i r s t  r e a s o n  r e s t a t e s  and 

f u r t h e r s  Graham's o b s e s s i o n  w i t h  h o r i z o n t a l i t y .  The word " d o l l  ," 

a s  i t  i s  used  h e r e ,  c a r r i e s  two mean ings ,  b o t h  o f  which b e a r  

e q u a l l y  on t h e  m a t t e r  o f  t r o p o s .  A " d o l l "  i s  a  s m a l l  s c a l e  



f i g u r e  of a  human b e i n g ,  a n  o b j e c t  g e n e r a l l y  r ega rded  a s  a  

p l a y t h i n g  f o r  c h i l d r e n .  As w e l l ,  " d o l l "  s u g g e s t s  a n  a t t r a c t i v e  

bu t  r a t h e r  empty-headed young woman. One n o t e s  i n  bo th  t h e s e  

d e f i n i t i o n s  t h e  ev idence  of  a n  i n c a p a c i t y  f o r  s e l f - a c t s .  The 

i d e a  of  a  p l a y t h i n g  s u g g e s t s  c h i l d r e n  who, i n  s e c t i o n  " 4 , "  a r e  

t h e  ones  who "want t o  g o  back ,  who want t o  l i e  down / i n  Tiamat" 

(TMP 3 5 ) ,  and t h e  n o t i o n  o f  empty-headedness s u g g e s t s  a  p re -  

occupa t ion  w i t h  t h e  s u r f a c e  of t h i n g s ,  a  p re -occupa t ion  

de te rmined  by t h e  i n a b i l i t y  t o  r o o t  o n e s e l f  i n  t h e  ground.  The 

" c h i l d r e n "  i n  t h i s  poem w i l l  remain c h i l d r e n ,  a lways  a s s a i l i n g  

t h a t  paren thood ,  and a lways  denying themse lves  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of 

v e r t i c a l  growth.  

The q u e s t i o n  "Why i s  s h e  p u t  up w i t h ? "  (TMP 35) l o c a t e s  t h e  

second r ea son  f o r  Madame Chiang Kai-Shek's  c o n t i n u i n g  p re sence  i n  

t h i s  p.oem. One can  h e a r  i n  t h i s  que ry  t h e  echo o f  y e t  a n o t h e r  

q u e s t i o n :  "What b u s i n e s s  does  s h e  have be ing  h e r e " ?  And t h e  

11 answer i s ,  c l e a r l y ,  no  b u s i n e s s . "  The "bus ines s "  o f  " t h e  w h i t e  

house" i s  presumably t h e  a c t i v i t y  of  a d m i n i s t e r i n g  t h e  a f f a i r s  of 

t h e  p u b l i c  rea lm.  Her b u s i n e s s - - e s p e c i a l l y  on t h e  second v i s i t - -  

seems t o  ex t end  no  f u r t h e r  t h a n  a  supe r f  i c i a l  concern  w i t h  bed 

s h e e t s .  But s i n c e  t h e  p r imary  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  de t e rmin ing  and 

h o l d i n g  t o  t h e  n a t u r e  of  t h e  b u s i n e s s  t o  be conducted l i e s  w i t h  

" t h e  w h i t e  house , "  i t  i s  t h e  v e r y  concerns  o f  t h a t  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  

which a r e  be ing  c a l l e d  i n t o  q u e s t i o n  h e r e .  The "whi te  house" can 

be s e e n  a s  t h e  c e n t r e  o f  a  p o s s i b l e  cohe rence ,  b u t  i t  i s  a  

coherence  t h a t  w i l l  s u f f e r  d i s p e r s i o n  once a  p rope r  a t t e n t i o n  t o  



p u b l i c  "Tyr ian"  b u s i n e s s  f a i l s .  

A growing s e n s e  of  s p e c i o u s  p l a y  i s  s p r i n g i n g  up around t h e  

words l s d o l l , l l  " d i t t i e s , "  and " c h i l d r e n " ;  i t  i s  a  k i n d  of p l a y i n g  

which i n t e r f e r e s  w i t h  t h e  work of t h e  morning,  a  p l a y i n g  d r i v e n  

by t h e  e g o c e n t r i c  w i l l ,  which imposes y e t  a n o t h e r  d r a g  on t h i s  

e x e r c i s e  i n  movement. The f a l s e  measures  imposed by ego can  

a p p o r t i o n  on ly  " d i t t i e s "  and t h e  "euphor ia"  of  chaos  (TMP 3 5 ) .  

K i n e t i c  i s  dead-ended i n  t h i s  o l d  methodology.  

But t h e  blockage i s  soon c l e a r e d  away. I n  s e c t i o n  " 5 , "  t h e  

1 I o ra tor-pedagogue r e - e n t e r s  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  i n  f u l l  command" of  t h e  

"middle vo i ce"  (TMP - 3 6 ) .  He now d e c l a r e s  t h e  t r iumph of t h e  

v e r t i c a l  over  t h e  h o r i z o n t a l :  a  " l a n d - s p o u t ' s  / pu t  a l l  t h e  

d i a p e r s  / up i n  t h e  t r e e s "  (TMP 3 6 ) .  The f o r c e  of v e r t i c a l  

k i n e t i c s  h a s  f l u n g  up a l l  t h o s e  r e c a l c i t r a n t  c h i l d r e n  who would 

o t h e r w i s e  c r awl  back t o  l i e  w i t h  t h e  p r ima l  mother .  Where t h e r e  

had p r e v i o u s l y  been a  s e a r c h  f o r  a  method of a c t i o n  d i r e c t e d  

towards t h e  dance ,  t h e r e  i s  now a  p r o p o s a l  f o r  a  method of. 

v e r b a l  a c t i o n :  i t  i s  t o  p o s s e s s  "what mus i c i ans  c a l l  / t h e  middle  

I I v o i c e ,  and " t o  command i t  / i s  t o  be i n  bus ines s "  (TMP 3 6 ) .  I n  

t h i s  c a s e ,  t h e  b u s i n e s s  a t  hand i s  t h e  b u s i n e s s  of  t h e  e p i c  p o e t ,  

t e l l i n g  t h e  " t a l e  of t h e  t r i b e .  " I n  The Ta l e  of t h e  T r i b e ,  

Michael  B e r n s t e i n  speaks  of  O l s o n ' s  e f f o r t s  t o  r e s t o r e  t h e  

f a m i l i a r  t o  u s  by way of  t h e  l e s s o n s  of  h i s t o r y :  

t h e  un ique  o p p o r t u n i t y  o f  t h e  e p i c  w r i t e r  i s  . . . 
t o  r e v e a l  " h i s t o r y  [ a s ]  t h e  f u n c t i o n  of any of  u s ,  I I 

----- 
i . e . ,  t o  le- s e e  we-possess  t h e  freedom t o  de- 
t e rmine  by what v a l u e s  bo th  ou r  i n d i v i d u a l  1 i v e s  
and o u r  s o c i e t y  a r e  governed ,  . . . [ t o ]  l e t  u s  
e x p e r i e n c e  h i s t o r y  a s  a  s e r i e s  of  c h o i c e s  adopted  



by l i v i n g  men i n  s p e c i f i c  c i r c u m s t a n c e s ,  [and  t o  
l e t  u s  s e e  t h a t ]  p r ev ious  h i s t o r i c a l  d e c i s i o n s  have 
c r e a t e d  t h e  s o c i a l  framework i n t o  which we a r e  b o r n ,  
b u t  [ t h a t ]  t hey  do n o t  l i m i t  ou r  own c a p a c i t y  t o  
choose a g a i n ,  t o  c o n t i n u e  e a r l i e r  p a t t e r n s  o r  t o  
changelgur  emphasis and c r e a t e  new ones  i n  t h e i r  
p l a c e .  

The o b j e c t  of O l s o n ' s  bus ines s  i s  t o  a l l o w  u s  t o  t a k e  up t h o s e  

c h o i c e s ,  t o  r e s t o r e  t o  u s  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  of our  own human 

p r a c t i c e s .  

Here ,  I propose  two o t h e r  concep t ions  of compos i t ion  a s  a  

way o f  e n t r y  i n t o  O l s o n ' s  p o e t i c  p r a c t i c e :  t h e  f i r s t  i s  t r a c e d  i n  

11 t h e  ep ig raph  t o  t h i s  s e c t i o n :  t o  compose . . i s  - t o  g i v e  - t o  

doH(Bar thes  1 5 3 ) ;  t h e  o t h e r  i s  bound up w i t h  t h e  Greek concep t ion  - 

of r h a p s o i d i a .  Both t echn iques  seek  t o  r e s o l v e  a  r e l a t i o n s h i p  

between t h e  p r i v a t e  and t h e  p u b l i c  which p r e s e n t l y  e x i s t s  a s  a  

c o n d i t i o n  of a l i e n a t i o n .  I n  " ~ r o j e c t i v e  Verse , I t  Olson s t a t e s  

I t  t h a t  t h e  poem mus t ,  a t  a l l  p o i n t s ,  be a  h i g h  energy-cons t ruc t  

and ,  a t  a l l  p o i n t s ,  a n  e n e r g y d i s c h a r g e "  (HJ52) .  I n  t h i s  \ 
c o n t e x t ,  " t o  g i v e  t o  do" i s  t o  p a s s  on energy ;  t h a t  i s ,  t h e  bl 
r e a d e r  w i l l  t a k e  away and u s e  t h e  energy t h e  poem has  made 

a v a i l a b l e .  The a c t i v i t y  of  r e a d i n g  i s  t o  be forwarded by a  new' 

impetus;  t h e  t e x t  i s  t o  be c o n s i d e r e d  n o t  a s  a  f i n a l ,  s topped  

a r t i f a c t  b u t  r a t h e r  a s  a n  ongoing t e x t u a l  (and t e x t u r a l )  p r o c e s s .  

The r e a d e r  i s  c o n t i n u a l l y  " c r o s s i n g  i t s  w r i t i n g  w i t h  a  f r e s h  

i n s c r i p t i o n " ( B a r t h e s  1 5 3 ) ,  and i n  s o  d o i n g ,  i s  c o n t i n u a l l y  

c r o s s i n g  over  i n t o  h i s  own n a r r a t i v e ,  c o n t i n u a l l y  drawing i t  i n t o  

t h e  f i e l d  of  " t h e  c l o s e "  (RB - 8 ) .  

To have t h e  u s e  of t h e  middle  v o i c e  i s  t o  be i n  p o s s e s s i o n  



of a  method o f  v e r b a l  a c t i o n .  As f o r  t h e  body, s o  f o r  t h e  v o i c e :  

i n s t r u m e n t a t i o n  i s  once more. Tropos a l s o  becomes a  
- 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n  h e r e :  i t  i n v o l v e s  f i n d i n g  o n e ' s  own . v o i c e ,  i . e . ,  

d i s c o v e r i n g  t h e  " n a t u r a l ,  p r o p e r ,  o r  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  a c t i o n "  (SVH ' 

33)  of o n e ' s  own speech .  The p rope r  u se  o f  t h e  middle  v o i c e  

then-- i f  one acknowledges t h a t  t h e  " k i n e t i c  i s  t h e  a c t  of 

l i f e" ("SD"  12) - - i s  t o  t r a n s f e r  ene rgy ,  t h a t  i s ,  by t e l l i n g  i t  

r i g h t ,  t o  move o t h e r s  on t h e i r  own n a r r a t i v e ,  t o  a l l o w  them t o  

t a k e  up t h e i r  own h i s t o r i e s .  Within  t h i s  k i n e t i c  t h e r e  i s  a l s o  

t h e  p u r s u i t  o f  a  coherence .  The Greek r h a p s z i d i a  means l i t e r a l l y  

I I I I songs  s t i t c h e d  t o g e t h e r ,  and r e f e r s  t o  a  t e chn ique  of o r a l  

p o e t r y  (Guide 1 0 2 ) .  The songs  t h a t  a r e  be ing  s t i t c h e d  t o g e t h e r  

a r e  n o t  on ly  Maximus's songs  b u t ,  a l s o ,  your  and my songs ,  and 

t h e  middle  v o i c e  can  be s e e n  t o  f u n c t i o n  h e r e  a s  t h e  t h r e a d  t h a t  

sews them t o g e t h e r .  Thus we a r e  o f f e r e d  a  p o e t i c  p r a c t i c e  t h a t  

advances  k i n e t i c  and cohe rence ,  and which c l e a r l y *  e s t a b l i s h e s  t h e  

I I f i g u r e  of  t h e  p o e t  a s  a  danc ing  t h i n k e r "  ("SD" 9 ) .  But j u s t  a s  

t h e  dancer  must pay a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  " i n h e r i n g  l i m i t s  of  t h e  

body" ("SD" l o ) ,  s o  must t h e  p o e t  pay a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  i n h e r i n g  

l i m i t s  o f  l anguage .  He must work w i t h  t h e  knowledge t h a t  "There 

may be no  more names t h a n  t h e r e  a r e  o b j e c t s  / There  can  be no 

more v e r b s  t h a n  t h e r e  a r e  a c t i o n s "  (TMP - 3 6 ) .  Only w i t h  t h i s  

"conf idence  of l i m i t "  c a n  h e  p roceed ,  o r  o b t a i n  t o  a  p roper  

t r o p o s .  T h i s  i s  t h e  work o r  t h e  e x e r c i s e  f o r  t h i s  morning,  and 

"it i s  s t i l l  morning" because  t h e  enactment o f  k i n e t i c  l o c a t e s  

11 one i n  a  p r a c t i c e  of  newing.  11 



The f i r s t  p a r t  o f  t h i s  poem h a s  proposed a  method of  a c t i o n  

t h a t  r e - e n a c t s  k i n e t i c ;  what we encoun te r  i n  p a r t  I1 i s  a  method 

of a t t e n t i o n  and compos i t ion  t h a t  draws i n  a  coherence .  But 

coherence  i s  n o t  t o  be t aken  a s  completed form,  f o r  " t h e  mo- 

t i v e  . . of r e a l i t y  i s  p r o c e s s ,  n o t  goa l "  (SVH 4 9 ) .  And t h i s  

i s  what i s  g i v e n  i n  t h e  f i r s t  l i n e :  " a  hol low muscular  organ 

which,  by c o n t r a c t i n g  v i g o r o u s l y ,  keeps  up t he"  (m 36)-- 

p r o c e s s ,  n o t  g o a l .  T h i s  d e f i n i t i o n  s tems from t h e  f i f t h  e d i t i o n  

of Webster '  s C o l l e g i a t e  D i c t i o n a r y  which d e f i n e s  " h e a r t "  a s :  "A  

ho l low muscula r  o rgan  which,  by c o n t r a c t i n g  r h y t h m i c a l l y ,  keeps  

up t h e  c i r c u l a t i o n  of t h e  blood" (Guide 6 0 ) .  I n  t h i s  poem, t h e  

o b j e c t  o f  t h a t  a c t i on - - the  c i r c u l a t i o n  of  t h e  blood--has been 

l e f t  o u t ,  t h u s  f o c u s s i n g  a t t e n t i o n  on t h e  g a t h e r i n g  momentum 

i t s e l f .  To be a b l e  t o  m a i n t a i n  t h i s  k i n d  o f  a t t e n t i o n  i s  " t o  

have t h e  h e a r t "  t o  d i s t u r b  f i n a l i t i e s ,  t o  r e n d e r  t h e  d e f i n i t i v e  

t r a n s i t i v e .  What we meet i n  d i c t i o n a r i e s  a s  " d e f i n i t i o n s "  a r e  

s t a t e m e n t s  of  f i n a l  meaning which p u r p o r t  t o  . ex tend  t h e i r  

a p p l i c a t i o n s  beyond t h e  l e x i c o l o g i c a l  moment of t h e i r  appearance  

i n  a  g i v e n  volume. O l s o n ' s  concern  w i t h  p a r t i c u l a r i t y ,  however, 

d i r e c t s  him t o  " t h o s e  t h i n g s  which do n o t  c a r r y  t h e i r  end 

f u r t h e r  t h a n  t h e i r  r e a l i t y  i n  themselves"  ("SD" 1 0 ) .  / Words a r e  
any I 

always t o  be  f r e e d  f o r  p r e s e n t  u s e ,  f o r  p r e s e n t  l i f e  ./ The word 

" r h y t h m i c a l l y , "  which o c c u r s  i n  t h e  Webs t e r ' s  d e f i n i t i o n ,  i s  

r e p l a c e d  h e r e  by " v i g o r o u s l y , "  a  change perhaps  prompted by t h e  

need t o  deno te  a n  i n t e n s i t y  o f  a c t i o n  r a t h e r  t h a n  a  s imp le  

r e c u r r e n c e .  I n  c r o s s i n g  t h e  o r i g i n a l  d e f i n i t i o n  w i t h  h i s  own 



i n s c r i p t i o n ,  Olson h a s  s u c c e s s f u l l y  b rought  i t  i n t o  u s e .  

However, t h i s  s t i l l  l e a v e s  unanswered t h e  q u e s t i o n  of how 

t h e s e  t h i n g s  a r e  t o  be pu t  t o  u s e .  A t  f i r s t  g l a n c e ,  t h e  s t r i k i n g  

c o l l e c , t i o n  of words and p h r a s e s  i n  t h i s  p a r t  o f  t h e  poem seems t o  

comprise  l i t t l e  more t h a n  a  random c o l l o c a t i o n  of d i s connec t ed  

language e v e n t s ,  a  s i t u a t i o n  c e r t a i n  t o  d iscombobulate  i f  n o t  

f r u s t r a t e  even t h e  most n e g a t i v e l y  c a p a b l e  r e a d e r .  But a f t e r  a  

more c o n s i d e r e d  r e a d i n g ,  a  s p e c i f i c  p r i n c i p l e  o f  o r d e r i n g  does 

beg in  t o  emerge. The d i s c u s s i o n o f  " h e a r t "  i s  fo l lowed  by a  

I I p a r t i a l  d e s c r i p t i o n  of "hea the r " :  a  whorl  of  g r e e n  b r a c t s  a t  t h e  

b a s e .  " T h i s  d e s c r i p t i o n  of h e a t h e r  appea r s  i n  W e b s t e r ' s  on t h e  

same page a s  t h e  e n t r y  f o r  " h e a r t "  (Guide 6 0 ) .  Heather  i s  

d e f i n e d  a s  "A s p e c i e s  of  h e a t h  . . . hav ing  a  ro se -co lo red  ca lyx  

w i t h  a  whorl  o f  g r e e n  b r a c t s  a t  t h e  base , - l i ngM--" l i ngH i s  y e t  

a n o t h e r  v a r i e t y  of  h e a t h  p l a n t .  However, i n  i t s  s i t u a t i o n  h e r e  

i n  t h e  poem, i t  m a i n t a i n s  a  double  ( i f  n o t  t r i p l e ,  i . e . ,  " l i n g  

cod") r e f e r e n c e .  The word f u n c t i o n s  l i k e  a  g a t e  th rough  which ah 

v a r i e t y  of  meanings p a s s :  t h e  p reced ing  l i n e  a s s o c i a t e s  i t  w i t h  

h e a t h e r  w h i l e  t h e  succeed ing  l ine--"she i s  known as"-- t u r n s  i t  

over  t o  a n  a s s o c i a t i o n  w i t h  Mei Ling Soong. "She i s  known a s "  

"L ing , "  which i s  t o  s ay  t h a t  t h i s  i s  h e r  f a m i l i a r  name, t h e  name 

t h a t  i s  used t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  h e r  from h e r  s i s t e r s ,  who a l s o  b e a r  

t h e  c h a r a c t e r  "Soong" ( t h e  surname) and "Mei" i n  t h e i r  names. It  

i s  t h e  "base" from which s h e  p r o c e e d s .  For  t h e  Ch inese ,  i t  i s  

customary t o  c a r r y  one c h a r a c t e r  ove r  i n t o  each  c h i l d ' s  name 

( though  t h i s  i s  broken down a l o n g  gender  l i n e s ) ,  s o  t h a t  w h i l e  



all the children bear a common surname, all the females would 

share a common second character--in this case, "Mei"-- and all the 

males yet another, thus leaving only the last character to 

function as a variable. 

This concern with naming and defining points up the 

necessity of calling things by their proper names, of exercising 

that "old measure of care" (TMP 22) which is capable of - -_- -__7 -. 
recognizing that waters are tides, and are not gods. In "Letter 

I I 5, Olson castigates Vincent Ferrini for his inattention to the 
- --_- - . reality of things in themselves: 

. . winds, Ferrini, \ 
which are never 4, which have their grave dangers (as 

writing does) I 

just because weather I 

is very precise to 
the quarter it comes from (as writing is, 

if it is as good as 
(TMP 25) 1 

This same measure of care operates in the recognition that 

"Weather / comes generally / under the / metaphrast" (E 36). 
L 

I I The poet must know the quarters / of the weather, where it comes 

from, where it goes" (TMP 53), just as he must command the 

I I metaphrasis"--the exact turn of phrase or speech. Again, it is 

to turn one's attention to, and to make use of, "the natural, 

proper, or characteristic action of anything" (SVH 33), and of 

oneself--which brings us to the discussion of "metacenter": 

"(When M is above G, all's / well. When below, there's / upset. 

When M and G are coincident, / it is not very interesting)" (TMP - 
I I 3 6 ) .  This is a rephrasing of the definition of metacenter" in 

Websterls, and, not surprisingly, it appears on the page before 



t h e  e n t r y  f o r  "me taph ra s t .  " The i s s u e  h e r e  i n v o l v e s  t h e  

s t a b i l i t y  of a  body i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  a  c e n t r e  of  g r a v i t y .  

11 Me tacen te r"  i s  d e f i n e d  a s  "The p o i n t  o f  i n t e r s e c t i o n  (M) [ i n  t h e  

i l l u s t r a t i o n ]  o f  t h e  v e r t i c a l  t h rough  t h e  c e n t e r  o f  buoyancy (B) 

of a  f l o a t i n g  body w i t h  t h e  v e r t i c a l  t h rough  t h e  new c e n t e r  o f  
1 

buoyancy (B ) when t h e  body i s  d i s p l a c e d  however l i t t l e .  When M 

i s  above t h e  c e n t e r  o f  g r a v i t y  (G) o f  t h e  f l o a t i n g  body,  t h e  

p o s i t i o n  o f  t h e  body i s  s t a b l e ;  when below i t ,  u n s t a b l e ;  when 

c o i n c i d e n t  w i t h  i t ,  n e u t r a l "  (Guide 6 1 ) .  I t  i s  t h i s  l a s t  

s t a t e m e n t  which i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  s u g g e s t i v e  i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  o f  t h e  

f o r e g o i n g  conce rns  w i t h  v e r t i c a l i t y a n d  t r o p o s .  When M i s  

c o i n c i d e n t  w i t h  G ,  t h e  p o s i t i o n  o f  t h e  body i s  n e u t r a l ,  o r  a s  

I I O lson would have i t ,  i t  i s  n o t  v e r y  i n t e r e s t i n g . "  I t  h o l d s  no 

i n t e r e s t  f o r  t h e  p o e t  because  i t  i s  s imply  a n  i n s t a n c e  o f  t h e  

same o l d  t h i n g ,  t h a t  same o l d  c e n t r e  o f  g r a v i t y  which d ragged  

e v e r y t h i n g  o v e r  t h e  ground--namely, h o r i z o n t a l i t y .  When M and G 

a r e  c o i n c i d e n t ,  i t  means t h a t  t h e  i n t e r s e c t i n g  a c t i v i t y  o f  t h e  

v e r t i c a l s  have  had no  t e l l i n g  e f f e c t  on t h e  p o s i t i o n  o f  t h e  body. 

The p r i n c i p l e  o f  o r d e r i n g  b e g i n s  t o  r e v e a l  i t s e l f :  t h e r e  i s  

a  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  h e a r t  f o l l owed  by a n  i n s t a n c e  o f  i t s  u s e  i n  t h e  

i d i o m a t i c  e x p r e s s i o n  " t o  have  t h e  h e a r t " ;  t h e n  t h e r e  i s  a  

d e f i n i t i o n  o f  h e a t h e r  f o l l owed  by t h e  naming of  a  s p e c i f i c  

v a r i e t y  of  h e a t h e r ,  i . e . ,  " 1 ing" ; b u t  " 1 ing" f u n c t i o n s  

homonymously and r e f e r s  a l s o  t o  t h e  p r o p e r  name of  Madame Chiang 

Kai-Shek. T h i s  punning i s  fo l l owed  by a  rhyme which pushes  

I I " h e a t h e r 1 '  i n t o  w e a t h e r , "  and t h e n  by way of  a rhyme of  

6  2 



I I 11 c oncep tua l  o c c a s i o n s ,  wea ther"  t u r n s  up under m e t a p h r a s t . "  A 

1 I me t sph ra s t "  i s  one who t r a n s l a t e s ,  who e f f e c t s  a  change from one 

o r d e r  o f  words t o  a n o t h e r ;  t h u s ,  he  i s  one who knows "where i t  

comes from" and "where i t  g o e s , "  one who i s  capab le  of  t h e  

l i t e r a l  t r a n s l a t i o n  of e n e r g i e s .  The d e f i n i t i o n  o f  "metacen te r"  

a p p e a r s  a t  t h i s  p o i n t  n o t  j u s t  because  o f  i t s  p h y s i c a l  p rox imi ty  

t o  "metaphras t"  b u t  because  changes  i n  t h e  wea ther  g e n e r a t e  

m e t a c e n t e r s .  And w i t h  i t s  i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  a d j u s t i n g  t o  new 

I I c e n t e r s ,  metacen te r"  r e t u r n s  t o  t h e  c e n t e r i n g  rhythms of t h e  

h e a r t  . 

The e l u s i v e l y  t a n g e n t i a l  now s t a n d s  r e v e a l e d  a s  a c t u a l  

k i n s h i p .  I t  i s  t h e  logographer  who performs t h e s e  r e v e l a t i o n s  

I 1  t h rough  t h e  p r a c t i c e  o f  word w r i t i n g "  (AP - 2 0 ) ;  t h a t  i s  t o  s a y ,  

t h e  l ogograph ic  poem i s s u e s  f o r t h  by means of a n  a t t e n t i o n  t o  a l l  

p o s s i b l e  f a c e t s  and t e x t u r e s - - i .  e . ,  v i s u a l ,  s e m a n t i c ,  sonoric--of  

g i v e n  words .  I n  t h i s  dance ,  i t  i s  n o t  t h e  poet-  who l e a d s  b u t ,  

r a t h e r ,  t h e  m a t e r i a l s  o r  words t h a t  l e a d  him. Poems a r e  n o t  t o  

be made by a n  a g g r e s s i v e  a c t  of  w i l l ;  i n s t e a d ,  c r e a t i o n  i s  t o  

occur  "by t h e  s u c c e s s  o f  i t s  own a c c i d e n t "  (SVH 4 8 ) .  Once a g a i n ,  

"Coincidence and p r o x i m i t y ,  because  t h e  space- t ime continuum i s  

known, become t h e  d e t e r m i n a n t s  of  chance and  a c c i d e n t  and make 

p o s s i b l e  c r e a t i v e  succes s "  (SVH 4 9 ) .  Words o r  o b j e c t s  should  n o t  

s u f f e r  i m p o s i t i o n s .  I n  t h e  l ogograph ic  poem, t h i n g s  a r e  n o t  

w i l l f u l l y  changed,  "They on ly  s t a n d  more r evea l ed"  (TMP 5 ) .  

The n e c e s s i t y  of  a t t e n t i o n  and c a r e  i n  t h e  m a t t e r  of  o n e ' s  

p o e t i c  b u s i n e s s  h a s  now been s t a t e d ,  bu t  a n  o r i e n t a t i o n  f o r  t h a t  



p e r c e p t u a l  commotion h a s  y e t  t o  be  s p e c i f i e d .  I n  s e c t i o n  "1" t h e  

q u e s t i o n  "how we u s e  o u r s e l v e s  and on what" o r  how "each  o f  u s  / 

chooses  o u r  own / k i n  and / c o n c e n t r a t i o n "  (TMP 2 8 ) ,  i s  met by  a  

d e c l a r a t i o n  o f  s t a n c e .  Both s e c t i o n s  "1" and "2" p roceed  by way 

of  a  s e r i e s  o f  puns on t r o p o s .  S e c t i o n  "1" i s  composed o f  two 

e n t r i e s  from W e b s t e r ' s :  t h e  f i r s t  i s  f o r  " n a s t u r t i u m " :  

[ L .  a  c r e s s ,  p r o p . ,  n o s e - t w i s t ,  i n  a l l u s i o n  t o  i t s  
pungency,  f r .  n a s u s  n o s e  + t o r q u e r e ,  t o  t w i s t . ]  
H o r t .  Any of  a  genus  (Tropaeolum, f a m i l y  Tropaeo- 
G a e )  o f  h e r b s  b e a r i n g  showy s p u r r e d  r e d  and 
y e l l o w  f l o w e r s  and h a v i n g  pungent  s e e d s  and f l ower  
buds .  (Guide 61) 

The second  f o r  "Tropaeolum" : 

[ . . . f r .  Gk. t r o p a i o n  t r o p h y .  See TROPHY. So 
named because  1 ikened  t o  a n c i e n t  t r o p h i e s .  ] Bot . .- 
Any o f  a  genus  (Tropaeolum) of  t r o p i c a l  Amerlcan 
d i f f u s e  o r  c l i m b i n g  pungent  h e r b s  . w i t h  l obed  o r  
d i s s e c t e d  p e l t a t e  l e a v e s  and showy, v a r i o u s l y  c o l -  
o r e d  f l o w e r s ;  e s p . ,  a  g a r d e n  s p e c i e s  . ( T . m a j u s ) ,  t h e  
n a s t u r t i u m .  (Gulde 61)  

" P e l t a t e "  means shaped l i k e  a  s h i e l d ;  t h u s ,  f o r  Maximus, " t h e  

n a s t u r t i u m  / i s  my s h i e l d . "  And w i t h  t h i s  armamentarium ( b o t h  

" l ance ' '  and " s h i e l d " ) ,  h e  s t a n d s  t o  t h e  t a s k  o f  d e f e a t i n g  T iamat .  

I I Maximus w i l l  s l a y  t h e  d ragon  and  c o l l e c t  h i s  t rophy"  f o r  hav ing  

t u r n e d  back t h a t  h o r i z o n t a l i t y .  But h e  i s  no  f u r i o u s l y  t h r a s h i n g  

S t .  George--he w i l l  conquer  by danc ing  s i t t i n g  down. "Po i s ed  on 

t h e  b a s e  o f  t h e  s p i n e  . . growing ,  and  waving from ' t h e  s p i n e ,  

'bike f l o w e r s  a r e ,  o r  b r a n c h e s ,  on a  t r e e "  ("SD" 1 5 ) ,  l i k e  h i s  

n a s t u r t i u m  i s ,  Maximus w i l l  d emons t r a t e  h i s  own v e r t i c a l  t r o p i s m .  

He i s  a  s e l f - r o o t e d  " t r o p i c a l  American,"  " d i f f u s e "  because  h e  

moves outward t o  e n c o u n t e r  t h i n g s  i n  s p a c e ,  and " c l imb ing  

pungent"  because  h e  would a s s e r t  v e r t i c a l i t y  and s h a r p n e s s  



( d e f y i n g  t h a t  o l d  g r a v i t y ) ,  t e l l i n g  u s  "what i s  a  l a n c e ,  who 

obeys t h e  f i g u r e s  of / t h e  p r e s e n t  dance ."  And i n  h i s  own 

t u r n i n g s  i n  s p a c e ,  h i s  own t r o p e s  i n  l anguage ,  he  w i l l  show 

h imse l f  " s o  v a r i o u s l y  c o l o r e d , "  t h e  p e r s o n ,  l i k e w i s e ,  s t a n d i n g  

more r e v e a l e d .  

The l a s t  l i n e  ends  w i t h  a  d e f i n i t e  a r t i c l e ,  po i sed  

e x p e c t a n t l y  a t  t h e  edge of  t h e  page a w a i t i n g  t h e  n e x t  t u r n  of 

I I I I a t t e n t i o n  which comes i n  t h e  d e s c r i p t i o n  of t h e  " t o c ,  a  t r o p i c  

b i r d .  " The d e f i n i t i o n  of " t r o p i c  b i r d "  appea r s  on t h e  same page 

11 11 of W e b s t e r ' s  a s  t h e  e n t r y  f o r  t ropaeolum"; t h i s  b i r d  i s  any of  

s e v e r a l  b i r d s  (genus  Phaethon) found c h i e f l y  i n  t r o p i c a l  s e a s  

(Guide 6 2 ) .  I n  a  l e t t e r  t o  Rober t  C r e e l e y ,  Olson had r e f e r r e d  t o  

I I 
1 4  

t h e  b i r d  a s  " t h a t  t o c  b i r d .  I n  t h e  t u r n i n g ,  t h i n g s  s t a n d  more 

r e v e a l e d ;  t h u s  t h e  t o c  "p lucks  i t s  t a i l  t o  f r e e  t h e  handsome 

g reen  eye  from / redundant  f e a t h e r s  Which, t h e n ,  i t  s w i t c h e s  / t o  

admire  i t s e l f "  (TMP 3 7 ) .  T h i s  o r i e n t a t i o n  toward t h e  r e v e l a t i o n  

of beau ty  i s  a  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  a c t i o n  of  t h e  t o c .  I t  i s  a n  

i n s t a n c e  of  t h e  s e l f  be ing  brought  t o  b e a r  on i t s e l f ,  which i s  

what " r e f l e c t i o n "  i s :  t o  bend back o r  r e t u r n ,  a s  Olson r e t u r n s  t o  

t h e  s t o r y  o f  t h e  f a r m e r ,  a n  i n c i d e n t  h e  had . e a r l i e r  r ecoun ted  i n  

t h a t  l e t t e r  t o  C r e e l e y .  

So a  methodology of  u s e  w i l l  have i t s  s o u r c e  i n  s e l f - a c t s ,  

I I b u t  t h e  e x e r c i s e  of o n e ' s  own ben t "  s t i l l  r e q u i r e s  - an  

a p p r o p r i a t e  l o c u s .  To b e  e x t e n s i b l e  i n  human d i r e c t i o n s  i s  t o  

perform w i t h i n  a n  " a c t u a l  e a r t h  of  v a l u e . "  Thus i f  " t h e  s e e d l i n g  

/ of morning" (TMP 37 )  i s  t o  p u t  down r o o t s  and grow, t h e n  some 



ground c l e a r i n g  i s  i n  o r d e r  h e r e .  The " f i r s t  hou r s  o f"  morning 

c o n s t i t u t e  t h e  r e - e n t r y  of  l i g h t ,  a  l i g h t  which i s  n e c e s s a r y  i f  

t 1 1 1  one i s  t o  move" and i f  one i s  t o  remove t h e  n i g h t ' s  p r e s e n c e s .  11 

But t h e  t a s k  w i l l  n o t  be ea sy :  t h e  comma a f t e r  t h e  word "move" 

slows down t h e  a c t i o n  momentar i ly ,  p o i n t i n g  t o  t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  

of  c l imb ing  up o u t  o f  t h a t  bed of  n i g h t .  The l i g h t  a l l o w s  f o r  a  

h e i g h t e n i n g  of  a t t e n t i o n  which immediate ly  i n v o l v e s  Maximus i n  a  

f u r t h e r  p e r c e p t u a l  commotion. I f  we a r e  t o  know what t o  use 

o u r s e l v e s  on ,  we must f i r s t  l e a r n  t o  s e e  what p o s s i b i l i t i e s  

11 e x i s t .  That  i s  what E l i  Whitney d i d  when he  n o t i c e d ,  / t h e  

c o t t o n  p i c k s  e a s i e s t "  (TMP 37) a t  a  p a r t i c u l a r  t ime  and i n  a  

p a r t i c u l a r  way. He t h e n  p u t  t h a t  s e e i n g  t o  u se  i n  t h e  i n v e n t i o n  

of t h e  c o t t o n  g i n .  However, n o t  a l l  t h i n g s  move s o  e a s i l y  a t  

t h i s  t ime:  f o r  example,  "when i t  h a s  r a i n e d  . . . t h e  muscles  a r e  

n o t  a s  good ,"  t h e y  l o s e  "some e x a c t i t u d e  of  response"  ("SD" 1 2 ) .  

But i t  i s  t o  be remembered t h a t  t h i s  i s ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  on ly  t h e  

beg inn ing  of  t h e  work o f  emergence--though, a l r e a d y ,  w i t h i n  t h a t  

emergence a  d i g n i t y  s t a n d s  r e v e a l e d ,  a s  Maximus's f l ower  " a f t e r  

r a i n ,  wears  / such diadem" (TMP - 3 7 ) .  I n -  t h i s  s e c t i o n ,  t h e  l i n e s  

t a k e  p a r t  i n  a  s t a g g e r e d  d e s c e n t  a c r o s s  t h e  page ,  s u g g e s t i n g  t h e  

mot ion of  s t e p p i n g ;  b u t  i t  i s  a  s t e p p i n g  i n  which each  s t e p  i s  

t aken  b e f o r e  i t  i s  known where t h e  f o o t  w i l l  l i g h t .  Only a  

qu i cknes s  o f  a t t e n t i o n  i n  e a c h  i n s t a n c e  w i l l  s ave  Maximus from 

f a l l i n g .  Thus he  i s  c a r r i e d  forward from t h e  diadem, o r  

headband,  worn by  h i s  f l ower  t o  t h e  image of a  man whose head i s  

e n c i r c l e d  by a  "neck lace"  o f  t e e t h .  I n  a  s e c t i o n  devoted t o  



beg inn ings ,  we a r e  suddenly  c o n f r o n t e d  by d e a t h .  "Car ies"  r e f e r s  

t o  t h e  p r o g r e s s i v e  d e s t r u c t i o n  of bone o r  t o o t h  ( i n  t h i s  c a s e ,  

t o o t h  d e c a y ) ,  and d e r i v e s  from t h e  Greek word Ker -3 meaning d e a t h .  

A t  t h i s  p o i n t ,  t h e  poem l i t e r a l l y  s t e p s  back momentar i ly ;  i . e . ,  

t h e  n e x t  f o u r  l i n e s  a r e  l i n e d  up a t  t h e  l e f t  hand marg in .  I t  i s  

a s  i f  t h e  unexpected appearance  of  d e a t h  i n  t h e  p e r c e p t u a l  f i e l d  

has  f o r c e d  Olson t o  a  r e c o n s i d e r a t i o n  of  t h e  s cene  ( and  s e e n ) .  

The r e c o n s i d e r a t i o n  becomes a n  i n j u n c t i o n  t o  r e d i r e c t  t h e  

a t t e n t i o n s :  "He s d :  No t i ce  / t h e  w h i t e n e s s ,  n o t  / t h e  odor  of  t h e  

dead n i g h t "  (TMP 3 7 ) .  These l i n e s  a l l u d e  t o  one of C h r i s t ' s  

s a y i n g s :  "'What a  s t e n c h , '  s a i d  t h e  d i s c i p l e s ,  / when p a s s i n g  t h e  

c a r r i o n  of  a  dog.  / 'How w h i t e  t h e  t e e t h  a r e !  ' s a i d  J e s u s "  (Guide 

6 3 ) .  The l e s s o n  o f f e r e d  h e r e  concerns  t h e  need t o  d i r e c t  our  

a t t e n t i o n s  t o  t h a t  which i s  a l i v e  r a t h e r  t h a n  t h a t  which i s  dead .  

I' I I T h i s  l a s t  s t e p  from c a r i e s "  t o  c a r r i o n "  s e r v e s  a s  a  p o i n t  of 

d e p a r t u r e  f o r  a  r a d i c a l  r e - v i s i o n i n g  of  a l l  t h a t  came b e f o r e .  

Deadness and d a r k n e s s  a r e  n o t  t o  be  dwel t  upon; i n s t e a d ,  i t  is 

t h e  w h i t e n e s s  and l i g h t  i n h e r i n g  i n  t h e  p rev ious  l i n e s - - i .  e . ,  t h e  

w h i t e  c o t t o n  and w h i t e  t e e t h ,  t h e  b r i g h t  diadem--which now s t a n d  

more r e v e a l e d  and a v a i l a b l e  f o r  u s e .  A s  w e l l ,  t h e  e a r l i e r  

s u g g e s t i o n  of  t h e  c o t t o n  g i n  t a k e s  on a  f u r t h e r  s i g n i f i c a n c e  

h e r e .  A c o t t o n  g i n  i s  a  machine t h a t  s e p a r a t e s  t h e  s e e d s ,  h u l l s ,  

and o t h e r  f o r e i g n  m a t e r i a l s  from c o t t o n ,  t h u s  l e a v i n g  on ly  t h e  

I I c e n t r a l  p o r t i o n  of  t h e  c o t t o n  p l a n t  f o r  u s e ;  s o  t o o ,  n o t  a l l  

e x p e r i e n c e  i t s e l f - - p e r  - se - - i s  u sab l e "  (SVH 3 0 ) .  The ground i s  t o  

be  c l e a r e d  o f  any d e a d n e s s e s ,  o r  unusab le  undergrowth,  b e f o r e  any 



r o o t i n g  can  t a k e  p l a c e .  

I n  s e c t i o n  " 4 , "  t h e  poem c o n t i n u e s  t o  t u r n  back on i t s e l f ;  

I I I I from " c a r r i o n "  comes c a r c a s s ,  s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  t h e  c a r c a s s  of t h e  

l i o n  i n  t h e  s t o r y  o f  Samson and t h e  P h i l i s t i n e s  (Guide 6 4 ) .  I n  

t h e  s t o r y ,  Samson s l a y s  a  l i o n ,  and when he  r e t u r n s  some t ime 

l a t e r  he  d i s c o v e r s  a n  abundance of honey i n  t h e  c a r c a s s .  Here ,  

even t h e  dead i s  made t o  y i e l d  some sus t enance  f o r  t h e  l i v i n g .  

By t h i s  p o i n t  i n  t h e  poem, t h e  "How" of t h e  opening " e x e r c i s e "  of  

p rope r  movement ha s  been p r a c t i c e d  many t imes  o v e r .  The " l i o n "  

and t h e  "woman" appea r  h e r e  i n  y e t  a n o t h e r  o r d e r  of r e l a t i o n ,  

t h i s  t ime brought  i n t o  a s s o c i a t i o n  th rough  t h e i r  r e s p e c t i v e  

c a p a c i t i e s  t o  p rov ide  a  means of  n u r t u r e ,  i . e . ,  t h e  "honey i n  t h e  

l i on1 '  and " t h e  honey / i n  woman" (TMP 3 8 )  . The poem has  t h u s  

c i r c l e d  back t o  t h e  beg inn ing  b u t  on ly  t o  draw t h a t  beg inn ing  

forward  i n t o  a n o t h e r  con•’  i g u r a t i o n  of meaning, one which,  i n  i t s  

s u g g e s t i o n  of n u r t u r e ,  a f f o r d s  e v e r  more r e l a t i o n a l  

p o s s i b i l i t i e s .  b 

Such a  p o s s i b i l i t y  i s  m a n i f e s t e d  i n  t h e  l i n k  between n u r t u r e  

and t h e  d e f i n i t i o n  of wel l -be ing  which opens s e c t i o n  "5 . "  I t  i s  

I I eudaemonia" t h a t  i s  be ing  d e f i n e d  h e r e ;  i t  a p p e a r s  i n  W e b s t e r l s  

a s  "wel l -being;  h a p p i n e s s ;  e s p . ,  i n  A r i s t o t l e l s  u s e ,  f e l i c i t y  

r e s u l t i n g  from l i f e  of  a c t i v i t y  i n  accordance w i t h  reason"  (Guide 

6 4 ) .  The p o s s i b i l i t y  of  t h i s  wel l -be ing  i s  e v i d e n t ,  b u t  t h e  

r e f e r e n c e  p o i n t  i s  n o t .  "Which i s  t h e  q u e s t i o n " :  o n e ' s  b u s i n e s s  

i s  t o  be conducted " i n  accordance  w i t h  what?" (TMP 3 8 ) .  I f  

11 r eason"  i s  no l o n g e r  a v a i l a b l e  a s  a  measure ,  t h e n  a  new measure 



and o r i e n t a t i o n  must be found .  And i t  h a s  been found .  F e l i c i t y  

w i l l  r e s u l t  from a  l i f e  of  a c t i v i t y  i n  acco rdance  w i t h  t h e  t r o p i c  

c e n t r e ;  i . e . ,  ( r e t u r n i n g  f o r  a  moment t o  O l s o n ' s  s e n s e  of  

f u n c t i o n  and t h e  f a m i l i a r ) ,  t h e  t r o p i c  c e n t r e  i s  a t  t h e  h e a r t  of 

t h e  n a t u r a l ,  p r o p e r ,  and c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  a c t i o n  of a n y t h i n g ,  o r  

s p e c i f i c a l l y  - of t h e  human. Upset w i l l  o ccu r  when t h a t  n a t u r a l  o r  

p roper  a c t i o n  i s  v i o l a t e d ;  h e r e ,  p rope r  a c t i o n  b e g i n s  t o  assume a  

moral  d imension.  The " n a t u r e  o f  t h e  ca rgo"  (TMP 38) m a i n t a i n s  a  

backward r e f e r e n c e  t o  a n  i n c i d e n t  f i r s t  sugges t ed  i n  " L e t t e r  2" 

a s  w e l l  a s  a forward r e f e r e n c e  t o  t h e  s t o r y  o f  "Moul ton 's  f o l l y "  

(E 3 9 ) .  The "cargo" o f  " L e t t e r  2" was s l a v e s :  " they  h i d ,  o r  

t r i e d  t o  h i d e ,  t h e  f a c t  t h e  c a r g o  t h e i r  s h i p s  b rought  back / was 

b lack"  (TMP 5 ) .  For Moulton,  p a r t  o f  t h e  c a r g o  was t o  have been 

sa lvaged  lumber .  I n  bo th  c a s e s ,  i t  i s  a n  improper use--of b o t h  

peop le  and s h i p s - - t h a t  i s  a t  i s s u e .  Were G l o u c e s t e r ' s  

I I b u s i n e s s e s "  i n  f a c t  founded on s l a v e r y  r a t h e r  t h a n  f i s h i n g ?  

I I The d i s t u r b a n c e  caused  by " t h e  wind ,"  "a r i p ,  o r  " t h e  

n a t u r e  of t h e  ca rgo"  a r e  a l l  r e s u l t s  of  t h e  s imu l t aneous  t h r u s t  

of c o n t r a r y  o r  opposing mo t ions ,  i .  e .  , a  n a t u r a l  o r  p rope r  

movement i s  t h r e a t e n e d  o r  t hwar t ed  by a c o n t r a r y  movement. For 

I '  i n s t a n c e ,  a  r i p "  i s  a  body of w a t e r  t h a t  h a s  been made rough by 

t h e  mee t ing  of  oppos ing  t i d e s ,  c u r r e n t s  o r  w inds .  I n  t h e  c a s e  o f  

t h e  wind o r  t h e  r i p ,  t h e  d i s t u r b a n c e  i s  e l e m e n t a l ;  b u t  i n  t h e  

11 11 c a s e  o f  t h i s  c a r g o ,  t h e  d i s t u r b a n c e  i s  mora l .  These problems 

of  u s e  a r e  bound up i n  q u e s t i o n s  of  mot ion and d i r e c t i o n ,  and i n  

t h e s e  f i n a l  two s e c t i o n s  o f  t h e  poem, t h e  s i n g l e ,  c o n t r o l l i n g  



image t h a t  emerges t o  focus  t h e s e  concerns  i s  t h a t  o f  t h e  

s w a s t i k a .  I n  h e r  s t u d y  of Greek r e l i g i o u s  sources ,Themis ,  Jane  

E l l e n  Har r i son  d e s c r i b e s  t h e  s w a s t i k a  a s  a  "symbol 

11 
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d i r e c t i o n .  The word "swas t ika"  i s  d e r i v e d  from 

su  meaning "wel l"  and a s t i ,  meaning " i t  i s " :  "When 
- 9  

of t h e  croix-gamrnge i s  t o  t h e  r i g h t  i t  i s  s w a s t i k a ,  

of  motion and 

t h e  S a n s k r i t  

t h e  d i r e c t i o n  

a l l  i s  w e l l ;  

when, a s  muchmore r a r e l y ,  t h e  d i r e c t i o n  i s  t o  t h e  l e f t ,  i t  i s  

s a u v a s t i k a ,  and a l l  i s  e v i l "  (Themis 525 ) .  The movement t o  t h e  

r i g h t  t r a c e s  t h e  c o u r s e  o f  t h e  s u n ,  and " t h e  n o t i o n  of  fo l l owing  

t h e  sun  i s  of  c o u r s e  worldwide.  S t a r t i n g  no  doubt i n  p r a c t i c a l  

magic,  i t  ended i n  a  vague f e e l i n g  of  ' luck"' (Themis 525 ) .  

1 1  S e c t i o n  5" d e p i c t s  how mot ion can  be  s topped  a l t o g e t h e r  i f  t h e  

a t t e n t i o n s  a r e  m i s d i r e c t e d .  " ~ n e r g y  can  b e  l o s t "  (SW - 6 3 ) ,  and 

i n  f a c t  does  g e t  l o s t  when Moulton t u r n s  h i s  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h a t  

" f i l t h  and lumber man i s  l e d  by" (SW - 6 3 ) .  I t  i s  t h e  "dead s t i c k s  

c ross -wise"  (TMP 3 9 ) ,  t h a t  deadness  and h o r i z o n t a l i t y ,  which 

I I f i n a l l y  chews up t h e  screws" l e a v i n g  t h e  Hawes "dead i n  t h P  

wa te r "  w i t h  no  power. The s e l f - a c t  i s  ove r t aken  by t h e  s e l f i s h  

a c t ;  k i n e t i c  i s  t hwar t ed  by g r e e d .  

Improper u se  i s  d e s t r u c t i v e ;  when energy  i s  used  f o r  

a r b i t r a r y  o r  w i l l f u l  p u r p o s e s ,  i t  can  t u r n  upon t h e  man who u s e s  

11 i t  so--his  luck"  can  t u r n  on him. Thus ,  i n  t h e  f i n a l  s e c t i o n ,  

t h e  concern  i s  a g a i n  w i t h  p r o p e r  u s e .  " D e f i n i t i o n "  i s  n o t  a  way 

of f i x i n g  u n i v e r s a l s  b u t  i s ,  i n s t e a d ,  a  way of  measur ing t h i n g s  

a c c o r d i n g  t o  s p e c i f i c  i n s t a n c e s  o f  u s e .  Knowledge i s  t o  become 

f a m i l i a r  once more: 



I t  h a s  been t h e  immense t a s k  o f  t h e  l a s t  c e n t u r y  
and a  h a l f  t o  g e t  man back t o  what h e  knows. I 
r e p e a t  t h a t  ~ h r a s e :  t o  what h e  knows. For  i t  t u r n s  -- 
o u t  t o  c o i n c i d e  e x a c n v  w l t h  t h a t  o t h e r  ~ h r a s e :  
t o  what h e  d o e s .  ( ~ ' 2 9 )  ---- 

Given t h e  c h o i c e  o f  a  d e f i n i t i o n  a s  a b s t r a c t i o n - - a s  d i c t i o n a r y  

en t ry - -o r  o f  d e f i n i t i o n  a s  u s e ,  Maximus w i l l  choose  t h e  one which 

r e s t o r e s  man t o  t h e  p r a c t i c e  o f  i t  i n  h i s  own l i f e :  " f u t t o c k s  / 

we c a l l  'em" (TMP 4 0 ) .  As i f  de t e rmined  t o  b e a r  down even h a r d e r  

on t h i s  method of  compos i t i on ,  Maximus p r e s s e s  one more 

d i c t i o n a r y  e n t r y  i n t o  u s e :  " f y l f o t , "  which a p p e a r s  on  t h e  same 

I I page a s  t h e  e n t r y  f o r  " f u t t o c k s ,  i s  a n o t h e r  name f o r  t h e  

s w a s t i k a  (Guide 64-65);  t h e  " f y l f o t "  was a l s o  a  f i g u r e  t h a t  was 

used  h e r a l d i c a l l y .  I f  t h e  n a s t u r t i u m  i s  Maximus's s h i e l d ,  t h e n  

t h e  f y l f o t / s w a s t i k a  w i l l  c o n s t i t u t e  h i s  h e r a l d i c  b e a r i n g s .  The 

image o f  t h e  g r e a t  c r o s s  w i t h  arms c o n t i n u e d  a t  r i g h t  a n g l e s  

11 s u g g e s t s  a  v i s u a l  pun on o n e ' s  own b e n t " ;  l i k e  t h e  f l o w e r  waving 

from t h e  s p i n e ,  t h e  b e n t  arms p ropose  t h e  mot io*  and  t h e  ene rgy  . . 

t h a t  w i l l  move one  o u t  i n t o  o n e ' s  own " luck"  (TMP 4 0 ) .  While i C  

i s  we who g i v e  a  name t o  t h i n g s  l i k e  " f u t t o c k s , "  i t  i s  "she"  (TMP 

40 )  who names h e r s e l f  because  s h e  i s  t h e  v e r y  c o n d i t i o n  o f  o n e ' s  

own b e n t ,  i . e . ,  t r o p o s  w i l l  a lways  name i t s e l f .  The poem t o o  h a s  

11 named i t s e l f ,  named i t s  b u s i n e s s , "  which i s  t o  g i v e  u s  t h e  work 

11 and  t h e  l o c u s  o f  a  p e r p e t u a l  newing."  I t  shou ld  be  n o t e d  t h a t  

11 11 s w a s t i k a ,  b e s i d e s  s i g n i f y i n g  l u c k ,  i s  a l s o  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  

morning . Thus t h e  poem c o n t i n u a l l y  re-opens  i t s e l f  t o  a  

commotion o f  r e v e l a t i o n ,  f o r e v e r  s t a n d i n g  more r e v e a l e d .  The 

o n l y  "end" i n  t h e  poem l i e s  i n  a n  i n t e n t i o n :  METHODOLOGY, where 

7 1 



t h e  a c t  o f  composing a  poem and a l i f e  i s  a  c o n t i n u o u s  g e s t u r e  o f  

l o v e  r e a c h i n g  o u t  i n t o  t h e  unformed w o r l d :  

It i s  undone b u s i n e s s  
I speak  o f  t h i s  morning,  
w i t h  t h e  s e a  
s t r e t c h i n g  ou t  
from my f e e t  
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Chapter  Three:  The Archaeology of  Express  i o n  

J u s t  t o  have h e r  body i n  my mind ( t o  o b j e c t i f y  t h e  
p o s s i b i l i t y ,  t h e  

Heavenlv Flower of 
One 's  o w  p o s s i b i l i t y  . . . 

Char l e s  Olson - The Maximus Poems 

. . . e x p r e s s i o n  i s  t h e  g i f t  from t h e  world  a s  
many t o  t h e  world  a s  one .  

A l f r e d  North Whitehead - Modes of Thought 

You s e e ,  Cid ,  I am more and more persuaded t h a t  t h e  
r e v o l u t i o n  I am r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  i s  t h i s  o n e ,  t h e  
i d e n t i t y  of  a  pe r son  and t h e i r  e x p r e s s i o n  ( t h a t  
t h e s e  a r e  n o t  s e p a r a b l e )  . . . 

Char l e s  Olson - L e t t e r s  For O r i g i n  

Over t h e  c o u r s e  of t h r e e  Sp r ing  even ings  i n  1968,  Olson 

" t r i e d  t o  b u i l d ,  i n  one week, bo th  s t r u c t u r e  and a  c o r p u s ,  b u i l t  

r e a l l y  upon t h r e e  words" (PT - 43-44). On t h i s  t h i r d  even ing ,  he  

b e g i n s  h i s  l e c t u r e  by obse rv ing  t h a t :  

On Monday n i g h t  I a t  l e a s t  took a  c r a c k  a t  a r g u i n g  
a  world  which h a s  v a l u e  [ t o p o s  l e c t u r e ] ,  and on 
Wednesday I made a  f u r t h e r ,  I mean a n o t h e r  a t t e m p t  
t o  s e e  i f  I cou ld  a t  l e a s t  i d e n t i f y  any one of u s  
a s  a  f l o w e r ,  o r  such a  p o s s i b i l i t y  [ t r o p o s  l e c t u r e ] .  
And t o n i g h t  my job  i s  t o  s e e  i f  I can  c h a r a c t e r i z e  
what ,  i n  u s i n g  t h e  word t y p e  o r  t y p o s ,  I mean by 
e w  upon t h e  wor ld .  A t  such a  p o l n t ,  one e n t e r s  
t h e  a r e a  o f ,  i n  a  r e a l  s e n s e ,  f i na l i t y - -wh ich  was 
a t  t h e  beg inn ing  and i s  n o t  known u n t i l  i t  i s  
f i n i s h e d  . . . By. t y p e ,  and what I mean by imprint - -  
I. t h i n k  characterizes a l l  c r e a t i o n .  (PT - 44) 

Some comments made d u r i n g  t h e  p rev ious  l e c t u r e  o f f e r  a  f u r t h e r  

I I g l o s s  on O l s o n ' s  s e n s e  of  impr in t " :  

We g e t  ou r  word type--which i n t e r e s t s  me, I suppose ,  
a s  a  wr i te r - - f rom [ t y p o s ] .  I f  any of you have e v e r  



seen  a  p i e c e  of movable t y p e ,  a t  t h e  bottom i s  t h e  
l e t t e t  and t h e  b lock  i s  above.  So t h a t  i n  o r d e r ,  
r e a l l y ,  t o  imagine a  p r i n t e r  do ing  i t  . . . h e ' s  
under your words i n  o r d e r  t o  make t h e  l e t t e r s  of 
them . . . I n  f a c t ,  l i t e r a l l y ,  I would go s o  f a r  
. . . t o  t h i n k  t h a t  you w r i t e  t h a t  way. That  you 
w r i t e  a s  though you were undernea th  t h e  l e t t e r s .  
(PT - 34) 

To w r i t e  a s  though one were undernea th  t h e  l e t t e r s  s u g g e s t s  t h e  

a c t i o n  of pushing words up o u t  of t h e  s e l f  i n t o  t h e  w o r l d .  I 

b e l i e v e  i t  i s  j u s t  such  a n  a c t i o n  t h a t  c h a r a c t e r i z e s  O l s o n ' s  

s e n s e  of  ou r  on toxog ica l  f u n c t i o n .  To - g i v e  e c t i f i e d  form t o  - 
t h e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  w i t h i n  o n e s e l f  i s  t o  r e t u r n  t o  t h e  wor ld  a s  
_---- - 

a c t u a l i t y  n t e r c a i b a u - - -  p o E n t i a 1 i t y .  - - - - - -  

The vocabula ry  h e r e  i s  borrowed from Whitehead,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  from 

I I h i s  d i s c u s s i o n s  of t h e  o n t o l o g i c a l  p r i n c i p l e "  : 

The a c t u a l  wor ld  i s  b u i l t  up of  a c t u a l  o c c a s i o n s ;  
and by t h e  o n t o l o g i c a  1 p r i n c i p l e  whatever  t h i n g s  
t h e r e  a r e  i n  any s e n s e  of  ' e x i s t e n c e ,  ' a r e  d e r i v e d  
by a b s t r a c t i o n  from a c t u a l  o c c a s i o n s  . . . The most 
g e n e r a l  t e rm ' t h i n g 1 - - o r ,  e q u i v a l e n t l y ,  ' e n t i t y '  -- 
means n o t h i n g  e l s e  t h a n  t o  be one of t h e  'many' 
which f i n d  t h e i r  n i c h e s  i n  each  i n s t a n c e  of con- 
c r e s c e n c e  . . . ' A c t u a l i t y '  means n o t h i n g  e l s e  t han  . 
t h i s  u l t i m a t e  e n t r y  i n t o  t h e  c o n c r e t e  . . . t h e  
o n t o l o g i c a l  p r i n c i p l e  i s  t h e  f i r s t  s t a g e  i n  con- 
s t i t u t i n g  a  t h e o r y  embracing t h e  n o t i o n s  of  ' a c t u a l  

1 I e n t i t y ,  g i v e n n e s s ,  ' and ' p r o c e s s .  ' J u s t  a s  
' p o t e n t i a l i t y  f o r  p r o c e s s '  i s  t h e  meaning of t h e  
more g e n e r a l  term ' e n t i t y , '  o r  ' t h i n g ' ;  s o  ' d e c i -  
s i o n '  i s  t h e  a d d i t i o n a l  meaning imported by t h e  
word ' a c t u a l '  i n t o  t h e  ph ra se  a c t u a l  e n t i t y . '  
' A c t u a l i t y '  i s  t h e  d e c i s i o n  amid ' p o t e n t i a l i t y . '  
(Key 18-19) 

O l s o n ' s  r e a d i n g s  of  Whi tehead ' s  P roces s  and R e a l i t y  would have 

f a m i l i a r i z e d  him w i t h  t h e  workings  of t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  p r i n c i p l e .  

But f o r  O l son ,  a c t u a l i t y ,  a s  t h e  e n t r y  i n t o  t h e  c o n c r e t e ,  on ly  

s p e c i f i e s  t h e  f i r s t  s t a g e  of  t h e  e n t r y  i n t o  a  common wor ld .  The 



nex t  s t a g e  i n v o l v e s  communicating t h a t  c o n c r e t e n e s s .  I n  "The 

P r a i s e s , "  Olson p o i n t s  o u t  t h i s  twofo ld  p rocedure :  ,,, S* I/ r, 

L ~ L  ' 
What i s  n e c e s s a r y  i s  
con ta inment ,  
t h a t  t h a t  which has  been found o u t  by work, may, by 

work, be passed  on 
(w i thou t  due l o s s  of f o r c e )  
f o r  u se  

USE 1 

Once t h e  t r a n s m i s s i o n  i s  accompl i shed ,  t h e  p r o c e s s  would have 

a r r i v e d  a t  a  s t a g e  which Whitehead c a l l s  t h e  achievement o f  a 

I I nexus , "  which i s  "a  s e t  of a c t u a l  e n t i t i e s  i n  t h e  u n i t y  of t h e  

r e l a t e d n e s s  c o n s t i t u t e d  by t h e i r  p r ehens ions  of  each  o t h e r ,  or-- 

what i s  t h e  same t h i n g  conve r se ly  exp re s sed - - cons t i t u t ed  by t h e i r  

o b j e c t i f i c a t i o n s  i n  each  o t h e r "  (Key 77-78).  Re tu rn ing  a g a i n  t o  

t h e  p o e t i c s ,  Olson obse rves  t h a t  "one can  d e f i n e  t h e  a c t  of a r t  

a s  v e c t o r  which,  hav ing  become p r i v a t e  and t h u s  a c q u i r e d  v i s i o n ,  

p loughs  t h e  v i s i o n  back by way o f  p r i m o r d i a l  t h i n g s .  Only t h u s  
- - 

can i t  have consequence.  " 2  Only t h u s  can  one b e  s a i d  t o  have 

r e p a i d  t h e  " d a i l y  l a r c e n i e s  of  t h e  l u n g .  "3 I t  i s  t h i s  argument '  

a g a i n s t  p a s s i v e  p a r a s i t i s m  t h a t  prompts Olson t o  h o l d  up Will iam 
- - 

S t e v e n s ,  a n  e a r l y  G l o u c e s t e r  s h i p w r i g h t ,  a s  a n  exemplar of 

a c t i v e  p r o d u c t i o n :  

That  c a r p e n t e r  i s  much on my mind: 
I t h i n k  he  was t h e  f i r s t  Maximus 

n o t  j u s t  l i v e  o f f  n a t u r e  
Anyhow, h e  was t h e  f i r s t  t o  make t h i n g s ,  

(TMP 31) 

11 I n  t h e  p r o c e s s  of  i n t e r a c t i o n  between o n e s e l f  and g i v e n n e s s ,  I I 

such a c t s  a s  S t e v e n s ' s  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  t h e  vocabula ry  of b e i n g .  

The " f i n a l i t y "  which i s  e v e n t u a l l y  known i s  n o t  o n e s e l f ,  b u t  what 



one does  o r  makes. I t  i s  some such  r e c o g n i t i o n  t h a t  l e a d s  Olson 

I I t o  s ay :  o n e m u s t  a s k  t h a t  any a c t  o f  y o u r s o r m y  l i f e o r a n y o n e  

e l s e ' s ,  be  n o t  a c t u a l l y  t h a t  l i f e  b u t  i t s  a c t  o r  p r o d u c t i o n .  And 

t h a t  i s  something which i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  o u r  language" ( P T  - 3 6 ) .  

Each a c t  o r  p roduc t ion  ( I  am t h i n k i n g  h e r e  of Har t  C r a n e ' s  

a s s e r t i o n  t h a t  each  new poem i s  l i k e  a  new word which e n t e r s  t h e  

l anguage ,  e n r i c h i n g  i t  f o r  a l l )  c o n s t i t u t e s  a  new "word" i n  a  

language of  b e i n g ,  and t h e  a r t i c u l a t i o n  of  such words becomes a n  

I I i n s t a n c e  of  ou r  l i f e  t u r n [ i n g ]  t o  t a l e "  ( 0  - 1 0 ,  6 5 ) .  

I n  t h i s  c o n t e x t ,  e x p r e s s i o n  can  be  s een  a s  t h e  method of 

t ypos ;  i t  i s  t h e  mode of  r e g i s t e r i n g  o n e ' s  f o r c e  i n  t h e  wor ld .  

For Olson ,  t h e r e  a r e  two pr imary  grammars o f  human e x p r e s s i o n :  

h i s t o r y  and mythology.  I t  may be  more a c c u r a t e  t o  s a y  t h a t  t h e r e  
L 

'1 once were two such grammars, f o r  " h i s t o r y "  and "mythology,  a s  

t h e y  a r e  p r e s e n t l y  mi sunde r s tood ,  a r e  no  l o n g e r  c a p a b l e  of  t h e  

k ind  of e x p r e s s i o n  t h a t  s o  i n t e r e s t e d  0 l s o n .  I n  "Human 

Un ive r se , "  Olson u p b r a i d s  t h e  h i s t o r i a n  Arnold Toynbee f o r  h i s  

tendency t o  

d i m i n i s h  t h e  energy  once h e r e  expended i n t o  t h e  
s i e v e  p h o n e t i c  words have become t o  be  o f f e r e d  l i k e  
one o f  n a t u r e ' s  p a s t e s  t h a t  we c a l l  j ewe l s  t o  be 
hung a s  a  d e c o r a t i o n  of  knowledge upon some C h r i s t i a n  
and t h e r e f o r e  e t e r n a l  and h o l y  neck .  I t  i s  unbear-  
a b l e  what knowledge of  t h e  p a s t  h a s  been a l lowed  t o  
become, what f u n c t i o n  of  human memory h a s  been 
d r i b b l e d  o u t  t o  i n  t h e  hands  o f  t h e s e  l e a r n e d  mon- 

I I s t e r s  whom peop le  a r e  l e d  t o  t h i n k  know." They 
know n o t h i n g  i n  n o t  knowing how t o  r e i f y  what t hey  
do know. What i s  worse ,  t h e y  do n o t  know how t o  
p a s s  ove r  t o  u s  t h e  energy  i m p l i c i t  i n  any h i g h  work 
of t h e  p a s t  because  t h e y  pu rpose ly  d e s t r o y  t h a t  
energy  a s  dangerous  t o  t h e  s t a t e s  f o r  which they  
work--which i t  i s ,  f o r  any c o n c r e t e  t h i n g  i s  a  
danger  t o  r h e t o r i c i a n s  and p o l i t i c i a n s  . - 



(HU - 12) 

From a n o t h e r  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  t h e  h i s t o r i a n  and ph i lo sophe r  

R.G.Collingwood s i m i l a r l y  c r i t i c i z e s  Toynbee f o r  d e s t r o y i n g  t h e  

energy of t h e  p a s t .  Collingwood p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  Toynbee 's  work 

be longs  w i t h i n  a  t r a d i t i o n  of h i s t o r i c a l  p o s i t i v i s m ,  t h a t  i s ,  an  

h i s t o r i o g r a p h y  which d e r i v e s  i t s  working p r i n c i p l e s  from n a t u r a l  

s c i e n c e .  1 1  These p r i n c i p l e s , "  Collingwood w r i t e s ,  " a r e  based on 

t h e  concep t ion  of e x t e r n a l  r e l a t i o n s , "  bo th  between e v e n t s  

t hemse lves ,  and be tween e v e n t s  and o b s e r v e r s .  Perhaps t h e  most 

s i g n i f i c a n t  l o s s  f o r  h i s t o r y  ( a s  Collingwood conce ived  of i t ) ,  

l i e s  i n  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  Toynbee 

. . . misconce ives  t h e  r e l a t i o n  between t h e  h i s t o r -  
i c a l  p r o c e s s  and t h e  h i s t o r i a n  who knows i t .  He r e -  
g a r d s  t h e  h i s t o r i a n  a s  t h e  i n t e l l i g e n t  s p e c t a t o r  of 
h i s t o r y ,  i n  t h e  same way i n  which t h e  s c i e n t i s t  i s  
t h e  i n t e l l i g e n t  s p e c t a t o r  o f  n a t u r e :  he  f a i l s  t o  
s e e  t h a t  t h e  h i s t o r i a n  i s  a n  i n t e g r a l  e lement  i n  
t h e  p r o c e s s  of  h i s t o r y  i t s e l f ,  r e v i v i n g  i n  h imse l f  
t h e  e x p e r i e n c e s  of which he  a c h i e v e s  h i s t o r i c a l  
knowledge. J u s t  a s  t h e  v a r i o u s  p a r t s  of t h e  p r o c e s s  
a r e  misconceived a s  p l a c e d  o u t s i d e  one a n o t h e r ,  
s o  t h e  p r o c e s s  a s  a  whole and t h e  h i s t o r i a n  a r e  L 

o u t s i d e  one a n o t h e r  . . . [ c o n s e q u e n t l y , ]  h i s t o r y  
i s  conve r t ed  i n t o  n a t u r e ,  and t h e  p a s t ,  i n s t e a d  of  
l i v i n g  i n  t h e  p r e s e n t ,  a s  i t  does  i n  h i ~ t o r y , ~ i s  
conceived a s  a  dead p a s t ,  a s  i t  i s  i n  n a t u r e .  

The key i s s u e  h e r e  f o r  Collingwood ( a s  I s u s p e c t  i t  would have 

been f o r  Olson t o o  had he  chosen t o  f o r m u l a t e  t h e  problem i n  t h i s  

I I way) i s  choos ing  between e x t e r n a l i t y "  and " i n t e g r a l i t y .  " A s  

I I s p e c t a t o r ,  one i s  always removed from t h e  going r e a l i t y "  

( O l s o n ' s  word) ;  f o r  Coll ingwood, who f e l t  t h a t  h i s t o r y  was " f o r "  

human sel f -knowledge,  Toynbee 's  Archimedean s t a n c e  g u a r a n t e e d  h i s  

own banishment from any t r u e  h i s t o r i c a l  knowledge. Through h i s  



11 i n a b i l i t y  t o  re -enac t"  p a s t  e v e n t s ,  t o  e x e r c i s e  t h e  " h i s t o r i c a l  

imagina t ion"  (Coll ingwood'  s  words)  , t h e  energy of t h o s e  e v e n t s  

was l o s t .  While Coll ingwood'  s  h i s t o r i o g r a p h y  would have s t r u c k  

some sympathe t ic  chords  i n  Olson (Olson ,  i n  f a c t ,  owned a  copy of 

Col l ingwood 's  The Idea  of H i s t o r y ) ,  t h e  c r i t i q u e  of  and t h e  

b reak  w i t h  " s c i e n t i f i c  h i s t o r y 1 '  was s t i l l  n o t  a s  r a d i c a l  a  

g e s t u r e  a s  Olson wished t o  make h i m s e l f .  I n  t h e  end ,  

Col l ingwood ' s  h i s t o r i o g r a p h y  s t i l l  remained w i t h i n  t h e  formal  

c o n f i n e s  of  t h e o r i e s  of knowledge r a t h e r  t h a n  branch ing  o u t  i n t o  

t h e o r i e s  of  a c t i v e  b e i n g .  

Th i s  i s  n o t  t o  s ay  t h a t  Olson d i d  n o t  concern h imse l f  w i t h  

epistemology--he d i d ,  b u t  h e  d e a l t  w i t h  i t  a s  ep i s temology  i n  t h e  

s e r v i c e  of  t h e  v i t a  a c t i v a . 6  I n  h i s  s t udy  of O l s o n ' s  pedagogy, 

Rober t  von Ha l lbe rg  makes a  s i m i l a r  p o i n t :  

The a l t e r a t i o n  of e p i s t e m o l o g i c a l  p r i o r i t i e s  i s  
merely  t h e  f i r s t  phase  of r ecove ry  from-what Olson 
d e s c r i b e s  a s  es t rangement  from t h e  f a m i l i a r .  I n  
"ABCs 2" h e  names t h e  s t a g e s  of  a  p r o c e s s  t h a t  moves 
from concrescence  t o  p e r c e p t i o n  t o  formal  a c t i v i t y :  . 

of rhythm i s  image 
of image i s  knowing 
of knowing t h e r e  i s  
a  c o n s t r u c t  

. . t h e  rhythm of mo lecu l e s ,  of  ene rgy ,  p r e s e n t s  
a n  image, b u t  o n l y  t h a t ,  because  t h e  c l o s e r  one 
looks  a t  "mat te r"  t h e  more i n s u b s t a n t i a l  i t  becomes. 
The p e r c i p i e n t  s u b j e c t  c an  t h e n  "know" t h i s  image; 
t h i s  i s  t h e  e p i s t e m o l o g i c a l  phase  of  O l s o n ' s  t h o u g h t .  
The l a s t  phase  i s  e t h i c a l :  from h i s  knowledge man 
c o n s t r u c t s  a  form, o r  e l s e  h e  i s  n o t  f u l l y  human. 
(Ha l lbe rg  90-91) 

But i t  i s  n o t  s imply t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  of form t h a t  makes one 

human, f o r  i t  i s  h a r d l y  b e t t e r  t o  be t h e  "Iso1ato"-maker t h a n  t h e  



" 1 s o l a t o " - s p e c t a t o r .  I n  a  poem i n t e n d e d  f o r  b u t  subsequen t ly  

I I w i t h h e l d  from t h e  Maximus sequence-- Maximus, t o  Gloucester- -  

L e t t e r  #34--Olson makes t h e  o b s e r v a t i o n  t h a t  once form i s  

a c h i e v e d ,  i t  i s  t o  b e  pas sed  on:  

t h e  s t r u g g l e  o f  form. 
. s o  * * a - . . . - .  
Get your  t e rms  s t r a i g h t .  Then you can  s a y  what 

a n y t h i n g  i s .  
That  w i l l  be  what you mean. Then what i t  is - -  

t h a t ' s  
f o r  somebody e l s e .  
( 2  6 ,  55) 

The Itwhat" i s  f o r  o t h e r s ;  i n  acknowledging t h a t  cornmunicative- 

n e s s ,  one a l s o  acknowledges t h e  e s s e n t i a l  human c o n d i t i o n  of 

p l u r a l i t y  and t h e  co r r e spond ing  need t o  e s t a b l i s h  r e l a t i o n s  

of  v a l u e  w i t h i n  i t .  I n  h e r  w r i t i n g ,  Hannah Arendt n o t e s  

r e p e a t e d l y  t h a t  . " i n  L a t i n  ' t o  l i v e '  . always c o i n c i d e d  w i t h  

. i n t e r  - homines e s s e  ' t o  be  i n  t h e  company of men"' (BPI? 7 3 ) .  But 

even beyond t h e  human w o r l d ,  t h e  concep t  of p a s s i n g  on i s  

fundamental ,  I n  Modes of Thought, Whitehead w r i t e s :  

Express ion  i s  t h e  d i f f u s i o n ,  i n  t h e  environment ,  of  
something i n i t i a l l y  e n t e r t a i n e d  i n  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  of 
t h e  e x p r e s s o r .  No consc ious  d e t e r m i n a t i o n  i s  neces -  
s a r i l y  i nvo lved ;  on ly  t h e  impulse  t o  d i f f u s e .  Th i s  
u rge  i s  one of  t h e  s i m p l e s t  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of  a n i -  
mal n a t u r e .  I t  i s  t h e  most fundamental  ev idence  of 
our  p r e s u p p o s i t i o n  of  t h e  wor ld  w i t h o u t .  [ 7 ]  

H i s t o r y ,  a s  i t  s t o o d  t o  t h e  l a t e  n i n e t e e n t h  and e a r l y  t w e n t i e t h  

c e n t u r i e s ,  was l a r g e l y  t h e  dead-end of  mute c l a s s i f i c a t i o n ,  o f  a  

I I 
8 

eunuchic  o b j e c t i v i t y "  pos ing  a s  v i t a l  knowledge. I f  Olson was 

t o  f i n d  a  h i s t o r y  c a p a b l e  o f  e x p r e s s i o n ,  h e  would have t o  look  

e l s ewhere .  I n  " L e t t e r  23" Olson d e c l a r e s :  "I would be a n  

h i s t o r i a n  a s  Herodotus was ,  look ing  / f o r  o n e s e l f  f o r  t h e  



ev idence  of  1 what i s  s a i d "  (TMP 100-101).  Always t h e  

l i t t o r a l i s t  (and i n  t h i s  c a s e  a l s o  t h e  l i t e r a l  i s  t )  , Olson r e t u r n s  

t o  beg inn ings  i n  t h e  f i g u r e  of He rodo tu s ,  t h e  g e n e r a l l y  

acknowledged f a t h e r  of  w e s t e r n  h i s t o r y .  I n  o p p o s i t i o n  t o  a  

11 Toynbee who t r e a t s  [ h i s t o r i c a l  knowledge] a s  i f  i t  were  

I I 
9 

something he  f i n d s  ready-made i n  books ,  Olson b r i n g s  fo rward  

t h e  Herodotean n o t i o n  o f  i s t o r i n .  O l s o n ' s  s o u r c e  f o r  t h i s  

i n f o r m a t i o n  i s  J . A . K .  Thomson's The A r t  of  t h e  Logos (Guide 

1 4 6 ) .  I n  one o f  t h e  I n s t i t u t e  o f  t h e  New S c i e n c e s  o f  Man 

l e c t u r e s  ( p r e p a r e d  t h r e e  y e a r s  b e f o r e  t h e  l e c t u r e s  which form t h e  

b a s i s  o f  The S p e c i a l  View of H i s t o r y ) ,  Olson p r o v i d e s  a  g l o s s  f o r  

t h i s  t e rm:  

Thomson s a y s :  " i s t o r i n  i n  [Herodo tus ]  a p p e a r s  t o  
mean " f i n d i n g  o u t  f o r  o n e s e l f "  (what  we would mean 
by documenta t ion  o r  r e s ea r ch ) - -go ing  t o  sources - -  
n o t  depending on h e a r s a y .  I n  o t h e r  words ,  The 
H i s t o r y  o f  He rodo tu s ,  i s  He rodo tu s '  E v i d e n c e  
of What i s  S a i d .  H i s t o r y ,  t h e n ,  i s  r e s t o r e d  t o  i t s  
p rope r  f u n c t i o n  o f  a  methodology,  n o t  a t  a l l  a  con- 
t e n t  i t s e l f :  i t  i s  o n l y  " t o  f i n d  o u t " :  i t  i t s e l f  

I 1 1 1  goes  t o  r o o t  h i s t o r ,  meaning knowing, and mean- 
i n g  knowing t h e  s t o r y :  t h e  f i r s t  meaning o f  h i s t o r y  . -- 
i n  one  dictionary even  t o d a y  i s :  " A  n a r r a t i v e  o f  

I I e v e n t s ;  a  t a l e ;  a  s t o r y .  And a s  you know, t h e  word 
s t o r y  i t s e l f  i s  o n l y  t h e  same word s h o r t e n e d .  
( 0  - 1 0 ,  63)  

Un l ike  Toynbee,  Olson w i l l  engage r a t h e r  t h a n  s imply  a r r a n g e  t h e  

e l e m e n t s  o f  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  r e c o r d .  H i s t o r y  i s  t o  be  t a k e n  a s  a 

11 methodology f o r  coming t o  know t h e  s t o r y . "  I m p l i c i t  i n  t h e  word 

11 e v idence"  i s  t h e  s e n s e  t h a t  t h e  t r a c e s  o f  someth ing  a r e  t o  be 

p r e s e n t e d ,  t o  be  t o l d .  I n  h e r  e s s a y  "The Concept  o f  H i s t o r y ,  11 

Hannah Arendt  p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  t h a t  i m p l i c i t  s u g g e s t i o n  i s ,  i n  

f a c t ,  a n  e x p l i c i t  a s p e c t  o f  t h e  meaning o f  i s t o r i n :  



Herodo tu s ,  t h e  f i r s t  h i s t o r i a n ,  d i d  n o t  y e t  have  a t  
h i s  d i s p o s a l  a  word f o r  h i s t o r y .  He u s e s  t h e  word 
h o p L i v  [ i s t o r e i n ] ,  b u t  n o t  i n  t h e  s e n s e  o f  " h i s -  

t o r i c a l  narrat, ive . " Like  t l 6 ' v a ~  [ e i d e n a i ]  t o  know, 
t h e  word i o ~ o ~ ~ ~  [ i s t o r i a ]  i s  d e r i v e d  from is-, [ i d - ]  
t o  s e e ,  and ' h a p  [ i s t o r ]  means o r i g i n a l l y  "eye- 
w i t n e s s , "  t h e n  t h e  one who examines w i t n e s s e s  and 
o b t a i n s  t r u t h  t h rough  i n q u i r y .  Hence ~ T O P ? L L Y  
[ i s t o r e i n ]  h a s  a  doub l e  meaning: t o  t e s t i f y  and  t o  
i n q u i r e .  (BPF 284-285) 

I n  t h i s  c o n t e x t ,  t h e  methodology o f  h i s t o r y  would e x p l i c i t l y  

e n t a i l  b o t h  f i n d i n g  o u t  f o r  o n e s e l f  and t e s t i f y i n g  p u b l i c l y  abou t  

what one h a s  found .  Olson would undoubted ly  have  welcomed t h e  

a d d i t i o n a l  e t y m o l o g i c a l  i n f o r m a t i o n  t h a t  b o t h  t e s t imony  and 

i n q u i r y  a r e  b u i l t  i n t o  i s t o r i n ,  f o r  i t  q u i e t l y  r e i n f o r c e s  h i s  

own s e n s e  o f  t h e  n e c e s s i t y  o f  t e l l i n g  a  t a l e .  

Taken a s  methodology,  t h e  p r a c t i c e  o f  h i s t o r y  b e g i n s  t o  move 

away from i t s  e x t e r n a l i z i n g  t e n d e n c i e s .  I n  The S p e c i a l  View of 

H i s t o r y ,  t h r e e  y e a r s  a f t e r  Olson o f f e r e d  t h e  above d e f i n i t i o n  of  

h i s t o r y ,  t h e  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  and t h e  l anguage  9f h i s t o r y  h a s  

n o t  i c e a b l y  changed .  I n s t e a d  o f  "methodology ," h i s t o r y  i s  now . 
" t h e  f u n c t i o n  of  any one  of  us" (SVH 1 7 ) .  Olson goes  on t o  s ay :  

Le t  me t r y  i t  t h i s  way: t h a t  a  l i f e  i s  t h e  h i s t o r i -  
c a l  f u n c t i o n  o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l .  H i s t o r y  i s  t h e  
i n t e n s i t y  o f  t h e  l i f e  p r o c e s s - - i t s  l i f e  v a l u e .  By 
t h i s  I do n o t  mean t o  imply any impa r t ed  v a l u e ,  
whether  m o r a l ,  a e s t h e t i c  o r  i n t e l l e c t u a l ;  t h e  l i f e  
v a l u e  i s  s imply  c o n d i t i o n e d  by i t s  d e t e r m i n i n g  power, 
which i s  m a n i f e s t e d  i n  d e f i n i t e  h i s t o r i c a l .  opera -  
t i o n s  ( " e f f e c t s " ) .  And of  c o u r s e  t a k i n g  i t  t h i s  way, 
I do n o t  a t  a l l  mean t h a t  h i s t o r y  i s  a  f o r c e  ( t h e  
most wicked p r e s e n t  f a l l a c y  of  a l l  . . . ) . 
(SVH - 18)  

P a r t  of  t h e  change i n  emphasis  c an  be  a t t r i b u t e d  t o  h i s  r e a d i n g  

of  Whitehead i n  t h e  i n t e r v e n i n g  y e a r s .  I n  t h e  open ing  s e c t i o n  of 

The S p e c i a l  View of H i s t o r y ,  Olson  h imse l f  acknowledges t h e  



presence  of Whitehead i n  t h o s e  l e c t u r e s :  "It w i l l  be  s e e n  w i t h i n  

how thoroughly  I t a k e  i t  Whitehead h a s  w r i t t e n  t h e  metaphys ic  of 

t h e  r e a l i t y  we have acqu i r ed"  (SVH - 1 6 ) .  And i n  t h e  passage  

quoted  above ,  i t  i s  p o s s i b l e  t o  d i s c e r n  how Olson h a s  begun t o  

l eaven  h i s  own t h i n k i n g  w i t h  Whi t ehead ' s  work. I am t h i n k i n g  

h e r e  of Whitehead 's  t h e o r y  of " o b j e c t i f i c a t i o n . "  I n  A Key t o  

Whitehead 's  Process  and R e a l i t y ,  Donald Sherburne o f f e r s  a  u s e f u l  

e x p l a n a t i o n  of t h i s  theory--he i s  q u o t i n g  Whitehead throughout  

t h e  pas sage :  

"The d i s c u s s i o n  o f  how t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  o c c a s i o n s  
become o r i g i n a l  e l emen t s  f o r  a  new c r e a t i o n  i s  
termed t h e  t h e o r y  of  o b j e c t i f i c a t i o n  . . . The func-  
t i o n i n g  of  one a c t u a l  e n t i t y  i n  t h e  s e l f - c r e a t i o n  
of a n o t h e r  a c t u a l  e n t i t y  i s  t h e  ' o b j e c t i f i c a t i o n '  
o f  t h e  former f o r  t h e  l a t t e r  a c t u a l  e n t i t y . "  (Key 231) 

Sherburne goes  on t o  d i s c u s s  t h e  t h e o r y  of o b j e c t i f i c a t i o n  ' i n  

r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  " P r i n c i p l e  o f  R e l a t i v i t y . "  This  p r i n c i p l e ,  a s  I 

n o t e d  i n  Chapter  One, s t a t e s  t h a t  
. . 

t h e  p o t e n t i a l i t y  f o r  be ing  a n  e lement  i n  a  r e a l  con- 
c r e s c e n c e  of many e n t i t i e s  i n t o  one a c t u a l i t y  i s  t h e  * 
one g e n e r a l  me taphys i ca l  c h a r a c t e r  a t t a c h i n g  t o  a l l  
e n t i t i e s ,  a c t u a l  and  non-ac tua l  . (Key 23-24) 

Skerburne e l a b o r a t e s  on t h i s  n o t i o n  s ay ing :  

T h i s  means t h a t  each  a c t u a l  o c c a s i o n ,  once i t  h a s  
become and r eached  i t s  s a t i s f a c t i o n ,  l o s e s  i t s  
s u b j e c t i v i t y ,  i t s  own immediacy of  becoming, and 
s e r v e s  a s  a  datum f o r  succeed ing  g e n e r a t i o n s  of 
a c t u a l  e n t i t i e s ,  which i n c o r p o r a t e  i t ,  i n  some a s -  
p e c t ,  i n t o  t h e i r  v e r y  be ing  by prehending i t  a s  a  
datum t o  be absorbed  i n t o  t h e i r  own conc re scences .  
The s u b j  ec  t - p r e d i c a t e  , s u b s t a n c e - q u a l i t y  , p a r t i c u l a r -  
u n i v e r s a l  d i cho tomies ,  which s tem from A r i s t o t l e  . . . 
a r e  a l l  r e p u d i a t e d  by t h i s  t h e o r y  a f  o b j e c t i f i c a t i o n .  
(Key 232) 

The "concrescence"  t h a t  Sherburne  b r i n g s  up h e r e  r e f e r s  t o  " t h e  



growing t o g e t h e r  of a  many i n t o  t h e  u n i t y  of  a  one" (3 212) .  

I n  The S p e c i a l  View of H i s t o r y ,  Olson t r a n s l a t e s  i n t o  t h e  terms 

of t h e  macroscopic  world  h i s  unde r s t and ing  of t h e  s t a g e s  i n  t h e  

p roces s  of t h a t  concrescence :  

I r e t u r n  . . . t o  t h e  t h r e e  s t a g e s  o f  f e e l i n g .  The 
f i r s t  i s  t h a t  i n  which t h e  m u l t i p l e s  of  a n y t h i n g  
crowd i n  on t h e  i n d i v i d u a l ;  t h e  second i s  t h a t  most 
i n d i v i d u a l  s t a g e  when he  o r  she  s eeks  t o  impose h i s  
o r  h e r  own o r d e r  of  o r d e r  on t h e  m u l t i p l e s ;  and t h e  
t h i r d  s t a g e  i s  t h e  s t a g e  c a l l e d  s a t i s f a c t i o n ,  i n  
which t h e  t r u e  o r d e r  i s  s e e n  t o  be t h e  c o n f r o n t a t i o n  
of two i n t e r c h a n g i n g  f o r c e s  which can be c a l l e d  
God and t h e  World. (SVH 50)  

I n  t h e  e a r l i e r  pa s sage  from The S p e c i a l  V i e w ,  Olson speaks  of a  

I I d e t e rmin ing  power, which i s  m a n i f e s t e d  i n  d e f i n i t e  h i s t o r i c a l  

o p e r a t i o n s  ( " e f f e c t s " ) . "  The "de te rmin ing  power" and t h e  

" e f f e c t s "  can be l i k e n e d  t o  t h e  second and t h i r d  s t a g e s  of 

f e e l i n g  a s  Olson h a s  p r e s e n t e d  them. The " e f f e c t s ,  I I i n  

p a r t i c u l a r ,  can be viewed a s  t h e  o b j e c t i f i c a t i o n  of t h e  l i f e  

p r o c e s s  which ,  hav ing  r eached  t h e  s t a g e  of s a t i s f a c t i o n ,  " l o s e s  

i t s  s u b j e c t i v i t y "  and i s  pa s sed  on a s  a "datum f o r  s u c c e e d i n g  

g e n e r a t i o n s "  of  h i s t o r i c a l  a c t o r s .  I n  a  r e l a t e d  c o n t e x t ,  Arendt 

d i s c u s s e s  t h e  o r i g i n  of  h i s t o r y  i n  r e f e r e n c e  t o  one such i n s t a n c e  

of  o b j e c t i f i c a t i o n :  

Not h i s t o r i c a l l y  b u t  p o e t i c a l l y  speak ing ,  i t s  begin-  
n ing  l i e s  . . . i n  t h e  moment when U l y s s e s ,  a t  t h e  
c o u r t  of  t h e  Phaeac i ans ,  l i s t e n e d  t o  t h e  s t o r y -  of 
h i s  own deeds  and s u f f e r i n g s ,  t o  t h e  s t o r y  of  h i s  
l i f e ,  now a  t h i n g  o u t s i d e  h i m s e l f ,  a n  " o b j e c t "  f o r  
a l l  t o  s e e  and h e a r .  What had been s h e e r  occu r r ence  
now became" 'h i s to ry . "  But t h e  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  of 
s i n g l e  e v e n t s  and occu r r ences  i n t o  h i s t o r y  was 

1 1  e s s e n t i a l l y  t h e  same i m i t a t i o n  o f  a c t i o n "  i n  words 
which was l a t e r  employed i n  Greek t r agedy  . . . The 
scene  where U lys se s  l i s t e n s  t o  t h e  s t o r y  of  h i s  own 
l i f e  i s  pa rad igma t i c  f o r  bo th  h i s t o r y  and p o e t r y ;  t h e  



11 r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  w i t h  r e a l i t y "  . . . came about  
through t h e  t e a r s  of remembrance. The d e e p e s t  human 
motive f o r  h i s t o r y  and p o e t r y  a p p e a r s  h e r e  i n  un- 
p a r a l l e l e d  p u r i t y :  s i n c e  l i s t e n e r ,  a c t o r  and s u f f e r e r  
a r e  t h e  same pe r son ,  a l l  mo t ives  o f  s h e e r  c u r i o s i t y  
and l u s t  f o r  new in fo rma t ion ,  which,  o f  c o u r s e ,  have 
always p layed  a  l a r g e  r o l e  i n  bo th  h i s t o r i c a l  i n q u i r y  
and a e s t h e t i c  p l e a s u r e ,  a r e  n a t u r a l l y  m i s s i n g  i n  
Ulysses  h i m s e l f ,  who would have been bored  r a t h e r  
t h a n  moved i f  h i s t o r y  were on ly  news and p o e t r y  
only  e n t e r t a i n m e n t .  (BPF 45 )  

The o b j e c t i f i c a t i o n  of U l y s s e s ' s  l i f e  o f f e r s  t h e  way t o  a  

I I " ' r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  w i t h  r e a l i t y "  th rough  remembrance. I I I n  one 

s e n s e ,  t h i s  method o f  r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  i s  a l s o  a p p l i c a b l e  t o  

O l s o n ' s  t h i n k i n g  though bo th  t h e  n a t u r e  of t h a t  r e a l i t y  and 

t h a t  remembrance have changed r a d i c a l l y .  The o b j e c t i f i c a t i o n  

s e r v e d  a s  a  way t o  remember Ulysses  t o  t h e  wor ld .  But t h e  ve ry  

need t o  be remembered, t o  be immor ta l i zed ,  i nvo lved  p r e - P l a t o n i c  

Greek c u l t u r e  i n  a  t r o u b l i n g  paradox:  

The paradox i s  t h a t ,  on t h e  one hand ,  e v e r y t h i n g  
was s een  and measured a g a i n s t  t h e  background of t h e  
t h i n g s  t h a t  a r e  f o r e v e r  [ n a t u r e ] ,  w h i l e ;  on t h e  
o t h e r ,  t r u e  human g r e a t n e s s  was unders tood  . . . t o  
r e s i d e  i n  deeds  and words ,  and was . . . r e p r e s e n t e d  
by A c h i l l e s ,  " t h e  doer  of  g r e a t  deeds  and t h e  speak- 
e r  of  g r e a t  words" . . . (= 45-46) 

11 The i r o n y  i s  t h a t  g r e a t n e s s , "  which i s  bound up w i t h  permanence, 

shou ld ,  i n  i t s  human m a n i f e s t a t i o n  be  bound up w i t h  t h e  most 

ephemeral  and f u t i l e  a c t i v i t i e s  o f  men. They a r e  ephemeral  and 

f u t i l e  s imply because  t h e y  do n o t  o u t l i v e  t h e  moment of  t h e i r  

performance.  The e a r l y  Greek s o l u t i o n  was. t o  o f f e r  immor t a l i t y  

through t h e  words o f  t h e  p o e t s .  However, a  l a t e r  and a  more 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l  and r a d i c a l l y  d e c i s i v e  s o l u t i o n  appeared  i n  t h e  

work o f  P l a t o  and A r i s t o t l e .  S i n c e  t h e y  no  l o n g e r  r e g a r d e d  man 



a s  t h e  h i g h e s t  b e i n g ,  t h e y  a l s o  n o  l o n g e r  b e l i e v e d  i t  p o s s i b l e  

f o r  man t o  a c h i e v e  i m m o r t a l i t y  t h rough  h i s  words and d e e d s .  

P l a t o  and A r i s t o t l e  s u b s e q u e n t l y  t u r n e d  away from t h e  r e a l m  of  

human a f f a i r s  a s  a  p o s s i b l e  t r a i n i n g  ground f o r  i m m o r t a l i t y  a n d ,  

i n s t e a d ,  d e c l a r e d  t h a t  i m m o r t a l i z i n g  c o u l d  o n l y  b e  a c h i e v e d  i n  

t h e  r ea lm  of  c o n t e m p l a t i o n .  For  them, 

. . . t h e  p r o p e r  a t t i t u d e  o f  m o r t a l s ,  once  t h e y  had 
r eached  t h e  neighbourhood o f  t h e  immor ta l ,  was 
a c t i o n l e s s  and  s p e e c h l e s s  c o n t e m p l a t i o n :  t h e  A r i s -  
t o t e l i a n  -9 nous t h e  h i g h e s t  and most human capa- 
c i t y  o f  p u r e  v i s i o n ,  c anno t  t r a n s l a t e  i n t o  words 
what i t  b e h o l d s .  (BPF 4 7 )  

The same c o u l d  b e  s a i d  o f  t h e  P l a t o n i c  v i s i o n  o f  u l t i m a t e  t r u t h ;  

c o n s e q u e n t l y ,  

. . . t h e  o l d  pa radox  was r e s o l v e d  by t h e  p h i l o -  
s o p h e r s  by deny ing  t o  man n o t  t h e  c a p a c i t y  t o  
I I i m m o r t a l i z e , "  b u t  t h e  c a p a b i l i t y  o f  measur ing  
h i m s e l f  and  h i s  own deeds  a g a i n s t  t h e  e v e r l a s t i n g  
g r e a t n e s s  o f  t h e  cosmos,  o f  ma t ch ing ,  a s  i t . w e r e ,  
t h e  i m m o r t a l i t y  o f  n a t u r e  and t h e  gods  w i t h  a n  
immortal  g r e a t n e s s  o f  h i s  own. The s o l u t i o n  c l e a r l y  
comes a b o u t  a t  t h e  expense  o f  t h e  "doer  o f  g r e a t  
deeds  and t h e  s p e a k e r  o f  g r e a t  words ." (BPF 4 7 )  

b 

On t h i s  l a t t e r  p o i n t ,  Olson would l a r g e l y  agree - - the  t e rms  of 

t h i s  s o l u t i o n  e f f e c t i v e l y  e s t r a n g e  u s  from t h e  p r a c t i c e s  o f  t h e  

human body.  I n  The S p e c i a l  View of H i s t o r y ,  Olson w r i t e s :  "Man 

i s  n o t  i d e a l ,  and  l i f e  i s  n o t  a n  i s o l a t i o n ,  and t h e  f a l s e s t  

e s t r angemen t  o f  a l l ,  which s e t  i n  w i t h  l o g i c  and c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  

i n  t h e  5 t h  c e n t u r y ,  i s  con t emp la t i on"  (-SVH 2 5 ) .  

I n  t h e  c o n t e x t  o f  p r e - P l a t o n i c  Greek s o c i e t y ,  t h e  f a i l u r e  t o  

be remembered i m p l i e s  t h e  i s o l a t i o n  o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  i n  t i m e .  

I m m o r t a l i t y  was conce ived  i n  t empora l  and  s u b j e c t i v e  t e r m s .  For 

O l son ,  however,  t h e  remembrance i s  o f  a n o t h e r  o r d e r ;  t h a t  i s ,  i t  



o p e r a t e s  i n  s p a t i a l  terms r a t h e r  t h a n  tempora l  ones ,  and t h e  

immor t a l i t y  was c a s t  i n  t h e  manner of Whitehead 's  n o t i o n  of 

1 I o b j e c t i v e  immor ta l i ty" :  

The a t t a i n m e n t  o f  a  p e c u l i a r  d e f i n i t e n e s s  i s  t h e  
f i n a l  cause  which an ima te s  a  p a r t i c u l a r  p r o c e s s ;  
and i t s  a t t a i n m e n t  h a l t s  i t s  p r o c e s s ,  s o  t h a t  by 
t ranscendence  i t  p a s s e s  i n t o  i t s  o b j e c t i v e  immor- 
t a l i t y  a s  a  new o b j e c t i v e  c o n d i t i o n  added t o  t h e  
r i c h e s  of  d e f i n i t e n e s s  a t t a i n a b l e ,  t h e  ' r e a l  po- 
t e n t i a l i t y '  of t h e  u n i v e r s e .  (Key 233) 

The ac t i on / even t /word  hav ing  e x p r e s s e d  i t s e l f ,  1 1  l o s e s  i t s  

s u b j e c t i v e  immediacy" and a c h i e v e s  t h e  i m m o r t a l i t y  of  a  new 

o b j e c t i v e  c o n d i t i o n  i n  t h e  wor ld .  I t  h a s  become f a c t .  I n  The 

S p e c i a l  View of H i s t o r y ,  Olson speaks  of  t h e  need t o  r e s t o r e  a  

11 p r i n c i p l e  o f  f a c t :  I cannot  b e g i n  t o  i n d i c a t e  what h i s t o r y  i s  i f  

t h e  dimension of f a c t  a s  t h e  p l a c e  of  t h e  c l u s t e r  of  b e l i e f  i s n ' t  

unders tood t o  be a t  t h e  h -ea r t  o f  it" (SVH 3 0 ) .  When t h e  f a c t s  

a r e  known--that i s ,  known " i n  t h e  on ly  way t h a t  knowledge makes 

s e n s e ,  t h a t  i s  me thodo log ica l ,  i t  can  be  used" (SVH 30)--one's  

11 s t o r y  can be t o l d .  I t  i s  t h e n  re-membered t o  t h e  wor ld  a s  r e a l .  

1 I p o t e n t i a l i t y ,  a n  o b j e c t  f o r  o t h e r s  t o  u s e .  A s  Olson p o i n t s  o u t :  

. . . a  man i s  h imse l f  a n  o b j e c t ,  whatever  h e  may 
t a k e  t o  be h i s  a d v a n t a g e s ,  t h e  more l i k e l y  t o  r e -  
cogn ize  h imse l f  a s  such  t h e  g r e a t e r  h i s  advan tages ,  
p a r t i c u l a r l y  a t  t h a t  moment t h a t  h e  a c h i e v e s  a n  
h u m i l i t a s  s u f f i c i e n t  t o  make him of  u s e .  (HU - 60) 

The on ly  a l l o w a b l e  immor t a l i t y  f o r  Olson i s  t h e  one t h a t  i s  made 

w i t h  each  new a c t ,  n o t  t h e  one t h a t  h y p o s t a t i z e s  s i n g l e  e v e n t s .  

Remembrance i s  a  way t o  make s p a c e  a l i v e  i n  each  i n s t a n t ,  t o  f i l l  

o u t  t h e  e x t e n t  o f  each  i n s t a n t .  " H i s t o r y 9 "  a f t e r  a l l ,  " i s  t h e  

p r a c t i c e  o f  space  i n  t ime" (SVH 2 7 ) .  



Given t h e s e  changed te rms  of e x p e r i e n c e ,  " t h e  d e e p e s t  human 

11 motive" f o r  h i s t o r y  and p o e t r y  can  be s een  a s  a  c r e a t i v e  advance 

i n t o  n o v e l t y . "  The vocabula ry  i s  Whi t ehead ' s ,  bu t  t h e  o c c a s i o n  

i s  O l s o n ' s  l i t t o r a l i s t  p o e t i c s .  I n  " I ,  Maximus of G l o u c e s t e r ,  t o  

You," t h e  p r i m o r d i a l  s e a  and t h e  c r e a t e d  l a n d  s t a n d  t o  each  o t h e r  

i n  a  r e l a t i o n  of permanence and f l u x .  I n  Whitehead,  t h e  

cor responding  me taphys i ca l  t e rms  a r e  "God" and "wor ld . "  I n  t h e  

fo l l owing  passage  from Proces s  and R e a l i t y ,  O l s o n ' s  p o e t i c s  a r e  

t r a n s l a t e d  i n t o  cosmologica l  t e rms :  

Opposed e l emen t s  s t a n d  t o  each  o t h e r  i n  mutual  r e -  
qu i rement .  I n  t h e i r  u n i t y ,  t h e y  i n h i b i t  o r  c o n t r a s t .  
God and t h e  World s t a n d  t o  each  o t h e r  i n  t h i s  op- 
posed r equ i r emen t .  God i s  t h e  i n f i n i t e  ground of 
a l l  m e n t a l i t y ,  t h e  u n i t y  of  v i s i o n  s e e k i n g  p h y s i c a l  
m u l t i p l i c i t y .  The wor ld  i s  t h e  m u l t i p l i c i t y  of 
f i n i t e s ,  a c t u a l i t i e s  s e e k i n g  a  p e r f e c t e d  u n i t y .  
N e i t h e r  God, n o r  t h e  w o r l d ,  r e a c h e s  s t a t i c  com- 
p l e t i o n .  Both a r e  i n  t h e  g r i p  of t h e  u l t i m a t e  
me taphys i ca l  g round ,  t h e  c r e a t i v e  advance i n t o  
n o v e l t y .  E i t h e r  of them, God and t h e  Wo$ld, i s  
t h e  i n s t rumen t  of  n o v e l t y  f o r  t h e  o t h e r .  

I t  i s  t h e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  o f  t h e  " s u b j e c t "  t o  become a  . 
I I s u p e r j e c t " ;  t h a t  i s ,  a s  w e l l  a s  t a k i n g  i n ,  one i s  r e q u i r e d  t o  

p a s s  back o u t .  I n  a n o t h e r  of  t h e  I n s t i t u t e  l e c t u r e s ,  Olson 

beg ins  t o  l imn t h e  dimensions  o f  t h a t  n e c e s s i t y :  

Gene ra t i on  can  be s een  l i t e r a l l y  t o  be t h e  c l i m a t e  
of ou r  be ing  a s  d e c i s i v e l y  a s  t h e  p l a c e  of  i t  i s  
t h a t  i n t e r n a l  environment we c a l l  our  s e l v e s ,  t h e  
i n d i v i d u a l  . . . Do I need t o  p r e s s  on any o f  you 
t h e  huge e x t e n t  t o  which we a r e  compelled? I f  I 
l e a v e  i t  t h a t  l i f e  i s  g e n e r a t i o n  no  m a t t e r  how f a r  
i t  does  go away from s e x  & reproduct ion--no m a t t e r  
how much s o  much of ou r  t ime i s  f r e e  f o r  o t h e r  
a c t i o n s  t h a n  t h a t  s w i f t  one--then why d e a t h  i s  of 
such moment of  t h i s  m a t t e r  may now be s een :  t h a t  
d e a t h  i s  l a r g e  n o t  because  it i s  mere ly  t h e  end of 
any of u s  a s  i n d i v i d u a l s  ( t h a t  m o r t a l i t y ) ,  b u t  t h a t  
we a r e  thrown a t  o r  a g a i n s t  death--we a r e  p r o p e l l e d  



t o  f i g h t  i t - -because  i t  r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  d e n i a l  o f ,  
n o t  j u s t  any one of u s ,  b u t  t h e  d e n i a l  of  t h a t  
which makes l i f e  s o  power fu l ,  and s o  p r e c i o u s  t o  
u s  i n  a  way a l s o  d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e  from j u s t  t h a t  
we, each  o f  u s ,  h a s  i t - - t h a t  i s ,  g e n e r a t i o n  i t s e l f ,  
t h a t  we t o o  can--must gene ra t e - - i n  whatever  we d o ,  
n o t  on ly  i n  such b io logy  a s  t h a t  we c a n ,  t h a t  we do ,  
and t h a t  we c e a s e ,  b u t  g e n e r a t e  i n  e v e r y t h i n g  we do .  
( 0  - 1 0 ,  36 )  

H i s t o r y ,  t o o ,  i s  a  c o n d i t i o n  a s  compel l ing  a s  g e n e r a t i o n ,  b u t  i t  

i s  s p e c i f i c a l l y  human g e n e r a t i o n :  

The c o n d i t i o n  of man i s  a  continuum we hereby  de- 
c l a r e  t o  be c a l l e d  a s  i t  h a s  always been meant ,  

I I h i s t o r y .  It means knowing": H i s t e r .  Find o u t  
what i t ' s  abou t .  Can one o f f e r  a  d e t e r m i n a t i v e  
more e x a c t  t o  t h a t  which any of u s  i s  impe l l ed  t o  
do w i thou t  any c h o i c e  i n  t h e  m a t t e r ?  Tha t  i s ,  
o t h e r w i s e ,  one i s  f o r c e d  t o  t a l k  about  " l i f e . "  But 
i t  h a s  neve r  been a  s a t i s f a c t o r y  word because  i t  
means what n a t u r e  o f f e r s ,  n o t  what man DOES. One 
can  indeed  l i v e .  But c u r i o u s i t y ?  [ s i c ]  It  i s  only  
s a t i s f i e d  by t h e  c r e a t i o n  of t h e  h i s t o r y  of  o n e ' s  
s e l f .  What makes u s  want t o ,  a  Lady asked  me. It 
i s  what I mean by no  c h o i c e .  H i s t o r y ,  i s  t o  want 
t o .  I t  i s  t h e  b u i l t - i n .  (SVH - 28) 

I 

And i t  i s  " t h e  one way t o  r e s t o r e  t h e  f a m i l i a r  t o  us--to s t o p  
\ 

t r e a t i n g  u s  cheap" (SVH 2 9 ) .  The "eunuchic  o b j e c t i v i t y "  of \ 

I h i s t o r y ,  t h a t  s e l f l e s s ,  l i f e l e s s  academic a f f a i r ,  i s  ove r t aken  by 

t h e  g e n e r a t i v e  o b j e c t i v i t y  o f  i s t o r i n .  The t e n s e s  of t h i s  

g e n e r a t i v e  o b j e c t i v i t y  a r e  bo th  p r e s e n t  and f u t u r e ;  h i s t o r y  

e n t a i l s  bo th  a  f i n d i n g  o u t  of  "what" one i s ,  t h a t  i s ,  t h e  e x t e n t  

of t h e  human (Olson '  s  i n t e r e s t  i n  a r chaeo logy ,  i n  b e g i n n i n g s ) ,  

and of "who" one i s ,  t h e  " i n t e n s i t y  of  t h e  l i f e  p roces s "  t h a t  

I I s i t u a t e s  us  always a t  t h e  p o i n t  of  genes i s , "11  from t h e r e  t o  

t e l l  t h e  t a l e  of i t .  



Alongs ide  h i s t o r y ,  t h e r e  i s  a n o t h e r  form of s t o r y  t h a t  

engages  t h e  human: mythology--or "mutho-logos, " t h e  " p r a c t i c e  of  

l i f e  a s  s t o r y "  (SVH 2 1 ) .  I n  t a c k l i n g  t h e  q u e s t i o n  "What d i d  

happen?" ,  Olson n o t e s  t h a t  one  i s  f a c e d  w i t h  two a l t e r n a t i v e s :  

"make i t  up ;  o r  t r y  t o  f i n d  o u t .  Both a r e  n e c e s s a r y "  (SVH 2 0 ) .  

I n  a  l e c t u r e  c a l l e d  "The Language,  o f  Mythology,"  Olson d i s c u s s e s  

1 I a t  l e n g t h  a n  i n s t a n c e  o f  one p a r t i c u l a r  a u t h o r  making i t  up .  1 1  

The w r i t e r  i s  Homer and  t h e  "made-up" t e x t  i s  The Odyssey.  I n  

h i s  r e a d i n g  o f  V i c t o r  BCra rd ' s  book Did Homer L i v e ? ,  Olson 

encoun t e r ed  a n  argument on t h e  n a t u r e  of  Homer's method of  

him t o  hone h i s  own s e n s e  o f  t h e  

h a s  t h i s  s e r i e s  o f    laces which 

compos i t i on  which h e l p e d  

m y t h o l o g i c a l  : 

. . t h e  Odysse 
a r e  s  i g n i f  i e d  byys i n g l e  f i g u r e s :  c y c l b P s ,  C i r c e ,  
Ca lypso ,  e t c .  And what B6rard  h a s  shown i s  t h a t  
t h e s e  p r o p e r  nouns were  n o t  i n  t h e  l anguage  ( a s  
Agamemnon was ,  o r  A c h i l l e s ,  s a y ,  o r  Odysseus h i m s e l f )  
b e f o r e  t h e  poem was w r i t t e n .  Where, t h e n ,  d i d  t h e y  
come f rom.  T h i s  i s  most B 6 r a r d 1 s  c o n t r i b u t i o n .  He 
b a s  a n a l y z e d  them, and  shows t h a t  beh ind  e a c h  i s  a  
S e m i t i c  word wh ich ,  i n  e ach  c a s e ,  i s  a  d e s c r i p t i o n  
of a  c o a s t  c o n d i t i o n  o f  v i t a l  impor t  a s  landmark t o  
seamen: 

f o r  example ,  C i r c e  i s  Sea-Hawk 
Cyclops i s  
Kalypso i s  

( 0  - 1 0 ,  79)  

What i s  o f  i n t e r e s t  t o  Olson  h e r e  i s  w r i t i n g  a s  a  p r o c e s s  of  

compos i t i on .  Where does  i t  b e g i n ?  I n  B g r a r d ' s  r e a d i n g  of Homer, 

i t  b e g i n s  w i t h  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  o b j e c t s  i n  t h e  g e o g r a p h i c a l  

env i ronment .  A f a i l u r e  o f  a t t e n t i o n  unde r  t h e  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  o f  a  
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s e a  voyage cou ld  prove d i s a s t r o u s .  Olson n o t e s  t h a t  a f t e r  t h a t  

i n i t i a l  a c t  of  a t t e n t i o n ,  

Homer took t h e s e  p rope r  names--Rock Like  a  S h i p ,  a  
She Like  a  Hawk, a  Land o f  One-Eyes . . . and d i d  
t h e  r o o t  a c t  o f  a l l  mythology: he  took t h e  s i m i l e ,  
t h a t  a c t  of  r e c o g n i t i o n  which i s  i n  i t s e l f  a n  a c t  
of shapes-- is  j u s t  such  a n  a c t  a s  t o  shape  c l a y  
i n t o  a n  Adam o r  a  b i son - - i s  metamorphosis . . - 
Homer took  t h a t  n e c e s s i t y  o f  o u r s e l v e s  t h a t  we name 
t h e  new t h i n g  by what i t  i s  most l i k e  t h a t  we know 
. . . h e  merely  invoked t h a t  mot ion of  metamorphosis  
which r e q u i r e s  naming a  s t e p  f u r t h e r  o u t :  h e  pro- 
j e c t e d  t h a t  motion i n t o  s t o r y ,  a s  a l l  men c o n v e r t  
t h e i r  own i m p l i c i t  busynesses  i n t o  a c t i o n s .  
(0 1 0 ,  83) 

I n  p r o j e c t i n g  t h a t  mot ion i n t o  s t o r y ,  what Homer h a s  done i s  t o  

s t a t e  r e a l i t y  " i n  e x a c t l y  t h o s e  t e rms  by which a  human be ing  

e x p e r i e n c e s  r e a l i t y :  p e r s o n a g e s ,  e v e n t s ,  & t h i n g s ;  who, what ,  

how. I t  does n o t  e x p l a i n  o r  compare . . . i t  re-enact ,s  . . . 11 (0  
1 0 ,  6 6 ) .  The impulse  t o  t e l l  i s  a  b u i l t - i n .  And t h e  f a c t  t h a t  

e x p r e s s i o n  . . . i s  more t h a n  jus . t  something a f t e r -  
wards . . . & . . . t h a t  a l l  t h i s - - t h i s -  t r o p i s m ,  I 
b e l i e v e  i t  must p r o p e r l y  be c a l l e d ,  t h a t  o u t  of  t h e  
organism of ou r  l i f e ,  o u r  l i f e  t u r n s  t o  t a l e - - i s  why 
I . . . b e l i e v e  t h e  one t r u e  word t o  cover  r e a l i t y  . 
i s  t h i s  one t h a t  i t  i s  m t h o l o  i c a l ,  t h a t  i t  i s ,  
mind you,  what i s  s a i d .  --- '*,- 6  5) 

I I On t h i s  b a s i s ,  Olson f o r m u l a t e s  h i s  s c i e n c e  of  mythology," t h e  

" u l t i m a t e  s c i e n c e  of  man because  i t  r e s t s  i t s e l f  on a  c o n t e n t  

which can  be s a i d  t o  be  t h e  i n e x t r i c a b l e  human c o n t e n t :  -- t h a t  what 

i s  i s  i n  t h e  f i n a l  a n a l y s i s ,  what i s  s a i d "  ( 0  1 0 ,  6 5 ) .  Unless -2 -- --- - 

t h i s  i s  unde r s tood ,  one f a l l s  i n t o  

t h o s e  p red icaments  o f  s t a s i s  which o v e r t a k e  a l l  
s o c i e t i e s  which l o s e  t h i s  r e a l  c r a z y  s u b t l e t y  of 
myth and r i t e - - t h a t  a n y t h i n g  we s a y  o r  do i s  what 
i s .  You g e t  t h e  predicament  of  be ing  a s  determin-  
a b l e  o r  d e s c r i b a b l e ,  o r  a l l  mechanism; you g e t  t h e  
i n t e l l e c t u a l  enjoyment of  t h e  problem of b e i n g ,  o r  



metaphys ics ;  o r  you g e t  t h a t  p o o r ,  con t empla t i ve  
s u b s t i t u t e  f o r  mytho logy- - re l ig ion ,  o r  t h e  contem- 
p l a t i o n  o f  a  be ing  who i s  p u r e  be ing  w i t h o u t  t h e  
u t t e r  human n e c e s s i t y  of  e x e r c i s i n g  i t  c a l l e d  G 0  D 
o r  god .  ( 0  - 1 0 ,  65)  

The t h r u s t  of  O l s o n ' s  " s c i e n c e "  i s  t o  a l l o w  man t o  r e g a i n  t h e  

p r a c t i c e  of h imse l f  t h a t  h e  had o s t  t o  con templa t ion  i n  t h e  

f i f t h  c e n t u r y  B . C . .  He h a s  r e g a i n e d  t h e  measure of  h i s . w o r d s  and 
.- /-- 

d e e d s ,  and w i t h  t h a t  r e s t o r a t i o n ,  t h e  f a m i l i a r  i s  a l s o  r e s t o r e d .  

Olson n o t e s ,  on one o c c a s i o n ,  t h a t  t h e  "mytholog ica l  

p r e s e n t "  - i s  t h e  f a m i l i a r  ( 0  - 1 0 ,  9 7 ) .  And w i t h  t h a t  a s s e r t i o n ,  

1 I t h e  p o e t - s c i e n t i s t  d e t e r m i n e s ,  and i s o l a t e s  t h e  f i e l d  p rope r  t o  

t h e  s tudy"  of  "who you a r e "  ( 0  - 1 0 ,  7 1 ) .  He b e g i n s  h i s  work by 

c l e a r i n g  away t h e  o l d  " p s l o p o l o g i e s "  and "ps lycho log ie s "  which 

would a s s e r t  e i t h e r  

(1 )  t h a t  who you a r e  i s  a  mechanism l i k e  what you 
a r e ,  your  body,  o r  ( 2 )  , t h a t  who you a r e  i s  s o  
d i f f e r e n t  from your  body,  and e a r t h ,  t h a t  we must 
have a  word t h e  s o u l  t o  l e a v e  u s  t o  n e g l e c t  o u r s e l v e s  
f o r  e v e r ,  and  t u r n  t h e  whole j ob  over  tb a  mas t e r  
of  s o u l s  c a l l e d  god ,  who d w e l l s  i n  a n  e q u a l l y  
smudged p l a c e  c a l l e d  p a r a d i s e  . , . ( 0  - 1 0 ,  71) . 

I I Who we a r e ,  Olson f i n a l l y  o b s e r v e s ,  i s  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  of  t h e  

mytho log ica l"  o r ,  " t o  u s e  t h e  q u i c k  word f o r  who we a r e , "  t h e  

e x p e r i e n c e  of  t h e  "psycheH ( 0  - 1 0 ,  7 3 ) .  And t h e  psyche h a s  "an 

a c t i o n  unique t o  i t s e l f "  which e n a b l e s  i t  t o  engage t h e  r e a l :  

"What t h e  a c t i o n  . . . i s ,  i s  --- t h e  a c t  of  image, one of t h e  l e a s t  

d e a l t  w i t h ,  and y e t  one of  t h e  g r e a t e s t  commons, o f  t h e  f a m i l i a r  

human expe r i ence"  ( 0  - 1 0 ,  7 3 ) .  Olson t a k e s  h i s  s e n s e  o f  image 

from Linnaeus '  s  d e f i n i t i o n  of  imago: 

R e s t r i c t e d  t o  entomology,  i t  means " t h e  f i n a l  and 
p e r f e c t  s t a g e  o r  form of  a n  i n s e c t  a f t e r  i t s  meta- 



morphoses" . . . I c a n ' t  o f f e r  you any g r e a t e r  i n -  
s i g h t  i n t o  t h e  a c t  o f  image t h a n ,  t o  form,  a f t e r  
metamorphoses, t h e  p e r f e c t  i n s e c t .  I t  i s  i t s e l f  
t h e . p e r f e c t  image of--image. ( 0  - 1 0 ,  74) 

A word of  e x p l a n a t i o n  concern ing  t h e  word " p e r f e c t "  might  be i n  

I I o r d e r  h e r e .  By p e r f e c t , "  Olson d i d  n o t  mean completed and 

11 s t a t i c  form. R a t h e r ,  h e  would i n s i s t  t h a t  when e i t h e r  

p e r f e c t i o n  o r  form i s  a c h i e v e d ,  i t  i s  a l r e a d y  i m p e r f e c t  o r  l e s s  

t h a n  t h e  n e c e s s a r y  form by t h e  v e r y  f a c t  of  i t s  coming i n t o  i t s  

own e x i s t e n c e :  i t  has  pushed t h e  l i m i t  o f  p o s s i b i l i t y  by i t s  own 

achievement" (SVH 2 9 ) .  I t  i s  a g a i n  a n o t h e r  i n s t a n c e  of 

o b j e c t i f i c a t i o n ,  where " i t s  a t t a i n m e n t  h a l t s  i t s  p rocess ' '  and i t  

subsequen t ly  p a s s e s  i n t o  t h e  " r e a l  p o t e n t i a l i t y "  of  t h e  wor ld .  

I t  might  be  added ( though  Olson does  n o t  ment ion t h i s  e x p l i c i t l y )  

I I t h a t  imago i s  a l s o  d e f i n e d  a s  a n  i n s e c t  i n  i t s  f i n a l ,  a d u l t ,  

I I 
1 2  

s e x u a l l y  ma tu re ,  and t y p i c a l l y  winged s t a t e .  Thus a f t e r  t h e  

metamorphoses, what one h a s  i s  a  form c a p a b l e  o f  g e n e r a t i n g  o u t  

of  i t s e l f .  And because  t h e  imagina l  s t a t e  i s  a  .winged s t a t e ,  i t  . 
i s  n e v e r  s t a t i c .  

I I I f  we t h e n  t a k e  t h i s  a c t  o f  image a s  t h e  c r u c i a l  f a c t o r "  i n  

t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  of  t h e  m y t h o l o g i c a l ,  i t  becomes c l e a r e r  how mytho- 

logy o f f e r s  a n o t h e r  grammar of e x p r e s s i o n .  The a c t  o f  image i s  

t h e  t e n s o r  of  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  of  t h e  psyche ( o r  "mytho log ica l  

p r e s e n t " ) .  I r e t u r n  f o r  a  moment t o  t h e  poem "ABCS 2" where 

Olson o f f e r s  t h o s e  words d i c t a t e d  t o  him i n  a  dream: 

of rhythm i s  image 
of  image i s  knowing 
of knowing t h e r e  i s  
a  c o n s t r u c t  



Out of  t h e  rhythm of metamorphoses, t h e r e  emerges a n  image, a n  

imago. That  winged,  g e n e r a t i v e  c r e a t u r e  can t h e n  be  known, i n  

t h e  on ly  way t h a t  knowing makes s e n s e  t o  O l son ,  " t h a t  i s  

me thodo log ica l ,  i t  can  be u sed . "  The i m p l i c i t  mot ion of t h a t  

1 '  winged,  imagina l  s t a t e "  ( 0  - 6 ,  55) can  t h e n  be  p r o j e c t e d  i n t o  t h e  

c o n s t r u c t  of  s t o r y .  As t h e  p r i n c i p l e  o f  f a c t ,  o r  o b j e c t i f i c a -  

t i o n ,  c o n s t i t u t e s  a  c r u c i a l  f a c t o r  i n  t h e  h i s t o r i a n ' s  work,  s o  

l i k e w i s e ,  t h e  a c t  of  image c o n s t i t u t e s  a  c r u c i a l  f a c t o r  i n  t h e  

m y t h o l o g i s t ' s  o r  p o e t ' s  work (Olson  c o n s i d e r s  t h e s e  terms t o  be 

Some t ime  a f t e r  h e  made t h e s e  comments, he  encoun te red  t h e  

work of J ane  E l l e n  H a r r i s o n ,  s p e c i f i c a l l y  h e r  s t u d y  of  t h e  

o r i g i n s  of Greek r e l i g i o n ,  Themis. Her a n a l y s i s  o f  myth,  i n  

p a r t i c u l a r ,  o f f e r e d  Olson a  way o f  con f i rming  and ex t end ing  h i s  

unde r s t and ing  of t h e  n o t i o n  of  mythology.  Her . e tymolog ica l  

r e s e a r c h e s  y i e l d e d  some r e s u l t s  s i m i l a r  t o  t h o s e  b f  O l s o n ' s :  

" A  myth i s  t o  u s  now-a-days, a  ' p u r e l y  f i c t i t i o u s  . 
n a r r a t i v e . '  When we s a y  a t h i n g  i s  ' m y t h i c a l , '  we 
mean i t  i s  n o n - e x i s t e n t .  We have t r a v e l l e d  i n  t h i s  
m a t t e r  f a r  from a n c i e n t  t h i n k i n g  and f e e l i n g .  A 
mythos t o  t h e  Greek was p r i m a r i l y  j u s t  a  t h i n g  spo- 
ken ,  u t t e r e d  by t h e  mouth [ t h e  two words s h a r e  t h e  - 
Greek r o o t  mu]. I t s  antithesis o r  r a t h e r  c o r r e l a -  
t i v e  i s  t h e t h i n g  done ,  e n a c t e d ,  t h e  e rgon  o r  work.  
Old Pho in ix  s a y s  t o  A c h i l l e s ,  'Thy f a t h e r  P e l e u s  s e n t  
me t o  t e a c h  .you t o  be bo th  

words t h e  s ~ e a k e r  and deeds  t h e  d o e r .  '  
"The pr imary  meaAing of  myth i n  r e l i g i o n  i s  j u s t  t h e  

' I  same [Olson omi t s  a s  i n  e a r l y  l i t e r a t u r e " ] :  i t  i s  
t h e  spoken c o r r e l a t i v e  o f  t h e  a c t e d  r i t e ,  t h e  t h i n g  
done; i t  i s  t o  legomenonx a s  c o n t r a s t e d  w i t h  o r  
r a t h e r  r e l a t e d  t o  - t o  dromenon. (SVH 21-22) 

The pas sage  makes c l e a r  t h a t  "myth" once add re s sed  man ' s  

'I c a p a c i t i e s  a s  bo th  a  speak ing  a s  w e l l  a s  a  motor animal"  (E 



2 2 ) .  The "myths" were  s imply  t h e  t h i n g s  u t t e r e d  by t h e  mouth. 

However, t h e  " t h i n g s  s a i d "  have  f a l l e n  i n t o  s e r i o u s  d i s r e p u t e  a s  

I I a  r e s u l t  o f  t h e  s p l i t  o f  s c i e n c e  and  f i c t i o n "  which produced a n  

I I e i t h e r - o r "  s i t u a t i o n - - t h a t  i s ,  one  c o u l d  e i t h e r  "make i t  up" o r  

" t r y  t o  f i n d  ou t "  (SVH 2 0 ) .  The l a t t e r  a l t e r n a t i v e  e v e n t u a l l y  

p r e v a i l e d  i n  t h e  form of  s c i e n t i f i c  i n q u i r y  (which a l s o  

1 1  a p p r o p r i a t e d  t h e  t e rm l o g o s  t o  mean r e a s o n " ) ,  and t h e  former  

became e n t i r e l y  d i s c r e d i t e d  a s  a  t r u t h - t e l l i n g  o r g a n .  P l a t o  

"used  t h e  word 'mouth '  a s  a n  i n s u l t ,  t o  s a y  i t  l i e s ,  and c a l l e d  

p o e t s  m u t h o l o g i s t s "  (SVH 2 0 ) .  I t  i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  n o t e ,  

1 1  however,  t h a t  Herodotus  c a l l e d  h i m s e l f ,  and was t a k e n  s e r i o u s l y  

a s "  a  " m y t h o l o g i s t , "  a  t e l l e r  o f  what  i s  s a i d  (SVH 2 1 ) .  Though 

a s  Olson o b s e r v e s , .  "Herodotus  may have  been  aware  of  a  d i f f e r e n c e  

he  was making when h e  d i d  add  t h e  word ' h i s t o r y " '  (SVH 2 0 ) .  

F u r t h e r  a l o n g  i n  t h e  c h a p t e r  where Olson f i n d s  t h e  above 

a n a l y s i s  o f  myth ,  H a r r i s o n  n o t e s  t h a t  speech  a n d  a c t i o n  were  b u t  

1 1  two d i f f e r e n t  ways o f  e x p r e s s i n g  emo t ion ,  two forms o f  r e ac t i on ' :  

(Themis 3 2 8 ) .  I t  seems t h a t ,  i n  t e rms  o f  r i t u a l  v a l u e ,  t h e r e  was 

no ma jo r  h i e r a r c h i c a l  d i s t i n c t i o n  between - t o  legomenonx and - t o  

dromenon. They a r e  b o t h  f u n c t i o n s  o f  t h e  human k i n e t i c .  T h i s  i s  

how Olson  u n d e r s t a n d s  t h e  r e l a t i o n  when h e  w r i t e s ,  immedia te ly  

a f t e r  t h e  quo t ed  p a s s a g e  on myth: " t h i n g s  s a i d  a r e  t h i n g s  done" 

(SVH - 2 2 ) .  T h i s  i s  t h e  c app ing  o f  s t a t e m e n t s  h e  had made i n  

a n o t h e r  l e c t u r e  o f  t h e  same p e r i o d :  

. . . t h e y  a r e  one  and n o t  two t h i n g s ,  t h a t  one 
c a n ' t  do a n y t h i n g  r i g h t  w i t h o u t  t h e  r i g h t  words 
t o  go  w i t h  i t .  And I mean g o  w i t h  i t .  Go 

w i t h  



i t  
Do i t .  And say  i t .  Motor speech  and motor move- 
ment. One s a n c t i o n  and  t h e  same b ind ing  f o r c e .  [ l 3 ]  

I t  i s  t h e  same r e - e n a c t i v e  k i n e t i c  t h a t  o p e r a t e s  i n  bo th  t h e s e  

a r e a s  o f  a c t i v i t y .  F ive  y e a r s  e a r l i e r ,  Olson had w r i t t e n  i n  t h e  

1 1  e s s a y  Human Universe" :  

. . . he  who p o s s e s s e s  rhythm p o s s e s s e s  t h e  u n i v e r s e .  
And . . a r t  i s  t h e  on ly  twin  l i f e  h a s  [because ]  
a r t  does  n o t  s eek  t o  d e s c r i b e ,  b u t  t o  e n a c t .  And i f  
man i s  once more t o  p o s s e s s  i n t e n t  i n  h i s  l i f e ,  and 
t o  t a k e  up t h e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  i m p l i c i t  i n  h i s  l i f e ,  
h e  h a s  t o  comprehend h i s  own p r o c e s s  a s  i n t a c t ,  
from o u t s i d e ,  by way of  h i s  s k i n ,  i n ,  and by h i s  
powers o f  c o n v e r s i o n ,  o u t  a g a i n .  (HU - 10)  

I n  t h i s  assessment  of  t h e  method by which one makes o n e s e l f ,  o r  a  

poem, Olson s t a t e s  t h e  n e c e s s i t y  o f  mee t ing  l i f e  w i t h  l i f e ,  o r ,  

o f  mee t ing  p r o c e s s  w i t h  p r o c e s s .  Only by doing s o  can  one beg in  
I 

I I t o  l i v e  up t o  t h e  w o r l d ,  t o  make o n e s e l f  e q u a l  t o  t h e  r e a l (  

i t s e l f "  (HU 1 1 7 ) .  Speech,  o r  a c t i o n ,  
1 

- 

(when i t  i s  good) i s  t h e  e q u a l  o f  a l l  i n t a k e  p l u s  
a l l  t r ans .pos ing .  I t  d e s e r v e s  t h i s  word,  t h a t  i t  i s  
t h e  e q u a l  o f  i t s  c a u s e  o n l y  when i t  proceeds  unbro- 
ken from t h e  t h r e s h o l d  of  a  man th rough  him and back 
o u t  a g a i n ,  w i t h o u t  l o s s  o f  q u a l i t y ,  t o  t h e  e x t e r n a l  
wor ld  from which i t  came, whether  t h a t  e x t e r n a l  
world  t a k e  t h e  shape  of  a n o t h e r  human be ing  o r  of 
t h e  s e v e r a l  human b e i n g s  h idden  by t h e  g e n e r a l i z a -  

I I t i o n  s o c i e t y "  o r  o f  t h i n g s  t hemse lves .  I n  o t h e r  
words ,  t h e  p r o p o s i t i o n  h e r e  i s  t h a t  man a t  h i s  p e r i l  
b r eaks  t h e  f u l l  c i r c u i t  o f  o b j e c t ,  image, a c t i o n  a t  
any p o i n t .  The mee t ing  edge of  man and t h e  wor ld  
i s  a l s o  h i s  c u t t i n g  edge .  I f  man i s  a c t i v e ,  i t  i s  
e x a c t l y  h e r e  where e x p e r i e n c e  comes i n  t h a t  i t  i s  
d e l i v e r e d  back ,  and i f  h e  s t a y s  f r e s h  a t  t h e  coming 
i n  h e  w i l l  be f r e s h  a t  h i s  go ing  o u t .  I f  h e  does 
n o t ,  a l l  t h a t  he  does  i n s i d e ,  h i s  house  i s  s t a l e  . . 
(HU - 11)  

A s  methodologies  o r  grammars o f  e x p r e s s i o n ,  h i s t o r y  and 

mythology a r e  t h e  means by which one u s e s  o n e s e l f  i n  t h e  



11 c r e a t i v e  advance toward n o v e l t y . "  A s  Olson has  n o t e d ,  on 

d i f f e r e n t  o c c a s i o n s ,  t h e y  a r e  bo th  means by which t o  p o s s e s s  man 

of t h e  f a m i l i a r - - t h a t  i s ,  h i s  p r a c t i c e  o f  h i m s e l f .  But ,  a s  Olson 

h a s  a l s o  asked  on numerous o c c a s i o n s ,  "what makes u s  want t o ? "  

He was t o  answer t h a t  w i t h  t h e  r e a l i z a t i o n  t h a t  " t o  be i s  

I I compuls ion,  i s  t h e  l aunche r  o f  ' t o  do"' ( 0  - 1 0 ,  8 5 ) .  Being,"  f o r  

Olson ,  i s  always bound up w i t h  t h e  n e c e s s a r y  e x e r c i s e  of i t ;  t h u s  

11 I I  ! I  i n  t h e  p r a c t i c e  o f  l i f e  a s  s t o r y ,  t o  compose i s  [ c o n t i n u a l l y ]  

t o  g i v e  t o  do . "  With t h i s  i n  mind, I have r e f e r r e d  t o  bo th  

h i s t o r y  and mythology . ( i n  O l son ian  te rms)  as  p r a c t i c a l  

o n t o l o g i e s .  That  i s  t o  s a y ,  t h e y  o f f e r  n o t  mere d e s c r i p t i o n s  of 

t h e  n a t u r e  o f  o u r  e x p e r i e n c e ,  b u t  r a t h e r ,  ways of  c o n t i n u a l l y  

fo rward ing  t h a t  e x p e r i e n c e  and ,  ext.ending our  engagement w i t h  t h e  

r e a l .  
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Conclusion 

S e l f - r e n u n c i a t i o n ,  t h e  r e n u n c i a t i o n  of l i f e  and a l l  
human n e e d s ,  i s  i t s  p r i n c i p a l  t h e s i s .  The l e s s  you 
e a t ,  d r i n k  and buy books; t h e  l e s s  you go. t o  t h e  
t h e a t r e ,  t h e  dance h a l l ,  t h e  p u b l i c  house;  t h e  l e s s  
you t h i n k ,  l o v e ,  t h e o r i z e ,  s i n g ,  p a i n t ,  f e n c e ,  e t c . ,  
t h e  more you save--the g r e a t e r  becomes your t r e a s u r e  - . . . your  c a p l t a l .  The l e s s  you a r e ,  t h e  l e s s  
you e x p r e s s  your own l i f e ,  t h e  g r e a t e r  i s  your 
a l i e n a t e d  l i f e ,  t h e  more you -5 have t h e  g r e a t e r  i s  
your  s t o r e  of  e s t r a n g e d  b e i n g .  

Ka r l  Marx -  h he Meaning of Human ~ e ~ u i r e m e n t s "  

now l i k e  Leroy and Malcolm 
X t h e  f i n a l  wave 
of wash upon t h i s  
d e s p e r a t e  
ug IY 
c r u e l  
Land t h i s  Na t ion  
which neve r  
l e t s  anyone 
come t o  
s h o r e  

Cha r l e s  Olson - T h e  Maximus Poems 

" I n  t h e  l a n d  of p l e n t y  . . have n o t h i n g , "  and one mighf 

t hen  have t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of o n e ' s  s e l f .  Olson r ecogn ized  e a r l y  

on t h a t  t h e  p l e n i t u d e  America o f f e r e d  was b u t  " a  house  t h e s e  days 

/ s o  much somebody e l s e ' s ,  / e s p e c i a l l y ,  / Congoleum's" (TMP - 1 4 ) .  

I f  one was t o  come i n t o  o n e ' s  own house ,  one had t o  r e f u s e  t h a t  

o t h e r  one .  For Olson ,  t h a t  r e f u s a l  formed t h e  b a s i s  of a  p o e t i c s  

where n e i t h e r  words n o r  peop le  no r  n a t u r e  were t o  be misappro- 

p r i a t e d  i n  t h a t  way. I n  t h e  g u r r y  of  commerce spawned by t h e  
. 

I I I '  merchandise  men' (TMP - 5 4 ) ,  Olson would t r y  t o  r e c o v e r  a p l a c e  

where peop le  a r e  s t i l l  n a t i v e s ,  and where human / b u s i n e s s  i s  



1 
s t i l l  t h e  b u s i n e s s . "  

Never one t o  walk away from t h e  p a r t i c u l a r s  o f  h i s  own p l a c e  

and t i m e ,  Olson con t inued  th roughout  h i s  w r i t i n g  c a r e e r  t o  i n d i c t  

America f o r  i t s  f a i l u r e  t o  admit  fundamental  human r equ i r emen t s  

and c a p a b i l i t i e s .  But he  a l s o  r ecogn ized  t h a t  t h e  dimensions  of 
/ 

t h e  q u a r r e l  extended beyond t h e  "methodolagy [ o f ]  t h e  f a s t  

buck. 1 1  L There was t h a t  much e a r l i e r  i n t e r f e r e n c e  p a t t e r n  which __ _ _ --/ 
* - 

had procla imed i t s e l f  a  " u n i v e r s e  of d i s c o u r s e . "  As a  r e s u l t ,  
- /- 

language i t s e l f  needed t o  be r e s t o r e d  t o  a  p o s i t i o n  of primacy i n  

our  e x p e r i e n c e .  I n  a n  e f f o r t  t o  r e g a i n  t h e  f a m i l i a r  i n  bo th  

l i f e  and h i s  w r i t i n g ,  Olson t u r n e d  t o  a n o t h e r  o r d e r  

I I I I housekeep ing ,  t o  a n o t h e r  methodology,  t h a t  i s ,  "methodos": 

w i t h  a way 
w i t h  a  v i a ,  w i t h  a  p a t h  (weg, t h a t  which d i e d ,  and 
does  n o t  d i e ,  which i t  i s  .any man ' s  job--and t h e  
more s o  now, when t h e  o l d  way i s  dead ,  long l i v e  
t h e  methodology 

i n  o t h e r  words ,  t h e  s c i e n c e  of  
t h e  path--what cou ld  be more e x a c t l y  what we a r e  
invo lved  i n - - i t  i s  n o t  t h e  p a t h ,  b u t  i t  i s  t h e  
way t h e  p a t h  i s  d i s c o v e r e d !  
(LFO 106) 

h i s  

of 

L 

I n  t h i s  s e n s e ,  t o p o s ,  t r o p o s  and typos  a r e  t h e  terms of  a  p r a c t i -  

c a l  s c i e n c e  which p o i n t  a  way t o  t h e  f a m i l i a r ,  t o  t h e  imago of 

ou r  own s h o r e s .  These a r e  terms which,  by h i s  own admiss ion ,  

have " s t e a d i e d "  him and "kep t  [him] i n "  i n  h i s  p r a c t i c e  of him- 

s e l f  and h i s  w r i t i n g .  A w r i t e r  "goes  by words"3 and ,  i n  r e f l e c t -  

s l i n g  on a n  e a r l i e r  s e t  of  terms-- s p a c e ,  myth, f a c t ,  o b j e c t "  which 

a r e  t a k e n  up and expanded i n  t h e  l a t e r  t r i n i t y - - O l s o n  n o t e s  how 

h i s  unde r s t and ing  of t h o s e  t,erms was a n  i n s t a n c e  of " b l i n d  

p e r c e p t i v i t y , " 4  ( t h a t  s e n s e  of  n o t  h e s i t a t i n g  t o  s t e p  even though 



one does n o t  know i n  advance where o n e ' s  f o o t  w i l l  l i g h t ) ,  of 

11 b l i n d  obed ience  t o  words which were my p r i v a t e  nomencla tures  of 

knowledges a s  men a r e  v i o l e t s  and s h a r e  a  h i l l s i d e  a t  moments of  
5 

r enascence  i n  man t h e  s p e c i e s '  e x p e r i e n c e  of  t h e  Real  ." And i f  

" t h e  obed ience  i s  s t i l l  r e a s o n a b l y  e x a c t , "  t h i s  l a t e r  t r i n i t y  

w i l l  r e s i t u a t e  him f o r  " a n o t h e r  s ea son  on t h a t  same s a i d  h i l l -  

11 
6  

11  I I s i d e .  "Valua t ion  i s  d i s t i n c t l y  b l i n d ,  he  n o t e s ,  and s o  a  man 

h a s  no  cou r se  b u t ,  w i t h  c a r e ,  t o  p ropose  i t ,  t o  propose  h i s  
7 

v a l u a t i o n "  --which i s  what h e  h a s  done i n  o f f e r i n g  t h e  t e rms  of  a  

p o s s i b l e  i n t imacy  w i t h  "an a c t u a l  e a r t h  of  v a l u e .  11 

I n  t e n d i n g  t h a t  h i l l s i d e ,  Olson h a s  g a t h e r e d  t o g e t h e r  t h e  

v e r y  "motions ou r  w i l l s  a r e  t h e  g a r d e n e r s  o f "  ( 0  - 1 0 ,  18) : 

t h e  blow i s  C r e a t i o n  
& t h e  Twis t  t h e  Nas tu r t i um 
i s  any one of o u r s e l v e s  
And t h e  P l a c e  o f  i t  A l l ?  

Mother Ea r th  Alone 
(MP - 634) 

And i n  t h i s ,  t h e  p e n u l t i m a t e  poem of  t h e  e n t i r e  Maximus sequence; 

t h e  " p l a n t i n g s "  have been r e t u r n e d  t o  t h e  e a r t h ,  from t h e r e  t o  

bloom a g a i n .  
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