
 
Karl Young : Printer Poet 
 
 
 
Language most shews a man: Speak, that I may see thee.  

—Ben Jonson Discoveries Made upon Men and Matter 1640.  
 
You should have heard just what I seen.  

—Bo Diddley "Who Do You Love?" 
 
Speak to me. Why do you never speak. Speak. 

—T. S. Eliot The Waste Land 1922. 
 
 
 



Writing the Cur(s)e 
 
What is a poem? Where does it come from? Where does it go? What is a book? 
Where does it come from? Who writes it?  Who makes it? What authority does a 
writer have? Who is Karl Young? Where is William Blake? Blakean & Youngean? 
Why can I claim that Karl Young is the William Blake of this time, our time?  
 
Blake: Urizen and the Book, Poems of Innocence and Experience (or Poems of 
Young & Old) 
 
Urizen represents more than existential bad faith, he is bad consciousness 
represented as the Book, not just any particular book, but the human voice as re-
presented in a book. Blake, whose poetic output was contrary to the oppressive 
your-reasoned book, took the middle ground, writing and drawing a book 
unchained, as much as possible, from the linear, goal oriented, prose that 
demands as its source the authority of the constrained formal and enclosed pre-
determined structures, even those structures pre-determined to undermine 
(mined under) those structures (predicting a hundred years ago the academic 
post-modern grab-bag).  
 

A self-quote, from sWords, fifty meditations on the Word: 
With Nebrija's story [as the first grammarian of the vernacular], Ivan Illich 
and Barry Sanders add historical support to Levi‑Strauss' assertion in 
Tristes Tropiques “that the primary function of written communication is 
to facilitate slavery”. 

 
As writers who recognize the inherent power of writing to enslave, 

we have no choice but to use writing against itself to counter this quality of 
writing. There is no privileged position outside of writing as writing stands 
outside of speech…. And the written word cannot look to speech for its 
liberation; it must liberate itself. [Is this possible? Kafka’s ghost is always, 
should be, looking over our shoulder.] 

 
How might writing free itself? There have been two choices, seemingly at odds : 
Ezra Pound's "Make it New" and T. S. Eliot's attempt to make it old ("Tradition 
and the Individual Talent").  

Eliot: This historical sense, which is a sense of the timeless as well as of the 
temporal and of the timeless and of the temporal together, is what makes a 
writer traditional. And it is at the same time what makes a writer most 
acutely conscious of his place in time, of his contemporaneity.  

Both poets (and both were political reactionaries) ended in the same poetic 
culture, a culture where authority was invested in institutional power : the State, 
the Church, the Great Man (as defined by the State & Church), History (as 



written by the victors). Is there a third way, a different culture that in-forms the 
culture to invest poetry with meaning? 

Charles Olson : Estranged from the most familiar 
We are the most abject prisoners of the literate culture in which we have  

—Walter Ong The Presence of the Word 1967. 

from Olson’s “Maximus to Himself “ 

I have had to learn the simplest things  
last. Which made for difficulties.  
…  
But even at my trade, at it, I stood estranged  
from that which was most familiar.  
…  
It is undone business  
I speak of, this morning  
with the sea  
stretching out  
from my feet.  

[Alienation redeemed by the voice] 
 
Olson quoting Heraclitus on familiarity: We are estranged from what is most 
familiar. And for a writer, what is more familiar than writing? 
 
Blake on the Familiar 
Blake might give answer to this often quoted statement, as familiar as not 
stepping into this or that river twice, that cleansing of “the doors of perception” 
is necessary for the reader to see “the infinite in all things”, that the writer must 
first see the liar in familiar: writing, “the simplest thing”, is the “mind-forg’d 
manacles,” which, of course, makes “for difficulties”. 

For Blake, the doors of perception that must be opened are covers of the book, but 
a book that is more than a book of writing.  

From The Book of Urizen  

Preludium  
…Eternals, I hear your call gladly.  
Dictate swift winged words & fear not  
To unfold your dark visions of torment.  
[Voice and liberation] 

Chap. I  

1. Lo, a shadow of horror is risen  



In Eternity! …  
Self-clos’d  
… Some said  
“It is Urizen.” But unknown, abstracted,  
Brooding secret, the dark power hid.  
[The self enclosed prison as the result of literacy] 
 
2. Times on times he divided & measur’d  
Space by space in his ninefold darkness.  
[Interior space, the self-absorbed, book, self] 
 
4. Dark, revolving in silent activity  
Unseen in tormenting passions,  
An activity unknown and horrible,  
A self-contemplating shadow  
[A description of reading] 
 
Chap. II  
…Urizen, so nam’d,  
That solitary one in Immensity.  
[Virginia Wolf’s “A Room of Her Own”] 
 
3. “From the depths of dark solitude, from  
The eternal abode in my holiness,  
Hidden, set apart, in my stern counsels,  
Reserv’d for the days of futurity,  
I have sought for a joy without pain,  
For a solid without fluctuation.  
[The teaching of a book, which is always past and future] 
 
4. First I fought with the fire, consum’d  
Inwards, into a deep world within:  
A void immense, wild, dark, and deep,  
Where nothing was….  
I alone, even I ….  
[Writing as, essentially, dealing with nothing] 
 
6. Here alone I, in books form’d of metals  
Have written the secrets of wisdom,  
The secrets of dark contemplation  
[Metal as mental (writing)] 
 
7. Lo. I unfold my darkness and on  
This rock place with strong hand the Book  
Of eternal brass, written in my solitude:  
8. Laws of peace, of love, on unity, etc.  



… one King, one God, one Law.  
[Writing makes tyranny seem natural] 
 
Chap: III  
1. The voice ended…  
The Book of brass. Rage siez’d strong,  
[Writing and the illusion of superior thinking] 
 
Chap: VII  
7. He form’d a line & a plummet  
To divide the Abyss benearth. he form’d a dividing rule;  
8. He formed scales to weigh;  
He formed massy weights;  
He formed a brazen quadrant;  
He formed golden compasses  
[Urizen, and Your (book) Reason] 
 
If a method of Printing which combines the Painter and the Poet is a phenomenon 
worthy of public attention, provided that it exceeds in elegance all former 
methods, the Author is sure of his reward. (Blake: “To the Public”) 
[The Book against the book] 
 
Blake and Orality; Blake and the Book 

A BOOK, Blake’s Songs of Innocence and of Experience. 

The poems: “Songs of Innocence” Introduction 

And I made a rural pen, 
And I stained the water clear, 
And I wrote my happy songs 
Every child may joy to hear. 
[Writing as pollution, a necessary evil] 

The Little Boy Lost 

The mire was deep, and the child did weep, 
And away the vapour flew. 
[Sound as savior] 

Laughing Song 

Come live, and be merry, and join with me, 
To sing the sweet chorus of 'Ha ha he!' 
[Speech as joy] 



Nurse’s Song 

When voices of children are heard on the green, 
And laughing is heard on the hill, 
My heart is at rest within my breast, 
And everything else is still. 
[Speech as salvation, Eliot’s still point] 

On Another Sorrow 

Can a mother sit and hear 
An infant groan, an infant fear? 
No, no! never can it be! 
Never, never can it be! 
[The compelling, as necessary for survival, (why there are no ear lids) 
connection voice makes, demands] 

Songs of Experience: Introduction 

Hear the voice of the Bard, 
Who present, past, and future, sees; 
Whose ears have heard 
The Holy Word 
That walked among the ancient trees 
[The voice as Irony (as it turns out to be)] 

The Garden of Love 

And the gates of this Chapel were shut, 
And 'Thou shalt not' writ over the door; 
So I turned to the Garden of Love 
That so many sweet flowers bore 
[Writing as bondage] 

A Little Boy Lost 

The weeping child could not be heard, 
The weeping parents wept in vain: 
They stripped him to his little shirt, 
And bound him in an iron chain, 

And burned him in a holy place 
Where many had been burned before; 
[Voice denied, a life of pain] 

 



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. 
[The book as tyranny] 

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. 
[School, the book writ large, as eternal suffering] 
 
 
Blake the Worker  
Repeat : Urizen represents more than existential bad faith, he is bad 
consciousness represented as the Book, not just any particular book, but the 
human voice as re-presented in any book. Blake’s whose poetic output was 
contrary to the Urizen book, took the middle ground, writing and drawing a book 
unchained from, as much as possible, from the linear, goal oriented, prose that 
demands as its source the author(ity) of the constrained formal and enclosed 
pre-determined structures. 
 
It is the attempt to open this closed Outward gate, the attempt to loosen the 
Tongue of verse, “if [as Olson wrote] it is to be of essential use”, that connects 
Olson with Blake. Olson, looking about at the sterile, closed, academic verse of the 
Fifties was desperate to get poetry away from the “headmen” of the academy and 
the plutocrats of verse, desperate enough in his desire for wholeness to call for 
“Violence: knives / anything, to get the body in.” [The irony of a poet most 
dependent upon “the scholar’s art” deriding the “headmen 
 of the Academy shouldn’t be lost on anyone.] 
 
Early in Jerusalem Blake gives a picture of what happens with the body is 
denied, preparing us for the eventual realization of the picture of the whole man. 
Blake, like all revolutionaries, attempts to construct the New Man. But the old 



man, the man in “the manner of the Sons of Albion” is one in which one part of 
the body is exaggerated to the detriment of the whole body, and the whole body 
politic suffers. The Sons of Albion are the promoters, the advertising agents, for 
what Gregory Bateson calls the confusion of logical types. They bifurcate reality 
into digital categories of an either / or logic that mystifies perception through 
promoting the proposition that each side of the split reality is “equal.” [Fox News 
and the Republican Party, a lesson learned from Nazi propaganda.] In Blake’s 
words: 
 

They take the Two Contraries which are called Qualities, with which 
Every Substance is clothed, they name the Good & Evil 
From them they make an Abstract, which is a Negation 
Not only of the Substance from which it is derived 
A murderer of its own Body: but also a murderer 
Of every Divine Member: it is the Reasoning Power 
An Abstract objecting power, that Negatives every thing 
This is the Spectre of Man: the Holy Reasoning Power 
And in its Holiness is closed the Abomination of Desolation (Pl 10) 

 
 
NOW, where is Karl Young? Poet: oral poet, visual poet, concrete poet, mail artist, 
performance poet, online publisher, printer poet. Maker of Books Poet? 
 
Karl and the Book 
 If a method of Printing which combines the Painter and the Poet is a 
phenomenon worthy of public attention, provided that it exceeds in elegance all 
former methods, the Author is sure of his reward.  

—William Blake, TO THE PUBLIC (1793) 
 
Karl's writing, his Tradition (copying by hand the Central American codices), 
resurrecting (making current) Old English poems and riddles, his focused 
attention of the integration of word & image (the painted images of the 
Americas), this tradition is embodied in his practice, practice as Printer, as a 
maker of books. 
 
Karl: 

From BRINGING THE TEXT BACK HOME ; Notes for Project 
The excerpt from my introduction to my own “Bringing the Text Back 
Home” project includes development of the basic books in the project, and a 
role and type of collaboration I haven’t seen anywhere else. The project 
began with two books exploring fragments of the earliest use of alphabets. 
In Cried and Measured, (Tree Books, Berkeley 1977) I worked from 
fragments of writing left by Jewish exiles in Egypt during the first 
Diaspora. Chillingly, these included references to a pogrom not unlike 
those of more recent times. In addition to making a tribute and thanks to 
the earliest personal writing (as distinct from proclamations, religious 



texts, and inventories), which in this instance, charts the daily measures 
of life in a community, the book is also a memorial to the victims of the 
Holocaust of the 20th Century, and the victims of the atrocities committed 
during the two and a third millennia between the fragments and the 
“midnight of the 20th Century.” I based Should Sun Forever Shine 
(Underwhich Editions, Toronto, 1980), in fragmentary texts using the 
Roman alphabet in its earliest form. This book explores multiple tonalities 
using different dispositions of letters and words which I had used in a 
simpler form in Cried and Measured. Some read up or down the page, some 
from right to left, some without spaces between words. The “difficulty 
levels” these dispositions cause create rhythmic patterns, based in varying 
speed of pace, even in the silent reading most common in our own time. 
[Also : my review : "To see the universe in a speck of dust"—JN]  

 
The Materials : Mallarme and the typewriter 
 
Poems should echo and reecho against each other. They should create 
resonances. They cannot live alone any more than we can. 
 —Jack Spicer, Second Letter to Robin Blaser (Admonitions) 
 
…every thing that lives, / Lives not alone, not for itself. Fear not ... 
  —  William Blake (The Book of Thel) 
 

On August 26, 1843, inventor Charles Thurber received a patent for the 
first practical typewriter, invented to aid the nervous and the blind. 
Thurber received US patent 3228 for "improvements in machines for 
printing."—Wikipedia 
 
Most of his later work explored the relationship between content and form, 
between the text and the arrangement of words and spaces on the page. 
This is particularly evident in his last major poem, Un coup de dés jamais 
n'abolira le hasard ('A roll of the dice will never abolish chance') of 1897.  
—Wikipedia 

 
Ezra Pound on the Typewriter  

from Machine Poetics: Pound, Stein and the Modernist Imagination by Tony Tost 
[Doctoral Dissertation, Duke University, 2011] 
Even if modernist poets did create works largely intended for traditional 
book-bound channels, the imaginations that produced those works were 
forged in the combustible mix of new media and technologies that emerged 
in the early 20th century... . I argue that their experimental poetic 
methods emerged from their understanding of the challenges posed by new 
media and technologies. Among these challenges were new velocities of 
signification that emerged with the proliferation of the telegraph, new 
capacities for the storage of information that arrived with the introduction 
of the phonograph, an altered relationship to language itself with the 



externalized alphabet of the typewriter, and a new feel for how meaning 
could be generated through the montage logic of the cinema. 

 
The Materials  
To better understand Karl’s radical traditionalism (think Olson’s : Go Contrary), 
a good starting place is a book, The Tramp Printers, Forgotten Trails of the 
Travelling Typographers by Charles Overbeck. Overbeck documents the loss of 
value (and the connection of words with facts) with the loss of hand-work, the 
physical production of language leading to over valuation of the mental, head-
work removed from the Body and increasing from the Voice that connects with 
the real, material, world, the Human Universe. 
 
On the Matter of Form, a single and simple example:  
The title, from the cover of Gaston Bachelard's THE	POETICS	OF	REVERIE, 
Childhood, Language, and the Cosmos,  
The contrast of the main title with the subtitle in a text that mimics cursive, the 
hand in contrast with the head, suggests a balance that is reflected in the subject, 
a Blakean balance of contraries of anima and animus, female and male, young 
and old, adult and child, prose and poetry : “An excess of childhood is the germ of 
a poem.” [Always the “Blakean” warning : “Of course, any simplification runs the 
risk of mutilating reality, but it helps us establish perspective.”] 
and 
the difference with the prescribed title form, all italics, where the subtitle now 
signifies nothing of importance: The Poetics of Reverie, Childhood, Language, and the Cosmos 
 
Karl at the beginning of the internet : using color and graphics (like Blake) 
 
Karl was a pioneer of the use of the internet for literature. Imagine the internet 
without advertising. That was our world, then. One reason for his excitement 
came from the ease of using color. Printing in color is expensive. Not so on the 
net. Karl had no institutional or government support. Karl was one of a few who 
saw color text as a technology that could be used by poets to take more control, 
as did the typewriter, with the reproduction (and the production) of text.  
[A contemporary using color text: buchstäblich Buch  [literal book] eine 
Autobibliographie By Peter Malutzki] 
 
Link to my essay on William Carlos Williams' "The Red Wheelbarrow" 
[ PDF download of Williams’ least understood poem The Red Wheelbarrow : 
https://www.abullhead.com/books 
 
(Karl's multiple readings of the same text : Example -- his screenfolds, also his comments about 
Tom Montag’s Margins and multiple review voices) 
 
 
 
 
 



the End, from Blake for Karl: 

The Voice of the Ancient Bard 

Youth of delight! come hither 
And see the opening morn, 
Image of Truth new-born. 
Doubt is fled, and clouds of reason, 
Dark disputes and artful teazing. 
Folly is an endless maze; 
Tangled roots perplex her ways; 
How many have fallen there! 
They stumble all night over bones of the dead; 
And feel--they know not what but care; 
And wish to lead others, when they should be led. 

the poem read backwards: 

The Voice of the Recent Bard 
 
Hither comes delight of Youth 
Morn opening to See and 
born new Truth of Image. 
Reason clouds and fled is Doubt 
teasing artful and disputes dark maze.  
Endless is folly’s ways.  
Her perplex roots tangled there! 
Fallen have many how dead. The bones 
over night all stumble. They care 
but what now know they? Feel  
and be lead. Should they? When 
others lead. Wish and … 
 
 
  



 
The Grammar Academics : Post-SCRIPT, end of dialogue, the last word 
 
In a back alley who do you want watching your back, an academic liberal or a 
steel booted redneck? 
  —James Lee Burke : The New Iberia Blues 2019. 
 
Stanley Gardner :  

But if his training in drawing was prolonged and complete, it was his only 
formal education. He escaped entirely the commonplace instruction in the 
classics and Latin grammar, and was never put through the conventional 
course in English versification. So his grammar was always wholesomely 
English, unaffected by Latin 'correctness', and he was not well-bread in 
poetic good manners. 
—Blake (1968) 

 
David V. Erdman :  

`Good advice to the reader would be to study some of the "terrific" parts 
from the "mild and gentle" and he "prosaic" even where he has not troubled 
to supply any mechanical guidance for the "true Orator" who was called 
upon to "chaunt" his "heroic Verse". Punctuation calculated to measure out 
the syntax of rational statement will almost inevitably divert both editor 
and reader from the oratorical variety and musical impetus of the poet's 
authentic voice, only to impose the bondage of "a Monotonous Cadence" 
from which he strove to be free.  
—Textual Notes to The Poetry and Prose of William Blake (1965) 

The “godly discipline” imposed upon the young is education: more exactly it is 
literacy. It is the forceful removal from the Paradise of the oral world that we all 
once inhabited. What might be the real, lived paradise, not the one from a Book? 
The agricultural commons of Blake and John Clare. Hell being the Enclosure 
Acts. And speech our common ground. Clare wrote the poems against the 
Enclosure and it drove him mad. Blake lived the life against it to stay sane. 

As Blake said it: “The Nature of my Work is Visionary or Imaginative it is an 
Endeavour to Restore what the Ancients calld the Golden Age” (A Vision of the 
Last Judgment). 

John Clare : Notes to The Parish—A Satire 
 

This poem was begun and finished under the pressure of heavy distress, 
with embittered feelings under a state of anxiety and oppression almost 
amounting to slavery, when the prosperity of one class was founded on the 
adversity and distress of the other. The haughty demand by the master to 
his labourer was “Work for the little I choose to allow you and go to the 
parish for the rest – or starve.”  



 
Enclosure like a Buonaparte let not a thing remain 
It leveled evry bush and tree and leveled evry hill 
And hung the moles for traitors—though the brook is running still 
It runes a named stream, cold and chill. 

 
[Political & economical enclosure as an expression of the enclosure of writing.] 
 
Karl had no university affiliation. And like Meridel, like Blake, like Clare, his 
education was expansive, not restricted by prescribed subjects or forms of 
discourse, not self-censored by academic peer pressure or career advancement. 
From his print practice, printer and book designer, collaborator in poetry 
performances, and the use of any and every medium (recognizing as did 
Marshall McLuhan writing as a technology) to enhance, develop, and design the 
writing experience to attract the reader, expanding the text into the 
contemporary without losing the history that developed from the first scratches 
into clay and wood and stone, this and more makes him the poet most likely to 
have learned from Blake the nature of the book, the book as a curse and cure, and 
he did it, the only way possible, through print, printing, the printer of books.   
 


