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“Ends to Beginnings”: Reading
Robert Hunter’s “The Bride of
Entropy”

NICHOLAS G. MERIWETHER

Robert Hunter completed his poem “The Bride of Entropy” in 1992,
the final part of a trilogy that he called “one long experiment”
(Silberman 1992, 9). In an interview he confidently reported that the three
poems were slated for publication as a single volume the following year
(Silberman 1992, 1). That never happened. Instead, Penguin published the
other two poems, “Sentinel” and “An American Adventure,” along with
thirty-two shorter poems as Sentinel (1993a). That decision left a curious
lacuna. Although Hunter had several works that he never completed to his
satisfaction, that was not the case with “The Bride of Entropy,” which he
revised and polished in hopes of seeing it in print; when Penguin rejected
it, he finally opted to publish it online (Hunter 1992). That circuitous tex-
tual history belies the poem’s significance. “The Bride of Entropy” is an
essential entry in Hunter’s bibliography, representing his most sustained
exploration of one of his most central concerns, the idea of muse, framed
in the metaphor of the Dead’s project. Most of all, the poem shows Hunter
at the pinnacle of his work as a poet and a craftsman in his own right, at
the height of his ambition and the peak of his powers.

Hunter wrote the poem during a pivotal point in the Dead’s career,
when they were struggling to reestablish their equilibrium in the face of
continuing problems caused by the dramatic increase in their audience in
the late 1980s and the cancellation of the fall 1992 tour, a stark reminder
of the fragility of Garcia’s health and its centrality to the band’s organiza-
tion (McNally 2002, 592). That feeling informs “The Bride of Entropy,”
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marking it as part of the Dead’s larger commitment to artistic reflection
and self-criticism. Yet for Hunter, the poem was something more, the cul-
mination of his work to claim the Grateful Dead as a subject for poetry.
That alone marks it as an essential chapter in Hunter’s work, but read in
that light, “The Bride of Entropy” also stands as his most personal, inti-
mate evocation of the spirit of the Dead, and his tribute to the art they cre-
ated together. If the poem asks, who is the bride of entropy, then Hunter’s
conception asks how the poem illuminates the Grateful Dead. This paper
offers a first reading with an eye toward how the poem connects Hunter’s
poetry to his work with the Dead.

Although close reading is common for Grateful Dead lyrics, that
approach has largely been deprecated in literary studies; widely available
texts obviate the kind of basic critical mediation that close reading pro-
vides. Yet Hunter’s poetry remains cloistered, and “The Bride of Entropy”
is particularly obscure—as of now, it can only be found on the Internet
Archive, and even there it is difficult to access." That status not only
distorts the significance of one of Hunter’s major poetic projects, it robs
readers of a poem that rewards attention and repays analysis.

In his 1992 interview with Steve Silberman, Hunter comments
that he was “getting the Bride of Entropy book together” at the time
(Silberman 1992, 6). He alludes to a different ending, a postscript that
does not appear in the version published on the web, and in a later journal
entry he notes that he also omitted an earlier introduction (Hunter 1996a).
The final version of “The Bride of Entropy” that he published online is a
little over 3,000 words. Its seven sections range from 60 to 226 lines; its
line lengths are more consistent, generally four to five words. That terse-
ness makes the poem move quickly, despite the density of the imagery
and tautness of the narrative. In tone and language, it fits with its intended
counterparts: the three poems work together to provide a meditation on
the Grateful Dead and their project, told from a shifting constellation of
views, all facets of Hunter’s perspective. “Sentinel” casts Hunter as a
vatic poet, not so much a gatekeeper as a moral compass, metaphorically
standing guard against the incursions and more insidious temptations of
the world outside, real-life trojan horses that constantly threatened the
Dead’s bohemian enterprise. “An American Adventure” is an epic: it
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describes the grand project of the Grateful Dead from an omniscient per-
spective that relies on his insider’s view of the band’s history.

“The Bride of Entropy” completes the trilogy with a much more
personal meditation on the heart and soul of that effort, not only what it
meant to Hunter but also how he saw his work in that larger framework.
The core of that was the muse: the humbling, unpredictable, fickle nature
of artistic inspiration and how it defined the band’s project, not only
informing the Dead’s music and approach as well as Hunter’s own work
as lyricist, partner, and conscience. Chris Coffman explored Hunter’s debt
to Rilke for his conception of muse in his groundbreaking paper at the
2023 meeting of the Grateful Dead Studies Association (Coffman 2023);
his argument helped shape my thoughts here. In “The Bride of Entropy,”
the narrator is dependent on entropy, the defining destructive force in the
universe and a measure of the disorganization that defines a system; in an
earlier draft, Hunter included the full definition of the word as a preface,
quoting a standard dictionary definition but breaking it into poetic lines.>
In a 1996 entry in his online journal, Hunter explained:

Entropy is one of my major underlying metaphors, an awareness
of which conditions much of my work, since the very begin-
ning. I’ve accepted the inevitable since I started writing for the
band—there was a clear arc of vision from point A right to the
end, and I recorded the process along with suitable (and useless)
warnings all along. The resultant work appears prescient, I’'m
aware of that, but, let me hasten to say: any fool could plainly
see ... (Hunter 1996a; ellipses in original)

In the poem, the Bride is a metaphor for his utter inability to control or
coerce or even shape the object of his need, which is inspiration.

In 1992, in the continuing wake of the runaway success of 1987’s In
the Dark and “Touch of Grey” and the ironic threats to the band’s survival
that popularity engendered, along with Garcia’s return to hard drug use,
the sense of feeling buffeted by forces beyond control could be seen as a
kind of doppelgénger to the artist’s reliance on the muse. (Hunter explored
that metaphor extensively in his unpublished novel “Doppelginger.”) In
“The Bride of Entropy,” Hunter’s perspective is tempered: a veiled com-
mentary on the vicissitudes of fortune and the obduracy of foibles, it is
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a mature artist’s musings on the band’s career as a participant-observer
whose own work was inextricably bound to the group’s collective court-
ing of the muse.

The poem opens and closes with a meditation on language, the
classic poet’s reflection on the challenge of the poem as it is being writ-
ten: “Words be simple / address the heart / without complexity, / with
less precision / about what is / than of what is not” (1.1-6). Immediately,
Hunter invokes memory and the promise of the past in language echoed
in his lyrics for “Days Between”—one of the multilayered ways that this
poem fits into the larger poetic landscape that his lyrics map as well.
Interestingly, this recalls the opening of his second poem for the Dead
Heads newsletter, twenty years before the Bride: “In being something
rather than about something / impersonal truth is refused” (Hunter 1972b).
Hunter’s role—and voice—sound similar here, another link tethering this
work to his oeuvre.

We meet the Bride at this point, introduced with a literary metaphor
echoing the open of “Lady With A Fan.” She is picking berries, stripping
them from the branches; when the narrator writes, she “could do more ...
but remains disinclined” (1.75; 78—79), it is the first hint that, even though
she is a Bride, or known enough to be betrothed, she is still mysterious,
still someone to be courted. Here she embodies judgment, as the narrator
steals her berries and she pursues him; read with the poet’s plea for words
that opens the section, the Bride is the source of what the poet seeks—
words are the fruits that are the goal of his foraging, but he takes them
from her basket, not from the bushes that she is harvesting.

The section ends with the poet briefly sated, happy with what he
received—stole—even as that exchange sets up loss: “She takes my time
... leaving a little dark / presupposing light” (1.145; 150—-151). He returns
to that light/dark imagery at the end, a theme that Melvin Backstrom
(2019/2020) has usefully explored in Hunter’s lyrics; here that absence
closes the section: “My fingers close / upon themselves, / unable to grasp
/ the proftfered bit / of confiscated time” (1.162—166). Time and memory
are closely conjoined throughout, echoing what he says in his first poem
for Dead Heads: “We build a way to get time / We build a way to grab on
to chunks of it” (Hunter 1972a).
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The second section mentions the Bride only once, a glancing third-
person reference that underscores the metaphor of inspiration as an art-
ist’s gold. Hunter uses alchemy, mining, and divine guidance to build the
metaphor, finally veering into biblical cadence to link it with “the creation
of the forbidden item / synonymous with attainable perfection” (2.31-32).
Tellingly, he shifts to first-person plural in this section, which emphasizes
that rules had to be broken in order to discover gold, or transmute it from
lead; this marks this section as the start of the larger allegory of the Dead,
and in language that echoes “An American Adventure”: “Forbidden, it /
had to be done. / There was no / way around it. / Might as well / have been
/ a direct order” (2.46-52).

In addition to biblical references, Hunter alludes to a range of poets,
from Emily Dickinson to T. S. Eliot, to point out the ways that his subjects
are traditional and historical, time-honored and timeless. Section 3 chan-
nels Keats’ “Ode on a Grecian Urn” to create a new ekphrasis where the
cracks in ancient containers “collect to form / a continuum / of their own”
(3.1-6). This is where Hunter first evokes the image of entropy apart from
the Bride, in a stanza linking the idea of those fissures to inspiration itself:
the break is the same one that occurs in all vessels, “an economy ... which
serves / as a hedge against / full sway of entropy” (3.46—49), but it also
taps the medieval conception of the icon as a portal that let in the light of
God’s grace.

For Hunter, what emerges from this is time, a span made up of
Proustian moments in which we glimpse something apart and aloof from
us, whether an implied divine grace or a memory, a color or music, some-
thing “where shreds / of hours are / collected” (3.101-103). And like an
icon, the links between those images and our reality are “cords connecting
/ worlds ... of silver, gold, / cobweb or / mere mind” (3.113—117); those
tethers serve to anchor our visions, making them “a part / of our domain:
/ the greater / contentedly contained / in what is / by far the lesser”
(3.125-130). The Bride of Entropy reenters here as one of many who use
those cords to travel between “our / world of dirt, / rock and water / to the
consummate / clime beyond clouds” (3.139-143).

Hunter uses the phrase “spoken for”, an image that defines one of
his lyrics for the band Zero (Hunter 1993b, 336), but here it speaks to
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the futility of language, the Bride “vanishing by degrees / in the act of /
being wed” (3.171-173). It is a haunting image of the limits of language,
of inspiration faltering and fading as it transitions from idea to reality,
another victim of the force that is entropy. This is the first hint of despair:
“beckoning fingers, / pointing / to a pathway / of anguish / dread of doom”
(3.200-204), leading finally to “scorched vision, / chittering madness /
approaching / a rope bridge / slung over a chasm” (3.214-218)—even if,
on the other side, bluebirds are singing, a tantalizing promise beckoning
from the end of a life-threatening divide. It is a metaphor for the slender
hope of artistic creation against the far greater chance of its failure.

That promise sets up the most explicitly autobiographical part of
the poem. Section 4 reads as a thinly veiled allegory about the Dead’s
improbable journey, describing a jaundiced patriotism—*“we chew, / swal-
low / and digest / the stripes / and stars / of a banner / symbolizing / what
we / never were / and do not / expect to be” (4.20-30)—but affirming
their deeper vision, “stationary nomads / camped / by a motionless river”
(4.51-53). For the first time the poet addresses the Bride directly, in a nod
to Vonnegut’s Cat s Cradle that likens her to “the faith of faith, / faith that
rests / in faith alone”, so strong that “a single droplet / colors many seas”
(4.62-64; 4.67-68).°

The section ends by linking the boundless optimism of life to faith,
hailing individuality as a miracle, one that “however elusive, / is one
specific / sliver of the full / spectrum of glory” (4.109-112). Entropy may
broadly describe the forces that lead to death, but “Faith in some / begin-
ning” (4.69—70), as he puts it, can be a counterbalance, one that is even
implied by the idea of entropy itself—and that is inspiration, a microcosm
of the faith that leads artists to create in the face of certain destruction.
Significantly, that is how Hunter addressed Garcia in his posthumous let-
ter: “Obviously, faith in the underlying vision which spawned the Grateful
Dead might be hard to muster for those who weren’t part of the all night
rap sessions circa 1960-61” (Hunter 1996b).

Section 5 describes a partnership, a creative union that reads like
a meditation on the Hunter/Garcia collaboration: “Among opposites / it
is the seed of / similarity in what / is clearly different / that calls across /
the teeming void / demanding embrace” (5.91-97). The two imagine each
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other just as they imagine a landscape, which becomes a “pillow / propped
against the / conservatory window” (5.115-117), its curves morphing into
a figure finally revealed as a “Nude with a sundial / splayed between the /
horizons of an easel” (5.118—120). And that is the Bride of Entropy, as the
last three lines state, “spoken for since / words were made” (5.122—123).
It is a lovely recapitulation of the poem’s opening idea, a recurring image
now recast as Hunter’s central creative partnership.

Section 6 extends that motif, turning it into a dialogue between
the poet and the Bride. The poet pleads, the Bride rebuffs, but there is an
inevitability to their cross-purposes, one that echoes his role as narrator
of their relationship: “This voice is given me. / I must speak it as it is /
or cease from speaking. / It is my native tongue, / unknown to any other,
/ as yours to you, as the / syllables of the moon or / conversation of the
wind” (6.141-149). This section evokes the relationship between Hunter
and the Dead more broadly, with the poet describing his own identity and
language as an insistent wooing of a distant bride who is nonetheless his
betrothed, on whom he depends; a “Bride that was / and bride to be, / ...
I bend my notes to / the sepulchral voice / that speaks them / in a close
whisper / I alone can hear” (6.133—134; 6.136-140).

And no matter how elusive, how evasive, she may be, he is com-
mitted; he has his role, as she has hers: “This is the course / that defines
me / and cannot be / traded for another” (6.163—166) he states, describing
a role whose dictates are only exceeded by his “desire ... to be a known
thing, / a measure of the / harmony the spheres / are said to sing” (6.169—
173). That is the goal of all artists, the desire “to learn the laws / of love
and then / be ruled by them” (6.179—181)—the quest to find inspiration,
and be able to summon it.

The section ends with the poet pushing the Bride away, a haunting
admission of the artist’s dependence on inspiration and the inscrutability
of its genesis, making it not just impervious to his entreaties but even will-
fully opposed to its summons. It is also a metaphor for an artistic partner-
ship, especially songwriting, where a lyric depends on music in order to
fulfill its artistic promise, as Hunter so poignantly said in his “An Elegy
for Jerry” when his friend died, three years after he wrote these lines:
“Without your melody and taste / to lend an attitude of grace / a lyric is
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an orphan thing, / a hive with neither honey’s taste / nor power to truly
sting” (Hunter 2000, 288).

That dependence sets up the final section, which opens with the poet
reflecting on the promise of the start of the band’s project, and the power
of that perspective: “Who beholds you best / beholds you dawning”—but
that time has passed, he notes: “I am distant now / from morning things”
(7.1-2). In this brief, eleven-stanza section, he muses on his own role as
chronicler of a history he sees as cyclical, acknowledging the limits of
his understanding: “When vision serves memory / it bends its labor / to a
restless sorting / among forms. Let it / linger nowhere, / passing quickly
/ without pause to name” (7.3—4). He frames his work in classic artistic
terms—a still life of “bright blood oranges” (7.33), unpainted; a vase of
blue buds that frustrate depiction, just out of view. But after cataloging
his failures, he affirms the power of speech, which “must be spoken to
thaw the spirals / of memory frozen / by fixated vision”, allowing him “to
see the old significance / weighed against the new, / and ... rescue / and
redeem what / is common to them both” (7.51-55).

That is the hope of retrospective: the chance of rediscovery and
renewal, which is the note he ends on. “Then there will be / seed for song,
/ reflecting on the face / of eternal ice / the form and substance / of the
bride” (7.56—61). She makes her final reappearance at this decisive, con-
cluding moment as an explicit image, a reflection adorned with a circlet of
witch willow and oleander, ready to be wed at the gates of summer. It is a
nice allusion to the Wind in the Willows’ chapter “The Piper at the Gates
of Dawn,” which the section’s opening hinted at as well, but it closes with
a studied use of floral symbolism, a mainstay of Hunter’s reference-bank,
as Rick Wallach (2021/2022) has explored: witch willow was considered
both magical and medical, used for besoms, which are both metaphorical
and practical brooms, sweeping aside the dust of the past, or in this case,
the detritus of entropy. Oleander represents love, beauty, and resilience,
here also symbolizing the act of seeking out and imbuing meaning; in
terms of floral language, it is foundational, signifying the originary speech
act of a lexicon. The image brings the poem full circle: in the first section,
we meet the Bride picking currants that the poet steals, gorging himself
until sated—the nourishment that inspiration provides, which is why she
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indulges instead of upbraiding him. And she sings: “out of her / throat
comes music” (1.108-109), just as in the end, the reflection of her being
becomes the genesis of song.

This is only one reading, and it only outlines much of this dense
poem—as Hunter commented, he “worked over” every word, and there
are dozens of lines and stanzas that defy unitary interpretation (Silberman
1992, 9). That reflects the nature of the subject of the poem and its cen-
tral motif and namesake: entropy is both absolute and variegated, all-
encompassing and multifaceted, just as the Bride is a constant who recurs
and recedes, taking different forms, always challenging the narrator. He
identifies with her in places; elsewhere he treats her as an Other. In the
end, he woos her and, rebuffed, abjures her, before ultimately accepting
his dependence, contenting himself with a glimpse of her essence, peren-
nially ready for matrimony, frozen in the reflection that art represents.

This shape-shifting evokes the many guises of muse, the idea of
inspiration. That is a recurring theme throughout Hunter’s work, famously
in lyrics such as “Terrapin Station,” alluded to in the first section (cf.
1.69-71) but more obliquely in several other works, beginning with his
first published poems, written for the band’s newsletter in 1972 and 1973.
Those eight poems comprise a series narrating the band’s project, while
also never naming it, and introduce the range of roles and voices that
Hunter later uses in his trilogy.*

That discussion exceeds the bounds of this paper, but it is worth
noting that those poems present all of the major themes found in “The
Bride of Entropy,” most centrally the ideas of revelation, faith, and the
limits of both; that series ends with a saddened but determined affirma-
tion of the power of music as the heart of the band’s project, which is
also how Hunter concludes “The Bride of Entropy” (Meriwether 2024a).
Interestingly, the poem also mirrors those earlier efforts in that, although
published, it is not easily accessible, just as the newsletter obscured his
early poems, through their ephemerality and the fact that they were signed
only by a glyph. They can be located, but they take work to ferret out.

They reward that effort, as does “The Bride of Entropy.” Unlike
those early efforts, however, “The Bride of Entropy” is a mature expres-
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sion of Hunter’s role in the Dead’s project: not just a participant but
a shrewd observer and a thoughtful critic. Those are all functions of a
community poet: bardic and vatic, historian and sage, storyteller and
conscience. All three poems in the trilogy embody these roles, but “The
Bride of Entropy” is unique: “Sentinel” is about Hunter, his role and his
perspective on the Dead; “An American Adventure” is about the Dead’s
history, lyrical and elliptical but an account nonetheless. “The Bride of
Entropy” is about the core of the Dead’s project: the nature of inspiration,
and how it winds throughout the band’s project and history, from the on-
the-fly faith that led them to form the band and make Hunter a member
to their commitment to improvisation, not just onstage but throughout
their work, as Barry Barnes (2010) has explored. Significantly, Hunter’s
conception for the trilogy culminated with “The Bride of Entropy,” which
was also his name for the volume.

We can only guess at how Hunter felt at having his trilogy broken
up with the capstone poem left unpublished. A hint of that appears in
his introduction to Beat poet Michael McClure’s 3 Poems, which also
appeared in the Penguin Poets series along with Sentinel (Hunter 1995).
The treatment Penguin gave McClure is what Hunter had wanted. And
even though Sentinel was a fine volume, burying two of the trilogy’s
poems in a larger anthology echoed a point he made in his 1992 interview,
when Silberman commented that poems lifted from their first publication
felt “orphaned.” Hunter agreed, noting that their original context gave
poems “a vulnerability” that they lost in isolation (Silberman 1992, 9).

His frustration may have been why he abandoned the effort to
engage with publishers; in 2013, he commented that “I don’t really care
much to publish. I like writing but I don’t like all that goes with it—every-
thing you have to do. I've figured that stuff is for posthumous distribution.
I don’t mean to sound grim but I’ll leave it behind” (Budnick 2019). Yet
he never ceased trying to reach readers, using the web as a platform to
make his work available; when he finally published his long poem “A
Strange Music” online, he made that explicit, writing “will somebody
please read this thing? It was a lot of work!” (Hunter n.d.).

He also understood the uniqueness and the potential of the web
as a medium: when he published “The Bride of Entropy” on his site, he
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added a background, repeated images of Henri Rousseau’s 1910 painting
The Dream of Yadwigha. The painting’s depiction of two lions stalking
a naked woman in a lush jungle emphasized the themes of vulnerability,
dependence, and allure that inform the poem.

Even without the other two poems in the trilogy, “The Bride of
Entropy” stands on its own. It is Hunter’s most powerful, sustained explo-
ration of a foundational, enduring theme in his work and his lifelong effort
to understand its nature and meaning. And that is what makes the poem
Hunter’s ode to the spirit of the Grateful Dead. They represent the entropy
that he is wedded to, a force beyond his control that he is dependent upon
for his own art, just as they are both wedded to and dependent on inspira-
tion for the art they create together. Those are the many faces of the Bride
of Entropy, whose “form and substance” (7.60) is, finally, the spirit of cre-
ation itself: the faith to create, to make something out of nothing, to make
the ineffable concrete, bringing order out of chaos despite the knowledge
that it will inevitably devolve into chaos again.

In Hunter’s eyes, the Bride represents all of those: she is a subject
and a source, alluring and confounding, inveigling and inscrutable. Those
make her the perfect metaphor for his work with and thoughts about the
Dead, weaving them all together; in that way, the poem links Hunter
and the Dead, a connective thread that not only informs their work but
ultimately unites them. For Hunter, the muse is a way of expressing the
heart of the grand, great project that is the Grateful Dead—and that is his
answer to the questions posed by the poem.

Notes

An earlier version of this paper was given at the fifty-fourth meeting of the
Popular Culture Association (Meriwether 2024b). I am grateful to the members
of the audience for their questions and comments and to Granville Ganter and Jay
Williams for their thoughtful readings and suggestions.

1. According to the site’s archival function, the poem’s URL was crawled five
times between 2008 and 2024; as of January 2025, it is no longer accessible by
title or via a search, and only the specific URL will retrieve it. I am indebted to
Steve Silberman for sharing the URL for the poem and for sharing his memories
of his interview with Hunter.
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2. Hunter mentions the preface in his 1996 journal entry, but does not mention it
in his interview with Silberman, when he does refer to a final section that was not
included in the version he published online later that year. The dictionary defini-
tion he quotes is verbatim, including all four variants, of “Entropy,” in Websters
Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary (1986, 416).

3. In Cat’s Cradle, ice-nine is a “tiny grain of the undesired crystal pattern”
(1963, 46) that freezes water at room temperature, which Hunter used as the name
of the band’s publishing company.

4. Transcriptions of those poems can be found in the Program of the Grateful
Dead Scholars Caucus (Hunter 2020).
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