
We use the word "volume" as a synonym for a book. In my 
practice, and in the essays in this retrospective, I try to 
explore the volume of books as objects, and as they interact 
with the world around them. Their volume is not simply the 
shelf space they take up, but the way they lead into 
networks of human association, create sounds that fill small 
apartments and large performance spaces, and build lives 
around themselves. Volume needn't be large, but it does 
need three dimensions. A means of enhancing the sense of 
volume in music is polyphony, the use of simultaneous 
melody lines that run separately, converge, and diverge 
again. You can hear it as easily in the music of the Baroque 
as you can in classic Jazz, and the primal musics of cultures 
around the world. Even in the private space created by silent 
reading, the sense of possibilities, of freedom of movement, 
pleases me, in a way that the narrowness of dogma can 
never do. For me, the sense of volume in the poetry most 
important to me has always implied liberation.
This June, the June of 2006, will mark the 40th anniversary 
of the day on which I typed my first mimeo stencil, cranked 
up a Gestetner, and produced my first chapbook. Since then, 
I have published over 250 books, produced countless more 
for other people on a job basis, engaged in editorial and 
organizational processes to make poetry more widely 
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Language most shews a man: Speak, that I may see 
thee. —Ben Jonson, Discoveries Made upon Men and 



accessible (both in the sense of available and 
understandable). I have also composed poetry and 
related arts myself and they have been brought forth by 
other publishers. Some have been created through 
collaborative processes, and their publication has often 
been a form of collaboration itself. In the last 12 years, 
my main effort has been in setting up the Light and Dust 
Anthology of Poetry. The latter has allowed me to do all 
sorts of things I could not have done in any other 
medium, though it has involved a sense of déjà-vu in 
relation to the mimeo and make-shift letter press with 
which I began. As much as I am happy with web 
publishing, I don't like the idea of replacing one medium 
with another, and have continued to publish a few books 
on paper. The biggest limitation on this activity has not 
been media orientation but lack of facilities to print 
books such as I had for some 20 years and lack of 
money to farm out printing.

In 1966, I was only partially aware of how many people 
were publishing with mimeo machines, and certainly 
didn't imagine that it would someday be considered a 
"revolution." Mimeo machines were just readily 
available, and in the early years, I used letter presses 
when I could without seeing much difference between 
the two. They both got lines of poetry on paper, though 
neither was very good at reproducing graphics. Silk 
screen, one of the forgotten arts of the period, was good 
for art and visual poetry. In many of my early books I 

The Little Boy Lost

The mire was deep, and the child did weep,
And away the vapour flew.
                                                   —William Blake
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used what might now seem curious if not perverse 
hybrid tech: mimeo books with letterpress covers, for 
instance. Approximately 30 years after my first mimeo 
books, I had become thoroughly self conscious about 
the long route which had lead me from mimeo through 
offset to the real revolution of electronic publication. I 
have hopes that part of this revolution will not be a 
replacement of one medium with another, but a means 
of collaboration between the two. I don't like single 
approaches to poetry, and a thread that runs thorough 
my work on all levels is an argument against any sort 
of monoculture.

Back in 1966, I had formulated, albeit tentatively, some 
basic ideas that would work themselves out in a 
multitude of different ways as I went along. The most 
important were that A books should be seen as pieces 
of sculpture, that they should be apprehended and 
perceived as more than the illusion of two dimensional 
space presented on any single page. B That books 
were not final resting places or static containers, but 
rather stages in transactional processes which could 
go on indefinitely, potentially connecting all 
experience. C That books should never be impersonal.

In 1966, I did not know that in less than a decade I 
would be making books out of everything from cinder 
blocks to human hair, books that could be played as 
musical instruments or worn as earrings. I did, 
however, have the strong sense that a book should be 
felt in the hands as well as read with the eyes, and that 
even its smell could have significance. Although I could 
be pleased with the complete, utilitarian simplicity of 
the magic books published by City Lights, I could also 
be dissatisfied with the much more elegant covers of 
the more miraculous books published by New 
Directions. As well chosen and profoundly moving as 
the photos on the front of New Directions books might 



be, they had nothing to do with the blurbs on the 
backs. This is something I have consistently tried to 
avoid during the 40 years of publishing books. I have 
at times seen this disjuncture as metaphor and 
evidence for a fracturing of books into separate 
departments for decoration, promotion, and contents, 
and have resisted this kind of division to the extent 
that I could.

In designing books, I have tried to make the front and 
back covers coherent and continuous visual units. 
These in turn should in some way relate to the design 
of the pages inside the book. And all design should 
start from the text or graphics that made up the 
book's contents. The book should be a piece of 
sculpture, designed to work with the changes it goes 
through as the reader holds it, opens it, and moves 
from page to page.

Likewise, once a book has been published it should 
begin a process of interactions that, ideally, should 
not have a final goal or stopping point. The 
interactions can go from simple to complex, and 
there's never been a way to predict how or where 
they will exfoliate. On the simplest level in 1966, they 

Speak to me. Why do you never 
speak. Speak. — T. S. Eliot 
                 The Waste Land, 1922.



became focal points in my conversations with my 
home-town literary friends. The books took part in the 
active and animated discussions of poetry while I was 
a university student, and literary discussions tended 
to include pulling books out of shelves in apartments 
or to be centers of discussion during cross-country 
drives or shorter trips for local adventures. They 
would later become a medium of exchange, in all 
senses, with poets throughout the world, eventually 
reaching leading edge writers as far away as Eritriya, 
Paraguay, and Japan. Some would foster long 
stretches of what has been a nearly monastic 
discipline, while others would lead to love affairs, 
soap operas, changes in attitudes and perceptions, 
new friends, preposterous situations, strange farces, 
and dedicated social activism.

In the late 1960s, sending the books out brought 
others back to me in exchange. d.a.levy was the great 
master of passing books around during that phase of 
American letters, and although I didn't fully appreciate 
the first books I received from him in 66, his work and 
his presence still continue to grow long after his 
death. Some of the books I sent out did not bring 

A Little Girl Lost

To her father white
Came the maiden bright;
But his loving look,
Like the holy book,
All her tender limbs with terror shook



back immediate responses, but lead to meetings at later 
times. Once I started getting things around, I started 
getting mail from people I did not know. In a short time, 
this lead to networks of correspondence that were in 
many respects more complex than those later facilitated 
by the internet. Those networks sometimes lead to 
meetings and long-term friendships. Some during the 
1970s were part of the lavish performance and 
intermedia festivals of the era. Others lead to travels to 
visit poets, attend readings, go to art exhibitions, find 
books and manuscripts in special collections 
departments and odd little libraries, and so forth. Yet 
others have been magnets to draw people here, for 
readings, for visits, for collaborations. The volumes of 
interchange even in a flickering and ethereal medium 
like the internet could still explore the volume of the 
world and its potentials as no other medium had done 
before.

By 1970, I had come to the conclusion that poetry 
needed what I called "triangulation." On a private level, 
this lead to my basic practices as a poet, editor, and 
critic: There were many ways to understand poetry and 
other art forms than simply assimilating information on 

Maurice Blanchot: The Writing of the Disaster

First line: The disaster [writing] ruins 
everything, all the while leaving everything 
intact.

He who criticizes or thrusts the game away has 
already entered into the game.



pages. Translation has been a basic stage of 
apprenticeship in many literary milieux, and it has been 
essential to me, even though most of my translations 
have not been done for publication and will not be 
published with my consent. Writing criticism and 
essays is not only a way of getting closer to the work of 
other people, it has also stimulated my own poetry. 
With certain types of visual poetry and art, painting 
facsimiles has been an essential tool in understanding 
the work. Publishing poetry should enhance 
understanding of the work published, and it can be 
seen as a form of translation. This work requires (at 
least for me) particularly careful reading, keyboarding, 
design, and all the care and concentration needed for 
those processes to make sense. The interpersonal web 
of human connections makes sense of making sense.

We are the most abject prisoners of 
the literate culture in which we have 
matured.

—Walter Ong, The Presence of 
the Word , 1967. 

At the same time, I realized the flawed nature of 
criticism written from a single point of view and usually 
by a single critic. Tom Montag's Margins magazine 
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The School Boy

But to go to school in a summer morn, -
O it drives all joy away!
Under a cruel eye outworn,
The little ones spend the day
In sighing and dismay.

Ah then at times I drooping sit,
And spend many an anxious hour;
Nor in my book can I take delight,
Nor sit in learning's bower,
Worn through with the dreary shower.

gave me the perfect place to start trying out multiple 
reviews of the same book, or books by the same author. 

A text is something you usually see on a page, imitating 
two-dimensional space. Poems read aloud moves in 
waves, filling the space within the range of the waves. 
Silent reading can create something completely different: 
in reading silently, you can create a private space for 
yourself that pulls in your concentration and focuses it. 
The function of reading which carves out private space 
often works best when it interacts with more public 
correlatives.


