
editor’s note

Robert Zend’s enigmatic character, Oāb, was first brought to my attention in 2013, when the University at Buffalo’s 
Center for Marginalia brought Camille Martin to speak at the Poetry Collection. Geoffrey Gatza informed me 
that Edric Mesmer and Mike Basinski had invited a scholar to speak about one of the most important poets you’d 
never heard of. The title of the lecture, “Robert Zend: Poet Without Borders, Explorer of Imaginary Worlds,” 
piqued my interest in the magical and speculative. To say that I was shocked by Martin’s presentation would be an 
understatement. How was it possible that I’d heard none tell of this master poet, Robert Zend, and his seminal, 
genre-bending poetic practices? I conceived of this project on the spot and spent the following years intermittently 
exploring the many wonders and worlds of Zend before finally reaching out to see if re-publishing his lost 
masterpiece, Oāb, would be possible. Thankfully Zend’s wife and daughter, Janine and Natalie, have supported this 
work with their permission, trust, patience (probably more than I have deserved), edits, information and valuable 
guidance. I also thank Camille Martin for the spark. Her blog, rogueembryo.com, contains her extensive scholarship 
on Zend’s life and writing and links to further critical reading. Additionally, the Zend family has created an online, 
free, downloadable archive of all things Zend at robertzend.ca. Their efforts at keeping Zend in play for a twenty-
first century reading audience to access and process are nothing short of heroic.  

Originally published in two volumes by Exile Editions (1983 and 85), this is the first time that Oāb has been 
presented as intended: under one cover, a single, epic, multi-media poem. It also seems fair to say that this is the 
first time a print version of Oāb has been made widely and affordably available to the public. Soon after the second 
volume was released, apparently something went wrong at the distributor as they and their copies of the books 
disappeared, while Zend died before the second volume’s publication. At this point, a scant number of used first 
editions can be found for sale online, while a handful of unread copies can still be had from the original publisher 
for the understandably sky-high price of an important and delectable rare book.

Robert Zend (1929-1985) is an interesting figure in the history of not only Canadian literature, but world literature 
and the international avant-garde also. Born in Budapest, he fled to Canada as a political refugee during the failed 
1956 Hungarian Uprising against the Soviet Union. He studied Italian and comparative literature at the University 
of Toronto while working first as a shipper and later as a producer of documentaries for the Canadian Broadcasting 
Corporation. He received few literary awards in his lifetime. A seemingly free-spirited polymath and witty, 
multi-genre artist, Zend either mastered or explored advantageously such forms as concrete-style typewriter art 
(“typescapes,” as he called them), sketching and illustration, portraiture, performance art, collage, calligraphy and 
lettrism, asemic writing (reflecting his interest in constructed international auxiliary languages), drama, storytelling 
and, of course, poems. He seems to have enjoyed punning and portmanteau. He produced a vast array of unusual art 



objects, such as inscribing and decorating empty toilet paper rolls to produce an exquisite series of “toiletters,” and 
tracing automotive gaskets for use in a series of “gasquette” assemblages.  
 
Oāb, Zend’s magnum opus—an expansive and, in my eyes, diabolical tale of creating—employs the totality of his 
artistic proclivities, including collaboration. Written and nurtured into being with ideas and encouragement from 
fellow artists, friends, editors, producers, critics and admirers, during the 1970s and early 80s, it represents one of 
the great achievements of twentieth century avant-garde poetry and poetics. Its dramatic mode resembles Paradise 
Lost or the Hungarian epic play and poem, Imre Madách’s The Tragedy of Man, where a divine being takes Adam 
on a guided tour through the human story. Here, Zend’s textual surrogate, Zėnd, takes the hand of his innocent 
spawn, Oāb, in order to educate him, but with the absurd twist that the entirety of this character’s discoverable 
universe is the page and its textual entities. Epic in scale and form, cosmological in scope and ambition, and playful 
by nature, Oāb blends humor, ancient myth and spiritualisms, authorial self-reflexivity, various technologies and 
philosophies until its organic brilliance assumes the mystique and guise of an originary codex, according to which 
the future becomes always and merely the past acting as the future, already in the past, ad infinitum, an expanding 
and contracting theory of the writing self inside a multiplying creation story that manages to anticipate many of 
the hybrid trends in literature that would appear later as novel developments. Far ahead of its time, the forgotten 
innovations and techniques of Oāb attempt to suture the conceptual gaps, pockets and chasms separating epic 
drama, lyric modes, criticism, metafiction, satire, doggerel, sincerity and confession, religion, concrete poetry, 
comics, typography and type design, photography, book making, drawing, geometry, cartography and more into 
their distinct taxonomies. Zend’s modern, imaginative, exhaustive approach to intertextuality is unprecedented 
amongst the twentieth century’s post-war, North American poets. Moreover, his status as a refugee from persecution 
inside a former Soviet bloc country places him squarely within the current context of today’s geopolitics and war.  

Zend’s work, in Oāb especially, is a marvel to behold and contemplate, to read and re-read, inside or outside of 
time or place. Unfortunately, his contributions to the field of what’s possible in writing remain mostly obscured in 
the eyes and ears of American readers (and perhaps Canadian readers, too). In the words of Zend’s characters, his 
authorial progeny: “And we just stare at each other, not knowing who created whom, unable to tell the existing from 
the non-existing …” (143). “…” indeed.  
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