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Praise for 1959 edition of 1450-1950: 

“I have enjoyed myself enormously, in every way enormously.”
     ~Gertrude Stein

“And I like it immensely.”
     ~Marcel Duchamp

“I hear that that compendium of insanely sensible ‘painfully hand-
lettered’ poems (or is it a delightfully impressive mad drawing, 
conceived during a masculine pregnancy?) yclept 1450-1950 is about 
to be republished. Thank God, and GOODY, GOODY; believe it 
or not!”
     ~Carl Van Vechten

“You rise like a ghost come to life from the legion of the vanished . . . 
I am one of the few who is sure you are not more bughouse than 
Rabelais or William Blake. I have read the book silently and then out 
loud in a family circle. There is life in the old hoss yet . . .”
     ~Carl Sandburg

“Bookshelves are deficient in laughs. Everyone is so busy being a 
Brain they are content mostly to leave Aristophanes in the hands 
of anybody who has nothing better to do than smile. So when you 
just burst out laughing and can’t get the sound of it down on the 
typewriter or find it in any other book read THE FROGS or Bob 
Brown’s 1450-1950 with pictures, hand-hewn by the author himself.”
     ~Walter Lowenfels

“How many?
 Why not? You should.
 ‘—intelligent et jeune
 Comme l’avenir,
 Comme le rire!’”
     ~James Johnson Sweeney
     



“It is the most original book I have read except The Life and Romance 
of an Algebraist.”
     ~Gelett Burgess

“The years 1928-29 in Paris were a great time for me. One of the 
contributing factors was my close friendship with Bob Brown 
while he was getting 1450-1950 into shape. He achieved a classic 
architecture for the transference of casual good will in this process. I 
look forward to the republication of his unique and true book to serve 
a like function in my current euphoric method.”
     ~Stuart Davis

“We show your book to everyone who comes to the house and they 
always find some page that so especially delights them that soon we 
will have to chain it down like an ancient missal.”
     ~Caresse Crosby

Praise for 2015 edition: 
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“Monad (for Bob Brown),” Courtesy of Jonathan Eburne. 



Scratch & Scrawl, Here Comes Bob Brown:

Printing, Publishing, & Poetry, 1450-1950

Like everyone else, you flipped through the pages of this chapbook 
even before you started reading this introduction: the pictures, just 
scribbles; the words, not typeset. Maybe you thought to yourself, 
“What do these handwritten scratched and scrawled words mean?” To 
learn to read these poems, you might place this book in the context 
of Bob Brown’s avant-garde experiments with visual poetry in the 
late 1920s. You might already know that one of the poems in this 
collection, “Eyes on the Half-Shell,” appeared in Marcel Duchamp’s 
Blindman in 1917, and that Harry and Caresse Crosby’s Black Sun 
Press, in Paris, first published this collection of hand-drawn visual 
poetry in 1929. You must know that, while in Paris, Brown drank-in 
Apollinaire’s “Calligrammes” experiments (published in 1918, a year 
after Bob published the first visual poem in the modernist era). In 
describing this volume, Bob punned on “Apollinaris” mineral water, 
bottled eighty kilometers upriver from Bad Ems, a rest spa where he 
went after publishing this volume: he claimed to bathe in Apollinaire 
as part of the cure for what literature had become, and released what it 
could become.

More than half a century after Brown first published a visual 
poem, and nearly three decades after publishing this chapbook, the 
publisher-poet, Jonathan Williams’ Jargon Press re-issued Brown’s 
collection to an American audience in 1959. Famous for popularizing 
the Black Mountain College poets like Charles Olson, and for re-
issuing less well-known avant-garde works, Williams recognized that 
Bob Brown “was one of the lines of strength of the American avant-
garde.” On the back cover blurb for that Jargon Press edition, Gillette 
Burgess, the famous poet of nonsense verse, noted that Brown’s visual 
poetry collection was one of “the most original books I have read” 
(Burgess, back cover of the 1959 edition). Jargon Press had strong 
connections to the Beat poetry scene in New York and Northern 
California. Brown was interviewed and lionized in publications like 
the tabloid-style culture newspaper, Bern Porter’s Berkeley: A Journal 
of Modern Culture. Porter was the nuclear physicist turned radical poet 
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that embodied politics of resistance and the reemergence of a counter-
cultural poetry. These poets and artists looked to the then little known 
expatriate avant-garde of the 1920s as lineage and models. These 
various groups started to reissue and publish reports on leaders of the 
expatriate avant-garde, like the report Bob Brown wrote on Gertrude 
Stein and her circle. And new editions of these alternative poetries 
were published. In Brazil, Augusto de Campos published an edition 
of 1450-1950 in the early 1960s. Dick Higgins’ Something Else Press 
and the Fluxus group began publishing their own poetry experiments 
alongside these expatriate works especially works of “concrete” 
and visual poetry. After another more than half a century hiatus, 
Brown’s works have now begun to reappear as his works speak to our 
contemporary concerns about new forms of poetry (LANGUAGE 
poetry, Conceptual Poetry, etc.). Also, the interest in the ways that 
electronic machines impact reading have drawn considerable scholarly 
interest to Brown’s work in areas like “digital modernism,” and from 
those looking for analogies to electronic literature. Brown includes a 
readie as the first poem in this collection. The newly re-started Roving 
Eye Press has also published Brown’s Words, The Readies, and Gems. 

One of the poems in this collection offers in a mise-en-abyme another 
context to read this entire collection of poems and all of Brown’s life 
and career; Bob Brown’s own self-portrait as visual poem functions as 
a schematic map to reading this volume. The handwritten captions on 
different parts of his stick-figure include references to poems in this 
volume, like “My Skeleton Both Articulates and Gesticulates,” and, 
again, in mise-en-abyme fashion, half of this book’s title appears in the 
upper left hand corner, “1450,” and the other half appears in the lower 
right corner, “1950.” One handwritten tag, “my art,” is scribbled over 
his heart; and that heart is a dingbat-like visual design that he used 
as the logo for this collection of visual poetry. Next to the logo-heart 
is “My Rose Rib,” an allusion to Adam’s rib and to Brown’s partner 
and wife, Rose. In this same self-poem, or what we now might call 
a conceptual poem selfie, he includes a miniature of his entire “Eyes 
On The Half Shell,” that shows the influence of Marcel Duchamp, 
a friend and mentor of Bob’s before and during the years in France 
with the expatriate avant-garde. Brown turns his autobiographical 
sketch into a one of his characteristic comic visual poems that makes 
the abstracted shape an essential element of the meaning and self-
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conception. The optical aspect of these poems is of course crucial.

When you talk about modernist visual poetry, you start with 
Apollinaire’s calligrams and cummings’ manupictograms and 
typograms where the poet imbricates writing and illustration 
inextricably together. Of 1450-1950 Brown explains, 

I try to express myself through optical poems, as 
Apollinaire and cummings try, as I already tried in 
“Eyes on the Half Shell” in 1917, excited by the 
first ‘Armory Show’ and by the Tender Buttons 
of Gertrude Stein, excited by the combining of 
drawings and words. I don’t believe that words by 
themselves are worth anything anymore, except 
when manipulated by artists (cummings and Boyle 
for example). I think that Coolidge (today: add 
Eisenhower) and Will Rogers exhausted them to 
the point that they were left without meaning, so 
pale and dirty as the cents that Rockefeller and 
Woolworth rub among themselves. I think we 
need words in motion, to be read by the reading 
machine, I think we need to recapture something 
of the healthy hieroglyphic writing, now that 
oratory is dead and that what rests of poetry that is 
still read aloud is vociferate to us by electronicsniks. 

The book is handwritten through most of the book including its 
dedication:
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Among this eccentric list of writers, artists, printers, whole categories 
of artists and artisans, and even a fictional murderous clown from the 
opera Pagliacci, Brown includes “MYSELF,” and stresses in the visual 
form of the all-caps-handwritten list and in the whacky allusions, 
his own mix of visual and clowning elements that this collection 
embodies: Brown invents a type of slap-stick poetic burlesque. Calling 
it visual poetry is too staid and decorous; call it scratch & scrawl. If 
sonnets have a singular form and unvarying constraints for each and 
every instantiation, then scratch & scrawl depends on the absolutely 
particular trace, passions, and imperfection of the handwriting. The 
play between words and images shifts from a poetic tension to a 
conceptual game in which hand-drawn scribbles and pictures—
blurring the boundaries between literal scribbles and conceptual 
poetry, it is difficult to describe them as one would a single medium 
like painting or film. Instead, the process of reading 1450-1950 
follows an intimate discovery of a literally marginalized poetry (since 
the invention of the printing press). This collection is an extension 
of Gutenberg’s creative legacy, a resistance to the standardized 
lines of type set, and the hilarious enervation of poetry’s secret life 
usually under erasure by setting it in type – ALL OF THOSE 
CONFLICTING GOALS AT ONCE. It is scratch & scrawl: a next 
great poetry always already on the read page, but here it’s a message in 
a bottle-booked-bound from a book-legger bobbed browned. 

For this new 2015 edition, we invited a very few poets, artists, and 
scholars to riff on Brown’s poetry, and they have in their own poetic 
ways answered that call. We could read these new contributions 
as homage, as specific riffs from contemporary branches in the 
conceptual-visual-poetry that Brown was working on about a hundred 
years before, or as speculative poetry on the future of what Bob Brown 
might call “readies,” or simply the future of reading. Anna Banana, 
a founder and leader of the mail-art and stamp-art movement and 
a “conceptualist,” contributed two works, “Homage to Bob Brown” 
AND “Roving Hand,” that reference both her own roving hands and 
banana logic, and Brown’s roving eye. Charles Bernstein, one of the 
founders and leaders of the LANGUAGE poetry movement as well 
as an important contemporary visual poet, contributed two poems 
as well, one of which, “Eyes on Globe,” included here, and the other 
piece a GIF poem is available online at the Roving Eye Press website: 
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www.rovingeyepress.com. Amaranth Borsuk, one of the innovators 
in the contemporary e-poetry movement with her works that explore 
the ephemeral space between page and screen, contributed “A Healthy 
Hieroglyphic,” a reference to Brown’s phrase of what’s needed to 
resuscitate writing, which is the QR-like-code-as-striking-image 
on the last page of this introduction (and when holding the book 
up to the screen at the poet’s URL, a three-dimensional jumble of 
Brownian words dances off the page). Jonathan Eburne, a major 
scholar of surrealist and avant-garde writing, contributed “Monad (for 
Bob Brown),” which is the frontispiece before this introduction. Kaja 
Marczewska, a doctoral candidate writing about conceptual poetry 
and “uncreative writing,” sent “Look Before You Cook,” which closes 
this introductory chapter. 

Although these biographical, literary, and cultural contexts help make 
the reading more robust, there is something about this particular 
collection that separates it even from those contexts: the handwriting 
itself. The handwriting reinforces these poems improvisatory mood. 
The short poems, never exceeding one page, and sometimes seemingly 
two or three in one, also add to the immediacy and intimacy of these 
poems. The readers feel like Bob is sitting next to them at the bar, 
while drinking beers, as Bob draws these poems on a napkin as he 
did in a bar with Marcel Duchamp. There is a sub-field of poetics 
focused on visual poetry, but little of it studies the literary meaning of 
handwriting. It is difficult to talk in general terms about something 
so specific, something literally (and figuratively) not of “type,” and 
something that is rarely reproduced outside of the documentation of 
an author’s original notes. Of course, we knew it was crucial to publish 
a facsimile edition of the poems because if one pours handwritten 
poems into typography, the figures and figurative are lost, the oeuvre 
and meaning erased. Although there is a rich semantic play in these 
poems, there is no versifying formalism, no sign of any verse, not even 
free or Imagist verse, which Brown had, many years earlier (in the 
19-teens), parodied. 1450-1950 goes beyond parody, and calls for a 
new poetics of scratch & scrawl.

Where do we begin to formulate a poetics of handwriting? For 
Martin Heidegger, the hand, together with the word, distinguishes 
human from animal, and the hand’s script is handwriting. In that 
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conception, handwriting is not peripheral, ornamental, or frivolous 
– it is the essence of the human. He goes on to discuss how the 
typewriter “degrades” and reduces the word down to a mere “means 
of communication” because type standardizes the word, the human 
character impressed in handwriting. “The typewriter makes everyone 
look the same.” Later Jacques Derrida would recover the typewriter 
as something more, and other, than a standardization-and-reduction 
machine as typewriter-poets demonstrated. And, Avital Ronell would 
take dictation out of Heidegger’s closet in a similar de-sedimentation 
as re-mixers and sound-poets have performed. 

The discussion is beyond the scope of this introduction, but 
mentioning the importance of handwriting in philosophical and 
theoretical debates, helps highlight how Brown’s poems in this volume 
turn-up “character” in the scratch and scrawl of Brown’s intimate 
hand-written, and –drawn, visual poetry. You can see the handprints 
of the poet’s character, moving poetry itself from the symbolic to 
the indexical sign. This modest collection of poems, forgotten in all 
histories and anthologies of important gems of poetry, pushes meaning 
into a direct connection to the author’s hand: a knee-slapping heretical 
poet’s hand. With this squib of an introduction, a mere scribble, 
that introduces scratch & scrawl, I leave your fingers to trace the 
flourishing lines that Bob wrote.

“Look Before You Cook,” Courtesy of Kaja Marczewska.
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“Hommage to Bob Brown,” Courtesy of Anna Banana.
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“Roving Hand,” Courtesy of Anna Banana.
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“A Healthy Hieroglyphic,” Courtesy of Amaranth Borsuk.

*To unlock this hieroglyph, visit the following page and follow the posted 
instructions: www.betweenpageandscreen.com/bobbrown
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