Handout – Bent Sørensen

The Spools, Loops and Patches of Jack Kerouac and A.R. Ammons
Abstract: 

Beat poet and novelist Jack Kerouac was famous for espousing a poetics of spontaneity. His poetic practice always included a consideration of materiality, in the sense that he would select paper formats that facilitated speed, flow and amount of writing/typing for his spontaneous autobiographical prose (the best known example is the scroll of tele-type paper he used for one draft of On the Road). What is less known is his apparently contradictory practice of imposing length/size restrictions on his poems or sketches as he called them, using a metaphor from pictorial art. In his collections Mexico City Blues and San Francisco Blues one finds such poems, where the writing on each sheet of paper in a notepad forms a chorus of these ‘blues’. In this paper I want to contrast these two tendencies (illustrated also by another volume of poetry entitled Pomes All Sizes) in Kerouac’s poetic practice: the expansive and the restrictive forms of spontaneous poetry/prose. As a counterpoint I will discuss the practice of A.R. Ammons, which features a similar dichotomy. His long poem Tape for the Turn of the Year was written on a roll of adding machine paper, which meant the line length of each poem was severely restricted, whereas the number of lines per entry (one each day) seemed unlimited at least at the start of the year. This choice of medium helped Ammons maintain his inspiration over the full year. On the other hand Ammons is also a master of the very short poetic forms, which in his practice results in poems which variously resemble aphorisms, epigrams, haiku, or grooks. Some of these poems are collected in The Very Short Poems of A.R. Ammons, and form a striking contrast to the tapeworm like expansiveness of the earlier volume.

Quotes:
NOTE

I want to be considered a jazz poet

blowing a long blues in an afternoon jam

session on Sunday. I take 242 choruses;

my ideas vary and sometimes roll from

chorus to chorus or from halfway through

a chorus to halfway into the next. 

(Jack Kerouac, Mexico City Blues, vii)

In my system, the form of blues choruses is limited by the small page of the breastpocket notebook in which they are written, like the form of a set number of bars in a jazz blues chorus, and so sometimes the word-meaning can carry from one chorus into another, or not, just like the phrase-meaning can carry harmonically from one chorus to the other, or not, in jazz, so that, in these blues as in jazz, the form is determined by time, and by the musician’s spontaneous phrasing & harmonizing with the beat of the time as it waves & waves on by in measured choruses. 

It’s all gotta be non stop ad libbing within each chorus, or the gig is shot. (Kerouac, Book of Blues, 1)

SET-UP The object is set before the mind, either in reality, as in sketching (before a landscape or teacup or old face) or is set in the memory wherein it becomes the sketching from memory of a definite image-object. PROCEDURE Time being of the essence in the purity of speech, sketching language is undisturbed flow from the mind of personal secret idea-words, blowing (as per jazz musician) on subject of image. (Kerouac, “Essentials of Spontaneous Prose”.)

My poems begin on the typewriter. If I’m home – and I rarely write anything elsewhere – I write on an Underwood standard upright, manual, not electric [...] I sometimes scribble words or phrases or poems with a pen and pencil if I’m travelling or at work. But I like the typewriter because it allows me to set up the shapes and control the space. Though I don’t care for much formality (in fact, I hate ceremony), I need to lend formal cast, at least, to the motions I so love. (A.R. Ammons, in an interview w. David Lehman, Set in Motion, 88)

By Capote’s view, the poem is typing, not writing. I wrote it for my own distraction, improvisationally: I used a wide roll of adding machine tape and tore off the sections in lengths of a foot or more [to create ‘pages’, BS]. I’ve gone over and over my shorter poems to try to get them right, but alternating with work on short poems, I have since the sixties also tried to get some sort of rightness into improvisations. The arrogance implied by getting something right the first time is incredible, but no matter how much an ice-skater practices, when she hits the ice it’s all a one-time event: there are falls, of course, but when it’s right, it seems to have been right itself. (A.R. Ammons in The Best American Poetry 1993, quoted in Burr (ed.), Set in Motion, 125)

In 1963 when I did the Tape I had been thinking of having the primary motion of the poem down the page rather than across. The adding machine tape, less than two inches wide, seemed just right for a kind of breaking and spilling. Variations of emphasis and meaning which make the long horizontal line beautifully jagged and jerky became on the tape the left and right margins. Soon after I started the tape, I noticed resemblances between it and a novel. The point, like and unlike a novel, was to get to the other end; an arbitrary end would also be an “organic” end. The tape itself became the hero, beginning somewhere, taking on aspects and complications, coming to a kind of impasse, then finding some way to conclude. The material itself seemed secondary; it fulfilled its function whether it was good or bad material just by occupying space. In many ways the arbitrary was indistinguishable from the functional. (A.R. Ammons, (interview w. David Lehman), Set in Motion, 101-102)

When poems get too skinny and bony, emaciated nearly into left-hand margin, so highly articulated their syllables crystallize, I go back to long lines to loosen up, to blur the issues of motion into minor forms within larger motions. (A.R. Ammons, in The Best American Poetry 1988, quoted in Burr (ed.), Set in Motion, 116)
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