PREFACE

We bcgan to see ourselves as E:.shioning unnamed contexts,
contexts of a new life way in the making, a secret mission.
Reberr Duncan

This book makes the argument that some of the most innovative works of
poetry and art in the postwar petriod {1945-1g70) engaged in a “contextual
practice.” The term refers both to a way of making art, for which the mag-
pie art of assemblage is the most vivid representative, and to a new relation-
ship between art and life, which can be called “erotic poetics.” In a time that
seemed evacuated of meaning by the devastating experiences of the Great
Depression and World War II, contextual practice involved drawing together
discarded or unremarked fragments (whether visual or verbal) from daily life
in ordes to reveal “secret” meanings and to insist on the regenerative potential
of everyday experience. In rejecting the grand, sweeping gesture in favor of a
vernacular vocabulary composed of the near-at-hand, poets and artists turned
particularly toward the body as a repository of unrecognized cultural poten-
tial. Basing their work in the body and its erotic energies, they created an art
of daily life that reveled in sexual display and drug experimentation, espoused
an anarchist politics and a communal sociality, and encouraged mystical and
shamanistic excursions. Contextual practice informed all of the branches of
the New American poetry; the writing, art, and filmmaking of the Beats; the
performance of happenings, events, and dance theater; the underground film
movement; and currents of assemblage, collage, junkart, and pop art. Having
neverbeen looked at together before, the central figures treated in this book—
poets Robert Duncan and Robert Creeley; artist Wallace Berman; and film-

maker, artist, and folk music anthologist Harry Smith—form a constellation
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that flluminates the theoretical and practical stakes involved in a contextual
practice. Taking this artistic mode as a lens allows us to lock back and see the
first stirrings of a countercultural ethos that was to have a profound effect on
society at large.

More than the other books I have written, this study has grown up within
a context of shared exploration and conversation. Neatly all of it was origi-
nally written for conference panels, symposia, and lectures, or commissioned
as chapters for edited collections. I am particularly grateful to the follow-
ing pecple, whose interest in my work provided the occasions for its earlier
manifestations: Gerald Bruns, Ronald Bush, Stephen Collis, Thomas Crow,
Michael Duncan, Johannes Géransson, Scarlett Higgins, James Maynard,
Steve McCaffery, Kristine McKenna, Peter Middleton, Robert Rehder, Rani
Singh, Raymond Spiteri, Patrick Vincent, and Timothy Yu. For conversations
about the topics treated in this book, I want to thank, in addition to these
people mentioned, a much larger circle of friends and acquaintances, whose
names I hope to list faithfully (knowing I will inevitably fall short): David
Antin, Charles Bernstein, Marcia Brennan, Robert Cantwell, Joseph Cente,
Michael Davidson, Steve Dickison, Sandra Dijkstra, Johanna Drucker, Clayton
Eshleman, Al Filreis, Albert Gelpi, Graham Hamumill, the late Burton Hatlen,
Romana Huk, Lisa Jatnot, Nicholas Jenkins, Louis Kaplan, Rebert Kaufman,
Kevin Killian, Jeffrey Kripal, Nathaniel Mackey, John Matthias, David
Meltzer, Thomas Merluzzd, Peter O'Leary, Michael Palmer, Andrew Perchuk,
Marjorie Petloff, Herman Rappaport, Brian Reed, Jerome Rothenberg, Diane
Rothenberg, Maeera Shreiber, Philip Smith, Stephen Vincent, Geoff Ward,
Henry Weinfield, Tohn Wilkinson, and Ewa Ziarek Undergraduate and
graduate students in my courses have had a hand in making this a clearer
and, I hope, more compelling book. Thanks also to an anonymous reader for
Stanford University Press, whose suggestions helped to bring the argument
into crisper focus.

Through the generosity of Steve McCaffery, Bwa Ziarek, and the Humani-
ties Institute at the University at Buffalo, I was able to spend two weeks as a
David Gray Chair Library Fellow in the Poetry Collection. For heospitality,
conversation, and material assistance during visits to Buffalo during 2006, I
thank the two of them, along with Michael Basinski, Robert Bertholf, Harvey
Breverman, Matt Chambers, Joseph Conte, Marilyn Dunlap, Susanne Hall,
Lisa Jarnot, James Maynard, Kyle Schlesinger, Joseph Syracuse, and Kreysetof
Ziarek. I have also benefited greatly from research leaves bestowed by the
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University of Notre Dame. The publication of this book is made possible in
part by support from the Institute for Scholarship in the Liberal Arts, Col-
lege of Arts and Letters, University of Notre Dame. Thanks to Scott Smith
and Marion Rohrleitner for able research assistance. For help gathering im-
ages, I am indebted to Shirley Berman, Tosh Berman, Ben Blackwell, Victor
Coleman, Thomas Crow, Brian Graham, Scott Hobbs, Kristine McKenna,
Virginia Mokslaveskas, Kathleen Pyne, Rani Singh, Margaret Sloan, and
Christopher Wagstaff. My gratitude to the many skilled and conscientious
people at Stanford University Press: Norris Pope, Emily-Jane Cohen, Mari-
ana Raykov, Ariane De Pree-Kajfez, Tom Finnegan, Sarah Newman, David

Jackson, and Puja Sangar.



