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ABSTRACT 

Radical Law: Anarchism & Myth in the Poetry of Robert Duncan investigates the relationship 

between religious and political radicalism in the poetry and poetics of San Francisco 

Renaissance poet Robert Duncan (1919–1988).  I argue that Duncan draws on a nexus of 

religious and political "heresies" (e.g., Gnosticism, anarchism) to create a complex ethical  

vision of individual freedom and communal interdependence, what the poet called a 

"symposium of the whole."  As my argument demonstrates, Robert Duncan's mytho-

anarchism serves as a critique of twentieth-century political ideology, as well as the cultural 

politics of such precursors and contemporaries as Walt Whitman, Ezra Pound, Charles 

Olson, and Denise Levertov 
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INTRODUCTION 

 Mysteries are intrinsically esoteric, and as such are an offense to democracy. 

 . . . Democratic resentment denies that there can be anything that can't be  

 seen by everybody; in the democratic academy truth is subject to public  

 verification; truth is what any fool can see.   

 –N.O. Brown, Apocalypse &/or Metamorphosis, 3

No conception of anarchism is further from the truth than that which  

 regards it as an extreme form of democracy.  Democracy advocates the  

 sovereignty of the people.  Anarchism advocates the sovereignty of the  

 person. 

 –George Woodcock, Anarchism: A History of Libertarian Ideas and Movements, 33 

Freedom and Power: Two Anarchist Anecdotes 

 In his study of Moby-Dick, Charles Olson famously declares space "central fact to 

man born in America" (Collected 17).  "To Melville," Olson writes, "it was not the will to be 

free but the will to overwhelm nature that lies at the bottom of [America] as individuals and 

a people.  Ahab is no democrat.  Moby-Dick, antagonist, is only king of natural force, 

resource" (17).  For Olson, it is not Whitman but Melville who is "the truer man.  He lived 

intensely his people's wrongs, their guilt.  But he remembered the first dream.  The White 

Whale is more accurate than Leaves of Grass. Because it is America, all of her space, the 

malice, the root" (20).   
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Moby-Dick appeared in 1851.  That same year, Russian anarchist Mikhail Bakunin was 

writing his Confession to Tsar Nicholas from a prison cell inside Peter-and-Paul fortress.  He, 

too, was thinking about American space: 

 if there was egotism in me, it consisted solely in a need for movement, in a  

 need for activity.  There was always a basic defect in my nature: a love for the 

 fantastic, for unusual, unheard-of adventures, for undertakings that open up  

 a boundless horizon and whose end no one can foresee. . . . I should have  

 been born somewhere in the forests of America, among the Western   

 colonists, there where civilization has scarcely dawned and where all life is a  

 ceaseless struggle against wild men, wild nature, and not in an organized civil  

 society.  Also, had my fate wished to make me a sailor in my youth, I even  

 now would probably be a very respectable man; I would not have thought of  

 politics and would have sought no other adventures and storms than those of 

 the sea.  (Bakunin 92) 

A decade later, Bakunin visited America.  After a brief stay in San Francisco, he traveled by 

way of Panama to New York and Boston.  Bakunin never saw the interior of America, nor 

did he mingle with the "Western colonists."  Instead, as anarchist historian Paul Avrich 

writes, the future father of the modern anarchist movement spent most of his time within 

the "organized civil society" of America's eastern seaboard, hobnobbing among "men of 

liberal temperament and advanced social and political views who favored growth of 

democracy and national independence from Europe" (19).  Surrounded by progressive 

politicians and professionals, Bakunin's two-month visit to the United States would leave 
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"no discernible imprint on the revolutionary and working-class movements, then in an 

embryonic phase of development" (26). 

 As Avrich notes, Bakunin's impressions of America were mixed: 

 Looking back at his American sojourn, Bakunin recalled a society in which  

 workers never starved and were "better paid" than their European   

 counterparts.  "Class antagonism," he wrote, "hardly yet exists," for "all  

 workers are citizens," part of a "single body politic," and education is   

 "widespread among the masses."  These benefits, he said, were rooted in "the 

 traditional spirit of liberty" that the first colonists had imported from   

 England and along with the principle of "individual independence and  

 communal and provincial self government," had transplanted into a   

 wilderness that was free from "the obsession of the past."  (23) 

There was also much to criticize about the United States, including its materialism, 

nationalism, and representative democracy in which "the masses are 'sovereign in law, not in 

fact'" (25).  By 1873, Bakunin would observe "that the United States is 'run by a special, 

thoroughly bourgeois class of so-called politicians or political leaders, while the mass of 

workers live under conditions just as cramped and wretched as in monarchic states'" (25). 

 These later comments do not cancel out the America of the Confession. Combined, 

they propose a twofold vision of a nation in rapid transition.  Among other things, the 

America of Bakunin's Confession reflects the receding vision of an agrarian society "where 

civilization has scarcely dawned."  It is America's "wild nature" as the erasure of political 

space and its temporal correlative: "the obsession of the past."  Bakunin's later writings 
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reflect such influences on American society as mass immigration, westward expansion, 

industrialization, and civil war.  As Olson writes, it is a dark vision of America, "all of her 

space, the malice, the root." 

 Of course, the imagined America of Bakunin's Confession was never free from politics 

and history.  At best, it is a romantic misreading of America from the solitary confinement 

of a Russian prison cell.i Although Bakunin would become a leading figure in the 

development of modern anarchism as an international political movement, his writings on 

America reveal a conflicted vision of freedom–what Olson identifies as a will to power 

underlying America's "will to be free."  Like Ahab, Bakunin is no democrat, mapping onto 

an imagined American wilderness a prelapsarian vision of freedom as freedom from 

"organized civil society."ii 

*

Roughly one hundred years after Bakunin's Confession, Mildred Edie Brady's "The New Cult 

of Sex and Anarchy" (1947) appeared in Harper's Magazine. The article is historically 

significant for drawing national attention to what would eventually be identified not as a 

West Coast "cult" but a national counter culture.  In 1947, however, none of the figures 

most identified with the counter culture of the Beat movement lived in the Bay Area.  A 

decade before Herb Caen would coin the term "beatnik," there was no City Lights 

Bookstore, no Howl, no Six Gallery, and no Six Gallery reading.  There was, according to 

Brady, the eternal return of postwar bohemia, but with a twist: "No longer does the young 

writer head for New York or the Left Bank.  This time the modern, the new, the truly 

creative, will ride out the coming depression in the coastal hills of California" (312).  The 
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differences between the postwar bohemia of the 1920s and 1940s are not only geographical 

but ideological as well.  "You could describe it," Brady writes, "as a combination of 

anarchism and certain concepts related to psychoanalysis which together yield a philosophy–

holding on the one hand that you must abandon the church, the state, and the family . . . and 

on the other hand offering sex as the source of individual salvation in a collective world 

that's going to hell" (313).  The 1940s postwar bohemia also differs from "their agnostic 

predecessors of the twenties with their sentimental mysticism; for bohemia today is proudly 

religious" (314).  It is not so much the religious aspect of the new bohemia that troubles 

Brady, but the fusion of spirituality and sexuality: 

 Back in the postwar of World War I, sexual emancipation was stoutly  

 defended and practically furthered by the younger generation, to whom  

 bourgeois morality was unquestionably a shameful stigma–but it never got  

 mixed up with the deity.  Sex in those days was a strictly worldly affair and  

 nobody's business but your own.  (314) 

 "[T]he core of the philosophy of this new bohemia," Brady observes, "rests on the 

sexual thesis, from which their anarchism stems, not vice versa; and the emphasis on religion 

derives, in turn, from the anarchism" (315).  According to Brady, the "sexual thesis" stems 

from the psychological theories of Wilhelm Reich, while the religious and political theories 

stem from the writings of anarchist Herbert Read (314–316).  "The fact that Wilhelm Reich 

spurns religion while Read preaches it," Brady notes, "matters no whit to these philosophical 

improvisers, who also toss into their pot, along with these two, D.H. Lawrence, Emma 

Goldman, Madame Blavatsky, Henri Bergson, William Blake, and even Ouspenski of Tertium 
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Organum, to name just a few" (316).  For Brady, these private and eclectic elements of the 

new bohemia in turn produce a poetry that is "incomprehensible": "For one thing, their 

figures and symbols are drawn deliberately from psychoanalytical dream symbols, so that if 

you haven't read a mountain of case histories, you are as much removed from their language 

as you would be if they wrote in the mathematical jargon of econometrics" (317).   

 In her discussion of the "cult of anarchy," Brady is careful to read the new bohemia 

of the 1940s within the historical context of a west coast anarchist tradition: 

 Anarchism is, of course, nothing new to the West.  There have been in both 

 Seattle and San Francisco small anarchist groups ever since the first World  

 War and before, and remnants of them have persisted.  Some are hangovers  

 from the days of the Wobblies.  Others are made up of first and second  

 generation European immigrants.  (319) 

Another infusion of social and political radicalism would evolve out of wartime CO 

(conscientious objectors) camps: "the Army had seen fit to settle three-quarters of the 5,500 

'men against the state' west of the Mississippi; and because the coast offered isolated, forest-

ranger work, better than half of these landed in coastal camps" (319). 

 Brady divides the "cult of anarchy" into two groups: one gathered around Henry 

Miller at Big Sur, the other around Kenneth Rexroth in San Francisco.  On the one hand, 

Rexroth's Anarchist Circle (later renamed the Libertarian Circle), co-founded by poets 

Robert Duncan and Philip Lamantia, is distinguished from the "Millerites" by its cultural, 

economic, and educational diversity:  
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at the meeting of the Libertarians . . . you will be apt to find young   

 intellectuals sprinkled among the mustachioed papas and bosomed mamas 

 who, until recently, had no such high-toned cooperation.  In this particular 

 group around Rexroth, the Henry Miller kind of anarchism is held to be 

 irresponsible, for Miller goes so far on the lonely, individualist trail as to  

 sneer at even anarchist organizations.  (320) 

 On the other hand, "the differences between the Miller adherents and the Rexroth 

followers are more than outweighed by their similarities" (320).  For Brady, both groups are 

"decidedly literary," their political concerns "all but submerged by art; where poems, not 

polemics, are written; and where D.H. Lawrence outshines Bakunin" (319). 

 Brady directs her harshest criticism at the Millerites in Carmel, where "the young 

writer searching for a vision in the cosmos doesn't pay much heed to local elections, nor feel 

great concern over the price of milk" (320).  Lurking in this anarchist mysticism is an anti-

populist egoism bordering on fascism: 

 the mood and outlook of these mystics is hardly compatible with democratic 

 tenets of equality.  It is, in fact, uncomfortably reminiscent of the   

 glorification of instincts and urges, the subjective absolutism of the famed  

 Stephan George circle in pre-Hitler Germany . . . Certainly, anybody looking  

 for similarities between these local poets and the German group can find a  

 number of them.  (320) 

"The mystics in Big Sur," she concludes, "are unquestionably confident of their membership 

in the select few and no less confident of the low estate of the many" (320). 
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On the one hand, "The New Cult of Sex and Anarchy" may simply be dismissed as a 

satirical exposé, a sort of faux-anthropological study of bohemian youth culture written for 

the amusement of Harper's conservative middle-class readership.  On the other hand, the 

article points up some of the fault lines that had begun to appear at mid-century within the 

American left.  Indeed, her critique centers on a sharp contrast between the old left of the 

1920s and a nascent new left of the 1940s.  The old left is portrayed as populist and socialist 

in nature.  It is urban, secular, and ultimately committed to politics and the social sphere.  

The new left is portrayed as elitist and anarchic in nature.  It is a wilderness of mystical 

spiritualism and esoterica ultimately committed to culture and the private sphere.   

*

In fairness, Mikhail Bakunin and Kenneth Rexroth were deeply committed in their own ways 

to anarchism as a critique of all forms of coercive power, from the tyranny of the minority in 

the totalitarian state to the tyranny of the majority in democracy, and both figures 

contributed to the anarchist tradition in the United States.  As noted earlier, Bakunin is a 

central figure in the development of an international anarchist movement in the nineteenth 

century, which would include the establishment of anarchist federations in the United States.  

And Rexroth, arriving in San Francisco in 1927 from Chicago, where he had been active in 

various radical circles, would continue his political activity in radical and trade union 

movements in the Bay Area. iii Reflecting on the founding of the Libertarian Circle, he 

writes: "Our objective was to refound the radical movement after its destruction by the 

Bolsheviks and to rethink all the basic principles . . . from Marx to Malatesta" (qtd. in Faas 

192).  
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At the same time, these two anecdotes illustrate what may be called a politics of 

mutual resentment: democracy's resentment of the minority and anarchy's resentment of the 

majority.  As anarchist historian George Woodcock has noted–and what Charles Olson 

observes as a struggle within American democracy between "the will to be free" and the will 

to power–anarchist freedom is as rooted in romantic individualism as it is in Enlightenment 

theories of liberty and social equality: 

 In reality, the ideal of anarchism, far from being democracy carried to its  

 logical end, is much nearer to aristocracy universalized and purified.  The  

 spiral of history here has turned full circle, and where aristocracy . . . called  

 for the freedom of noble men, anarchism has always declared the nobility of  

 free men.  In the ultimate vision of anarchy these free men stand godlike and  

 kingly, a generation of princes.  (34) 

This notion of anarchism as aristocracy universalized and purified articulates a profound 

tension in anarchist theory between a socialist-inspired freedom as freedom within the social 

sphere (aristocracy universalized) and a libertarian-inspired freedom as freedom without the social 

sphere (aristocracy purified), which in turn has given expression to the two major traditions of 

modern anarchism: collectivism and individualism.  These two anarchist traditions have also 

informed recent anarchist criticism of twentieth-century culture. 

Anarchist Culture 

 Who would deny the serious threat to freedom from all sides since the 

 beginning of the [twentieth] century and the rise of all kinds of tyranny,  

 at least since the end of the First World War?  Who can deny, on the other 
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hand, that disappearance of practically all traditionally established authorities 

 has been one of the most spectacular characteristics of the modern world? 

 . . . we are in fact confronted with a simultaneous recession of both freedom 

 and authority in the modern world. 

 –Hannah Arendt, Between Past and Future, 100 

 Following a trend in the historical revision of twentieth-century social radicalism, 

scholars have begun to explore the influence of anarchist ideology on modern and 

postmodern culture.  A few of these critics have even claimed to identify an anarchist 

aesthetic underlying the cultural politics of modernism.  Despite the fact that both 

individualist and collectivist traditions have developed within modern anarchism, the 

majority of anarchist scholarship has tended to ignore collectivist anarchist ideology, 

focusing instead on what critic David Weir, for example, has called the conceptual 

convergence between individualist anarchist ideology and modernist culture (8).iv While this 

emphasis on the link between individualist anarchist ideology and culture may be understood 

in a number of ways, one factor has to do with the tendency among both postwar and post-

cold war historians to simultaneously de-emphasize anarchism as a moribund scion of the 

socialist movement and reemphasize its foundations in libertarian philosophy.v According to 

this revisionist model, anarchist philosophy may be disassociated altogether from "anarchism 

as a movement and a creed appearing at a certain time in history and having specific 

theories, aims, and methods" (Woodcock 39).  Here, for example, is Weir's historical 

assessment of political anarchism in the twentieth century: 

 There is no question that the ideology of anarchism failed to survive in  
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political form.  With the isolated and important example of Spain, no 

 European nation was capable of nurturing anarchism after World War I, 

 as other ideological allegiances made themselves felt.  In Russia, the 

 anarchists were overcome by the Bolsheviks; in Europe, they disappeared 

 into the divide that separated the fascists from the communists; in America, 

 they merged back into the libertarian tradition that had produced them in the 

 first place.  Anarchism was, quite simply, an outmoded ideology in the period 

 between the world wars, too antiquated to be of use to anyone.  (4) 

 But perhaps a simpler explanation for this emphasis on individualism in cultural 

studies of anarchism has to do with the fact that the egoist philosophy of German 

intellectual Max Stirner and the individualist philosophy of American anarchist and publisher 

Benjamin R. Tucker, to name just two examples, had far greater impact on early modernists 

than, say, the collectivist anarchism of Mikhail Bakunin or the communist anarchism of 

Peter Kropotkin.  As critic Michael Levenson observes, by the beginning of the twentieth 

century, "the coincident pressures of mass culture and technical culture had put an 

unbearable strain on the culture of liberalism.  No longer was it plausible to claim . . . that 

harmony obtained between individual needs and collective aspirations; class conflict was too 

visible, severe and irremediable" (68).  For many early modernist artists and intellectuals, the 

egoism of Stirner provided an alternative to the perceived bankruptcy of more collectivist 

forms of liberalism: 

 In the face of working-class militancy, religious and philosophical skepticism, 

 scientific technology and the popular press, there was a tendency . . . to  
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withdraw into individual subjectivity as a refuge for threatened values.   

 Among this group, liberalism decomposed into egoism.  And where liberal  

 ideology had made the individual the basis on which to construct religion,  

 politics, ethics, and aesthetics, egoism abjured the constructive impulse and  

 was content to remain where it began: in the skeptical self.  (68) 

For critics like Weir, however, the egoism of early modernism was not so much an abjuring 

of liberalism's constructive impulse as it was the redirection of constructive impulses away 

from the politics of the social sphere and toward modernism as a cultural form of anarchist 

politics characterized by individual autonomy and social fragmentation.  "In theory," Weir 

maintains, "anarchist society is endlessly and actively fragmenting, as individuals break from 

some association to join or form others–or none at all" (5).  According to this formula, 

anarchist society is structurally analogous to the fragmentation and autonomy underlying 

modernist culture.  And if a single person in anarchist society can be as valid a political entity 

as a group of people, then both cultural and political forms of anarchism may be defined by 

the very separation of culture and politics from the social sphere.  The problem here has to 

do with how these cultural forms of anarchism constitute a political ideology and praxis that 

relates to the social sphere.  Indeed, if politics is traditionally defined by the condition of 

plurality within the social sphere–"the conditio per quam," as philosopher Hannah Arendt 

notes, "of all political life" (Human 7)–then we must ask how such cultural forms of 

anarchism based on individual autonomy and social fragmentation are in any way political.   

 Unfortunately, the majority of recent anarchist criticism of modernist culture has not 

addressed what sort of social or societal vision underlies individualist anarchist ideology.  
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Much of this criticism may be characterized not by a "constructive impulse" toward the 

recovery of the social sphere but instead a destructive impulse that Weir optimistically 

identifies as the "separation of ideology from politics" in the aesthetic politics of modernism 

(9).vi The separation occurs precisely where cultural ideology and praxis must engage the 

social sphere, and it is no surprise that this sort of definition of anarchist society and culture 

has spawned two related tendencies in recent anarchist criticism: the negative definition of 

anarchism as a doctrine of violence, on the one hand, and a secularist disavowal of all forms 

of authority, on the other.vii 

Understandably, radicals of the old left such as Murray Bookchin have attacked this 

sort of cultural appropriation of political ideology as mere "lifestyle" anarchism that has 

abandoned the collectivist core of "social" anarchism.  Lifestyle anarchism, Bookchin argues, 

stems from the romantic tradition and the laissez-faire liberalism of individualist anarchism, 

whereas social anarchism stems from the Enlightenment tradition and the social radicalism 

of collectivist forms of anarchism.  In reality, anarchism is comprised of an aggregate of 

cultural, historical, and political traditions, including both Enlightenment rationalism and 

romantic reaction.  Nevertheless, Bookchin's critique offers a valuable warning against the 

atomizing tendencies of lifestyle anarchism.  Similar to Brady's critique of the "subjective 

absolutism" of Miller's anarchist cult, Bookchin's critique of lifestyle anarchism centers on its 

substitution of individual autonomy for social anarchism's dialectical model of freedom:  

 While autonomy is associated with the presumably self-sovereign individual,  

 freedom dialectically interweaves the individual with the collective.  The word  

 freedom has its analogue in the Greek eleutheria [liberty] and derives from the  
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German Freiheit, a term that still retains a gemeinschäftliche or communal  

 ancestry in Teutonic tribal life and law.  When applied to the individual,  

 freedom thus preserves a social or collective interpretation of that individual's  

 origins and development as a self.  In "freedom," individual selfhood does  

 not stand opposed to or apart from the collective but is significantly   

 formed . . . by his or her own social existence.  Freedom thus does not  

 subsume the individual's liberty but denotes its actualization.  (12—13) 

Bookchin's distinction between "autonomy" and "freedom" is analogous to what Herbert 

Read defines as the difference between an essential and abstract "freedom" and an existential 

and socially constructed "liberty": "A man is free; he is given his liberty.  Freedom is a 

personal attribute; liberty is a civil right" (164).  "However we play with the word 'liberty,'" 

Read observes, "we are always compelled to use a phrase which suggests a relationship, 

either between man and man, or between man and society" (164).   

 What is lacking in both individualist anarchist theory and cultural criticism that draws 

upon its tenets, is this definition of freedom constituted by social relations within the public 

sphere.  In other words, anarchism as a social theory.  Similar to Levenson's observations 

about the egoist politics of early modernism, Bookchin argues that lifestyle anarchism "came 

to prominence in anarchism precisely to the degree that anarchists lost their connection with 

a viable social sphere" (8).   

 We have already noted a will to power that lies at the root of the will to freedom in 

both Bakunin's imagined America and the "subjective absolutism" of America's new 

bohemia.  It should also be noted that the lack of critical depth in the cultural appropriation 
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of individualist anarchist ideology has engendered confusion over the seemingly paradoxical 

relationship between the cultural politics of early and late modernism.  Take for example the 

following passage from critic David Kadlec's otherwise insightful study of the influence of 

individualist anarchism on Ezra Pound: 

 One of the more difficult questions posed by Pound's eventual turn to  

 fascism and anti-Semitism is how a self-styled "individualist," or even an  

 avowedly "syndicalist" proponent of a decentralized guild-based economy,  

 might come to support a politics that is committed to the suppression of  

 "difference." (70) 

"It is a long journey," Kadlec claims, "from the egoistic 'individual' to the 'nationalist 

subject,' and from the Proudhonian village to the modern fascist state" (70).  On a superficial 

level, the journey is indeed long: what could be further from anarchism's defense of 

individual freedom and rejection of state authority than the nationalist subject and the fascist 

state?  On closer inspection, however, the journey from Stirner's egoist to Mussolini's 

national subject may not be as far as it appears; nor is the distance from Proudhon to 

Mussolini very far.  As editor David Leopald notes in his critical edition of Max Stirner's The 

Ego and Its Own, "Proudhon endorsed the exclusion of women from both the political and 

economic spheres, accepted slavery in the American South, supported violent government 

strikebreaking, had detailed plans to suppress dissent from his own supporters, and 

proposed (in his Carnets) to exterminate the Jews if they could not be 'sent back to Asia'" 

(Stirner n. 336).  Likewise, such purifying notions underlie the racial fantasia of Stirner's 

historical telos in The Ego and Its Own (62—89).  So much for "difference."  Of course, one 
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could argue that anarchism is based on a philosophy of resentment that encourages violence 

and the destruction of the social sphere.  But as we shall see, this negative definition is more 

aligned to nihilism than to anarchism.  It does not take into account the positive definition 

of anarchism as a social theory of cooperation and solidarity.   

 In their attempts to establish a link between the radical politics of anarchism and the 

radical aesthetics of modernism, on the one hand, and to disassociate modernism from right-

wing fanaticism and the reactionary politics of nationalism, on the other, anarchist critics 

have generally overlooked the fact that individual freedom in the works of such individualists 

as Max Stirner and Benjamin Tucker is based on a strategic substitution of individual 

autonomy and social fragmentation for tactical models of individual and collective freedom 

within the social sphere.   

 In her historical analysis of authority and freedom in Between Past and Future, Hannah 

Arendt argues that both the substitution of individual power for traditional forms of 

authority and the substitution of individual freedom for socially constituted forms of 

freedom were significant factors in the rise of tyranny in the twentieth century.  The 

seemingly paradoxical correlation between individualist anarchist society and tyrannical 

government may be understood by looking at how they both differ from authoritarian 

government.  Whereas "the tyrant rules in accordance with his own will and interest," Arendt 

writes, "even the most draconic authoritarian government is bound by laws" (Between 97): 

 Its acts are tested by a code which was made either not by man at all, as in 

 the case of the law of nature or God's commandments or the Platonic ideas, 

 or at least not by those actually in power.  The source of authority in  
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authoritarian government is always a force external and superior to its own 

 power; it is always this source, this external force which transcends the  

 political realm, from which the authorities derive their "authority," that is,  

 their legitimacy, and against which their power can be checked.  (97) 

In other words, while authoritarian rule provides for the separation of power and authority, 

the two are collapsed in the "will and interest" of the individual tyrant.  Likewise, Stirner's 

categorical rejection of all "external and superior" forms of authority as idée fixe, for example, 

precludes any separation of power and authority within the individual subject.  Like the 

individual tyrant, all power and authority reside within the "unique ego."viii 

Arendt describes the body politic of authoritarian rule using the classical figure of a 

pyramid "whose source of authority lies outside itself, but whose seat of power is located at 

the top, from which authority and power is filtered down to the base in such a way that each 

successive layer possesses some authority, but less than the one above it" (98).  Although it is 

the least egalitarian form of government, the hierarchical structure of authoritarian 

government is based on an organic model of integrated parts that relate to the public sphere 

as a whole.  Tyranny, on the other hand, "belongs strictly among the egalitarian forms of 

government; the tyrant is the ruler who rules against all, and the 'all' he oppresses are all 

equal, namely equally powerless" (99).  In tyranny's atomistic model of society, "it is as 

though all intervening layers between top and bottom were destroyed, so that the top 

remains suspended . . . over a mass of carefully isolated, disintegrated, and completely equal 

individuals" (99).  In the egalitarian dream of the individualist anarchist, the tyrant's rule of 

"one against all" is replaced by the sovereign egoist's "war of all against all" (Stirner 229). 
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Although championed as an ideological precursor to modern individualist anarchism, 

Stirner's philosophy of egoism is less a political model of social organization than a 

prepolitical model of narcissism that merely substitutes individual power for authority 

constituted within the social sphere.  Indeed, "power" may be lending too much 

sophistication to Stirner's concept of the egoist.  As Arendt observes in her study On 

Violence, "power is never the property of an individual; it belongs to a group and remains in 

existence only so long as the group keeps together" (44).  Strength, on the other hand, 

"unequivocally designates something in the singular, an individual entity; it is the property 

inherent in an object or person and belongs to its character, which may prove itself in 

relation to other things or persons, but is essentially independent of them" (44).  In other 

words, power is collective, strength individual.  According to Arendt, "The extreme form of 

power is All against One, the extreme form of violence is One against All" (42).  What 

Stirner calls "power," then, is little more than violence based on individual strength.  And 

while "violence can destroy power," as Arendt notes, "it is utterly incapable of creating it" 

(56). 

A Radical Traditionalism: Robert Duncan's Mytho-Anarchist Poetic 

Where there is no commune, 

 the individual volition has no ground. 

 Where there is no individual freedom,      the commune 

 is falsified. 

 –Robert Duncan, "Passages 21: The Multiversity" 
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Despite his association with such anarchist groups as Why in New York and the 

Libertarian Circle in San Francisco, as well as a number of anarchist communities and small 

presses, there has been very little critical work on the politics of San Francisco Renaissance 

poet Robert Duncan (1919–1988), and even less on his anarchist politics.ix And while a 

significant amount of scholarly attention has been given to the role of myth in the poet's 

work, most of these studies tend to sidestep the question of what sort of political vision 

underlies Duncan's mythopoetic.  This study takes a different approach, exploring the 

relationship between anarchism and myth in the poetry and poetics of Robert Duncan.    

 Immediately, difficulties arise in the interface between anarchism and myth.  If myth 

is in part the story of origins, including the origins of authority, then it would appear to be 

anathema to anarchism's radical disavowal of all forms of authority.  Anarchism, it may be 

argued, calls for the abolition of the very cultural and political myths that have exerted power 

and authority over individuals from time out of mind.  And when one turns to recent 

anarchist criticism of twentieth-century culture, this view is confirmed in the overwhelming 

emphasis on anarchism as a liberal ideology stemming from the Enlightenment tradition of 

secular humanism.  This secular notion of anarchism underlies one of the few critical 

discussions of the poet's anarchist poetic, Dennis Formento's "Robert Duncan: Anarchist 

Prince."  According to Formento, Duncan cannot reconcile drawing on such authoritarian 

models as Dante's theocracy and the anti-authoritarianism of anarchism (74).  Theocracy is 

regressive, anarchism progressive.  "Duncan's late politics," Formento concludes, "is a 

philosophy based on nostalgic faith in an impossible ideal.  Best suited for intimate 
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households, it fits the utopian nature of Duncan's thoughts, but not this hard world where 

'noble' princes are as hard to come by as saints and saviors" (84). 

 Although he does not acknowledge the influence of anarchist theory on Duncan's 

poetry and poetics, critic Peter Michelson identifies a "devotional rather than a critical spirit" 

underlying the poet's work (23).  In his decidedly Marxist critique, Michelson asserts that the 

categorical inclusiveness of Duncan's mythopoetic leads to an ethic that "bogs down in 

hopeless tautology" (37).  "Adding up centuries of misunderstandings and mistakes," he 

argues, "does not itself make for creative possibility.  Nor does simple faith in the forces that 

made the mistake.  The creative possibility in connecting myth and history is in direct 

proportion to the critical energy we give to understanding the relationship" (41).  While 

Formento concludes that Duncan's mythopoetic and anarchist politics are irreconcilable, 

Michelson holds out hope for a dialectical synthesis between what he calls a critical poetic 

based on historical materialism and Duncan's devotional poetic based on spiritualism: "a 

poetics rooted equally in man's capacity to know and act realistically in the real world and 

respectfully in the spirit or power beyond his ken by which he wills to know and act" (41).   

 While these critics see in the poet's work a cultural politics of utopian inclusiveness, 

friend and fellow poet Denise Levertov sees in the poet's life a social politics of dystopian 

exclusiveness.  In "Some Duncan Letters–A Memoir and a Critical Tribute," Levertov 

laments Duncan's inability to fully participate in the Vietnam war protests.  "As a good 

Anarchist from his youth up," she writes, "Duncan mistrusted group action; and he was just 

enough older than I to have a ready suspicion of 'Stalinism' every time he confronted some 
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action planned or carried out in a way that did not strike him as entirely 'voluntarist'" (111).  

According to Levertov, the effect of Duncan's anarchist suspicion was twofold: 

 One was that his political awareness, formed in the '40s and early '50s,  

 remained static; and the other, that he did not experience the comradeship,  

 the recognition of apparent strangers as brothers and sisters, that so warmed  

 the hearts of those who did feel it, giving us in the difficult present some  

 immediate token of hope for a truly changed future–a comradeship which  

 depended precisely upon a political awareness  that was not static, but in process 

 of becoming. (112) 

"Had he but realized it," Levertov adds, "the spirit of those days was (except in certain 

factions not central to the movement) not Stalinist, coercive, and regimented at all, but 

essentially as voluntarist as he could have desired" (112). 

 Although these analyses are useful for questioning the ethical implications of 

Duncan's politics and poetics, as well as for raising some important questions regarding the 

relationship between politics and culture in general, they do not go far enough in exploring 

what the poet recognized as deeper connections between myth and politics: namely, 

concealed power underlying all revealed forms of authority.  In other words, these criticisms 

are based on strategic models of power versus the tactical model of power that informs what 

may be called Robert Duncan's mytho-anarchist poetic.  The important distinction between 

these two models of power may be understood by looking briefly at two recent discussions 

of anarchist ideology informed by poststructural theory.   

*
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In The Political Philosophy of Poststructuralist Anarchism, Todd May distinguishes between 

a strategic political philosophy where power "emanates (at least primarily) from a center" and 

a tactical political philosophy where "there is no center within which power is to be located" 

(11).  That is, for tactical political philosophy, there is no center of power in the state, 

religious or political institutions, historical materialism, mass movements, or even the 

individual sovereign subject.  Unlike the economic core that defines the strategic philosophy 

of Marxism, for example, from a tactical perspective, "there are many different sites from 

which [power] arises, and there is an interplay among these various sites in the creation of 

the social world" (11).   

 Likewise, from a tactical perspective, there is no central power in a cultural vanguard 

or political elite: 

 Tactical political philosophy rejects the idea of liberation through a vanguard.  

 If power is decentralized, if the sites of oppression are numerous and  

 intersecting, it is hardly likely that any one set of individuals will find itself  

 peculiarly suited to a vanguardist role in political change.  (12) 

 Anarchism's tactical political philosophy, according to May, shares with 

poststructuralism's critique of representation "a refusal of the vanguard, of the idea that one 

group or party could effectively represent the interests of the whole" (12).  While it may be 

argued that classical anarchist philosophy perceives the state as a central power, "it is a 

mistake," May cautions, "to view the anarchist diatribes against the state as a foundation for 

its critique of representation.  The state is the object of critique because it is the ultimate 

form of political representation, not because it is founding for it" (47).  In turn, "the picture 
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of power and struggle that emerges in the anarchist perspective is one of intersecting 

networks of power rather than of a hierarchy" (51).  For Duncan, the investigation of 

intersecting networks of power necessarily includes not only the state, but also cultural and 

historical forms of power such as heretical and mythological traditions repressed under 

various strategic models of power, from the orthodoxy of Christianity and secular humanism 

to state socialism and democracy.   

 From the perspective of anarchist tactical philosophy, neither is there a strategic 

center of power within revolutionary movements.  As critic Saul Newman asserts, 

contemporary modes of power are too diffuse to accommodate such outmoded strategies 

for social and political change: 

 resistance can never be in the form of revolution–a grand dialectical   

 overcoming of power . . . To abolish central institutions like the State with  

 one stroke would be to neglect the multiform and diffuse relations of power  

 they are based on, thus allowing new institutions and relations of domination 

 to rise up.  It would be to fall into the same reductionist trap as Marxism, and 

 to court domination.  (22)x

If we define anarchism as strictly a strategic and secular political philosophy, then 

critics like Formento, Michelson, and Levertov are correct in pointing out the contradictions 

in Duncan's cultural politics.  However, if we define anarchism as a tactical political 

philosophy along the lines of May's poststructuralist anarchism and Newman's post-

anarchism, then we begin to see how the poet's anarchist critique of power is more complex 

than what most scholars have acknowledged.   
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An example of this sort of tactical concept of power appears in Robert Duncan's 

critique of Ezra Pound's fascist politics, which he discusses in a letter to the poet Hilda 

Doolittle (H.D.).  In 1947 Duncan traveled across the country to visit Pound three times at 

St. Elizabeth's Hospital, where the elder poet was being held by the US government on 

charges of conspiracy against the state.  From the perspective of the government, Pound's 

crime was treason against the state in the form of pro-fascist radio broadcasts out of Italy.  

For Robert Duncan, as well as the poet Charles Olson, who would also visit Pound at St. 

Elizabeth's, the poet's crime does not concern the state per se but the fundamental 

relationship between authority and authoritarianism: "The point," as Olson remarks in his 

notes on Pound, "at which authority shifts to the authoritarians.  Respect for authority as it 

is tradition & authority as it is state system" (Encounter 20).  Like Duncan, Olson saw in 

Pound's poetic both a "respect for authority" and "disrespect for democracy as we are 

acquainted with it" (20).  Pound's crime, according to Olson, was going beyond the "revolt 

against the cult of the common man" to embrace fascism's "cult of the elite" (22).  Olson 

perceived world war as "international civil war" (21), and in that vision Pound was both 

culturally modern–"already international, as we are unprepared to be"–and politically anti-

modern, ensnared in an elitist vision that would ultimately manifest itself as totalitarianism 

(22).  For Duncan the anarchist and Olson the New Deal Democrat, Pound's fascism 

presented a crisis in the relationship between cultural and political authority.  As Olson 

would succinctly ask, how does a poet's "sense of authority . . . slip off and become 

identified with the Authoritarian State?" (23).xi 
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Both anarchism and fascism offer a critique of democracy, and in this sense, both 

Pound and Duncan are men against the state.  In the following passage from Duncan's letter 

to H.D., the narrative's convoluted syntax betrays not only his ambivalence toward Pound-

the-poet and Pound-the-fascist, but also the difficulty in articulating the essential difference 

between his mentor's politics of fascism and his own anarchist beliefs: 

 I had corresponded with [Pound] during the year previous; and in my letters,  

 at the start, made clear my reverence it was also, is a love of the man, for not  

 only had his work everywhere been a central part of my learning but his spirit 

 had endeard itself to me–but also my politics which was, in the tradition of  

 Emerson and Thoreau, and then near too to the spirit I read in Vanzetti's  

 letters, anarchist where Pound was so committed to the cause of Fascism.  It  

 seemed to me that I saw in Pound the artist wanting to have the state a work  

 of art, as Plato had once wanted a philosopher's state.  I was not, anyway,  

 that trusting of order and coercion, whether political or that other inner  

 political coercion that Freud saw in the superego.xii (Great 36) 

Duncan defines anarchism as multivalent in contrast not only to the politics of fascism but 

also to what he sees as its philosophical and psychological cognates in the "inner political 

coercion" of Plato's philosopher-king and Freud's superego.  In other words, Duncan reads 

anarchism neither as the critique of a singular type of power (political) nor a singular site of 

power (the state), but as a tactical critique of multiple and "mutually intersecting practices of 

power" (May 11).  This tactical reading of power relations enables Duncan to articulate his 
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anarchist politics and poetic as something more than simply a strategic critique of the 

political power of the state.   

 Duncan explicitly identifies his politics and poetic as anarchist, but he is careful to 

distinguish between coercive and non-coercive forms of power.  This marks a significant 

departure from many classical anarchist thinkers who tended to perceive all forms of power 

in strictly negative terms.  As Newman observes, "classical anarchism is a politics of 

resentment because it seeks to overcome power.  It sees power as evil, destructive, 

something that stultifies the full realization of the individual" (18).  As we have seen both in 

Bakunin's imagined America and the so-called cult of anarchy, "this world free of power," 

Newman writes, "is jeopardized by the desire for power latent in every individual.  The more 

anarchism tries to free society from relations of power, the more it remains paradoxically 

caught up in power" (19).   

 An example of the paradox of power in classical anarchist thinking appears in 

anarchist Rudolph Rocker's Nationalism and Culture. Power, Rocker maintains, is "the sterile 

element in society, denied all creative force" (85).  Here, Rocker fails to distinguish among 

various types of power.  Nor does he identify power as an integral component of "creative 

force."  There is a critical distinction, in other words, between state culture–Pound's 

"wanting the state to be a work of art"–and what Rocker only tacitly acknowledges as 

networks of power in the necessity of "a common field of activity in the social collaboration 

of men" (85).xiii Rocker is more concerned with differences among representations of power 

(e.g., state power versus social or societal power) than in the underlying principles that 
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connect the individual subject's will to power with the power manifest within various social 

and political institutions.   

 For Duncan, however, the individual's will to power and the power of the state are 

intimately related.  As he writes in his introduction to The Years As Catches: First Poems 

(1939—1946), "the War itself and the power of the state I dimly perceived were not only a 

power over me but also a power related to my own creative power but turnd to purposes of 

domination, exploitation and destruction" (viii).  Duncan's discerning between coercive and 

non-coercive forms of power allows for a more sophisticated analysis of its multiple 

representations: power manifest not only on a vertical plane, as in hierarchical models of 

government, but horizontally as well, suffused throughout all forms of social relations.  As 

May points out, "When one no longer conceives of power solely as oppressive, but also as 

productive, the image of the top and bottom no longer captures its operation" (49).  "The 

first crucial move away from this [top-down] imagery," May notes,  "was made by the 

anarchists in questioning the viability of any analysis that depends upon a center of power 

and that, consequently, admits of the possibility of representation in political struggle and re-

formation" (49).   

 Recalling his visit to Pound, Duncan proposes this anarchist model of decentralized 

and multiple forms of power in cultural terms:  

 I had one question to ask him.  Had he ever considered the duplicity  

 of powers, words?  I had read of a Black Apollo.  And then in our own  

 language–what of puns?  Didn't everything hint at an ambivalence?   
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I may have got that far.  I had in mind that Pound had been tricked  

 following his righteousness (like Pentheus) into the heart of his wrath, or the  

 political image of his wrath in Fascism, which also was righteous and had its  

 violence.     

 Pound barked abruptly–and gestured thumbs up! thumbs down!   

 "They pointed which way they meant."  A gesture had been lost.  Now I  

 would see those dadophori, Cauti and Cautopati, the light streaming up or the  

 light streaming down, that attend the bull-slaying Mithra. 

 Pound is at this level or in this person very much either, or.

Yet he is not only either, or but also the poet of that "godly sea," of the 

 So-Shu, churning genius.  (Great 37) 

It is unclear whether Duncan was aware of Pound's earlier interest in anarchist theory, and in 

his letter to H.D. he seems to attribute the "churning genius" of the poet's early work to a 

spiritual sensibility versus any particular political persuasion.  Nonetheless, Pound's "top-

down" gesture signifies for the young poet lost power on a number of levels: cultural, 

political, psychological, mythological, and imaginative.  And yet "the very obstruction," 

Duncan writes, "the contention, within the spirit of Pound, seems to me an act of the 

mystery Poetry, the act shows forth under its own orders" (37).  Duncan recovers in Pound's 

"lost gesture" a complex network of power that leads from the civic power of the Roman 

emperor's gestures to the mythological power of the torchbearers that flank the Roman cult 

god Mithra.  Recalling Duncan's earlier association between anarchism and "the duplicity of 

powers, words," we may also note that what Pound's gestures conceal simultaneously reveal 
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a correlation between anarchism's "orders"–its multiple sites of power–and various linguistic, 

cultural, and mythological "orders" in which duplicitous powers coexist.  As Newman 

remarks, "exclusion is an act of power" (19).  Indeed, his analysis of the essentializing 

structure of opposition between the individual subject and political power in classical 

anarchist theory may just as well be applied to the paradox of obstruction in Pound's 

gestures: "If one attempts to radically exclude power . . . [it] 'returns' precisely in the 

structures of exclusion themselves" (20). 

*

In a letter to Denise Levertov (12 January 1961), Robert Duncan discusses a 

solicitation from the literary editor of The Nation for a special issue on "Form Smashers."xiv 

The proposition: "from time to time the continuance of vital culture requires demolition–

form and image smashing–as the only way by which the imagination can be freed to do the 

next important task" (Letters 273).  "I am so angry at the consciousness," Duncan writes:  

 the allegiance betrayed in the liberal-progressive mind to "vital culture,"  

 "demolition," "form and image smashing," "important tasks," as terms– 

 and aren't they exactly the terms of atom-smashing?  It is time to reiterate 

 what radical means, what form and image, and service means.  That creation 

 is neither conservative nor liberal, but radical.  (273) 

These passages articulate some of the primary distinctions between two basic models of 

society and culture that have developed within the liberal tradition since the Enlightenment. 

What Duncan calls liberal-progressivism derives from an atomistic social and cultural model 

that emphasizes individual freedom from traditional forms of authority.  What he calls 
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radicalism derives from an organic model that emphasizes individual freedom within 

traditional forms of authority. In terms of cultural theory and praxis, the atomistic model 

defines cultural vitality as freedom from traditional representations of authority.xv As noted 

earlier, it is a negative definition of freedom as freedom from the social sphere.  The organic 

model defines cultural vitality as restoration of traditional representations of authority; it is a 

positive definition of freedom as freedom within the social sphere. xvi Duncan's definition of 

radicalism as both "service" and "creation" bears similarities to what Herbert Read notes as 

the positive condition of freedom: 

 There is the word freedom itself, so glibly used by every interested person or 

 party.  The "freedom" of the Press, the "freedom" of association, the   

 "freedom" of trade–all such uses of the word seem to me wrong, for   

 freedom is an abstract concept, a philosophical word.  What these people  

 mean by their "freedom" is really a negative condition–the absence of  

 control, the liberty of unlicensed conduct . . . Freedom, in this sense, always   

 implies freedom from–freedom from some kind of control.  But freedom in  

 the sense I shall use the word is a positive condition–specifically, freedom to  

 create, freedom to become what one is.  The word implies an obligation.   

 (161)xvii 

Although Duncan emphasizes the distinction between liberal-progressivism and radicalism 

in cultural terms, these competing visions involve important questions about the individual's 

ethical relationship to the social sphere.  The radicalism Duncan has in mind goes back to 

the eighteenth-century political definition, which stems from the Latin radix (root).  As 
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historian Donald Egbert notes, radicalism as such "represented the idea of a return to 'roots' 

or origins . . . which reflected the new history-consciousness so significant for art and art 

history.  But, like the word 'revolution,' the meaning of 'radical' shifted from this kind of 

restorative, and thus essentially reverse cyclical, conception, to one emphasizing progress, 

and–increasingly–revolutionary progress" (46).  For Duncan, such progress based on 

destruction is actually regression.  Instead, radicalism involves restoration: it is rootwork, 

"service" meaning devotion to excluded or repressed forms and images that constitute an 

organic continuity with various cultural and historical traditions.  "I am a traditionalist," 

Duncan writes.  "A seeker after origins, not an original" (qtd. in Davidson 127).  

Arkhe/Arkhos 

In her essay "Anarchism: What It Really Stands For" (1919), Russian anarchist 

Emma Goldman addresses two primary objections to anarchism: 

 First, Anarchism is impractical, though a beautiful ideal.  Second, Anarchism 

 stands for violence and destruction, hence it must be repudiated as vile and 

 dangerous.  (49) 

Although Goldman calls these objections to anarchism, it is more accurate to say that the 

first argument has to do with anarchism as a latent concept, while the second argument has 

to do with anarchy as the revealed condition of that concept.  The pejorative shift from 

creative concept to destructive reality occurs precisely where the concept of anarchism as a 

"beautiful ideal" expresses itself as a condition of "violence and destruction" in the public 

sphere.   
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The second objection to anarchism may be interpreted in part as popular reaction to 

anarchist violence, or propaganda by the deed.  In the United States, for example, the highly 

publicized Haymarket Affair (1886—1887), Alexander Berkman's attentat on Henry Clay 

Frick (1892), and the assassination of President McKinley (1901) by a self-described 

anarchist had galvanized public perception of anarchism as a doctrine of violence and lawless 

disorder.xviii It should also be noted that the Russian anarchist's essay appeared within a 

postwar context marked by xenophobia, fervent nationalism, and the Red Scare (1919–1920) 

in the United States which, among other things, led to arrests and deportations of suspected 

socialists, including both Goldman and Berkman.xix But the relatively minor role of violence 

in anarchist history does not begin to explain why anarchism remains linked to violence and 

disorder in the popular imagination.  "Other assassinations of the same period," Woodcock 

observes, "have been so much more easily forgotten than those of the anarchists.  The name 

of the Russian Social Revolutionaries, whose victims were far more numerous, arouses no 

reminiscent shudder, and few people who associate anarchists with daggers and infernal 

machines pause to remember that only one of the three assassins of American Presidents 

claimed to be an anarchist; of the others, one was a Confederate and the third a disappointed 

Republican" (16–17).   

 Finally, this violence cannot account for the contrary impulses toward anarchism as 

both "beautiful" and "vile," "dangerous" and "ideal."  The formulation expresses something 

similar to Edmund Burke's notion of beauty and terror in his discourse on the sublime.  

Burke describes terror as "openly or latently the ruling principle of the sublime" (102).  
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Indeed, the following passage describing the connection between obscurity and the principle 

of terror in despotism may just as well describe anarchism: 

 To make any thing very terrible, obscurity seems in general to be necessary.   

 When we know the full extent of any danger, when we can accustom our  

 eyes to it, a great deal of the apprehension vanishes. . . . Those despotic  

 governments, which are founded on the passions of men, and principally  

 upon the passion of fear, keep their chief as much as may be from the public  

 eye.  (102–103) 

For Burke, sublime terror is based on privation: vacuity, darkness, solitude, silence, and so 

on.  Like Plato's despotic ruler–"swayed by the indwelling tyrant Eros" (800)–he is "the most 

evil type of man . . . who, in his waking hours, has the qualities found in his dream state" 

(803).   

 While a discussion of anarchism as a form of the political sublime would take us far 

afield from the focus of this study, it is worth noting that in "Anarchy as Modernist 

Aesthetic," Carol Vanderveer Hamilton identifies an anarchist sublime in modernist culture.  

According to Hamilton, modernism is a revolutionary "discourse of anarchy" that subverts 

the association between social and aesthetic order advocated in such nineteenth-century 

cultural and political discourse as Matthew Arnold's Culture and Anarchy. "If order is only the  

dream of man in an anarchic universe," she argues, "then identifying oneself as an 'anarchist' 

signals one's recognition of the primacy of chaos, the fragility of order" (83).  Hamilton 

locates an anarchist sublime in modernism's appropriation of propaganda by the deed in the 

trope of the bomb: 
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Among the avant-garde, the bomb-throwing anarchist is replaced by the  

 artist, and the bomb is transformed into its effect. . . . Anarchist propaganda  

 by the deed becomes the avant-garde aesthetic of shock.  (85–86) 

Although a number of modernists did in fact appropriate anarchist violence as an "aesthetic 

of shock," this sort of cultural translation of anarchism is limiting in a number of ways.  First 

of all, Hamilton's definition of anarchism simply substitutes "the primacy of chaos" for the 

"primacy of order."  Both are reductionistic views.  Secondly, while this definition of 

anarchism as violence may go far in describing the decomposed liberalism of early 

modernism, it does not account for anarchism as a positive theory of social organization; nor 

is it useful for a discussion of Robert Duncan's mytho-anarchist poetic.  Thirdly, while the 

sublime has been defined in a number of ways, "the bomb . . . transformed into its effect" 

would seem to negate the latent aspect of terror that is so significant to many definitions of 

the sublime.  And while the question of violence is central to any discussion of anarchist 

tactics and strategies, one may argue that the trope of the bomb is better suited to the 

expression of nihilism than anarchism.   

 I would like to suggest here that the ambivalent impulses toward anarchism as both 

"beautiful" and "vile," "dangerous" and "ideal" have less to do with anarchist violence–real 

or imagined–than with the paradox of authority and power that lies at the root of anarchist 

theory.  As George Woodcock has commented, "to describe the essential theory of 

anarchism is rather like trying to grapple with Proteus, for the very nature of the libertarian 

attitude . . . creates immediately the possibility of a variety of viewpoints inconceivable in a 

closely dogmatic system" (17).  Like the shape-shifting Proteus, anarchism cannot be 
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apprehended in the form of any singular doctrine, institution, political practice, or historical 

moment.  Like Proteus, its strengths and weaknesses are one and the same: 

 As a doctrine it changes constantly; as a movement it grows and   

 disintegrates, in constant fluctuation, but it never vanishes.  It has existed  

 continuously in Europe since the 1840s, and its very Protean quality has  

 allowed it to survive where many more powerful but less adaptable   

 movements of the intervening century have disappeared completely.  (18) 

Extending Woodcock's analogy, we may recall that Proteus' identity lies concealed under the 

avatars of lion, serpent, fire, water, and so on.  Each revelation is also an evasion.  But like 

the intimation of first form (protos) glimpsed in the very name of that sea god, the protean 

nature of anarchism may be traced to an underlying paradox that its etymology reveals.xx 

From the Greek an-, "without," and arkhos, "ruler," anarchy literally means "without a ruler."  

In monarchy, aristocracy, oligarchy, democracy, and ochlocracy, for example, authority is located in the 

figure of the arkhos ("ruler") as monos ("one"), aristos ("best"), oligos ("few"), demos ("people"), 

and ochlos ("mob").  In anarchy, however, authority is expressed by the very absence of an 

arkhos. Anarchy may therefore mean "either the negative condition of unruliness or the 

positive condition of being unruled because rule is unnecessary for the preservation of 

order" (Woodcock 10). 

 But the etymological definition of anarchy as a positive condition "without rulership" 

seems to raise more questions than it answers.  What is rulership?  How does rulership differ 

from anarchist order?  And on what form of authority is anarchist order based?  Rulership 

implies authority, and while some anarchist historians and critics have collapsed the 
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distinction between arkhos and authority, it is more accurate to say that with the exception of 

such extreme forms of individualism as Stirner's egoism, anarchism does not simply reject 

authority but offers a critique of the very assumptions that underlie the notion of legitimate 

authority.  As historian Peter Marshall suggests, "it might be misleading to define anarchy as 

an absence of authority, for strictly speaking, it would appear that a society without some 

form of authority is inconceivable" (42).  Indeed, authority (L. augere, "increase") suggests a 

condition of plurality, which precludes any notion of society without some form of 

authority.  As anarchist Peter Kropotkin notes: 

 It is impossible to conceive a society in which the affairs of any one of its  

 members would not concern many other members, if not all; still less a 

 society in which a continual contact between its members would not have 

 established an interest of every one towards all others, which would render 

 it impossible to act without thinking of the effects which our actions may 

 have on others.  (Revolutionary 173—174) 

According to Marshall, anarchists are therefore less opposed to authority itself than 

"imposed authority, or authoritarianism" (43).  This distinction between authority and 

imposed authority brings us to the question of agency as it relates to legitimacy.  While 

anarchists generally distinguish between various forms of authority, there is no consensus as 

to what constitutes legitimate authority in the "positive condition" of anarchy.  The question 

of the relationship between agency and legitimacy has in turn produced a vast array of 

anarchist methodologies.  It may be noted, then, that "if they do not reject all forms of 

authority outright, all anarchists are suspicious of authority" (45). 
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One of the more extreme examples of this suspicion of authority appears in an 

article by individualist anarchist Benjamin R. Tucker in response to a letter from Henry 

Appleton, a former contributor to Tucker's anarchist journal Liberty. In his letter, Appleton 

accuses Tucker of "stretch[ing] the scope of Anarchy beyond the political sphere" (Tucker 

107):  

 Anarchy means opposed to the archos, or political leader, because the  

 motive principle of politics is force.  If you take the archos out of politics, 

 he becomes the very thing you want as an Individualist, since he is a leader 

 by voluntary selection.  It will not do, then, to stretch the scope of   

 Anarchism beyond political government, else you defeat your own purpose.   

 (107) 

In his response, Tucker gives the following definition of anarchy: 

 Anarchy does not mean simply opposed to the archos, or political leader.  It  

 means opposed to arche. Now arche, in the first instance, means beginning,  

 origin. From this it comes to mean a first principle, an element; then first place,  

 supreme power, sovereignty, dominion, command, authority; and finally a sovereignty, an  

 empire, a realm, a magistracy, a government office. (112) 

Drawing on the medieval theological term used to define God as "without beginning" 

(anarchia), Tucker defines anarchy as opposed not only to the figure of authority (archos) but

also to its legitimizing principle of "beginning, origin" (arche).  On the one hand, Tucker's 

definition is insightful for drawing attention to the metaphysical principle of origin that 

underlies the political notion of legitimate rulership.  On the other hand, as David Weir 
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points out, Tucker "makes the contradictory claim of opposing origins by appropriating 

them" (12).  For Weir, this sort of contradiction points up the fact that "anarchism is as 

much a cultural as a political phenomenon–more rhetoric than reality, less a movement than 

a myth" (12).  But Tucker's definition also illustrates the fact that culture, rhetoric, and myth 

underlie all forms of government.   

 In her anatomy of revolution, Hannah Arendt explains how these elements of 

rhetoric, culture, and myth underlie all models of political authority.  The greatest problem 

facing all forms of government, Arendt notes, is how to posit a legitimate foundation of 

authority beyond the contingencies of time and space.  The political theorist must ultimately 

grapple with the question of an absolute origin, which not only raises a host of philosophical 

dilemmas but also introduces a fictive element into the very notion of legitimate rulership: 

 It is the very nature of the beginning to carry with itself a measure of   

 complete arbitrariness.  Not only is it not bound into a reliable chain of cause 

 and effect, a chain in which each effect immediately turns into the cause for 

 future developments, the beginning has, as it were, nothing whatsoever to  

 hold onto; it is as though the beginner had abolished the sequence of   

 temporality itself, or as though the actors were thrown out of the temporal  

 order and its continuity.  (Revolution 206) 

Either the beginning is located in time and space, and therefore arbitrary, or the beginning is 

located "nowhere in time or space," and therefore absolute.  The theological solution to this 

Gordian knot–and to the dilemma of authority in Tucker's definition–is to establish the 

legitimate origin of authority in an anarchia "without beginning":   
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The problem of beginning is solved through the introduction of a beginner 

 whose own beginnings are no longer subject to question because he is "from 

 eternity to eternity."  This eternity is the absolute of temporality, and to the 

 extent that the beginning of the universe stretches back into the region of the 

 absolute, it is no longer arbitrary but rooted in something which, though it  

 may be beyond the reasoning capacity of man, possesses a rationale of its  

 own.  (206) 

Of course, the imposition of an absolute beginner introduces not only a logical contradiction 

but also a logical dilemma of participation: How can such an absolute beginner participate in 

a "chain of cause and effect" and exist outside it?  It is precisely this "absolute of temporality" 

that Tucker's definition of anarchy opposed both to the arkhos and to arche simultaneously 

appropriates and excludes.    

 In one sense, Benjamin Tucker's definition of anarchy as opposed to origins seems 

diametrically opposed to Robert Duncan's radicalism as "what roots are."  Where Tucker is 

ahistorical, Duncan is historical; where Tucker's anarchism is based on an atomistic model of 

the sovereign individual, Duncan's anarchism is based on an organic model of individual 

freedom contingent upon a multitude of origins and authorities. In another sense, however, 

both writers perceive anarchist theory as deeply concerned with the relationship between the 

politics of authority (arkhos) and the metaphysics of origins (arkhe).  Among other things, 

anarchism interrogates the blurring and eventual disappearance of the epistemological link 

between the origin and the validity of the state in the historical development of social 

contract theory.  In The Myth of the State, Ernst Cassirer traces this epistemological shift away 
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from the question of origins back to the ancient Greeks: "What they are asking for is not an 

accidental fact but a substantial cause.  The beginning is not simply a commencement in time 

but a 'first principle'; it is logical rather than chronological" (54).  With the historical 

development of social contract theory, the break is complete: 

 Only a few thinkers were so naïve as to assume that the "origin" of the state,  

 as explained in the theories of the social contract, gave us an insight into its  

 beginnings.  Obviously we cannot assign a definite moment of human history 

 at which the state made its first appearance.  But this lack of historical  

 knowledge does not concern the theoreticians of the state-contract.  Theirs is 

 an analytical, not a historical, problem.  They understand the term "origin" in 

 a logical not in a chronological sense.  What they are seeking for is not the  

 beginning, but the "principle" of the state, its raison d'être. (173) 

Of course, the search for a "principle" of the state does not erase the fact of this break in 

social contract theory between history and analysis, chronology and logic, arche and arkhos.

And it is anarchism's critical inquiries into the principles underlying social contract theory, as 

well as the relationship between origins and authority, that form a significant link between 

anarchist philosophy and romantic reaction to Enlightenment thinking.  As Cassirer notes, 

"if we reduce the legal and social order to free individual acts, to a voluntary contractual 

submission of the governed, all mystery is gone.  There is nothing less mysterious than a 

contract" (173).  Duncan's mytho-anarchist poetic recovers this radical vision of mystery 

repressed in Enlightenment thinking and democracy's "voluntary contractual submission of 

the governed."   



48
 

*

I have briefly gestured toward some of the social, political, and philosophical dilemmas 

underlying anarchist individualism, as well as its appropriation in recent anarchist criticism, 

in order to illustrate how Robert Duncan's radicalism is a critique not only of the 

decomposed liberalism of modernism, but also the various forms of postmodernism tied to 

the "form and image smashing" of liberal-progressivism.  And yet, it is inaccurate to say that 

Duncan's cultural politics was simply a critique of decadent individualism.  Like the anarchist 

tradition itself, Duncan's radicalism draws on a complex aggregate of social, political, and 

cultural theories, including Enlightenment rationalism and romantic reaction, libertarian-

based individualism and socialist-inflected collectivism.  After his diatribe against The Nation 

for its "military tactics," for example, Duncan goes on in his letter to criticize the 

"righteousness" of anarchist groups: 

 And when at last I sought the group that spoke for individual freedom, I 

 found there too that I was to be free only if I were generous and not mean, 

 imaginative and not fanciful, humane and not cruel, beautiful and not ugly, 

 intelligent and not stupid . . . but given these virtues Fascism would itself 

 be an ideal and also a practical government.  (Letters 275) 

"I write as I do," Duncan comments, "not because these are 'right' but because I want this 

kind of living and writing to come into existence, to be realized" (275).  For Duncan, all 

forms of righteousness–from Bakunin's "creative passion" for destruction and Pound's 

fascism to the "image and form smashing" of liberal progressivism and the elitism of 

anarchist groups–destroy the individual's ability "to imagine what the good is and to imagine 



49
 

what evil is, what goods there are and what evils" (275).  Such imagining is "releasing to our 

powers, it helps us prepare for actual works" (275).  

 If we have not altogether untangled ourselves from the ideological tendencies 

underlying individualist anarchist theory and its cultural appropriations, we have at least  

created some critical distance between these other traditions and Robert Duncan's radical 

traditionalism.  Here, I would like to position Duncan's radicalism somewhere between the 

separation of cultural forms of anarchism from the politics of the social sphere and the 

separation of political forms of anarchism from the politics of the cultural sphere.  On the 

one hand, Duncan's interest in the organic model of collectivist anarchist ideology 

dramatically departs from the individual autonomy and social fragmentation of individualist 

anarchist ideology and its appropriations in the cultural politics of anarchist modernism; in 

this sense, his anarchism is akin to Enlightenment-based social anarchism.  On the other 

hand, Duncan's anarchism departs from the secular rationalism, moral asceticism, and 

antagonism toward cultural forms of anarchism expressed by social anarchists such as 

Murray Bookchin; in this sense, his anarchism is akin to the romantic individualist anarchism 

emphasized in so much recent anarchist criticism.   

 Given these complexities, what exactly does the poet mean when he associates 

radicalism with creation?  What does such radicalism have to do with the imagining of good 

and evil?  What does it have to do with the release of powers and preparation for actual 

works?   And if the work of radicalism is "neither conservative nor liberal," then what is it?  

A key to understanding Duncan's radicalism lies in further exploration of some of the 

structural affinities between anarchism and myth.    
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Anarchism and the Political Uncanny 

We have observed in the passage from Goldman's essay that as a latent concept, 

anarchism is a "beautiful ideal," while anarchy as the revealed condition of that latent 

concept "stands for violence and destruction."  We have also observed that the ambiguity 

seems to arise where the latent concept of anarchism manifests as the condition of violence 

within the social sphere.  But on closer examination of these two objections to anarchism, 

the second objection may also be understood as having to do with a kind of latency: 

"Anarchism stands for violence and destruction" (my emphasis).  Thus, ambiguity arises not 

so much in the shift from a latent concept to a revealed condition but in the shift from a 

latent concept within the private sphere of the individual ("a beautiful ideal") to a latent 

concept within the public sphere of the polis ("violence and destruction").   

 I would like to propose that anarchism's negation of a strategic site of power in the 

absent figure of the arkhos lends itself not only to social and political ambiguity, but also to a 

kind of psychical ambivalence.  The raised censor of the arkhos simultaneously reveals a 

hitherto repressed network of tactical powers.  The expression of these multiple and 

decentralized sites of power is in turn both beautiful and terrifying.  It may be argued, then, 

that anarchism is in the realm of the political what the uncanny is in the realm of the 

psychological.  This notion of anarchism as a form of the political uncanny may be 

understood by looking briefly at Sigmund Freud's notion of the uncanny as it relates to the 

individual psyche.   

 In his essay on the uncanny, Freud notes that the unheimlich, or uncanny, is "that class 

of the terrifying which leads back to something long known to us, once very familiar" (20).  
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"The German word unheimlich," he writes, "is obviously the opposite of heimlich, hiemisch,

meaning 'familiar,' 'native,' belonging to the home" (21).  But "not everything which is new 

and unfamiliar is frightening," and so "something has to be added to what is novel and 

unfamiliar to make it uncanny" (21).  In an etymological survey of heimlich, Freud notes two 

definitions that seem to be contrary and yet mysteriously related.  The first definition 

includes those things "belonging to the house, not strange, familiar, tame, intimate" (23), 

while the second definition includes those things "concealed, kept from sight, so that others 

do not get to know about it, withheld from others" (25), as well as "secretive," "deceitful and 

malicious," and "where publication ventilation has to stop" (26).  What is crucial to note here 

is that "the word heimlich thus comes to be unheimlich" (27—28).  Heimlich, therefore, 

expresses a paradox: it is "that which is familiar and congenial . . . and that which is 

concealed and kept out of sight" (27).  Turning to Grimm's dictionary, Freud adds that 

heimlich is defined, among other things, as "a place free from ghostly influences . . . familiar, 

friendly, intimate" (29), "something withdrawn from the eyes of others, something concealed, secret" (29), 

and "used of knowledge, mystic, allegorical: a heimlich meaning, mysticus, divinus, figuratus" (30).  

The meaning of heimlich, then, "develops toward an ambivalence, until it finally coincides 

with its opposite, unheimlich. Unheimlich is in some way or other a sub-species of heimlich"

(30).    

 According to Freud, the uncanny is "something repressed which recurs" (47).  It is 

"nothing new or foreign, but something familiar and old-established in the mind that has 

been estranged only by the process of repression" (47).  He concludes that "an uncanny 

experience occurs either when repressed infantile complexes have been revived by some 
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impression, or when the primitive beliefs we have surmounted seem once more to be 

confirmed" (55).  While Freud limits his discussion of the uncanny to the individual psyche, 

these same principles may be applied to anarchism as expressing a form of the political 

uncanny.  In anarchism, the raised censor of the arkhos reveals ambivalence.  On the one 

hand, anarchism's negation of the arkhos expresses the private concept of a "beautiful ideal," 

and on the other hand, it expresses the public condition of "violence and destruction."  The 

sub-species of the unheimlich underlying the heimlich is therefore structurally homologous to 

the ambivalent relationship between various antecedent forms of power that underlie 

anarchism as the revival of multiple forms of power repressed under the singular agency of 

power in the figure of the arkhos.

While too much must not be made of the trope of the heimlich in Freud's theory of 

the uncanny, it is nonetheless important to note how this trope operates on a political level.  

According to Freud, the uncanny is expressed in what may be called a spatial trope of the 

heimlich, or home, that is at once familiar and unfamiliar, private and public.  What's more, 

the etymological definitions of the heimlich as expressing the unheimlich have to do with a 

perspectival shift from the interior of the home to its exterior.  The spatial trope is then 

mapped onto what is foremost a temporal phenomenon: memory, or the revival of what has 

been individually or collectively repressed.  Freud's emphasis on the heimlich, or home, as a 

site of psychical ambiguity parallels what Arendt emphasizes as a site of political ambiguity in 

the classical configuration of the household as a boundary between the private sphere and 

the public sphere in ancient Greek society: "The human capacity for political organization is 

not only different from but stands in direct opposition to that natural association whose 
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center is the home (oikia) and the family" (Human 24).  From the perspective of the public 

sphere in which speaking, as well as seeing and being seen, constitute the bios politikos, the 

private spheres of the body (bios) and the household (oikia) are characterized by privation: 

silence and invisibility.  From the perspective of the public sphere, it is this notion of 

privation that links the private sphere to what Freud notes as both "something withdrawn from 

the eyes of others, something concealed, secret" and "mysticus, divinus."  In the following passage from 

Arendt, we may see the relationship between the psychological ambivalence of Freud's 

heimlich-unheimlich and the political ambivalence of the private sphere as denoting both a site 

of political privation and sacred knowledge hidden from the public sphere: 

 The sacredness of this privacy was like the sacredness of the hidden, namely,  

 of birth and death, the beginning and end of the mortals who, like all living  

 creatures, grow out of and return to the darkness of an underworld.  The  

 non-privative trait of the household realm originally lay in its being the realm  

 of birth and death which must be hidden from the public realm because it  

 harbors the things hidden from human eyes and impenetrable to human 

 knowledge.  It is hidden because man does not know where he comes from  

 when he is born and where he goes when he dies.  (62—63) 

In Freud's discussion of the uncanny, the sub-category of the unheimlich is contingent upon a 

perspectival shift in the second definition of heimlich as "concealed, kept from sight, so that 

others do not get to know about it, withheld from others," as well as "secretive," "deceitful 

and malicious," and "where publication ventilation has to stop" (26).  Here, perspective is 

displaced from the interior of the home to its exterior.  Arendt notes that it is also here 
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where private and public spaces are not only psychically charged from a phenomenological 

standpoint, but also from a politico-juridical standpoint: 

 Not the interior of [the household], which remains hidden and of no public  

 significance, but its exterior appearance is important for the city as well, and  

 it appears in the realm of the city through the boundaries between one  

 household and the other.  The law originally was identified with this   

 boundary line, which in ancient times was still actually a space, a kind of no  

 man's land between the private and the public, sheltering and protecting both 

 realms, while at the same time, separating them from each other.  The law of  

 the polis, to be sure, transcended this ancient understanding from which,  

 however, it retained its original spatial significance.  (63) 

What is uncanny about anarchism as both familiar and unfamiliar, beautiful and terrifying, 

also has to do with its subversion of the law of the polis, restoring the primacy of the sacred 

as a site of power latent or otherwise concealed within the private sphere.  Unlike 

democracy's transparent site of power in the arkhos of the "the people," for example, 

anarchism expresses latent forms of social power emanating from both individual subjects 

and repressed cultural traditions.  But anarchism's underlying vision of order is not based on 

the strategic substitution of individual freedom (e.g., Stirner's substitution of the egoist for 

the arkhos) for social forms of power constituted within the public sphere, and so we may 

also note that what is uncanny about anarchism involves the expression of antecedent sites 

of power–what Freud calls repressed "primitive beliefs" that "seem once more to be 

confirmed" (55).  In other words, myth.   
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The correlation between Freud's uncanny and my definition of anarchism as a form 

of the political uncanny may be further evidenced by looking at some examples of the 

rhetoric used to describe anarchism by detractors and sympathizers alike.  Both Marx and 

Engels characterize anarchism in terms similar to what Freud would later describe as an 

infantile wish disorder.  From the strategic perspective of state socialism, anarchism is an 

"infantile wish," a "prediluvian" predecessor to socialism (qtd. in Weir 14–15).  In 

"Anarchism and Socialism" (1901), Lenin refers to anarchism as "the psychology of the 

unsettled intellectual or the vagabond" (327).  Indeed, to survey the history of anarchism is 

to enter into a narrative haunted by primordial ambivalence.  For Woodcock, if Marxism is 

"a swelling stream flowing on to its sea of destiny," then anarchism is "water percolating 

through porous ground–here forming for a time a strong underground current, there 

gathering into a swirling pool, trickling through crevices, disappearing from sight, and then 

re-emerging" (17–18).  For Marshall, "anarchism is like a river with many currents and 

eddies, constantly changing and being refreshed by new surges" (3).  For Avrich, anarchism 

is not watery but a fiery phoenix occasionally revived out of the ashes of a "moribund and 

half-forgotten movement" (xi).  And in an essay entitled "Anarchism Today," the authors 

write that "anarchism is not even oriented toward any decent utopia; it is . . . wishful 

thinking" (Narr 304).   

 This notion of anarchism as a form of the political uncanny underlies Robert 

Duncan's mytho-anarchist poetic, which we may define here as the perception of structural 

affinities underlying culture and politics: a heterodox vision of myth and a collectivist vision 

of anarchism.  Drawing on a nexus of religious and political "heresies," as it were, Duncan 
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creates a complex ethical model of individual freedom and communal interdependence–what 

the poet called a "symposium of the whole."  This mytho-anarchist poetic is dialectical and 

akin to what Martin Buber notes in Paths in Utopia as the wish-picture of socialist utopias: 

"pictures of something not actually present but only represented" (7).  At the same time, the 

socialist utopia "is not driven hither and thither by the wind of caprice, it centers with 

architectonic firmness on something primary and original which it is its destiny to build; and 

this primary thing is a wish" (7).  As "wish-pictures," these utopias express a transpersonal 

consciousness in their concern for communal order: 

 It is bound up with something supra-personal that communes with the soul 

 but is not governed by it.  What is at work here is the longing for that rightness 

which, in religious or philosophical vision, is experienced as revelation or  

 idea, and which of its very nature cannot be realized in the individual, but  

 only in human community.  The vision of "what should be" . . . is yet  

 inseparable from a critical and fundamental relationship to the existing  

 conditions of humanity.  (7) 

We have come a long way from the will to power lurking in Bakunin's prison cell 

confessions and Miller's elitist cult, not to mention the nihilism of Stirner and the solipsism 

of Tucker.  

*

Thus far, we have focused on clearing away some of the ideological apparatuses of 

individualist anarchism and its appropriations within the cultural politics of modernism.  

What is needed, however, is a positive definition of the collectivist anarchist tradition that 
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informs Robert Duncan's mytho-anarchist poetic.  In the first chapter, I provide such a 

definition with an exposition of Peter Kropotkin's Encyclopedia Britannica article on anarchism.  

Drawing on a number of texts, I then offer a comparison and contrast of Kropotkin's social 

anarchism and Duncan's mytho-anarchist poetic based in large part on how the two were 

influenced by Darwin's theory of evolution.   

 Chapters two is devoted to a close reading of the poet's Atlantis Dream, which is a 

key text in understanding Duncan's mythopoetic.  Likewise, the poem "Often I Am 

Permitted to Return to a Meadow"–an ars poetica of sorts–is a key text in understanding 

Duncan's poetry.  It is also the poet's fullest realization of the dreamwork of the Atlantis 

Dream.  Therefore, in chapter three, I offer a close reading of "Often I Am Permitted to 

Return to a Meadow" based in part on an exegesis of the mythopoetic elements of the 

Atlantis Dream.  Finally, in the spirit of Robert Duncan's anarchist poetic, I offer a more 

discursive reading of some of the primary "fields" in Duncan's poem as they relate to the 

tactical model of anarchist power discussed earlier.  Although these last two chapters do not 

deal directly with anarchism, they foreground what has been noted earlier as the poet's use of 

anarchism's tactical recovery of repressed sites of power and authority in the cultural 

appropriation of psychoanalytic and mythological materials.   

 This is not a biographical account of Robert Duncan the anarchist.  Instead, it 

gestures toward some of the mytho-anarchist tendencies that define Duncan's poetry and 

poetic.  The study is admittedly deep versus broad, focusing closely on only a selection of 

representative works. Nonetheless, I hope to show that a study of Robert Duncan's mytho-

anarchist poetry and poetic not only offers a critique of twentieth-century religious and 
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political orthodoxies, but also sheds new light on the cultural politics of such precursors and 

contemporaries as Walt Whitman, Ezra Pound, Charles Olson, and Denise Levertov.  

Indeed, as a kind of twilight figure whose work came to prominence in the 1950s, Duncan's 

life and work are perfectly situated for re-imagining the cultural politics of both late 

modernism and early postmodernism.  As noted earlier in the figure of Pound, this twilight 

period of American poetry at mid-century faced a profound crisis of authority.  Critic Don 

Byrd characterizes that crisis in the following:     

 Since Poe, American poetry has addressed itself to the gap which opened  

 when life in the United States failed to sustain a homogenous culture.  The  

 formal situation of Leaves of Grass can only contain Whitman's contradictions.   

 In the Cantos, those contradictions begin to turn destructive.  Pound in Pisa  

 and St. Elizabeth's is the image of the American poet trapped in the failure of 

 the national experience to cohere.  (40) 

For Robert Duncan and many other poets of his generation, part of the problem had to do 

with the very characterization of coherence within the context of a "national experience."   

As critic George Butterick notes, the satire and negativism of an earlier modernism "were 

insufficient approaching mid-century; the displacement had been too large with the 

disclosures of the Nazi death camps and the mushrooming of the Atomic Age within a few 

months of each other.  The extent of evil in the world caused the imagination to stagger" 

(50).  Of course, one may add to these disclosures any number of other national and 

international crises of the cold war era: the escalating threat of nuclear war, the Korean War, 

the investigations of the House Committee on Un-American Activities, the Vietnam War, 
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and so on.  For poet Robert Duncan, the restoration of repressed sites of power and 

authority in myth and the revitalization of anarchism's radical critique of coercive sites of 

power and authority provided a way for re-imagining both culture and politics in what may 

be called "the recovery of the public world."xxi 
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I.  "BEYOND THE INCOMPARABLE NATION": ROBERT DUNCAN AND 

PETER KROPOTKIN 

 Some writers have so confounded society with government, as to leave little  

 or no distinction between them; the former promotes our happiness positively,

by uniting our affections; the latter negatively, by restraining our vices.  The  

 one encourages intercourse, the other creates distinctions. 

 –Thomas Paine, Common Sense, 3

Editor Roger N. Baldwin has commented that communist anarchist Peter 

Kropotkin's article on anarchism for Encyclopedia Britannica (1910) is "the best brief statement 

in English of the precursors of anarchist thought.  Its objective treatment detaches it at once 

from propaganda" (283).  Although far from objective, the article is indeed remarkable for 

its clear and concise history of anarchist thought, as well as for its expression of anarchism as 

a social theory.  The article begins with a definition of anarchism:  

 a principle or theory of life and conduct under which society is conceived  

 without government–harmony in such a society being obtained, not by  

 submission to law, or by obedience to authority, but by free agreements  

 concluded between the various groups, territorial and professional, freely  

 constituted for the sake of production and consumption, as also for the  

 satisfaction of the infinite variety of needs and aspirations of a civilized  

 being.  (284) 

Immediately, Kropotkin makes an important distinction between society and government 

that is central to libertarian philosophy.  In anarchist society, the state is replaced with "an 
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interwoven network, composed of an infinite variety of groups and federations of all sizes 

and degrees, local, regional, national, and internal–temporary or more or less permanent" 

(284).   These voluntary federations allow for not only individual freedom, but also social 

organization based on "the ethical conception of [one's] surroundings" (285).   

 While modern political philosophers have generally defined civil society as separate 

from the state of nature, Kropotkin models anarchist society on a recuperative vision of the 

organic basis of civil law, on the one hand, and the Darwinian principle of evolution, on the 

other.  The model is both restorative and progressive: 

 Such a society would represent nothing immutable.  On the contrary–as is  

 seen in organic life at large–harmony would (it is contended) result from an  

 ever-changing adjustment and readjustment of equilibrium between the  

 multitude of forces and influences, and this adjustment would be the easier  

 to obtain as none of the forces would enjoy a special protection from the  

 State.  (284) 

 As the "left wing" of socialism, anarchism shares with socialism the belief that "the 

now prevailing system of private ownership in land, and our capitalist production for the 

sake of profits, represents a monopoly which runs against both the principles of justice and 

the dictates of utility" (285).  Where anarchism parts company with other forms of socialism 

is over the question of the function of the state in a post-capitalist society: 

 The state organization, having always been . . . the instrument for   

 establishing monopolies in favor of the ruling minorities, cannot be made to  
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work for the destruction of these monopolies.  The anarchists consider,  

 therefore, that to hand over to the State all the min sources of economic life  

 . . . would mean to create a new instrument of tyranny.  State capitalism  

 would only increase the power of bureaucracy and capitalism.  (286) 

Debates over the question of the state would eventually create a split in the First 

International between Mikhail Bakunin's anarchist model of a stateless society and Karl 

Marx's communist model of a proletariat society established by an interim state that would 

gradually wither away.  As Bakunin and other nineteenth-century libertarian socialists 

warned, and as the twentieth century was to make painfully clear, state socialism does not go 

far enough in its critique of authority; instead, it merely replaces capitalism's private 

ownership and monopoly with state-centralized ownership and monopoly.  For communist 

anarchists such as Kropotkin, "true progress lies in the direction of decentralization, both 

territorial and functional, in the development of the spirit of local and personal initiative, and 

of free federation from the simple to the compound, in lieu of the present hierarchy from 

the center to the periphery" (286).   

 In his sketch of the historical development of anarchism, Kropotkin notes parallel 

but distinct modes of anarchism as a "conception of society" and "the tendency which is its 

dynamic expression" (287).  Both the concept and the expression of anarchism have always 

existed as an antithesis to "the governing hierarchic conception and tendency" (287).  As a 

concept of society, for example, anarchist principles may be found among such ancient 

Greek philosophers as Zeno, "who distinctly opposed his conception of a free community 

without government to the state-Utopia of Plato" (288).  As a "dynamic expression," 
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anarchist tendencies are found among the heretical Christian movements of the medieval 

period, including the Hussites and Anabaptists (288—289).  Kropotkin notes that the failure 

of early anarchists to effect widespread social and political change was due in part to "the 

rigorous censorship of the Roman Catholic Church" (289), alluding to the Enlightenment 

critique of religious authority and the rise of the modern nation-state as factors in the 

development of modern anarchism as an international political movement.   

 For Kropotkin, the French Revolution marks a pivotal moment in the historical shift 

from anarchism's pre-modern conceptual foundation to its modern expression within a 

variety of national and international contexts.  Indeed, there is a kind of teleological arc in 

Kropotkin's article that leads from anarchist theory to anarchist praxis.  In his historical 

account of the period between the French Revolution and the First International (1864), 

Kropotkin notes some of the significant precursors to modern anarchism, including William 

Godwin, Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, Josiah Warren, and Max Stirner.  It is here in Kropotkin's 

critique of Stirner that we may begin to understand more clearly some of the fundamental 

distinctions between individualism and collectivism in relation to both social and cultural 

forms of anarchism.   

 As a form of anti-Hegelianism, individualist anarchism arises in Germany in the 

writings of Max Stirner, whose The Ego and Its Own (1844) has been championed in recent 

years not only as a harbinger of existentialism and post-structuralism, but also as an influence 

on European modernism.  What was discussed earlier as a theoretical link between the right-

wing libertarianism of egoism and the right-wing conservatism of fascism surfaces in 

Kropotkin's critique of Stirner's individualism, which advocates "not only complete revolt 
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against the State and against the servitude which authoritarian communism would impose 

upon men, but also the full liberation of the individual from all social and moral bonds" 

(292—293).  As an anarchist, Kropotkin is sympathetic with Stirner's individualism insofar 

as it provides a critique of all forms of authority, including theocracy, tyranny, state 

socialism, and democracy.  But just as these political forms of authority reinvest the power 

of the state over the individual, Stirner's individualism reinvests the power of the individual 

not only over the state but over all forms of social organization.  Although Kropotkin did 

not live to see the rise to power of the fascist state, the following passage draws out the 

paradoxical connection between the absolute sovereignty of the individual and the absolute 

sovereignty of the state: 

 [Stirner's individualism] maintains that the aim of all superior civilizations is,  

 not to permit all members of the community to develop in a normal way, but 

 to permit certain better endowed individuals "fully to develop," even at the  

 cost of the happiness and the very existence of the mass of mankind.  It is  

 thus a return toward the most common individualism, advocated by all  

 would-be superior minorities, to which indeed man owes in his history  

 precisely the State and the rest, which these individuals combat.  Their  

 individualism goes so far as to end in a negation of their own starting point,– 

 to say nothing of the impossibility for the individual to attain a really full  

 development in the conditions of oppression of the masses by "the beautiful  

 aristocracies."  His development would remain uni-lateral.  (293) 
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It is precisely this unilateralism that appears in the majority of contemporary anarchist 

criticism where anarchism in its cultural form seems to have little to do with the social 

sphere.  As Kropotkin observes, such individualism "finds a hearing only in limited artistic 

and literary circles" (293).xxii 

With the founding of the International Working Men's Association (1864), socialism 

experienced a revival that would lead to both the splintering of the socialist movement and 

the consolidation of various forms of socialism within international federations and popular 

movements.  During this period the anarchist movement developed federations that 

"constituted among themselves a federal union which broke entirely with the Marxist general 

council of the International" (294).  Kropotkin identifies the birth of modern anarchism 

within the historical moment of these federations–what most historians have called 

anarchism's classical period as an international political movement.  As a leading figure in the 

development of anarchist federations, collectivist anarchist Mikhail Bakunin called for the 

abolition of the state and religion, social revolution versus participation in parliamentary 

politics, and common ownership of the means of production (294—295). 

 Kropotkin concludes his article with a discussion of the development of modern 

anarchism along four primary directions: Proudhonian mutualism, communist anarchism 

and syndicalism, Christian anarchism, and literary anarchism.  Kropotkin writes that 

anarchism in the United States stems from the mutualism of Josiah Warren, Stephen Pearl 

Andrews, Lysander Spooner, and others, merging later in the nineteenth century with the 

individualist anarchism of Benjamin Tucker, "whose conceptions are a combination of those 

of Proudhon with those of Herbert Spencer" (296).  It should also be noted that Benjamin 
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Tucker was a leading advocate of Stirner's theories, and in Kropotkin's discussion of Tucker, 

he returns to a critique of individualism that explicitly connects to the development of 

individualist anarchism in the United States.  If collectivist forms of anarchism failed to 

survive in the twentieth century, then the following passage also points up the failure of 

individualist forms of anarchism to bridge the gap between an elite cultural vanguard and the 

larger political concerns of the social sphere: 

 Starting from the statement that anarchists are egoists, strictly speaking, and  

 that every group of individuals . . . has the right to oppress all mankind,  

 provided it has the power to do so, that equal liberty for all and absolute  

 equality ought to be the law, and "mind every one your own business" is the  

 unique moral law of anarchism, Tucker goes on to prove that a general and 

 thorough application of these principals would be beneficial and would offer 

 no danger, because the powers of every individual would be limited by the 

 exercise of the equal rights of all others.  (296) 

Once again, we have in the individualist's egoism the reconstitution of "all the functions of 

the State" (297).  Extending his critique, Kropotkin points out some of the problems with 

American individualist anarchism as it relates to issues of class, education, and culture: 

 The individualist anarchism of the American Proudhonians finds . . . little 

 sympathy amongst the working masses.  Those who profess it–they are 

 chiefly "intellectuals"–soon realize that the individualization they so highly 

 praise is not attainable by individual efforts, and either abandon the ranks of 

 the anarchists, and are driven into the liberal individualism of the classical 
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economists, or they retire into a sort of Epicurean a-moralism, or super-man 

 theory, similar to that of Stirner and Nietzsche.  The great bulk of the  

 anarchist workingmen prefer the anarchist-communist ideas which have  

 gradually evolved out of the anarchist collectivism of the International  

 Working Men's Association.  (297) 

 Contrary to individualism's elitism and asocial tendencies, Kropotkin defines the 

objectives of his own communist anarchism as an attempt "to show the intimate, logical 

connection which exists between the modern philosophy of natural sciences and anarchism; 

to put anarchism on a scientific basis by the study of the tendencies that are apparent now in 

society  and may indicate its further evolution; and to work out the basis of anarchist  ethics" 

(298).   

 There is a notable convergence of the rhetoric of morality, philosophy, science, class, 

and culture in the anarchist philosopher's distinction between individualist and collectivist 

forms of anarchism.  While the egoism of individualist anarchism tends toward an amoral 

elitism that finds favor among "intellectuals" and "artistic and literary circles," the altruism of 

communist anarchism tends toward a collective vision of ethics that finds favor among the 

working class; while individualist anarchism tends toward a centripetal reality based on 

ideology and fiction, communist anarchism tends toward a centrifugal reality based on action 

and fact; individualist anarchism is decadent (Epicurean), communist anarchism ascetic 

(logical, scientific); individualism ends in the reconstitution of the state, communist 

anarchism ends in a more or less stable synthesis of the individual and the community, 
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anarchism and communism being "two terms of evolution which complete each other" 

(298).   

 This is not to say that there is no place for culture in communist anarchism.  Indeed, 

Kropotkin devotes the final paragraph of his article to literary anarchism, which he defines 

as "the penetration, on the one hand, of anarchist ideas into modern literature, and the 

influence, on the other hand, which the libertarian ideas of the best contemporary writers 

have exercised upon the development of anarchism" (299).  Here, literary anarchism is 

identified not in relation to a particular aesthetic but to the dissemination of anarchist and 

libertarian ideas.  Without any particular aesthetic mooring, Kropotkin's catalog of anarchist 

literature reads as a bewildering array of works by writers as diverse as Mill, Spencer, 

Nietzsche, Emerson, Thoreau, Ibsen, Whitman, Tolstoy, Zola, and Merezhovsky (299—

300).  The connecting thread of anarchist or libertarian ideology is virtually lost in an 

ideological crazy quilt that would seem to include Mill's utilitarianism and Nietzsche's 

atheism alongside Whitman's democracy and Tolstoy's Christianity. 

 Of course, it is easy to point out the limitations of this catalog, and in all fairness, we 

must acknowledge that Kropotkin's discussion of literary anarchism was by no means 

intended to be exhaustive; nor was it meant to be a literary analysis of the relationship 

between cultural aesthetics and political ideology.  Kropotkin was no literary scholar; instead, 

as a leading anarchist philosopher concerned with "the full development of all [our] faculties, 

intellectual, artistic, moral" (285), his interest was merely in pointing out affinities between 

anarchism and "all the intellectual movement of our own times" (299).  In this regard, 

Kropotkin's outline of literary anarchism may be seen as embodying the very spirit of 
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anarchist society as "an ever-changing adjustment and readjustment of equilibrium between 

the multitudes of forces and influences" (284).  Moreover, such diversity gestures toward the 

cultural appeal of anarchist and libertarian ideologies that transcends both national and 

politico-aesthetic boundaries. 

 Kropotkin's inclusion of literary anarchism as one of the four major developments in 

modern anarchism testifies to the social and political significance he placed on culture, unlike 

Stirner, for example, who had very little to say about culture.  And yet, despite Kropotkin's 

inclusion of literary anarchism as an important trend in modern anarchism, the relationship 

between culture and politics is not altogether reciprocal.  The "penetration" is from 

"anarchist ideas into . . . literature" and from "libertarian ideas of . . . writers" into "the 

development of anarchism."  The discussion of culture is limited to how literary anarchism is 

"full of ideas which show how closely anarchism is interwoven with the work that is going 

on in modern thought" (300).  In other words, literature is "anarchist" insofar as it embodies 

anarchist ideas.  While too much must not be made of this weaving metaphor, it is worth 

noting that it presents an image of pre-existing ideas that are then "interwoven with the 

work."  That is, political ideas and cultural work are separate.  This separation attests to a 

more profound separation between political ideology and praxis, on the one hand, and 

cultural ideology and praxis, on the other.  Apparent in this distinction between ideology and 

praxis is the difficulty in identifying not only the relationship between cultural and political 

ideologies, or even cultural ideologies and political praxis, but also the identification of 

cultural praxis as a form of political praxis. According to Kropotkin's model, literary anarchism 

is not a presentation of political praxis but a representation of political ideology.  As such, 
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literary anarchism is limited to the role of a medium for disseminating ideas, a means for the 

conceptual "enfranchisement of man" that may then be transformed into political action 

within the social sphere.xxiii 

Although Kropotkin's article is far from being an objective account of anarchist 

theory and history, these very biases serve as an excellent introduction to the communist 

anarchist theories that would influence the poetry and poetics of Robert Duncan. 

*

In the summer of 1944, Robert Duncan is attending meetings of the anarchist Why 

group in New York.  He is also reading Peter Kropotkin's Ethics: Origin and Development. "I 

started reading the Kropotkin again," he writes to his friend, the film critic Pauline Kael, 

"and got into bed reading Kropotkin again and got up in the morning walking to work 

reading Kropotkin" (qtd. in Faas 158).  "There are such basic principles of behavior" in the 

Russian anarchist's work, Duncan notes: "ethical and social understanding at last found 

expressed that I have been beside myself with joy" (158).  Although Duncan had not yet read 

Kropotkin's most significant contribution to anarchist social theory, Mutual Aid: A Factor in 

Evolution, he writes that the selections from Ethics "quicken my pulse and set a new wave of 

ideas, of projected actions into motion" (158).xxiv 

What was this new wave of ideas and projected action that the anarchist inspired in 

the young poet?  The principles expressed in Kropotkin's Ethics no doubt resonated with the 

ethical and social understanding that Duncan had already begun to express in such works as 

"The Homosexual in Society," which would appear later that summer in Dwight 

Macdonald's anarchist magazine Politics. Although the essay is historically significant for 
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being "the first discussion of homosexuality which included the frank avowal that the author 

was himself involved," the real import of the work has to do with its broader vision of 

community that was no doubt influenced by Kropotkin's anarchist philosophy 

("Homosexual" 38).xxv In his attack on the "cult of homosexuality" as merely reconstituting 

the very power structures that exclude homosexuals from society, the poet writes: 

 Only one devotion can be held by a human being seeking a creative life and 

 expression.  And that is devotion to human freedom, toward the liberation of 

 human love, human conflicts, human aspirations.  To do this one must  

 disown all the special groups (nations, churches, sexes, races) that would  

 claim allegiance.  (47) 

Here, Duncan echoes Kropotkin's call to anarchist freedom in disowning not only state 

authority, but also the "common individualism advocated by all would-be superior 

minorities" ("Anarchism" 293).  Scrutinizing his own identity within an elite minority culture, 

Duncan sees the same principle of self-negation at work:  "Faced by inhumanities of society, 

I did not seek a solution in humanity but turned to a second society as inhumane as the first.  

I joined those who, while they allowed for my sexual nature, allowed for so little of the 

moral, the sensible, and the creative direction which all of living should reflect" 

("Homosexual" 46).  

 Did Kropotkin's anarchism influence the poet's ethics and social philosophy beyond 

his identity politics?  On the one hand, the pairing of Duncan and Kropotkin seems tenuous 

at best.  Robert Duncan was an American poet, Peter Kropotkin a Russian anarchist.  For 

Duncan, the metaphysical concepts of orthodox and heretical religious traditions play a key 
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role in his mythopoetic.  For Kropotkin, anarchism's "method of investigation is that of the 

exact natural sciences" ("Modern" 150).  Metaphysics would seem to have no place among 

the principles of natural law that inform anarchist society.  Indeed, as Kropotkin argues in 

Ethics, religious morality has actually impeded the ethical development of humankind: 

 In the course of the first ten centuries of our era the Christian Church saw in 

 the study of Nature something unnecessary, or even harmful, leading to  

 conceit and to "pride," and pride was persecuted as a source of faithlessness.   

 The moral element in men, asserted the church, originates not at all in his  

 nature, which can only urge him toward evil, but exclusively in divine   

 revelation.  Every investigation of the natural sources of morality in man was  

 rejected, and therefore Greek Science, which attempted to base morality on a 

 naturalistic foundation, was categorically rejected.  (135)  

 Kropotkin's anarchism is indebted to the Enlightenment traditions of rationalism 

and empiricism: "the metaphysical conceptions of a Universal Spirit, or of a Creative Force 

in Nature have been brushed aside by the materialist philosophy of today" ("Modern" 151).  

Duncan's mytho-anarchism draws on both Enlightenment rationalism and romantic 

reaction, and "for men who declare themselves partisans of the rational mind at war with all 

other possibilities of being, the pre-rational or the irrational appears as an enemy within" 

("Rites" 102).   

 Perhaps the most obvious difference between the two has to do with anarchism 

itself.  For Kropotkin, anarchism is ultimately a theory of social organization: anarchy can 

only be fully realized within the social sphere.  While it is doubtful that Duncan thought of 
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anarchy as a viable social order, anarchism was not simply a theory of social organization but 

a theory of the imagination.   And while the poet's theory of the imagination includes the 

imagining of the social sphere, it is not dictated by it.   

 On the other hand, both Duncan and Kropotkin believed in social organization 

based on voluntary and spontaneous cooperation within a decentralized and ever-evolving 

network of power relations.  Both were deeply influenced by Darwin's theory of evolution 

and looked to the organic world for principles on which to base social, political, and 

aesthetic order.  Although Kropotkin rejected metaphysics, his ethical vision of social 

progress is at base restorative both in its acknowledgment of the primacy of natural law over 

civil law and in its recovery of historical models of anarchist society.  Likewise, Duncan's 

mytho-anarchist poetic is restorative, drawing on both organic principles of natural law and 

the integration of repressed cultural and historical traditions.  Moreover, both writers drew 

inspiration from the anti-authoritarian tendencies found among both the pre-Socratic 

philosophers and various heretical sects of the medieval period.  Like Duncan, Kropotkin's 

critique of religion has to do not with religious principles per se but with the historical 

consolidation of its institutional authority:  

 In the Christian movement against Roman law, Roman government, Roman 

 morality . . . there undoubtedly existed much that was essentially anarchistic. 

 Only by degrees it degenerated into an ecclesiastical movement, modeled  

 upon the ancient Hebrew church and upon Imperial Rome itself, which  

 killed the anarchistic germ, assumed Roman governmental forms, and  
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became in time the chief bulwark of government authority, slavery, and  

 oppression.  ("Modern" 149) 

 Most importantly, perhaps, the ethical principles found in the writings of both 

Robert Duncan and Peter Kropotkin are based on what may be called an empathic vision of 

communal identification that transcends political, cultural, and historical boundaries.  

Ultimately, it is a vision of human survival.  Despite obvious biographical differences (e.g., 

Kropotkin was born into the Russian aristocracy; Duncan was adopted by a middle-class 

American family), each came to a kind of crisis of social vision early in his life.  For 

Kropotkin, that crisis came during the four years he spent as an officer in a Siberian 

regiment:  

 The years that I spent in Siberia taught me many lessons which I could hardly 

 have learned elsewhere.  I soon realized the absolute impossibility of doing  

 anything really useful for the mass of the people by means of the   

 administrative machinery.  With this illusion I parted forever.  Then I began  

 to understand not only men and human character, but also the inner springs  

 of the life of human society.  (Memoirs)

"I lost in Siberia," Kropotkin writes, "whatever faith in state discipline I had cherished 

before.  I was prepared to become an anarchist."      

 For Duncan, the crisis of social vision is tied to his decision to become a poet. 

"When I first decided to be a poet," he writes, "this itself was a disordering of the world and 

its orders in which I had been raised" ("Man's" 112).  Like Kropotkin, Duncan's anarchist 

sympathies would form from a crisis in the social order around him: 
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I saw my personal life belonging to a larger human life that was foreign to  

 the society into which I had been born, to the American way . . . The years of 

 the Roosevelt administration had seen the great increase of state power–an  

 America that would overthrow Hitler's State, taking its place and standing  

 with the Soviet Union as an overwhelming contestant for world domination– 

 and now, in these years as I began to write, from 1937 on, the Roosevelt  

 panacea for the ills of the profit system, the Permanent War Economy, began 

 to emerge as a reality that would soon take over.  My deepest social feelings  

 then were irregular too–for I saw the State and the War as diseases, eternal  

 enemies of man's universal humanity and of the individual volition.  (Years 

vii)

Departing from the literary critic's appropriation of anarchism as simply an anti-

foundational philosophy of individual autonomy, I would like to draw out some of the 

similarities between Kropotkin's anarchist philosophy and Duncan's mytho-anarchist poetic 

based on their readings of evolutionary theory as proposing tactical models of freedom and 

power within both social and cultural spheres.   

*

In his coming to social consciousness in the 1930s, Robert Duncan turned to the 

poetry of Walt Whitman.  But in the diseased body politic of the period, Whitman's ideas 

"had come also to be the ideas of established and increasingly coercive governments.  

Totalism–ensemblism–is haunted when we return to it today in the dark monstrosities of 

socialistic and democratic totalitarianism" ("Changing" 168).  "Is it the deadly boast of the 
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Chauvinist," Duncan asks, "the patriotic zeal of a spiritual imperialism, that fires Whitman's 

'The Americans of all nations at any time upon the earth have probably the fullest poetic 

nature.  The United States themselves are essentially the greatest poem'"? (168).  A 

nationalist reading of Whitman's "United States" would not do.  Instead, Duncan reads in 

Whitman an ecological vision linking him to Darwin, among others: 

 The lesson of science in the nineteenth century, in the geology of Lyell, in  

 the biology of Darwin, as in the concept of history after Hegel, was that  

 science was ever to be fruitfully incomplete; and here Whitman proposed a  

 poetry that would be the companion of science.  (176) 

For Duncan, Whitman "saw the break-through of science as a demand for the break-through 

of poetics" (188).  Whitman's democracy was contained neither in the image of the state nor 

in the image of a perfected humanity.  It is instead "an intuition of a grander and deeper 

reality potential in Man's evolution, beyond the awakening of philosopher-kings and poets, 

the awakening of the mass" (191).   

 Darwin's theory of evolution would also provide a foundation to Duncan's own 

poetic.  But while he could recognize in Whitman's democracy a link to Darwin's evolution, 

his own suspicions of democracy ran too deep to fully embrace the demos en masse.  And so 

Duncan's encomiastic essay to the poet's genius ends not in the image of America and its 

masses but somewhere offshore, where "it is Whitman's Sea that remains primary" (193).  

For Duncan, the poet's vision in the twentieth century would have to go beyond any political 

system, beyond even the notion of humanity itself: 
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We are in the throes of such an expansion of the imagination in time and  

 space beyond the confines of established policies; a politics beyond cities and 

 nations and civilizations claims our loyalties. . . . For those of us who believe  

 in the unity of mankind, in a new anthropology that no longer thinks of  

 different stages of man, of a progress from primitive to civilized but in terms  

 of different ways of being man; for those of us who further believe in the  

 unity of living beings, the very word "humanity" extends beyond our species  

 to involve us in a largest democracy, in an allegiance to an ecological order.   

 The humanity of man, the difference between the population unaware–the  

 mobocracy–and the population aware of what humanity means–the   

 democracy–extends as far and deep in meaning as his understanding of  

 his relation to this world extends.  What we envision as being the well-being  

 of Nature becomes the condition of our humanity.  (174) 

Although Duncan would turn again and again to Whitman's ensemblism as "thesis" to the 

"antithesis" of Pound's fascism (190), he would also resist the political corollary of 

democracy in "Whitman's theme of improvement and progress" (181).  In a period of rising 

nationalism, it is not Whitman's democratic vistas that Duncan turns to for a political 

corollary to Darwin but to the anarchist vistas of Peter Kropotkin.   

 By the end of the nineteenth century, the libertarian self had grown monstrous, 

among other things, in the egoism of Max Stirner and the laissez-faire individualism of 

Benjamin Tucker.  Against the absolute sovereignty of both the individual and the state, 

Kropotkin proposed a social form of anarchism based on an organic analogy between 
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society and nature.  According to Kropotkin, the foundations of power in anarchist society 

stem not from any abstract philosophical construction of the individual ego but from 

concrete observations of the natural world.  The political paradox of anarchist order would 

derive from the scientific paradox of evolutionary order.   

 As Paul Avrich has remarked, Kropotkin's "scientific training and optimistic outlook 

gave anarchist theory a constructive aspect that stood in sharp contrast to the spirit of 

negation that permeated [Mikhail] Bakunin's works" (71).  In Kropotkin's anarchist 

philosophy, the spirit of creation (evolution) formed an antithesis to the spirit of negation 

(revolution): 

 Anarchism proves to be in accordance with the conclusions arrived at by the 

 philosophy of evolution.  By bringing to light the plasticity of organization,  

 the philosophy of evolution has shown the admirable adaptability of   

 organisms to their conditions of life, and the ensuing development of such  

 faculties as render more complete both the adaptations of the aggregates to  

 their surroundings and those of each of the constituent parts of the aggregate 

 to the needs of free cooperation. ("Anarchism and Evolution" 53) 

Power structures are determined by ceaseless adaptations between the individual and their 

environment.  These ceaseless adaptations are not governed by what Stirner calls individual 

"might" but by "the needs of free cooperation" within an aggregate social sphere.  "[A]re not 

the earliest aggregations of cellules themselves an instance of association in the struggle?" 

Kropotkin asks ("Anarchist" 97).  In "Anarchism: Its Philosophy and Ideal," Kropotkin 

writes that the scientific advances of Darwin signal nothing less than "the profound 
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modification . . . in the whole of [our] conceptions and interpretations of the facts of the 

universe" (115).  The federations of anarchist society find their organological correlatives in 

the very cells of living organisms:  

 And when a physiologist speaks now of the life of a plant or of an animal, he 

 sees an  agglomeration, a colony of millions of separate individuals rather  

 than a personality, one and invisible.  He speaks of a federation of digestive,  

 sensual, nervous organs, all very intimately connected with one another, each  

 feeling the consequence of the well-being or indisposition of each, but each  

 living its own life.  (118—119) 

Following the developmental trends in science, political economy, Kropotkin writes, must be 

rewritten as "the physiology of science" ("Modern" 180).xxvi 

Kropotkin's fullest expression of anarchism's organic model of social organization 

based on evolutionary principles appears in Mutual Aid: A Factor in Evolution. Although the 

book is in part a response to Thomas H. Huxley's essay, "Struggle for Existence in Human 

Society," it is not a refutation of the principle of mutual struggle but an argument for 

expanding our understanding of social organization to include mutual support as yet another 

factor–as the subtitle indicates–of evolution.  "As soon as we study animals," Kropotkin 

writes, "we at once perceive that though there is an immense amount of warfare and 

extermination . . . there is, at the same time, or perhaps even more, mutual support, mutual 

aid, mutual defense" (Mutual 5).   

 Inspired by Darwin's research, as well as his own field observations in Siberia, 

Kropotkin extensively catalogs evidence of mutual aid found in both human and non-human 
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animal society–from ants, bees, and birds to tribal societies, medieval guilds, and modern 

cooperatives.  Mutual Aid is a field book of anarchy in which one may "study the State 

exactly in the manner the naturalist approaches the study of social life among bees and ants, 

or among the migratory birds which hatch their young on the shores of the sub-arctic lakes" 

("Modern" 180).   The social vision of Mutual Aid is transhistorical and multicultural, an 

empathic reading of nature and history whereby the non-human otherness of animals, the 

cultural otherness of tribal societies, and the historical otherness of the medieval guild 

propose models of social progress and ethical development within contemporary human 

society.   

 According to Kropotkin, the rise of the modern nation-state was an unnatural 

development away from earlier institutions such as the tribe, the village community, and the 

medieval city that were modeled in part on the mutual cooperation found in animal societies.  

The historical response to the death of these "mutual aid institutions" was twofold: Some 

individuals "rose up to purify the old institutions, or to work out a higher form of 

commonwealth, based upon the same Mutual Aid principle," while "another portion of the 

same individual rebels endeavored to break down the protective institutions of mutual 

support, with no intention but to increase their own wealth and their own powers" (Mutual 

xvii).  Kropotkin notes that history has for the most part focused on the latter group.  In a 

sense, then, Mutual Aid is not only a field book of natural observations that may be applied 

to the social theory of anarchism, but also a revisionist history that shifts focus away from 

mutual struggle and toward mutual support as a repressed historical tradition that offers "the 

greatest advantage in the struggle for life" (57).   
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The principles of mutual cooperation and empathy underlying Kropotkin's writings 

also instruct Robert Duncan's mytho-anarchist poetic.  In "Rites of Participation," Duncan 

proposes that in the genealogy of modern and postmodern inheritance, the poet must begin 

beyond all boundaries, in "alien" territories: 

 The drama of our time is the coming of all men into one fate, "the dream of 

 everyone, everywhere."  The fate or dream is the fate of more than mankind. 

 Our secret Adam is written now in the script of the primal cell.  We have  

 gone beyond the reality of the incomparable nation or race, the incomparable 

 Jehovah in the shape of a man, the incomparable Book or vision, the   

 incomparable species, in which identity might hold and defend its boundaries 

 against an alien territory.  All things have come now into their comparisons.   

 (97) 

Although Duncan is thinking primarily about the cultural and historical inheritance of the 

twentieth-century poet, the ethical spirit is close to Kropotkin's in his call to break down the 

hierarchical and superior orders into multiple and decentralized sites of power.  "The very 

form of man," Duncan writes, "has no longer the isolation of a superior paradigm but is 

involved in its morphology in the cooperative design of all living things, in the life of 

everything, everywhere" ("Rites" 97).  As Kropotkin looks forward by mining suppressed 

historical traditions of mutual cooperation and solidarity, so, too, Duncan looks forward by 

reintegrating repressed cultural traditions.  "We go now to the once-called primitive," he 

writes, "not to read what we were but what we are" (97).   
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Whereas Stirner's egoism and Tucker's anti-foundational anarchism resolve in the 

abolition of all socially constructed models of power and authority, Duncan sees in 

Darwinian evolution, and then in Kropotkin's political ethos, the restoration of excluded 

powers on which to base his mytho-anarchist poetic.  It is an expansive view of solidarity 

and integration.  "Our vital being," Duncan writes, "rises not in our identification in a 

hierarchy of forms but in our identification with the universe.  To compose such a 

symposium of the whole, such a totality, all the old excluded orders must be included" (98). 

 Just as Kropotkin looks for anti-authoritarian models in history, Duncan draws on 

an array of cultural materials, from Jewish mysticism to Australian tribal rites "in which man 

and the world about him come into one body" (105).  Of course, Duncan is not concerned 

with the establishment of an anarchist society per se but with restoring to the imagination a 

dynamic field of tactical powers, "to keep present and immediate a variety of times and 

places, persons and events" (110).  Likewise, history is "no longer kept within the boundaries 

of periods or nations [but] appears as a mobile structure in which events may move in time 

in ever-changing constellations" (114).  Kropotkin's notion of moral sympathy and Duncan's 

notion of pathetic fallacy testify to what the poet calls the "heightened sense of the 

relatedness of everything" (128).  They are heresies that run counter to the rationalist 

doctrines of political and cultural theory.   In Kropotkin's politics and Duncan's poetry, there 

is solidarity based on the dissolving of the hierarchies of cultural and social order into a fluid 

discourse between cultural "rites" and political "rights."   

 The two are perhaps closest in how they perceive the principles of natural law that 

underlie evolutionary theory.  "What used to be called 'natural law,'" Kropotkin notes in 
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"Anarchism: Its Philosophy and Ideal," "is nothing but a certain relation among phenomena 

which we dimly see, and each 'law' takes a temporary character of causality" (120).  Natural 

law is not predetermined and external to phenomena but develops within a dynamic field of 

relations.  It is provisional, in constant flux: "No law placed outside the phenomena: each 

phenomena governs that which follows it–not law" (120).  These principles of evolutionary 

law also apply to anarchist society, "which looks for harmony in an ever-changing and 

fugitive equilibrium between a multitude of varied forces and influences of every kind" (124).  

"Laws," Kropotkin notes, "can only follow the accomplished facts" ("Modern" 171).  

Likewise, the laws that govern anarchist society are dynamic and evolving, coincident with 

each occasion: "No government of man by man; no crystallization and immobility, but a 

continual evolution–such as we see in nature" (157).  In the following passage from 

"Anarchism: Its Philosophy and Ideal," Kropotkin emphasizes both the organic basis of 

anarchist social order and its evolutionary–versus revolutionary–tendency: 

 Humanity is not a rolling ball, nor even a marching column.  It is a whole  

 that evolves simultaneously in the multitude of millions of which it is   

 composed.  And if you wish for a comparison you must rather take it in the  

 laws of organic evolution than in those of an inorganic moving body.  (142)  

Likewise, Duncan's notion of law derives in part from scientific methodology: "Science's 

proposition of law is to me the most satisfactory, and that is, if there's a fact that won't fit, 

the thing you've been calling the law is not the law" ("Realms" 20).  The dynamic law of 

evolution that guides Kropotkin's anarchist order also guides Duncan's anarchist poetic in 

which the immediate conditions of the composition determine the law: "Your experience of 
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the law is wrestling with it, or else it isn't there.  That's what I mean by the syntax.  Such 

writing is wrestling with its own structure, so it's felt throughout" (20).   

*

To what does the anarchist and the anarchist poet belong?  Duncan writes that in the 

genealogy of excluded orders, "we must move throughout the history of man to find many 

of our kin" ("Rites" 131).  Likewise, Kropotkin found kinship in such alien and diverse 

orders as the Papua tribe and "the half-wild horses of Mongolia and Siberia" (Mutual 46).  In 

this sense, both the anarchist and the anarchist poet are fugitive figures exiled from a 

homeland in which individual freedom and social liberties coexist.  There is the expression 

of a societal topos in Kropotkin's anarchism: "an interwoven network, composed of an 

infinite variety of groups and federations" ("Anarchism" 284).  And there is the expression 

of a cultural topos in Duncan's mytho-anarchism: a "symposium of the whole" ("Rites" 98).  

And while both writers were deeply influenced by the theory of evolution in their anarchist 

politics, we must also ask: how are these topoi–Kropotkin's anarchist society and Duncan's 

anarchist poetic–different? 

 Kropotkin writes in his introduction to Mutual Aid that "it is not love and not even 

sympathy upon which Society is based in mankind.  It is the conscience–be it at the stage of 

an instinct–of human solidarity" (xiii).  Elsewhere he refers to mutual aid as a form of 

compassion that requires "a considerable advance in general intelligence and sensibility.  It is 

the first step toward the development of higher moral sentiments" (60).  And in the final 

passages of Mutual Aid, Kropotkin posits moral sympathy as a correlative to natural 

evolution– a basis upon which future social structure may evolve: 



85
 

Man is appealed to to be guided in his acts, not merely by love, which is  

 always personal, or at best tribal, but by the perception of his oneness with  

 each human being.   In the practice of mutual aid, which we can retrace to  

 the earliest beginnings of evolution, we thus find the positive and undoubted  

 origins of our ethical conceptions; and we can affirm that in the ethical  

 progress of man, mutual support–not mutual struggle–has had the leading  

 part.  In its wide extension, even at the present time, we also see the best  

 guarantee of a still loftier evolution of our race.  (300) 

Although Kropotkin's anarchism was clearly an influence on Duncan's poetic, the poet did 

not finally share the anarchist's optimistic vision of moral sympathy as the foundation for a 

"loftier evolution of our race."  Nor did he appear to share with Kropotkin the belief that 

humanity was evolving toward anarchist order.  The perennial divide between cultural and 

social conceptions of anarchism appears in Duncan's writings over the question of the role 

of poetry in the world at large.  This divide appears, for example, in the following passage 

from Duncan's statement on poetics for Donald Allen's The New American Poetry:

Medicine can cure the body.  But soul, poetry, is capable of living in, longing 

 for, choosing illness.  Only the most fanatic researcher upon cancer could  

 share with the poet the concept that cancer is a flower, an adventure, an  

 intrigue with life.  

 The magnificence of Freud is that he never seeks to cure an individual of 

 being himself.  He seeks only that the individual may come to know himself, 

 to be aware.  It is n underlying faith in Freud that every "patient" is Man 
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Himself, and that every "disease" is his revelation.  ("On Science" 403) 

For the anarchist–and Freudian–poet, poetry cannot cure.  It is revelation.  But for the cancer 

patient who seeks a cure for his disease, the poetry of cancer can be little more than flowers 

for the grave.xxvii And yet if poetry's patient is "Man  Himself," then this patient is also the 

patient of politics: the bios politikos. And if politics is medicine that would cure the bios 

politikos–the body of "Man Himself"–then despite Duncan's insistence that poetry cannot 

cure, there is also a deeper common concern for knowledge, awareness, and revelation at 

work in both poetry and politics.  Therefore, we may say that in Duncan's poetic, the very 

distinction between poetry as revelation and science as cure draws the two together. 

 If Whitman's democratic vistas had grown dark for Duncan, so too had the anarchist 

vistas of Kropotkin.  For Kropotkin, anarchism is a social cure.  For Duncan, anarchism is 

not a social cure but creative revelation that nonetheless includes knowledge of "Man 

Himself": the bios politikos of the public sphere.  A convert of Freud, Duncan reads his 

anarchism darkly.   Where Kropotkin sees in anarchism a form of social harmony obtained 

in a "loftier evolution of our race," Duncan's anarchist poetic participates in both order and 

strife, mutual support and mutual struggle (Mutual 300).  It is Darwin bent through the 

bowstring of Heraclitus: "a new order is a contention in the heart of existing orders" 

(Duncan, "Man's" 111).xxviii "I cannot see evolution as leading upward to Man," Duncan 

writes, "any more than I can see the Australian bushman as backward or primitive or the 

New York sophisticate as advanced or civilized or–as many see it–brutalized" (114). 

 In "Man's Fulfillment in Order and Strife," Duncan's "symposium of the whole" 

expands to include not only comparable cultural orders but also incomparable political 
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disorder.xxix Whatever optimism there was in "Rites of Participation" increasingly gives way 

to a skeptical worldview:     

 By the time of the Second World War I saw the reality of Hitler America was 

 fighting as lying in what America was becoming.  The United States would 

 emerge as the power in Europe and Asia that Germany and Japan had been. 

 I had formed a mystical pacifism: All national allegiances–my own order as  

 an American–seemed to be really betrayals of the larger order of Man.  In  

 time we defeated Hitler, and live now in a world where not only does Hitler  

 spring anew in his homeground which our war did nothing to transform, but  

 we find our own government more and more in his place.  (115) 

Although we see here Duncan's anarchist sympathies, his worldview is closer to Freud's 

eternal war between Eros and Thanatos than Kropotkin's "intimate, logical connection . . . 

between the modern philosophy of natural sciences and anarchism" ("Anarchism" 298).  In 

the following passage, the chasm between the "drama" of poetic revelation and the realities 

of political cure widens in the poet's recognition that what poetry reveals the politics of the 

social sphere can only conceal: 

 If you believed in Man, and you were concerned with Man as an author is 

 concerned with his dramatis personae in creation, then Mae West and Hitler, 

 I realized, were contained in the reality of what Man was.  They must be 

 evidence if we were to consider the nature of the species.  Macbeth is a 

 terrible and deranged figure, and Lear in his madness brings ruin upon the 

 land, but for their creator Shakespeare, they are not enemies but evidence of 
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what humanity can be.  Reject Mae West as vulgar or Hitler as the enemy, 

 reject them as fellows of our kind, and you have to go to battle against the 

 very nature of Man himself, against the truth of things.  Hitler cannot be 

 defeated; he must be acknowledged and understood.  But we often do not 

 want to find out what Man is like; we would divorce ourselves from fearful 

 possibilities.  Put away death and immunized ourselves to contending lives. 

 Over and over again men disown their commonality with living things in  

 order to conquer a place, exterminate the terrible or rise above the vulgar.   

 (115) 

Of course, there is a profoundly important difference in the ethical imperative of 

acknowledging and understanding Hitler as a dramatis persona and as an actual human being.  

As critic Dennis Formento asks, "Can Hitler be 'prevented' by understanding him?" (72).  

But for Duncan, poetry is not concerned with prevention; it does not "cure an individual of 

being himself."  Instead, poetry's creative task–and ethical imperative–lies in the revelation 

of power.  To cure is to repress, and in this sense, Duncan's anarchist poetic proposes a 

model of power that is tactical versus strategic, revelatory versus curative.  "In terms of my 

own Darwinian persuasions," he writes, "I see Creation as a process of evolution of forms, 

and these forms in turn as arising and surviving in a ground of individual variations and 

mutations where the multiplicity is not superfluous but the necessary condition of potential 

functions" (116—117).  "In Darwinian evolution," he states, "the intention of the Creation is 

itself evolving" (117).   
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One of the problems with Kropotkin's anarchist philosophy is that it does not have a 

moral theory of the human psyche.  To be sure, there is a theory of human nature as it 

relates to the social sphere, but there is nothing in the anarchist philosopher's writing that 

accounts for the equally complex inner workings of the individual mind.  In "Anarchist 

Morality," for example, Kropotkin writes that "Ninety-nine men out of a hundred who have 

a wife and children would try to commit suicide for fear they should do harm to those they 

love, if they felt themselves going mad" (100).   

 And on Jack the Ripper:  

 If we had met him the day when he murdered that woman who asked him to 

 pay her for her slum lodging, we should have put a bullet through his head,  

 without reflecting that the bullet might have been better bestowed in the  

 brain of the owner of that wretched den.  (104) 

 And finally: "The murderer who kills from sheer thirst for blood is excessively rare.  

He is a madman to be cured or avoided" (106).   In other words, there is consistent evasion 

of those very social and psychological aberrations that appear to call into question what 

Kropotkin refers to as our moral instinct toward "the sense of equality in everyone" (105).  

In this sense, Duncan is perhaps the more thorough anarchist in his refusal to "exterminate 

the terrible or rise above the vulgar" ("Man's" 115). 

 At the same time, certain "forms" are not beyond reproach.  According to Duncan, 

"the governments under which man lives today are perverted versions" of world order (119): 

 The United States in the name of industrial free enterprise and democracy 

 attacks wherever it can the "communist" world, sacrificing all freedoms of 
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individuals in a conscription of war in the name of freedom, as the word  

 "free" in economics covers a reality of tax-indebtedness and wage slavery.   

 And the Soviet Union of Russia faces the "Imperialist" world, in the name of 

 communism, where all individual volition is sacrificed for the power of the  

 State.  (119) 

Here, the poet draws on anarchism's critique of state power, which in turn allows for the 

expression of a multiplicity of repressed powers: "the coexistence of all being and things in 

the time of human thought is a fact" (121).  But this coexistence seems to only be realized 

within the imagination of the poet: 

 If I seek to picture Man in his multiplicity for myself, and in that multiplicity 

 to imagine a composition in which goods and evils belong to the order of  

 things; if I seek in that order of things to read another order of creative  

 significance, it is because I feel the world as creation and  what is happening  

 as a drama, the process of the actual world as the deepest drama.  (121) 

As in "Rites of Participation," Duncan means by drama not only fictive displacement from 

reality.  He also has in mind drama as deed: both the deed of cultural drama ("creation") and 

the deed of political drama.  We return just here to the significance of understanding and 

revelation as they relate to the curative role of culture in the bios politikos. What is creative 

about such cultural forms of anarchist critique is their allowance for the expression of all 

forms of power regardless of their moral and ethical valuation.  Duncan's wager here is that 

the root cause of disease in the body politic has to do precisely with the repressed knowledge 

of power within "the very nature of Man Himself."  In other words, the dramatic deed of 
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poetry allows for the full expression of multiple and competing powers, which may in turn 

lend itself to our understanding of the very complexities of power relations within the social 

sphere.  And it is important to recall once more the distinction between Duncan's mytho-

anarchism and the cultural appropriation of individualist anarchist philosophy that would 

merely repress or destroy the power and authority of the social sphere.  As Duncan would 

no doubt argue, this sort of response to social forms of power and authority can only treat 

the symptoms of the diseased body politic versus radicalism's enquiry into its root causes. 

 While critics have attacked Duncan for his comment that Hitler must be 

"acknowledged and understood," part of that acknowledgment and understanding surfaces 

later in his essay, where he discusses "the sinister power of the will" that ties Hitler as "a poet 

of the public soul" with the latent and sinister powers lurking in democracy ("Man's" 127).  

Plato warned that the sleep of reason leads democracy to tyranny.xxx For the anarchist poet, 

wakefulness is vigilance in a democracy against the erosion of individual volition in moments 

of political crisis:  

 Where the will that can be called up in the many, not in the multiplicity of 

 individual members but in its overpowering simplicity of the majority, forces 

 each individual into the area of becoming a member of a democracy.  In the 

 complex idea of our democracy, we have not only the potentiality of free 

 communities but we have, even stronger, in times of crisis, the potentiality of 

 giving over the individual volition with its powerlessness to move the mass, 

 giving over to uncertain individual consciousness to the sweeping certainties 
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of becoming one of the crowd.  Not only in Germany but in the United  

 States of America our ideas of democracy are filled with the urge to shed our  

 individual responsibility and to become a person of the Nation.  (127—128) 

This acknowledgment of the latent will to power in democracy's will to freedom seems to 

me central to Duncan's anarchist poetic.  And it is central to his understanding of the role of 

myth as revelation of latent powers suppressed in the dreams of individuals and nations: 

"The secret power of the demotic leader is that he impersonates the poetic content of his 

nation, he is driven by the unfulfilled consequences of a nation's history" (128).  This 

realization forces the question: "What is the difference between Hitler as the demotic leader 

and the poet?" (128).  The "poem of the political genius" cannot be nationalist.  It is mindful 

of its latent will to power and "charged with a conscience of order and disorder" (129).  For 

Duncan, speaking of his poem "Passages 25: Up Rising," that dual conscience turns inward 

in the poem: 

 Back of such a sense of moral outrage is the strong sense of belonging to this 

 'we,' of being American as a condition of being human, so that the crimes of  

 the Nation are properly my own, of having, in other words, a burden of  

 original sin in the history of the Nation.  The vital center of my vision of any  

 World Order is that it must redeem, must be the redemption of, not the  

 rising above, that burden of acknowledged crimes against humanity.  (130).  

This marks a critical break in Duncan's poetic away from classical anarchism's strategic 

model of coercive power as emanating from outside the individual in the figure of the 

government or the state.  Here, the burden of a nation's history–"the dispossession of the 
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Indian, the exploitation and destruction of the ecological orders of the land, the degradation 

of men in wage slavery and credit bondage, the contempt for international law," et alias–is 

internalized within the poem itself (130).   

 Toward the end of his essay, Duncan seizes upon the latent pathology of world 

order in the famous quote from a US soldier in Vietnam: "In order to save the village it was 

necessary to destroy it" (138).  Duncan reads in this war statement the "language of a 

psychotic episode in which there is no recognition of the madness, where with pious regret 

and considered deliberation the President can write in Vietnam his history in terror and 

suffering" (138).  Where politics may kill or cure, it is only in the dramatic deed of poetry 

that the latent "dream-content" of order and strife is revealed.  "We cannot disown these 

evils from the fate of Man in which as men we share," Duncan writes.  "We must 

acknowledge how deeply the intent of the whole is dramatic, and where we would see 

further than our own sense of what is good to the goods of our history at large, we find 

them worked in darks as well as lights" (139).  In the dark of war, Duncan sees not only the 

light of moral sympathy and mutual support in Kropotkin's anarchist order, but also its 

corollary in mutual struggle.  "In the great vision that emerges from Darwin's evolutionary 

biology," an ancient bow is drawn (130).   
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II.  A PLACE OF FIRST PERMISSION: ROBERT DUNCAN'S ATLANTIS 

DREAM 

 The dream of myself as Emperor of the World.  Laura Riding suggests that  

 in Story one is Emperor of the World, creator of all things; that wisdom  

 comes in abdicating.  The freedom of the individual lies in his institution of  

 anarchy where before he was sole ruler.  

 –Robert Duncan, "Pages from a Notebook," unpaginated 

 Of first things: First Man, under the biblical veil, Sumero-Babylonian Adamu; in 

Gnostic heresy, Adam-Kadmon. Unearthed from etymological compost, the double-sexed 

adamah: of blood, clay.  By all accounts, a made thing.  God, maker-up-of-things.   

 Knowledge is original transgression punishable by exile from a paradise of first 

things.  Our inheritance from the father: death, division, wandering. 

 In the lexicon of biblical allegory, seeing is knowing.  Genesis 3:7: "And the eyes of 

them both were opened, and they knew that they were naked."  The corollary of terrestrial 

vision is divine blindness.  Seeing ("knowing") begets blindness.  From a psychoanalytic 

perspective, blindness is castration.  In Duncan's version of the "initiation rite," initiation is 

revelation: a symbolic reversal of blindness.  Biblical blindness: For a brief moment between 

transgression and judgment, self knowledge reverses the veil, and it is the creator who is 

blind:  "And the Lord God called unto Adam, and said unto him, Where art thou?" (Genesis 

3:9).   

*

A veil is drawn across.   
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And another:  

 So he drove out the man; and he placed at the east of the garden of Eden  

 Cherubims, and a flaming sword which turned every way, to keep the way  

 of the tree of life.  (Genesis 3:24) 

Double-veiled in blindness and exile: of thorns, thistles, enmity.  The story of first 

knowledge is the story of first division.  The rest is setting forth: Diaspora, exile, wilderness 

wandering unto last days. 

*

For poet Robert Duncan, at home in exile, the fall is not away from a God, but toward the 

world as recollection of first things:    

 From the unity once known between Mother and Child, the boy is   

 initiated in a rite in which things once unified in feeling are shown as   

 separated. . . . The ''Mother'' is now the World, and the ''Child'' is the Self.   

 The World is revealed as a ''Creation'' or ''Poetry'' or ''Stage,'' and the Self, as  

 ''Creator'' or ''Poet''.  The man or the hero begins his life that demands  

 something of him, a wandering in quest of something known in the   

 unknown.  Taking with him the quest itself as his Mother . . . he is to be  

 most at home in his exile.  (H.D. 103) 

The Judeo-Christian quest has no mother.  From a Christian perspective, initiation is rebirth 

through Christ, a "second birth," whereby "birth from one's 'real' mother is nullified" 

(Brown 33).  It is a staged or fictive birth.  Christ as mother.  Initiation (surrogate, spiritual 

birth) through Christ is ritual, a magical undoing of Old Testament birth (Adam) through 
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New Testament rebirth (Christ): The quest (exile) ends with redemption through Christ and 

the telos of Revelations– an undoing of the fall in the establishment of a new heaven and a 

new earth.  A gathering up unto the father. 

 For Duncan, the quest includes not only Judeo-Christian mythology but also 

contradictions, counter-revelations, "heresies":  "Myth is the story told of what cannot be 

told, as mystery is the scene revealed of what cannot be revealed, and the mystic gnosis the 

thing known that cannot be known" ("Truth" 2).   

 Crucial to Duncan's poetry is the belief that myth is coexistent with the "actual" 

world, a "creative immediacy" (14) against what he sees as a demythologized world in which 

our very ability to empathize is at stake: 

 The modern mind has not only chickened out on God, on angels, on   

 Creation, but it has chickened out on the common things of our actual  

 world, taking the properties of things as their uses and retracting all sense  

 of fellow creatureliness.  Not only the presences of gods and of ideas are  

 denied, becoming for the modern man "supposed" experiences, but the  

 presences of stones, trees, animals and even men as spiritual beings is  

 exorcized in our contemporary common sense.  Wherever this contempt  

 moves, it strikes to constrict the realm of empathy. (22) 

A coexistence of gods, ideas, stones, trees, and animals: in essence, the romantic doctrine of 

correspondence, which Freud, among others, would resurrect in the twentieth century.  In 

Freud's psychoanalytic lexicon, correspondence is reconfigured thus: ontogeny recapitulates 

philogeny.  The agency of correspondence is not external and absolute (God) but internal 
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and contingent (psyche).  That is, agency re-enters human consciousness qua human 

consciousness. Taking his cue from Freud, Duncan enlarges the maxim to include myth: 

ontogeny recapitulates cosmogony.     

*

There is something about looking behind things.  There is the fact that I  

 am not an occultist or a mystic but a poet, a maker-up-of things.   

 (Duncan, H.D. 186) 

The scene is a house where theosophists have gathered.  The scene is a cosmic house where 

elders have gathered.  There is a veil that only the elders may look behind.  There is, of 

course, a sexual dimension to  "looking beyond or behind" the veil.  To lift the veil is to peek 

in upon the primal scene of one's own making; to be, that is, God.  The taboo object or 

image, like the unified, double-sexed creation in Genesis, is psychically undifferentiated– 

feared and venerated, sacred and profane.  According to Duncan biographer Ekbert Faas' 

account of the "Veil of Isis" story, "Later, at age six or seven, when [Duncan] dared look 

behind the screen to discover what was perhaps no more than a chamber pot, his reaction 

was not to feel disillusioned but guilty" (23). 

 Young Robert Duncan must wait in the antechamber of a house whose passages and 

veiled chambers resonate with the "also" of psychical ambivalence: it is a scene of middle-

class occultists, "also the temple of that god Thoth [Egyptian patron of writing], the Ibis-

headed man, of Osiris and Isis" (186). 

Also. As Freud notes in the "Dream-Work" chapter of The Interpretation of Dreams:
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The way in which dreams treat the category of contraries and  contradictories 

 is highly remarkable.  It is simply disregarded.  'No' seems not to exist so far  

 as dreams are concerned.  They show a particular preference for combining  

 contraries into a unity or for representing them as one and the same thing.   

 (353) 

Also: 

 the most ancient languages behave exactly like dreams in this respect.  In  

 the first instance they have only a single word to describe the two   

 contraries at the extreme ends of a series of qualities or activities . . . ; they  

 only form distinct terms for the two contraries by a secondary process of  

 making small modifications in the common word.  (353)  

Ibis, Osiris, Isis.  Such "small modifications" occur throughout Duncan's work.  Although 

the poet's narrative of the veil is a recollection of an actual event versus the recollection of a 

dream, the ambivalence between house and temple is "resolved" in a dreamlike manner: also.

The ambivalence is heightened when we consider Duncan's own ambivalence toward the 

"profane" house of "middle-class occultists" and the "sacred" temple of Thoth, as well as his 

ambivalence toward theosophy in general.  

*

For the child, the scene is obscene.  What Duncan sees is his own blindness: 

 My eyes have seen the veil, the double or triple moving depths of bead  

 curtains, that in my work may still be my fascination with the movement  

 of meaning beyond or behind meaning, of shifting vowels and   
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consonants– beads of sound, of separate strands that convey the feeling of  

 one weave.  Of words games then.  Of ibex, Ibis, Isis. (H.D. 186)  

Beads of sound, one weave: At an early age, obstructions reveal to Duncan "meaning beyond 

or behind meaning."  The manifest word and world conceal latent truths, "spells" hidden 

under misspellings, errancies, shifts, and slips.  Of ibex, Ibis, Isis.  Rummaging in lexical 

rubble, runes turn up what is turned away, veiled, obscene.   

 In movement, multiplicity; in vision, blindness.  Before hearing the stories of 

Heraclitus and Osiris, before the Christian Mystery, there is, for young Robert Duncan, a 

sense of obstruction as revelation– instructions hidden away in "a children's rune, a nursery 

rhyme, a story book refrain, a popular song . . . a trinity, Me-Myself-and-I, three persons in 

one" ("Self" 219).  Blindness is occult seeing.  The veil is part of the message. 

 What is the message?  The ritual itself, including the ritual of writing, reveals as it 

conceals, conceals as it reveals.  It is a wish, a counter-veil thrown over the veil of mystery.  

The wish of ritual: to veil (magically unveil) the primal veil, restoring humanity to its original 

condition. 

*

The poet traffics in matter and form; weaves and unweaves.  For macrocosm– epic 

travel; for microcosm– a tapestry's unravel; turn and counter-turn, cant and recant.  The 

poem:  "weaving of a figure unweaving, an art of unsaying what it says, of saying what it 

would not say" (231).  The poet, like God and child, is not "occultist" or "mystic" but maker.  

And unmaker.  In the movement of language, in the veil of artifice, there is something 

serious at play:   
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The play of first person, second person, third person, of masculine and  

 feminine and of neuter, the "it" that plays a major role in recent work, is  

 noticeably active in the multiphasic proposition of voice in my poetry,  

 where impersonations, personifications, transportations, and    

 depersonalizations . . . are always at play.  (220)   

For Duncan, poetry "is never single-minded or strait, but creates a field of meanings.  Yet, 

like the strait way of truth in which the man of religion is sure, the actual realized poem is 

just the one form that it is: to write at all is to come into a sentence" ("Truth" 51–52).  This 

dialectic between "a field of meanings" and "the one form" of a poem is at the core of 

Duncan's poetics– a "synthesis and mêlée" that plays itself out on a variety of levels, 

ultimately informing the poet's complex notion of form as radical law.   

Atlantis  

the gods divided the whole earth into lots. . . . Poseidon, then, thus receiving  

 as his lot the isle of Atlantis, settled his sons. 

 –Plato, Critias, 1218 

So begins the rise and fall of Atlantis.  Or call it the body of Tiamat, Osiris, Kronos; or call it 

polis: Eden, Wagadu, utopia's "no-place": primal unity, subsequent dispersal.xxxi The flood 

myth goes back behind the Judeo-Christian flood and Plato's Atlantis to at least the 

beginnings of the city (Sumer) and ancient Mesopotamian culture.  The myth is found in 

nearly every culture.  As Mircea Eliade notes, "The majority of the flood myths seem in 

some sense to form part of the cosmic rhythm: the old world, peopled by fallen humanity, is 

submerged under the waters, and some time later a new world emerges from the aquatic 
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'chaos'" (63).  The myth embodies a doctrine of correspondence between the human world 

and the cosmos.  The flood is both spiritual and terrestrial cleansing: 

 the chief causes lie at once in the sins of men and the decrepitude of the  

 world.  By the mere fact that it exists–that is, that it lives and produces– 

 the cosmos gradually deteriorates and ends by falling into decay.  This is the  

 reason why it has to be recreated.  In other words, the flood realizes, on the  

 macrocosmic scale, what is symbolically effected during the New Year  

 festival: the "end of the world" and the end of a sinful humanity in order to  

 make new creation possible.  (63) 

From a psychoanalytic perspective, the flood myth coincides with dispersal 

(dismemberment) of primal unity among quarreling sons who divide the body, "the whole  

. . . into lots."  The fall of Atlantis (any state): the civil strife of dismemberment.  The story 

of fathers and sons, revolutions and counter-revolutions, is the story of patricide:  "In the 

end, in accordance with the Freudian law of the return of the repressed, the murdered father 

returned and put an end to the quarreling of the brothers" (Brown 28).  

*

In "Gassire's Lute: Robert Duncan's Vietnam War Poems," Nathaniel Mackey 

argues, "The imagination of an other world is itself a judgement of this one, perhaps 

punishment as well as judgment, for it is impossible to imagine that other world without 

wanting to go there" (211).  "The imagination, the potential intellect," Mackey writes, "is 

intrinsically apocalyptic, inherently judgmental" (212).  But the correlation between "the 

imagination of an other world" and "wanting to go there"–"the imagination" and what is 
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"intrinsically apocalyptic, inherently judgmental"–is too steeped in a Judeo-Christian 

worldview and fails to consider that Duncan's perception of the imagination was informed 

less by Judeo-Christian eschatology than by a Freudian dialectic between Eros 

(love/creation) and Thanatos (death/destruction).  For Duncan, the imagination is less 

apocalyptic than metamorphic.    

*

Duncan writes in a notebook: 

 Adam is created in God's image (but we are aware that he created a god in  

 his own image).  Eve is created out of Adam (but we are aware that child  

 came from the Eve).  This is a show of substitutions, reversals,   

 concealments, inspirations, the genius of the montebank.  ("Notebook" 68) 

The wish of the origin myth–a kind of collective primal scene– is to see what cannot be 

seen, "eternal" and "beyond the reasoning capacity of man."  According to the Judeo-

Christian origin myth, such knowledge is transgression of divine law; in the case of the 

Hermetic Brotherhood of Duncan's parents, such knowledge is transgressive, contra naturam:

Modern science . . . would come upon secrets of Nature, as science had  

 come before in Atlantis upon such secrets, and, spiritually arrogant and  

 ignorant, intoxicated by knowledge, destroy America–the New Atlantis–in  

 a series of holocausts, an end of Time in my life time that would come in  

 fire-blast, as the end of Atlantean Time had come in earthquake and flood.   

 ("Truth" 3) 
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The Atlantis Dream 

 If there is a primal scene in Duncan's work, it is in the recurring dream the poet had 

throughout his life, what he called "the Atlantis dream."  The dream surfaces several times in 

his writing, and no two versions are the same.  The dream is and is not biological destiny: 

 My first mother had died in childbirth, and in some violent memory of that  

 initiation into life, she may be the mother-country that had been lost in  

 legend.  But for me, the figures of the dream remain as if they were not  

 symbolic but primal figures themselves of what was being expressed or  

 shown.  Memory of Atlantis or memory of birth-trauma, phantasy of Isis  

 or play with words– these are not what the heart fears and needs, the   

 showing forth of some power over the heart. (H.D. 89)   

Not reduction to symbolic equivalencies but a showing forth of first figures.  From a 

biographical perspective, the dream stems from the Pacific tides Duncan listened to as a 

child of the Depression, "letting the crash of the surf take over and grow enormous in my 

mind which dwelt at times like this upon the last days of Atlantis, imagining again the falling 

of towers, the ruins of cities, the outcry of a populace swept under by the raging elements" 

(86). From a psychobiological perspective, the Atlantis dream enacts a symbolic death and 

rebirth.  It is a rite of participation, permission for the singular life to participate in the larger 

orders of mythopoeia.  In America, Blavatsky's "Fifth Atlantis," myth and reality merge.  

"Born in 1919 at the close of the War," Duncan relates, "I belonged, I had been told, to an 

Atlantean generation that would see once more last things and the destruction of a world" 

(87).  The first vision, then, is a vision of last things, and earliest dreams and memories 
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conflate the death of the mother, the mother country, and the "end" or "edge" of a 

continent.  

 Duncan was born into an age of paradox– a time of "modernity," on the one hand, 

and war and depression, on the other.  "[T]he Depression years," Duncan writes, "ended all 

thought of the 'modern,' and still to come the Permanent War Economy in which the 

euphoria of the 1920s and the mystique of being 'modern' was swept away in the Age of 

Anxiety and the Beginning of Rage" ("Self" 218).  The poet enters into a world in which 

modernity is belatedness, "a nostalgia for a world long gone" (219).  On a more personal 

level, the poet comes into life as host to memories of personal and transpersonal birth 

trauma: the death of his mother in childbirth and the death of the "mother country" in 

Atlantis.xxxii In the "memory dream from the previous life," there is recognition of life as 

derivative, an inheritance from the living and the dead (H.D. 87).  If Duncan's poetry is 

"derivative," it is by way of participation in myth–"these things that I did not originate but 

that came to me as an inheritance of what I was, a gift of life meanings" ("Truth" 2).     

 But Duncan approached his parents' hermetic beliefs "with a divided loyalty and 

suspicion" ("Self" 225), reading into its syncretism and utopian wish the "economic 

individualism of the nineteenth-century American Protestant ethic and the Self-Cosmos  

. . . complexly interwoven in their origins" (226).  Indeed, the burgeoning interest in cults in 

nineteenth- and twentieth-century America may be interpreted as symptomatic of economic 

and political upheavals, a phenomenon not unlike the rise of crisis cults within any number 

of destabilized cultures throughout history.xxxiii In a critique of Madame Blavatsky's 

theosophical ideas, Duncan writes: "It was not a dogma nor was it a magic that I understood 



105
 

for myself in the theosophic world about me, but I understood that the meanings of life 

would always be, as they were in childhood, hidden away . . . a lasting fascination" (H.D. 86).   

 More than anything, it was theosophy's infusion of neo-platonic ideas that Duncan 

found problematic: a conflation of Protestant mistrust of image and ritual and Plato's 

mistrust of the mythopoeic mind.  Where theosophy differed from Protestant mistrust, 

however, was in the role of the priest.  For Duncan's parents, "The myths of priests were 

true; the myths of poets were deceptively true" ("Truth" 4).  Questions regarding the truth 

and falsehood of the mythopoeic are central to Duncan's ethos, and if, according to Plato, 

philosophy is "the only antidote to the fictions and illusions of Poetry," it is equally true that 

"the Dialogues of Plato are also stories, and the truth of a story is not rooted in wisdom but 

in the sense of the drama of life" (4).  As in Duncan's childhood memories of theosophical 

meetings, the mediating veil–the "drama" or artifice of myth-making–is part of the message.  

Thus, the sickness of so-called "modern man," according to Duncan, is the tradition–going 

back to Plato–of casting out the poet who traffics in myth: 

 In a time when only one vision–the vision of an atomic disaster and the  

 end of the species–haunts the world, in religion as well as in science, men  

 labor to exorcize all the old stories.  The spiritual and political promise of  

 the day is that nothing will happen.  (5) 

The challenge for poetry, then, is to find "a structure that will be the complex story of all the 

stories felt to be true, a myth in which something like the variety of man's experience of 

what is real may be contained" (6).  Such a myth–if it speaks to reality–must be accountable 

to the origins of the real.  For Duncan, that myth manifests itself in his Atlantis dream, 
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drawing on the correspondence between knowledge and individual trauma and/or collective 

catastrophe: an expulsion or fall away from first conditions.  Manifest knowledge conceals 

latent crises, and to posit an origin is to simultaneously posit exile from that origin: self-

knowledge is at once a birth and a death, a knowing and an unknowing.    

*

Duncan's Atlantis dream portrays three major figures or scenes: the field, the 

dancers, and the king.  On the one hand, the interpretation of dreams runs the risk of over-

determination: images stand in as symbols for everything (therefore, nothing).  On the other 

hand, a dream image–like ideogram, rebus, or hieroglyph–can be interpreted as a complex of 

inter-related "fields."  For Duncan, convinced of psychoanalytic theory early on, the truth of 

dreams–like the truth of myth and the truth of waking life–is complex and mercurial: 

 not only are dreams the stuff life is made of, but life is the stuff dreams  

 are made of. . . . The work-a-day world, if we but hear, speaks in tongues,  

 and the waking consciousness casts a spell of its own in awakeness, at  

 once revealing the true nature of things and concealing it.  (9) 

 The Atlantis "dream field" is at once an actual pasture or meadow, biological mother, 

"mother-country that had been lost in legend" (H.D. 89), and field sine qua non– the cosmos 

itself.  The dancers: community and culture.  And the king: the figure of authorship, 

authority, and the state.  The three "forces" of the Atlantis dream–field, dancers, and king–

mirror what Duncan refers to in "The Truth & Life of Myth" as poetry's three "Prime 

Movers": words, life experience/imagination, and the poet's actual body: 
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In the imperative of Poetry three forces move to incarnate themselves in  

 the poem: the words, come alive in their resonances of sound, pulse and  

 meaning–this is the reservoir of our humanity; the life experience and  

 imagination of the poet–this is the reservoir of his craft and recognitions,  

 the range of his creation of person; and the actual body of the poet–the  

 reservoir of his lifestyle.  (18) 

Duncan frequently draws on the magic and mystery of numbers in his work, and these three 

"Prime Movers" (Christian Trinity) could be any number; as the poet himself is quick to 

caution, "in every configuration the Myth of the Poem will write itself anew" (18).  

*

In The HD Book, the primal and prophetic intersect in the Atlantis dream: "a 

prediction of what life will be, now a showing forth of some content of what life is, as in the 

Orphic mysteries the story of Persephone was shown in scenes" (90).  Important here is the 

Platonic notion that an idea is "a thing seen."  For Duncan, an idea "is not something I have 

but something that comes to me or appears to me" ("Truth" 20).  There is a sense, then, of 

ideas as manifestations of latent meaning, a "showing forth of some content" (word made 

flesh) that is somehow independent of the poet's volition.  The poet's ideas do not 

predetermine what is "seen" anymore than a form predetermines the manifest content of a 

poem. 

Dream-Work 

 The Atlantis dream, part I: 
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First there was the upward rise of a hill that filled the whole horizon of  

 what was seen.  A field of grass rippled as if by the life of the grass itself,  

 yet I was told there was no wind.  When I saw that there was no wind it  

 was a fearful thing, where blade by blade the grass so bowed of its own  

 accord to the West.  The grass moved towards the left.  The seer or   

 dreamer then was facing north.  There may have been flowers –day's eyes  

 –the grass was certainly in flower.  The field was alive and, pointing that  

 way, across the rise of the hill to the West, gave a sign.  (H.D. 89) 

Ontology recapitulates cosmogony: the "field" is all there is.  All at once a dreamt field 

("made up"), "a field of grass," and the cosmos itself.  Unlike Dante's "selva oscura" or 

Charles Olson's "cold hell, in thicket," the dream begins in a clearing.  The dream is a

clearing both cultivated and wild, contained and open.  But the narrative of the dream is 

unclear: who tells the dreamer that "there was no wind"?  what is the agency behind the 

apodictic grass, bowing "of its own accord"?  The scene is a still life: still and moving, living 

and dead.  Life–a kind of willfulness or intelligence–seems to emanate from within the field 

itself that "points the way."  But if there is life in the field, it is veiled by its very "showing 

forth" in the sign of the grass itself.  Moreover, the field is not only a thing seen but also a 

seeing thing ("day's eyes") that draws the dreamer in a sinister direction away from the east–

place of rising and rebirth–and toward west's cardinal point of death.  

 The field is familiar and yet strangely unfamiliar, imbued with a kind of animism that 

causes the dreamer's "fearful" response.  The scene is uncanny, or heimlich-unheimlich in the 

sense of provoking terror which, as Freud notes, "leads back to something long known to 
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us, once very familiar" ("Studies" 20).  Indeed, the dreamer is both "fearful" and yet drawn 

into the scene by the grass that points the way. As a complex, the dream-image–combining 

the familiar and the unfamiliar–gets around the censor, allowing for an expression or 

"showing forth" of a repressed wish.  As Freud observes, the uncanny is "nothing new or 

foreign, but something familiar and old-established in the mind that has been estranged only 

by the process of repression" (47).  A return, then, of the repressed.   

 But what is the repressed or latent dimension of the field?  For Duncan, the dream is 

a return to a familiar, childhood field–a place "of first permission"–as well as the expression 

of a repressed "memory of Atlantis."  The unmoved-moving grass triggers the repressed 

notion of animism, which appears as some vitality submerged or repressed under the field.  

A buried myth animates the field.  This notion of the return of the excluded or repressed–

psychological, historical, mythological, linguistic, and political–is key to Duncan's vision of 

poetry as revelation.  The recurring image-complex of the hearth/home/house in the poet's 

work, for example, bears all of the etymological and psychological ambivalence of the word 

heimlich that Freud discusses in his essay on the uncanny.  Like the Hermetic Brotherhood 

house discussed earlier, das heimliche "is familiar and congenial," de fraternitas, as well as a place 

of veils, chambers, exclusions: "concealed and kept out of sight" (28).   

 Compare the first scene of the Atlantis dream in The H.D. Book to the following, 

earlier version from a copy book entry dated 1 July 1962: 

 First there was the upward rise of a hill that filled the whole horizon of the  

 scene. A field of grass rippled as if by the life of the grass itself, for there  

 was no wind while each blade bowed to the left or East. The seer or  
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dreamer then was facing north.  There may have been flowers, day's eyes–  

 the grass was certainly in flower.  The field was alive and, pointing that  

 way, across the rise of the hill to the East gave a sign. (Copy Book,

unpaginated; my emphasis) 

Was it a "scene" or something "seen"?  Does the dreamer see that there is no wind, or is he 

"told" there is no wind?  told by whom?  And does the field in flower point the way East or 

West?  Although east-blowing grass reappears in the poem "Often I am Permitted to Return 

to a Meadow," logically speaking, if the dreamer is "facing north," then the grass bowing to 

the left would bend west, not east. Out of the weave of contrary testimonies, there may be 

no "first scene" but that each telling is, itself, a revision of a lost, original vision.  Origin, 

then, involves contradiction (talking-against one's self), a fabrication or "making up": What 

one "is," is inextricably linked to fiction. The discrepancies may be symptomatic of Duncan's 

retelling of the story, or they may be editorial errors in the deciphering of his hand in the 

copy books. The discrepancies seem "contrary" in nature (East/West) or based on puns 

(seen/scene) versus orthographic similarities, which would point to the theory that these are 

purposeful errancies in the poet's own retelling.  

 Led forth by the field, the scene shifts.  Part II from The H.D. Book:

Then, in a sudden almost blurred act of the play, there was a circle of   

 children– sometimes they are all girls or all boys, sometimes they are boys  

 and girls–dancing in the field.  They choose or have chosen someone who  

 is "IT" in the center of the ring, but I see no one there.  The Dreamer is the  

 center, the "I" or Eye of the Dream.  And just here, I realize that this "I" is  
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my self and second that I have been "chosen," but also that in dreaming I  

 am the Chosen One, I have been caught in the wrong–a "King" or victim  

 of the children's round dance.  Ring a round of roses.  Pocket full of   

 posies.  (89–90) 

The natural/supernatural landscape yields to a human landscape of children, dance, 

language, and play.  In the first "act," the dreamer is chosen de facto by the dream itself: he 

"finds himself" in a field.  Here, he is once again chosen "in dreaming."  However, the 

dreamer is also chosen by a singling out or a singing out by children in the ring.  The "west 

bent" grass has pointed the dreamer in a counter- or sinister direction, and he is now "caught 

in the wrong."   

 The ambiguity in both scenes seems to emanate from a breakdown between cause 

and effect: in the first part of the dream, there is an effect (the grass moving by itself) 

without a cause; in the second scene, there is, briefly, a cause without an effect:  "The 

children choose or have chosen someone who is "IT" in the center of the ring, but I see no 

one there." As the dreamer relates, "IT" turns out to be himself, so that the dreamer's initial 

presence in the scene is a kind of blindness, or blind "Eye of the Dream."  The ambiguity of 

the moving grass appears to resolve itself in a displacement onto the image of the round 

dance only to create further ambiguity: there is "no one there" in the center of the ring.  The 

dreamer's self-recognition ("this 'I' is my self"), in turn, may be the dream's attempt to 

resolve the ambiguity of the complex field-dance image.  As Freud writes: "In a few 

instances the difficulty of representing an alternative is got over by dividing the dream into 
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two pieces of equal length" ("Interpretation" 351).  In the case of Duncan's Atlantis dream, a 

tripartite structure. 

 The children's round dance amplifies a spatial configuration of concentric rings 

latent in the first and final acts.  In the first section, the dreamer stands in a kind of natural 

ring ("a hill that filled the whole horizon"), but the orientation implies that the dreamer is 

passive or detached from the field, since the action of the scene moves laterally and at a 

distance, as if projected onto a screen ("The grass moved towards the left").  Now, the 

dreamer (It/King) seems to enter the scene in earnest, standing within a series of concentric 

circles: a ring of children within a ring of field within a dream that is, in turn, inscribed 

within the world outside the dream.  In other words, if the first scene is natural, projective 

and linear–a showing forth or forward–then the second scene is culturally constructed, 

contained and centripetal.  The first scene connotes a kind of natural permission, whereas 

the second scene denotes a public choosing or pre-ordaining in which the subject plays no 

part.  At the same time, it is in this act that the subject first refers to himself: a self-

proposing, as it were, that counter balances the singling-out by the children.    

 The dreamer moves (or is moved) from a "natural" field to a "made-up" field of the 

children's round dance, a turn and counter-turn within the larger round of the field itself.  

Culture means "to turn," and this turning round the speaker proposes not only the dreamer 

as the subject of a natural scene but as the object of a fictive scene.   The dream-subject 

splits into degraded object ("IT," or id) and exulted subject ("King," or super ego):  "The 

Dreamer is the center, the 'I' or Eye of the Dream.  And just here, I realize that this 'I' is my 

self and second that I have been 'chosen,' but also that in dreaming I am the Chosen One."  
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Throughout both versions of the Atlantis dream (The H.D. Book and Copy Book 

Entries) there is an interesting split between referring to the dreamer in first-person ("I") and 

third-person ("The seer or dreamer," "someone," "Eye of the Dream," etc.)  The split seems 

to follow a distinction between first-person dream images and third-person dream thoughts; 

that is, between the manifest content of the actual dream and the dreamer's/writer's 

revisioning latent aspects of the dream-as-narrative.  Duncan's approach to the dream-work 

as a language phenomenon operates as a kind of verbal displacement common in dreams: 

daisies become "day's eyes," "I" becomes "Eye of the Dream," and so on.  Again, Freud: 

 a change of expression . . . assists dream-condensation even more directly,  

 by finding a form of words which, owing to its ambiguity, is able to give  

 expression to more than one of the dream-thoughts.  In this way the whole  

 domain of verbal wit is put at the disposal of the dream-work.   

 (Interpretation 376) 

 From a psychoanalytic perspective, both the prescribed and self-prescribed double 

identity of the dreamer allow him "to treat the rest of the ego like an object" ("Studies" 40).  

The self-recognition may also serve as a kind of counter-spell to the children's spell, 

recasting himself as "I" just as he is cast as IT/King.  Quoting Otto Rank, Freud speculates 

that "the 'double' was originally an insurance against destruction of the ego, 'an energetic 

denial of the power of death'…and probably the 'immortal' soul was the first 'double' of the 

body" (40).  This doubling in the dream is complicated by the fact that the subject's double 

(or doubles: King/IT) is chosen for him by the dancing children.   
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In this second section of the dream, the language of others destabilizes the dreaming  

subject: he is at once "I" and "it" and "King."  The act of being chosen instills anxiety in the 

subject, but it may also be the anxiety of singling out any one identity that disturbs Duncan 

upon recollection.  In the dream-work of The H.D. Book, Duncan turns toward the ambiguity 

of the dream-language to present a deeper reading: 

 Or is it poses?  for I had been proposed or I had posed as King, posed  

 myself there.  Ashes, ashes.  All fall down!  (90) 

The scene itself is "play" or make-believe: the children, mimicking the round field in the 

round dance, transform into flowers, "a round of rosies," and the dreamer is transformed 

into "IT" and "King."  Likewise, the ring shrinks, in rhyme, to "a pocketful of posies," then 

disperses:  "Ashes, ashes.  All fall down!"  The communal space forces displacement and 

condensation of the self as a transformation and a singling-out.  In the rhyme of the ring, to 

"pose" is to propose destruction.  

 The dreamer is at once "more" (King) and "less" (IT) himself.  Likewise, the 

children's rhyme and round dance invite both creative multiplicity (metaphor: ring = rosies 

= children; metonymy: ring = pocketful of posies) and destructive exclusion (the dream-

subject is singled out; all things have gone wrong).  Here, Duncan uses the drift and play of 

language to present a complex of narrative associations: posies, poses, proposed.  The 

dream's determination is a willful act, and the counter-spell of the children's play of posies is 

the profound consequence of being so singled out.  But even the proposal betrays a fictive, 

playful dimension– the dreamer stands in for the King; he poses.   
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To come out of nature (the field) into a community (the dancers) is to come belated 

to a made-up scene in which one is already "chosen."  But the dream is also an act of 

selection, narration, ordaining.   The ambivalence seems to stem from the dreamer's having 

come belated to the scene of the children's game: He arrives in a world already made, a 

community already "at play" in the making.  Has the dreamer "proposed" himself as King or 

"posed" as King?  The dreamer doubles as "Chosen One," or body-double of the King.  

Once again, Freud is useful in the dream-work: 

 primary narcissism holds sway in the mind of the child . . . and when this  

 stage has been left behind the double takes on a different aspect.  From  

 having been an assurance of immortality, he becomes that ghastly   

 harbinger of death.  ("Studies" 40) 

Volta face: The King is dead; long live the King.  King and IT: assurance of immortality, 

harbinger of death.  To be chosen is to be sacrificed, and in the ring and rhyme of 

posy/proposed/posed, one also hears intimations of the posed one's dark deposing.   

 From the Copy Book Entries, here is the earlier version of the second scene of the 

Atlantis dream: 

 Then in a sudden, almost blurred, act of the play, there was a ring of

children–sometimes they are all girls, sometimes there are boys and girls– 

 dancing in the field.  They have chosen someone who is "it" in the center,   

 but no one appears there. The Dreamer is in the Center, the "I"–and first 

here I realize first that this "I" is myself and second that I am a king or  
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victim, and that in dreaming that I am the king or victim with the circle  

 of dancing children.

Ring around of roses 

 Pocket full of posies 

 or is it poses?

ashes, ashes 

 All fall down . . .  (Copy Book, unpaginated; my emphasis) 

The differences between the two versions of this section of the dream seem to be based less 

on puns and contrary images than an attempt, in The HD Book entry, to locate agency in the 

dreamer, as well as to draw out a more complex sense of cause and effect: "choose or have 

chosen" vs. "they have chosen"; "I see no one there" vs. "no one appears there"; "the 'I' or 

Eye of the Dream" vs. "the 'I'"; "I am the Chosen One.  I have been caught in the wrong" 

vs. "I am the king or victim"; "of the children's round dance" vs. "with the circle of dancing 

children," and so on.   

 The final section of the Atlantis dream, from The HD Book:

In the third part–but it is the second section of the dream, for the Field and  

 Its Dancers are two parts belonging to the one section–I am shown a cavern  

 underground.  A throne room?  There is a stone chair on a dais.  Seeing it is  

 the King's chair or, even, in some dreamings of this dream, finding myself a  

 lonely King in that chair, there is no one rightly there.  A wave of fear seizes  

 me.  All things have gone wrong and I am in the wrong.  Great doors break  
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from their bars and hinges, and, under pressure, a wall of water floods the  

 cavern.  (90) 

And as it appears in the Copy Book Entries:

In the third act, but it is the second part of the dream for the Field and its  

 Dancers belong to the other section as one, I am shown a cavern   

 underground.  A throne room?  There is a stone chair upon a dais.  Seeing  

 it as the King's chair, or even, in some dreamings of this dream, finding  

 myself a King in that chair, there is no one there.  A wave of fear seizes  

 me, great doors break from their bars and hinges and under pressure,  

 a rush of water floods the cavern. 

 

all things have gone wrong–  (unpaginated; my emphasis) 

Subject: "to throw under."  A throne room or a thrown room?  From open meadow to 

closed underworld, there is a downward projection, an introjection, though it is unclear who 

leads the subject down toward what is shown.  An "off-stage character" also occurs in the 

first scene, though conspicuously absent from the middle, or "eye" of the dream, where the 

children are present.  Also worth noting is that this unseen character leads the subject toward 

a revelation about the chthonic underside, as it were, of the field, as well as a central absence 

of agency (no wind, empty throne).    

 Here, the bowing grass in the first scene and the dancers in the second scene are 

revealed as pointing the dreamer toward his own death and presumably the destruction of 

the meadow.  In a sense the ring of the field and the ring of children act as fates, singling out 
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(singing out) the one who would father forth last things.  But the King is a sacrificial king.  

He is inverted and fathers forth nothing.  If there is symbolic rebirth, it is only through total 

destruction.  The sacrifice of the king and the sacrifice of the underworld kingdom (the 

flooding of Atlantis) return (turn back) to the first law of nature.  The grass and round dance 

act as agents showing forth a primal or "first" law latent in the composite of images. 

 A secret proposed, a singling out, a disaster: In one sense, the dream is a showing 

forth of the subject within the primary or archetypal contexts of nature, culture, and death, 

and it is possible, of course, to map onto these mother, peers/siblings, and father.  It is also 

possible to conceive of the three scenes as "ages" of the dreamer: childhood, adulthood, old 

age/death.  But if the dream is primarily narcissistic, it is worth noting the ambiguity (and in 

some cases, absence) regarding the central agency or centering image in each scene, which 

elicits a kind of fearful or foreboding tone: the invisible, chthonic force that moves the grass; 

the absent Chosen One at the center of the ring; the vacant King's chair.  For Duncan, the 

center of the dream and the center of the poem is not the image of Narcissus but an elusive 

otherness that both the dreamer and the poet must obey: 

 It is in the dream itself that we seem entirely creatures, without imagination,  

 as if moved by a plot or myth told by a story-teller who is not ourselves.   

 Wandering and wondering in a foreign land or struggling in the meshes of a  

 nightmare, we cannot escape the compelling terms of the dream unless we  

 wake, anymore than we can escape the terms of our living reality unless we  

 die.  There is a sense in which the "poet" of a  poem forces us as writer or  

 reader to obey a compelling form, the  necessities of the poem, so that the  
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poet has a likeness to the dreamer of the dream and to the creator of our  

 living reality; dream, reality, and the poem seem to be one.  (H.D. 89) 

To escape is to wake is to die.  Duncan infers a fascinating distinction here between the 

ontology of the dreaming subject and the ontology of the waking subject.  If the poet must 

have "a likeness to the dreamer of the dream and to the creator of our living reality," then 

the poem must participate in the reality of both life and death.  

 What is most revealing about the dream remains concealed or revealed only in 

absentia: the mother.  Although she is absent from the above narrative, her figure is central 

in subsequent poems that re-vision the Atlantis dream.  In Duncan's commentary following 

the narrative of the Atlantis dream in The HD Book, the scenes are not only a "showing 

forth" of an ambivalent and doomed patriarch, but a feminine voice of prophecy:   

 The restless dead, the impending past life, what had been cast away–a  

 seed–sprouts and in the vital impulse would speak to us.  The head of a  

 giant woman rises from the ground. 

 "I have seen Kore," the initiate Heracles says:  "What face more terrible?   

 I am initiate, prepared for Hades."  Wonder and terror seem to be signs of  

 the rite.  But in my life dream, I have not seen the Maiden, for I stand in  

 her place or in her way.  (90) 

In her place or in her way.  Repressed, occulted, "wandering in quest of something known in 

the unknown" (103), the poet is led forth into "wonder and terror" (90).  From birth to 

initiation, so begin first obstructions and first permissions.   
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Eleusis  

Duncan's dream analysis superimposes a myth of resurrection (Eleusinian Mysteries) onto 

the apocalyptic narrative of the dream, suggesting that terror and destruction have most to 

do with what is not seen: the visio beatifica of the Kore. The poet conflates the rape of 

Persephone (Eleusinian Mysteries) with the destruction of Atlantis: Both dramas originate in 

transgression (divine, in the case of Eleusis, and mortal, in the case of Atlantis).  But the 

"theme of revival," or at least partial revival, occurs only in the Eleusis myth: The dreamwork 

is to the dream, what Eleusis is to Atlantis: revision as revival.  In this sense, the Atlantis 

dream is analogous not only to the Greek myth of Demeter's descent into the underworld 

but also to the Babylonian myth of Ishtar and the Sumerian myth of the descent of 

Inanna.xxxiv 

In the dream-work of The H.D. Book, Duncan contrasts his failed vision with the 

figure of Heracles who has "seen the face of Kore" (90).  But the poet is mercurial here, as 

this is the Heracles of the Milan Papyrus which reverses the chronology of the Greek hero's 

initiation into the Eleusinian Mysteries and descent into Hades.  Having already seen the face 

of the Kore, what need is there for dramatic revision?  From the "Speech of Herakles": 

 "I was initiated long ago [or: elsewhere].  Lock up Eleusis, [Hierophant,]  

 and put the fire out . . .  Deny me the holy night!  I have already been  

 initiated into more authentic mysteries. …[I have beheld] the fire, whence  

 […and] I have seen the Kore." (Kerenyi 84)  

Heracles makes an important distinction here between "authentic" vision (descent into the 

underworld) and dramatic revision (the made-up vision of the Eleusinian rituals).  Is there an 
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"authentic vision" of the Kore in Duncan's dream?  Unless we correlate authenticity with 

substitutive images, there is no authentic vision.  What is seen: terrestrial veils.  A meadow, a 

round dance, and a king.  What is seen is blindness: the authorial veil of the seeing "I." There 

is vision in the dreamwork, but this is tantamount to the torch-bright belatedness of the 

Eleusinian "holy night": derivative, dramatic, fictive.  

*

No one knows what the Eleusinian Mysteries revealed, though we know the cult at 

Eleusis was devoted to worship of Demeter, goddess of grain and agriculture, and her 

daughter Persephone (Kore).xxxv Such worship of vegetation goddesses goes back to the very 

roots of agrarian culture in the Neolithic period.  The Homeric Hymn to Demeter tells us that the 

Eleusinian Mysteries were based on Plouton's (Hades) rape of Persephone and Demeter's 

subsequent wandering in search of her daughter: transgression, counter-transgression 

(searching), restoration.  There are various interpretations, though most common is the 

belief that the myth recounts relationships between the eternal cycle of nature and the 

historical origins of culture (cultivation).  The Eleusinian myth, of course, posits cultural 

origins not only in nature but also in divine nature, and the rituals at Eleusis were most likely 

a reenactment of Persephone's descent into and ascent from the underworld.  "Participation 

in the Mysteries," Kerényi writes, "offered a guarantee of life without fear of death, of 

confidence in the face of death" (15).  But what is perhaps most important to both the 

Eleusinian Mysteries and Duncan's Atlantis dream, is that they center on a vision that is 

feminine. As Kerényi stresses in his analysis of the myth, the Eleusinian Mysteries "opened up 
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a vision of the feminine source of life, of the common source of life for men and women alike, 

just as the ear of grain had opened up a vision into the 'abyss of the seed'" (147).   

 There are numerous other parallels between the myth of Demeter and Persephone 

and Duncan's Atlantis dream.  Both narratives begin in a flowering field alive with chthonic 

powers; both involve wandering (exile) or being led forth; both myth and dream have an 

intermediary chorus leading the subject toward descent into the underworld.  "Flowery 

meadows," N.J. Richardson observes in The Homeric Hymn to Demeter, "play a prominent part 

in underworld topography" (143).  In his analysis of the Homeric Hymn to Demeter, Kerényi 

states that the Nysion pedion, the Nysan Plain, was a meadow: "the divine marriage of Plouton 

and Kore was celebrated on 'the Meadow,'" Kerényi writes, "and the underworld deities were 

worshipped in a nearby cave" (34).  In his catalog of flowering meadows as gateways to the 

underworld, Richardson singles out the narcissus: 

 The narcissus is made to grow by Earth, to catch the girl.  It is a miraculous  

 flower . . . and when [Persephone] reaches out her hands to pick it, the earth  

 gapes and Hades leaps forth.  This suggests that the flower is a kind of  

 "Open Sesame," a common motif in folk-stories, in which the magic flower  

 is the key that opens the earth, revealing the underworld and its hidden  

 treasures.  (144) 

Not unlike the daisies ("day's eyes") in Duncan's dream meadow, the "golden color [of the 

narcissus] aptly symbolized the underworld" (144).   

 In the Atlantis dream, the subject seems to assume both the role of Persephone, the 

one who descends, and the role of Demeter, the one who wanders.  A biographical reading 
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of the dream would reveal at least a partial inversion of the myth, whereby the subject 

(Duncan) takes on the role of the mother (Demeter) in search of her lost child.  In other 

words, the subject is both mother and child.  Such a reading of the dream might then posit 

the subject's blindness as a way of partially blocking this inversion, which is complicated all 

the more by the fact that Duncan's mother died in childbirth. The wandering subject in the 

Atlantis dream is led forth to "a circle of children . . . dancing in the field."  Demeter's 

wandering led to the well Parthenion, where she met the daughters of Celeus, King of 

Eleusis.  According to Richardson, "choruses of girls (with flowers?) danced and sang 

around the spring [or, well] in honor of Core, who was carried off from the chorus of 

flower-gathering nymphs" (19); "Pausanias . . . mentions Callichoron as the place where 'the 

women of the Eleusinians first set up a dance and sang in honor of the goddess'" (326).  And 

Kore herself: "leader of the nymphs, daughter of Oceanus, who dwell in springs and 

grottoes, and who are connected . . . with birth, growth, and marriage" (18); at any rate, a 

chthonic figure.  The round dance in the Atlantis dream may suggest a well into which, or 

through which, the speaker descends to the underworld.    

 Kerényi points up the significance of Demeter as a "divine nurse" of Demophoon, 

son of Keleos.  In the Homeric hymn, Demeter nurses Demophoon, placing him each night 

"in the fire like a log" (41) in order to make him immortal.  He is a kind of surrogate child 

for Demeter.  The story of "divine adoption" may have drawn Duncan's attention, who was 

himself adopted.  Eliade relates Demeter's failed attempt at immortalizing Demophoon to 

tragic error: 
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The history of Demophoon can be compared with the ancient myths   

 relating the tragic error that, at a certain moment of primordial history,  

 annulled the possibility of man's immortalization.  But in this case there is  

 neither error nor "sin" on the part of a mythical ancestor, who thereby loses  

 his original immortal condition for himself and his descendants. . . .  And  

 Demeter's decision to immortalize him can be interpreted as her desire to  

 adopt a child (who will console her for the loss of Persephone) and, at the  

 same time, as her revenge against Zeus and the Olympians.  (291)  

Duncan's dream, on the other hand, involves the error of being chosen in two places: singled 

out among the dancing children ("I am the Chosen One, I have been caught in the wrong–a 

'King' or victim") and shown himself in the underworld as "a lonely King in that chair, [and] 

there is no one rightly there."  These elements of "error" seem to resonate with the Atlantis 

myth more than the myth of Demophoon.   

Myesis and Epopteia 

Eliade cites several Orphic (i.e., later) hypotheses on the content of the Great 

Mysteries.  Foucart, working off the Orphic testimony, "considered that the rituals . . . 

involved a peregrination in darkness, various terrifying apparitions, and the sudden entrance 

of the mystes into a lighted meadow" (Eliade 296).  In the Phaedo, Plato suggests that the 

Orphic Mysteries go back to Egyptian funerary customs.  According to Kerényi, the drama 

at Eleusis was divided into the Lesser Mysteries (myesis) and the Great Mysteries (epopteia).  

The Lesser Mysteries: 
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Myesis can be rendered by the Latin word initia, "beginnings," or its   

 derivative initiatio, or initiation, signifying introduction into the secret.   

 For myesis comes from the verb myeo . . . which denotes the action.  The  

 simpler verb myo . . . , from which the noun derives, implies the element  

 of secrecy.  It means nothing other than "to close," as the eyes do after  

 seeing.  The self-evident first object of this verb is the subject itself: he  

 closes himself after the manner of a flower.  But a second object is also  

 possible, which must be very close to the subject, his very own possession.   

 Such an object is the secret.  In German this close connection between the  

 secret and the beholder of the secret is expressed by the derivation of the  

 noun Geheimnis (secret) and the adjective heimlich (secret) from Heim (home),  

 the most private precinct.  (Kerényi 46) 

Occult vision: according to this etymology, initiation is intimately bound up with paradox: 

seeing is not-seeing, opening is closing, possession is dispossession, and so on.  Duncan's 

dreamwork in The H.D. Book can be thought of as myesis, a kind of self-reflexive closure that 

discloses what is not shown in the actual dream.  As we have noted earlier, the scenes of the 

Atlantis dream are familiar to the subject in Freud's notion of heimlich as coinciding with its 

opposite: what is "concealed and kept out of sight" (28).  As the eyes do . . . after the manner of a 

flower: disclosure of the other begins with closure of the self.  The dream initiates an open 

secret, what Kerényi calls the "second object."  Duncan's dreamwork, a sort of volta face 

(turning back toward the dream), is a doubling closure, showing forth the absent figure of 

the dream (the secret/Kore) who is concealed both in the dream narrative ("I have not seen 
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the Maiden") and as the dreaming narrator ("I stand in her place or in her way").  Likewise, 

Kerényi's study of Eleusis posits that the Mysteries were intimately involved with doubling:   

 In the duality which always retained at Eleusis, Demeter represented the  

 earthly aspect, Persephone another, rather ghostly and transcendent.  Of  

 the two, Demeter was always the accessible one, a mythological figure  

 into which a man desirous of approaching Persephone could enter more  

 easily.  (33) 

Hence, the "accessible" meadow of the dream and the poem, a kind of sigil for the elusive 

double figure of Demeter-Persephone.   

 In the subterranean chamber of the Atlantis dream, the Maiden is substituted for a 

king, a king's symbol of power ("the King's chair"), and finally, in some versions of the 

narrative, the dreaming/seeing subject ("myself a lonely King in that chair").  The King is 

final avatar of the Kore, or more accurately, avatar in absentia along a chain of substitutions 

for the Kore: grass, round dance, king.  To stand "in her place or in her way" implies that the 

speaker's own presence in the dream has blocked the narrative from developing into the 

second stage of initiation, epopteia, "the state of 'having seen.'"xxxvi According to Duncan's 

dreamwork, if the absent figure of Kore is "[t]he restless dead, the impending past life, what 

had been cast away," then what is occluded in the dream is a vision of "the vital impulse" of 

the dead.  

 On one hand, the Atlantis dream is an incomplete initiation, a partial "showing 

forth" that is blocked by the seeing subject.  Indeed, the very fact of the dream's repetition 

implies a lack of resolution and revelation– the full disclosure of "the state of 'having seen.'"  
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On the other hand, if the dreaming subject stands in the place of Kore (symbolic 

substitution) or in her way (literal obstruction), then Duncan is shown himself as Kore. In 

other words, he is both the subject and the object of the dream, the secret and the beholder 

of the secret.  But the dreamwork reveals that each revelation in the dream, each avatar of 

the Kore (meadow, children, king), is a substitution in a chain of substitutions that ends in 

terror and destruction.  Ultimately, the dreamwork in The H.D. Book serves as an 

intermediary vision of the Kore between the Atlantis dream as initiation (myesis, or

"introduction into the secret") and the poet's initiation into poetry as revelation (epopteia, or 

"the state of having seen").  Taken together, the dream and analysis operate as a rite of 

participation in which repressed realities are shown forth.  But for the Freudian poet, what is 

important is not only what is revealed in the dream but recognition of what remains 

concealed.  Unlike the Heracles of the Milan Papyrus, drama is not merely derivation but 

deed: dromenon, "a thing done."  The drama of poetry: authentic vision as "total composition" 

in which the imagination participates in a complex of what is personal and transpersonal, 

"made" and "made-up." 
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III.  HORTUS INCLUSUS: ROBERT DUNCAN'S "OFTEN I AM PERMITTED 

TO RETURN TO A MEADOW" 

 The art I work toward is not to find my own language but to find "my aim"  

 in language–but this is not a privacy of speech but a commonality.  Hannah  

 Arendt's posing of the crisis of our own society as being in the expropriation  

 of private property was my assent. . . . in so far as I imagine my properties as  

 common properties, the volition arises toward a new context of the common 

 good; and there is the release of powers from the sin that is, the   

 powerlessness or bondage of a private occupancy.   

 –Robert Duncan, "Notebook 42," Copy Book Entries, unpaginated 

 Although the Atlantis dream surfaces in several of Duncan's poems, the fullest 

treatment of the dream appears in "Often I Am Permitted to Return to a Meadow," the first 

poem in what many consider to be Duncan's first mature book, The Opening of the Field.xxxvii 

Like the Atlantis dream, the poem opens with a vision of a meadow.  Unlike the dreamwork, 

the poem isn't merely a recounting of the dream or its latent ideas.  As critic Michael 

Davidson points out, "the poem as field does not imitate but enacts natural and cosmic 

orders: it does not seek to 'contain' meaning but to discover immanent meanings" (59).xxxviii 

But as the earlier dream-work illustrates, each discovery is also a re-covering of meaning.  

There are, most certainly, both contained meaning and immanent meanings in the poem, 

and it is this interplay between covering and re-covering that is most vital.  

 The first meadow opens as a poem and shuts as a door.  As it appears in a letter 

from London to the poet Helen Adam (1 February 1956): 
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Often I am permitted to return to a meadow 

 that is not mine, but is a made place 

 –as if the mind made it up–a poem. 

 

Often I am permitted to return to a hall 

 that is a made place, created by light 

 wherefrom the shadows that are forms fall, 

 

Wherefrom fall all architectures I am 

 I say are likenesses of the First Beloved 

 whose flowers are flames lit to a Lady. 

 

Often I am permitted to return to a poem 

 where I too stirrd may burn however poor 

 and turn my face to her shadowless door.  (153–154) 

Two days later, Duncan is reading Pound's Rock Drill Cantos: a "prayer for compassion" and 

"a falsification" (Letters 34).  He writes to the poet Denise Levertov: 

 Yes, a falsification; as I find I am willing to falsify.  It is only when the  

 voice in writing lifts into the language itself speaking that the truth of the  

 made-thing presides.  The feeling of what is false for me is the evident  

 use of language to persuade.  When we are not persuaded it is easy to see  

 that there is no poetry, evocation to making.  (34)  
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Duncan's trouble with Pound's falsifications (i.e., anti-Semitism and "worrying the money 

thing") reveals to him "a falsification" in his own work (34).  As in the Atlantis dream and 

dreamwork, there is a primary connection made between the evident and the false.  Like 

Heracles' distinction between urge and demiurge, act and reenactment, truthfulness resides 

in "language itself speaking" versus the subject's "use of language to persuade." To press 

forward by persuasion is to remain unmoved.  Two years later, Duncan and Levertov are 

engaged in a long exchange concerning vision and revision, the poem figured as "pot," a 

"pot-poem" that will or will not hold water: 

 I've found myself sweating over extensive rehaulings on the opening poem  

 of The Field . . . reshaping so that the course of the book is anticipated.  I  

 mistrust the rationalizing mind that comes to the fore, and must suffer  

 there–like I did when I was just beginning twenty years ago–draft after draft  

 to exhaust the likely and reach the tone in myself where intuition begins to  

 move.  It comes sure enough then, the hand's feel that "this" is what must be 

 done.  But I spent two days struggling with "Sometimes I am Permitted . . . "  

 [with all the irony of the reference in the poem to the grace of the writing at  

 all].  . . . The rationalizer after all has the argument: "It won't hold water" and 

 refers to the idealist or the innocent or the possessd as "crack-pot"; and it's  

 to protect the virtue of the pot as thing, as embodying labor and function that 

 you recalld the shard.  (131) 

Here, Duncan draws a distinction between intuition and persuasion.  Sometimes/Often:  

These "rehaulings" call into question the authenticity of original vision.  Recasting implies 



131
 

division, lost integrity.  What is at stake here is what Duncan calls the "moral urgency" of 

poetry (131).  The "evident use of language to persuade" is not only uninspired but also 

immoral.  We are back at the Gnostic veil, the contention that reality is just this movement 

between derivation and origin, surface and depth, the mediated and the immediate: 

 in the full enchantment of art, fiction has the depth and lastingness as a  

 real experience that actuality has only in events of like creative   

 participation.  Yet in the failure of that creative immediacy, we will come  

 to feel that the story is not true to itself.  ("Truth" 13–14) 

If to "exhaust the likely" is to achieve integrity in the poem "as thing, as embodying labor 

and function," then Duncan's revision of "Often I am Permitted to Return to a Meadow" is 

a radical revisioning of the Atlantis dream as imbued with the virtue of "first things."     

The first few stanzas as they appear in The Opening of the Field:

OFTEN I AM PERMITTED TO RETURN TO A MEADOW 

 

as if it were a scene made-up by the mind, 

 that is not mine, but is a made place, 

 

that is mine, it is so near to the heart, 

 an eternal pasture folded in all thought 

 so that there is a hall therein 

 

that is a made place, created by light 
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wherefrom the shadows that are forms fall.  (7) 

As revision of a primal scene (first scene), the poem returns to the dream's antediluvian 

meadow: a "made" coherence that precedes both the poem's remaking and the flood's 

unmaking, as it were, of the meadow.  An enabling conceit lies couched in the humility of 

the title: as permitted act, the poem is both invocation of an original scene (Atlantis dream) 

and provocation of the poem as derivation, a drama "made-up by the mind" that allows the 

poet to reenter the field qua poem.  In the opening tercet of the draft to Helen Adam, the 

meadow image immediately recedes behind twin artifices of the maker's "mind" and "poem."  

As such, it repeats the rational operative of the dreamwork: meadow is to Kore as meadow is 

to poem.  In other words, the dreamwork addresses the ambivalent image of the "alive" 

meadow by recalling or calling up the Kore ("The head of a giant woman rises from the 

ground").  The first draft of the meadow poem attempts to resolve this ambivalence 

(meadow/Kore) by overtly substituting the poem for the meadow.  The revised poem, 

however, returns the meadow to its original ambivalence as both a "made" and a "made-up" 

place.  

 The obvious and self-conscious correlation between meadow and poem drops out.  

As "made-up" and "made," the meadow is all at once derivative and primary.  It is "mine" 

and "not mine," "as if . . . made-up by the mind" and "a made place // . . . near to the 

heart."  Mind male, heart female?  The homophonic pun registers below the surface of the 

meadow as "maid place" of the Kore.  The "made place" is engendered female and opposite 

what is "made-up": the pretend place of the male subject whose return would remake the 

meadow in his own image.   
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The engendering of the field is picked up in an exchange between Robert Duncan 

and Jack Spicer.  In a prefatory note to the exchange, poet Robin Blaser explains, "I had told 

Jack that the mantle of poetry was, according to Duncan, to fall upon a young poet, Landis 

Everson" (364).  According to Blaser, the exchange "illustrate[s] the working of the myth, 

the power and commotion of words among us, and the divergence Duncan speaks of" (364).  

From Jack Spicer's "AN OPEN LETTER TO ROBERT DUNCAN FROM J. SPICER, 

REX ET EXUL IMMERITUS": 

 In your poetry you are indeed king, having crowned yourself like Dante . . .  

 You can (and probably do) give a mortgage in this crown to anyone you  

 sleep with.  You are not our king (in Robin's poetry Xt is the king and in  

 mine the king is "the king of the world"–evil) and your relation with your  

 intra-poetic feudatories has nothing to do with our inter-poetic relations.   

 (364) 

And Duncan's response: 

 Certainly "man as King" is central to our problem as poets.  "Man as King"  

 and/or "Man as God".  If the statement means all that it has meant in history: 

 in a new necessity.  How to be King of One Thousand Lines and how to be  

 King of One Thousand Years.  As a demand it is the demand that one be  

 Poet-King– as serious a demand in history as Plato's that one be   

 Philosopher-King.  (365) 

Both poets miss the mark: "intra-poetic feudatories" indeed have much to do with "inter-

poetic relations"; Duncan simply avoids discussion of the intra-personal/sexual, replacing 
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Spicer's terms with Poet-King and Philosopher-King.  The exchange brings to surface some 

of the social, political, and aesthetic complexities of private and communal life, including the 

not-so-strange bedfellows of "making poems" and "making love."  Along these lines, critic 

Maria Damon reads Duncan's word play and interest in the occult and Platonism within the 

context of his homosexuality and gay culture:   

 The poet's job and privilege is to cross over, to be the shamanic point of  

 contact whose  'difference' allows access to those other realms.  Myths of  

 descent to the underworld, aleatory techniques and techniques of dictation,  

 and occult games in which the poets contact spirits become prime subject  

 matter and compositional methods for gay poets.  (148) 

However, Duncan would probably disavow this notion of the poet's privileged perspective 

based on identity politics.xxxix 

The spatial configuration of the maid below the meadow in the Atlantis dream takes 

on a more temporal aspect as antecedent to the poem.  In the dream, the "maiden" is unseen 

but intimated in the rippling field of grass, pointing (permitting?) toward the making-

up/choosing of the round dance "IT" and underworld "king."  The return in the dream to a 

"made"/"maid" place is derivative, implying falsification and subterfuge: "all things have 

gone wrong."  

 The overt correlation between meadow and poem in the first draft is subtly 

intimated with a stanza break in the revision.  Instead of returning to the refrain ("Often I 

am Permitted"), the stanza break between couplet and tercet emphasizes the difficulty in 

locating the meadow "that is not mine, but is a made place // that is mine, it is so near to 
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the heart."  As Duncan states in his preface to Ground Work: Before the War, caesuras are "not 

just an articulation of phrasings but a phrase itself of silence.  Space between stanzas 

becomes a stanza-verse of silence: in which the beat continues" (unpaginated).  In other 

words, the absence of language is not the absence of measure.  In the caesura, the turn 

registers as both possession within language (a phrase of silence) and dispossession outside 

of language (a silent phrasing).   

 It is impossible to say for certain where speaker and meadow exist in relation to one 

another.  As "a scene made-up by the mind," "near to the heart," and "an eternal pasture," 

the meadow (i.e., poem) is all at once inside and outside the speaker.  If ''permitted'' means 

"sent forth" and ''return'' "sent back," then permission to return implies a paradoxical 

motion of being sent back and forth all at once.  A return by definition is displacement from 

an original time or place.  To return, then, is to participate in a fabricated or "made-up" 

origin.  The field is folded upon contrary propositions, imitating the folding of the field 

itself.  But the permission of the title implies that the poem's return to a meadow is 

motivated not by the speech act but by something, or someone, whose permission precedes 

the poem.  Permission to return to a meadow, therefore, participates in a scene prior to the 

beginning of the poem and the movement of language itself.  

 Ezra Pound's distinction between sight (phanopoeia) and sound (melopoeia) is useful 

here.  The dream image (phanopoeia) "[throws] the object (fixed or moving) on to the visual 

imagination," and the poem (melopoeia) "[induces] emotional correlations by the sound and 

rhythm of speech" (63).  Pound's definitions imply that the visual is intellectual and the 

acoustic is emotional.  He also implies that melopoeia is somehow derivative of visual 
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imagination.  For Duncan, on the other hand, "sound is as actual a sensory evidence of what 

is as the sight is–the difference is that each sound thing perishes with much less duration" 

(Letters 300).  In Duncan's work, there is a kind of simultaneity of vision (phanopoeia) and 

sound/rhythm (melopoeia), or as Davidson points out, "The sentence is both an imperative . . 

. and a grammatical construct, just as the dream text is beyond yet of the dreamer" (132).   

 In Duncan's Atlantis poem, off-rhymes (mind/mine, made/place, thought/hall, and 

so on), homophonic puns (seen/scene, made/maid), and assonance and alliteration (made-

up/mind/mine; heart/hall; forms/fall, and so on) imitate the peristaltic motion of "going 

forth" and "turning back."  To listen to the poem is to hear all at once the shuttle of likeness 

(permission) and difference (retraction).  For example, the consonant chain "made-up," 

"mind," "mine," and "made": host and parasite, each rhyme and off-rhyme is a kind of 

acoustic turn (parasitic difference of vowels) and return (host likeness of consonants).  

Likewise, clausal enjambments run interference between declaratives, enfolding each image 

in its contrary, "as if it were a scene made-up by the mind / that is not mine, but is a made 

place // that is mine, it is so near to the heart."  The contrary movement of language and 

images tends to assert, erase, then reassert distinctions between subject and object, speaker 

and meadow, figure and field.   

 The next several stanzas extend the folded topography of the meadow to include not 

only the speaker's body but an interior, constructed space ("a hall therein") that contrasts 

with the natural, "made" surface of the meadow.  Making (remaking?) the meadow posits a 

complex relationship between exteriors and interiors, origins and derivations, the speaker 

and the "First Beloved":  
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Wherefrom fall all architectures I am 

 I say are likenesses of the First Beloved 

 whose flowers are flames lit to the Lady. 

 

She it is Queen Under The Hill 

 whose hosts are a disturbance of words within words 

 that is a field folded.  (Opening 7) 

It is tempting to say that one image telescopes into another, but actually each image falls 

away like scaffolding in order to reveal a deeper image.  The meadow, "created by light," 

casts the speaker in relief as "shadows that are forms," which are, in turn, "all architectures I 

am."  These "architectures" are "likenesses of the First Beloved" and correspond with the 

"hall" of the second stanza.  The First Beloved appears to surface here, but the image is 

convoluted.  The meadow, "folded in all thought," proposes an interior that is artificial, 

constructed in concentricities of likeness.   

 Critic Cary Nelson notes that the meadow "seems almost an imaginary hortus 

conclusus, an enclosed garden protected from the outside world."  The mental ("mind") aspect 

of the meadow does tend to portray this place as hermetic, interior, and convoluted, 

implying a topography and topographical force that are contrary to the projective 

connotation of an opening of the field.  But Duncan is a Freudian poet, and equating 

"enclosed" with "protected" evades the complexities of repressed realities that surface 

dynamically within the poem. This is, after all, not an enclosing of the field but an opening 

of the field.  Nelson's hortus conclusus applies only if we restrict the spatial economy of the 
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meadow to a latitudinal model.  What is repressed inside/under the meadow is not 

"protected from the outside" but disclosed by what is concealed in the speaker's "mind," the 

"made place" of the poem, the subterranean, "words within words," "return" as temporal 

transgression (e.g., memory, history), and so on.  Indeed, both "permission" and "return" 

imply less of a conclusus than an inclusus, a folding-in or folding-back on what is exterior and 

anterior to the place and time of the meadow.   

Duncan's dreamwork recalls that in the Atlantis dream, "there was the upward rise of 

a hill that filled the whole horizon of what was seen" (H.D. 89).xl A child's perspective?  But 

there is something disproportionate or grotesque about the hill filling "the whole horizon of 

what was seen."  Or it is a kind of inversion of spatial proportion: the figure (hill) wholly 

possessing the field (sky).  But from a mythological or psychological perspective, ratio and 

scale are proportionate: the field, alive and rippling, swells to the proportion of what lies 

concealed or repressed within it.  This weird topography reappears in the poem not as an 

upward rise but as folding and stratification into surface and interior.  At the same time, the 

meadow topography lends a sense of latitude and circularity, which are picked up later in the 

children's "ring a round of roses."xli 

Each line of the poem moves forward by circling backward– the "fall" of 

"shadows"/ "forms" picks up in the fourth stanza as "architectures" that are "likenesses of 

the First Beloved," just as the preceding "shadows" are likenesses of "a made place, created 

by light."  Qualifying conjunctions (''that'') between noun clauses move the imagery forward, 

at the same time mysteriously enfolding the labyrinthine logic of each scene back on itself.  

The speaker equates "all architectures I am" with "likenesses of the First Beloved," whose lit 
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flowers foreground the figure of the Lady as anti-image, the lit flame-flowers thrown in relief 

like a shadow paradoxically illuminating the brighter image of "the Lady."xlii 

At the middle line of the middle stanza, we seem to pass into the interior of the 

meadow.  A kind of outrider, the middle line of the middle stanza is also the longest line of 

the poem.  If we think of the meadow as a language event, then these "words within words" 

are also our deepest penetralia into the made meadow itself.  The formal and visual 

awkwardness of the line demonstrates "a disturbance of words" that resists containment that 

the line's return would propose.  The flower-flames link the First Beloved to "the Lady," 

who is also "Queen Under The Hill."  The field is enfolded in "a disturbance of words 

within words," which resonates with alliteration, off-rhymes, and puns that present a surplus 

of meaning.  

 The third movement of the poem returns to the surface of the meadow, retracting 

the metaphorical and chthonic dimensions:  

 It is only a dream of the grass blowing 

 east against the source of the sun 

 in an hour before the sun's going down 

 whose secret we see in a children's game 

 of ring a round of roses told.  (Opening 7) 

It:  the meadow?  the poem?  We are, once again, on the meadow or in the dream of a meadow 

versus under it, the "words within words" of a folded field refigured as "only a dream of the 

grass blowing."  It is a simple thing, a play of surfaces like "a children's game/of ring a round 

of roses told."  The phrasing is reminiscent of the familial voice, reassuring the waking child 
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that "it is only a dream."  However, the tone here is not soothing but sinister.  What do we 

"wake from"?  If a "return to a meadow" is, in part, a return to the Atlantis dream, then to 

declare that the meadow is "only a dream" isn't to "unfold" it but to fold it once more back 

into itself– a kind of dream within a dream, a double-dream.  The unfamiliar (dream) and the 

familiar (meadow scene) strangely transpose, as if the speaker were calling to us to wake 

from the speech-act into the "dream of the grass blowing/east against the source of the 

sun."  

 Although the speaker's tone and diction imply a diminution of the meadow ("only a 

dream"), the image superimposes the meadow and the round dance that appear as separate 

scenes in the Atlantis dream.  The round dance turns within (under?) a terrestrial circle (the 

meadow) inscribed within a solar circle.  The children's game seems to counter the east-to-

west solar movement, their round dance returning like the grass that turns "against the 

source of the sun."  In the Atlantis dream, the grass "bowed of its own accord to the West."  

Here, the grass isn't bowed to the West but blowing to the East, "the source of the sun."  One 

hears, too, "the source of the son" symbolically figured in the East as origin: a "first place," a 

mothering meadow.  If there is a "secret" in the round dance, its orientation is sinister.  

Indeed, the vision is oriented to the ancient notion of the sun's subterranean "return" from 

its "death" in the west to rise once more, "reborn" in the east.  As "a return to a meadow" 

implies, the poem bears such sinister orientation.  Although there is no explicit relationship 

made between fold and circle, both patterns complicate the topographical metaphor of 

"returning," since folding ("words within words") and circling ("round of roses told") retrace 

the prescribed field.   
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Who are these children whose round game holds the secret to the "dream of the 

grass"?  As "hosts" imitating the moving grass, they are to the meadow as "a disturbance of 

words" is to The Queen Under The Hill.  The word itself contains a host of contrary 

meanings: "guest" and "keeper of guests"; as parasite (parasitos), "one who sits at the table 

(body) of another"; and of course the host as spiritual para-site of the body: victim, sacrifice, 

recompense; in the body politic, the belly of a wooden horse swarming with the parasitos of

Greek soldiers.  Smuggled into Troy: a gift, a guest, a harbinger of death.  By all accounts, 

"host" registers an inversion and disturbance of relations.  In Duncan's meadow poem, 

"words within words" are "hosts" to the Queen: a "field folded" and maid of words.xliii 

Like the spell and counter-spell of a children's round dance, the poem returns to the 

fact of first lines, first permissions and propositions, signaling a return to the beginning of 

the poem.  The children's round dance, turning and returning at the surface of the field, 

correlates with the "disturbance of words within words," turning and turning up the 

denotative surface of language.  The very turning of the round dance signifies both the 

permission of the poem and secrecy of the dream enfolded in the meadow.  Although the 

children's round dance seems to turn contrary to the "forward moving" sun–a catalyst to the 

poem's refrain–the dance also turns the poem forward as catalyst or chorus.  Turning 

forward and backward, the reader is asked to hold in mind each preceding image. The 

"secret we see" reveals the meadow in miniature as "a children's game."  That is, the "made-

up" circle of the round dance inscribed within the "made" circle of the meadow.  The 

"secret" is also the drama retold in the children's rhyme of "ring a round of roses told": 

Ashes, ashes, all fall down. If there is anxiety in the dance and the dream, it is figured just here 
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in the rhyme that builds, round and round, toward its own falling down.  To dance is to 

draw out, and in the Atlantis dream the dance draws out the subject as "Chosen One," thus 

ushering in the destruction of the kingdom.  Here, as in the dream, the children's round 

dance is a story not of creation but of destruction.  Moreover, if the children's round dance 

imitates or reenacts the creation of the meadow, then in both the Atlantis dream and the 

meadow poem the dance acts as a kind of demiurge in the sense of artistry as derivative, 

made-up, fallen: Ashes, ashes, all fall down. In Gnosticism, the demiurge is evil: artistry is 

counter-turn (return) against the original turn of creation.  Likewise, the "disturbance of 

words within words" may imply not only a turning-up of buried or repressed meanings 

within the host of each word but also the notion that each construction contains within itself 

the seed of its own destruction.  

 Unlike the dream, however, the poem's round dance returns us to the meadow.  The 

refrain: 

 Often I am permitted to return to a meadow 

 as if it were a given property of the mind 

 that certain bounds hold against chaos, 

 

that is a place of first permission, 

 everlasting omen of what is. (Opening 7) 

No longer "as if . . . a scene made-up by the mind" but "as if . . . a given property of the 

mind," the meadow is as if part of the speaker.  Making or making-up:  "a given property of 

the mind" that would "hold against chaos."  In this sense, the meadow-as-artifice encloses.  
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Ideas: properties of the phenomenal world.  Permission and property pull the poem in 

opposite directions. Do "certain bounds hold against chaos" because of the permission 

bestowed upon the speaker?  Are these "certain bounds" the scene of the meadow itself, 

which is also a made (i.e., given) "property of the mind"?  Or are these "certain bounds" 

ideas?  And does ''certain'' mean particular?  fixed?  true?  The notion of "first permission" 

gestures back toward the "dream of the grass blowing," as if the meadow were a 

remembered dream.  Note, for instance, that the Atlantis dream begins en media res:

Permission to return to a meadow is a given that precedes the actual dream narrative, and it 

is only later that questions of choice and property (kingship/IT) enter into the dream.  And 

it is precisely in choosing and ordaining that "all things have gone wrong." 

 The poem's oscillating motion seems to arrest itself here in this final declarative, 

positing an origin in omen, not only of the meadow but also of the poem itself as 

"everlasting omen of what is."  But an omen doesn't reveal "what is"; it reveals what is yet to 

be.  Ultimately, this "place of first permission" and "everlasting omen of what is" isn't 

explicitly revealed, although the place of first permission is the "made" and "made-up" 

meadow.  This "given property," then, may be thought of as permission's liberating 

constraint.  Mind/mined.  A pun superimposes the mental and the physical, the labor of the 

mind given over to what is mined.  A mental georgic, a labor in and of the field.   
Hortus Recursus 

Field 

A syncretic field of language, self, memory, history, myth, the dead, folklore, love, and 

power. 
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Field: wilderness space; sprawling, open flatland.  Old English feld: "open field."  The Indo-

European root of "field" implies not only "openness" but also a "flat" and "sprawling" space.   

Flaneur: Old Norse flana, "to wander aimlessly."   

Meadow (grassland): domesticated space; singular, harmonious, protected. 

The Opening of the Field: The book as natural space ("made") and fabricated space ("made-

up").  Opening the book of the field, the meadow proposes first poem as first place of 

permission; under the cover and covering field, a meadow's place, an interior space "folded" 

inside the book. 

 Pages, leaves.  While writing The Opening of the Field, Duncan kept Leaves of Grass at 

bedside.  To "return to a meadow": a poetic theogony; excavating Whitman's "hieroglyphic 

of the ensemble" ("Changing" 191) buried under the totalizing veneer of twentieth century 

"totalitarian ideologies and neo-Platonic hierarchies" ("Changing" 190): 

 The generation of Pound and Williams, like the critical generation of the  

 1930s and 1940s, sought to "objectify" the poem, to free it from the   

 complex associations of life and history.  In the 1950s, Williams   

 admonished us, zealously and even intolerantly, that the poem was 

 written with words not ideas, made with words, as the painting was made  

 with paints. . . . Yet for us, Pound's preaching culture and Williams's   

 preaching art belonged to just the process beyond art, the record of   

 struggle, they thought to stand against; and in that, their thought and their  

 work forms an antithetical phase in the process in which Whitman appears  

 as our thesis . . .  ("Changing" 190)  
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*

Duncan to Levertov: 

 In The Opening of the Field there was, and I've stuck to it, a basic fiction:  

 the field that is: The poem as composed by field.  (Feel?)  See Olson's  

 "Projective Verse"; the Field that Abraham bought for the cave of   

 Machpelah "That I may bury my dead out of sight."  It's third, a field in  

 the earliest dream I remember, a hilltop meadow with the grass in no wind  

 blowing toward the east, and a circle of children dancing a ring around me  

 as It, to be crownd initiating the fullness of fear and the destruction of the  

 world by flood.  (Letters 134) 

Charles Olson's "Projective Verse" figures for Duncan among the most important "current 

ideas of 'field'" ("Adventures" 205).  Olson's essay calls for "COMPOSITION BY FIELD, 

as opposed to inherited line, stanza, over-all form of the non-projective" (239).  Field 

composition: "go by no track other than the one the poem under hand declares, for itself" 

(240).  The track: 

 the HEAD, by way of the EAR, to the SYLLABLE 

 the HEART, by way of the BREATH, to the LINE (240) 

From the Atlantis dream to "Often I Am Permitted to Return to a Meadow," the subject 

advances from passive observer of a "scene" to active participant in the field of the poem as 

an event in language: syllable and line.  But Duncan's meadow is both a "made place" and a 

"made-up" place: eidolon and drama, image and deed.  Olson's "Projective Verse" 

admonishes against such use of "ideas or preconceptions from outside the poem" (243), and 
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if Duncan's poem is a demonstration of field composition, what do we make of the Atlantis 

dream as source "outside the poem" to which the meadow poem "returns"?   

*

As enactment of the field, "Often I Am Permitted to Return to a Meadow" squares with 

Olson's objectism:   

 getting rid of the lyrical interference of the individual as ego, of the   

 "subject" and his soul, that peculiar presumption by which western man  

 has interposed himself between what he is as a creature of nature (which  

 certain instructions carry out) and those other creations of nature which we  

 may, with no derogation, call objects.  For a man is himself an object,  

 whatever he may take to be his advantages, the more likely to recognize  

 himself as such the greater his advantages, particularly at that moment that  

 he achieves an humilitas sufficient to make him of use.  (247) 

But as re-enactment of the Atlantis dream, the eidolon of the meadow interposes as "given 

property of the mind."  Olson argues that the field of the poem must be treated "as wood is, 

to be clean as wood is as it issues from the hand of nature" (247).  But in Duncan's poem, 

the "hand of nature" is folded.  Permission is preconception: "to go forth" into the 

conception of the poem as preconception of the dream vision.  As "Projective Verse" 

proposes in its very title, Olson equates projective verse with the "projectile," "percussive," 

"prospective," and in his discussion of Projective methodology, reiterates the quality of 

"speed"; for Olson, "fast, there's the dogma" (240).  Although Olson and Duncan share a 

poetics grounded in the biological, the kinetics of Olson's field composition are biased 
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toward linear projection ("ONE PERCEPTION MUST IMMEDIATELY AND 

DIRECTLY LEAD TO A FURTHER PERCEPTION"), whereas "Often I Am Permitted 

to Return to a Meadow" projects forward by folding back on itself: recoiling, retracting, 

retracing.   

 If Olson's projective line is a gestalt, Duncan's is a palimpsest (vertical axis of the 

image) and lyrical peristalsis (horizontal axis of language), meandering back and forth, 

uncovering what each word would cover in its very inception.  Once again we are back at the 

Gnostic veil.  Both Olson and Duncan treat the poem as an object within a field of objects, 

but for Duncan's meadow poem, the fold disrupts linear projection, pointing up the "field" 

as fabricated, a "made place."  Creation is re-creation, a doubling and doubling-back on the 

field.  If Duncan's field composition foregrounds language, Olson's field composition finds 

primary grounding in biology: breathing and listening. 

 This distinction is demonstrated in Duncan's more frequent use of puns as signifying 

a surplus of meaning beyond the conscious intent of the writer.  Both poets are concerned 

with poetry within the larger contexts of human concerns, but Olson tends toward the 

biological while Duncan tends toward the linguistic.  Note, for example, in "Human 

Universe," Olson states that "we are ourselves both the instrument of discovery and the 

instrument of definition" (155).  Although Duncan's law is complex, he is concerned with 

how these laws of "the human universe" are both concealed and made manifest as and in 

language. Duncan's field isn't simply a projection, a "throw forward," but a psychical and 

linguistic introjection, a "throwing into, within, or inward" upon the poet's psyche and the 

poem itself.  
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Dromenon doing.  Muthos saying.   

*

Field as space and time.  Mothering memory: Mnemosyne, mother of the muses.  The poem is 

memory not as personal salvation but signature of all things.  History: the memory of time.  

But time itself has no memory.  History, then, a sort of collective memory that is and is not 

"mine."  A meadow of made and made-up time.  A participation mystique: memory's 

participation, history's mystique.   

*

If an idea is "a thing seen" (Plato), then the idea of the meadow is not only a compositional 

event but also an image.  As an image or "scene/seen" it is a "given property," a syncretic 

field interwoven with the personal and the transpersonal.  Back of poetics, a mythopoetic.  

The Opening of the Field:

constant themes drawn from Jewish, Roman, Celtic, and Germanic   

 sources of a first man  in which all men are of one ken and kind, buried in  

 time and space so that there is a heart or hearth; of a human field–the field  

 of Machpelah that the Zohar tells us is ''folded''; an ancestral dead hidden  

 therein; of the Matron or Queen of the hill–of a dance that keeps the   

 time of which all these figures speak.  (Duncan, Copy, unpaginated)  

The field's fold reverses the scale.  In hearth and hortus conclusus; in sigil, eidos, hieroglyph, 

and ideogram: the whole human field.  Re-membering as gathering up the scattered body of 

time and space.  Myesis: "to close up."   
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The Zohar: in Duncan's hands, The Book of Splendor is a darkness, too, for there is, in 

heresy, a "taking" and "choosing" to go contrary to what is given as law.xliv A sinister path, 

an errancy in wayward wandering, countering the lockstep clockwork of cosmic and natural 

laws; going back: Whitman's ensemble, the Zohar's splendor.  To "make it new": to make it 

old.  

 For Duncan, the sinister is not morally scripted ("evil") but implies self-

consciousness/doubled consciousness and latent power: "Wherever language is charged to 

the utmost degree, this primitive or sinister degree will enter into the scale.  In great 

literature, the creator is most wary of his powers" ("Man's" 127).   

 Meadow of Machpelah: What is "given" (property) and what is "taken" (the lives of 

"first man and first woman").  Occulted origins: the field enfolded with the dead.  The dead 

as debt: a field of exchange between permission and property, possessions and 

dispossessions, boundaries and chaos.  The field's disturbance as a contrary turning, 

returning as "turning against," unfolding or expressing the dead.  In a literary-historical 

sense, Duncan's "'Opening' the field of the poem is always a genealogical matter, since it 

involves participation within a 'Grand Collage' of previous creative works" (Davidson 140).  

A gathering up of primordial figures, "one plot on top of the other"; Machpelah:  "cave for 

couples"; "doubled."   Genesis 23: 16–20:  "place of doubling."  "Take note, Jerusalem and 

all of the Law of Israel was folded under it" (Holy 26).   A place of law, authority, authorship.   

*

The meadow proposes a place where all of Duncan's imaginative force is prefigured, 

just as all past and future being is enfolded in the image of "first man."  In the field of 
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language, burials of excluded and occluded meaning.  These, too, are part of the law, "a 

given property of the mind."  Heresy's paradox is that its "left-handed" way obeys the law.  

The law, say, of Kore's return– a "natural" law that orthodoxy would exclude: "the restless 

dead . . . impending past life, what had been cast away" (H.D. 90).   

 The fabric's flaw?  At Atlantis, transgression of natural laws ushers in disaster.  

Duncan's "return," therefore, posits the heresy that we do not progress (Christian telos, 

Marxist historical materialism, totalitarianism's utopias, theosophy's New Age, et alias) but 

ceaselessly evolve (revolve?) within a matrix of history and prophecy, eros and thanatos, the 

dead and the living.   

*

"Where Philosophy raised a dialectic, a debate, toward what it calls truth," Duncan 

writes, "Poetry raised a theater, a drama of Truth" ("Truth" 4).  The drama is a fold in the 

fabric of experience, an act and a reenactment. For the Hercules of the Eleusinian mysteries, 

dramatic enactment was "less authentic."  There is authority in authenticity, and for Duncan, 

the poem is, itself, an author, an authority folding back on the lineage of experience: twofold 

dream rooted in deeper experiences that belong not only to the author's authenticity but to 

the authority of myth.  

 Kore 

 A made place.  In other words, a "maid place." The Atlantis dream of course 

resonates with birth imagery and birth trauma.  Flood: uterine regression.  A "return to a 

meadow," then, a reversal of birth, or rebirthing.  The flood, absent from the poem, may rise 
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obliquely as "a disturbance of words within words."  A "wave of fear," a "field of grass 

rippled . . . " 

*

According to critic Sherman Paul, Duncan's America of love would "bring Kore out 

of the hell of war-ravaged civilization into the meadow."  A poetry of pure ascent.  Better to 

say Duncan's America of love would bring Kore into the hell of war-ravaged civilization, for 

the meadow participates equally in creation and destruction:  

 The image of the Virgin is also the Iron Maiden.  And where we would  

 take seriously as ours the mistake, and understand the creative   

 misunderstanding, the burning bodies and tortured lives of Jews and   

 heretics must be taken into the full configuration.  (Duncan, "Truth" 35) 

*

The dream appropriates catastrophe as rebirth, and the poem is restoration of the 

Kore as manifold: mother (First Beloved), maiden (Lady), and death (Queen Under The 

Hill).  Returning: an "eternal pasture" and eternal cycle of violence and rebirth, "[e]verlasting 

omen of what is."  

 To ask permission means that there is some obstruction or hindrance before the one 

who asks.  That obstruction in the Atlantis dream is the dreaming subject who stands in the 

Maiden's "place or in her way" (H.D. 90).  The speaker must move or remove himself from 

her "place or . . . way."  If it is the Kore who is asked permission, then it is Kore as law of 

the poem itself that must be persuaded to allow the speaker a return to the scene of the 

meadow.  Permission is the conceit of the speaker for language–the "field" of the poem 
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disturbed by the repressed vision of the Kore–to stand in substitution for the "poet-King" of 

the Atlantis dream.  The dreamwork brings to surface a "giant woman risi[ng] from the 

ground," refigured in the poem as "a disturbance of words within words."  The latent aspect 

of the Kore–"the restless dead, the impending past life, what had been cast away"–reappears 

as the latent aspects of language as both "scene" and obscene, the "wonder and terror" of 

not being there.  

 The poem is a simultaneous remembering of the Kore and dismembering of the 

speaker's ego that would, as "king," depose her.  And if she figures as "words," then to re-

member the Kore is also to allow the poem to stand "in the place of" the poet's ego.  The 

first avatar of the Kore ("First Beloved"), for example, appears only after "all architectures" 

(falsifications, fabrications) fall, as if the First Beloved were assembled out of the speaker's 

disassembled "likenesses" of her.  

*

Birth: first permission.  Permission: the rite to participate in creation itself.  Permission to 

return: the rite to participate in re-creation.  A meadow "mine" and "not mine."  Both dream 

and poem are transpersonal in that they reveal what is concealed in the primal scene.  As 

part of the speaker's identity, Kore is his fallen "architectures," which are in turn "likenesses" 

of the Kore as "First Beloved."  As "Lady," she is visible only through "flowers" that are 

"flames," recalling the lit torches at Eleusis.  As "Queen Under The Hill," she is invisible 

except in relation to her "hosts" of "words within words."  These archetypal configurations 

of the Kore correspond to the tripartite Atlantis dream in which the subject moves from 

birth (meadow) to social communion (round dance) to death (king).  
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Round Dance 

 I want to describe Poetry as it was before words, or signs . . . The act was  

 dancing, the product of the act was the dance, poetry.  

 –Robert Duncan, "Poetry Before Language," 61  

In the Atlantis dream, the meadow grass "points" the subject toward the children's round 

dance.  If each scene presents a substitutive image, then we can say that the "made-up" 

dance points back to the "made" meadow.  The subject's anxiety about the field rippling, "as 

if by the life of the grass itself," seems to then transfer onto the anxiety of the next scene, 

which is, in a sense, an inversion.  In the first scene, the subject arrives at a meadow that is 

already "made," and in the second scene, the subject arrives at a round dance that is already 

"made-up."  The anxiety here seems related in both scenes to the subject's belatedness.  That 

is, the agency of movement in both scenes precedes and excludes the subject's willed 

participation.      

 "Wonder and terror": In the Atlantis dream, to be chosen is to be chosen for life (the 

subject suddenly "appears" on the meadow) and chosen for death (the subject suddenly 

"appears" before "a circle of children" as an emptiness at the center of the ring, later 

substituted for a throne).  The appointment (IT/King) is wrong, ushering in deposings of 

king, kingdom, and cosmos.  Ascent initiates descent.  Or is it dissent: singled out as "a 

disturbance," a rending in the fabric of the field?  "Great doors break from their bars and 

hinges."  Banished from the circles of the common meadow and the communal dance.  

*
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Circle dances reward community and punish individuality.  The community is embodied in 

the dance which is, in turn, the embodiment of the song.  To be singled out is to be "caught 

in the wrong," caught outside the song, discovered by the meadow's covering song.  The 

notion of right and wrong is determined by the measure of the song figured in "a dance that 

keeps the time."  To be "caught," therefore, is also to be caught up in the fabric of the song 

and dance.  Finders keepers: possessed within the dance and song, "found out" is out of 

step, out of time, wrong.   

*

As catch can, it may possess, lay hold of (hand's apprehend, mind comprehend), ensnare, charm, 

and fascinate; catch: to be acted upon; a contagion, a disease; to be surprised or at ease, as in 

music: A round for three or more voices; make-up and make-believe; an artful plan to 

entrap. 

*

Duncan's dreamwork recognizes Ring o' Roses, but the scene actually confuses two songs: 

Ring o' Roses and London Bridge.  Not entering the dance, the subject is mistaken: Ring o' 

Roses ends not with a "singling out" but a collective falling.  Here is one version:  

 Ring-a-ring o' roses, 

 A pocket full of posies, 

 A-tishoo!  A-tishoo! 

 We all fall down.  (Opie 433)xlv 

And Duncan's dream round: 

 Ring a round of roses. 
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Pocket full of posies. 

The language of flowers:  "is it poses?  for I had proposed or I had posed as King, posed 

myself there.  Ashes, ashes.  All fall down!"  At this point in Duncan's dream, the subject 

"falls down" by descending into the underworld.    

 Ease rhymes with disease: Atlantis danced into destruction, or the Great Plague:   

 The invariable sneezing and falling down in modern English versions has  

 given would-be origin finders the opportunity to say that the rhyme dates  

 back to the days of the Great  Plague.  A rosy rash, they allege, was a  

 symptom of the plague, posies of herbs were carried as protection,   

 sneezing was a final fatal symptom, and ''all fall down'' was exactly what  

 happened. xlvi (Opie 433) 

The historical accuracy of linking the rhyme to disease is of no concern to Duncan's dream 

and poem. Finders keepers.  Singing makes it so.  

*

Catches: a charm, a guerdon, a cordial (cordis/cor/heart).  Kore, Kardia, cor, "so near to the 

heart."  As catches in the poem, they do not repel death but impel the meadow that gives 

birth not only to life (First Beloved) but also to death (Queen Under The Hill).  Taken as a 

dream's dark flowers, they are posies, poses "proposed . . . as King."  Given as a poem's 

bright cordial, they are "flames lit to the Lady." 

 In "Often I am Permitted to Return to a Meadow," poses propose permission, the 

original proposition that places the speaker in the meadow of the poem.   Posies, poses, 

propositions:  
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I do not believe in a Creation by Chance or by Predestined form but in a  

 Creation by a Creative Will that realizes Itself in Form evolving in the  

 play of primordial patterns.  And in my work I evolve the form of a poem  

 by an insistent attention to what happens in inattentions, a care for   

 inaccuracies; for I strive in the poem not to make some imitation of a  

 model experience but to go deeper and deeper into the experience of the  

 poem itself.  (Duncan, "Truth & Life" 34) 

In Duncan's poetry, there are leads in misleading, hearing in mishearing, so that like the 

Gnostic, mistrust becomes a force as generative as trust: "A mistake is a mutation altering 

the life of the spirit" (36). 

 "Posies" reappear as postures of fallen architectures, "likenesses of the First 

Beloved/whose flowers are flames lit to the Lady."  In other words, it is the speaker himself 

who counters these propositions ("likenesses of the First Beloved").  The poem's "posings" 

are not the crown of some poet-king but "flames lit to the Lady."   

*

"All fall down" rhymes with the destruction of Atlantis.  But for this business of 

singling out, we must turn to a second round dance, London Bridge: Two children stand 

face-to-face, fingers laced, their arms raised to form the cantilevers of a bridge.  The other 

children line up and pass over the bridge, walking under the raised cantilevers.  As they pass, 

the bridge sings:   

 London Bridge is falling down,  

 falling down, falling down, 
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London Bridge is falling down, 

 My Fair Lady.xlvii 

Passing under the bridge, they fall back in line to pass another time. When the song ends, the 

bridge-children lower their arms, catching the child who happens to be passing under.  To 

be caught is to be in the wrong, caught in the falling bridge, caught up in the falling song. 

The following description of London Bridge registers the song's ambivalence:   

 Few songs stir the imagination more deeply, evoking pictures both of a  

 mysterious bridge which must ceaselessly be rebuilt, and of children   

 singing lightheartedly as they play a game upon which there still rests an  

 element of fear.  (Opie 319)   

"Wonder and terror": The caught child is laughed at and singled out.  In the Atlantis dream, 

the subject's anxiety speaks to the transgressive nature of being singled out.  The anxiety may 

also reference the ambivalence built into the round dance, since being singled out is based 

on both aleatory and determined elements.  

 The "caught one" is a necessary remainder, a surplus.  The caught one is out of time 

and place, and so he is built into the next bridge: a ghost, an object, an outside who is 

paradoxically caught "inside" the bridge, thereby redefining the boundaries of community.  

As a remainder, he is used to recreate the bridge, raising his arms at the communal center of 

the dance.  The rhyme returns to the beginning, beginning once again the cycle of building 

and breaking.  

*
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Both in the dream and in the poem, the round dance is a "secret," a rite of passage 

into and out of a community.  A passage is a structural paradox.  Both fluid and stable, it is 

the weakest and strongest space in a building.  The passages of doorways, bridges, and halls 

are therefore charged with psychical ambivalence and imbued with symbolic significance.  

The disciples of Pythagoras, for example, speaking in the pure language of numbers, would 

pass through doorways in superstitious silence. In The Hymn to Demeter, the goddess is given 

the secret of her lost daughter's whereabouts at the round of a well.  So, too, the "secret" 

center of Duncan's meadow.   

 The singling-out of the round dance is a rite of passage into communal space.  As in 

Duncan's dream, the round dance is imbued with the paradox of passage: to be singled-out is 

to be both more (king) and less (IT) a subject.  In the round dance of London Bridge, the 

bridge is "built" in one stanza, only to "fall" in the next.  The bridge is built up with "Gravel, 

and Stone," but "Gravel, and stone/Will wash away"; the bridge is rebuilt with "Iron, and 

Steel," which "bend, and Bow"; the bridge is then built with "Silver, and Gold," which are 

"stolen away," and so on (Opie 318–319).  Finally, a watchman (subject) is substituted for 

these materials (objects).  "[T]he watchman himself has special powers," and to fortify the 

ambivalent spaces of such weak/strong passageways, there is a long history of watchful 

burials within walls, gates, and bridges (323).  In Duncan's dream, the watchful one (eye/I) 

becomes the strong-weak center of the field, dance, and underworld.  That is, the subject is a 

passage.   

*



159
 

In the Atlantis dream, a singling-out (London Bridge) is substituted for the round 

dance (Ring o' Roses), which leads to death and destruction.  In "Often I Am Permitted to 

Return to a Meadow," the poem "returns" just at this point of passage from field to 

community, the dream's secret "a children's game/of ring a round of roses told": 

 Often I am permitted to return to a meadow 

The refrain is crucial, linking a formal "return" in the poem to a kind of magical repossession 

of the meadow vision as "bound" within the speaker: "a given property of the mind/that 

certain bounds hold against chaos."  This "place of first permission" is given only in 

returning.  The constraint in refrain, then, is the recognition that this "place of first 

permission" is always a complex dialectic between the "made" and the "made-up," "mine" 

and "not mine."  It is a primary place (dream vision/meadow) marking a passage between 

the vision of a dream and the revision of a poem.  
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CONCLUSION 

 What makes society so difficult to bear is not the number of people involved, 

 or at least not primarily, but the fact that the world between them has lost its  

 power to gather them together, to relate and to separate them.  The   

 weirdness of this situation resembles a spiritualistic séance where a number  

 of people gathered around a table might suddenly, through some magic trick, 

 see the table vanish from their midst, so that two persons sitting opposite  

 each other were no longer separated but also would be entirely unrelated to  

 each other by anything tangible.    

 –Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition, 53 

 Critic David Weir has noted that while there is a vast body of Marxist criticism 

devoted to twentieth-century literature, "[o]ne looks in vain for 'anarchist criticism' at the 

same high level of theoretical analysis" (7).  As I have argued here, one reason for the lack of 

anarchist criticism–high or otherwise–has to do with anarchism itself.  Unlike Marxism, for 

example, anarchism resists the very unifying forces that lend themselves not only to coherent 

political discourse but coherent cultural discourse as well.  And so we have critics who 

dismiss out of hand a study of anarchist modernism on the grounds that the principles of 

anarchism are "safely dead" (Perloff 153).   

 But in "safely dead," one hears resistance.  And it is that very resistance at the core of 

anarchism that gives life to its perennial philosophy, as well as its perennial interest to artists 

and critics.   
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In this study I have traced some of the tendencies in recent anarchist criticism, 

departing from the more secular and anti-foundational readings of anarchist culture in order 

to address some of the ways in which the protean nature of both anarchism and myth lend 

themselves to a cultural politics that is at once creative and critical, coherent and multivalent.  

I have also suggested some ways in which anarchist criticism may address more sophisticated 

questions about culture and politics by emphasizing anarchism as a social theory.  As this 

study demonstrates, there is a wealth of similarities underlying the tactical models of power 

and authority in anarchism and myth.  Both anarchism and myth are invested in a vision of 

the social sphere that joins and separates us in an ever-evolving pattern of responsibilities 

and rights, desires and fears, mysteries and certainties, fictions and truths.   

 Arendt warns that the world has lost its power to gather us and separate us.  One 

measure of that lost power of gathering and separating us registers in a cultural politics 

marked by isolation and social fragmentation.  Against this table's weird drifting upward and 

away, the mytho-anarchist vision of Robert Duncan offers one way in which to regain the 

vanishing world between us. 
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NOTES 
i Avrich notes that prior to his visit to America, "Bakunin had read some American literature–including the 
works of James Fenimore Cooper, in German translation" (21).  Bakunin's visit to Boston also included dining 
with Henry Wadsworth Longfellow (21—22).  One wonders what would have happened if the father of 
modern anarchism had instead dined with Walt Whitman. 
 
ii Bakunin's lifelong involvement with various secretive societies speaks to this tendency toward defining 
freedom in exclusionary terms.  For Bakunin's associations with secret societies, see Avrich (32–52).  
 
iii For a biographical account of Kenneth Rexroth's involvement with various radical groups, see Linda 
Hamalian's A Life of Kenneth Rexroth (New York: W.W. Norton, 1992).  See also Kenneth Rexroth, An 
Autobiographical Novel (New York: Doubleday, 1966).   
 
iv For the role of individualist anarchist ideology in the formation of a modernist politico-aesthetic, see for 
example Levenson; Kadlec; see also Jean-Michel Rabaté's James Joyce and the Politics of Egoism (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2001) and Simon Casey's Naked Liberty and the World of Desire: Elements of Anarchism 
in the Work of D.H. Lawrence (New York: Routledge, 2003).   
 
v This revisionist trend begins to appear with the rise of the new left and gains momentum after the collapse of 
state socialism in the Soviet Union.  See for example Marshall; See also David DeLeon's The American as 
Anarchist: Reflections on Indigenous Radicalism (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins UP, 1978).  While a discussion of 
the historical revision of anarchist history is beyond the scope of this study, it is interesting to note a kind of 
teleological arc in the majority of historical accounts of anarchism prior to World War II.  In many of the 
historical narratives of anarchism in the United States, a further tendency has been to associate philosophical 
anarchism with an "indigenous" (i.e., colonial) individualist tradition based on an agrarian model of society and 
political anarchism with an immigrant communitarian tradition based on an industrial model of society.  In 
these historical narratives, the teleological arc of anarchism moves from thought to action, from the individual 
to the collective, and from wilderness to civilization.  See for example Avrich; see also George N. McLean's The 
Rise and Fall of Anarchy in America (New York: Haskell House Publications, 1972); Eunice Minette Schuster's 
Native American Anarchism: A Study of Left-Wing American Individualism (Port Townsend, WA: Loompanics 
Unlimited, 1983).  Yet another teleological arc may be identified in the countless epitaphs ascribed to 
anarchism from the period of the Haymarket Affair (1886—1887) to the Bolshevik Revolution (1917) to the 
execution of Sacco and Vanzetti (1927) to Franco's crushing of the anarchists in the Spanish Civil War (1939).  
Among other things, current historical revision may therefore be perceived as the eternal return of anarchism's 
core principle of individual freedom, repressed by any number of failed social experiments and political 
movements throughout history.   
 
vi For an insightful critique of this separation of aesthetic politics from the politics of the social sphere, see the 
anonymous review of Weir's Anarchy & Culture in Social Anarchism 26 (1998). 
 
vii For the relationship between anarchist propaganda by the deed and a modernist politico-aesthetic of 
violence, see for example Hamilton; see also Arthur F. Redding's Raids on Human Consciousness: Writing, 
Anarchism, and Violence (South Carolina UP, 1998).  There is surprisingly little scholarship on the connection 
between religious and political radicalism in twentieth-century American literature.  This may have to do with 
the fact that most historians have characterized both libertarian socialism and state socialism as stemming from 
the secular rationalism of Enlightenment philosophy.  A notable exception is Peter Kropotkin's article on 
anarchism for Encyclopedia Britannica (1910), which acknowledges both a proto-anarchism in the anti-
authoritarian tendencies of medieval Christian heretical sects and a twentieth century form of Christian 
anarchism.  For the influence of Antinomianism and deism on early American anarchism, see Schuster (7—40); 
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DeLeon (14—23); Marshall (74—85).  See also William O. Reichert's Partisans of Freedom: A Study in American 
Anarchism (Bowling Green, OH: Bowling Green U Popular Press, 1976).  For links between anarchism and pre- 
and non-Christian traditions, see also Marshall (53—73). 
 
viii These structural corollaries between tyranny and anarchy may explain why both are absent from classical 
political taxonomies.  Just as Plato did not consider tyranny a valid form of government, you will find no 
discussion of anarchism in the Republic.  Nor will you find any discussion of anarchism in Aristotle's Politics.
"He who by nature and not be mere accident is without a state," Aristotle writes, "is either a bad man or above 
humanity; he is like the 'Tribeless, lawless, hearthless one' whom Homer denounces" (3).      
 
ix For a biographical account of Robert Duncan's early life (1919–1950), including his associations with various 
anarchist and socialist groups, see Faas. 
 
x This critique of strategic models of revolutionary movements–a perennial sticking point between libertarian 
and authoritarian forms of socialism–echoes anarchist Pierre Proudhon's cautionary advice in a letter to Karl 
Marx (1846): 
 

let us not, for God's sake, think of tangling people up in doctrines in our turn!  Let us not  
 fall into the contradictions of your countryman Martin Luther who, after having overthrown  
 the catholic theology, immediately set about founding a protestant theology of his own amid  
 a great clamor of excommunications and anathemas. . . . Because we stand in the van of a  
 new movement let us not make ourselves the protagonists of a new intolerance, let us not  
 act like apostles of a new religion, even if it be a religion of logic, a religion of reason.   
 (qtd. in Buber 12—13) 
 
xi This is perhaps one of the most difficult questions regarding the cultural politics of modernism.  Although an 
exploration of the relationship between cultural authority and political authoritarianism in the twentieth century 
is beyond the scope of this work, it is worth pointing out the fact that the roots of this paradoxical relationship 
go back to romantic reaction to the Enlightenment.  Of course, anarchist philosophers, including William 
Godwin and Max Stirner, appropriated some of these romantic writings for political purposes.  It is important 
to note, however, the distinction between "total culture," as it were, and totalitarian politics in early romantic 
writings.  As Ernst Cassirer writes: 
 

In recent literature  we often meet with the view that romanticism was the first and the most 
 prolific source of the myth of the twentieth century.  According to many writers it has  
 produced the concept of the "totalitarian state," and has prepared all the later forms of an  
 aggressive imperialism.  But judging in this way we are likely to forget the principal and,  
 indeed, the decisive feature.  The "totalitarian" view of the romantic writers was, in its origin  
 and meaning, a cultural not a political view.  The universe they were longing for was a  
 universe of human culture.  They never meant to politicize but to "poeticize" the world.   
 (183—184) 
 
xii "Vanzetti's letters": See Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti, The Letters of Sacco and Vanzetti, eds. Marion 
Denman Frankfurter and Gardner Jackson (New York: Penguin Books, 1997). 
 
xiii A useful comparison may be made here to Foucault's distinction between "relationships of power as strategic 
games between liberties" and "the states of domination, which are what we ordinarily call power" (19); see 
Michel Foucault's The Final Foucault. Ed. James Bernauer and David Rasmussen (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
1987).  The recent trend in anarchist cultural criticism, as well as the reassessment of anarchist philosophy owes 
much to Foucault's studies of power relations.  See for example Newman.   
 
xiv See "On the Smashing of Forms," The Nation 192 (22 April 1961). 
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xv The atomistic model of culture and society informs the very principle of American democracy, which may in 
part explain not only why socialism had no little impact on nineteenth- and twentieth-century American 
politics, but also why various forms of individualist anarchism have survived in the United States while more 
communal forms have not: 
 

the American doctrine that each power is separate and related to the others by a series of  
 checks and balances is entirely mechanical.  Its whole phraseology and conception have been 
 taken from mechanics, from the metaphor of the machine which equals the sum of its parts, 
 and not at all from the biological metaphor of the organism which is more than the sum of 
 its parts.  Correspondingly, too, the American conception of democratic society, insofar as it  
 continued to emphasize the individual . . . tended to remain atomistic, and therefore more  
 mechanistic than organismic.  (Egbert 26) 
 
xvi For a discussion of atomistic and organic models of society and culture from the Enlightenment to the 
twentieth century, see Raymond Williams' Culture & Society: 1780–1950 (New York: Columbia UP, 1983). 
 
xvii Among other things, Read's critique of "freedom from some kind of control" may be read as prophetic 
insight into some of the ethical problems significant in contemporary discussions of economic globalization.  
For an overview of the relationships between libertarianism and capitalism, see Marshall (559—586). 
 
xviii For an historical account of the Haymarket Affair, see Paul Avrich's The Haymarket Tragedy (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton UP, 1984).   
 
xix As US anti-immigration legislation of the period also attests, the anarchist was stereotyped not only as a 
terrorist but a foreigner (cf. Immigration Law of 1903, Espionage Act of 1917).   
 
xx Proteus: from protos, "first."  The root reveals a host of contrary prepositions and propositions connoting 
spatial and temporal relationships, including "forward," "through," "in front of," and "before."  Like the 
ambivalent figure of Proteus, the root suggests both origin and derivation, privation and dispersal, creation and 
destruction.  Interestingly, many of the paradoxes of Proteus also appear in the Greek nomos, or law, "which 
means to distribute, to possess (what has been distributed), and to dwell" (Arendt, Human 63).  In "The Matter 
of the Bees," Duncan recalls a further paradox in Ovid's story of Aristaeus, who is "instructed by Proteus, the 
Old Man of the Sea, to bury the carcass of a cow in the earth–'the buried carcass will give the thing you seek of 
me.'  Swarms of bees hive out of the putrid beeve: one life butchered gives birth to a thousand–'mille animas una 
recata dedit' (Selected Prose 56).   
 
xxi The eponymous title of a collection of essays on poetics, edited by Charles Watts and Edward Byrne: The 
Recovery of the Public World: Essays on Poetics in Honour of Robin Blaser (Burnaby, BC: Talonbooks, 1999).   
 
xxii One such literary circle, gathered around Dora Marsden's The Egoist (homage à Stirner), included Ezra 
Pound.  For discussions of the link between Stirner's egoism and the Marsden circle, see Levenson (62—79); 
Kadlec (54—89); and Antliff (74—79).   
 
xxiii For a similar reading of the politics of anarchist culture, see Goldman (241–271).  
 
xxiv Kropotkin died before completing Ethics, which was to be the continuation of the ethical principles worked 
out in Mutual Aid.
xxv In his introduction to an expanded version of the essay, Duncan includes "Socialist and Anarchist 
associations" among the early influences that encouraged his belief in "a community of thoughtful men and 
women concerned with the good of that totality to whom I was responsible" ("Homosexual" 38–39). 
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xxvi While Kropotkin draws heavily upon comparisons between physiological structure and anarchist social 
structure, there is no systematic application of recent discoveries in psychology.  One notable exception, from 
his pamphlet "Anarchism: Its Philosophy and Ideal," hints at the fact that Kropotkin may have been familiar 
with the psychoanalytical theories of Freud: 
 

Quite recently the psychologist spoke of man as an entire being, one and   
 indivisible. Remaining faithful to religious tradition, he used to class men as good and bad,  
 intelligent and stupid, egotists and altruists.  Even with materialists of the eighteenth century, 
 the idea of  soul, of an indivisible entity, was still upheld. . . .    
 The modern psychologist sees in man a multitude of separate faculties,   
 autonomous tendencies, equal among themselves, performing their functions independently, 
 balancing, opposing one another continually.  (119)  
 
xxvii For a study of illness and disease in Duncan's poetry, see Peter O'Leary's Gnostic Contagion: Robert Duncan and 
the Poetry of Illness (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan UP, 2002) 
 
xxviii Duncan draws the title of his essay from Heraclitus, Fragment 51: "They do not apprehend how being at 
variance it agrees with itself; there is a back-stretched connection, as in the bow and the lyre" (41).  See 
Reginald E. Allen, ed.  Greek Philosophy: Thales to Aristotle (New York: Macmillan, 1985).   
 
xxix The essay was delivered at a conference on "Language and World Order" at Central Washington College in 
April 1968.  Among other things, the escalation of the war in Vietnam was on Duncan's mind.   
 
xxx See Books VIII and IX of the Republic. 
 
xxxi For ancient African myths that parallel the flood myth, see Leo Frobenius and Douglas C. Fox, eds. African 
Genesis: Folk Tales and Myths of Africa (Mineola, NY: Dover, 1999). 
xxxii See Faas (15–30).   
 
xxxiii See for example Weston LaBarre's The Ghost Dance: Origins of Religion (Prospect Heights, IL: Waveland 
Press, 1990).   
 
xxxiv For the myth of Inanna's descent into the underworld, see Diane Wolkstein and Samuel Noah Kramer, 
eds.  Inanna: Queen of Heaven and Earth, Her Stories and Hymns from Sumer. (New York: Harper & Row, 1983.  
Lament is crucial to both Duncan's Atlantis dream and the Sumerian Descent of Inanna. In Duncan's dream, 
however, there is not grief but fear for having supplanted the Kore.  The subject-as-King in the Atlantis dream  
is analogous to the role of kingship in the figure of Dumuzi, Inanna's consort/brother.  In the Sumerian myth, 
Inanna is allowed to ascend from the underworld on the condition that "[s]he . . .  provide someone in her 
place" (Wolkstein and Kramer 68).  Inanna is accompanied out of the underworld by galla (underworld 
demons), who will ensure that a substitute is found.  Although Inanna convinces the galla to spare the lives of 
several people who would serve as her replacement, she finally agrees to allow the galla to seize Dumuzi: 
 

In Uruk, by the big apple tree, 
 Dumuzi, the husband of Inanna, was dressed in his shining me-garments. 
 He sat on his magnificent throne; (he did not move). 
 

The galla seized him by his thighs. 
 They poured milk out of his seven churns. 
 They broke the reed pipe which the shepherd was playing. 
 

Inanna fastened on Dumuzi the eye of death. 
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She spoke against him the word of wrath. 
 She uttered against him the cry of guilt: 
 "Take him!  Take Dumuzi away!" (71) 
 
Why does Inanna choose her own husband as her replacement in the underworld?  Wolkstein and Kramer's 
paraphrase provides some insight: 
 

Dumuzi: I ruled the kingdom, kept order while she adventured into chaos.  Now she wants  
 to reclaim her authority on earth.  Her unsettling journey and demons bring turmoil into the  
 kingdom.  They are her concern, not mine.  I must continue to carry out my all-consuming  
 task of governing the people and state of Sumer. 
 

Inanna: I placed him on the throne, gave him his position.  I loved him and he left me to  
 attend to affairs of the state.  While I went to deal with matters affecting my deepest soul,  
 he used my powers to make himself more important.  Once I was his whole world; now  
 he refuses to descend from his throne to help me.  (162) 
 
These same tensions between political and spiritual descent/ascent are latent in Duncan's Atlantis dream.  As 
Wolkstein and Kramer note, "After the marriage of Inanna and Dumuzi, there is a reversal of roles.  The 
immortal Queen of Heaven descends into the earth and dies; while the mortal Dumuzi ascends his throne, 
striving, much like a sky deity, for greater power and glory.  This reversal is then turned about when Inanna 
condemns Dumuzi to enter the underworld. (166).  In Duncan's dream, the children of the round dance serve 
as judge (Inanna) and jury (galla), singling out the subject as King of the Underworld. "[T]he husband of 
Inanna is the perfect substitute," write Wolkstein and Kramer, "for he is also the King of Sumer" (162).       
 
xxxv De– "female deity" and -meter– "a measure for grainfields."  For a list of ancient literary sources dealing 
with the myth of Demeter and Persephone, as well as a study of archaeological evidence at Eleusis, see 
Kerényi.  
 
xxxvi The poet Leslie Scalapino notes that "the poet in his 'Atlantean dream' is standing in Kore's place, as the 
persona or eye" (19).  This link between occluded or suppressed knowledge and subsequent disaster reappears 
in Duncan's poem "Atlantis," where the heart asks for "the theme of revival," but "[t]he past and future are / 
full of disasters, splendors / shaken to earth" (Opening 75).  The speaker cites Darwin's comment that geology 
"loses glory from the extreme imperfection of the record" (75).  This sense of lost "glory" reappears in the HD 
Book.  With the risk of creating an intentional fallacy here, it is worth noting that fact of Duncan's own 
"imperfect" genealogical record in relation to the loss of various mother figures: the biological mother in 
childbirth, the adopted mother in Duncan's "birth" as a poet, and the spiritual mother in the death of H.D.  
There are also the perfections and imperfections of naming: In 1942, the poet changed his name from Symmes 
(adopted name) back to Duncan (his biological name).   
 
xxxvii See for example "The Dance," "Nor Is the Past Pure," "At Christmas," both versions of "Yes, As a Look 
Springs to Its Face," "A Poem Beginning With A Line By Pindar," "Atlantis," "Under Ground," and sections of 
Structure of Rime. 
 
xxxviii If, according to Davidson's argument, the poem "enacts natural and cosmic orders," then it is not only 
constructed (imitating) but also "natural and cosmic." 
 
xxxix See for example his critique of what he calls the cult of homosexual elitism in "The Homosexual in 
Society."  For the relationship between Duncan's poetry and homosexuality, see Faas; see also Thom Gunn's 
"Homosexuality in Robert Duncan's Poetry" in The Occasions of Poetry: Essays in Criticism and Autobiography (San 
Francisco: North Point Press, 1985).   
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xl Etymological substrata turn up notions of "concealment" and "possession" in the roots of "upward," "hill," 
and "horizon."  Old English healdan: "to hold, retain."  A horizon is a boundary (horos).  Emerson's  "The health 
of the eye demands a horizon": The health of the I demands a boundary. 
 
xli The cover of the Grove Press reprint of The Opening of the Field portrays a kind of hortus conclusus, the field 
taking up more than two-thirds of the photograph.  The high horizon line seems to fold the field back on the 
viewer as it mounts the sky.  Duncan wanted his partner Jess to decorate the cover of the book.  Grove didn't 
care for Jess's proposal and the collage was withdrawn.  As a compromise of sorts, Jess's artwork was allowed 
to appear on the title page.  Jess's mixed-media rendition portrays the field as more linear and flat than the 
cover photograph.  But the letter-festooned tree and sky, as well as the photograph of children dancing in a 
circle, lend a sense of playfulness in the "made-up" quality of the collage, which of course is central to 
Duncan's vision of the field. 
 
xlii In a letter to Duncan, Helen Adam refers to the poem's Blakean quality of "radiant strangeness" (Prevallet 
155).  She may have in mind something like Dante's "anti-image," which John Ciardi glosses in an introduction 
to his translation of Paradiso:

One of the most memorable [anti-images] occurs in the first heaven (III, 15), where  
 spirits appear within the Moon and are described as "a pearl upon a milk white brow."   
 The comparison is obviously self-defeating as far as its function to convey information is  
 concerned: we are told simply that the poet saw white upon white.  The point is of course  
 the difference, which we are unable to see, yet within which all of the reality of the   
 Paradiso is contained.  The juxtaposition of the pearl and the brow, in their attempt to  
 leave the confines of the text, defying us, as it were, to find more than a shadow of   
 reference to the real world (xii–xiii). 
 
xliii For a study of the power dynamics linking guest and host in Duncan's poem, see Donald Gutierrez's "The 
Beautiful Place in the Mind: Robert Duncan's 'Often I Am Permitted to Return to a Meadow'" in American 
Poetry 6.1 (1988): 25–30. 
 
xliv Heresy: from hairein, 'to take.' 
 
xlv For variations on the rhyme, see Opie (433–435). 
 
xlvi "It would be more delightful," the editors add, "to recall the old belief that gifted children had the power to 
laugh roses" (433). 
 
xlvii For other versions of the rhyme, see Opie (318–325). 
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