
Thoughts Pursuing a Mercurial Life

Well Done:

An Appreciation of Gerrit Lansing

Those of us who had the pleasure of spending time in Gerrit Lansing’s presence and posed him 

any questions often found out quickly that there was a far greater magnitude to the subject at hand than 

may have initially been considered.  As enlightening and humbling as these occasions could be Gerrit 

was unfailingly gracious and warm in his responses no matter the topic.  For years, after becoming 

aware of the immense breadth of knowledge Gerrit wielded, I would often selfishly wonder why he had

not published an extensive study on poetry, esotericism, language or any one of a number of bodies of 

learning that he held such a commanding grasp of.  And then, just recently as I was researching the role

of the ether in Renaissance thought, the unique perspective of a particular Renaissance thinker came to 

mind that offered some partial insight into Gerrit’s oral versus written output.

In one of the more important but little discussed Renaissance speculative philosophical works, 

Cause, Prinicple, and Unity Giordano Bruno espoused his formulation of the continuous body.  It 
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wasn’t just Bruno’s concept though that caught my eye concerning Gerrit’s life-work, but the manner in 

which Bruno developed this concept.  The notion of the continuous body was a theory in progress that 

stood in contradistinction to the hermetic axiom As above, so below.  In short Bruno felt that the 

continuous body was part and parcel of the cosmos.  Whereas Hermeticists saw the microcosm as a 

reflection of the greater universe or macrocosm Bruno acknowledged a greater body, much like 

Aristotelian elemental bodies.  However, Bruno’s was responsible for overall unity and cohesion 

possessing no boundaries and more importantly this continuous body did away not only with the 

segregation of the ontological spheres of the heavens and the earth but with the ether as a binding 

element as well.  Bruno felt that the entirety of the universe cohered in this single indivisible organism 

or continuous body without dimension.  Yet, at one point in speaking of the etheric vehicle of the soul, 

Bruno actually stated that he did not feel the concept of the ether as a unifying component was 

necessarily incorrect.  Rather, he demonstrated an enlightened presence of mind in suggesting that the 

ether was a helpful concept for those whose intellect was only prepared to deal with it as such.  And as 

I reconsidered this aspect of Bruno’s thought Gerrit Lansing’s body of work and life came immediately 

to mind.  

Aligned with Bruno’s body the title of Gerrit’s wonderful early poem states, “The Great Form is

Without Shape.”  Perhaps a decent vantage point from which to view Gerrit’s intellectual approach may

be easily gained by considering the massive body of research amassed by Harry Smith, a friend whom 

Gerrit greatly admired.  Harry was an indefatigable compiler of lists and charts similar to Aleister 

Crowley’s 777 which is essentially a catalog of god names, plants, etc., as they correspond to the 32 

paths of the Cabalistic Tree of Life or the Otz Chim.  The maddening thing one quickly discovers with 

Smith’s charts is the shear breadth of them and how they compound seemingly ad infinitum.  Harry 

Smith is one of the few moderns who took the platform of the Cabalistic sphere of Hod, to heart.  Hod, 

governed by Mercury, is the realm of a perfected or absolute intelligence wherein true forms that clothe

universal forces may be grasped.  Maya itself has been termed as illusion but more literally it is viewed 

by certain tantriks as the form that is given to the formless which is indicative of the sphere of Hod.  

But, and here is the crux in understanding Harry Smith’s approach and ultimately Gerrit’s, is that the 

pure energy indwelling within or composing the kinetic of form is something that is translated through 

the senses and the intuitive mind.  Therefore, if one intuits that there is something lacking in the 

fundamental structure of the formal Cabalistic Tree of Life then one has no choice but to revise or 
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restructure that framework in accordance with the inner voice or the entire point of working with it is 

potentially obscured and or lost missing the forest for the trees.  

Gerrit, in my mind, was engaged continuously with an organic and subsequent contiguous body 

of thought--forming literally and figuratively his extended tree.  Because he constantly engaged with 

this burgeoning thought I get the sense that Gerrit did not see any pressing need to put sizable portions 

of it into publication. An ongoing growth of a fluid synthesis was a matter he conducted each and every

time he considered some topic anew.  As Thomas Hobbes once stated wit is quick so one had better be 

paying most careful attention in order to follow its movement.  And to witness Gerrit’s thought in 

precise action was to behold, in part, that great form without shape, or one unwilling to surrender to a 

static condition or terminal thesis.  He was able to dispense with great volumes of information orally I 

suspect preferring and enjoying active dialogue as much as Bruno’s characters appeared to have been 

doing in his disquisition on Cause, Principle, and Unity.

And it is this very dynamic aspect of Gerrit’s thought that made him particularly resistant to 

answering specific questions about his personal views of magickal practices.  Since magick is nothing 

more than causing change to occur in conformity with the will then if the will to be fluid and dynamic 

is part of the picture then the whole enterprise of expecting any type of static response is bound to 

derail from the start.

In a short review I did of Heavenly Tree / Soluble Forest, the Talisman House edition of 1995, I 

noted a section from part VIII of the Soluble Forest:

supraliminal language-field is body-field

is feeling

   and feeding

electromagnetic you      Nu-it

Anagnorisis.

The Anagnorisis is not only the recognition of a dramatic personae, but a method of reading that refers

to “knowledge regained” according to Macrobius.  And undoubtedly the “I” in Gerrit’s thought was 

slippery, and ultimately defiant in its expansive stride.  Interestingly enough an anagnost is a prelector 

or one who is elected to read out loud during services.  I brought up the term anagnost in my review 

because when first looking at a poem Gerrit would always suggest that we read it out loud to see how 

it works.  And when I mentioned this part of the review to him he half-jokingly said, you’ve given 

away a secret.  As Ovid stated in his Tristia, of which Gerrit was quite fond, qui bene vixit, qui bene 

latuit, he who lives well hides well.  
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Given Ovid’s perspective, writing renders a permanent exposure.  And when thinking over Gerrit’s life-

work the primary difficulty for anyone who did not have the pleasure of his audience is that they would

not have been exposed to Gerrit Lansing the agnagnost.  In fact, James Irby, brother of the poet Ken 

Irby, stated to me it was his fond memory of Gerrit’s “tactful gentlemanly voice” that always stood out 

in his mind.  I would contend that Gerrit’s preference of an oral disquisition was as intentional as it was

intuitive insofar as maintaining his dynamic being was concerned.  And in turn that oral disquisition 

was the primary contributing factor to the anagnorisis of Gerrit Lansing.  Such was his approach to the 

good life and certainly not by any singular definition thereof.  

I recall the Robert Duncan Conference held from April 18th through the 20th in Buffalo where 

Gerrit was also in attendance.  At the end of the event during a party held at Robert Creeley’s home 

Gerrit mentioned to me that aside from David Levy Strauss’ talk, he felt no one really had much to say 

about Duncan the person which he found disconcerting.  As a non-academic but a truly humanistic 

thinker Gerrit was keenly aware of the absence of the human touch and the essential component of 

feeling in understanding a poet’s life and writings.  This was the norm and not the exception in the way 

he conducted his own focus of life.  In fact, on one of my autumn trips to Gloucester, 2016 when Gerrit

and I went out to dinner for pizza one evening, afterwards Gerrit noted that there was something 

emotionally troubling our waitress.  He asked if I noticed that about her.  I had to pause for a moment 

because I had not given it much thought.  Feelings and well-being were a major concern of Gerrit’s 

when it came to not only those that were close to him but even strangers on the street.  In a recent post 

on Facebook from March 23, 2018 Joseph Shepherd, a good friend of Gerrit’s, issued a statement I 

believe is reflective of the entire local community’s sentiment toward him as a whole: “Thank You 

GERRIT LANSING. I miss you so much. Your LOVE carries so many people in this dualistic mystery 

we can and will follow your example 93. 93/93”

Subsequently, I’ve had to revise my take on a sentiment expressed to me once by Tod 

Thilleman, the editor in chief of Spuyten Duyvil Press that “There is no poetry scene anywhere these 

days...with the internet now it’s all changed.”  I was in agreement with that stance for the longest time 

but then upon Gerrit’s passing and considering his life in Gloucester I found myself taking an abrupt 

180 degree turnaround.  Even though there may be no major epicenters for poets such as Berkeley may 

have been during the 60’s there is undoubtedly a local scene or oikoumene as the Greeks put it in 

Ptolomy’s time, an inhabited land on the map.  This land is populated by thinkers, artists, poets, and 
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actors as well as street-sweepers and more.  This turf can most definitely be the locus of the poet’s heart

and soul territory.  Gerrit demonstrated to me that there is a scene, however covert or limited, within 

the immediate sphere of every community.  As Gerrit’s sense about our waitress’ disposition that 

evening expressed, his observations were not purely intellectual but those of the heart.  In fact, I was 

initially wanting to refer to the importance of the polis for Gerrit but was resistant as the reference to 

Gloucester and Olson may have been too implicit.  But in Gerrit’s case the polis or community of the 

heart, without a doubt, was the epicenter he tended first and foremost.

In an interview, before he passed away, the noted Polish social theorist Zygmunt Bauman made 

a very important observation about community and the internet:

The question of identity has changed from being something you are born 
with to a task: you have to create your own community. But communities 
aren’t created, and you either have one or you don’t. What the social 
networks can create is a substitute. The difference between a community 
and a network is that you belong to a community, but a network belongs to 
you. You feel in control. You can add friends if you wish, you can delete 
them if you wish. You are in control of the important people to whom you 
relate. People feel a little better as a result, because loneliness, 
abandonment, is the great fear in our individualist age. But it’s so easy to 
add or remove friends on the internet that people fail to learn the real social
skills, which you need when you go to the street, when you go to your 
workplace, where you find lots of people who you need to enter into 
sensible interaction with. 

El Palais, 2016

Gerrit had a community and it was developed one-on-one not just in terms of 

“sensible” but sensitive personal interaction.  Even though he made prodigious use of the 

internet the one thing Gerrit did not utilize was social networking (In fact in one of the first 

letters he wrote on his word processor dated 11/29/1998 Gerrit informed me that he was 

“going on-line (is that the right word?] … but I don’t expect to be able to use E-mail 

immediately, nor to be able to cruise the Web).”  He had no need or any desire to implement 

any filtration points accessible through virtual venues such as Facebook.1  In fact, for years 

he ran Abraxas Bookstore in downtown Gloucester which was his own personal platform for 

meeting people first and foremost or so it appeared, and 2nd for selling some books as well as 

the means for culling the overflow of his own personal library.2

1 There is in fact a page for Gerrit Lansing on Facebook but he did not develop it nor had he ever visited it.
2 By last count Gerrit said this own library was nearing 30,000 books.
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Furthermore Gerrit’s sensitivity to others extended beyond people to the wildlife and stray cats 

of the area.  I have the fondest memories of watching Gerrit going outside the kitchen dining area next 

to where he tended his medicinal and culinary herb garden in order to put food out for a group of feral 

cats.  They all had names bestowed upon them such as Lop-ear, Balfigor, and Hector whom Gerrit 

eventually adopted and was the last cat in residence at his home.  Gerrit would sit on the ground and 

talk to them as they ate and I remember even the stray opossum that would show to partake of the open 

soup kitchen.  Gerrit would never shoe it off and looked at this creature as one of the wayward family.  

Furthermore, when winter came he even closed off the art book portion of the library and left the 

windows open so these cats could come in for shelter from the cold.  

Even Jim Dunn’s dog Koko, during Gerrit’s final weeks was most attentive to him during their 

many visits.  It appeared he was as concerned about Gerrit’s comfort as much as everyone else in his 

immediate circle.  Given a choice Koko, caught up in that cycle of compassion for Gerrit ,would only 

lay down at his feet during their frequent visits to his home up to and including Gerrit’s passing on Feb 

11, 2018.  

The day-to-day existence was a rich and varied one for Gerrit that consisted of much reading, 

walks about Gloucester and Dog-Town when he was in good health, mushroom hunting, as well as 

receiving and entertaining guests from all about.  To attempt to provide a survey of the entire life and 

world Gerrit Lansing maintained and inhabited would be a monumental undertaking.  I for one would 

never pretend to even possess a slight grasp of a small portion let along his full range of erudition.  

Like Peter French said of the polymath John Dee, it would take multiple experts in various fields to be 

able to assess the full body of knowledge generated by the man.  Such is assuredly the case with Gerrit 

Yates Lansing.  I am undoubtedly only one of many who could attest to his warmth and generosity .  

He was kind and giving of his self and knowledge to an extreme.  And as Charles Stein so aptly put in 

his dedicatory section to his important book, Persephone Unveiled, “Gerrit Lansing is our age’s most 

incandescent poet of a certain recessive spiritual mainstream.  His generosity has been an inexhaustible 

access ( at least I have not exhausted it) “to lovely glades of Calm conceiving.”  I could not put it any 

better.  His generosity was only superseded by his gentle demeanor and great calm tolerance.  He 

certainly suffered my foolishness for many years.  Furthermore, it was extremely rare to ever see him 

cast any aspersions on anyone or their writing.  And for all his openness to new ideas, people, or belief 

systems his was an extremely private and elusive existence subject to his own ongoing exploration and 

development that took on so many varied routes.
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In an interview I conducted with Gerrit in May of 2014 (hitherto unpublished) I asked him 

about what he learned from his time spent out doors in the woods of his family’s Ohio estate and how it

carried over into his work today:

This has to do with the concretion of the individual that's biological 

and therefore expressed in the horoscope and in one’s destiny in life in

the figure in the carpet which only becomes apparent later in life if it 

does become apparent at all.   But it's there in principal in seed in the 

bija mantra, and of course the muladhara cakra is the lowest of the 

general area of the cakras which contains the seed of everything in 

childhood and before childhood, before conception.

The figure of Gerrit Lansing in the tapestry of his poetry, essays, and life stands out as a less-than-

obvious but paradoxically grand being.  He had little concern for apparent acclaim.  One way, I suppose

for those who have never met Gerrit to get an approximate feel for his approach would be to settle in 

with an essay or poem of his, witness a scintillation or two and then set a hunchback “?” To follow 

every soldier “!” that comes to mind.   And if fortunate, a few flashes may ensue in pondering his work 

as well as his life in a way similar to the how Gerrit himself engaged with the process in a focused yet 

open and ongoing personal undertaking.

† 23 Skidoo †

Robert Podgurski


