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How to Swallow an Aardvark

and Other Movements

1 do not know how
many have noticeq thal the
Wolgamot Society 15 dving. An em-
inent authority on Aleister Crowley has
yecently consulted the [ Ching to find out if
Wolgamot himself is still living: by hi=s oneertain
jnierpretation of that ambiguous oracle, John Barton is
alive, but in decline. /// The organization’s outward history
began in May, 1958, when il spotisored a reading—a liitle il-
lpgally—at the University of Michigan, Three poefs of the San
Francisco Renaissance, posters announced, would read their own
poems, answer questions, and cven presenl a new verse play with jam
accompaniment. If the poets had been real, it would have been a more
interesting evening than that campus is used fo, and the hall filed up with
local beats and curivus siudenis, I suppose there werc psycholegy majors
thinking of it as a lield trip and doublless some English grads irying their
best toy react like Mrs ‘ITilling. ay, it was a most unacademic fonkm o
mob, sinee the fronl rows (and the {loor, apd the window sills) were taken by
uncombed—some unshod—girls and men in motoreyele jackets, The very few
instructors who came (I didn’t see any professors) sat in the back. /// The three
ts gave lhe sudience no chanee to apply the usual cliches, Felicia Borden
“Lhe mosl aulhenlic woman volce of the lafe school"—the sler  atiribuled
this to Henry Miller) took off her trench coat to show a black sheath with
sequins. Rooald Whalen, a negro—some said a Hindu—spoke softly with beau-
Hful articulation, max's or kke it's. There was g notable lack of beard, ///
A prominent Aristotelian with tenure introduccd the poels by reading thumb-
nail hingraphics. Miss Borden had been awarded a fellowship by the Amer-
ican Academy of something or ofher—and turned it down. pplause. Ken-
had been arresied in San Francisep for petty

neth Kant, the third poe
lareeny and narcotics violstlon. Grand applause. Nine months in a

federal prizon, he went to Ja and turned Fen monk jn Yoshiwara,
returned to write an autobiography: The Wordless Wall—fo be
published next week, /// A= far as T know, Felicia Borden's poems
are now lost. This is a pity, since they are the only examples
I can recall of an interesting genre, the antomatic translation.
Tol.hm:a?ig?ﬁ a}utnmal{g lr;al.:l:gslai.inn, the poet 1;]iml:-l:r,' rtg.ads
e al poem (in this case, appropriately, by the
Alsatian Dadaist, Hans Arp) qu]i}ck]y, just enongh
to get a first impression; then writes an
ish poem as fast as possible—
preferably without thinking.
Several of the lines
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turned out remarkably apt. A poem originally starting,
Sind wir noch unterwegs?

began, in Felicia Borden's reading,
Are we sztill on the Road?

but I forget the rest.

Felicia, incidentally, was the best liked poet of the evening, at least for the
more sober patrons. Her firure certainly had something to do with it but
more than one undergraduate girl was impressed by how profoundly serious she
obvionsly was. Kenneth Eant was as obviously not serions, and some of those
same arhiters decided he was just “exploiting the movement.”

Kant's poems soumded as if written by a bad poet on short notice. As a matter
of fact, they were wrilten by an excellent poct on the verge of aleoholic stupor.
One is printed in this volume. Anocther demanded politely of John Crowe Hansem
that he ram his textures up bis structures and had as refrain,

Yap! Yap!

Crap in vour lapl
The audience ate it ap. They wanted that one over.

The evening moved in two contrary directions: the audience, at least the
front half, liked the performance more and more; the porformers got more
and more outrageous, occasionally insolting, Someone in the audience insisted
the beats must have been nfluenced by John Barlon Wolgamot.  Another
claimeqd it was a generation that knew him not. Whalen and Kant began quarrel-
ing over he same subtlety and had te be recalled by the moderator.

I must admit not &ll the guestions from the house were completely extempor-
aneous, but the best of them were. A local charaeter, apparently leading up to
& fuestion, started describing his large collection of lairine scribblings, but
was interrupted by Eant's 1 probably wrote some of them,” Such inguires as
“What are you escaping from?” and *What are you escaping 107" were clearly
meantl to ask “Whal can we escape from/to?” The nearly stated, the barely
concealed guestion constantly in the air was, “Why do we have to go to San
Francisco to be beat; why can’'t we be beat right here in Ann Arbor, Michigan?"

But the final degradation—oi the audience because it swallowed it; of the
Wolgamot Society because it did not manage to prediet how much an enlightened
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crowd will swallow; of the beat generation for making an outlandish parody
seem likely—was the world premiere of Ronald Whalen's play, The Quivering
Aordvark and the Jelly of Love. Three casts (I say to their credit) agreed to
do the play, then looked at the script and backed out. The parts were finally
acted by two of the poets and several incredibly loyal Wolgamotians,

The Owivering Aordvark . _ . efc. was actually based on the final scene of
Froncesca da Remini by George Henry Boker, a pineteenth century American
Shakespeare-imitator and one of the worst playwrights who ever lived. The
plot is a little different: Boker's Francesca has, as ususl, been unfaithful with
her ugly husband's handsome brother Paolo—originally played by Otis Skin-
ner; the husband, Lanciotto, kills the happy peir in blank verse. In the
Whalen wersion, a lovely dopefiend named Prudence falle for a sguare called
T. 5. and both are murdered by the hero-hipster Lance. Some of Lhe more
appropriate lines from Froncesce are left intact:
Can howling make this sight more terrible?
but most are somewhal changed. Boker's Fraticesca cries,
Thou canst forcsalte me, theon,
To spare thyself a little bashful pain?
Paolo, dost thou know what 't for me,
A woman—ngay, 8 dame of highest rank —
To lose my purity? . , .
Whalen's T, 8.2 Can you, then fluth me down the drzin
Just to spare yourself g little bashfyl pain?
Pruodence, den't you know what it Is for me,
A man, [ mesn a man of the hariest type,
To be un-cherry? . | .
. . . what a8 craven has thy guilt
Transformed thee to! Why, T have seen the time
When thou'dst have struck at heaven for such a thing!
Lance: Pri, Pru, Pru! What a cruddy coward has your erime
Transformed you to? Why man, I've seen the time
When you'd have eold-cocked Kerouac!
Boker's Dost thou see
Yon bloated spider—hideous as myself—
Climbing aloft, to reach that wavering twig?
When be has touched it, one of us must die.

And Lanciotto:



