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Interview with bpNichol - ~

Torontol June 26, 1974

Q:- How|and when dld you become 1nterested in concrete
poetry? . o

A: Actually, I began to get into concrete throuah Apollinaire
and the. 'Dadaists, and subsequent to that,. through the publi. -
cations of Blewointment which Bissett put out in Vancouver,

I Just begsh by exploring the visual aspects of poetry, -
The specific oocasion was about 1964-when I really got into
the serious thing. That was mostly because I was really
bored with what I was ‘doing with ..

using the same forms, trying to write convincing ‘lyrics., It.
didn't satisfy me. It occured ,to me that I yas being arro-
gant; that.I'was sltting down amd making occasion to write,
trying to dominate the act of’ writing the language I was
using as opposed to simply letting myself learn from it.

‘I thought I wasn't giving the langusdge a chance to teach me -
anything. I was assuming knowledge that I didn't really,

aver~so~1“4ust“sat.dnnn_andﬁhﬁsan to play with words, and
to see what I would come up with, ' ' . ,‘

‘Q: Did any concrete poet have any direct or indlrect
influence on your work at that time? - K P
A: Well, I wasn't really aware of that stuff till about 1
guess the mlddle. of 1964 when Andy Phillips went to- Europe
and sent me a couple  of issues of the London Times Literary
Supplement. It was at that+foint, but.prior to o

“ITterally L was only famillar-with Apollinaire and the
Dada%bts, and I began to take my own approach to it, to use
my- lmagination. And en George,Bowering first publishéd
an lssue of Imggo h ked me to contribute some poems, I
did, but he €Idn"t think they were concrete at-all./ Any-
way he did send me Cavan Mc Carthy*s. addreaa.&nﬂll ‘wrote .
-to Cavan, and.he sent tons of addresses of poets 'in Europe
and other parag oﬂ the. world. And that was my access, :
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:Q:  Initlally then,uydp began to get ipto cdngrete on your L
N own, and later you became aware of oth¢rs who were doing
o . the same thing? ° o ' : C

v,

4 " _A: Yes, initially I started to do it by myself, and mostly -
% ’ ‘1t was Blsseyt, his influence too. Just seeing him busting

i out, and I sald to myself I cah bust out too. And Michael

[ B - Mc Clure, his work opened up new possibilities for me. 8o
there were influences, but 1I.d1d not set out to copy some-
one else's ‘poems. ’ - .t

© Q: What aspect of Apollinaire's work and the Dadfists' in-
' fluenced you the most?. - . ‘
A; I remember what impressed me most ‘at the time was Kurt .
Schwitters' "W" poem. He had silmply taken the letter "w"
and made a poem from -it. The poem was the letter "w", and
that blew my head really. It was a minimal statement. You
don't gef much more minimal., - And when I- thought about 1it, |
"I realized that there was tremendous power in that simple
letter,/and that was very exciting. -So that sort of opened
up the' 1dea. At that time I couldn't think further than
¢ the excitement of that poem. 8o when I think of the Dadalsts ~
. I think Bbout Schwitters, and specifically about the. sound
poems of Hugo Ball, and about the typography that some of
the Russians were exploring. At that time I called 1t all
Dadaism, so that's why I st1ll refer to 1t as Dadaism, .
- - And with Apollinalre, it was two things. I did some
Do translations of his poems, thére was the experience of the ,
i o translation itself, and in the process of translating his o
; poems—I—discovered his Calligrams, his visual use of the
. page;, which led me to Mallarmé anid what—Mellarmé-was.doing, __
‘ At that time I 'was in Vancouver and sitting in on a bunch
; of workshops that some people from.Tish were conducting,
- heavy discugsions about the relationship of form and content.
» At that time this was very new to me, I used to slt there
and shudder at the implications of what was dlscussed.
Anyway, this opened up another dimension for me, And when
Bissett-once again came out with the Blewolntment 1issues, I '
got & sense of inspiration, the kind of .inspiration that
comes from'a person that 1s also interested in the same thing,
_ the .inspiration of somebody communicating exactly.what you
. are interested in and are dolng. .. :

. Al » N * L, ‘ v
2 - __Q: Are yoﬂ*saying then that concrete 1n Canada started on
. the West Coast?

A: In a way it started with Earle Birney, Earle Birney was
~ interested fn specific notations, that is to say the rise and
) fall of the line on the pate which approxXimates the human .

voite, or which approximates the -action of something-failing.

' It's simple in a sense. That did not particularly infiuence -
me because.I wanted something different, but it was there as

A4 5




,\That's what 1s referred.to as "borderblur"

an idea. Other than that, it began with Bissett an'd"Lance
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Farrell. I-was out there doing those things, but I .didn't -
know ‘anyone doing the same thing at the time. I didn't
know Bissett at all at the time. //

Q: Were you responsible for bring ing- concrete to -the Easte

A: Yes, I guess so. I don't really Rnow in '64-'65, What
happened was David Aylward and I started Ganglia‘'about thie

time. And my Specific thinking was to get some © e West

.Coast people lilke Blssgett and others in the Eastern scene,

The first issues of (Ganglia weré not pure concrete, as I :
‘later began to undersfana The term. ) ‘ ’ v

Q: Which brlngs me to the question or how do you define the c

]

A: Well, <it's really a tough thlng to answer It would.be
simpler to say that I define it in Dom Silvester Houédard's i
. term, "borderblur", That poetry which arises from the inter-
‘face, from.the point between things, the point in which
poetry and painting and prose are all coming together.

-
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"I thought about it using the fact that the page is a visual,
field.to do visual things. | : , .

;as part of the TRG.
would ‘calyl conerete poetry, poetry, and why it is a valld

very pure sense of the poem which he calis‘constellstions”

he has very specific definitions of what the -concrete poem - |
should be. 50 in a sense I can't really call all I produce
concrete, at least not in the terms that the guys who started

the movement call it. That's why in'a way, other than using

the term humourously, as I did in the title of An Evening .
of Congrete (The Cosmic Chef] » the Oberon Cement WorKs, and

all that thing, L never thought about my poetry as concrete,

-

A

Q-,I Would you @gnsiaef your vigual poetry, poetry?

A: Well, yes,. T wouid, in a way. Some of 1t I would and

some of it I wouldn't. .Steve Mc Caffery and 1 did an essay
Toronto, Research .Group] thing, on why you

term.. It's because the left hand and right hand terminal ¢
points, 1like in poetzy, the left hand margin apd the right '
hand margih have a funcflon based elther on the breath

prosody omjietrical prosody or whatever, but it thas a func-
‘tion., It ¥s important where the poem breaks off and where
:picksup again. It's very important in poetry. It's not

in prose., In prose it's simply because you.can't have a
* book that runs out. In prose,. the line. 18 a horizon upon

which words stick out.
.In concrete or. visual oetry, in the constellatlons

or whatever, the left hand and'Wright hand termlnal points
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once again are functional. They are there for a reason
therefore, I call it poetry. As you know, one-of the
hoariest questions has always been the dfTTérence between
poetry and prose. o i -

Q: ‘Would you say then that the baslc difference betweén'
poetry and prose 1s the function of the terminal points?

' . &» R .

A: Yes, the essentlal difference. Then there are things
llke rhythm, intenslty of image and so on, And then you
get rinto the long poem. Now the long poem 132very close
to ‘prose and-véry close td story. One tends to think of
poetry as imaglstic and prose as story, but I think those
terms are arbitrary.

'Q: How would you define the term\yconcrete“o ,/.

. A: The same way,’ the importance of the left and\right hand

. margins, -the terminal points., From the sound point of wiew ,
you see, then that|goes into what my values are ‘in wrlting.
My values in writl tend to be governed by .sound and .the
music I hear in the spoken word. In the Martyrology for
.example, the page becomes a printed score; and the right and
left hand margins as 1t were are important as. notatlons for

' breath paudes for emphasis, and so on, and so on. S0 yes)
~T“i—“f&—h-~_TTW3EIU"Btf}}‘ : sound- poetry as poetry. A _ .

Q: 1Is tgfpe a particular natlional characteristlc that‘
typical what is being produced in Canaddan concrete? -

. A: Well, I used to thlnk there was. I don't know if I st111
) do. But, the most.underlying basis of '‘most Canadian con-

.crete seems to be sound. There 1s of course the visual and

SR rhythmlc kind of poetry _too, but Canadian stuff tends to be,

: . I think, it was Steéven Scobie who used the term, “dirty-
clean". The visual stuff I mean, say. in melation to Mayer's
work which 1s super clean.’ Whereas if you take sumebody like
‘Bissett, or someone .,like D, A. Leyy who use the mimeo 1look,
this 18 what Scoble was referring to as the"dirty-clean" 1ook
in Canadian concrete. He called me "clean-dirty -super clean",
But that'!s the underlying characteristic of visual concrete

here..
- .

o . Q In one of your GrOnk mallout sheets you wrote that it

i S ., functioned as a "frée Information service to get stuff into
£ L print from the language revolution in this country back into

s /I . the general stream.” What did you megn by the"language _

1 o revolution“? _ . .

- : A' Well, I simply meant to provlde as many entrances and
exits as possible, to alter consclousness, To ‘recondidér the .
s ) value of words, to, reconsider the language, the value of '
) translation, a total reconsideratlon of the 1anguage. ‘

R i .
e
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' were planning to give away Canadiayn publications by David
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Q: In the same mallout shéet you also mentioned that you

Uu, John Riddell and others to. people outside of North
America begause they simply had 'not sold here despite appear-
ances on various book racks, How do you account for the lack
of interest in this kind of medium in Canada?
A: I really don't know what 1t.is. I haven't reached
any conclusions yet. All 1t seems to me 1s that there are
a lot of questlons that people don't seem to ask. There
doesn't seem to be a blg audience in Canada in the sense of
considering some of the basic issues that are being railsed
about language, .about prose and poetry. Even. among writers
the Interest seemigfo be negligible.
t
n

. I-know th4t when S&eve and I worked on the TRG, we

sat down to try a tackle“the 1ssue of what is narrative?

It's a term for which ‘there 13 no useful working definition,

iﬁ's a vague term which gets used and used é{t's confused with
e idea of plot, It's not plot, but peoplet just.don't seem:

. 0 be- Interested in asking themselves these questions.. I -
think it's because once you start to ask yourself these

questions, you have to ask yourself why you write?
There 1s also & kind of freak element in some of the ®
things thaﬁ\gissett or I do. I remember when I first began : :

to do sound 'poetry, I did it because I had something_ng__l&______;__i

say. But, I remember the first time people were shocked.
It was total shock. .The audience was not prepared for . i
someone to tforsake the traditional role of the poet-reader,

. Someone- who stands and reads or does monologues. 'They were

not prepared for that. Now that attitude is changed. Now
for instance, people are not as shocked, -They are more
open to that kind of .experience.

Qr To those who are not familiar with its basic principlés,
concrete is somewhat enigmatlic. Are you at all interested in
making your poetry- more lntelllgible to your audience?

A: Well, sometimes it's Just a result: a bad piece or

writing on my part. I think it's a kind of thing which

raises questions by 1its nature. I think sometimes that's .

part of the problem. In a way, what I am into is research,

I know that, I am into research writings. I am not, say, in

the Martyrology, this 1s a completed piece. Actually, every- .
thing that I publish I see as complete, but it's research.

Whereas in the Martyrology. for example, I have taken every-

thing that I've learned, l've incorporated it and now it's A
coming out:. -So there 1s an element of research in most of Co- i
what I do. 'So in a way I have no anticipation of what an . .

Jbaudience reaction would be. .

Q- Are’ yoéu interested in making your, audience unders%and

what it is you are tryl to do, or does it not matter to
you that much? -
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- ] : .. At Well, I g,uld be a liar if I sald that I was not interes- .

K ted in commufiicating with my audience, that I didn't have
4 the desire to please. But, if I was mainly interested in
i pleasing and making a name for myself as a popular author, I
‘i certainly chose the wrong kind of work to get into. On the
] - . other hand, I have had two feelings. One 1s I always like
5 : to be two Jjumps. ahead of what I write, so that by the time

: I publish it it is a phase that is béhind me. And I think
% "If you are growing as @ writer you are always.,ahead of the
e last piece of work that you did. There is an-element of
s | . . wanting to please, but in the end yq& can't let it govern
: your life.

Q: There 'is. very 1itt1e theoretical or critical work beling
4 written on concrete in Canada, and for someone who is

P - interested in knowln about 1t, tfere is 1ittle material
oy - available.

N o Az That's-why Stéve and I are into the TRG. See, I don't:
i think there 18 anything to ¢xplain, because there is a way
: in which visual and sound poetry is completely reactlonary.
There is a way in which it 1is not evolutionary, and that
. 1s, ¥4 1s a return to such basic principles shat people
I . often are looking for things that are not there.
- : I have done some theoretical writing in which I out-

1ined what I understood—to—bebasic principles behind visuasl
and sgund poetry, but there is a point at which the thing
itself says 1t better than any explanation ever could., X
think it Just makes people more secure,-in a way; not that’

e 1t makes them uhderstand it better. Where I thought I had
& . something of general value to say I tried to say it, I
iR ' don! t believe in theory for 1lts own sake.

i In’ the work that Steve and I are doing, we are‘doing
e ’ research.. We are researching wnlting, trylng to get at the °
basic understanding of some of the labeils, - Inﬁfact there is
80 much welrd categorization that most people are confused
about the different kinds of writing anyway. I guess at the
.. back of the question you are asking i1f I am interested in
communicating. The answer is yés., It's a ‘question’ which I've’
, often heard before. But the.whole thing is that people come
to concrete with so many expectations, . In a way, what I-am
.- saying 1is, look, abandon. those expectations, play.a while, .
’ and see what emerges from-that. Baslically it's a game which
' - you have to play. .You can't read down l1line by line and .come
to a satisfying concl'sion.

Q: If what you are saying is,- this kind of poetry is a game, .
how do you fegl about those who inaist on the seriousness S

of poetry? . , : < .




A: Many people don't reallze that play is serious. -It's

a serious thing. It's enjoyable and it'S a derious thing. .
If you watch children play, they are.very serious, 4t's
thelr work Games demand work and involvement.

Q: How much of an influence was Gertrude Stein on your work?

- A: Well, as you can see here, my shelves are filled with
her books. He theory, her wiitings, her involvement with
‘language. Yes, she has been a. tremendous Ainfluence in many
ways. .

v . - ' " ‘ \ N /
Q: Do you see any simllarities between visual poetry and
" Chinese 'ideograms or other kinds of picture'wpiting? >

A: Oh, yes, There are many similarities., When I started:
writing I was very attracted to Kenneth Patchen. There

was Kenneth Patchen and there was Chinese poetry. I was
really excited by the haiku and the Chinese characters.

They opened up another dimension for me. I 1like the purity
gnd tight. quallty of the use of words, their relation to the
real world was fantastic. .

Q; What 1s the significance of concrete or visual poetry-as
you see 1t? :

A: By‘getting into the visual or concrete poem you are forced
" to-play with it., To discover new meanings for words, to re-
evaluate the use of language in general. - The only way %o
get into b 1s to play, to examlne.the structure, to evolve
new. méanings and new relationshlps., 'When you are writing
ideational poetry, the emphasis 1a on thoughts and symbols
not on language. For me the importance of sound poetry 1s
- that it takes poetry back as a spoken. ar:t:,J as 1t was meant
to be. It brings poetry back to its aural tradition. In
visual poetry, 1t is more or less an assertion of different
values which say that since the advarmtgge is not of reading
but of print,  the whole" iconigity of language comes out, the
meditational aspect. ' I can gake this page, I can medltate on
it, it's not a quick thing, {t's not an instant high. It's
value lies baslcally in expldration.

4

,Q:' Are you‘not in fact advocating values contrary ﬁo those
promoted by our pre-rab, buy-now-pay-later culture?

A: Yes, in fact that's what I meant by the terﬁ*reaction-
ary" .‘/yz then, this is happening in a lot of the arts -
today.” You-encountér pure colour, pure shape, pure event.
It's.a return to the old values in art. i , o
Q: Do you foreBee a major change 1n this directionqas far

.88 visual poetry is concerned? .




A: I don't think so, But I tﬁink that thé work that some
of us areée doing will certainly change-or alter some of

the writing that is coming out in Canada.. There is a lot
of .exciting things happening in:poetry here: There are
people like Phyllis Webb, Frank Davey. This 1s a very ex-
citing time to be writing in Canada I don't think thera
will be a big wave of concrete in the future, but I think
that we will certainly help to alter a few perceptual |

. ‘systems. - ‘ .
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