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CSEN7038 Research Methods and Skills

Essay 2: Editing a Text- Babylon in Excelcsis.
I Am Visited by an Editor and a Poet

I had just won $115 from the headshakers and

Was naked upon my bed

Listening to an opera by one of the Italians

And had just gotten rid of a very loose lady

When there was a knock upon the wood,

And since the cops had just raided a month or so ago,

I screamed out rather on edge—

Who the hell is it? What you want, man?

I’m your publisher! Somebody screamed back,

And I hollered, I don’t have a publisher,

Try the place next door, and he screamed back,

You’re Charles Bukowski, aren’t you? and I got up and

Peeked through the iron grill to make sure it wasn’t a cop,

And I placed a robe upon my nakedness,

Kicked a beercan out of the way and bade them enter,

An editor and a poet.

Only one would drink a beer (the editor)

So I drank two for the poet and one for myself

And they sat there sweating and watching me

And I sat there trying to explain

That I wasn’t really a poet in the ordinary sense,

I told them about the stockyards and the slaughterhouse

And the racetracks and the conditions of some of our jails,

And the editor suddenly pulled five magazines out of a portfolio

And tossed them in between the beercans

And we talked about Flowers of Evil, Rimbaud, Villon,

And what some of the modern poets looked like:

J.B. May and Wolf the Hedley are very immaculate, clean fingernails, etc.;

I apologized for the beercans, my beard, and everything on the floor

And pretty soon everybody was yawning

And the editor suddenly stood up and I said,

Are you leaving?

And then the editor and the poet were walking out the door,

And then I thought well hell they might not have liked

What they saw

But I’m not selling beercans and Italian opera and

Torn stockings under the bed and dirty fingernails,

I’m selling rhyme and life and line,

And I walked over and cracked a new can of beer

And I looked at the five magazines with my name on the cover

And wondered what it meant,

Wondered if we are writing poetry or all huddling in

One big tent

Clasping assholes.

Written circa 1961, Charles Bukowski’s I am visited by an Editor and a Poet, first appeared in the poetry journal Hearse #7, but reached a wider audience with the publication of The Roominghouse Madrigals, a 1988 collection of his early work. In common with much of the poet’s output over the 50 years of his writing life, Bukowski appears to be drawing on his own experience, though less via Wordsworth’s prescription of ‘emotion recollected in tranquillity,’ than a more typically Bukowskian proscription of the intense recollection of an emotional life. 


The poem is thematically consistent with the Bukowski oeuvre; the action is domestically confined, the protagonist’s expression interiorised, the eponymous visitors terrorised. A distinguishing feature of this early poem though, is the stoic acceptance of a beer by the Editor.  One expects the Poet to decline the offer, as Bukowski had always drawn a distinction between himself and the practitioners of modern post-war poetry (‘I told them about the stockyards and the slaughterhouse/ and the racetracks and the conditions of some of our jails’): Bukowski was the pre-eminent working class poet of the industrial age, and perhaps the only working class poet to have remained visible in the post-industrial era (and poetry is an area where class distinctions are wholly applicable). The Editor then, perhaps by acknowledgement of his ability to wield a pen critically, is at least able to meet Bukowski over a beer, and Bukowski drinks, just as he writes and feels; for and on behalf of the Poet.

Bukowski had been writing in a largely unappeased obscurity since the 1940’s, and I am visited by an Editor and a Poet, appeared roughly eight years before being taken under the wing of John Martin, the founder of Black Sparrow Press (the imprint that became a home for Bukowski’s work until his death in 1994), and also the man to become his editor. It is striking enough to have a literary career launched at the age of 49, but Bukowski had always been prolific, and under the patronage of Martin (the publisher had sold a collection of D.H. Lawrence first editions for $50,000 to fund a stipend for Bukowski and allow him to write full time), the reputation and popularity of both poet and publisher grew rapidly, in tandem with Bukowski’s notoriety.

This notoriety soon began to overshadow some of the more positive critical responses to the poetry itself, which had heralded a poet ‘of real, not literary alienation.’
  In his review of Bukowski’s first collection of short stories, Erections, Ejaculations, Exhibitions, and General Tales of Ordinary Madness (1972), Thomas R. Edwards describes the author as an ‘unregenerate lowbrow contemptuous of our claims to superior being.’
 This conflation of the artist with his work was actively encouraged by Bukowski, and it re-enforced not merely his literary otherness, but also his formal contempt. Of Bukowski’s lack of critical garlands, the Marxist critic, Russell Harrison, makes the apposite point that ‘readers of serious literature are confronted (…) with a world that is very different from their own and probably at odds with their conception of the world Bukowski depicts.’

‘Just think, someday after I’m dead and they start going for my poems and stories, you will have a hundred stories and a thousand poems on hand. You just don’t know how lucky you are, babe.’
 In this excerpt from a 1970 letter to his publisher, John Martin, Bukowski (however ironically), foretold events to come. The poet’s feverish rate of production saw a delivery to Martin, of, in the publisher’s words, ‘two or three envelopes of material every week, and it was up to me to make the books, to uh, sort out the poems, put them in order, make up a manuscript and send it to him, get his okay, and then go ahead with it’
 This unusual relationship between author and publisher shows an almost unparalleled amount of trust and immediately reveals an issue for any potential editor not connected to The Black Sparrow Press: when it comes to the individual collections, it is the editor that has drawn them together, choosing not just the poems themselves, but also the title of the book itself. This is revealing not just of the poets state of mind and agenda, but also of the editors. Should Bukowski be conceived of only as a recorder of his experience of the world, then it radically reduces the role of the poetry collection, where all conquering theme (as we find, for example in Lyrical Ballads, or Ariel, or Birthday Letters),  becomes prey to the emotional warp and weft of daily life. 
During his lifetime, Black Sparrow Press published 18 collections of Bukowski’s poetry, 6 novels, and 6 short story collections. In keeping with the exceptional production rate that John Martin referred to, the poetry collections continued to arrive after the author’s death in 1994, and up until 2003 when Black Sparrow ceased to trade, 6 more collections had appeared. Since that time, Ecco (owned by Harper Collins) have been at the helm, and have seen to the production of 10 more, and until the most recent in 2017, John Martin was still at the editorial helm.

This continuity between the extant work of the poet and the editor (who was also compiling and publishing that work during his lifetime), allowed the reading public to accept the posthumous works and accord them a seemingly legitimate place in the poet’s archive. It was in 2011 that subscribers to a Bukowski forum first raised the alarm regarding recently published, supposedly definitive works, and the original poems as they had first appeared in print, often in small magazines (in an age defined as the mimeograph revolution). On comparison, it appeared that many of the newly published works differed greatly from the original versions, and not merely in the sense of authorial revision, but also in the tone and content of the work itself.

Michael J. Phillips moved the controversy from the forum to a wider audience in 2013 with the article the tragic, senseless rape of Bukowski’s ghost by John Martin’s Black Sparrow Press. Phillips describes how 

‘In the posthumous collections, Black Sparrow publisher John Martin has made changes to the majority of Bukowski’s poems. Damaging changes that run counter to just about everything Bukowski represented. Wholesale removal of references to drinking, drugs, sex and madness- Changes that completely alter the meaning of the manuscripts- Changes that don’t even begin to make sense.’

Bukowski, it is fair to say, represented more than the sum of his physical excess, but in his slightly hysterical way, Philips has hit upon the nub of the issue; this rampant act of not just editing, but  (as we will see below) hubristic re-writing, is really an act of de-fanging, and a drawing of Bukowski’s necessary poison.
For an example of John Martin’s editing post 1994, it is worth comparing a single poem both in manuscript form, and in the final cut, some 29 years later. It should also be noted that some poets (such as Auden) revise the work of their younger days extensively, but as with W.H. Auden, this was done for aesthetic reasons, rather than (as was also the case for Derek Mahon’s later revisions), to make it worse.
*Italics used for omissions, Bold used for additions
	(Manuscript – 1981)
dirty poem
listening to ancient organ music

on the radio while

sitting at this machine and

drinking wine.

there is a letter from a girl

at Vassar

she writes that she is

doing a paper on me:

"Vulgar Literature."

and there is the usual

question: why do you

write?

I always seem to answer

that question in a different

way

each time it's asked,

only this time

it had been preceded by

certain inferences

so I feel that the question is
phrased to mean:

why do you bother to

write?

when there are so many good
writers around?

well, like right now

I'm typing

and it's something

to do

while I'm drinking.

I don't have to

sit on a couch and

look at a wall.

I'm quite comfortable

right now

sitting in my shorts

with

nobody around.

to me

there's no agony

in writing

no loneliness.

I don't suffer

getting these words down

although you

may suffer reading them.

I don't think

there are

any good writers

around.

I am sent books

free

through the mail

supposedly written

by the premier writers

of our time.

when I have trouble

sleeping at night

I tell my girlfriend,

"please pass me

one of those books

written by

a master writer."
"which one?"

she asks.

"it doesn't matter,"

I tell her.

I begin reading.

I can't go more than

2 or 3 pages

before the heaviness
descends.

the book falls

to the floor and

I am barely able to

turn off the lamp.

as long as the world

is full of

great writers

I'll never have

insomnia.

I'm proud, though, that

my literature is considered

Vulgar Literature

by somebody at Vassar.

one of my 3 cats

just

puked on the floor

and I threw it

out into the

rain. (it's

raining.)

I lost $40
at the track

today

so I'm somewhat

bitter.

I've been playing

the horses for

43 years;

it's for the want

of anything

reasonable to

do.

(why don't you

paint? go to museums?

travel? take

EST?)

on the radio there's

more organ music

now.

I like it,

dark and heavy sounds

in the rain.

I can feel blood,

murder and madness

everywhere.

it's a fine night

filling this glass

again and again

with this

thick red wine.

some are good at

keeping shit stains

out of the toilet,

others at

polishing the mirrors
of their vanity.

some are good at

double-shifting

on the upgrade, others

at

sucking dick.

as drippings from

thin minds

spill from their tongues
I type.

    
	(Slouching Toward Nirvana – 2005)
vulgar poem
listening to medieval organ music

on the radio while

sitting at this machine.

there is a letter from a girl

at Vassar

at my elbow.

she writes that she is

doing a paper on me:

"Vulgar Literature."

she remarks that

most serious

writers are not so

terribly vulgar

and then comes the usual

question: why do you

write like you

do?

I always try to answer

that question a different

way

each time it's asked,

only this time the question
had been prefaced by a
certain assumption
so that there was

a second implied question:

why are you so

vulgar

when most serious
writers are

not?

well, right now

I'm sitting here typing

my poems

and it's something

to do in the

evening

rather than just

laying on the couch and

looking at the wall.

I'm quite comfortable

quite pleased

right now

sitting in my shorts

with

nobody around.

I like that.

to me

there's no agony

no struggle

as I write

no loneliness and

no vulgarity

that I know of.

I don't suffer

serious artistic cramps

getting these words down

although you

may suffer reading them.

and I really don't think

there are that
many good writers around

right now,

serious or not.

I am sent countless books

unasked

through the mail

written

by the supposed premier

writers of our time.

when I have trouble going

to sleep at night

I tell my girlfriend,

"please pass me

one of those books

written by

a Master."

"which one?"

she asks.

"it doesn't matter,"

I tell her.

I begin reading.

I can't get through more

than 2 or 3 pages

before the weariness
descends.

the book falls

to the floor and

I am barely able to

reach over and

turn off the lamp.

as long as the world

is full of so many

serious writers

I'll never have

insomnia.

I'm proud, however, that

my work is considered to be

"Vulgar Literature"
by some lady at Vassar!
not to change the

subject but

one of my 3 cats

just

puked on the floor

and I had to put it

out into the

rain.

and I won $400

at the track

today

so I'm somewhat

pleased.

(I've been playing

the horses for

43 years:

it's for the want

of anything else

reasonable to

do.)

(so why don't I
paint instead? go to museums?

travel? take a cooking

class? clean up my

act?)

on the radio there's

more organ music

now.

I like it,

dark and heavy sounds

like the rain.

I can feel blood,

murder and madness swirling
everywhere.

it's a fine night

filling this glass

again and again

with

thick

red

wine.

some are good at

cleaning the shit stains

out of the toilet;
others at

polishing the mirror

of their own vanity;

many are expert
at composing inoffensive

verse

or

sucking dick.

but while the drippings from

their thin minds

spill from their tongue

I'll continue to

type.

    


Future editors of Bukowski may take financial succour from the gargantuan task that lies before them, but it is a task that may only be surmountable if the source documents that John Martin has embellished become publically available. All publishing rights are controlled by Harper Collins Ecco, whose vested interest in the fiscal worth of their back catalogue may become the deciding factor on the re-issuing of corrected proofs: a known loss must be weighed against only a potential gain. In 2017, Harper Collins Ecco, published Storm for the Living and the Dead, which are described by the editor, Abel Delbritto, as, 

‘72 previously uncollected poems and 26 previously unpublished poems featured in Storm for the Living and the Dead are all un-tampered with. This is the first all-new-poetry collection in 25 years to faithfully reproduce Bukowski’s poems as he wrote them.’

A further editing dilemma is posed when it comes to comparing and contrasting the posthumous works with earlier versions which are already in the public domain. The removal of thematic traits noted by Michael Philips, and the inclusion of inanities, triteness, and the epically banal could be extended into the legitimate catalogue, a reductive and potentially damaging incursion into any poet’s archive, and one that pledges allegiance to the subjective and evolving ambiguities of taste and style.

 In 2007, Tony O’Neil had described how Bukowski’s posthumous poetry collections had been uneven in their quality, ‘In an indisputable act of necrophilia, Ecco has been exploiting the dead poet's odds and ends for years now, mercilessly sullying the back catalogue of one of America's greatest contemporary poets.’
 Difficulties also arise when book reviews become opinion pieces, which do not focus exclusively on the publication at hand, but become encompassing cultural edicts that are really asking ‘how should we feel about Bukowski? Writing of the 2005 publication of Slouching toward Nirvana, Adam Kirsch ambivalently describes how ‘(…) the “new poems” are just like the old poems, perhaps a shade more repetitive, but not immediately recognizable as second-rate work or leftovers.’


A close reading of Bukowski, if one inclined to his tastes, was always recommended, but since his death and the continued output of his poetry, it has become essential. In Episode 3 of The Bukowski Tapes, a series of recorded interviews with director Barbet Schroeder, Bukowski describes the process of writing the novel Hollywood, a fictionalised account of his experiences during the making of the film Barfly, itself a mythologized rendering of the poets life. Bukowski stated that he, 
‘(…) wrote it straight through, without a word change. With a poem, I will tend to drop a line or two out of each poem as I rewrite it. So I do rewrite the poem, but not the novel or the short story. Why? I don’t know.

It was also known that although Bukowski gave Martin editorial control regarding the order and content of each poetry collection that authority did not extend to editorial changes of the work itself. The first edition of the novel Women in 1979 became a bone of contention between author and poet, because when Bukowski finally read through it (after publication), it was found to contain numerous changes. In his written response to Bukowski’s obvious alarm, Martin blamed the changes on ‘lazy typists’, and a revised second edition with the original text restored was issued the following year.


The unusual nature of that relationship between Bukowski and Martin must also inform our opinion of the editor’s behaviour after the poet’s death, and perhaps Bukowski’s reaction to the publication of Women should be the more telling; from ambivalence to quick interest, and back to ambivalence. As Bukowski said in a 1993 recording entitled Run with the Hunted,

‘You know what I’m interested in? What I’m going to type tomorrow night. That’s all that interests me… the next poem, the next fucking line. What’s past is past I don’t want to linger over it, and read it and play with it and jolly it up. It’s gone, it’s done. If you can’t write the next line, well, you’re dead. The past doesn’t matter’.
 
Septuagenarian Stew, a collection of stories and poetry that appeared in 1992, Bukowski stated the facts, in appropriately blank verse,
…his encouragement

since I hadn't had much of that

surely was a hell of a 

lift

especially since he was an editor- publisher.
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