
Anticipating the two most powerful poetic techniques of the twenty-first 
century — appropriation and détournement — Bob Brown’s Gems makes a 
travesty of the received cultural canon. With a shrewdly theoretical under-
standing that censorship is inevitably self-defeating, because it is always 
bought at the cost of newly provoked libiditudes, Brown demonstrates that 
the puritanical and the prurient are locked in a dynamic ratio of inverse 
proportions. But beyond its ostensible critique of hypocritical literary 
repression and its parting modernist shot at the pieties of the Victorian-
era’s Golden Treasuries, Brown’s book is a classic of burlesque humor. It will 
make you QQQ so hard you’ll QQQQ.
 —Craig Dworkin, University of Utah  

Censorship feeds the dirty mind more than the four-letter word itself.
 — Dick Cavett

Let “Censorship for all” be their motto, and this country no longer be ridden 
and destroyed by free Institutions!
 —John Galsworthy, winner of the Noble Prize in Literature in 1932

Censorship is on everyone’s mind today, with news sources, governments, 
and schools trying to hide something “sensitive” from the roving eyes of 
children, citizens, and WikiLeaks whistleblowers. Bob Brown’s Gems (1931) 
has much to teach us as he spoofs the redacting censors, and demonstrates 
how to read like a censor. Brown published this mad-libs-like send-up in his 
series of visually daring books about modern reading including !e Readies, 
Words, Gems, Demonics, and Readies for Bob Brown’s Machine.

! "#$%!& &'"&%!

!$$$$(
)*+,-!"#.$.%!&.&'"&%.!

/$0$$

Bob Brown Craig Saper

            GEM
S   by Bob Brown         C

RAIG SAPER, ED.

ISBN-10: 0692217266
ISBN-13: 978-0-692-21726-9

by Bob Brown
Edited and with an Introduction  
by Craig Saper

GEMS  A Ce   nsored AnthologyCENSORED



GEMS





GEMS 
by Bob Brown

Edited and with an Introduction by Craig Saper



Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available at the Library of Congress
2014947122 

First published by Bob Brown, Roving Eye Press, 1930
Second Edition, first published with Craig Saper’s introduction,  

Roving Eye Press, 2014

Roving Eye Press
www.rovingeyepress.com

RovingEyePress@gmail.com

Introduction © Craig J. Saper, 2014
All rights reserved

Book Design by Deborah Fay 
 

ISBN-10: 0692217266
ISBN-13: 978-0-692-21726-9

Printed and bound in the United States of America



Table of Contents

Introduction vii

Bibliography and Further Reading xvii

GEMS





vii

Bob Brown’s nn!
Censorship is on everyone’s mind today, and this 
volume has much to teach us. Bob Brown (1886-
1959) was a bestselling pulp-fiction writer, Hol-
lywood pitchman, book dealer, cookbook writer, 
world-traveler, wealthy international publisher, 
stockbroker, commune worker, and museum cura-
tor to name just a few of his avocations. For any-
one picking up this particular book, Brown is best 
known as an avant-garde poet and publisher, politi-
cal radical resisting censorships and prohibitions for 
much of his life, and friend to important arts and 
cultural figures from Marcel Duchamp and Ger-
trude Stein to H. L. Menken and Langston Hughes. 
Kay Boyle, the popular writer and activist, hailed 
him as “one of the greatest ... innovators in writing 
(and printing).”  

With his one-man Roving Eye Press, he published 
Gems in 1931 shortly after publishing a volume of 
poems, Words, with Nancy Cunard’s Hours Press. 
In Gems, Brown took more explicit aim at the 
sanitizing censors than he had in Words. �is time 
he also spoofed the purported goal of protecting 
school-age children from less exalted literary 
works (like limericks, which seem especially suited 
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to recitation and rote memorization, but are also 
considered sullied, perverse, and inappropriate). 
Before the school reform movement of the 1920’s, 
school primers focused on small literary “gems” 
for recitation (Reece, 137). Cunard’s press was just 
finishing an edition of Havelock Ellis’s Revaluation 
of Obscenity, a surprisingly un-sexy historical 
development of obscenity’s definition and legal 
cases. Brown wanted to produce a volume that 
would use visual design to expose the logic of 
censorship, by redacting words and phrases using 
the censor’s black bar, since he typeset the marks 
individually. Reading a censored document produces 
a material and poetic situation that differs from 
reading the same text without any censored lines. 
�e demonstration makes all of the classic poems, 
or the gems of the literary cannon, seem obscene.  
He printed and published Gems in the same year 
as Words. Bob dedicated the volume to Cunard 
in the hope that she would find in it a “lifelong 
fountain of innocent and exalted pleasure; a source 
of animation to friends when they meet, a book of 
beauties which the eye cannot see but may easily 
imagine.” He also begins that collection of found 
poems with a detailed discussion of Havelock Ellis, 
whom Cunard also published, and whose books on 
sexuality were banned, denounced, and burned in 
England. With this ongoing prohibition in mind, 
Brown thought of his use of micrographic texts in 
Words, and the em-dashes in Readies, strategically, 
not ornamentally or neutrally. And, in his dedication 
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to Cunard, he concludes that besides serving as a 
storehouse of “delight,” it should also teach “those 
indifferent to the Poets to n them, and those 
who love them to n them more, the aim and 
the desire entertained in framing it will be fully 
accomplished.”  To hang the n sanitizers by 
their own n was the vanguard tactic that 
Brown employed repeatedly in all of his books that 
visually challenged normative reading. 

In his studies, Ellis specifically alluded to the poems 
in Victorian literature, and how those previously 
considered gems now seemed dated, leaving him, 
and most other contemporary readers, reading those 
gems only from an irreverent perspective. 

In my independent irreverence towards the 
idols of Victorian literature and art, I scarcely 
deigned to read their poems or look at their 
pictures, while I eagerly searched for the 
things that pleased myself, things, some of 
them, which afterwards also pleased other 
people, so much so that they have since left 
me tired . . . the perpetual slight change which 
taste is always undergoing. (Ellis, More Essays 
on Love and Virture, 1931/2002, vii)

Craig Dworkin, in his book Reading the Illegible, 
describes how the found (and then processed) 
“gems” demonstrate censorship’s ability to create 
the circumstance for obscenity rather than 
obscenity creating a need for censorship. �e 
anthology of gems makes visible, by covering 
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and obscuring the expressive text, the usually 
invisible social situation of a censor’s decisions. 
Reading these poems again, now censored into 
suggestiveness, writes a social poem about the 
cultural practice of reading socially acceptable 
anthologies of great poems in the cannon of 
literature. Precisely because the visual poetry of the 
censored lines uses a social cultural convention of 
a widespread reading practice, the poems ironically 
de-familiarize that reading practice as well as 
highlight the usually invisible censored texts in 
literary anthologies. Gems also graphically 
challenges the idea that great literature is, 
in and of itself, “life-enhancing,” which is “one of 
the most enduring delusions of humanist culture” 
(Dollimore 121). 

�is anthology makes visible the usually invisible 
social situation of a censor’s decisions by n 
and n the expressive precious poetic gems. 
Reading these poems again, now n into 
suggestiveness, writes a social poem about the 
cultural practice of reading socially acceptable 
anthologies of poetic gems in the cannon of 
literature. Precisely because the visual poetry of the 
censored lines uses a social cultural convention of 
a widespread reading practice, the poems ironically 
de-familiarize that reading practice as well as 
highlight the usually invisible censored texts in 
literary anthologies. It also may suggest a social 
technology: the censors’ ability to n words 
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and passages, or in radio or TV bleep the offending 
n. “�e parodic principle of deconstruction 
is to hoist the target on its own petard in a kind 
of mime of the host terminology” (Ulmer 554). In 
that sense, Brown positions himself deconstruct 
the censors’ titillating art of redaction: everyone a 
censor! He talks of “book-legging” as analogous 
to boot-legging, in terms of an interesting and 
profitable career, as if he were trying to convince 
the young to take up the trade. Much like George 
Carlin, and the seven dirty words that censors did 
not permit on radio or TV, Brown seeks to spoof the 
concern with the inappropriate. He demonstrates 
in the readies and the salacious-ized gems how the 
visual design (e.g., black out words or adding lots 
of punctuation) can both defeat a censor looking 
for specific words and amuse the audience (of 
Surrealists, Dadaists, and other vanguardists) who 
were struggling to avoid the censors in the 1920’s 
and 30’s. �e visual poetry did not seek to limit, 
restrict, or efface specific cultural meanings, and 
instead stressed the political dangers of ceding 
visual-poetics to the n powers-that-be. 

In this volume of n Gems, one can see 
Marcel Duchamp’s influence on the conceptual 
experiment played on the found poems. Each 
of these poems, easily recognized as children’s 
poems, takes on sinister meanings simply by 
censoring: appropriating the mechanisms and 
social technologies of censorship perverts old forms 
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of sanitized communication.. Brown is a self-
conscious conceptual poet as his work wants to have 
readers think about reading and the pre-linguistic 
mechanisms and n of reading: we do not 
read the missing word, we fill in the blank. Brown 
masquerades as the faceless bureaucrat dutifully 
censoring the poems. Bureaucracy, as a mode of 
governmental or corporate organization, depends 
on officials rather than elected representatives or 
charismatic leaders. It usually connotes a cold, 
faceless, and excessively complicated system of 
administration. It epitomizes the distance between 
a governing body’s procedures and the needs 
and desires of its citizens, subjects, or customers. 
Of course, much of the term’s descriptive power 
depends on its connotations rather than on its 
specific meaning and definitions. It also suggests a 
large-scale mechanism familiar to anyone who has 
lived through modernity in the twentieth century. 
In tragic situations, it has Kafkaesque overtones and 
the markings of fascism — what Hannah Arendt 
called the “banality of evil.” Bob Brown lampoons 
bureaucratic sanitation.

Gems creates a lineage for later artworks that use 
censorship, and specifically works that use n 
to redact text in a sociopoetic intervention. �ese 
tactical interventions use the practices of the 
social context, like the activity of censors, as the 
practice and premise of the art or poetic works. �is 
“relational aesthetics” depends on the bureaucratic 
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procedures rather than the work supposedly 
separated off from the socio-political realm as if in 
“an independent and private space” (Bourriaud 113). 
In the 1960’s and 70’s, Samizdat artists noticed 
that the Soviet’s censorship functioned “as a kind 
of advertisement” (Badovinac et al.), and it is that 
reversal of intent that Brown recognized as well, and 
that other artists have taken up in explorations of 
censorship. One of the best examples in the Gems 
lineage is Jenny Holzer’s �ree Flags (2006), in 
which Holzer made colorized silkscreen “paintings” 
of declassified, but heavily redacted with n, 
documents that were only made available to the 
public through the Freedom of Information Act. 
Among the documents was a memo about the 
important artist, Alice Neel, and her “consort” who 
were identified as “obvious communists.” In one 
painting the reproduced document describes torture 
in Iraq, Afghanistan, and Guantánamo Bay, but 
the censors do not redact the details of the abuse. 
Instead only the names of detainees are effaced. �e 
censor’s black bars graphically echos the hoods the 
torturers used in photos of the anonymous victims. 
Censorship and redacted text dehumanizes victims 
and hides persecutors behind a bureaucratic process. 
Brown and Holzer reverse the intent by reproducing 
a found, or ready-made, text. And, Brown in 
particular sought, in a series of books and works, 
to investigate the socio-poetic and socio-political 
implications of how we read the read-y made. To 
Brown, reading does not exist in a separate private 
space, but is already entangled with social processes, 
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like the censor’s graphic design.

�e nn have appeared elsewhere for 
different aesthetic purposes in, for example, Marcel 
Broodthaers’ brilliant 1969 translation of Stéphane 
Mallarmé’s 1887 proto-modernist (and precursor 
to concrete and visual poetry) work Un Coup de dés 
jamais n’abolira le hasard (A throw of the dice will 
never abolish chance). Broodthaers appropriates 
the found poem and replaces every single word 
with a n. �e thickness of the n was 
determined by the font size that Mallarmé famously 
varied, and the new version alternates pages with 
the n printed on translucent paper with the 
original poem under the n on alternate pages. 
Without the semantic value of the words distracting 
the reader, the position, size, and each page’s design 
changes the reading of the found poem from 
literature to art; and the result is almost a lesson on 
modernist page design. Broodthaer’s changes only 
one word, “Poéme,” that appears on the title page, to 
“Image” in order to graphically argue that Mallarmé 
invents modern space. Joseph Kosuth’s Zero & Not 
(1986) begins with a found text from Sigmund 
Freud’s work on repression and the unconscious. 
Kosuth crosses out each and every line of text, but 
unlike Brown’s redactions, you can almost read the 
only partially hidden text under the black lines in 
this allegorical comment on the unconscious.
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�ere is a related tradition of artworks that erase 
or mark found texts, or that present blank texts. 
Although that is beyond the scope of this essay, 
Brown’s Gems might be placed in a lineage with 
Doris Cross’s erasures in “dictionary columns” 
(1956), that paint over texts, Ronald Johnson’s book-
length poem Radi Os (Sand Dollar Press, 1977), 
that redacts specific words from four books of 
Milton’s Paradise Lost, Robert Rauschenberg’s 
“Erased De Kooning Drawing” (1953), and 
Jonathan Safran Foer’s book-length erasure (with 
most of the words, but not all, laser-cut from each 
page) of �e Street of Crocodiles by Bruno Schulz 
that Foer entitled Tree of Codes (2010). �e erasure 
alludes to Schulz’s murder by the Gestapo, and the 
disappearance of almost all of his works (the two 
that remain establishing Schulz as one of the most 
important writers of the twentieth century). 

With only 150 copies of Gems, Brown initially 
only reached a small group of readers, his circle 
of avant-garde writers and artists, who were all 
trying to avoid the censors’ n. �is new 
edition will reach a wider audience, who can once 
again appreciate how, and why, Brown embraced 
censorship, borrowing or stealing its logic and 
visual poetics. �is new audience will also see a 
demonstration of how to read censors’ poetry. �e 
results are remarkably n and n. Gems is as 
relevant today as during the early 1930’s.
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Anticipating the two most powerful poetic techniques of the twenty-first 
century — appropriation and détournement — Bob Brown’s Gems makes a 
travesty of the received cultural canon. With a shrewdly theoretical under-
standing that censorship is inevitably self-defeating, because it is always 
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and schools trying to hide something “sensitive” from the roving eyes of 
children, citizens, and WikiLeaks whistleblowers. Bob Brown’s Gems (1931) 
has much to teach us as he spoofs the redacting censors, and demonstrates 
how to read like a censor. Brown published this mad-libs-like send-up in his 
series of visually daring books about modern reading including !e Readies, 
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