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differences from another thing. Right here is the trouble, that each thing is not so
much like or different from another thing . . . . but that such an analysis
[comparison and classification] only accomplishes a description, does not come to
terms with what really matters: that a thing, any thing, impinges on us by a more
important fact, its self-existence, without reference to any other thing . . . . This is
what we are confronted by, not the thing’s ‘class,” any hierarchy, of quality or
quantity, but the thing itself, and its relevance to ourselves who are the experience
ofit. ..

(Human Universe 6)

In Olson’s view, the monocultural dominant of the Platonic-Aristotelian tradition
has prevented humans from directly experiencing and engaging the world. We must
restore speech to its rightful place within the language dichotomy if we are to begin to
undo the effect Hellenistic logocentrism has had on our perception and language. Indeed,
for Olson’s projective philosophy (objectism), description, and definition are not valid
because they ultimately neglect the self-existence of the thing in question In other words,
because of Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, Olson feels “we do not find ways to hew to
experience as it is, in our definition and expression of it,” or “find ways to stay in the
human universe, and not be led to partition reality at any point, in any way” (Human
Universe 5). Indeed, we have allowed comparison, description, and classification to
dominate our perception through their influence on Western thought, but for Olson it is
also a

.. .question of re-establishing a concept of knowledge as culture rather than what’s

wrong with the schools, I mean that already anyone who wants to begin to get

straight has to, to start, a straight man has to un-educate himself first, in order to

begin to pick up, to take up, you get back, in order to get on.

(Human Universe 17)

Ultimately, analytical categories like description, comparison, and simile filter and distort
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sensory experience, rendering them incapable of grasping the process and self-formation of
the things in question.

Perhaps the most obvious example of logic and classification that Olson repeatedly
returned to was Aristotle’s influence on grammar, and particularly how this grammar
affects poetry. The very notion of having a logically structured language system that
emphasizes the form of how we say something over what we are saying indicates, from a
projective stance, that imposing grammatical form upon the content of our ideas directly
contributes to a loss of energy. Grammatical structures directly result in language that is
“the act of thought about the instant” (Selected Writings 54), and as such they slow down
the initial kinetic inspiration that often characterizes Olson’s language.

An example of Olson’s rebellion against Aristotelian grammatical form can be seen
in his refusal to adhere to the dominance that syntax exerts in logically structured
language. The sentence is commonly understood to be formed by both noun and predicate
and it must express a complete thought. For Olson, however, the sentence is “a transfer of
force, from object to object by verb” so that the “very act of the sentence is the dynamic
which matters” (The Special View of History 45). Aristotelian hierarchy and classification
divided reality into subject and object and substance and quality which from Olson’s
projective view, prevents the expression of our immediate actions (Whitehead 68; von
Hallberg, “Olson, Whitehead, and the Objectivists” 93). Therefore, Olson concludes that
in order to bring about the dynamic of Fenellosa’s concept of the sentence as an energy

transfer “one has to go back to the original noun-verb terms [the pre-Aristotelian notion
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of noun and verb where the verb is more active and less cognitive]” (7he Special View of
History 45). This is why Olson offered a projective verse to counteract the division of
subject and predicate, and substance and quality, that he found in non-projective syntax.

As he did in his critique of Plato, Olson based much of his argument against
Aristotle on the Romantic idea of a golden era that existed before Socrates, Plato, and
Aristotle, an era that was characterized by a discourse that was “oral,” “whole,” and
eventually “lost” (Kuberski 187). This is yet another example of Olson’s idealistic critique
of Greek philosophy. Some years after writing his critique of Western metaphysics in
“Human Universe,” however, Olson became further convinced from reading Eric
Havelock’s Preface to Plato (1963) that after the advent of Socrates and Plato,
particularly with Aristotelian notions of grammar, Greek language became more structured
around nouns and verbs of cognition as opposed to verbs of action (Olson, Collected
Prose 355-8; Havelock 197-201).

Indeed, in “The Kingfishers” Olson plays with the reader’s expectations of what
poetic language is “supposed” to do. Olson relies heavily on digressions, allusions to other

languages, and the dislocation of word order, all of which undermine the norms of

syntactical rules (Butterick, “Postmodern” 19-21).

What does not change / is the will to change

He woke, fully clothed, in his bed. He
remembered only one thing, the birds, how

when he came in, he had gone around the rooms
and got them back in their cage, the green one first,
she with the bad leg, and then the blue,
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the one they had hoped was male

I thought of the E on the stone, and of what Mao said
la lumiere”
but the kingfisher
de "aurore”
but the kingfisher flew west
est devant nous!

I am no Greek, hath not th’advantage
And of course, no Roman:

he can take no risk that matters,

the risk of beauty least of all

It is only because I have interested myself

in what was slaininthesun . . . .
(Collected Poems 86-7, 92-3).

Immediately in “The Kingfishers” we are aware of Olson’s position that language
must be freed from syntax, and there is a certain irony in the way Olson plays with our
expectations of syntactical principles. The message of the poem is also an important
example of what Creeley has referred to as the clearest indication of Olson’s “need to
break with the too simple westernisms of a ‘greek culture’ (Creeley, 4 Quick Graph 159)
that is now dead: “I pose you your question: / shall you uncover honey / where maggots
are? / T hunt among stones” (Olson, Collected Poems 93). The ideas expressed in the last
section of “The Kingfishers” mirror Olson’s 1963 comments on Havelock’s Preface to
Plato: “[t]here is a discourse. There is a grammar. There is a sentence you do have. It
happens also to be a motive of things that you are not” (Collected Prose 358). There is
nothing for Olson to discover in post-Socratic Greek philosophy anymore (“shall you

uncover honey / where maggots are?), and so Olson searches in cultures that he believes
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are the antecedent of Greek culture, like the Mayans and Sumerians, for his answers (“I
hunt among stones”).

Although Olson can be blamed for being an idealist when he says things like “the
literal is an invention of language and . . . . Truth lies solely in what you do with it. And
that means you” (Causal Mythology 36), he does, however, place the blame of idealism’s
presence in our language and thought squarely upon Socrates, Plato and Aristotle.
“[T]ruth is only a true thought,” he says, “[b]y which statement I believe I also make
evident why truth is not what [it was when it] unfortunately got stuck . . . in our craws
since Socrates, Plato, and the one, of all, Hairystottle. It ain’t at all absolute. It is
fortunately dynamic . . .” (The Special View of History 40). So it is that Olson’s poetry
and prose leave meanings open to interpretation while compounding the kinetics of the
ideas expressed in the language with ellipses, commas, and a heavy use of prepositions: it
is part of his argument against post-Socratic metaphysics. What follows is that since the
projective world is not a logically structured entity, and therefore not analogous to
syntactical order, a poetry that reflects a kinetic fluctuating world must also be post-logical

and continually in process.

3.5 The (In)Significance of Logos: Olson and Heidegger

As mentioned, Olson’s argument against the Greek devaluation of the irrational
and subsequent cultivation of reason and logic shares similarities with the philosophy of

Martin Heidegger as part of the “expression of the universal postmodern quest for an
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alternative decentered modality of knowledge to the privileged logocentric “humanistic”
orientation of the Western tradition” (Spanos 39-40). Like Olson’s objectism and
projective verse, Heidegger’s phenomemology is a philosophy that seeks to “reinstate the
primacy of the organism in the act of perceiving”(Christensen 45). Both Olson and
Heidegger see that achieving a return to direct perception requires a reevaluation of post-
Socratic epistemology, which is preventing immediate perception by enclosing “language
within an absolute uniform system” (Spanos 41).

Both Heidegger and Olson see inherent problems in Greek philosophy, and both
see these problems as impinging on our ideas of thought generally, and language
particularly. Olson’s poetry is rooted in the idea that the poem is constructed from objects
taken as they are found in nature and then captured by the poet’s adherence to an ego-less
language. Heidegger would agree with this dictum because he thinks that we impose our
own constructions upon language far more than is necessary, and this is reminiscent of
Olson’s refusal to allow form to dictate content, which was discussed in more detail in
Chapters One and Two (see also Spanos 43). In “Projective Verse,” Olson described his
philosophy of objectism as “the getting rid of the lyrical interference of the individual as
ego” because the individual is merely an object among other objects of nature; there is no
special hierarchy needed for the concept of the individual (Selected Writings 24).
Heidegger also relates this idea to his concept of language in works like 7he Way to
Language (1971).

Just as Olson’s poetry and his “Projective Verse,” Human Universe, and The
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Special View of History critique the poetic a priori and Greek abstract philosophy,
Heidegger’s Poetry, Language, and Thought (1971), The Way to Language (1971), and
An Introduction to Metaphysics (1959) critique the foundations of humanism and the
philosophy of language. Showing Olson’s affinity with aspects of Martin Heidegger’s
philosophy only demonstrates the broad range and perceptive scope of Olson’s projective
project, and this is undoubtedly why there have been numerous Heideggerean studies on
Olson. The most notable work in this area of Olson scholarship has been William Spanos’
“Charles Olson and Negative Capability: A Phenomenological Interpretation,” Paul Bove’s
Destructive Poetics: Heidegger and Modern American Poetry, and, most recently, Judith
Halden Sullivan’s The Topology of Being: The Poetics of Charles Olson.

Both Spanos’ “Charles Olson and Negative Capability: A Phenomenological
Interpretation” and Bove’s Destructive Poetics: Heidegger and Modern American Poetry
attempt to portray Olson as willingly partaking in the “destruction of the Western
tradition” and have subsequently been referred to as being “destructive” critics (Halden-
Sullivan 28). However, Olson can not be regarded as a wholly “destructive” critic of the
Western tradition because he too often lapses into Platonic language and idealistic
solutions to Platonic philosophy. It is therefore more effective to see Olson as a figure
who actually breaks with the Western tradition, although his vigorous language in his
various critiques of post-Socratic philosophy indicates he himself would probably prefer to
be classified as a “destructive” figure. However, one cannot naively accept Olson’s own

word because of the complications inherent in his own argument.
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Although both Spanos and Bove’s work on Olson shares a similar orientation in
their analysis, Bove can be faulted for being too rash and overzealous in his argument as
Halden-Sullivan correctly suggests (95-7). Bove’s motives seem to be more in tune with
deifying Olson as a rebellious figure who was only interested in destroying an intellectual
tradition, rather than portraying Olson as someone who attempted to right the wrongs of
the tradition (Bove 271).
Although Spanos is more thorough and true to both Olson and Heidegger than

Bove, he has been falsely criticized for not relying upon Heidegger’s notion of “Being” in
Being and Time (Halden-Sullivan 95). However, if Spanos were to have relied as heavily
upon Heidegger’s mystical and often unsubstantiated notions of “Being,” as Halden-
Sullivan does, then his work would also succumb to an over-usage of Heideggerean
terminology that jarringly interrupts Halden-Sullivan’s prose. Indeed, Halden-Sullivan’s
non-critical approach to Heidegger’s language and philosophy results in obscuring the later
Heidegger’s connection to Olson: her argument too often offers only mysteries and
uncertainties where there should be clarity and focus (see Halden-Sullivan’s analysis of
Heidegger’s “world” the “Open” and “Aletheia,” 92-129). Furthermore, Halden-Sullivan
should have realized that one cannot read the early Heidegger’s Being and Time as an
extended preface to his later work on language and poetry because Heidegger’s later work
is often an intentional movement away from Being and Time. Regardless of their critical
approach, however, Spanos and Sullivan (the best work on the Olson-Heidegger affinity)

agree on a similar focal point for their criticism: the dissemination of the Greek concept of
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logos and the consequences it holds for the way we understand and use language.

In his book An Introduction to Metaphysics, Heidegger writes, “let us . . . attempt
to regain the unimpaired strength of language and words; for words and language are not
wrappings in which things are packed for the commerce of those who write and speak. It
is in words and language that things first come into being and are” (13). Heidegger, like
Olson, thinks that language is supposed to be more than a medium for communication or
rhetoric; both want to make it clear that this is not what is happening in our Western
application of language. Just as Olson sees a shift in thought occurring with the
appearance of Socrates, so too does Heidegger. Heidegger makes a distinction between
the early Greek, pre-Socratic’s use of language, which had more immediacy between the
speaker, the spoken, and the action; and our language, which has lost this sense of
immediacy and become more passive and distant from the speaker (Introduction to
Metaphysics 13-14). For Olson and Heidegger, the early Greek’s language was simply
more effective in conveying the existential immediacy of lived experience. Whereas it is
impossible for modern language to communicate this immediacy because of its inherent
logocentric bias and reliance upon previously established hierarchical structures of
symbology, grammar, poetry, and thought (Olson Selected Writings 53-6; Heidegger
Introduction to Metaphysics 13).

Olson and Heidegger see the problem as coming directly from our Western
metaphysical tradition. Both Olson and Heidegger are trying to make the point that

language is less a solid foundation for logical communication and metaphysics than it is a
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mystery; language is less a user-friendly, logically structured meaning system than it is an
entity unto itself. For instance, language, particularly poetic language, is often wrought
with logical inconsistencies, and it is a projective open verse that best embodies this other
realm of language: “poetry as being written today, especially by or in our language, yields
a future that is unknown, is so different from assumptions that poetry has had, in our
language . . .” (Poetry and Truth 12). Indeed, the arbitrary foundations of language are
unsolid, in flux, and more chaotic than we often realize because “. . . we are moving within
language, which means moving on shifting ground” (Heidegger, What is Called Thinking?
43).

Olson is also trying to mark where, when, and why language is not as projective as
he thinks it is supposed to be. Olson blames the beginning of Socratic thought as the
foundation behind a language built on Jogos, and then tries to turn two thousand years of
Western culture on its head by criticizing elements of Greek metaphysics that we now take
for granted as our own. But what exactly is the distinction between the pre-Socratic use
of language and that of the post-Socratic in Olson’s or even Heidegger’s thought?

The defining point in this distinction rests upon notions that developed around the
Greek term logos. Both Olson and Heidegger prefer a Heraclitean world of flux to
Socratic idealism and stasis, which helps their attempt to establish the difference between
pre-Socratic and post-Socratic Jogos. When Heidegger says that there is another part of
language then just logos he is trying to show, as Olson did in “Human Universe,” that

there is something other to language than reason and order (Introduction to Metaphysics
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123-7). Language, by its very nature, is not entirely logocentric; language is also
“overpowering and uncanny,” and “uncontrollable and wholly other”; language is dark and
mysterious and always just barely out of logos’ complete control (Bruns, Heidegger 120).
Language then is not just logos but is also physis, an ancient Greek term for the
mysterious and unknown. Heidegger’s notion of physis is like Olson’s projective speech
act and it is integral to his conception of language that has been lost since post-Socratic
Greece. Both Olson and Heidegger are trying to make the modern thinker aware of this
forgotten aspect of language. It may help here to think of philosophical (metaphysical)
discourse as the height of a closed (non-projective) language governed by logos, and
poetry as physis, or language that is open to human experience; physis exposes language
to “the uncanny, estranging it from” the “comfortable fixities” of Greek philosophy (Bruns,
Heidegger 118).

With this Heideggerean background, Olson’s view that Socrates, Plato, and
Aristotle forced language to become /ogos so they could overpower the strange
waywardness of poetry and speech acquires more philosophical detail than he offers in his
critique. It is logic and reason that constrained poetry’s imaginative or illogical nature.
But Olson’s postmodern poetry remains beyond the complete domination of reason and
logic -- and therefore of logocentrism -- because it naturally withdraws from this sort of
analysis. Poetry is somehow other to language as Jogos because poetry is physis, and this
is particularly evident in Olson’s projective poetry. Simply put, poetry, and I would argue

particularly a projective, postmodern poetry, shows that language is not just /ogos and
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therefore cannot be wholly reducible to it. However, the paradox is that just as there
could not be projective verse without first having a non-projective verse to rebel against,
language as Jogos could not exist if there were not first language as physis, which was then
“tamed” and constrained into a sensical formula for communication by the post-Socratic
notion of /ogos.

Both Charles Olson and Martin Heidegger also argue that there are fewer divisions
in reality than Greek epistemology has led us to believe. By constraining language with
rigid grammatical rules, Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle constructed an impossible obstacle
to understanding the nature of language as something more than just Jogos or rational
communication (ratio). In his poetry, prose, and conversations, Olson is advocating a
conscious refusal of Greek metaphysical discourse that forsakes “the fullness of experience
for the sake of logical tidiness” in favor of a “universe of experience” that adheres to the
flow of events through projective verse (Olson Selected Writings 54-5;, Merrill 38).

Olson’s projective stance toward reality also encompasses a unique notion of
illiteracy in its denial of Hellenism. Just as Olson separated the discursive universe from
the human universe, and the projective poem from the non-projective, he transposed our
notions of literacy and illiteracy: to be literate is to be too well-versed and therefore
dependent on Hellenism, and to be illiterate is to be projective and free from post-Socratic
metaphysics.

In a 1959 letter to Elaine Feinstein, Olson divulges the “non-literary sense” of his

projectivism as an example of “the value of the vernacular over grammar,” or the
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colloquial speech act over logos (Selected Writings 27). Indeed, his refusal to allow form
to dominate content is “non-literary” because it is based on the natural advantages of
speech rhythms (27). It is because of his emphasis on “illiteracy” and his distrust of a
Greek culture that spawned Western civilization that Olson turns to cultures he perceives
as anterior to our own. However, Olson does not see these cultures as uncivilized in the
savage, barbarous context that the Ancient Greeks did. Rather, he sees vibrancy and
freedom in the “grammars” of North American Indians, like the Hopi of the Southwestern
United States, and the Yani of Northern California, because they provide him with the
inspiration to embrace language systems and cultures that do not have the same
metaphysical foundations or syntactical “hangups” as Western civilization (Selected
Writings 28). Olson’s investigations into non-Western culture demonstrated to him that
language based on Greek philosophy and grammatical systems slows and impedes
language as speech.

In an interview collected in Muthologos, Olson admits that, in his mind, it is “better
to be, really, illiterate” because it is only possible for the illiterate to truly hear the
projective speech act, and without this kind of attention to language, poetry and thought
will remain closed (1:54). Reorienting the mind to a projective stance involves new ways
of paying attention to language and not paying attention to the pre-established forms that
language arrives in. Therefore, a literacy that depends upon Greek metaphysics for its
structures of meaning impedes the more natural, free-flowing “illiteracy” of projectivism.

To reorient oneself to projectivism necessitates a reorientation of one’s own understanding
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of perception, which includes the act of hearing:

.. . it’s very crucial today . . . to be sure that you stay illiterate simply because
literacy is wholly dangerous, so dangerous that I’'m involved, every time I read
poetry, in the fact that I’m reading to people who are literate — and they are not
hearing. They may be listening with all their minds, but they don’t hear.

(Muthologos 1:54)
The people who are listening to and yet not hearing Olson remain in the non-projective
discursive universe because they are too literate in the same way that T.S. Eliot is too
“scholastic” in “Projective Verse”:
Eliot is not projective. . . his root is the mind alone, and a scholastic mind at that. .
. in his listening he has stayed there where the ear and mind are, has only gone from

his fine ear outward rather than, as I say a projective poet will, down through the
workings of his own throat . . . .

(Selected Writings 26)

Similarly, Martin Heidegger refers to the difference between people who merely listen,
those who are “present yet absent,” and those who can truly hear (Introduction to
Metaphysics 130). It is only the poets and thinkers who have questioned Greek
metaphysics that are able to hear the essence of language. The essence of language shows
itself as our speech and it is projective:

Those who are more daring by a breath dare the venture with language. They are

the sayers who more sayingly say. For this one breath which they are more daring

is not just a saying of any sort; rather, this one breath is another breath a saying

other than the rest of human saying.
(Heidegger, Poetry, Language, Thought 140)

The audience that Olson is addressing in Muthologos has not questioned the

foundations of literacy enough to hear what Olson is saying. They are the ones who are
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“present yet absent” because they are physically present at the lecture but they are deaf to
the ideas inherent in projective verse. In 7he Way to Language, Heidegger makes a
distinction between speaking and saying that illuminates Olson’s point. Here, he says that
speaking is merely the creation of sounds whereas saying is something quite different:
“One can speak, speak endlessly, and it may all say nothing. As opposed to that, one can
be silent, not speak at all, and in not speaking say a great deal” (408). All that idle “talk”
ever does is foster an illusion of false understanding by obscuring or holding back critical
inquiry (Steiner 95). In a similar way, both Heidegger and Olson think Greek philosophy
has given us a false sense of understanding the world and ourselves while simultaneously
obscuring its own fallacies. Olson wants to shed light on this overlooked discrepancy in
his poetry and prose because being literate implies being literate of the Greek tradition that
has covered over its mistakes, particularly the dominance of Jogos over speech.

In Muthologos (1978), Olson explains how intent he is on disrupting the literacy of
Hellenism. Unfortunately, not everyone is ready for this conceptual adjustment, but they
must be shocked into it:

.. . recently I read at Brandeis and I got so damn offended I backed up against the

wall and said, “You people are so literate I don’t want to read to you any more,”

and stopped. And the moment I said it of course the shock was so great that I

could read from that point on as long as I chose. Everybody needs to be bumped

like mad on this point.
(Muthologos 1:54)

What Olson is saying to his audience, however, is “a saying other than the rest of human

saying” (Heidegger Poetry, Language, Thought 140) because the saying questions the
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“whole shaky edifice”(Christensen 25) of the Greek tradition. The significance of what
Olson is saying becomes clearer when we see the connotations that speaking has for
Heidegger. “Speaking” in the Heideggerean sense is equivalent to Olson’s “shout” in
“Projective Verse.” The sense of saying in both Olson (“shout”) and Heidegger is the
same as the German “sagan,” which means “to point out, to show, to let something
appear, to let it be seen or heard” (The Way to Language 409). In his poetry, prose, and
interviews Olson is trying to point the way to projectivism while directing us away from

what he sees as the fallacies of post-Socratic notions of poetry and philosophy.

3.6 “La Torre”: The “Tower” of Greek Metaphysics

“La Torre” is one of the first poetic examples of Charles Olson’s critique of the
Western tradition, and it took seven years and numerous revisions from the time the poem
was first drafted in 1946 to the time it was published in 1953 for Olson to be satisfied with
it (Foster 44). It is also a poem that is often overlooked in Olson studies, with many
scholars choosing to rely most heavily upon “The Kingfishers” as the definitive poem in
the Olson oeuvre. This is perhaps because “The Kingfishers” was the one of the first
Olson poems to be accepted into the canon of American literature as an important piece of
twentieth-century American postmodernism, along with his 1950 essay “Projective Verse.”
However, I believe it is the poem “La Torre” that comes the closest to representing clearly
a major aspect of Olson’s thought, and perhaps the only potentially unifying notion in all of

his disparate ideas — the false appropriation of post-Socratic discourse by Western
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philosophy, language, and culture. What proceeds from here is a reading of “La Torre”
that is based upon William Spanos’ assertion that the tower depicted in the poem
“represents the Western epistemological tradition” (Spanos 76). However, I have
emphasized the tower as a metaphor for the Western metaphysical tradition where Spanos
suggests the more limited term epistemology, because the term metaphysics includes
epistemology as well as ontology and cosmology.

As this chapter has established, there is an insistent proposition in Olson’s work,
not only in his poems and his essays, but also in his lectures, conversations, letters, and
notes, that we are at the end of a great historical milieu, one that has been characterized by
our inheritance, and reliance upon the Greek philosophical tradition. This tradition is the
foundation for our entire Western humanist tradition, as well: from ideas of poetical form,
to grammatical rules and rules of syntax, extending even to the basis of scientific thought.
Greek philosophy, specifically the discourse of this philosophy, has continually prevented
humanity from directly experiencing the world. In Olson’s view, we have allowed the
discourse of Greek metaphysics, which includes logical formulation and classification, as
well as symbology, dualism, and idealism, to form a Hellenistic prison around us.

For Olson the discursive methods of Greek philosophy are the most rudimentary
means of arranging and sorting experience (Selected Writings 54-55). In order to realize
this we must first break the dominance Greek metaphysics holds over our tradition of

knowledge; that is, we must tear down, brick by brick, the tower of Greek metaphysics we
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find ourselves mired in.
The tower is broken, the house
where the head was used to lift,
where awe was . . .
(“La Torre,” Collected Poems, 189)
Olson opens “La Torre” with the speaker witnessing the breach in a tower (“The
tower is broken”). It is a venerable tower, much respected for its links to our intellectual
antiquity (“where awe was”), but it is crumbling. And with this disintegration there comes
fear and exultation. It is a scene that shows a tower being struck and set aflame by
lightning. However, this tower is, ultimately, the tower of Greek metaphysical philosophy,
keeper of the “Athenian Three” (Collected Prose 358). The image of this tower becomes
a metaphor for the boundaries of the human mind, a mind that has locked itself away from
directly experiencing the world around it. It is Aristotelian grammar and syntax. It is the
tower of the rational mind; Plato’s line analogy as medieval spire; a place where our
reliance on reason has given us a false sense of our superiority over other objects. But the
tower is rotting (“It is broken!”), and so too is the thinking that helped construct it. Olson
discussed his desire to marginalize (decenter) Western metaphysics in a 1968 interview:
In other words . . . it was in the development of the Greek language after Homer
and Hesiod — in, for example, the invention of the definite article — that
generalization occurred for the first time in the world. And that such things then
that Plato and Aristotle invented, or that conversation by Socrates made possible —
and I mean conversation in that bad sense . . . at the same early stage as Greek in
the hands of Homer and Hesiod was, before the development of these unhappy
grammatical constructions which made possible logic and classification and the

whole taxonomy of Aristotle which has had to be destroyed and is being destroyed,
is slowly coming to pieces as is the present civilization, so that we can get back to
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ground and then start again.
(Muthologos 2: 86)
For Olson, the crumbling tower represents the division, caused by Greek philosophy,
between the human universe and the universe of discourse. The discursive universe, as we
have discussed earlier in this chapter, is based upon the dominance of a logically ordered
“word as thought” language system. There is no room for the projective speech act here;
the tower has been constructed to keep it outside, to keep it from asserting its own
dominance. In Olson’s thought the “human universe” is post-logical, as are the rest of the
objects in the phenomenal field (Selected Writings 55). The Western tradition forced
notions of Aristotelian logic and hierarchical classification upon the human universe,
turning what was human into what is now discursive (Human Universe 4). The tower is
also the tower of logos, and logos has become a language unto its own. This “tower” has
estranged us from the familiarity of ourselves. It is the place of Socratic dialectic, Platonic
idealism, and Aristotle’s logic and classification. It is the tower Olson feels we must
abandon if we are to reenter the human universe; and the projective minded are waiting on
the beach watching the tower implode, listening to the sweet sound and smell of
destruction:
(It is broken!
And the sounds
are sweet, the air
acrid, in the night fear

is fragrant . . .
(Collected Poems 189)
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Here, as in all of Olson’s poems, there is a struggle or refusal to adhere to logically
governed syntactical rules. In the excerpt above, Olson uses parenthesis to set the second
cluster slightly apart from the rest of the poem. This is not an unusual occurrence in a
poem by Charles Olson, and the significance in allowing the parenthesis to remain open is
that it exemplifies, in verse, Olson’s desire to allow the poem to resist completeness, to
remain in a Heraclitean state of flux in order to physically represent his need to abolish the
fixed syntactic connections of Aristotelian grammar.

It is ultimately satisfactory for Olson to see the end of post-Socratic metaphysics,
because “When the structures go, / light / comes through” (Collected Poems 189). With
the shackles of Greek philosophy erroding, we are better able to see other areas that have
been estranged from us in their proper context. Greek epistemology has also prevented us
from acknowledging that we are always simultaneously both subject and object (7he
Special View of History 32). There are fewer divisions in the human universe than the
discursive, and this is why Olson wants to “establish the double axe or axis as sign” (33):
he wants to abolish the old static, Platonic notion of one, best demonstrated by Plato’s
unchanging, static, ego-self, by destroying it with a projective sign that is both subject and
object. Again, the presence of Fenellosa’s The Chinese Written Character as a Medium
Jor Poetry (1936) can be felt here. In order for a transfer of force to occur between
subject and object in a sentence the separation between subject and object, caused by

Aristotle’s division of substance and quality, must be overcome:
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To begin again. Lightning
is an axe, transfer

of force subject to object is
order: destroy! . . .

(Collected Poems 189)
But “To destroy / is to start again” even by “dowsing” the sun out as symbol of Apollo,
god of centripetal order, and Plato’s highest state of reason, in favor of the disordered
chaos of Heraclitus’ ever-changing first principle of fire. Olson wants to extinguish this
heliotrope of Greek philosophy as surely as he wants to destroy the tower, for they are
really one and the same. Much like a modern day Copernicus, Olson wants to reorder our
knowledge in the service of his human universe, where a new humanism will return to us
what we have long lamented, our estrangement from that with which we were most

familiar (The Special View of History 15; The Maximus Poems 52)

To destroy

is to start again, is a factor of

sun, fire is

when the sun is out, dowsed
(To cause the jaws to grind
before the nostrils flare
To let breath in

Stand clear! Here
it comes down and with it the heart has
what was, what was

we do lament . . .
(Collected Poems 189)

In “La Torre,” Olson seems to be endorsing William Carlos Williams’ belief in the
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creative necessity of destruction (Paul 9). Indeed, the theme of destruction as the
“beginning of new action and new power” is present throughout the poem (To destroy / is
to start again) (Foster 44). With the destruction of the Greek metaphysical tower,
humanity becomes free from divisions of all kinds and is able to reorient itself in a new

stance toward reality, one that will undoubtedly be projective, because:

Where there are no walls
there are no laws, forms, sounds, odors
to grab hold of
Let the tower fall!
Where space is born
man has a beach to ground on . . .
(Collected Poems 190)
With the destruction of the tower, we are finally free from the looming presence of a
priori models of thinking and writing; there is now nothing to subsume content over form,
or prevent us from engaging the phenomenal world. We are once again returned to the
pre-Socratic state, but this time Olson is offering projective verse and objectism to prevent

the domination of Jogos. Projective verse and objectism will be the “stone” and “new tufa

that build the new tower of humanism.

It will take new stone, new tufa, to finish off this rising tower.

(Collected Poems 190)

“La Torre,” is an extension in verse of Olson’s prose ideas expressed in “Human

Universe,” The Special View of History, and Muthologos; and, as such demonstrates that
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his desire for the outcome of his critique of Greek metaphysics was not utter chaos, but a
new and redeemed humanity (7he Special View of History 11; Muthologos 2: 86).

The epistemological posture Olson elaborates on in the essay “Human Universe”
provides the outline for much of his thought on an alternative to Greek metaphysics.
Although Olson is perhaps most famous for his 1950 essay “Projective Verse,” the issues
that he addresses in this seminal essay were to crop up again and again in his poetry and
prose. Indeed, the majority of Olson’s work between his most productive literary period,
from 1950 with the publication of “Projective Verse” to his death in 1970, can be seen as
an attempt to answer two major questions: the problems of modern language and poetry
and the search for a viable alternative to the Western tradition of Greek metaphysics.

Olson’s attack on the Western tradition centers on what he sees as the errors of
Greek metaphysical inquiry that began with the appearance of Socrates around 450 B.C.

In Olson’s mind, Socrates, with his dialectical reasoning and willingness to generalize, was
the first to remove the emphasis on human speech in language. Socrates favored logos,
reason, and logic over the spoken, irrational and post-logical, and his ideas were further
disseminated by Plato and Aristotle. Plato’s idealism and Aristotle’s hierarchical system of
logic and classification further contributed to humanity’s separation from Olson’s concept
of the original human universe. “Projective Verse” only deals implicitly with the poetic
implications of post-Socratic metaphysics. However, it is in Human Universe, The Special
View of History, various interviews collected in Muthologos, and elsewhere in his notes

that Olson specifically addresses the philosophical problems inherent in the Greek



116

epistemological tradition. Here Olson specifically attacks the philosophy, grammar,
syntactical structure, and world view of post-Socratic philosophy. Ultimately, it is his

critique of Greek metaphysics that is perhaps the main unifying notion of Olson’s project.
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Conclusion

Charles Olson has been read equally as the last of the modern American poets in
the imagist line of Pound and Williams and as the first of the postmodern poets. He is
criticized and applauded by critics for his loose appropriation of grammatical rules, his
ideas about poetry and America, his lack of documentation, and his refusal to
wholeheartedly accept the assumptions of modernity. Olson is essentially a paradoxical
figure who cannot be easily categorized. His wealth of prose material deals with such
diverse topics as Greek philosophy, Whitehead, modern poetics, history, grammar,
Melville, and D.H. Lawrence among other things. However, Olson is known primarily as
a poet and has published a wealth of poetry in collections such as The Maximus Poems, as
well as numerous shorter poems that have appeared in various collections including
Selected Writings, Archaeologist of Morning, and Collected Poems. Elements of Olson’s
poetics can be found in the works of many postmodern American poets, perhaps due to
the canonical acceptance of “Projective Verse” by American postmodernism. Indeed,
Olson’s “Projective Verse” is commonly anthologized in collections of postmodern
American poetry and its relevance can still be seen in more recent work by American poets
like Michael McClure.

McClure’s 1997 collection Rain Mirror is explicitly referred to as projective verse.
Discussing the creative process of the collection in the preface to Rain Mirror, McClure

says “I’m astonished at the vigor of projective verse which brought forth energy at the
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time of the writing” (viii)). McClure relied upon Olson’s formulation of the poem as
energy-construct and kinetic entity in writing Rain Mirror, but the content and meaning of
McClure’s poem also take on a visual style that is reminiscent of Olson’s own typography.
Whitehead and Heraclitus, central figures in Olson’s prose and poetry, appear in the
collection, but it is McClure’s use of caesurae and random capitalization of key words and

ideas that create a typography that is Olsonian:

GOING
the way of all flesh,
CAUGHT IN THE ROAR OF THE PLANES
PASSING OVER
while the bronze bell rings
in the wind
It’s all the same:
“Agathon kai kakon tauton,”
writes dark Herakleitos.
“We think in generalities but we live
in detail,” replies Whitehead.
Ten trillion facets swirl and collide
bound up by senses
INTO
THE
TASTE
of one grain of black-purple rice . . .
(Rain Mirror 72)

Because of its elusive nature, the study of postmodern poetry is uneasily identified and
defined. There is no general consensus on the evaluation of its effects. For example, the
diverse range of differences in poets such as Olson, Lawrence Ferlinghetti, Jack Kerouac,

Philip Whalen, Denise Levertov, John Ashberry, Gary Snyder, Michael McClure and Amiri

Baraka (LeRoi Jones) makes it difficult to neatly define postmodern poetry. Olson’s



119
projective verse could be very valuable as a model or touchstone for understanding the
many diverse elements often present in postmodern American poetry. It would be very
difficult, indeed, to read or even understand the radical abandonment of prescribed form
that characterizes postmodern American poetry without having sufficient knowledge of
Olson’s poetics and the events in literary history that led to projective verse. Olson is a
seminal figure in American poetry but he is often overlooked as a serious figure because of
the initial critical bias toward him as a poet who was merely derivative of Pound and
Williams. This critical bias unfairly relegated Olson to the status of a minor figure in
American postwar poetry.

To be sure, Olson requires a considerable amount of dedication, knowledge, and
familiarity for the significance of his work to be appreciated. His thoughts on poetry,
language, philosophy, and history share similarities with the phenomenology of Heidegger,
long before these ideas were generally accepted and studied as part of mainstream North
American critical theory. Olson has also been useful as a figure in recent feminist theory
approaches to conceptions of the body in feminist poetry. In her analysis of Daphne
Marlatt’s revision of Olson’s projective verse, Sabrina Reed acknowledges that Marlatt
challenges her allegiance to Olson’s poetics in acquiring her feminist version of Olson’s
theories of the body and its relation to poetry. The body, in Olson’s poetry, represents
“freedom” from “societal and poetic norms” (Reed 137). Olson’s body is obviously a male
body and so his conception of the body must be revised if it is to be applied to a feminist

discourse on poetry.
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It is also interesting to note that Olson’s poetics can be appropriated by and
understood through diverse areas of poststructuralist theory. Olson’s ideas about
discourse and power certainly require a greater analysis than has been given in this thesis.
Obvious studies of Olson’s discursive theories would involve Foucault, Barthes
(particularly his ideas about mythology), and Bakhtin (if the differences between Bakhtin’s
orientation toward the novel could be reconciled with Olson’s poetic oeuvre). Although
there has been some work accomplished in the area of the Olson-Heidegger affinity, a
definitive study has not yet been done. There is also a significant amount of unpublished
work contained in the Olson Archive at the University of Connecticut in Storrs. For
example, before his death in 1970 Olson had written but not finalized versions of
“Projective Verse II” and had reformulated ideas that he began in “Human Universe.”
Unfortunately, since the death of George F. Butterick, the publication of previously
unpublished Olson material has slowed significantly.

Charles Olson was the first postwar American poet to embrace the designation of
postmodern, although his relationship to the concepts that generally typify postmodernism
is problematic. Olson is postmodern in a Lyotardian sense as he signifies the beginning of
a true modernism that is not dependent upon previous assumptions of modernity. In this
way, he is a substantial figure in postmodern American poetry as demonstrated by the
wealth of knowledge contained in his large body of work. In any study of postmodernism
in American poetry, Olson should be seen as a figure who typifies the paradoxical notions

that postmodernism implies. Olson’s poetry and prose challenge the boundaries of
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modernity while simultaneously subverting many of the assumptions that are, far too often,
taken for granted as given in poetry, language, and even philosophy. The diverse range of
topics contained in his poetry and prose requires a much deeper evaluation of his work.

There is still much work to be done in the area of Olson studies.
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