
 
Thinking About Gerrit 
 
 
I met Gerrit Lansing in 1981 at a poetry conference at Bard College. We discovered that we had 
a mutual friend, David Rattray, who had recently moved across the street from my apartment 
on Avenue A. From that time on, whenever Gerrit was visiting David, we would meet, 
sometimes at a bar, where Gerrit would sip his ODouls, non-alcoholic beer. While he was a 
walking encyclopedia, his curiosity concerning others was thorough, he wanted to know what I 
was reading, and who I was listening to. I had to keep a pen handy because Gerrit would 
recommend books to read, and I learned that it was a good idea to follow his lead, because his 
recommendations were always relevant to our discussions, and those books turned out to be just 
what I needed at that time. From poetics to philosophy to magick, I struggled to keep up with 
his erudition. He would say, “of course you have read so and so,” which I had not yet read, and I 
would scribble the title or the author down, later scouring the Strand for the titles.  
 
Later on, I would visit Gerrit’s home every summer for a few days or an extended weekend. I 
never encountered a more gracious host. When going to bed, I would find a stack of books on 
my pillow, carefully selected by Gerrit. The selection always included books I had never heard 
of, or books that I only heard about in conversation with Gerrit. Upon waking, I would hear 
Gerrit downstairs at the piano, playing Scriabin or Debussy or Sorabji. Coming down the stairs 
and around the corner to his kitchen, breakfast would be served, often a poached egg and toast, 
We would later sit on his front porch and talk, The talking would go on until we were too 
exhausted to go on, and I would climb back to my bed, exhausted.  
 
Although he was thirty years older than I, he never pulled rank in the way that elders often do. 
He was genuinely interested in what other poets were into. There was a kindness and generosity 
to him that I found extremely rare.  
 
Gerrit was not a prolific poet, but like Bunting, every single poem is highly charged and essential 
to that small body of work that was periodically republished in some versions of The Heavenly 
Tree. Like Leaves of Grass, Lansing’s lifelong book grew and mutated, dropping a few poems 
here and there, and adding a few more where needed. His debt to Whitman was vital to his 
project, and through Lansing I came to appreciate Whitman more and more.  
 
Many of Lansing’s poems had the power of magickal spells, of which he was a student and a 
practitioner. He was known to many in the occult world as a scholar and book collector, and 
was initiated in several magickal orders. Similarly, he was the secret ingredient in much of the 
poetic activities of the 50’s, 60’s and beyond. His modest presence on the scene seemed to be of 
his own desire. He didn’t seem to need fame and glory as so many poets do.  
 
A great poet and dear friend to myself and many others, there is so much to say about Gerrit 
that I end up saying little. To quote his own words, “a writ is a route.” And so it is. 


