




The Language of Magic: 
Queer Occult Poetics 
Focusing on the San Francisco Renaissance, a radical 
poetry and arts community that flourished in the 
1950s and 60s, and its legacy, The Language of Magic: 
Queer Occult Poetics explores how poets engaged 
with occult influences to create queer identity. The 
San Francisco Renaissance was comprised of poets 
working in the Bay Area after the Second World 
War who were influenced by early-twentieth-
century Modernism and in conversation with 
contemporaries in the Beat Generation and at 
Black Mountain College, an experimental school 
in North Carolina led by poet Charles Olson. Many, 
but not all, members were queer, and many shared 
an interest in the occult, a word that not only 
gestures towards their interest in magic and the 
supernatural, but also towards what is concealed, 

whether by the closet or by queer-coding, in its 
meaning of cutting off from view. 

What emerges is an alignment of magic and queer 
identity, where queer coding operates as a form of 
magic imperceivable to the uninitiated, and where 
queerness and witchcraft provide access to a universe 
parallel to but unacknowledged by mainstream 
society. The poets featured in this exhibit were 
committed, in different ways and through different 
strategies, to creating and legitimizing marginalized 
identities and histories. Their writing occupies an 
occulted space, a liminal territory of unauthorized 
belief and practice, that allows them to reimagine 
gender and sexuality, poetry and language. 

Alison Fraser, Associate Curator of the Poetry Collection



CASE 01 

Manifesting the San Francisco 
Renaissance: Beginnings 

1. On a Grey Thread by Elsa Gidlow. Chicago: Will 
Ransom, 1923. 

2. Elsa Gidlow to Kenneth Rexroth, Dec. 29, 1983. 
Kenneth Rexroth Collection. 

3. The Metaphysical Needle by Madeline Gleason. 
Decorations by Hal Goldman. San Francisco: The 
Centaur Press, 1949. 

4. Madeline Gleason and Moonhead, ca. 1957. 
Photograph by Helen Adam. Helen Adam Collection. 

5. Madeline Gleason to Robert Duncan, Mar. 11 and Mar. 
19, 1947. Robert Duncan Collection. 

6. One: The Homosexual Viewpoint 4.4 (Apr.-May 1956). 

When British-born Elsa Gidlow settled in the Bay 
Area in 1926, she followed in the footsteps of the 
many young people who had moved to San Francisco 
in the early twentieth century seeking opportunity 
and social freedom. Gidlow had just published the 
first openly lesbian book of love poetry in the U.S., On 
a Grey Thread (1923), and had become friends with 
poet Kenneth Rexroth, one of the founders of the San 
Francisco Renaissance. “Something of a witch,” in the 
words of James Broughton, in 1954 Gidlow moved 
above the city to a property on Mount Tamalpais she 
called Druid Heights, where she became a central, but 
now underacknowledged, figure of intellectual life 

and cultural change in the Bay Area.1 The community 
Gidlow built at Druid Heights influenced the direction 
of gay liberation, radical feminism, neopagan 
witchcraft, and other countercultural movements 
into the 1980s. 

While Gidlow remained perched above the city, 
Madeline Gleason, the other founder of the San 
Francisco Renaissance, was actively engaged in 
organizing the poetry community in the city. In April 
1947, Gleason put on two nights of poetry readings 
at the First Festival of Modern Poetry at the Lucien 
Labaudt Gallery on Gough Street. Widely considered 
to be the first U.S. poetry festival, the event established 
the Bay Area as a key location for innovative poetry. 
Among the twelve readers were Rexroth as well as 
the young poets Robert Duncan and Jack Spicer, and 
its resounding success prompted a series of festivals 
over the following years, eventually giving shape to 
the West Coast school of poetry now known as the San 
Francisco Renaissance. 

While San Francisco was one of the most welcoming 
cities in the U.S. for members of the LGBTQ+ 
community, homosexuality was still criminalized 
and witch-hunts were commonplace, as a 1956 report 
from One: The Homosexual Viewpoint details: during a 
two-week period of raids at gay bars, 100 men and ten 
women were arrested. 

1. James Broughton. Coming Unbuttoned. San Francisco: 
City Lights Books, 1993. 127. 





On a Grey Thread by Elsa Gidlow. Chicago: Will Ransom, 1923. 
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Madeline Gleason and Moonhead, ca. 1957. 
Photograph by Helen Adam. Helen Adam Collection. 

Madeline Gleason to Robert Duncan, 
Mar. 11 and Mar. 19, 1947. Robert 
Duncan Collection 



CASE 02 

Initiation to the Coven: The Maidens 

1. “Ballad of the Forfar Witches’ Sing” by Robert 
Duncan, ca. 1961.* 

2. Tarot cards from Robert Duncan’s deck.* 

3. Moonhead icon.* 

4. “The Homosexual in Society” by Robert Duncan, 
1959 revised and expanded typescript.* 

5. Helen Adam’s camera and double-exposure 
photo of Jess, ca. 1957. Helen Adam Collection. 

6. Occult books from the personal libraries of 
Helen Adam and Robert Duncan. 

* From the Robert Duncan Collection. 

Within the San Francisco Renaissance formed a 
small coterie consisting of Gleason and Duncan, as 
well as Duncan’s partner the artist Jess, and poets 
Helen Adam, James Broughton, and Eve Triem. 
Calling themselves the Maidens, the group gathered 
in each other’s homes, and often in Duncan and Jess’s 
Stinson Beach pad (which they called “Elfmere”). The 
group celebrated poetry, theater, camp, and magic 
through performances and gatherings, exploring 
the boundaries of poetry, spirituality, sexuality, and 
gender expression. The Maidens took the Moonhead 
icon, salvaged from a demolished soda fountain and 
standing in for the moon goddess, as their spiritual 
emblem. Frequent collaborators, the Maidens often 
created works inspired by other members of the 

group, like Duncan’s “Ballad for the Forfar Witches’ 
Sing,” which he wrote for his “witch-lore-loving” friend 
Helen Adam.2 Inspired by a famous seventeenth-century 
Scottish witch hunt, the poem casts Duncan and Adam 
as members of the accused and condemned coven. 
Meanwhile, Adam took double-exposure photographs of 
her friends to reveal their astral twins. 

Duncan was among the first American men to come out 
in print, with the 1944 publication of his pioneering 
essay “The Homosexual in Society.” A complex work, 
it was highly influential in homophile groups and 
gay rights organizations throughout the twentieth 
century. In it, Duncan links the persecution of witches to 
modern-day anti-gay prejudice, although he condemns 
both marginalized communities by arguing that “like 
early witches, the homosexuals, far from seeking to 
undermine popular superstition, have accepted and 
even anticipated the charge of demonism.” Duncan’s 
perspective could be attributed to internalized 
homophobia as well as his apprehension about 
publishing this essay. By coming out and therefore 
uncovering a previously hidden truth about himself, 
Duncan allowed straight readers to reread his poetry for 
queer-coded language, revealing new meanings in the 
work. One of these readers was John Ransom, the editor 
of the Kenyon Review, who realized Duncan’s poem “An 
African Elegy,” which he had accepted for publication, 
was queer and consequently rescinded his acceptance. 

2. Robert Duncan to Helen Adam, Aug. 22, 1961. Helen Adam Collection. 





“Ballad of the Forfar Witches’ Sing” by Robert 
Duncan, ca. 1961. Robert Duncan Collection. 
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Helen Adam’s camera and double-exposure photo 
of Jess, ca. 1957. Helen Adam Collection. 

The Maidens: Jess, James Broughton, Robert Duncan [standing]; Madeline Gleason, Helen 
Adam, and Eve Triem [sitting], 1957. Photograph by Harry Redl. Helen Adam Collection. 



CASE 03 

Poetry as Magic Workshop 

1. Jack Spicer, ca. 1957. Photograph by Helen Adam.* 

2. Questionnaire for applicants to the Poetry as 
Magic Workshop, 1957.* 

3. San Francisco State Poetry Center Spring 1957 
program brochure.* 

4. Poetry as Magic workshop, 1957. Photographs by 
Helen Adam.* 

5. Flyer for a poetry reading by the workshop 
participants, June 9, 1957.* 

6. Tarot card given to Helen Adam by Jack Spicer.* 

7. Russell Fitzgerald Jack Spicer tarot deck, 1969. 

8. “Initiation to the Magic Workshop” by Helen 
Adam, 1957. 

* From the Helen Adam Collection. 

Madeline Gleason’s Festival of Modern Poetry led 
in part to the establishment of the Poetry Center at 
San Francisco State College in the mid-1950s, where 
Robert Duncan became assistant director, charged 
with organizing programming. Perhaps the most 
famous event run out of the Poetry Center was Jack 
Spicer’s Poetry as Magic workshop, which came to be 
after Duncan secured a donation from a lesbian gym 
teacher who was in love with his friend (and fellow 
Maiden) Eve Triem. Desperate to reach Triem, the 
gym teacher “turned to the Poetry Center in despair,” 
as Duncan remembered it.3 He convinced her that 
the best way to impress Triem would be to make an 
anonymous donation in support of a workshop, and 
she gladly agreed. 

Applicants to the workshop filled out a five-page 
questionnaire designed by Spicer, with questions 

like “What star do you most resemble?” and fill-in-the-
blank poems. Meeting weekly, participants wrote poems 
based on prompts such as “Write a poem that should 
create a universe” or “Evoke magic spirits.” One poet was 
particularly up for the challenge: Scottish-born Helen 
Adam, whose reading during a violent thunderstorm 
became part of poetic myth. For the workshop, Adam 
wrote an initiation ritual, which Kevin Killian and Lewis 
Ellingham describe as her “queerest work by far, one 
in which poetry is an unruly and amoral site of sexual 
and gender transgression.”4 The initiate to the workshop 
promises they’re “not afraid of Jack Spicer’s spell,” while 
Spicer, Duncan, Adam, and the other workshop members 
weave an intimidating tapestry of “a world enchanted, 
sublime, and absurd.” 

At the end of the workshop, Spicer gave to each participant 
the tarot card he felt best embodied them, from the 
classic Rider-Waite deck illustrated by Theosophist artist 
Pamela Colman Smith. Spicer later worked on another 
tarot project, this time a collaboration with his lover, the 
artist and writer Russell Fitzgerald. While Spicer never 
completed his book about poetry and tarot, the homophilic 
deck that Fitzgerald designed as a companion piece was 
printed in an edition of 100 and distributed to friends. 
“Tarot,” Fitzgerald explains in the accompanying booklet, 
“is really a book of meditation & fortune-telling is only its 
cover. Those who have ears & eyes will see & hear many 
true stories in this book.” Unmoored from the limitations 
of the codex (or bound book), Fitzgerald’s deck can be read 
countless ways depending on its reader. Wordless and 
unbound, it occults hegemonic reading practices, offering 
new ones tailored to its reader’s imagination. 

3. Qtd. in Poet Be Like God: Jack Spicer and the San Francisco Renaissance. 
Lewis Ellingham and Kevin Killian. Hanover, NH: Wesleyan University 
Press, 1998. 79. 

4. Ibid. 91. 





Flyer for a poetry reading by the workshop participants, 
June 9, 1957. Helen Adam Collection. 
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Jack Spicer, ca. 1957. Photograph by Helen Adam. Helen Adam Collection. 

[The Jack Spicer Tarot Deck], 
Russell Fitzgerald, 1969. 
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Questionnaire prepared by Jack Spicer 
for applicants to the Poetry as Magic 
Workshop, 1957. Helen Adam Collection. 





“Initiation to the Magic Workshop” by Helen Adam, 1957. 
Helen Adam Collection. 
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CASE 04 

Continuations: 
Beyond San Francisco 

1. John Wieners to Helen Adam, Aug. 20, 1957. 
Helen Adam Collection. 

2. Measure 3 (1962). 

3. City 1 (1967). 

4. The Spiral Dance: A Rebirth of the Ancient 
Religion of the Great Goddess by Starhawk. San 
Francisco: Harper & Row, 1979.* 

5. Witchcraft and the Gay Counterculture by Arthur 
Evans. Boston: Fag Rag Books, 1978.* 

* From the personal library of Robert Duncan. 

News of the Poetry as Magic workshop spread to 
Boston, where John Wieners was editing the third (and 
last) issue of his little magazine Measure. While the 
second issue had taken magic as its theme, Wieners 
reprised the theme again under the guise of “The City,” 
printing poets from the San Francisco Renaissance, 
many of whom, as he wrote to Helen Adam, were sent 
to him by Duncan “from Jack Spicer’s Magic class.” 
“The City” featured Adam—“priestess of the city”— 
Duncan, Gleason, and Spicer, among others, and helped 
bring the San Francisco Renaissance to the East Coast, 
as did moves by several of its members, like Adam, who 
decamped to New York City in 1964. 

The following year, Jack Spicer died, although Adam 
believed that he had died two years too early and his 
spirit would linger a while longer, as she explains 
in an interview in Marilyn Hacker’s City 3. This 
short-lived little magazine included editorial and 

production contributions from Russell Fitzgerald, 
William McNeill, and Samuel Delany. In New York, Adam 
created a new community, for instance connecting poet 
and Helikon Press editor William Leo Coakley with 
“many queer writers and film-makers of interest,” as 
Coakley remembers, “notably the poet Marilyn Hacker 
and the novelist and hotly gay memoirist Samuel ‘Chip’ 
Delany.”5 As Measure and City make clear, the idea of the 
“city” was becoming porous as poets bounced between 
San Francisco and New York and points in between. 
What had once been a concrete location was becoming a 
liminal space simultaneously inhabited by those on both 
coasts.  

Liminality is the domain of the occult, as bisexual witch 
Starhawk explains in The Spiral Dance. A chapter on 
magic begins with wordplay—“i/mage mag/ic magician 
imagination mage”—and quotes lines from a Duncan 
poem that is later revisited in an explanation of how 
to perform magic: “The language of the old belief, the 
language of magic, is expressed in symbols and images… 
Poetry, itself a form of magic, is imagic speech.” Even 
as practitioners of witchcraft embraced its liminality, 
the connection between the occult, poetics, and 
queer identity grew more visible thanks to neopagan 
publications like The Spiral Dance and radical revisionist 
histories like Witchcraft and the Gay Counterculture 
(1978), which argues that Christianity and compulsory 
heterosexuality are linked. 

5. William Leo Coakley. “What to Do Until the Poet Comes, Part One.” Dec. 
20, 2011. http://keepthelightsonfilm.com/archives/gay-new-york/what-to-
do-until-the-poet-comes-part-one#more-1517. Accessed July 31, 2024. 

http://keepthelightsonfilm.com/archives/gay-new-york/what-to




City 3. New York, 1968. 
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John Wieners to Helen Adam, Aug. 20, 1957. Helen Adam Collection. 
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New Generations 

1. Typescript of “a little dream of me,” from A 
Lesbian Estate by Lynn Lonidier, ca. 1977.* 

2. A Lesbian Estate by Lynn Lonidier. Cover 
illustration by Jess. San Francisco: Manroot, 1977. 
From the personal library of Helen Adam. 

3. Woodblock from Manroot Press.* 

4. Lynn Lonidier to Paul Mariah, Nov. 27, 1971.* 

5. Gay Poetry Reading fundraiser for the Council 
on Religion and the Homosexual, 1978.* 

6. Harvey Milk to Bruce Boone, Mar. 31, 1978. Bruce 
Boone Collection. 

7. “Ritual for Winter Soulstice” by Aaron Shurin, 
1975. Aaron Shurin Collection. 

* Manroot/Paul Mariah Collection. 

In 1977, poet (and former Maiden) James Broughton 
published The Androgyne Journal, a work that explores 
sexual and gender fluidity through a neopagan 
framework, focusing on the question: “How can I 
accept this hermaphrodite that lives in me?”6 That 
same year, Seattle-based poet Lynn Lonidier published 
A Lesbian Estate with Paul Mariah’s Manroot Books. 
Like Broughton, Lonidier focused on the figure of the 
“hermaphrodite,” whose ability to change genders is 
a power ascribed to her witchcraft. Lonidier’s work 
shows how the contemporary limitations of language 
to describe her sexuality and gender identity can 
be circumnavigated with the imagery of witchcraft 
and shapeshifting to explore new possibilities, 
contributing, she writes, to “the Revolution”: 
“My own.” 

 In the gay rights movement, poets were important 
contributors to homophile organizations like the 
Council on Religion and the Homosexual, which held 
fundraisers such as a 1978 Gay Poetry Reading featuring 
Elsa Gidlow and Paul Mariah, as well as Pat Parker and 
Judy Grahn. While bigotry and police harassment were 
still part of queer life in San Francisco, progress forged 
by homophile organizations as well as by the election of 
openly gay officials meant that members of the LGBTQ+ 
community who experienced discrimination or worse 
had increasing opportunities to demand basic civil 
rights. When poet Bruce Boone was attacked by a group 
of young men and then dismissed by police when he 
filed a report, he wrote to Harvey Milk, the first openly 
gay man to be elected to public office in California, who 
promised to address with the chief homophobia in the 
police department. 

The lexicon of witchcraft continued to be a useful tool to 
counter oppressive values, as in Aaron Shurin’s “Ritual 
for Winter Soulstice,” which welcomes the new season 
through an invocation based on the magical number 7. 
The poem was republished in Shurin’s 1980 book Giving 
Up the Ghost. “Poetry,” Duncan writes in his preface to 
the book, “is surely the form of language re-arranged to 
accommodate new knowledge.”7 Through their poetics of 
the occult, the poets featured in this exhibit created new 
possibilities for gender and sexuality. 

6. James Broughton. The Androgyne Journal. Oakland, CA: The Scrimshaw 
Press, 1977. 7. 

7. Robert Duncan, “Preface.” Giving Up the Ghost by Aaron Shurin. San 
Francisco: Rose Deeprose Press, 1980. 7. 





“Ritual for Winter Soulstice” by Aaron Shurin, 1975. 
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Lynn Lonidier to Paul Mariah, Nov. 27, 1971. 
Manroot/Paul Mariah Collection 

Paul Mariah to Lynn Lonidier, Dec. 28, 1971. 
Manroot/Paul Mariah Collection. 

Gay Poetry Reading fundraiser for the Council on Religion and 
the Homosexual, 1978. Manroot/Paul Mariah Collection. 



Bruce Boone to Harvey Milk’s Office, Mar. 29, 1978. Brune Boone Collection. 
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