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Forewords

THE POLYPOET BILL KEITH

Initially a painter, long a photographer as well as 
a poet, Keith has produced in Stalking The Minotaur
a rich collection of poetries discernably different from
what others are doing and have done. I say "poetries,"
because, always meticulous and always clever, he has
written visual poetry, typographic poetry, picto poetry,
abstract poems, pattern poems, poster poetry, prose
poetry, skinny poetry, modular poetry, minimal poetry,
"wee poems" (as he calls them), among other genres
still waiting for a name. He is a plural poet, if not 
a polypoet, in the sense of excelling at several kinds 
of writing, much as the Polyartist excels at more than
one nonadjacent art. 

The variety of Keith’s alternative work, along with
his reluctance to repeat original moves, makes him the
rival of the late Ernst Jandl, the Austrian polypoet 
who was only a few years older than Keith, but far 
more visible for many years. Barely visible though 
Bill Keith’s poetry has been so far, mark my prediction 
that it will be reprinted for as long as anthologies 
of experimental and/or African-American writings 
are made.

Don’t be fooled by rumors that the "art world" 
is moving to Beacon, New York, upriver from the City, 
to be with the Dia Foundation, for Dia relocated to
Beacon to imbibe the genuine genius of Bill Keith, 
who got here first—geographically as well as poetically.

Richard Kostelanetz
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But they are permanences, too – as are his explorations
of the visio-aesthetic possibilities of pure typography,
and other mixtures of the textual and the visual 
included in this collection. When Crag Hill and I, with
input from a number of others in the field, considered
whom to include in the first volume of our anthology,
Writing To Be Seen, as the most important dozen
American visio-textual artists currently active, there
was never any question as to whether Keith would be
in it. For one thing, he is a master of  graphic design.
Added to that is a "core-consciousness" which causes
him near-constantly to organize his poems command-
ingly around one of existence's final values–flight, for
instance, or the alphabet, or poetry, itself. He is also
vibrantly receptive to all that is going on – and has
gone on – in visio-textual art, and willing to use 
material from Cummings to Kempton, and to even
more recent poets I don't know about. As possibly the
only significant African-American visual poet in all of 
the U.S. (alas), he is able to add flavors ethno-uniquely 
his to his work, as well. See, for instance, his "Wee
Poems" (page 34) and "Blues" (page 25). He is, 
however, the opposite of parochial, so his poems are
far more often trans-ethnic than black.

As the reader will see, a specialty of Keith's is the 
kind of narrow poem that I imitated at the start of this
commentary. A key element of such poems is what 
I term the "intra-syllabic line-break," which–so far as
I've been able to determine, was invented by 
E.E. Cummings. This allows the words of a poem 
to say extra things, as "come forth" in Bill's charming 
"all language poetic" (page 13), quite directly says,
"comfort" ("come/fort"). It also slows the eye, allow-
ing the poem more time to trip its reader beyond the
mere words on the page into the full sensuality of the
images and moods they are entrances into. But, in
making his narrow poems precise rectangles (or, less
frequently, other geometric shapes such as triangles),
something Cummings did not do, Keith can also use

SOME NOTES ON THE CORE-CONSCIOUSNESS 
AND SUNDRY OTHER VIRTUES OF BILL KEITH
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them as blocks in never-too-representational pictures that add to their
expressive value, as in his wonderfully simple/complex "quest" (page 11).
Another thing Keith does by making his narrow poems as geometric as 
he does, is give them an abstract, anti-emotional flavor that acts like 
dissonance to mitigate any tilt his poems may have toward sentimentality–
as, again, in "all language poetic." Or didacticism, another "flaw" in poetry
that Keith is confident enough to often risk. See, for instance, "Flying
Machine," on page 17. Finally, by accustoming a reader to his rectangles
and the like, he can all the better surprise him with variations like the
waves of "african design" (page 47) or the amazing evocation of African
tribal dances in the untitled pattern-poem on page 49.  

A second quickly apparent specialty of Keith's is the textual illumage–or
visual artwork consisting entirely or mainly of typography sans words.
These tend to be as unusually expansive as his narrow poems are unusually
condensed. A memorable example, for me, is the sophisticated pattern of
stenciled x's and z's on page 24, and the variations on it 3 and 4 pages later.
Then there is the remarkable combination of Egyptian graphics and the
same kind of stenciled letters in the piece on page 36 that I frankly can't yet
understand, but find extremely appealing viscerally. Ditto the related
illumage on page 43. Egypt, needless to say, is a continuing source of
inspiration for Keith, more so, I would say, than sub-Saharan Africa,
although that is important to him, too.

I could go on about Keith's work for several pages more, but I think I've
said enough, for now. So, reader, it's time for the main course: go to it!   

Bob Grumman, 15 June 2003
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Word Made Into Icon 1
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Stacked Poem
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Variation on Z & S 1
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Variation on X & Z
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Variation on X & Z 2
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Word Made Into Icon 2
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Word Made Into Icon 3

bk quark2  12/5/03  4:40 PM  Page 32



33

bk quark2  12/5/03  3:57 PM  Page 33



34

bk quark2  12/5/03  3:57 PM  Page 34



35

Word Made Into Icon 4
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African Motif #1
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Sphinx 2
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Alphalith 1
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Minotaur
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Fragments 1
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Fragments 2
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ancestral dancers
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Homage to Inca Artists
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song for 10 voices & kora
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Variation on Harlequinade
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Moving Images
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Alphalith 3
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examerican
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tibetanamerican
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ameritibet
shangrilaamerican
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maliamerican
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malican
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the power of babel
(program poem — reader/operator may add semantic variations 

within the given parameters ad infinitum)
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OP POEM I
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OP POEM II
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OP POEM III
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Homage to Marinnetti
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Afterword

Bill Keith's visual poetry has ranged widely over at least three decades.
During that time, it has been delightful, interesting, and informative to see
how he has pulled new dimensions into it, and how he has made the work 
of other poets and genres his own. His previous books have tended to settle
on specific techniques or themes. These chart patterns of evolution and
growth which distinguish him from many lesser visual poets who find a
catchy formula and stick to it.

His Pictographs series, for instance, makes a great synthesis of genres and
forms. Starting from a solid base in African iconography, Keith works
through other forms, including the collective store of images from many
primary cultures and from our own. Textile patterns make up part of the
African base of many poems, and this can be seen in poems where
Egyptian papyrus becomes something like a cloth when enlarged, and in
poems where a series of exclamation points become a fabric that rhymes
precisely with a zebra's markings. An abstract photocopied distortion from
an unknown, and perhaps unknowable, source can in similar manner make
a provocative answer to a collage strongly influenced by Lettrisme.

Given the nature of his earliest work, closely associated with simple 
concrete, moving quickly enough into a take on Op-Art which made the
pieces opulent as well as optical, his moves into new areas make new
books surprises which readers may look forward to. The present selection
seems particularly interesting in his continued evolution of takes on other
artists and genres, his usual inventiveness, and, particularly, his further
development of poems that explore strategies for page-kinetics. This
dimension of the work in the present book takes ideas from the Op-Art
pieces and moves them into an exploration of movement in rectilinear
forms. It seems likely that this comes about in part as collaboration with his
editor, Igor Satanovsky. The poems move through permutations over page
sequence which very from continuous to episodic. One line of development
features thin columns of letters tipped at various angles to create dynamic
imbalances and eccentric rhythms. Another set of episodes work out from
bases in the modular poems such as those found in classic Concrete - 
initially forming geometric patterns, but moving into something else by
superimposition and the absorption of curved letters and pseudo-letters. 
Yet another series takes its base in internally radiant square forms deployed
in grids. The first seem homages to Karl Kempton, who used this strategy
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extensively. These become most interesting in later variations where Keith
superimposes radiant grids, creating something like moire patterns that give
the images a vibrant quality. Others based in Lettriste models (or in Latin
American poems influenced by Lettrisme) interact with varieties of 
repetitive stamps and seals. Beginning early enough in the book, running 
as cousins of the linear columns, Keith begins a series of serpentine poems
based on African images and African themes. These inform and reshape the
other poems in the book. The fluidity of these poems suggests an African
alternative to North Atlantic linearity. Keith closes the book with a set of
verbal meditations on rhythm, giving a retrospective key to the book as a
whole. [ One of my own concerns has been with the strategies for exploring
rhythm in visual poetry, as often as not through means of varying the 
possibilities of reading speeds, and displaying text and words in non-
standard orders. ] Each poem has its own space, its own dance, its own
games, its own conceits and resonances. The book as a complete entity,
however, weaves the rhythms of cultures into a fluid yet stately dance, 
inviting people with different backgrounds and orientations to share their
abilities and achievements, and to see where they can take them from that
meeting point.

- Karl Young
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Bill Keith was born in New Rochelle, New York in 1929. 
He is a painter, collagist, poet and photographer who 
studied with Charles Alston and Roy De Carava. 
He founded the Malcolm X Art Center, directing it until
1975. His books include Wingdom (Runaway Spoon),
Spatialisme (Writers Forum), Op Poems (Writers Forum),
Sphinx (Xexoxial Endarchy) and L’ affaire du Labyrinthe
(with Arrigo Lora-Totino, Left Hand Books, 2001). 
In 1991 he curated with Karl Kempton Visualog IV, 
an international exhibition of visual poetry. Most recently,
his work has been included in Writing To Be Seen, 
an anthology of visual poetry (Light and Dust, 2002), and
spidertangle the book, a coincidental miscellany of now
vispo (Xexoxial Editions, 2002).
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