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collaborators’ desire to create an intimate ‘place
in common’ in the form of a book.
Books such as A Day Book and Life and Death
were typeset printed, displayed beautiful lithographs and were characterized by impressive
scale and materials, whereas, projects such as
Edges, En Famille, Signs, and Presences showed
the many possibilities offered by offset printing
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while emphasizing the value of a cheaper and
portable book format.
Finally his collaborations with Bobbie Louise
Hawkins (The Finger and Away) also introduced
some interesting innovations linked to the use
of the Xerox machine, and this practice mirrors
the work of some major artists and publishers
who, during the sixties, made constant use of
electrostatic printing processes in their work (I
am thinking of Seth Siegelaub and his seminal
publication known as the Xerox Book displaying
the work of major minimal and conceptual artists such as Sol LeWitt, Robert Morris, Richard
Berry, and Joseph Kosuth). Creeley published
both limited editions and multiple copies and
thus through his many projects directly engaged
the dialectic between the unique and the multiple
which characterizes the tradition of the artist’s
book as well as contemporary art and culture.
Now, if we look at Creeley’s book projects we
notice that, in spite of the differences in content,
size, material, and printing techniques, they all
seem to put forward the collaborative activity—
or ‘the team-sport’—that stands at their roots.
His are ‘collaborative books’ that is, books made
by a poet in collaboration with an artist (a painter,
a sculptor, a photographer) and that enhance,
through the way the verbal and visual languages
are presented on the page, the relation existing
between the two collaborators.11 Their closest
transatlantic equivalents are what Yves Peyré
has defined as ‘books of dialogues’ (livres de dialogues), a formula that the French poet and critic
uses to refer to such books as Le Corbeau, translated by Stéphane Mallarmé and illustrated by
Edouard Manet in 1875, that started to appear in
France at the end of the nineteenth century, and
that are usually defined as ‘illustrated books.’12
Peyré prefers the term ‘book of dialogue’ to

Robert Creeley & Francesco Clemente, Life and Death, 1993.

the most common and general one of ‘illustrated
book’ (livre illustré) because, as he explains, the
last one ‘is too simplistic and often subject to
misinterpretations.’13 In fact the ‘book of dialogue’ refers to a specific form of literary/artistic
exchange. Peyré speaks of ‘the equality of two expressions in the appearance of a new form.’14 As
he explains, a ‘high tension’ characterizes the relationship between words and images on the page
in a book of dialogue. An active exchange is engaged between the two semiotic systems and this
reflects, according to him, the active conversation
the artist and the poet are involved in throughout
the conception of the publication. Thus, within
the space of the book, we assist in what Peyré defines as ‘a sharing of the being between two voices
within a unique and yet common space.’15 Justice
is done to both the words and the images and no
language seems to prevail over the other. This
apparent absence of a hierarchy between the two
media, as well as between the two voices engaged
in the dialogue, was also celebrated by poet Paul
Eluard, whose collaborative books often fall into
the category of the book of dialogue according
to Peyré. To collaborate, Eluard said, ‘painters
and poets need to be free. Dependence lowers: it
prevents from understanding and from loving.’16

What is presented to the reader through the book
of dialogue is thus the direct exchange and the
tension existing between two expressive languages within a common space.
Yet, in Creeley’s case, even if some books show
an intimate relationship between text and image
(poet and painter), most of them are characterized
by a sort of distance and respect for the language
of the other. This is probably the most interesting
feature of Creeley’s collaborative books: most of
them were conceived and realized at a distance by
an artist and a poet who were physically far from
each other and who were working on a common
project in two separate locations. Creeley and
most of his partners were not physically present in the same space and time at the moment
of creation: apart from a few exceptions, most
of his collaborations are ‘distant collaborations.’
The dialogue, therefore, takes places through an
interposed medium: the telephone, the fax and
the letter (that in the last part of his career was
replaced by the e-mail) work as partners in the
collaborative project: they affect the dialogue engaged by the two collaborators and the publisher
by defining its rhythms as much as modifying
its form and even, sometimes, its content. The
communication medium interrupts, slows down,

Allen Ginsberg & Francesco Clemente, The White Shroud, 1984.
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Hofmann) or ‘all-over painting’ can be used as
rigorous concepts to account for the way O’Hara’s
poetry works. The only thing one can say is that
they provided O’Hara with ideas and metaphors
to think about his own poetry—but not more.12 In
a 1957 letter, O’Hara sends poems to Larry Rivers:
Now please tell me if you think these poems
are filled with disgusting self-pity, if there are
‘holes’ in them, if the surface isn’t kept ‘up,’
if there are recognizable images, if they show
nostalgia for the avant-garde, or if they don‘t
have ‘push and pull,’ and I’ll keep working on
them until each is a foot high.
Yours in action art,
Frank13
The tone here is both serious—he wants to have
his friend’s opinion, he also wants to prove
a point—and ironic. And even if Hoffman’s
concept of ‘push and pull’ is used here to describe
the movement O’Hara gives his poem, one can’t
really say that his poetry is a mere surface and
that it is only concerned about the relationship
between words, neglecting their meanings.14
Critics sometimes come to the conclusion that
O’Hara’s poems work like paintings; but such
assertion is most often based on a vague analogy
between writing and painting.15 Besides, the
same O’Hara poem will be compared to different
paintings: one does not really see why the poem is
more intimately connected to one painting rather
than to another. ‘Second Avenue,’ for instance,
was compared to paintings by Jackson Pollock
and Willem de Kooning whereas their works are
quite different, to say the least.16 Finally, so many
different O’Hara poems have been labeled ‘action
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poems’ (or compared to action painting) that
the term seems to be stripped of any substantial
meaning in relation to O’Hara’s work.17
Reading O’Hara’s poems as painterly poems,
attempting to read them as one would look at
paintings, is running the risk of ignoring the
radical difference between the medium of the
painter and that of the poet. It also amounts to
misreading O’Hara’s work altogether; more than
once in his poems, he staged such an essential
difference for the definition of his own art; in
a poem written for his friend Larry Rivers who
complained he could not write, O’Hara says:
You are worried that you don’t write?
Don’t be. It’s the tribute of the air that
your paintings don’t just let go
of you. And what poet ever sat down
in front of a Titian, pulled out
his versifying tablet and began
to drone? Don’t complain, my dear,
You do what I can only name.18
Poetry and painting are, therefore, not in the
same league; this is not to say that O’Hara did
not think highly of poetry, which he thought was
the highest form of art, but it means that poetry
has a lesser degree of reality than painting.19 In a
poem written for painter John Button’s birthday,
O’Hara writes:
And that you’re
a painter is a great satisfaction, too. You know how
I feel about painters. I sometimes think poetry
only describes.20
‘Naming things is only the intention to make
things,’ O’Hara writes in ‘Memorial Day 1950’:
writing poems is only an attempt at making

Michael Goldberg, Sardines, 1955.
Smithsonian American Art Museum, Washington D.C.
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of interest to literary history, I am going to mention some of the poems that were published in
them. ‘The Kind Of Act Of,’ ‘The Carnival,’ ‘In
An Act Of Pity,’ ‘The Charm,’ and other poems
by Robert Creeley.
The Immoral Proposition, Autumn, 1953. This
is Jargon 8, published by Williams, and you see
that in 1953 Creeley had these two books out,
one from his own Divers Press and one from
Williams’ Jargon. Drawings again by Laubiès,
edition of 100. Printed in Germany, in Karlsruhe,
where Williams was stationed as a soldier.
Designed and published by Jonathan Williams,
it includes the poems ‘The Immoral Proposition,’
‘For W.C.W.,’ ‘An Obscene Poem,’ ‘Chasing the
Bird,’ and others.
In Cold Hell, In Thicket is another Divers publication, Winter, 1953, by Charles Olson, edited
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by Robert Creeley, and issued as Origin 8. Cid
Corman’s magazine Origin, which he started
in the early 1950s, was a place that Creeley and
Olson and others were publishing before The
Black Mountain Review and continued to after
The Black Mountain Review started. But this was
really in a sense a Divers publication; it was edited
by Creeley and printed by Mossen Alcover in
Palma de Mallorca. And there is a note in the colophon: ‘This book was designed by Divers Press,
hand set in Mercedes and Futura types.’ It is interesting to note that in a lot of these Divers books
the titles are in a sans-serif font, and the text is
in a serif font. That to me is a very typical feature
of the Divers design sensibility: to combine those
quite different elements, one more traditional, the
other modern.
The Maximus Poems, 1–10. Jonathan
Williams’ Jargon was the first publisher of what
became Charles Olson’s great epic, and I will
quote here a statement of purpose for Jargon by
Jonathan Williams:
The purpose of a writers’ press like Jargon is
reckless and doomed. It is to make coherence
in the avant-garde community, community
which is snide and sullen, and generally deserving of the rock-bottom place it holds in
America. What has been obvious is the fact
that I, the publisher, am not very capable of
being business-like about Jargon. This is true
by nature, and undoubtedly because there has
never been anything but thousands of dollars
in debts to printers to worry about, and no
income for living. I’ve tended to let things slide
often in favor of writing my own poems, or editing and designing someone’s new book. This
is the reckless part. But to hell with that too.
There are always a hundred people to tell you

Charles Olson, This, 1952.
Cover art by Nicholas Cernovich.
The Poetry/Rare Books Collection, SUNY Buffalo.

what’s wrong with what you’re doing, and why
it shouldn’t be done.9
Interesting as a statement of purpose! Yet he
made these amazing books.
Mayan Letters, 1954 Divers Press, hand-set in
Mercedes and Futura, edited by Robert Creeley.
The Gold Diggers, 1954, Divers Press by Robert
Creeley. This book was hand-set in Bodoni and
Futura, and printed by Mossen Alcover.
All That Is Lovely In Men, 1955, Jargon 10,
was published by Jonathan Williams in an edition of two hundred. This one was printed by the
Biltmore Press in Asheville, North Carolina near
Black Mountain. ‘For Charles, Connie, and Kate,’
is the dedication by Creeley. This is just the front

Robert Duncan & Jess, Caesar’s Gate, 1955.
The Poetry/Rare Books Collection, SUNY Buffalo.

cover, but the back cover continues the same photograph wrapping around.
The Dissolving Fabric, by Paul Blackburn,
Divers Press, has an astonishing cover by Dan
Rice. It is absolutely a material object, the lettering in black, the design (painting) in brown and
white, printed on actual newsprint. The texture of
the print making up the letters and of the painted
design on top of a commercially printed modest
sales text creates a remarkable experience for the
reader. I would like to mention here some of the
found text of what is printed in these classified ads,
because they too create a surface for the poems
inside the book to refract from: ‘Opportunities,
Executive, Civil Engineer, Salesmen frozen fish,
Salesman wholesale, 25,000 caliber, Are you a
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Obviously, the relations of poetry and painting
are more visible than poetry’s affection for music,
or for that matter, dance, but if you asked most
poets which art has affected them most continually the common answer would probably be
some sort of music. ‘Enigma Variations’ is a piece
of music by Sir Edward Elgar, the English composer best known for ‘Pomp and Circumstance.’
Sir Frederick Ashton made a ballet on ‘Enigma
Variations’ for Covent Garden. I first saw this
performed in New York in the early sixties. Asked
what theme his variations were composed upon,
Elgar said, ‘Ah-ha, that is the Enigma!’
In the seventies, when I was in Northern
California and Philip Guston was sequestered
in Woodstock, New York, Guston and I wrote
back and forth often about doing a book together.
The poem ‘Enigma Variations’ had already been
in a small book called Recent Visitors, for which
plain Kulicke plastic passe-partouts he somewhat casually slid his drawings and collages into.
Kenneth Koch has remarked on O’Hara’s ‘feeling that the silliest idea actually in his head was
better than the most profound idea actually in
someone else’s head.’11 Smart or idiotic, but never
dull. (Ron Padgett recalls poems we wrote during
the late sixties in groups of anywhere from two
to ten as making him laugh so hard his stomach hurt.) Collaboration thrives on the nerve of
putting shamelessness at the service of mutual
respect and the will to be interesting no matter
what. Asked by Anne Waldman in an interview,
‘What about collaborations?’ Joe summed it up
like so: ‘It’s fun. It’s very arduous. You have to
compromise a lot. You have to be willing to totally fail and not be embarrassed by it. That’s the
main thing, which is very good for you.’12

74
The Art of
Collaboration

Bill Berkson & Joe Brainard, Recent Visitors, 1971.
Bill Berkson & Joe Brainard, Deep Freeze, 1968.

George Schneeman did both the cover and drawings. The book Guston and I eventually did, in
1975, had that one and other poems from various
years 1968–75. I always
thought ‘enigma’ was
a good word for a lot of
what was palpable in
both Guston’s painting
and my poetry, and that
made Enigma Variations
seem an appropriate
title for the book. What
was unique about this
one was not so much
the process of fitting
images to poems—I sent
Guston a manuscript
and for each poem he
either made a drawing
or selected one already
made—but the package
of fifteen drawings he
sent within two or three
weeks—at
lightning
speed, as it were—also contained yellow legal-pad
sheets with notes telling exactly why in his mind
each drawing ‘went’ with its particular poem
mate. In the seventies, I could say that Guston
had become a kind of Ideal Reader for my poems,
because, lettering and then drawing around
some of them—I don’t actually know which he
did first—he opened up certain poems for me, as
to subject. One drawing he made in 1973 incorporates a poem called ‘Negative,’ which is about
an encounter with a large glass door. As Guston
said, ‘Poems and drawings give each other new
powers—energies.’13
We seem to be in the realm now of the kind
of ‘hand-off’ that results in a book of images and

Bill Berkson & Philip Guston, Negative, 1973.

text created separately, across town or continent,
as the case may be. Unlike Enigma Variations,
which I published myself in a very, almost shamefully plain edition under
the Big Sky imprint,
Gloria is a book that
was made to order to
be printed in glorious
letterpress by Andrew
Hoyem’s Arion Press:
Andrew invited me to
submit a manuscript,
and once he had that
in hand, after agreeing
that Alex Katz was the
man for the job, Andrew
invited Alex to do a set
of prints to accompany
the poems.14 Although
very nice about the
poems, Alex left the
arrangement of the
prints—which print to
go with which poem—
up for grabs. Andrew made a mock up for me to
see; I suggested switching two match ups, and the
thing went to press. Very elegant, super deluxe.
How different is it when the hand-off is just
down the street and the artist’s part, as opposed
to Katz’s, is a unilateral positioning of image in
response to text. Over the past year, taking a
combine of poetry and prose worked up from a
computer-desktop notebook, the San Francisco
artist Léonie Guyer set her delicate glyphs to
(and sometimes in-between) the parts that most
appealed to her of this extended work called Not
an Exit.15
Like Gloria, the book, done by Marie Dern at
Jungle Garden Press, is printed in letterpress, but
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