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ABSTRACT 

 

This dissertation is an exploration of the strain of Buddhist thought and practice 
running through American Modernism and American Modernist Poetry. I examine the 
works, both poetic and critical, of two authors, Allen Ginsberg and Norman Fischer.  

I explore Allen Ginsberg’s relationship with Buddhism, as it changed throughout 
his life, looking at key poems in his early career, such as “Sakyamuni Coming Out of the 
Mountain,” and “The Change: Kyoto to Tokyo Express.” I also examine “Howl” in light 
of Ginsberg’s early experiences with Buddhism and other spiritual forms.  I consider 
some of the poetics and politics of “Howl” as an example of the both the poetic space and 
the mind Ginsberg prepared for his later spiritual and poetic life.  

I also theorize the connections between the Buddhist attitude that Ginsberg 
cultivates and the modernism of Ezra Pound, who eschewed Buddhist ideas and terms in 
his re-working of Ernest Fenollosa’s well-known essay, “The Chinese Written Chracter 
as a Medium for Poetry.”  I examine the way Ginsberg considered Pound’s Cantos as a 
model of a mind, in the act of the real work of thinking. I end my treatment of Ginsberg’s 
work with a reading of “Father Death Blues” which Ginsberg considered the 
“culmination” of his Buddhist training. 

Looking at Norman Fischer, I focus closely on the Zen aspects of his writing, 
spending special attention on notions of the koan, as well as things he says (in his Zen 
lectures and elsewhere) about intersections between Zen mind perception models and 
models of mind that come via the practices of psychoanalysis.  I work to explain how 
Fischer situates in terms of the L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E poets and other avant-garde 
poetic movements.  I explore how Fischer’s innovative style(s) work within his poetic 
practices in “Praise,” an extended journal/diary poem from Precisely The Point Being 
Made and the Cage/MacLow practices of releasing of ego and agency in writing methods.  
I also look at how such journal/diary poems compare to other poetic “mind models” 
within American Modernism.  My chapters on Fischer culminate in a discussion, with 
significant close readings, of his book Success. 
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INTRODUCTION: EARLY EASTERN AND BUDDHIST RIPPLES IN AMERICA, 

SITUATING ALLEN GINSBERG AND NORMAN FISCHER 

Wittgenstein famously said, “Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must 
be silent.”  But he didn’t mean by this that what you can’t speak about is 
irrelevant or non existent.  In fact, Wittgenstein felt that the unspeakable 
was the most salient reality.  He also said, “The mystical is not how the 
world is, but that it is.”  

–from “Blizzard of Depictions” by Norman Fischer 

*** 

“A side effect of loss of dependence on words is the final break-up of my 
previously monotheistic memory-conception of one holy eternity, one 
God. Because all that conceptualization depends on the railroad track of 
language. And actual experience of consciousness is not nameable as 
One.”  

– from “Prose Contribution to the Cuban Revolution” by Allen 
Ginsberg 

 

In her memoirs, the American Transcendentalist Margaret Fuller Ossoli, or simply 

Margaret Fuller, as she is widely known, wrote about the bourgeoning literary and 

spiritual interest in consciousness of her contemporaries, the American 

Transcendentalists Henry David Thoreau and Ralph Waldo Emerson. She recognized in 

them, as in herself, a desire for an American landscape that strove towards a citizenry that 

attended to what she called “the nobler faculties.” Such faculties of mind, for Fuller, 

sought to bring out more than the physical resources of the country, and were concerned 
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with more than a “superficial diffusion of knowledge.” For the Transcendentalists could 

see:   

that political freedom does not necessarily produce liberality of mind, nor 
freedom in church institutions—vital religion; and, seeing that these 
changes cannot be wrought from without inwards, they are trying to 
quicken the soul, that they may work from within outwards.  Disgusted 
with the vulgarity of a commercial aristocracy, they become radicals; 
disgusted with the materialistic working of “rational” religion, they 
become mystics. (15) 

This “mystical” mindset, which she ascribed especially to the Transcendentalists, begins, 

for Fuller, with radicalism. I think it is important to remember that, etymologically, 

“becoming radical” has the meaning and resonance of returning to the roots of one’s 

philosophical understanding. This sense of the word encapsulates what Emerson was up 

to as he engaged in a devoted study, throughout his life, of many of the earliest Indian 

religious texts. Indeed, it is quite possible that Emerson was the “first, clear window” that 

America (as distinct from Europe, or simply The West) had to look out at The East. 

In his “Unitarianism and Early American Interest in Hinduism,” Christopher 

Walton writes that by 1843,  

Emerson especially prized Charles Wilkins’s translation of the Vishnu 
Sarma and Horace Wilson’s translation of the Vishnu Puruna, and his 
journals refer to and quote the Rig-Veda, the Upanishads, and 
the Bhagavata Purana. Although Emerson rarely mentions specific Hindu 
texts in his published works, his journals reveal a thinker profoundly 
engaged in a dialogue with texts ranging from contemporary German and 
English Romanticism to classical neo-Platonism to Confucianism to 
Vedantic Hinduism. (9) 

While it is true that Emerson had a great literary interest in Hinduism and 

religious and scriptural eastern texts, Walton also points out that he was not the 
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very first in that regard. Earlier American luminaries Joseph Priestly and John 

Adams both had an interest in Hindu texts and Sanskrit. However, Walton 

contends that the newness of Emerson was his willingness to put the idea which 

he was reading about into practice. He writes that this constituted a new, and 

distinctly American attitude: “Emerson inaugurated another strain of American 

religious thought: the universalist impulse to disregard cultural dimensions of 

religion in a quest for the Infinite.” 

In his book American Veda, Philip Goldberg argues that Emerson, in fact, 

worked to put into active practice whatever he could glean as essential for 

transcendence and for experience of Nature. As such, due to his practice-based 

outlook on both philosophy and religion, Goldberg calls Emerson the 

quintessential embodiment of a seeker in a “youthful America” that was 

optimistic about its identity as a new nation: 

As a yearning, ceaselessly God-seeking mystic, Emerson was a 
prototype of the individual who has intimations of the infinite and 
finds Vedanta a way to understand his or her inchoate spiritual 
experiences and inspiration and direction for further exploration. 
Absent yoga studios and meditation classes his primary sadhana 
(spiritual practice) was solitary communion with nature. Emerson 
the mystic resonated with the numinous perceptions of the Vedic 
seers; Emerson the learned philosopher packaged his insights in 
the soaring language of nineteenth-century America….[His] 
cosmic optimism was a major reason for Emerson’s appeal during 
his lifetime…. (35)  

Goldberg asserts that it was this practical application of Hindu Vedanta 

philosophy that led Emerson to assert in “The American Scholar” to “go alone; to refuse 

the good models, even those which are sacred in the imagination of men.” If anyone 
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picked up and ran with these ideas, it was Henry David Thoreau, who employed Hindu 

philosophy in order to understand the mystical experiences he was having in nature and 

solitude. Goldberg quotes from Thoreau’s journal: “Whenever I have read any part of the 

Vedas, I have felt that some unearthly and unknown light illuminated me. In the great 

teaching of the Vedas, there is no touch of sectarianism. It is of all ages, climes, and 

nationalities, and is the royal road for attainment of the Great Knowledge” (39). He even 

describes Thoreau as a karma yogi, or a yogic practitioner who actually follows, rather 

than merely studies, “a path of selfless action rooted in transcendent awareness.” It is not 

difficult to understand “Civil Disobedience” with respect to this notion of putting 

awareness into action. 

In How the Swans Came to The Lake: A Narrative History of Buddhism in 

America, Rick Fields asserts that Thoreau was a “pre-Buddhist in much the same way 

that the Chinese Taoists were.” This was due to the nature of his contemplative practices 

and seeking of solitude. He also considers Thoreau’s practical ideologies prophetic: 

He forecast an American Buddhism by the nature of his contemplation, in 
the same way that a certain quality of transparent predawn forecasts a 
clear morning. He lost himself in nature as the Chinese painters did, by 
becoming one with nature. He was certainly not the only one of his 
generation to live a contemplative life, but he was, it seems, one of the few 
to live it in a Buddhist way. That is to say, he was perhaps the first 
American to explore the mode of contemplation which is the 
distinguishing mark of Buddhism. (63) 

The “distinguishing mark” that Fields speaks of here is the Buddhist or 

“pre-Buddhist” notion that God did not have to be found at the root of everything. 

In fact, God did not have to figure into the equation at all, nor did the absence of 
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God. This constituted the major departure from Emerson. Another aspect of this 

mark was a tendency toward experimentation over abstraction, an elevation of a 

practice of staunch inquiry: 

Emerson had abstracted God into the Universe, the Over-soul, or 
infused him with Nature with a capital “N.” Thoreau was after the 
bare facts, the hard rock-bottom of existence. His journals were 
filled with details, precise observations and data. Emerson had an 
idea of what was real, Melville had ransacked the visible world for 
the symbols behind it, but Thoreau had no theories. He was content 
to wait and see what was there. (63) 

This spiritually pragmatic attitude of Thoreau’s led to further exploration 

of many Indian texts (he inherited Emerson’s library) and even into a 

contemplative practice that he defines as “yoga.” In a letter to a friend, 

shortly after leaving Walden, in 1849, he wrote: “Depend upon it that, 

rude and careless as I am, I would fain practice the yoga faithfully. To 

some extent, and at rare intervals, even I am a yogi” (64 Swans).  

If Emerson offered the first scholarly glimpse at the East, and Thoreau was the 

first American yogi, then it falls on Walt Whitman to be called the first American bard to 

have absorbed early Indian sacred texts and transposed some of their resonances into 

American verse. However, in the expanse of time during which Leaves of Grass evolved 

as a published and re-published work by Whitman himself, there were very few, if any, 

American adepts in either the practices or philosophies of Hinduism or Buddhism who 

could connect to Whitman’s poetic valences in this manner. In “Rewalking Thoreau and 

Asia: ‘Light From The East’ for ‘A Very Yankee Sort of Oriental,’” David Scott says of 

Thoreau that, it was his experience in the relative solitude of Walden that he got a sense 
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of what it meant to have a meditative practice and what enabled him to call himself a 

“yogi.” According to Scott, “[f]ollowing his Walden sojourn, [Thoreau] could say, ‘‘I 

realized what the Orientals mean by contemplation.’’ This view of Asian wisdom was 

then ultimately an intensely, if still practicable, spiritual vision. It was in the light of his 

Walden experiences and reflections that Thoreau recognized Walt Whitman’s emerging 

poetry (Leaves of Grass, 1855) as being ‘‘wonderfully like the Orientals’” (29). Thus, it 

seems that the key to this awareness of recognition of Whitman’s Eastern resonances was 

Thoreau’s own experiential, hermetic practices. 

When confronted by Thoreau with the comment that his work was “wonderfully 

like the Orientals” and asked if he was familiar with such texts, Whitman’s response was: 

“No: Tell me about them” (Swans 65). And yet, by Whitman’s own account in A 

Backward Glance, in preparing himself to write Leaves of Grass, he had absorbed “the 

ancient Hindu poems” along with a great many other works from Western Literature.” 

Fields continues: 

It was more probable that Whitman had read the Orientals, and swallowed 
them whole, along with everything else. While Emerson and Thoreau 
liked to use quotations from the Orientals as if they were precious jewels 
carefully set in the main stream of their work, Whitman embraced them all 
and plunged into a kind of ecstatic eclecticism that swept everything 
before it. (65) 
 

This “ecstatic eclecticism” is perhaps one of the major distinguishing factors 

between Whitman and his poetic contemporaries.  One of the first modernist American 

authors, Whitman’s grand sweeping vision of an expansive poetic self, large enough to 

contain the contradicting multitudes of a restless, growing nation is one of the main 
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literary and ideological progenitors of Allen Ginsberg, the first author I will focus on in 

this dissertation. Ginsberg himself worked out an actual, body-connecting lineage with 

Whitman, to establish for himself an authentic poetic heritage that positions him as a true 

descendant of Whitman, as Craig Svonkin writes in “Manischewitz and Sake, the 

Kaddish and Sutras: Allen Ginsberg’s Spiritual Self-Othering,” Ginsberg: 

traces himself back to Walt Whitman through a series of 
homosexual connections—Walt Whitman slept with Edward 
Carpenter, who slept with Gavin Arthur, who slept with Neal 
Cassady, who slept with Ginsberg. This possibly mythic line of 
poetic transmission and inspiration seems to be a comic, sexual 
revision of the tradition of Jewish intellectual lineage; in the 
Talmud and elsewhere in Jewish culture, it is the norm for a 
rabbinic scholar to trace the lineage for an idea or story, naming 
the previous rabbis through as many generations of transmission as 
possible. (184) 

 

But this is not the only major connection between Ginsberg and Whitman. The 

ecstatic eclecticism of Whitman, along with the long line, what Ginsberg called “the 

Hebraic Melvillian bardic breath” figures largely into an understanding of Ginsberg’s 

poetics as he becomes an internationally renowned poetic figure, in large part due to the 

near instant fame of his poem “Howl.”  As this study proceeds, I explore Ginsberg’s 

relationship to Buddhism, both in his early years and as it changed throughout his life.  I 

examine certain crux points, such as his first introduction to Buddhism via Jack 

Kerouac’s Some of the Dharma.  I look at key moments in his early poetry career in 

which Buddhism figured largely, such as in “Sakyamuni Coming Out of the Mountain,” 

and “The Change: Kyoto to Tokyo Express.”  
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In the first chapter of this dissertation, I perform an extended close reading of 

“Howl,” in light of Ginsberg’s early experiences with Buddhism and other spiritual 

forms.  I focus on the poetics and politics of “Howl” as an example of the both the poetic 

space and the mind Ginsberg prepared for his later spiritual and poetic life, which leaned 

very extensively on Buddhist models of the mind.  It is here that the idea of fracture 

begins to emerge as a term to be defined and expanded. Ginsberg’s own ecstatic 

eclecticism, what he often referred to as his ability to practice a Keatsian negative 

capability, I consider as an outcropping or byproduct of his Buddhist practices, which 

become more complex and subtle as he matures as a Buddhist practitioner and as a poet. 

Ginsberg’s embrace of fracture, complexity and the accretion of many minds or selves 

becomes a key issue in this study.    

Many readers and critics make the mistake of looking at Ginsberg as frozen after 

“Howl” and “Kaddish,” fixed in a framework that cannot stretch beyond whatever 

models of the psyche they construct based on these two poems. And yet, in his later 

poetry Ginsberg began focusing intently on spiritual attitudes and practices in Tibetan 

Buddhism.  At times, Ginsberg made it very apparent that he considered Buddhist 

practices as powerful forces for social change, as well as for benefiting the individual.  

This makes Ginsberg into a much more complex figure. I ponder the moment, which has 

become somewhat of a watershed in American poetry (and especially Beat) history, 

where Ginsberg goes and visits Ezra Pound and describes himself to Pound as “a 

Buddhist Jew,” offering him his blessing/forgiveness, which Pound accepts.  I look at 

how this incident is read by the American poetic community at large.  I contemplate the 
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notion that Ginsberg identified himself, on more than one occasion as a “Buddhist Jew,” 

and yet, also not omitting, from descriptions of himself, such descriptions as “a disciple 

of the sacred heart,” as well as his incorporation of Hindu meditation and concentration 

practices. 

I look briefly at the connections between a Buddhist stance toward poetry that 

Ginsberg cultivates and modernists such as William Carlos Williams and Pound. As a 

poet who had great and complicated relationships with the works of many of the “high 

modernists,” I theorize the moment when Ginsberg said to Pound that his Cantos was a 

model of a mind doing the real work of thinking and that the Cantos work as a model for 

a whole mind.  This notion is bound up with Ginsberg’s reason for forgiving Pound, 

because of the latter’s honesty. 

I focus briefly on Buddhist texts and ideas that Kerouac turned Ginsberg on to, 

but then look at some of the source texts from Vajrayana Buddhism that most appealed to 

his sensibilities.  I consider the notion of his hallucinatory and visualization 

experiences—those he had in which he communed with the voice and presence of 

William Blake across time, as well as those that took place under the influence of Yage in 

South America, as well as those that take place as he gets involved with the visualizations 

inherent in his Tibetan Vajrayana practice.  

As I move into my second chapter, I work to understand how all of these various 

spiritual strains and identities mesh and reconcile in one human being, as well as how 

they may have impacted his ideas about his own sexual identity. Or, conversely, whether 
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there is something specific about Ginsberg that allows for a more hybrid American 

Buddhist poetics to flourish. I look at Ginsberg’s early life as much more of an ecstatic 

seer than the later Ginsberg, who, once he developed a relationship with his Guru, 

Chogyam Trungpa, became less about ecstasy and more about justice and acceptance, 

peace and teaching.  All of this ends in a reading of “Father Death Blues” which 

Ginsberg called the “culmination” of his Buddhist training. I produce, among all the 

poetic close readings, a theory of Ginsberg as a modernist poet who offers an alternative 

vision within the field of modernist poetic practices that embraces the notion of fracture 

and the ever-multiplying qualities of mind and selfhood. 

The other major and still highly productive American Buddhist poet whom I focus 

on is Norman Fischer. A very different kind of author, who both values and honors the 

poetics and politics of Ginsberg, Fischer’s poetry is much less linear and more aligned 

with the poetic and linguistic experimentation of later conceptual poets. When I move 

into Fischer, in my third chapter, I open with a poem of Fischer’s from his book Success, 

through which we can begin to understand some of his more abstract practices. This 

opens into theorizing notions of self, subject and narrativity, especially considering the 

issues connected to Pound mentioned above.  I also look at what Fischer says about 

Ginsberg’s ideas about meditation and poetics in his essay, “So You Want To Make 

Something Out Of It.”   

In my fourth and fifth chapters, I work to focus very closely on the Zen aspects of 

his writing, spending special attention on his Zen lectures about intersections between 
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Zen mind perception models and models of language that come via Wittgenstein and 

other philosophers.  This is particularly worthwhile in discussing just how Fischer 

situates in terms of the L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E poets and other avant garde poetic 

movements.  I explore how Fischer’s innovative style(s) work within his poetic practices 

in “Praise,” an extended journal/diary poem from Precisely The Point Being Made and 

the Cage/MacLow practices of releasing of ego and agency in writing methods.  I look at 

how such journal/diary poems compare to other poetic “mind models.”  I also look at 

certain aspects of Fischer’s work which are rather new and perhaps surprising, such as his 

recent version of the book of psalms, as well as his Zen teachings. After a chapter on 

Fischer culminating in a discussion, with significant close readings, of the poem “Praise,” 

I look outward towards how both of these American Buddhist poets (Fischer and 

Ginsberg) continue to frame an understanding of poetry in America today, especially in 

the light of their attitudes towards fracture and the multiplicitous nature of mind. 
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1.  ALLEN GINSBERG’S EARLY BUDDHIST POETRIES AND “HOWL” AS 

PROTO-BUDDHIST POEM 

“Poetry’s not window cleaning/ it breaks the glass.” –Chase Twichell 

 

Allen Ginsberg’s life had multiple trajectories, multiple belief systems interacting, 

multiple poetics intersecting.  He was, and we can easily and at the outset coin the term, 

an “American hybrid.”  However, this is perhaps a redundancy, since the very notion of 

“American” as an identity is to be a hybrid, a confluence of many forces, cultural and 

ethnic, racial and spiritual, intellectual and political.  It might be argued that anyone 

anywhere could say the same thing about themselves.  However, to be American means 

to be in the middle of strenuous tensions, pulled and pulling in varied directions all at 

once, with these tensions only having been recently established and perhaps still forming.  

Ginsberg, as he identified himself on several occasions, was a “Buddhist Jew.”  Yet he 

also considered himself a worshipper of “the Sacred Heart” of Jesus Christ, and a 

practitioner of many forms of Hindu spiritual practices.1   All these strains ran right 

through his poetic practices, throughout his life.  Rarely is there a period in his poetic arc 

where he could be considered to be doing any one thing “purely” or “essentially.”  His 

poem “Howl,” for example, arguably his most well-known work, encompasses, in its 
                                                           
1 See “Kral Majales,” Ginsberg’s “King of May” poem, in which he declares: “and I am the King of May, 
naturally, for I am of Slavic parentage and a Buddhist Jew/ who worships the Sacred Heart of Christ the 
blue body of Krishna the straight back of ram/ the beads of Chango the Nigerian singing Shiva Shiva in a 
manner which I have invented…” 
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content, so many spiritual tendencies that it functions as a paean to the varied American 

spiritual landscape of Ginsberg’s time, and, indeed, of the American project in general.  

There is a sense one gets, while reading or listening to it, that Ginsberg has unscrewed 

“the doors themselves from their jambs” and decided to show every side of his own 

identity, in order to prove, once and for all of us, that an identity is a multi-layered, multi-

tensioned, and highly heteroglossic continuum.   

An ecstatic “kitchen sink” poem, “Howl” at once celebrates the confluence of 

forces that shape his identity and lays bare the oppressive and terrible stresses (religious, 

geopolitical, literary, and homophobic that necessitate a revolution (spiritual, literary, and 

homoerotic). Hence the manifold incorporations of spiritual strains that he had come in 

contact with in his time.  It is these spiritual strains, especially in the field of Buddhism, 

that I am most concerned with in this chapter. I will argue that “Howl” exists, for 

Ginsberg, as a proto-Buddhist experiment in form.  Its publication date (1955) coincides 

succinctly with the time in Ginsberg’s life when he was beginning to make a serious 

study of Buddhism, led by Jack Kerouac, who described himself as leaning towards the 

“old Buddhism of the Theravada.” Also, the poem’s many performances, especially in its 

early years of existence, enact a public meditation and prayer, empowered and enabled by 

the sheer force of Ginsberg’s burgeoning public persona. “Howl” prepares the field for a 

host of Ginsberg’s later spiritually resonant works and practices.  

I use the phrase “field of Buddhism” deliberately because it is not one particular 

Buddhist sect or system that Ginsberg dives into and stays with through his career as a 
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poet.2  In fact, if there ever could be something called American Buddhism, Ginsberg, in 

many ways, can be thought of as a prototypical example.  Remarkably, though “Howl” is 

a wild efflorescence of varied spiritual cartographies that impacted Ginsberg as a poet, it 

is also a testament to his ability as a person and a spiritual seeker to construct and 

maintain a cohesive poetic identity amid many powerful and deeply distinctive spiritual 

and cultural energies.  In looking at “Howl,” its performance and public reception, we see 

how the contemporary American poetry landscape has been influenced by Ginsberg’s 

Buddhist trajectories, how his embrace of fracture constitutes a unique stance in 

American modernism, one which does not fear, but rather welcomes an ultimately 

incoherent notion of the self. 

 John Lardas, in Bop Apocalypse: The Religious Visions, of Kerouac, Ginsberg, 

and Burroughs, explains that, entering the Cold War era: “The Beats’ search for the 

sacred meaning of America reflected their contemporary environment as a low hum of 

anxiety murmured across the American cultural landscape. Nowhere was that more 

evident than in the discourse of religion and its language of myth, symbol, and allegory” 

(36).  Allen Ginsberg grew up and was growing into an American landscape that was 

becoming ever richer in its array of “Eastern offerings.”  Having grown up in a Jewish 

family that was not very devout, Ginsberg began his life as a poet and contemplative 

considering the works of William Blake and Walt Whitman as texts that provided him 

with early spiritual guidance.  Later in his life he would work to reconcile and develop 

                                                           
2 Cf Tony Trigilio’s Allen Ginsberg’s Buddhist Poetics. 
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spiritually as a Jew, but never without identifying himself via various poly-spiritual 

monikers, such as “Buddhist Jew.” 

For Ginsberg, there is a long tradition of visionary poetry that he idealized, 

pondered, meditated on, and worried over for a good portion of his early poetic career.  

Also, as he has recounted on numerous occasions how he was once visited by the voice, 

or spirit, of William Blake. In a piece called “Mindfulness and Spirituality,” he writes 

that, in the early years of his life as a writer and poet, on one occasion, having opened his 

book of Blake’s poetry and reading “The Sick Rose” and had what he calls a “classical 

hallucinatory-mystical experience,” i.e.: “heard [Blake’s] voice commanding and 

prophesying to me from eternity, felt my soul open completely wide all its doors and 

windows and the cosmos flowed through me, and experienced a state of altered 

apparently total consciousness so fantastic and science-fictional I even got scared later, at 

having stumbled on a secret door in the universe all alone” (138). The visions and spirit 

messages he received played a large role in his poetry, after the experience. As he himself 

describes in a 1966 interview with Thomas Clark in Beat Writers at Work, he was both 

trusting and skeptical of the experience, referring to it as both “hallucination” and 

“apparitional” (53). This sense that some inner- or other-worldly force was trying to 

communicate to him was something that spurred him on in his poetry and in his life as a 

spiritual practitioner and seeker.  His desire to make sense of the visions he was receiving 

moved him to feel that “[he] was born to realize the spirit of the universe” (54).  

Poetically, his Blakean vision, coming at the beginning of his career as a poet, turned 

much of his poetry, while technically proficient, into the site of his own visionary and 
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spiritual quest.3  Thus, in a sense, poetry became his first contemplative or meditative 

practice.  

In his 1960 essay, “Notes for Howl and Other Poems,” Ginsberg writes that the 

poetry he wrote earlier than 1955 poetry was “arranged by phrasing or breath groups into 

little short-line patterns according to ideas of measure of American speech I’d picked up 

from W.C. Williams’ imagist preoccupations” (Postmodern American Poetry 635). 

However, once he moved to San Francisco, he embraced an unemployed life in order to 

follow his “romantic inspiration—Hebraic-Melvillian bardic breath.” This preoccupation 

with breath, with respiration and its effects on poetry acted as a catalyst for a more 

introspective verse practice, one which allowed for a fresher poetic vision and an opening 

of Ginsberg’s mind to poetic practices that felt more his own and less formulaic and 

imitative. Ginsberg writes: “I thought I wouldn’t write a poem, but just write what I 

wanted to without fear, let my imagination go, open secrecy, and scribble magic lines 

from my real mind…” (635). The emphasis on not writing poetry, per se, but rather 

simply engaging in an introspective practice, was precisely the action that produced 

Ginsberg’s most well-known poem, “Howl,” “for the beauty of abstract poetry of mind 

running along making awkward combinations like Charlie Chaplin’s walk…” (635). 

Chaplin’s walk, awkward and delighted, a quick stumble that got him into the most 

                                                           
3 In his poem “Vision 1948,” Ginsberg writes: “Dread spirit in me that I ever try/ With written words to 
move, Hear thou my plea, at last reply/ To my impotent pen:/ Should I endure, and never prove/ Yourself 
and me in love,/ Tell me, spirit, tell me, O what then?” (Collected Poems 8). In these lines we hear both the 
pleading resonances of John Donne’s “Batter My Heart,” and W.B. Yeats’s “What Then?” The line 
arrangement as also very pre-”Howl,” in that they are very short and somewhat forced, metrically.  
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hilarious situations, seems a fitting metaphor for Ginsberg’s “Howl” practice. It’s writing 

that doesn’t try to get anywhere but, in the process, gleefully gets everywhere. 

The notion that there is more to the world than the ordinary phenomena that we 

see on a regular basis became very important as a motivating force for Ginsberg, both 

poetically and spiritually.  In his seeking, he felt the deep need to continue to have visions 

and interpret them and the messages they had for him.  Not much later in his life after his 

Blakean vision, he traveled to South America to experience the hallucinatory drug Yage, 

which he did, with intense and strange results.  His use of poems as descriptions of his 

visions and frustrations pointed him, albeit circuitously, towards an eventual study and 

practice of Buddhism and meditation, among other spiritual experiences.  His life, 

however, did “finish out” fairly grounded in a specific Buddhist tradition, that of the 

Vajrayana, the “Diamond Vehicle” of Tibetan Buddhism.   

Many popular stories abound about Ginsberg and his practice of Buddhism, as it 

advanced in his life. His chief literary and critical biographer, Michael Schumacher, 

chose for the title Dharma Lion for the title of his extensive book on Ginsberg’s writing 

life. This title refers to the spiritual name given to Ginsberg by his chief Buddhist teacher, 

Chögyam Trungpa. The “Dharma” of the title reflects the teachings of the Buddha, and 

the “Lion” is indicative of a great protective and courageous force. Gary Snyder, one of 

Ginsberg’s longtime friends and fellow Beat poets, recounted a phone call he had with 

Ginsberg’s teacher, a Tibetan Lama, Gehlek Rinpoche, who spoke to Snyder about 

Allen’s last moments.  The Lama said Ginsberg had no attachments at the end and 
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shouted into the phone: “He was READY to go!” in a deep voice that moved Snyder and 

made him feel both happy that his longtime friend had moved on to whatever was next 

for him and a little sad that he was alone and without Allen.   

There is something noble and awe-inspiring about the particular part of the 

American experience that allows an individual, if he is inclined and willing to strive for 

it, to choose his own religious and spiritual way.  This, aside from all of the others 

trappings and rhetoric that surround the notion of the “American Dream” is perhaps a 

unique aspect of American heritage.  I am not so much talking about the “Freedom of 

Religion” statutes written into our codes of law, but rather an American adherence to 

taking what is useful from whatever manner of teaching or religion and apply it as each 

person feels fit.  In The American Religion, Harold Bloom claims that Americans, as 

staunch individualists, have also demanded an autonomy of the soul. He writes:  

The American finds God in herself or himself only after finding the 
freedom to know God by experiencing a total inward solitude. In this 
solitary freedom, the American is liberated both from other selves and 
from the created world. He comes to recognize that his spirit is itself 
uncreated. Knowing that he is the equal of God, the American Religionist 
can then achieve his true desideratum, mystical communion with his 
friend, the godhead. (212)  

This heritage comes in part from the intensely pragmatic attitude toward spiritual 

and philosophical issues that seems to be a distinctly American characteristic, going at 

least as far back as William James’s philosophical treatise called Pragmatism.   James 

writes: “Pragmatism is willing to take anything, to follow logic or the senses and to count 

the humblest and most personal experiences.  She will count mystical experiences if they 

have practical consequences.  She will take a God who lives in the very dirt of private 
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fact – if that should seem a likely place to find him” (38).  In Ginsberg’s life, as we study 

his biography, it seems he was continuously striving to open ever further to whatever the 

next truth was that bubbled beneath in his unconscious. His public poetic confessions as 

well as the intimate details he recounted in interviews demonstrate this aptly. As Charles 

Tomlinson writes of William Carlos Williams, a “predilection for the open ended and 

asymmetric leaves Williams free to accept the suggestion of his surroundings with their 

evidence of overlap and relativity…” (ix Collected Poems). The same could be said for 

Ginsberg, as a writer and as a spiritual seeker.   

In what is Ginsberg’s first overtly Buddhist poem, “Sakyamuni Coming Out from 

the Mountain,” the “Sakyan sage,” son of a warrior clan leader from northern India, and 

the bodhisattva, precursor to the historical Buddha, is depicted exiting his meditation 

cave and experiencing a flash of wisdom, or enlightenment.  Written in the New York 

Public Library in 1949, the poem seems strangely situated in a collection called “The 

Green Automobile.”  This title references the archetypal car in which Ginsberg envisions 

Neal Cassidy—Ginsberg’s on-again/off-again muse and vehicular hero—driving across 

America, roving through the cities and cavorting in an often sad bacchanalian train of 

women, cars, and endless “holy,” “beat” banter.  The poem is strangely situated because 

it is one of the only poems that does not involve any kind of a cataloguing of sense 

impressions, the dominant style of most of the collection.  It is an ekphrastic poem in that 

it tells a tale of realization pictured in a Chinese painting that Ginsberg looked at. 
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The poem comes, in the collection, after a poem called “My Alba,” which depicts 

a sad speaker (Ginsberg, perhaps?) who has “wasted/ five years in Manhattan…five years 

unhappy labor/ 22 to 27 working/ not a dime in the bank/ to show for it anyway// dawn 

breaks it’s only the sun/ the East smokes O my bedroom/ I am damned to Hell what/ 

alarmclock is ringing” (Collected  Poems 89).    The sense here is of despair and a desire 

to move towards some new mode of living.  The existential malaise of “wasted/ five 

years in Manhattan” indicates a longing and an ache of purposelessness that Ginsberg felt 

in these years, often suffering bouts of radical depression and loneliness as a result.  The 

capitalized “East” looms in the last stanza of the poem, perhaps indicating, in that it 

“smokes,” a beacon towards which the speaker seeks to steer.  The urgency of “Hell” and 

the “alarmclock” intensify the sense that the need for some great change is required, and 

immanent. 

“Sakyamuni Coming Out from the Mountain” comes next, a poem that interprets 

a Southern Sung Dynasty painting by Liang Kai that Ginsberg saw in the New York 

Public Library.  A sense of sadness and longing resonates throughout the collection. 

“Sakyamuni” reflects this with lines such as “eyebrows/ grown long with weeping/ and 

hooknosed woe.”  The young Ginsberg, at this point in his life, was still seeking both 

companionship and some way to integrate his “Blakean vision” of 1949.  Thus, is it 

Sakyamuni alone who thinks, “the land of blessedness exists/ in the imagination—”?  Or 

perhaps we are privy to an important moment in Ginsberg’s personal history, where his 
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wisdom-seeking and ecstatic, visionary qualities provide him with a “flash” realization: 

imagination is the source of “blessedness.”4 

The phrase “humility is beatness” occurs three times.  Its repetition seems to have 

several effects.  Initially, the phrase comes after we hear that Sakyamuni’s “unhappy 

hands” are “clasped to his naked breast.”  We witness a scene of desperation and despair.  

There is nothing blissful about this “ragged” monk.  He “drags” himself out of his cave, 

unable to walk straight, he is “faltering” towards a stream for a drink.  The repetition of 

“humility is beatness” causes the phrase to come, initially, from the speaker of the poem. 

The speaker is an omniscient narrator who gives us a sudden glimpse into the inner life of 

this tattered sage.  We feel as if we hear what Sakyamuni is chanting to himself as he 

makes his way to the water.   

Given the physical descriptions of the monk that we have just heard, the sense is 

that he chants his words perhaps out of an impoverished mental or emotional state, the 

phrase giving him something to hold to as he does the heavy physical labor (heavy for 

someone who has almost wasted away from too much fasting) of walking slowly forward 

for a drink.  And yet, we also understand that he “stands upright there/ tho trembling” 

which gives us the sense that this sage is not, in fact, about to waste away dead.  In fact, 

this is a moment, physically weak though he is, of gathering strength.  Secondly, the 

                                                           
4 The story the poem depicts is an important one in Buddhist history, legend, and iconography.  It 

is the moment in which Sakyamuni Buddha determined that “the middle way” was the only way towards 
enlightenment.  Extreme asceticism, he realized, would lead only to destruction of his body and over-
tightening of his mind.  Extremes at the other end, overindulgence of the senses, would lead him to 
abandon the spiritual path for a life of pleasure-seeking. 
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voicing of the phrase comes from outside Sakyamuni’s mind and from the narratorial 

voice itself.  This second iteration indicates that there is an over-arching truth that abides, 

beyond Sakyamuni’s perspective.  And yet, if indeed this is the phrase that Sakyamuni 

repeats to himself, we are witness to a moment where the character described is suddenly 

attaining to the special knowledge that the speaker of the poem knows. 

We come to see, in the next ten lines, that this is also a realization moment for 

Sakyamuni about the nature of “the land of blessedness” existing “in the imagination.”  

Given that the speaker narrates to us that Sakyamuni “sat thinking/ till he realized” we 

see that all of the action of this poem is coming after a great, and, for Buddhism, one of 

the most powerfully significant moments in the spiritual progress of its founder.  Reading 

the poem a few ways is fruitful.   One the one hand, the blessed land’s existence seems 

tenuous, in that it may exist only in the imagination.  Thus, to wish, hope, or strive for the 

blessed land is a useless task.  This could be read pessimistically or not.  Why strive for 

something that cannot exist?  Why not give up this spiritual path and lead a life of sense-

fulfillment?  Or, quite differently, it is in understanding that over-striving, or striving at 

all, leads the mind towards a tension that cannot produce enlightenment.  Another way to 

read “exists in the imagination” is with an emphasis on “exists.”  The “blessed land 

exists,” a deeply hopeful thought, and it does so “in the imagination.”  This last notion 

gives us an optimistic feeling, that all Sakyamuni needs to do, or all we need to do, is 

access and exalt the imaginative faculties, and we can experience a state of blessedness.        
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“Humility is beatness” is voiced once more in the poem, in the last two lines: 

“humility is beatness/ before the absolute World.”  This last phrasing elevates the sense 

of “beatness” to the status of beatitude.  This word, obviously loaded for anyone in the 

later 20th century, takes on many meanings.  In this case, it seems to resonate with the 

notion that Jack Kerouac coined for the definition of “beat” as “sympathetic.”  Here is a 

sense that the ultimate realization for the seeker and sage is the understanding of humility 

and sympathy as the grounds for being fully human.5  

 

 

                                                           
5 Jack Kerouac, in a 1969 interview with Ted Berrigan, said, of his work: “What’s really influenced my 
work is the Mahayana Buddhism, the original Buddhism of Gautama Sakyamuni, the Budhha himself, of 
the India of old…Original Buddhism referred to continual conscious compassion, brotherhood, the dana 
paramita meaning the perfection of charity, don’t step on the bug, all that, humility, mendicancy, the sweet 
sorrowful face of the Buddha….” (Beat Writers at Work, 117). Compare this to descriptions of the Buddha 
in Ginsberg’s “Sakyamuni” poem and it seems no surprise that Kerouac was one of the first contacts 
Ginsberg had with Buddhist texts and notions. 
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Sakyamuni Coming Out From The Mountain. Liang Kai. First half of 13th c. Hanging 
scroll, ink and colors on silk. Tokyo National Museum. 

 

The story of Buddhism in America is a short one, one that is just beginning.  The 

publication, in England, of Sir Edwin Arnold’s Light of Asia, in 1879, began some of the 

first forays that people of the United States made into the life of Siddhartha Gautama, the 

historical Buddha, and his teachings.  It was told in poetry.  Around this time in the 

Victorian period a host of books focused on the teachings and the person of the Buddha 

came out.  Later, in Chicago in 1893, at the World’s Parliament of Religions, Americans 

would witness several talks on Buddhism by the likes of Anagarika Dharmapala and 

Soyen Shaku, a Sri Lankan Theravadin Buddhist and a Japanese Zen monk, respectively.  
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Anagarika Dharmapala worked for a time with Madame Blavatsky and Colonol Henry 

Olcott of the then newly formed Theosophical Society, which attempted to put forth a 

variety of esoteric theories, many of them partially connected to Buddhist thought, as 

well as notions about spirit-mediums and ghostly presences that seemed to come from an 

amalgam of many spiritual backgrounds.  The teachings of Soen Shaku were translated, 

eventually, by D.T. Suzuki, who was greatly important in the transmission of Buddhist 

thought to Beats, as well as other American scholars, philosophers, and writers, 

including, but not limited to Alan Watts, Jack Kerouac, and Ginsberg.  Watts, among 

others, introduced ideas about Zen that were of great importance to early Beat writers’ 

ideas and understanding of Buddhism (How the Swans Came To The Lake 123-145). All 

this is to say that the sense of what Buddhism might have been to Ginsberg, a product of 

the American landscape of the 1940’s, ‘50’s, and ‘60’s, had come to him through 

multiple lenses, multiple refractions and languages.  This is probably also true of the 

history of many (if not all) major systems of thought that made it out of their hometown 

venues. 

I do not intend to ally what we have come to call Buddhism, centuries after the 

death of its founder’s recorded teachings, with any specific ethnicity or cultural locus.  

He was a son of a king in what we know as Nepal, spent his life in what is now called 

India, and his teachings have taken root and are practiced on nearly every continent 

(Antarctic Buddhists?).  Of course, for most of the time since he lived, his teachings and 

those who practiced them remained in Asia and the Indian sub-continent.  However, I am 

interested in how Buddhism grabbed hold of Ginsberg as an American.  Or is it the other 
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way around?  And the Buddhism(s) that Ginsberg came into contact with were refracted 

through several different ethnic and cultural lenses, profoundly transforming his poetic 

practices. 

In 1953, Ginsberg wrote, in a letter to friend and lover Neal Cassidy, that he had 

started reading Buddhist texts to understand “a little about their mystique and philosophy 

which I never did from a realistic viewpoint before….I am working eastward from Japan 

and have begun to familiarize myself with Zen Buddhism through a book (Philosophical 

Library Pub.) by one D.T. Suzuki” (Swans 210). Through his reading, Ginsberg came to 

equate the vision of William Blake he’d had five years prior to his understanding of 

“satori,” a Zen term for flash of enlightenment. Satori, Ginsberg noted in his letter, 

“seemed to be the right fitting word for what I had actually experienced so that I got into 

Buddhism” (Swans 210).  

 As he continued to read on and practice, Ginsberg came into contact with many of 

the Buddhist luminaries of his day. One such figure, wild and influential, was the man 

who became his guru, Chögyom Trungpa. Much of his later life was devoted to 

supporting and practicing ideas that are central to Buddhist thought through his poetry 

and his public presence (Dharma Lion 566).  When discussing a poet this strongly 

aligned with Buddhism, are we talking about cultural interactions that have become 

spiritual ones?  Or, are we discussing spiritual forms that bear specific cultural marks that 

sift into culture through a variety of ways, of which poetry is merely one form?  Or are 
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we talking about something else entirely: a spiritual and cultural hybrid that occupies a 

new space? 

 Given these questions, I will re-examine Ginsberg’s well-known poem “Howl,” 

paying close attention to how the poem was made and the manifold spiritual resonances 

that prevail, and that, ultimately usher in a new way (or an “old-made-new” way) of 

looking at the act of poetic creation. 

At the 1997 San Francisco memorial for Ginsberg shortly after his death, Joanne 

Kyger stated that Ginsberg had, “widened the area of consciousness,” and lauded his 

“freedom of language, political honesty, and spontaneous mind.”  Ginsberg’s “Howl” 

stands, for many, as one of the monumental poems of 20th century American poetry.  

Appearing almost exactly at mid-century, it belongs to the “visionary” category of 

American poetry.  Beyond becoming the quintessential anti-capitalist rallying cry of the 

Beat movement, “Howl” was also an example of strong technical mastery as well as a 

new cataloguing of the many acts of rebellion and ecstatic immersion into many 

countercultures. Not that the Beats were officially affiliated with any specific 

countercultural group other than small tribes of artists and individualists that they 

themselves championed.  Beyond the need to expunge the madness of capitalism, the 

“Beats” sought to induce “holy” visions in themselves.  In a real way, they sought to 

constitute a new hermeticism that would thoroughly position them in contradistinction to 

a hegemonic literary.  As Jonah Raskin, author of American Scream: Allen Ginsberg’s 

Howl and the Making of the Beat Generation explains about his first teenage contact with 
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“Howl”: “There was something wonderfully subversive about “Howl” something the poet 

had hidden in the body of the poem because it was too dangerous to say openly, 

something we had to uncover and decode. Ginsberg didn’t want to be too easily 

understood. As he himself would explain, Howl was meant to appeal ‘to the secret or 

hermetic tradition of art.’ Of course, as a teenager I didn’t know there was a secret 

tradition of art. It was Ginsberg who introduced me to it and prompted me to pursue it” 

(Scream xi-xii).   

In referring to “the Beats,” this study refers primarily to the three that were 

perhaps the most important progenitors of the movement and the extended moment 

known as “Beat”: Jack Kerouac, Allen Ginsberg, and William Burroughs.  Of course 

there were (and are) many writers/thinkers/artists that occupied positions around this 

triumvirate of thinkers, poets, and novelists.  There were and are many authors who have 

affiliations with the Beat movement that made radical stylistic and ideological departures 

from these original three.  However, many of the authors that we now refer to as Beats 

(Diane DiPrima, Phillip Whalen, Michael McClure, Gary Snyder, Joanne Kyger, Anne 

Waldman, et cetera) share, in their literary works and in their lives, this counter-

mainstream sensibility.   

In a very powerful way, the original three are identified, because of their writing 

and their personalities, with the nucleus of the Beat Generation.  If Kerouac’s On The 

Road and Burroughs’s Naked Lunch were the chief prose energy vortices for this literary 

upsurge, then Ginsberg’s “Howl” exists as the major representation of Beat sensibility 
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and power in poetic form.  Almost since its arrival on the scene—as the subject of a much 

publicized obscenity trial, which many of the important American literati attended or kept 

close track of—it was crowned as a “Great Poem.”  As the years have advanced, it has 

been considered by many within the academy as a yawp against those who would reduce 

all aspects of culture and humanity to the ubiquitous bottom line.  Poet and champion of a 

particular kind of modernism, one which sought to locate the universal in the local, 

William Carlos Williams wrote in the introduction to Howl and Other Poems, that 

Ginsberg has “[l]iterally…from all the evidence, been through hell.  On the way he met a 

man named Carl Solomon with whom he shared among the teeth and excrement of this 

life something that cannot be described but in the words he has used to describe it.  It is a 

howl of defeat.  Not defeat at all for he has gone through defeat as if it were an ordinary 

experience, a trivial experience.  Everyone in this life is defeated but a man, if he be a 

man, is not defeated” (xv).  John Hollander, perhaps a more traditional or conservative 

poet and literary critic wrote in 1957 that “Howl” “seems to have emerged under the 

influence of a certain kind of literary Festspiel held at frequent intervals on the West 

Coast, in the course of which various poets, ‘with radiant cool eyes,’ undoubtedly, read 

their works before audiences of writing and adoring youths. . . . [A]ll proclaim, in a 

hopped-up and improvised tone, that nothing seems worth saying save in a hopped-up 

and improvised tone.”  Hollander’s bite is fairly sharp, and he perhaps could be given 

some benefit of the doubt because of the fact that he had no true inkling of the size of the 

massive groundswell of love and enthusiasm that would rise up underneath “Howl.” And 

while he recognizes the poems intensity, his tone seems to minimize the complexity and 
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rigor of the structure and the focused poetic practices that Ginsberg brought to bear in the 

creation of the poem. 

Ginsberg first read “Howl” at the Six Gallery in San Francisco in December 1955.  

Michael McClure wrote of the event in Scratching the Beat Surface: “Ginsberg read on to 

the end of the poem, which left us standing in wonder, or cheering and wondering, but 

knowing at the deepest level that a barrier had been broken, that a human voice and body 

had been hurled against the harsh wall of America and its supporting armies and navies 

and academies and institutions and ownership systems and power-support bases” (15). 

Here was one of the first indications, in print, of the poetic and perhaps spiritual 

community that surrounded “Howl’s” nativity. 

The enemy, as it is figured in “Howl,” is consumer culture, the Western military-

industrial complex, the beast of global kapital.  In the second part of the poem, Ginsberg 

names the beast Moloch, after the divinity worshipped in the Old Testament, by the 

idolatrous Israelites: 

Moloch whose mind is pure machinery! Moloch whose 
 blood is running 

 money! Moloch whose fingers are ten armies! Moloch 
  whose breast  
 is a cannibal dynamo!  Moloch whose ear is a  
  smoking tomb! (Collected 131) 
 
 Ginsberg rails against the material culture that he sees as anti-spiritual, anti-life-

giving or -sustaining, evil, politically corrupt, metallic in essence, rather than flesh: 

“Moloch the crossbone soulless jail-/house and Congress of sorrows!...Moloch the 

stunned govern-/ments!” (Collected 131).   In his essay, “‘Howl’” and Other Poems: Is 
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there Old Left in these New Beats?,” Ben Lee argues that the poem is often read by many 

Beat scholars to contain within it a kind of new democratic vista:  

Since the poem’s composition, political interpretations have 
regarded Howl as an early sign of a new American counterculture invested 
in a wide range of social issues and, more specifically, as a harbinger of 
gay liberation. During the 1960s, New Left movements—against the 
Vietnam War, for instance, in support of civil rights, for the reform of U.S. 
universities—departed (as Howl does) from liberal optimism about the 
nation’s institutions and from liberalism’s Cold War–era foreign policy as 
it manifested itself both abroad and as a strategy for enforcing political 
consensus within the United States. ... One hears rumblings in Howl of 
organized movements that… demand “recognition” for identity groups 
culturally and discursively excluded from full democratic participation ….  
(385) 
 

 A reader will notice from the above examples that the speaker of “Howl” 

exuberantly situates himself as a rebel at the outskirts of the camp that constitutes the 

major forces of Western Euro-American capitalist sensibilities.  Many times over he 

reaches various crescendos of torment and sublimation, madness and beatific vision.  And 

he works to establish himself as a member of that caste of American literary underdog 

that attempts to identify with a Whitmanian or Democratic American consciousness that 

works to include and incorporate voices of ecstatic mystical realization, while at the same 

time aligning with labor movements and the masses of the economically oppressed.  

Ginsberg writes in a letter, “The poems are religious and I meant them to be and the 

effect on audience is (surprising to me at first) a validation of this. It is like ‘I give the 

primeval sign’ of acceptance, as in Whitman” (Letters 133). He indicates that his poem 

is, in fact, a method of engaging in actual spiritual practice with the audience. He goes 

on: “the sign of communication if successfully made should begin and end by achieving 

the perfection of a mystical experience…” (Letters 133). The notion of mystical 
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experience and the possible access to it via poetry complicates his project enormously, in 

that he is no longer writing simply to connect, but to transform modes of perception, 

ways of feeling, in his audience, to (rather idealistically) effect a religious experience in 

others through delivery of his poems.  

 In his poetic invention practices, too, Ginsberg is interested in much more than 

simply “a jerk-off mode” (Letters 133). His practice is “the long line,” in the exhalation 

tradition of Whitman, which, he describes, is “the result of long and experiment as to 

what unit constitutes one speech-breath-thought. I have observed my mind.” (Letters 

134). This aligning or conflating of the actions of the mind with the movement of the 

breath and mouth seems like the very definition of an intense meditative practice. Indeed, 

it seems an early step into the field of Buddhist practices that would engage so much of 

Ginsberg’s mid- and later life. Importantly, he follows the above description with the 

phrasings: 

 I have observed my mind 
 I have observed my speech  1) Drunk 
    2) Drugged 
    3) Sober 
    4) Sexy etc. (Letters 134) 
 
 This emphasis on observation and transcription of the natural flow of “inside-

speech” brings him to a discussion of William Carlos Williams, who, in his older age, 

came to use the term “relative measure” to try to capture, quantify, or describe the 

metrical patterns of everyday speech. Ginsberg explains that, with respect to the poetic 

line, there “is no measure which will make one speech the exact length of another, one 

line the exact length of another” (Letters 135). This is especially true for the long line 
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which Ginsberg himself employs in “Howl,” “Kaddish” and other poems. The long line is 

developed by transcribing “waves” of “speech-thought” (Letters 134). The notion of 

transcription is integral to understanding the long line. Ginsberg explains that the 

“technical problem of writing both prose and poetry, the technical problem of the present 

day, is the problem of transcription of the natural flow of the mind, the transcription of 

the melody of actual thought or speech” (Letters 135). The tenor of all of these epistolary 

pronouncements is one that is didactic but not heavy-handed. Rather, in an upbeat, 

careful manner, Ginsberg manages to describe a kind of meditative writing practice that 

allows for a sincere form of expressivity and openness towards self and the poetic line. 

Ginsberg explains that Wordsworth’s and other poets’ attempts to get closer to “actual 

speech, verbal speech” are not his concern. He has “leaned more toward capturing the 

inside-mind-thought rather than the verbalized speech” (Letters 135). The reference to 

thought as a kind of an inside speech attests to the intensity and “melody” of Ginsberg’s 

own thoughts as an artist. Thus, a concern we might have is, did Ginsberg’s 

meditative/contemplative attitude toward “inner vocalizations” set him up as the ideal 

candidate for a future in serious meditative practice, or was he already there? I think it’s a 

bit of both. In fact, I mean to show, in my next chapter, that our conception of “how to 

meditate” in this American culture, is in part indebted to the poetic descriptions of 

mystical and meditative experiences of Ginsberg and his compatriots.    

 “Howl” is one such poem that is designed to both describe and create a mystical 

experience for an audience. It is also designed to imitate not the normal patterns of 

speech, but the “waves of thought” which Ginsberg observed himself thinking in. 
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Throughout the poem, precisely because it often functions as a list of the various foes and 

battles the Beats had to struggle with in order to try to liberate themselves, and to feel 

more beatific, there is a grand-scale leveling that takes place, of all the various and 

sundry spiritual, psychedelic, and outcast experiences he describes, celebrates, and 

expounds upon.  At times it becomes very difficult to situate the narrative consciousness 

in anything but rant. The rant becoming all, the particulars, important though they are, 

feel lost in an over-emoted monotone.  In this way the many references to such a wide 

range of American experiences work to generalize, or even homogenize the varied 

cultural and spiritual iterations that constitute America.  

 It is my intention to explore both the problematic and positive innovative poetic 

and semantic effects within “Howl” and look at how the poem is a mark on a path, for 

Ginsberg, that ultimately led him to become a Buddhist poet.  In her essay “Notes on the 

‘post-colonial,’” Ella Shohat speaks of the dangerous leveling effect that the continued 

and unexamined use of the word “post-colonial” can have on the various forms of writing 

and theory that come out of a very wide variety of post-colonial experiences.  In 

delineating “Howl’s” methodologies, we will see how the poem both resists and co-

conspires with power, domination, and homogenizing forces.  It attempts to create a 

powerful resonance and presence that supersedes the limitations of the particular 

individual reader’s/listener’s consciousness.   

 Edward Said says in Orientalism: “in the case of Orientalism…there is not 

simply the problem of finding a point of departure, or problematic, but also the question 

of designating which texts, authors, and periods are the ones best suited for study” (16).  
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Without question, Ginsberg makes use of several Orientalist motifs in order to give his 

poem an air of authenticity and power for precisely those listeners who would have felt 

the resonance of that cachet. But, “Howl,” as a countercultural force, emerged at 

precisely the same time that the mainstream was working hard to codify itself and its 

regulations and barriers for entry into its ranks.  “Howl” works brilliantly as an example 

of a cultural artifice that manages to both condemn rampant mainstream American 

commodification of the individual and at the same time manages to explain the terms of 

existence that the rebellious “Beats” declared necessary for their own spiritual survival. 

 Mark Doty writes, in an essay in A Profile of Twentieth-Century American 

Poetry that not only “is [Ginsberg] exiled from the tranquilized suburbs by virtue of 

ethnicity, sexuality, political philosophy, and intellectual energy; he also cannot locate in 

the codified possibilities of American society a tenable way of living. Thus the speaker 

inhabits a sort of psychic inferno, a territory of the lost which underlies the flawless, 

bourgeois vision of American life” (56).  Let us examine, then, some of this “psychic 

inferno” of which Doty speaks.  In much of the poem it is clear that the enemy is 

Capitalism, written with a capital “C” to indicate its might and dominion over men.  

Ginsberg rants against it with the force and acidic bite of an Old Testament prophet.  He 

writes of the “angelheaded hipsters”:  

 

 …who burned cigarette holes in their arms protesting 
  the narcotic tobacco haze of Capitalism,  
 who distributed Supercommunist pamphlets in Union  
             Square weeping and undressing while the sirens  
  of Los Alamos wailed them down, and wailed  
              down Wall, and the Staten Island ferry also wailed,  



46 
 

        who broke down crying in white gymnasiums naked  
              and trembling before the machinery of other skeletons,  
        who bit detectives in the neck and shrieked with 
  delight in policecars for committing no crime 
 but their own wild cooking pederasty and intoxication... (Collected 127) 
 

 The rebels “burned cigarette holes in their arms” and we get a glimpse into the 

inferno that Ginsberg envisions.  Their bodies become sites of resistance and rebellion 

against Capitalism and the State, which, in Ginsberg’s configuration, would preserve 

them merely as units of labor, slaves.  A few lines later we see these holy and 

tatterdemalion American angels “trembling before the machinery of other skeletons.”  In 

a journal entry of Ginsberg’s dated only four years after the publication of “Howl,” 

Ginsberg writes: 

Now it’s weird enough to be in this human form so temporarily, without 
huge gangs of people, whole societies, trying to pretend that their 
temporary bread and breasts are the be-all and end-all of the soul’s fate, 
and enforcing this ridiculous opinion with big rules of conduct, 
bureaucracies to control the soul, FBI’s, television, wars, politics, boring 
religions. 
 
So what’ll we do in the next ten years? Blow up the universe? Probably 
not. But let’s blow up America—a false America’s been getting in the way 
of realization of beauty—let’s all get high on the soul. (Deliberate Prose 
135) 
 

 Thus the sense of the “machinery of other skeletons” for Ginsberg is that of a 

“false America,” one that elides an individual’s need for the nourishment that poetry can 

offer and transforms him into either the madman who must be contained (as was Carl 

Solomon, the institutionalized dedicatee of the whole poem) or transformed into a 

method for exchange of cultural capital.  In this iteration, the poem stands as a heavy and 
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effective act of rebellion against the crushing forces of Capitalistic hegemony. We also 

get a sense of the strange sanctity-through-rebellion that Ginsberg took to be a kind of 

angelic state of being: the madness of the outsider who ran amok in the middle of the 

oppressive trap that was America.   

 Oversimplifying things slightly, we can connect the dominating hegemonic 

practices that Ginsberg reacts against to the oppressive systems of Eurocentrism that 

many post-colonial theorists feel as a force to be resisted.  In his essay “Reworlding 

America: The Globalization of American Studies,” John Muthyala explains that “[i]t is 

precisely its validation of the experience of a certain group of people, the Europeans, as 

universal in nature, its affirmation of a Greco-Roman heritage in the face of the exotic, 

Oriental, and Amerindian heterogeneity, and its emphasis on singular causes in the 

monothification of world history that marks Eurocentrism and an ideological, mythified 

construct” (92).  If the police and normative sexual practices are some of the most rigid 

enforcers of a culture that would seek to squeeze the individual into a “mythified 

construct,” then biting detectives in the neck and yelling with joy in squad cars is close to 

as highly transgressive and resistant an action as possible.  But have Ginsberg’s heroes 

truly been fighting a culture of torment or have they brought torment upon themselves?  

And perhaps, in doing so, they have situated themselves too far from a position of 

effective resistance.  Nor have they mastered a politics of inclusion, of resistance or 

witness to suffering radically different (i.e. race or gender-based) from their own. 

 In an entirely contradictory reading from the one which sees Ginsberg and his 

fellow Beats as countercultural heroes, we could see this rebellious force as an act of a 
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kind of reverse cultural hegemony.  This kind of dissent from the mainstream, as Manuel 

Luis Martinez in his book Countering the Counterculture: Rereading Postwar American 

Dissent from Jack Kerouac to Tomas Rivera, is “not at all countercultural” but rather a 

“rehashing of an American ‘rugged individualism’ that was ultimately hostile to a 

Rousseauean commitment to civic participation and radical egalitarian democracy” (16).  

Thus, the adamant self-marginalization that the speaker of “Howl” glorifies reaches a 

fever pitch in the second part of the poem when he “howls”: 

 Visions! omens! hallucinations! miracles! ecstasies!  
              gone down the American river!  
       Dreams! adorations! illuminations! religions! the  
  whole boatload of sensitive bullshit!  
       Breakthroughs! over the river! flips and  

 crucifixions! gone down the flood!  
Highs! Epiphanies! De-spairs! Ten years’ animal 
 screams and suicides!  
Minds! New loves! Mad generation! down on  

               the rocks of Time! 
 
 The maddening energy and movement of the poem at this point works to drive 

the reader into a state of collusion with the mythical visionary voice.  It is a voice that 

both laments and celebrates the striations of suffering present in what Ginsberg often saw 

as a virtual American totalitarian state.  Beyond mere collusion, the reader also feels as if 

the poem is reaching a state where all will be dragged down into the drain of time, as 

opposed to sublimated in eternity. 

 As powerfully driving as the rhetoric of inclusion and gravity of the poem is, so 

also is it frequently heavy and darkly paranoiac.  Far from being a victory salute for 

inclusionary political views, such aspects of the poem work to alienate other voices: 

  who sweetened the snatches of a million girls 
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 trembling in the sunset, and were red eyed in 

  the morning but prepared to sweeten the snatch 

of the sunrise, flashing buttocks under barns and naked in the lake,… 

(1601). 

 

 Chandra Talpede Mohanty writes in “‘Under Western Eyes’ Revisited: Feminist 

Solidarity Through Anticapitalist Struggles” that “Eurocentric analytic paradigms 

continue to flourish, and I remain committed to reengaging in the struggles to criticize 

openly the effects of  discursive colonization on the lives and struggles of marginalized 

women” (509).  Thus Mohanty might read the above quoted passage in “Howl” as the 

marginalization and “discursive colonization” of women’s bodies and, by extension, 

since the poem has a driving spiritual force, their spiritual energies.  As Robert Holton 

says of Jack Kerouac’s On The Road in “Kerouac Among the Fellahin,” ““Howl” here 

legitimates as much as it challenges the master narratives that postmodernism seeks to 

undo” (1).  This is not to say that all representations of sexuality must, at bottom, 

reinforce body-colonizing master narratives.  However, the use of the phrase “a million 

girls” creates an image of a city population of women who we see only for their 

erogenous zones (“snatches”).  Immediately after the above stanza, we understand that 

the “best minds of [Ginsberg’s] generation” and the “secret hero” of this poem “went out 

whoring through Colorado” in search of “innumerable girls.”  Here, through the verb 

“whoring” we get the sense that there is a further commodification of women as sex 

objects that can be paid for.  Again, though transgressive language is used, and it 
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certainly must have “riled up” the PTA’s of the 1950’s, which Ginsberg and his 

compatriots must have gotten a charge out of, there is little “consciousness raising” done 

in terms of gender egalitarianism.  All that we see is a kind of wild abandon and joyous 

celebration without an eye towards transformation of the culture into one that does not 

glorify objectification and commodification of the body.  In his essay “Notes on 

Globalization as a Philosophical Issue,” Frederic Jameson asks, “is it certain that all of 

human history has been…a tortuous progression toward the American consumer as 

climax?” (64). 

 This attempt at creating an atmosphere and a mood via the objectification of the 

female form is not unique within the poem, as a style.  Nor is the use of racial 

stereotypes.  The first and second stanzas of the poem read: 

I saw the best minds of my generation destroyed by  

 madness, starving hysterical naked,  

dragging themselves through the negro streets at dawn  

 looking for an angry fix, (1598) 

 

Here we see the use of the word “negro” as an atmospheric detail, one that 

creates, for the streets, a sense of the poverty and downtrodden nature of the shambling of 

the “best minds” of which Ginsberg speaks.  As Homi Bhabha writes in The Location of 

Culture, “Racist stereotypical discourse, in its colonial moment, inscribes a form of 

governmentality that is informed by a productive splitting in its constitution of 

knowledge and exercise of power” (83).  At the opening of “Howl,” we can identify some 
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of the initial discourse that permeates much of the poem later on.  It is this stereotypical 

reinscription that makes “Howl” less a revolutionary poem in areas of social conscience 

and liberation for humanitarian purposes, and more a poem that aggrandizes the 

individual as a being capable of ecstatically dwelling in the world as an outsider, yet 

never actually working to change central problematic discourses.  It further instantiates 

itself as a poem that trades in existing outsider discourse and use of such stereotypical 

and racial taglines in order to reinforce that outsider status, at the expense of feminine 

and African-American experiences. 

 “Howl” was originally not intended to be public. In a 1995 interview, Ginsberg 

describes being freed from the weight of his father seeing the poem, knowing it would be 

private. This may have been part of the process of opening that allowed for “Howl” to 

emerge. Thus, Ginsberg was free to “write anything [he] wanted…and so went on to 

catalog a series of almost grotesque ironic mocking serious sincere Trompe-l’œil 

psychologically mythological gossip that [he] had heard of.” 

“Howl” then, as it took public form, becomes an exuberant “gesture of sympathy 

to a friend who is in trouble…. The ultimate accusation, really, is Moloch, whose name is 

the mind. It isn’t, you know, out there, the all-devouring god, the destroyer god, is not out 

there. It’s our own imagination, as Blake pointed out. So, Moloch, whose name is the 

mind, is hardly angry. That’s a piece of wisdom-teaching that I understood from Blake 

long ago.” The sense I get from this is that Ginsberg is recognizing that the culture that 

produced a god-metaphor like Moloch, is made up of people whose craving has taken 

them over, tossed them away from a nurturing sort of consciousness that could produce 
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different, more humane behaviors. I say “god-metaphor” because if Moloch is not “out 

there,” as Ginsberg says, then his presence, in literary form, acts as a stand-in for our own 

dehumanizing tendencies. 

Another way of looking at the “everything but the kitchen sink” method of 

“Howl” begins with a look at its accretion of many different religious and spiritual 

references.  Instead of their diminution, one could look at them as parts of the rebellious 

anti-mainstream that worked to undermine a homogenized Euro-American culture that 

allowed only a very particular type of iconography.  Insofar as “Mohammedan angels,” 

“bop kaballa” (sic) and “Zen New Jersey” could be considered true spiritual entities, the 

reader experiences a powerful blending effect of these elements that tries to anti-

commodify the spiritually connected experience of each one in order to transpose it 

within the schema of the poem.  It is a scheme that trades in the various traditions in 

order to create a new, hybridized vision that relies on the addition of new and old (i.e. 

Zen + New Jersey or bop + kaballa).  Jameson declares that “culture always functioned 

this way, by impure and disorderly combinations, and not by situations of isolation and 

regulated tradition” (“Globalization” 66).  Ginsberg was not in the process of glorifying 

corporate culture by easily-packaging deeply spiritual ideas and experiences for poetic 

consumption.  Each one of the particular religious or spiritual resonances that emerges 

from “Howl” comes out of interactions and experiences Ginsberg had in the world of 

people and things. In order not to head too far down the rabbit hole of endless reference-

hunting, we might simply note that “Howl” also reads as a sort of key or map legend, 

indicative of the many people he’s met, loved, lost, and adventured with, and the many 
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places where such adventures unfolded. However, neither is the poem a purely respectful 

or authentic (if anything could be considered authentic) representation of those traditional 

concepts or traditions.  And therein lies the self-contradictory nature of Ginsberg’s poem.  

At times he seems to be engaged in a serious attempt to elevate the speaker and those 

whose experiences he chronicles, and at others he creates a flattened world, where 

spirituality, minority cultural experience, and the colonized or commodified bodies of 

women are all employed to create an ecstatic mood within the poem…one that feels as 

much like a joyous mendicant’s spiritual shopping spree as it does a true attempt at a 

personal revolution of consciousness.  Does it contradict itself?  Very well then…  It may 

not be as vast as the worlds it dabbles in, but it does contain multitudes. And the ease 

with which it employs all sorts of resistances to power (economic, heteronormative, 

military-industrial, etc.) lays the foundation for a poetics that Ginsberg would then later 

be able to utilize as he explored, in a more intensive and participatory way than appears 

in “Howl,” such unusual (and at times “downright Un-American”) practices as meditation 

and mantra. 

That very mantric nature of “Howl” as a work of sound speaks to Ginsberg’s 

emergent Buddhism as a literary style or method which would play out, again and again 

in his life and his poetic practices as well. Beyond its mantric tendencies, “Howl” also 

begins to indicate that, in thought-practice, Ginsberg was beginning to release himself 

from a dependence on the idea of a single God concept. As I quoted in my introduction, 

in his “Prose Contribution the Cuban Revolution,” written half a decade after the 

publication of “Howl,” Ginsberg declares that “Howl” and the writing that preceded it 
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“led to experiments with new kinds of writings and literary renaissances and new 

energies and compositional techniques” (Spontaneous Prose 138). These, in turn led to 

what Ginsberg came to call a “loss of dependence on words,” which, he explains, had the 

“side effect” of “the final break-up of my previously monotheistic memory-conception of 

one holy eternity, one God. Because all that conceptualization depends on the railroad 

track of language. And actual experience of consciousness is not nameable as One” 

(139). I will argue later that such a de-monopolizing action, is, at its root, an effect of 

Buddhist practice and thought.6  

                                                           
6 This is akin to what Philip Whalen touches on when he refers, in his poem “The Preface” to “A 
continuous fabric (nerve movie?) exactly as wide as these lines—”continuous” within a certain time-limit, 
say a few hours of total attention and pleasure: to move smoothly past the reader’s eyes, across his brain: 
the moving sheet has shaped holes in it which trip the synapse finger-levers of reader’s brain causing great 
sections of his nervous system—distant galaxies hitherto unsuspected (now added to International Galactic 
Catalog)—to LIGHT UP. Bring out new masses, maps old happy memory” (Collected Poems of Philip 
Whalen 835). Leslie Scalapino, in her introduction to the Collected Poems of Philip Whalen, writes that 
Whalen, was writing, as reading, an activity inside each present instant of one’s mind process unfolding…” 
(xxxviii). Ginsberg, I contend, is up to a similar escapade, insofar as he is looking to produce and 
appreciate poetry that makes such accurate depictions of the mind. 
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2. FRACTURED ECSTATIC: GINSBERG’S LATER POEMS AS BUDDHIST 
PRACTICE 

 

In 1987, at a lecture he gave at the New York Public Library, Allen Ginsberg 

noted: “Real poetry practitioners are practitioners of mind awareness, or practitioners of 

reality, expressing their fascination with a phenomenal universe and trying to penetrate to 

the heart of it. …Classical poetry is a ‘process,’ or experiment—a probe into the nature of 

reality and the nature of mind” (Deliberate Prose, “Meditation and Poetics” 262). In his 

lecture he goes on to discuss this notion of the probe further, describing the art of poetry, 

as he, Jack Kerouac, and Gregory Corso practiced it, as a way to “explore consciousness” 

(263). He describes several analogs to these poetic practices, including “psychedelic or 

mind-manifesting substances.” Later in the talk he speaks of Walt Whitman’s “Song of 

Myself” as a description of a state of mind with “the kindness to the self necessary for 

acceptance of that process of consciousness and for the acceptance of the mind’s raw 

contents.” He discusses this poetic practice as if it were one and the same as a Buddhist 

meditative practice: 

You need a certain deconditioning of attitude—a deconditioning of 
rigidity and unyieldingness—so that you can get to the heart of your own 
thought. That’s parallel with traditional Buddhist ideas of renunciation—
renunciation of hand-me-down conditioned conceptions of mind. It’s the 
meditative practice of “letting go of thought”—neither pushing them away 
nor inviting them in, but as you sit meditating, watching the procession of 
thought forms pass by, rising, flowering and dissolving, and disowning 
them, so to speak: you’re not responsible any more than you’re 
responsible for the weather, because you can’t tell in advance what you’re 
going to think next. Otherwise you’d be able to predict every thought, and 
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that would be sad for you. There are some people whose thoughts are all 
predictable. (264) 

Ginsberg’s practice of poetry as probe, and as analog to mental states of 

exploration and liberation carry his poetics beyond a state of vatic prognostication, 

aligning them with the act of liberating the mind, of “renouncing” and 

“avoiding…conditioned art work, or trite art, or repetition of other people’s ideas” (272). 

It is, to refract Pound through Ginsberg, the art of making the mind new. Such a newness, 

or state of warm acceptance and encouraging openness towards one’s own thought-states, 

led Ginsberg to experiment with many different poetic forms, including re-visionings of 

sonnets, incorporations of mantra rhythms and sounds into English, “Americanized” 

versions of haiku poems (which he dubbed American Sentences), and longer poems 

which were pure translations of physical, sense experiences, almost documentaries of 

sensory impressions. 

For Ginsberg, these poetic and meditative practices align with John Keats’s 

description of “negative capability,” which Ginsberg summarizes as “the ability to hold 

contrary or even polar opposite ideas or conceptions in the mind without freaking out—to 

experience contradiction or conflict or chaos in the mind without any irritable grasping 

after facts” (265). For Ginsberg, this Romantic concept was of utmost importance and he 

would speak and write about it frequently, especially as he practiced more and more 

meditation in his later years. Again in the same essay, as an example of negative 

capability, Ginsberg again draws on Buddhist terms: 
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A basic Buddhist idea from 150A.D. is that “Form is no different from 
Emptiness, Emptiness no different from Form.” That formulation is one 
that Keats and all subtle poets might appreciate. The American poets 
Philip Whalen, Gary Snyder, Kerouac, and Burroughs in their work do 
appreciate this “highest perfect wisdom,” both in their own intuition and 
from their study of Prajnaparamita texts (265).  

 

Ginsberg creates a sense that this practice is one that is being implemented 

by other contemporary poets and writers and that the methodologies are ones 

which have been around for a long time.  By “Emptiness,” Ginsberg is referring to 

a fundamental teaching in Prajnaparamita texts (Buddhist teachings in a category 

of texts known, in English, as “Perfection of Transcendent Wisdom” texts, 

constituting a rather large body of Sanskrit Buddhist discourses, dating as far back 

as the first century, BCE). Lama Zopa Rinpoche, a renowned Tibetan Buddhist 

teacher and meditator, says of Emptiness: 

 

We ordinary beings who haven’t realized emptiness don’t see things as 
similar to illusions. We don’t realize that things are merely labeled by 
mind and exist by mere name. Generally speaking, we don’t see the mere 
appearance of the I until we become enlightened, because whenever our 
mind merely imputes something, the next second the negative imprint left 
on the mental continuum by previous ignorance projects true existence. In 
the first moment, the I is imputed; in the next it appears back to us as real, 
as truly existent, as not merely labeled by mind. 

 

It seems here that Lama Zopa Rinpoche is engaged in a discourse on a kind of 

genealogy of perception. The practice of mind that we are mostly engaged in, 

according to Buddhist philosophy, is a “mere labeling” of things (including the 



58 
 

self) whereas their true nature—that is, their inherent transience, emptiness, or 

their fundamentally essenceless quality—is lost on us, as we are wrapped up in 

believing the truth of our label. In Jonathan Stallings book Poetics of Emptiness, 

this concept of emptiness is expanded upon at length. He gives a convincing and 

very scholarly account of the mis-representation of “emptiness” as “nothingness” 

or “merely essenceless,” in Western translations of the word and concept, when, 

in fact, a more accurate understanding is of all things existing in relation to an 

ever-unfolding chain of causal links. In Buddhist terms, this is the “chain of 

dependent origination” (63). Not seeing the world and its concomitants as having 

this fundamental quality leads to an errant  perception, both of things and the self. 

Allen Ginsberg writes that both Ezra Pound and William Carlos Williams engage 

in thinking that is analogous to thinking or seeing without illusion. Ginsberg 

describes their injunct ion in poetic terms, saying that both poets  

constantly insist on direct perception of the materials of poetry, of 
the language itself that you’re working with. The slogan here—and 
henceforth I’ll use a series of slogans derived from various poets 
and yogis—is one out of Pound: “Direct treatment of the thing.” 
How do you interpret that phrase? Don’t treat the object indirectly 
or symbolically, but look directly at it and choose spontaneously 
that aspect of it which is most immediately striking—the striking 
flash in consciousness or awareness, the most vivid, what sticks 
out in your mind—and notate that. (266) 

 

It is relevant to note the way Ginsberg uses the term “poet” and “yogi” almost 

interchangeably here, as the two are both concerned with perception of a sharper 

reality. The poet, for Ginsberg, uses the act of writing as his mode of finding or 
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seeking a state analogous to that which is sought and realized by the yogi. 

Ginsberg further elaborates on Pound’s idea of “direct treatment of the thing” 

explaining that he (Pound) derived it  

from his study of Chinese Confucian, Taoist and Japanese 
Buddhist poetry. There was a Buddhist infusion into Western 
culture at the end of the nineteenth century, both in painting and in 
poetry. Pound put in order the papers of “the late Professor Ernest 
Fenellosa,” the celebrated essay on “The Chinese Character as a 
Medium for Poetry.” Fenellosa/Pound pointed out that in Chinese 
you were able to have a direct treatment of the object because the 
object was pictorially there via hieroglyph. Pound recommended 
the same idea: the Chinese poetic method as a corrective to the 
conceptual vagueness and sentimental abstraction of Western 
poetry. In a way he was asking for the intercession of the 
bodhisattvas of Buddhist poetry into Western poetics because he 
was calling for direct perception, direct contact without intervening 
conceptualization, a clear seeing attentiveness, which as you may 
remember, echoing in your brain, is supposed to be one of the 
marks of Zen masters, as in their practice of gardening, tea 
ceremony, flower arranging or archery. (266) 

 

It is important for us to note that, unbeknownst to Ginsberg, Pound, by 

eliding the Buddhist concepts and understandings in “The Chinese Written 

Character As A Medium For Poetry” was actually missing the major point that 

Fenellosa was trying to make: that characters are not pictures of things, but of 

relations, or systems of interaction, “snapshots of natural processes” (26). This, 

for Fenellosa, was the essence of emptiness, and the wellspring for an effective 

transmission of ideas and sensibilities within poetry. From the perspective of 

emptiness, there are no separate things but only relations.  Thus, Ginsberg 

actually misses a key point of contention between Pound and Fenellosa. Though 
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Ginsberg, at the time, had no way of knowing this, for this understanding I am 

indebted to Jonathan Stalling’s work “The Emptiness of Patterned Flux: Ernest 

Fenollosa’s Buddhist Essay, ‘The Chinese Written Character as a Medium For 

Poetry.’” 

Note how similar Ginsberg’s notion of “direct contact without intervening 

conceptualization” is to Lama Zopa Rinpoche’s implicit definition of a mind that 

is enlightened, or that has “realized emptiness” being able to “see things as similar 

to illusions.” It is as if Ginsberg recognizes a kind of elevation of the practice of 

poetics of this kind to a holy spiritual one. Brian Jackson says of Ginsberg’s 

poetics in “Modernist Looking: Surreal Impressions in the Poetry of Allen 

Ginsberg” are, for Ginsberg, akin to a practice of painting with “acute perception” 

which creates: 

a narrowing of focus that leads to a metamorphosis in the writer 
himself, one in which the change from perception of quotidian to 
mythic detail causes the shift into mythic time—to use Eliade’s 
terminology—or an encounter with Usener’s “momentary gods”—
to use Cassirer’s terminology, or in other words, the Modernist 
process of looking. From this perspective, it seems clear that 
Ginsberg and Kerouac (no matter how consciously they saw 
themselves as related to Modernists like Williams and Pound) were 
furthering the Modernist agenda of recovering a living form of 
mythological thought and feeling by employing looking as a means 
of entering into mythic states. (307) 

 

Jackson uses Mircea Eliade’s notions of mythic states and time quite correctly 

here, as it does in fact seem that Ginsberg is attempting to tie poetry, within the 

framework of both ancient Buddhist meditative practice and Modernist writing 
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practice, to a salvific effect, one which has the capability of transforming both the 

poet and the audience that follows him. Jackson goes further, describing 

Ginsberg’s frequent uses of surprising surreal juxtapositions (of image and sound) 

as ways of enacting Pound’s ideogrammatic juxtaposition of two images (307).7 

One instance in which Ginsberg worked to merge, or juxtapose two poetic 

practices into one, in a manner that might have the effect of transforming both 

strains into having a salvific effect is in the poem “September on Jessore Road.” 

In 1971, several years after his return from his extended travels in India, Ginsberg 

wrote the poem, blending several different strains of lyric and spiritual practice.  

He wrote it recalling scenes that he witnessed of many starving refugees traveling 

between Bangladesh and Calcutta. An excerpt: 

“September on Jessore Road” 

Millions of babies watching the skies 
Bellies swollen, with big round eyes 
On Jessore Road--long bamboo huts 
Noplace to shit but sand channel ruts 
 
Millions of fathers in rain 
Millions of mothers in pain 
Millions of brothers in woe 
Millions of sisters nowhere to go 
 

                                                           
7 I am indebted to Tenney Nathanson’s thoughts on this concept, who stated in a comment that further 
complicates Ginsberg’s interpretation of Pound’s ideas about “the thing itself” that: “poetry, certainly, can’t 
be free of intervening conceptualization, though it may change our relation to the conceptualizing process 
as well as to any given concept. So it’s not so much that you see the object (there is no ‘object’) without 
any intervening conception as that you see that emptiness is what holds, nets, knits, what you’re seeing, the 
seeing itself, the self that thinks it’s doing the seeing, etc.  Emptiness sees, or sites, you.  Hard to talk about 
all this, but the ‘thing itself’ turns out to be a red herring.” Nathanson here draws attention to the 
“relational” nature of both any “thing” as well as the “emptiness” that is both its inherent characteristic and 
what holds it in relation to anything else. 
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One Million aunts are dying for bread 
One Million uncles lamenting the dead 
Grandfather millions homeless and sad 
Grandmother millions silently mad 
 
Millions of daughters walk in the mud 
Millions of children wash in the flood 
A Million girls vomit & groan 
Millions of families hopeless alone 
 
Millions of souls nineteenseventyone 
homeless on Jessore road under grey sun 
A million are dead, the million who can 
Walk toward Calcutta from East Pakistan 
 
Taxi September along Jessore Road 
Oxcart skeletons drag charcoal load 
past watery fields thru rain flood ruts 
Dung cakes on treetrunks, plastic-roof huts 
 
Wet processions   Families walk 
Stunted boys    big heads don’t talk 
Look bony skulls   & silent round eyes 
Starving black angels in human disguise…. (Collected 575) 

 

 The poem has a simple aabb rhyme scheme, one that works well at developing 

momentum within the poem for delivery of the stark and emotionally wrenching images.  

However, behind this, in constructing it, Ginsberg had in mind the Padmasambhava 

mantra: “Om Ah Hum Vajra Guru Padma Sidhi Hum.”  Padmasambhava is the person 

responsible for bringing Buddhism to Tibet in the 8th century C.E.  This is a mantra 

Ginsberg became familiar with through the Tibetan Buddhist practices he began in 

earnest once he befriended the teacher Chögyam Trungpa.  Ginsberg set the poem to 

music and it is published with musical notation in his Collected Poems, 1947-1980.  The 

notation he used, along with the way in which he performed it, often accompanying 
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himself on the harmonium, were designed to resonate along the same “frequencies” that 

chanting the Padmasambhava mantra produced.  The repetitive rhyme scheme works to 

create a chant-like quality.  In an essay called “Meditation and Eastern Influences,” 

Ginsberg explains: “the mantra in itself has magic or practical power irrespective of the 

sincerity or propriety of its pronunciation in a given situation; and that mere 

pronunciation of the mantra is a meritorious and mysterious art.”  As a result, Ginsberg 

took “liberty to chant and explain mantram publicly” (149). 

 Such a statement gets more complicated when Ginsberg states, in the same 

essay, that “obviously [mantra] is a subjective experience, not an ‘objective’ one.  

Subjective sensation is what I’m interested in recovering contact with; and here interpret 

‘objective’ as a retreat from feelable phenomena” (“Meditation” 149).  To integrate the 

practice of mantra within a poem written in a traditional poetic rhyme scheme set to a 

western musical scale activates a moment of cross-cultural hybridity.  Does Ginsberg’s 

willingness to experience the poem at the level of “feelable phenomena” make said 

enactment an act of the imagination?  Perhaps the poem is the site of a kind of voluntary 

word-magic, where the participant (be she speaker or hearer) can allow herself a 

suspension of disbelief and therefore a participation in said magic. Perhaps faking it 

actually does make it. 

 Sogyal Rinpoche, a Tibetan Buddhist author and teacher, in The Tibetan Book 

of Living and Dying, in an appendix devoted to well-known historically and spiritually 

significant Tibetan mantras, translates the words of the Padmasmbhava mantra as: “I 

invoke you, the Vajra Guru, Padmasambhava, by your blessing may you grant us 
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ordinary and supreme siddhis.”   The “Vajra” is the “Diamond Vehicle” of Tibetan 

Buddhism.  A siddhi, of which there are both the “ordinary” and “the supreme” type, is a 

blessing that leads to either the surpassing of life’s ordinary obstacles, or the supreme 

blessing of enlightenment and complete freedom from suffering (Tibetan Book Of Living 

And Dying 395).  The chanting of the Padmasambhava mantra, according to Sogyal 

Rinpoche (and in line with Ginsberg’s notion of “feelable phenomena”) produces healing 

effects on the performer and listeners.  Whether or not such practices are actually capable 

of creating the effects that Ginsberg and Sogyal Rinpoche write about, a question 

remains: how do we evaluate the experience if the recitation or performance of the poem 

produces an emotional effect in an audience member who has limited knowledge of 

either, or both, of the traditions from which the poem comes? Also, in the case of 

Ginsberg’s “Jessore Road,” what does its mantric structure actually do for the poem at 

the level of experience?  

 “Jessore Road” is a poem that portrays the sufferings of this world. It was 

written at a time when its author was gaining in popularity and saw fit to try to reach a 

wider audience. The heavy rhythmicality and rhyme structures of the poem certainly 

cause a listener to pay closer attention. The “music” of the poem makes it clear that we 

are, as listeners, to interact with the poem at the sonic, rather than the merely textual, 

level. 

 In a seldom-discussed account of an event in Ginsberg’s poetic world-

wanderings, in 1972, he went to Australia on a reading tour and got to spend time with a 

series of aboriginal “song men,” to discuss poetry and their tribal song practices.  A few 
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years later, at a 1976 lecture on Australian aboriginal poetics at the Naropa Institute, 

Ginsberg discusses the children’s songs, migration songs, and funeral songs of the 

aboriginal population of Australia.  He explains the “wandering epic” material of the 

song men, whose poetic task it was to memorize epic material that covered a cycle of 

migration that could take 20 to 40 years, which was often how long it took to become a 

song man.  Ginsberg refers to the poetry that the song men sing for the nomadic cyclical 

walking routes as “A long song which is sung continuously over a cycle of 20 years 

which involves travel instructions of the circular migration pattern.” 

 Such epic “circumambulations” involved the “total botany” of the landscape, as 

well as the “landmarks and how they are connected in eternal dreamtime to the origin of 

the tribe” and its history.  Ginsberg “trad[ed] songs” with them, impressed deeply by their 

“encyclopedic auditory imaginations” and their ability to pick up on the Hare Krishna 

mantra “instantly and sing it right back after one verse.” 

 He was very impressed by the use of “song sticks” which the song men used to 

mark time and to “lead the rest of the village” in chanting.  This led him to memorize 

songs in both the language of the tribe he spent time with as well as an English 

translation.  He explains in the lecture that not long after, he wrote poems using the 

particular rhythmic structures the song men used, himself employing song sticks.  

Ginsberg describes how the rest of the village is dependent on the song man, since he is 

the only one with “specific instructions on how to survive in specific places.”  He 

continues: 
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“Their eternal dreamtime seems to be some sort of continuous present, 

which fits in with their migration cycle in the sense that some animals 

mentioned in the migration songs are known to have been extinct 12 to 14 

thousand years ago, which means that they have the oldest culture, the 

oldest viable human culture on the planet that we know of, because I don’t 

think there is any other poetry that’s survived that long…as Thomas 

Merton once did, if you wanted to measure the validity or viability of a 

culture by its long-lastingness, they have the most viable culture of all, or 

they had, until we began destroying it.” 

Their poetry, according to what Ginsberg learned from the aboriginal song men, is 

what kept the tribe moving and alive and knowing where they were.  His own 

poems seem to embody the same aspirations.  To use a phrase of Ezra Pound’s he 

often quoted, it was his attempt at telling the “tale of the tribe” to create both a 

sense of balance and an experience of redemption and joy for all who would 

listen, and perhaps even for a world that seemed to be deaf.8 

Ginsberg’s poem “The Change: Kyoto-Tokyo Express” feels manic at times, 

rolling and building rhythm between the twin poles of body and spirit.  It begins with a 

vision of a “black magician” that has the hermaphroditic qualities of both “cock lone and 

happy” and “silent soft open vagina.”  Thus we have an image of a malleable, 

                                                           
8 This is perfectly akin to Ezra Pound’s concept of the periploi, or a manuscript document that listed, in 
order, the ports and coastal landmarks, with approximate intervening distances, that the captain of a vessel 
could expect to find along a shore, as distinct from a map that provides a top-down visual conception of the 
land and sea. 
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transformable body, a body in various states of sub- and/or superhuman warp.  This “pink 

meat image,” as the first line of the poem tells, is one that seeks to solve the riddle of the 

body, just how it can be the bearer of spirit.  The poem is in two parts, the first part 

concerned with allowing all aspects of reality to be acceptable, without any repression of 

thought or feelings, either of the body or of the soul.  “Open the portals to what is,” says 

the poem’s speaker.  Later, “Tears allright, and laughter/ allright/ I am that I am—.”  The 

sense is that the speaker of the poem is attempting to open up, allow some kind of change 

to take place, embrace the possibility of it, the nature of what he sees as real. Appearing 

over half a decade after “Howl,” in 1963, this poem seems to do even more to show that 

Ginsberg is, at this point, deeply engaged in introspective spiritual journeying in a way 

that might be less ecstatic than “Howl,” but certainly feels even more open to the 

possibilities of darkness, pandoric sexuality, and despair co-existing with states of 

ecstasy.  

 There are also several mythical and visionary moments to the poem, adding to the 

sense of the “poem as prophecy.”  With references to “Serpents winding thru/ cloud 

spaces of/ what is not—” we see the great serpent that appeared to Ginsberg in a yage 

vision that he wrote to William S. Burroughs about in The Yage Letters.9  In the poem’s 

second part, the serpent gives way to a short meditation on the “hungry ghosts,” beings 

who occupy one of the hell realms in Buddhist cosmology.  The poem asks, “How can I/ 

be sent to Hell/ with my skin and blood” in a way that makes it clear that this poem is 

                                                           
9 “…got nauseous, rushed out and began vomiting, all covered with snakes, like a Snake Seraph, colored 
serpents in aureole all around my body, I felt like a snake vomiting out the universe…” (The Yage Letters 
Redux 60). 
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concerned not only with the body but with the ultimate destiny of the body and whatever 

it is a vessel for.  It is concerned with sex, with subjugation to a lover: 

 

Gasping, staring at dawn over  

lower Manhattan  the bridges 

covered with rust, the slime 

in my mouth & ass, sucking 

his cock like a baby crying Fuck 

me in my asshole  Make love 

to this rotten slave  Give me the 

power to whip & eat your heart 

I own your belly & your eyes 

I speak through your screaming 

Mouth Black Mantra Fuck you 

Fuck me Mother Brother Friend 

old white haired creep shuddering in 

the toilet slum bath floorboards—  
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Considering how body-focused so much of the poem is, whence comes 

deliverance to the spiritual realm?  The poem is a site for the merging of body, both in its 

abject aspects as well as its aesthetically pleasing ones.  If the speaker sees himself as a 

“rotten slave,” so also does the slave have a “Black Mantra” that grants him sexual and 

spiritual power. Herein we witness an ennobling of both the body and of the inner forces 

of the mind capable of overcoming both self-disgust and a feeling of worthlessness on an 

International scale (cf. the poem’s title). Ginsberg, in this poem, shows that he has 

moved, for this period of artistic production,  into an introspective realm that, while 

recognizing his own pains and personal horrors, also works to embrace the same in a 

spirit of totalizing self-acceptance. This is certainly a product of both his poetic and 

spiritual practices. 

One of the culminating moments of Ginsberg’s Buddhist insight and practice 

occurred when he visited Ezra Pound in his exile near Venice, Italy.  At this meeting, 

Pound and Ginsberg had many conversations, with Ginsberg often making up the bulk of 

the dialog and Pound listening in a semi-sullen silence.  Ginsberg chanted several Hindu 

and Buddhist chants for Pound, who, Ginsberg worried, had simple disdain for the whole 

experience of Ginsberg’s visit.  Ginsberg’s doubts were assuaged, however, when 

Pound’s longtime companion, Olga Rudge, informed him that Pound rarely even stayed 

in the same room for any length of time with anyone he wasn’t interested in listening to.  

This emboldened Ginsberg to try and bring Pound out further from his shell, mentioning 

Pound’s Cantos had been deeply important to him and to many of the people writing 

poetry at the time.  But, Pound countered, in one of the few moments of direct and 
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energetic communication with Ginsberg that all his work had been “spoiled” because of 

his “stupid suburban prejudice of Anti-Semitism” (Composed on the Tongue 15). 

Michiko Kakutani, in a New York Times Book Review article exploring instances 

T.S. Eliot’s anti-Semitism, argues that this was not, on the part of Pound, a statement “of 

genuine regret or contrition….” “[R]ather,” she writes, “it reduces a question of morality 

to a trivial matter of a social faux pas.”  She argues quite compellingly later in the article, 

showing evidence that, even later in life—after his meeting with Ginsberg—that Pound 

showed no remorse whatsoever for his anti-Semitism.  Charles Bernstein, in an essay 

called “Pound and the Poetry of Today,” writes: 

Pound told Allen Ginsberg he suffered from that “stupid suburban 

prejudice of anti-Semitism,” as if he should have been immune from such 

a low, “suburban” consciousness. But one thing that is notable about 

Pound is that he does not appear to have been “personally” anti-Semitic, 

which would have been in no way unusual for a person of his generation 

and background. His attacks on Jews are not related to his hatred of 

individual Jews nor his desire to be a member of an “exclusive” country 

club. His views of Jews are highly theoretical and structural, projecting 

Jewishness, more than individual Jews, as the core force in the destruction 

of the most cherished values of the West. This demonization is not a 

“stupid suburban prejudice,” it is the systematic paranoia-producing 

ideology that has come to be called by the world fascism” (My Way 158). 
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Bernstein goes on to explain that these “suburban fascist” ideas are endemic to much of 

American cultural values, both right and left, and Pound’s poetic works reflect what 

today might be aligned with what much of mainstream America might say or think about 

gays, artists, the poor, and feminists. Much of the scholarship and writing about this 

apology or confession moment shared between Pound and Ginsberg questions the 

authenticity of Pound’s contrition, wondering if it’s enough.  For Bernstein, they largely 

miss the point. For me, they miss another key moment: What did the moment mean for 

Ginsberg as a Buddhist, as a Jew, and as a poet. 

I am most interested in Ginsberg’s response to Pound in the moment of their 

interaction.  Ginsberg said to Pound that his (Pound’s) work was important because it 

was an accurate model of a mind, written in full, without filtration. Thus, because of 

Pound’s honesty at portraying his whole mind, Ginsberg is willing to forgive.   

In an interview with playwright Sallie Bingham, author of the play “Treason,” 

about Ezra Pound, she was asked by a journalist if she thought Pound had actually said 

what Ginsberg reported him to have said.  Her response was that Ginsberg was an 

“extremely generous man…So he may have hoped Ezra said that. It is crucial; it’s the 

only bit of remorse Ezra ever expressed, if he did express it.” 

Bingham here obviously does not have full confidence in Ginsberg’s account of 

the famous incident at Pound’s villa.  It doesn’t seem too far off to read generous in the 

above conversation as a euphemism for someone who might bend the truth.  Was 

Ginsberg being “generous” with the truth?  Ginsberg has been known as a paragon of 
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compassion, throughout his life, and one can easily see that his compassion is strong and 

alive in his account of the events with Pound in Italy.  However, to suspect that his care 

and humanity for an old poet of great renown and infamy would motivate him to 

fabricate an apology feels off.  It seems as if Pound’s apology is so thoroughly 

unaccepted by the literary community (and, indeed, Pound himself did several things 

after his return to Italy to make anyone doubt the lasting sincerity of his apology) that 

even Ginsberg’s version of what happened brings the story of his contrition under 

suspicion. 

For others, it is clear, whether Ginsberg told the truth or not is irrelevant.  In 

October of 1999, the Cathedral of St. John the Divine in New York city barred Pound 

from ever being memorialized in their own “Poet’s Corner.”  According to the dean of 

the cathedral, the Very Rev. Harry S. Pritchett Jr., Pound’s anti-Semitic writings during 

World War II were too maleficent and odious and could not be overcome by the apology. 

That leaves us with an understanding of the tremendous power of forgiveness and 

gentleness that Ginsberg had, even for Pound, who had, essentially, trampled upon the 

living history of a major spiritual and cultural influence (Judaism) in Ginsberg’s life. 

 In discussing Pound’s notion of “Direct treatment of the thing,” in “meditation 

and Poetics,” Ginsberg attributes this “directness” idea to Pound’s study of “Chinese 

Confucian, Taoist and Japanese Buddhist poetry” (Deliberate Prose 266). He explains 

that there had been a “Buddhist infusion” into the art and culture of the West during the 

latter portion of the 19th century. When Ginsberg writes, of Pound: 
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In a way he was asking for the intercession of the bodhisattvas of 

Buddhist poetry into Western poetics…. (Deliberate Prose 266) 

It’s is not exactly clear how “asking for the intercession of the bodhisattvas of 

Buddhist poetry” is not, in some form, a reliance upon an “intervening 

conceptualization.”  It seems, to an extent, a contradiction in terms to use one particular 

conceptual framework (in this case the bodhisattva10 and the –ism of Buddhism) in order 

to derive a “clear seeing” that is supposed to go beyond conceptual signifiers.  

This is a very interesting moment in terms of confluences of historical and 

cultural figures.  It does not seem, from Ginsberg’s account, that Pound has any real 

notion of what an important figure in international poetry Ginsberg himself actually is at 

the point at which he comes to visit Pound the Italian self-exile.  However, from the 

stories he tells, we get the sense that over the course of the evenings and days that 

Ginsberg spent with Pound, he softened to the younger poet, became less sullen in his 

presence, even, according to his (Pound’s) companion Olga Rudge, opened up to 

Ginsberg.  It is in the midst of some of these very intimate moments that Ginsberg elicits 

the apology from the elder poet.  There is a sense, at least from the account we have from 

Ginsberg, that Pound was won over by the sheer magnetism and intelligence and careful 

consideration of the young Ginsberg.  The singing of Hindu chants by anyone besides 

Ginsberg, according to Rudge, would have had Pound stomping for the door.   

                                                           
10 A bodhisattva is a being who, in Buddhist conception, seeks to become a Buddha (fully awakened or 
enlightened) and therefore acts according in the lives leading up to Buddha-hood, helping other beings out 
of suffering as much as possible. 
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It is worth noting that during the meetings and conversations which they had 

together, Pound held steadfastly to regret at not being able to make his Cantos cohere, 

saying “too late,” and “I haven’t made sense” (Composed on the Tongue 6). And yet, 

Ginsberg embraces the disorder and the fractious quality of Pound’s Cantos, telling him 

directly: “Ah well, what I’m trying to tell you—what I came here for all this time—was 

to give you my blessing…perceptions have been strengthened by the series of practical 

exact language models which are scattered throughout the Cantos like stepping stones—

ground for me to occupy, walk on—so that despite your intentions, the practical effect 

has been to clarify my perceptions—and anyway, now, do you accept my blessing?” 

(Composed on the Tongue 8).  

Beyond the warmth and the willingness to forgive, what we are witness to here at 

this meeting, is praise for the praxis of the Cantos, which provided a complete model of a 

mind at work. The very fact that they did not cohere had no bearing, for Ginsberg, on 

either their quality or their usability. Ginsberg goes on to tell Pound that “Nobody cares if 

it’s Ezra Pound’s mind, a fine mind, but the important thing, a model of mind process—

Gertrude Stein also made one, usable—yours, however, as I’ve experimented in 

transcription, the nearest to a natural model—a model from Nature….” (Composed on the 

Tongue 9). This very usability speaks to the grand difference between a poet like Pound, 

who, after constructing a model of mind that (perhaps because of the very nature of mind 

itself) could not cohere, and a poet like Ginsberg, who embraced the Cantos, specifically 
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because they did not cohere.11 Their accurate depiction of a world and a mind in the 

world that is always in a state of flux and relational drift is what makes them not just 

great, to Ginsberg, but employable as poetic practice.  

Ginsberg leads up to his blessing of Pound by declaring that he is “a Buddhist 

Jew.” Ginsberg, already comfortable embracing a cultural and spiritual hybridity, uses the 

label of it to declare himself and qualify the stamp of his blessing to Pound before he 

offers it. I would argue that this dual-identification and the reasons he gives for 

embracing the Cantos are significant examples of Ginsberg’s embrace of diffusion and 

fracture. Only, to use the word fracture implies that something was once whole and is 

now in pieces. Perhaps a better term to replace fracture with would be dynamically 

arrayed. 

Can we consider this one of the major influences of Buddhism on modernist 

poetry? Or, is it simply a romantic tale told to us all by Ginsberg because of his deep 

desire to redeem an artist he admired? Ginsberg’s whole life was dedicated to staring 

ugliness in the face, whether it was political, personal or environmental. He never shied 

away from sharp points, used his influence to help publish his wildly unpopular friends, 

and went and met with madmen and exiles and elicited strange confessions from them. 

The attitude of fierce wisdom, fierce compassion, was something that he became better 

                                                           
11  In his “Introduction to Ezra Pound,” from his book A Poetics, Charles Bernstein writes that “Pound was 
interested in an opaque texture for the poem; he once commented that if you didn’t understand something 
you should just push on. In the later Cantos, Pound organized the words spatially on the page, decisively 
breaking with the flush left orientation of much Western poetry up until that time, though following the 
lead of Stephane Mallarmé’s Un Coup de Dés. The result is a poem of immense sweep, often gorgeous 
lyricism, with a sometimes baffling range of references and many infuriatingly didactic passages. For this 
poetry of ideas, Pound maximized discontinuity, what some would call fragmentation” (151). 
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and better at as he become more spiritually assured of himself. Even Jack Keruoac, both 

literary brother and rival was even becoming aware of it in the mid-50’s.  

A fragment of a letter from Jack Kerouac to Ginsberg from that era: 

“I yearn to strew you with lotus petals in my heart—I have been hailing you with roses 

containing dead bees, for countless centuries—in rebirth after rebirth I considered myself 

your inferior and strewed your path with crushed petals. I lit incense to your image, and 

wandered into Tibetan with my incense stick and scroll” (Letters of Jack Kerouac 1940-

56 512). 

In this letter there is the inkling of a jealousy, perhaps in the consideration of 

himself as his inferior.  Perhaps in the sweet but strange homage as it is enacted with 

“roses containing dead bees,” it is an indication of his failed attempt at sincere homage, 

or sincere affection. The reference to multiple births together also indicates Kerouac’s 

feelings of being bound up with Ginsberg through lifetimes, a notion that comes directly 

out of the eastern religious beliefs that, by the 1950’s, they were both drinking into their 

own New Yorkish but cosmologically open minds. 

 Yet, later in the same very long and rich letter, Kerouac seems to back away from 

the earlier confessional tone and admires: 

And your Moloch solitude is great wild poetry—but granite phalluses & 

eyeless capitols with the “O” spontaneously blurt-blouted? “The whole 
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boatload of sensitive bullshit” has that right sound of genuine eloquent 

raging appeal, like Jewish Prophets of Old.  

And yet this is immediately followed with a subtly derogatory: 

“My Prophetic Reminders are more delicate and gentle and Buddhist 

now.” 

How are we to read this last comment. Is it advice? Perhaps an encouragement 

towards temperance and moderation of thought, of mildness, of gentility? Or 

perhaps there is again a sense of admiration for the fire that Ginsberg is still able 

to muster, which Kerouac himself would like to access, but cannot. 

 The letter ends with Kerouac quoting a piece of a poem that Ginsberg sent 

to him, which he describes as “divine and divinely strange”: 

 “Saints, accept me to the drama 

 of thy faithful desire. 

 No me? No drama to desire?...” 

We should consider this in the light of something that Ginsberg referred to as “the 

fruition of [his] Buddhist training: the poem “Father Death Blues.” In an interview, 

Ginsberg said it was written after his guru, Chogyam Trungpa, told Ginsberg to 

understand that his father, in dying, had “entered Dharmakaya, empty blue sky.  Please 

let him go and continue your celebration.”  Ginsberg often accompanied the performance 
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of this poem on the harmonium.12  Many of the images in the poem are accompanied 

with the repetition of the word “Death” followed by the person who is dead or dying 

(“Father Death,” “Mother death,” “Buddha death,” etc).  The extended echoic effect of 

the word “Death” repeated enacts a kind of spiritual exhalation within the poem, allowing 

for an attitude of giving up of the pain that Ginsberg seems to understand is necessary in 

order to have a “still heart” which, within the poem, he so declares.  Also, the 

capitalization of “Death” before each friend or family member leads us to a sense that the 

speaker wishes to endear Death to himself, allowing for an embracing and an opening. 

Rather than a fearful avoidance, the capital “D” in “Death” lends and air of respect with 

familiarity and a specificity of personhood, as if these various “Deaths” are all his family, 

all to be loved and cherished.   

We must not forget that the poem is a poem and not a letter to the world or some 

such thing.  It still has a speaker, voiced from within the poem itself.  However, in this 

case, that speaker seems extraordinarily close to whoever Ginsberg feels he is at the point 

in his life when he declares that he considers it “the culmination of his Buddhist 

training,” a training which incorporates the development of compassion and equanimity, 

while at the same time allowing for the movement of the poem into the realm of poetry 

rather than merely the autobiographical chant.  Another way of looking at this 

culmination is that Ginsberg has now actually developed the wherewithal and the wisdom 

                                                           
12 A harmonium is a free-standing keyboard instrument similar to a reed organ. Sound is produced by air, 
supplied by foot-operated or hand-operated bellows, being blown through sets of free reeds, resulting in a 
sound similar to that of an accordion. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Keyboard_instrument
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reed_organ
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bellows
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Free_reed_aerophone
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Accordion
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necessary to construct a chant that will exist as a marker of the training he has undergone 

and come to see as a state of clarity and acceptance of suffering and loss.  

From the poem we can see that Ginsberg is struggling with the intellectual 

and emotional concepts of non-self, as he must have been, writing within a poetic 

age that sought to redeem the individual, to elevate the “song of the self” ahead of 

the collective’s perceived needs and conformities. And yet, at the same time, he 

struggled spiritually to recognize the ultimate essencelessness of all things, 

especially his own ego. The penultimate stanza reads as follows: “Suffering is 

what was born/  Ignorance made me forlorn/ Tearful truths I cannot scorn” 

(Collected 654). The first line of this stanza reads as a kind of reiteration of the 

first noble truth, one of the fundamental tenets of the Buddhist path: “There is 

suffering.” The speaker, in noting that what is born is suffering, both accepts the 

truth of the suffering that he experiences as a result of his father’s death, and also 

notes that as death is an integral part of life, so must his father face the reality of 

death and the suffering that accompanies it. 

In the field of reading, we often work hard to accentuate the difference between 

speaker and poet. And yet, in Ginsberg’s work, especially during his act of reading aloud, 

he is transformed, physically or metaphysically, by the act of reading and invoking the 

words on the page. This is not necessarily something radically different from other poets 

and their poetics, and yet, Ginsberg’s work seems to lay a potential groundwork for any 

reader to have the visionary or ecstatic experiences by becoming the speaker of his 
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poems. What began in “Howl” as a repetition of “Who,” and built into the repetition of 

“Moloch!,” grows, in his later poems (“Hum Bomb” for instance) into an incorporation 

of extended mantra and chanting within the poems themselves. This is one of the most 

powerful indicators that the poems are intended to be read aloud, rather than silently to 

oneself.  

 And not just read aloud, but experienced viscerally, taken into the body, to allow 

for a physical transformation to take place, which, Ginsberg attests, has the power to 

transform the listener’s or reader’s very thinking processes. This is an operative, action-

based philosophy of poetics which has at its base the notion that thought is no more and 

no less than another one of the senses. Not the sixth sense, in a fuzzy, ghosty sense, but in 

the sense that it is yet another way for us to experience sensory stimuli. Thus, a poetics 

which considers thought yet another sense has the power to transform thought via 

manipulation of the senses. This manipulation can be effected, according to Ginsberg, by 

the recitation of mantra in Sanskrit as well as words in any language. The words 

themselves are important, in that they represent an actual “magical effectuating” of 

reality (Hungerford 283-284). 

 Both in his descriptions of his meetings with Pound, and in his mantric practices, 

there is a strong sense that Ginsberg is interested in acceptance of his own mind-states for 

the sake of telling the truth of the mind. That is, the very mind he carries is not one but 

many, not unified in anything but name. The title of the poem “The Change: Kyoto-

Tokyo Express” therefore takes on yet another valence, in the sense that change itself, 
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mutability, is the truth of the mind. For Ginsberg, embracing that very mutability as an 

ultimate quality is essential in accepting the fact of our own being and existence. Such an 

act of acceptance allows for an opening of the field and a state of well-being that cannot 

arise when order is forced upon the naturally fractious state of the mind.  
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3.  NORMAN FISCHER’S SUCCESS AND THE MUTABILITY OF THOUGHT  

 

We are the clouds that veil the midnight moon; 

     How restlessly they speed, and gleam, and quiver, 

Streaking the darkness radiantly!--yet soon 

     Night closes round, and they are lost forever: 

 

Or like forgotten lyres, whose dissonant strings 

     Give various response to each varying blast, 

To whose frail frame no second motion brings 

     One mood or modulation like the last. 

 

We rest.--A dream has power to poison sleep; 

     We rise.--One wandering thought pollutes the day; 

We feel, conceive or reason, laugh or weep; 

     Embrace fond foe, or cast our cares away: 

 

It is the same!--For, be it joy or sorrow, 

     The path of its departure still is free: 

Man’s yesterday may ne’er be like his morrow; 

     Nought may endure but Mutability. 

 

--”Mutability,” by Percy Bysshe Shelley 
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*** 

 

“It’s not vague only it’s an outpost on the border. Here is where the 
shadows harden into forms that assume indefinite shapes. A squat building 
with a parlor in it. Actually everyone was eating breakfast. The border was 
a kind of forewarning that soft indefinite perceptions would be 
forthcoming.” 

--from “In Memoriam” by Norman Fischer 

 

Poet Ted Berrigan, in a 1982 documentary film called Poetry in Motion, explains 

that when he reads one of his poems to an audience, he no longer considers himself the 

poem’s writer.  He becomes the speaker of the poem and the poem itself speaks through 

him.  His job at this time is to speak the poem in the most clear and attentive way, 

according to how the poem wants to be spoken.  In this instance he “gives up” authorship 

of the poem to the poem.  His “selfhood” becomes less relevant for the occasion of the 

poem.  Though the poem may contain references to moments or ideas that are important 

to him, as an author he loses his ability to let his own ideas about his self influence the 

poem’s reading.  This remains true provided he doesn’t make editorial comments while 

he reads.  By not doing so, the listener may experience the speaker intended by the poem 

and the physical, voice-projecting reader as one, or that they are connected rather fluidly.  

However, with obvious interjections included, the listener draws attention to the fact of 

the poem being a framed piece of text, a thing separate from its speaker. Or, in the case of 

a poem that is made up of variable confluences, a multiplicity of voices, an interwoven 
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heteroglossia, the listener attains a sense that the singular reader is made up of many 

voices and characters. Because of his attention to the subtle fluctuations in the mind, vis-

à-vis the processes of meditation, many of the poems by Norman Fischer create an effect 

of a speaker who is both aware of the multiplicity of voices and thought-selves contained 

within one person and who is comfortable and even encouraging of the efflorescence of 

these selves, to see just what they have to say and how they might inter-relate. 

In his essay, “What is an Author?,” Michel Foucault explains that writing today 

goes “beyond its own rules and transgresses its limits. In writing, the point is not to 

manifest or exalt the act of writing, nor is it to pin a subject within language; it is, rather, 

a question of creating a space into which the writing subject constantly disappears” 

(Essential Foucault 378). This disappearance (and oftentimes self-reflective and quasi-

amused multiple re-appearancing) of the writing subject is of great concern in the poetry 

of Norman Fischer. Writing from within both an American avant-garde poetic 

continuum, as well a Zen Buddhist meditative and instructive tradition, Fischer’s voice, 

or the text from within which his voice(s) emerge, are illustrative of the emergence of a 

subject, or a narrative voice, with an awareness of its own shifting. This, in turn, leads to 

a sense, for us as readers or listeners, of both unity within the poetic experience or project 

at hand, as well as a sense of one voice producing an array of voices, or selves which are 

aware that though they may at times be contradictory, they seem to wind outward from 

the same source. Such a source may be called “Norman Fischer” or “the speaker” but its 

many resonances and reverberations act to multiply the authorial effect into a variegated 

array. 
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The sense of acceptance of the speaking subject for the speaking subject as an 

array that’s in flux gives us a sense of anti-anxiety in the face of fracture that seems to 

generate specifically from the meditative moment. Less an ecstatic effusion and more a 

relaxed colloquy of thought-streams, the variation of thought forms, of association of the 

speaker with both “I” and “you,” of moments in which even the physical landscape itself 

attains agency as a speaker, creates a pacifying effect, as lyrical moments in the language 

further augment a state of over-arching comfort with the way things are. 

For his 2000 book Success, Fischer collects a series of poems that were written 

over the course of a year, each one on a separate day.  Each is titled with the day it was 

made, every poem 28 lines long.  The following is “Tuesday, 27 February”: 

A contribution to an organization 
A place at the table 
A reliable noncoercive situation  
An angular facade 
Overlooking an abutment 
Words won’t quit 
Nor will they assign themselves to purgatory 
Traduce or seduce their best friends 
No matter how inchoate they may become 
Gurgling past 
Twinning twigs and spits of leaves 
Chokes of stitched pine needles 
And little gnarled brambles of ivy 
Four legs withstand heat 
In the enigma formations that gods 
Distinguished as men 
Shove into ovens without rhyme or reason 
Allow us to fracture once more 
An alive certainty into a piece 
Of coarse filings that adhere instantly 
As soon as the magnet is applied 
What is your primary motivation? 
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Greed. 
Then you are just like me 
And your life is an impossible joke 
But all right 
If you leave enough space behind you 
So you can take one step back 

 

The occasion of utterance, also the occasion of production, becomes an occasion 

for the dissolution of the author, and the occasion of the poem’s transmission to an 

audience itself becomes the author of the speech act, allowing the listener to feel the 

poem as the poem intends.  Time itself, the date and occasion of production, and the 

poetic project, become authorial agents.  The listener and the poem become active in 

eliminating the author.  The poem begins with a series of sentences that have no clear 

agent.   A series of compound nouns begin the poem: 

A contribution to an organization 
A place at the table 
A reliable noncoercive situation  
An angular facade 
Overlooking an abutment 

 
At first listen, these strange lines stacked together may give the reader the expectation 

that they are going to do something, or are indicative of some kind of grander plot 

structure that will move from beginning to end and through which we will be able to 

understand what is to be done or what is to be thought.  Perhaps “A contribution to an 

organization” functions as an ersatz title for this poem, or we are being made aware of the 

fact that this poem is another contribution in the poetic project of the book Success as a 

whole. With “A place at the table” and the other lines that begin with the indefinite 

articles “A” and “An,” we get the sense that there is some way that these places or things 
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are connected somehow. Are all of these things “[o]verlooking an abutment” or is the act 

of overlooking yet another agentless entity in the list? Perhaps, if the former, their ability 

to look gives us the sense that things which we didn’t think had agency in our normal 

conception of reality suddenly do. In an essay of Fischer’s called “Saved From Freezing,” 

Fischer explains that “[t]he world and the self really do appear to us as frozen. Our 

personal problems, our self-definitions, what we hear from those around us – all these 

convincing and compelling experiences invite us to clutch at concepts, positions, worries. 

We naturally build vast structures of ice to hold in place the world and the self, chilly and 

confined.” Because of the intense grip on the strictures of reality that we have raised 

ourselves in, we lose a sense of play and we stunt our imaginative faculties. Poetry, or art 

experience in general, for Fischer, can “can shake us free of all that. Art can save us from 

freezing.” 

However, as we often come to a poem with a set of “frozen” (or at least gelid) 

expectations and preconceptions, we may be surprised when we find out, after an 

accretion of logically discontinuous lines that, in “Tuesday, 27 February,” “Words won’t 

quit,” which shifts our grammatical expectations and our sense of what the stack of nouns 

was going to do.  In fact, we never learn what they might have done.  Are they merely 

there to show us an example of words that won’t quit?  Or, perhaps they related to each 

other in a special way that cannot merely be “explained.” If, in fact, they were merely 

there to indicate what comes after, then they occupy a rather amusing place on the page, 

practically “peering” downward at the rest of the lines’ unfolding. 
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 When we learn that “[w]ords won’t quit” and that they will not “assign 

themselves to purgatory” or “[t]raduce or seduce their best friends,” words attain a high 

ethical standing, a sense that conscience and consciousness can come out of words 

themselves. The fact that they would not hurt their friends gives rise to the notion that 

words themselves have cohorts who, in turn, care about them. Language, within the 

poem, by dint of its existence in relation to other things which bear the mark of 

consciousness, attains its own will and even a sense of duty or higher purpose.  

“Words won’t quit” serves also as a meta-commentarial moment, indicative of an 

awareness that the unusual group of seemingly unconnected entities and actions at the 

beginning of the poem are a kind of stand-in for all words and phrases, as well as an 

apperception, in which thought looks at the flow of thoughts from outside that flow. In 

this case, “words” could be the words of poems which are ever-emerging, or the building 

blocks of thought which never seem to give in to the false notion of “pure silence” within 

a meditative moment. Even moments of serenity are marked by word productions (even 

internal ones) and “contribution[s] to an organization.” In such an instance, 

“organization” may be as tightly formed as 28 lines per day, or as loosely formed as the 

whole world. 

Here we should note that this poem, like many of the poems in Success, read as a 

progression of connected ideas down the page, is an affiliation of only slightly 

semantically intertwined movements in language, and a casual and almost purely abstract 

assemblage of lyrical phrases. This, in turn, seems to point to how thinking is both 
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produced and evinced within the text as a whole.  As a poetic project, we will come to see 

that these poems, this book, act in these various ways to demonstrate, emulate, and reflect 

the ways in which we as thought collectors and collagists engage in both semantic 

subterfuge and organized self-making in almost the exact same moment. In the same way 

that Foucault declares that what he calls “the author function” “does not refer purely and 

simply to a real individual, since it can give rise simultaneously to several selves, to 

several subjects—positions that can be occupied by different classes of individuals” 

(Essential Foucault 386), so also do we as readers of Fischer’s work in Success 

experience the unfolding of many such “selves” even as they also provide instances of 

both lyricality and quiet beauty.  And yet, the “different classes of individuals” that 

operate as speaker(s) within Success sometimes all seem to give way to a sense that 

language itself is all that’s speaking, as, in the meditative moments alluded to in many of 

the poems, thought itself is all that’s thinking. Foucault tells us that it would be “as [?] 

wrong to equate the author with the real writer as to equate him with the fictitious 

speaker; the author function is carried out and operates in the scission itself, in this 

division and this distance” (Essential Foucault 385). Perhaps this shucking of absolute 

authorial or speaker identity points us to the very idea that the “scission” is a space where 

intention meets bare attention. 

This cut space between a speaker’s or author’s identity becomes both unstable and 

productive. This very instability might benefit from some further investigation. To talk 

about the poem as a “meditative moment” is to perhaps point to and highlight the idea 

that we are going to hold, as we listen or read, certain sounds, thoughts, and phrases in 
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our minds and allow both an unfolding and an accretion. The essence of the process is the 

commitment, on the part of the observer and the poet, to attention. In “Attention and 

Inattention in Zen and Psychoanalysis,” Paul Cooper compares Freud’s notion of the 

psychoanalytic stance of “evenly hovering attention” with the Zen meditative concept of 

“bare attention,” explaining that “attention forms the nexus of the psychoanalytic 

inquiry,” providing a perceptual framework which allows both the attentive meditator and 

the psychotherapist a method for attending to the fluctuations of thought without worry or 

judgment, so that the underlying nature of thought, its characteristic of flux, can be 

perceived.  In this sense, good attention may lead to good intention (both for the 

contemplative as well as for the doctor and patient). The result of the very profound 

knowledge of flux, or impermanence, as an inherent characteristic of thought, produces a 

relaxation and an unwinding of tension. Herein we have a major node of intersection 

between two psychotherapeutic practices. 

In an interview with author Hank Lazar, Fischer explains how his meditation 

practice affords him a similar unwinding process as it relates to the practice of writing: 

“Before I was practicing meditation I had a hard time grappling with my mind in writing. 

I kept getting in my own way. It was pretty frustrating, I didn’t have so much joy in 

writing. I suffered a lot. But meditation practice freed me up from myself and made it 

much easier and much more joyful to write. It helped me to release my grip on myself. I 

could be a lot more spontaneous and expansive. And fearless.”  The “fearlessness” and 

“freeing up” that meditation affords or the release on the grip seems to be a profoundly 

positive experience, in Fischer’s recounting. This practice of letting go, through 
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meditation, of the reins of the self allows for both an abandonment of and an opening to 

deeper understanding of thought and how an individual uses it. But it is not the same as 

the kind of codification or identification of specific unconscious tendencies that might be 

practiced in a Freudian psychoanalytic setting.  

Paul Cooper notes that “[m]eaning, despite its importance, functions as one 

narrow current in the wider stream of potential experiencing. The pursuit of latent 

meaning with certain patients at certain stages of psychotherapy, not unlike 

premature interpretations, can foreclose valuable experiential states and frequently 

reflects the analyst’s resistances to deepening unitive experiencing.” This “unitive 

experiencing,” could be read as an analysand coming to understand his own deep inner 

psychological processes, or as the therapist and the analysand attaining a kind of 

powerful rapport that could lead to insight for both himself and the analyst.  

Later in the interview with Lazar, when asked about the process of writing as a 

practice, Fischer firsts explains that like “probably all poets, my writing comes out of my 

reading.” After explaining that he often feels a deep-seated feeling of inspiration that is 

“nearly a physical sensation,” he goes on to say: “It all seems to be there already, to have 

grown out of the unconscious (let’s call it that, though I am doubtful of that term, as if the 

mind were a container, with unconscious at the bottom, whereas I doubt the mind is 

contained) and I begin to write it.” To understand some of the language and mechanics of 

Fischer’s notions expressed in this interview, let us turn for a moment to Caroline Brett’s 

essay, “Psychotic and Mystical States of Being: Connections and Distinctions” in which 
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she explains, rather succinctly, the relationship, in a Buddhist-meditative framework, 

between self and thought. She poses the question: “What is the relationship of the ego as 

subject to the mental states it is subject to?” (Brett 330).  In this instance, it seems Brett is 

using the word “ego” as a kind of shorthand for the notion of self, a rather basic analog to 

the way that Fischer uses the word in the interview quotation above. She goes on to 

explain: “Mental states are regarded as objects by the self, which looks at them from the 

outside. But this division is an illusion, because all mental states are subjective, and not 

objects of a subject; the self is nothing but a series of mental states, and as such is 

indefinite” (Brett 330). How, then, do we reconcile the emanation of language from this 

“series of mental states” that we have come to call our selves? 

 Fischer tells us in his “Tuesday, 27 February,” that “words won’t quit” and that 

they won’t “[t]raduce or seduce their best friends.” In one sense, this seems to indicate 

that they are not as powerful, or as imbued with power by our selves as whatever parts or 

wholes are capable of acts of betrayal. And yet, shortly thereafter in the poem, we learn 

that words wouldn’t engage in such unethical activities “[n]o matter how inchoate they 

may become/ Gurgling past/ Twinning twigs and spits of leaves/ Chokes of stitched pine 

needles.” The word “inchoate” shows us that words in this poem have the capacity to 

undergo a devolution or a stage of un-becoming, which brings them to a simpler, or less 

formed state. And yet, even in their more rudimentary form, they can “gurgle” and move, 

as in a stream or creek, “past” the various vegetal stuff one may often see there. There is 

an implication, as well, that words move along with the forces of nature: gravity and 

water. As this parallel is drawn, so also is the parallel between thought and the 
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movements and stuff of nature. They share similar patterns of movement and similar co-

congregants. This also increases a reader’s sense of the materiality of thought. As words 

are often the building blocks of thought and words float and gurgle with sticks and other 

flora, words and thoughts become both material and motile, in a spatial sense. We also 

get the sense, as the poem unfolds, that the natural movements of the world exist due to 

the emanations of language. The poem, through language, creates a world.  

 Then a significant semantic break in the poem occurs, with the line “Four legs 

withstand heat.” Up to this point, we have first experienced a series of compound nouns 

that seem to “overlook the abutment” of the rest of the poem. This is followed by the 

movement of words from the conceptual sphere to things which not only won’t let their 

friends down, but also comport with leaves and twigs in the natural world. We are 

beginning to get a sense that a poem is not only capable of attaining a kind of rocklike 

physicality (via transformation from a stack of lines into an “abutment”), but the building 

blocks of thought are also part of a natural outflow of a mountainous forest’s effusions.  

Here, in the midst of a wild semantic crack and re-formation of the poem, we get 

a sense of the radical mutability of thought, as it appears within the poem, and within 

Success as a whole. In his essay, “Saved From Freezing,” Fischer explains that “Things 

don’t just fall into place. You have to grapple with the materials, reshaping yourself to 

suit them. It turns out that making art is not so much self-expression as a dialog between 

what we think we want to express and the materials that seem to have their own demands. 

Engaging in this dialog moves you to a degree of attentiveness and concentration beyond 



94 
 

the private and the personal.” Here again we have a sense of that “unitary experience,” 

but perhaps in this case it is not merely a union of the thinker and his own thoughts, but 

of himself and all phenomena, everywhere. The sense we have within this poem is that 

both the materials the speaker refers to (“words”), as well as the speaker himself, are 

engaged in multiple semantic metamorphoses. At times it feels as if there is a speaker 

who sees words as floating within a watery landscape, and at times it feels as if the 

thoughts of that very speaker are themselves the landscape the whole scene is built of. 

(Which of course, mechanistically within a poem, is always the case.) Yet the 

accentuation of the mutability of the fundaments of image and sound and just which 

metaphoric or imagistic aspects they can have, creates for us an experience of shifting 

space, and a transformation of thought into material.  

Thus, the question: Whose “legs” are these? They belong, perhaps, to the beings 

that are “[s]hoved into ovens without rhyme or reason” while “the enigma formations that 

gods/ Distinguished as men” do the shoving. There is, it seems, both a reference to the 

extermination of the Jews, by the Nazis, during World War II, their “four legs” a 

reference to the many acts of murderous dehumanization perpetrated against them. But, 

the “gods” are also the people who incinerate the bodies of animals (which have four 

legs), whether they are at a veterinary clinic, a slaughterhouse, or a laboratory. In this 

case, we humans do the “shoving” without rhyme or reason because we have become 

inured to the brutalities of the modern world to such a degree that we can perform such 

actions without much thought or regard to the lives of the beings it’s done to. This then 

will “Allow us to fracture once more/ An alive certainty into a piece/ Of coarse filings 
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that adhere instantly/ As soon as the magnet is applied.” The fact that the body of 

whatever was shoved into an oven becomes ashes and then a magnet is applied to the 

remains seems to refer to the practice of passing a magnet over the cremated ashes of a 

human or animal to separate out any magnetic metals before the ashes are ground fine.  

The space of the body, of the form of a body, has become mutable, even as words and 

thoughts were mutable in the earlier lines of the poem. The strange confluence of thought 

and matter become the “enigma formations” that we conveniently refer to as a “self” or 

“an individual.” According to the Buddhist outlook, this constitutes a profound 

metaphorization and metonymization of the self in our thinking. It is metaphorized 

because we look at the will or tendencies of the mind that we carry and think “my will,” 

when, in fact, we cannot point to any kernel or simple or profound essential thing or 

element and say “it all derives from this source.” So the confluence of elements and 

actions becomes a symbol that we either decide or are brought up to believe in as a 

unitary being. It constitutes an over-metonymization because we often look at one part of 

ourselves (the mind, the body, the actions we perform, etc.) and we consider that part as 

not just a representation of the whole, but as the self inviolate. Essentially it is an 

actualization of synechdoche. Then even the word “self” becomes both sacred and 

inviolate and we resent natural processes like disease, aging, and demise. Buddhist 

practice would have us “loosen the grip” on such notions and become aware of the 

dissoluble nature of all aspects of what we have come to refer to as our selves. 

Within the poem, the “coarse filings” rushing to the magnet with complete 

instantaneity provoke a sense of agency even in the now transformed “collective ash 
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body.” The use of a magnet creates a positive connection with elemental earth forces, 

letting us know that even after whatever consciousness there may be, housed within the 

body, the material form that does the housing may have influence and connection with 

deep natural forces even after death.  

We know the words in the poem have an author, but in their initial utterance, the 

possibility of an “I” does not get hinted at until line 18, when we hear that there is an 

“us.”  But what “us?”  The “us” of the words that will not quit?  The reader and the 

speaker?  The speaker’s various instantiations over time, or over a multiplied landscape 

of emotion? Each is possible and does not exclude the others in the hearing, especially 

because the speaker has no identity beyond the time or within the space of the poem as its 

own utterance.     

In his essay “Saved From Freezing: Spiritual Practice, Art Practice,” Fischer 

speaks of how our general sense of seeing and feeling the world and the self are as if they 

were immutable, not prone to continuous transformation. Let us briefly revisit the 

passage quoted above, when Fischer states: “The world and the self really do appear to us 

as frozen. Our personal problems, our self-definitions, what we hear from those around us 

– all these convincing and compelling experiences invite us to clutch at concepts, 

positions, worries. We naturally build vast structures of ice to hold in place the world and 

the self, chilly and confined. But the experience of art can shake us free of all that. Art 

can save us from freezing.” In a sense, the poem “Tuesday, 27 February” provides a look 

into our world as it is (unstable, shifting, infinitely nuanced), as opposed to how we often 
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see it: stable, capable of being easily steered. We begin to discover, if we are very 

attentive, not just to the poems of thinkers such as Fischer, but to the world both within 

and around us, the infinite fluctuations that transform even what we think of as our selves 

into something as unstable as iron filings or ashes being swept around by a magnet, or as 

words like leaves, floating across the hyper-permeable surface of a swirling universe.   In 

this grandiose sense, the abandonment of the self as a “frozen” structure or entity leads 

not only to a deeper and more subtle understanding of the processes that continuously 

reconstruct our world, but we are also freed, artistically and pragmatically, from 

stultifying inner narratives that we have clung to with an icy and determined grip.  This 

long term process that takes place in slow gradations over time, and often the prevailing 

realizations that result feel more like by-products of a life well-lived. 

Thus a double authorial disappearance effect takes place. Our naming of ourselves 

becomes a mere convenience, rather than an enforceable structure. This same sense of 

authorial disappearance could be further applied to the moment a reader encounters such 

a poem on the page.  Here a reader participates in a kind of inner uttering of the poetic 

event.  At the moment of reading a poem, the reader becomes the producer of meaning, 

only capable of making connections insofar as she is capable of picking up on the cues 

the poem provides.  The mind becomes, to quote e.e. cummings, “a big hunk of 

irrevocable nothing” that is only a reflection of the senses.  

Since “Tuesday, 27 February” does not conform to any clear narrative pattern, it 

pushes against the idea that there is a specific meaning, or obvious truth, to be extracted 
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from it.  It simply acts as a model of a mind, mimicking the abstractions of thought as 

well as patterns of order.  Such is the case in many of Fischer’s poetic works. We as a 

thinking audience are first privy to an unfolding of narratively dissociated objects which, 

nevertheless, have interesting metaphoric resonances (both “a reliable noncoercive 

situation” and “an angular façade” could refer to linguistic constructions and 

conversations, poetic or otherwise). This is followed by the general statement “words 

won’t quit” that actually begins a fairly contiguous series of grammatical formations, 

which facilitate the emergence of an idea and, even possibly, a theme.    

Fischer writes in “Saved From Freezing” that “[ma]king or appreciating art gives 

me a way to start with what I think and feel and then to plunge deeply enough into it that 

it becomes not only what I think and feel but what anyone thinks and feels and, even 

beyond this, what isn’t thought or felt at all. When I write or read poems I am met, 

through my own thought and feeling, by what’s outside my thought and feeling. In this 

sense, art practice promotes a profound empathy, a widening of my sphere of awareness.” 

This expansion of awareness, as well as the promotion of empathy, enacts a kind of deep 

“communitizing” of the individual. It is important to note that this takes place when 

Fischer reads or writes, that both activities have this effect on his mind. Thus, either 

practice attains to the level of what might be considered “spiritual development.” Also, in 

either case, that which is unknown, the “outside thought and feeling,” leads to neither an 

aesthetic nor a personal or emotional recoil. In fact, there is a sense that Fischer’s attitude 

toward “art practice” is that it has the capacity to vault him into a wide, perhaps 

unknowable expanse whose very inexplicableness he is more than willing to embrace. 
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In a 1993 interview with John Wright from the Chicago Review, Fischer explains 

that his understanding of many earlier 20th Century modernists is that they took a “heroic-

Romantic view” of the writing and thinking life, in which they saw their own 

consciousness as the primary source within “the field” of all production. He characterizes 

this heroic stance as one in which the individual poet is willing to sacrifice himself 

entirely for art, for the work, for “the heroic self making language and tapping into the 

universal roots.” He contrasts this, to a significant degree, with “a great important theme 

in Buddhism, as it is in a lot of what the L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E writers have written, 

coming from their sources in post-structuralism and so on, has to do with a de-emphasis 

on the self and more of an emphasis on the language itself, as it arises from here and 

there.” Herein is an indication that Fischer finds a way, within language and within 

philosophy, or poetics, to bridge a gap between the poetic practice of the avant-garde and 

L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E poets and the practices of a Buddhist thinker and meditator. 

When discussing the elements that their practices have in common, he cites “quotation 

and borrowing and manipulation of various procedures that would tend to set up a 

structure that the self does not create, that’s arbitrarily set up in advance, conditioning the 

work….” This setting up of structures that the particular poet who’s writing did not create 

seems paradoxical. It is both an imposition of an outside system on the poetic event at 

hand that is chosen by the poet doing the actual poetic construction, as well as a move 

away from the heavy self-identification with the act of construction or even with the 

voice of the speaker, writ large.   
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Fischer, in designing the project of his book Success, chose to write a single 

poem, every day for a year, each poem consisting of 28 lines. The book he wrote in was a 

“bright red, bound appointment book,” given to him by his father, which contained 

enough pages to write in for a year. Even the name Success does not come from Fischer’s 

imagination, per se. In fact, the book gets its title from the name of the company 

(“Success”) that was printed on the cover of this gift appointment book. We have a sense, 

being made aware of the book’s production back story, that there was a conscious effort 

on the part of the author to give up complete control of the project. 28 (the number of 

lines in each poem) is a significant number in that it is the length of the double-sonnet, 

certainly a superimposition that comes from outside the writing subject and is imposed by 

the legacy of lyric poesy. 28 is also the number of days in a lunar cycle, a number 

intrinsically bound up with the cyclical patterns of earth and its major satellite. This is all 

to say that there were significant structural impositions that were “arbitrarily set up in 

advance” that conditioned and influenced the work in significant ways. Furthermore, 

Fischer, in choosing the poems from the larger, 365-poem collection, appealed to a small 

community of friends, whom he thanks on the acknowledgements page of the book.  

Using the input from friends (fellow poets Leslie Scalapino, Florence Caplow, and 

Denise Newman), the book became, to an extent, a communal project, rather than that of 

the isolated individual.  

We make words together. The people we say with are the people we keep close to 

us for making meaning. We hear our fathers’ voices, our mothers’ earliest stories, in our 

ears even long after they’re gone. We hear what they’ve said to us for years and years and 
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they echo in our minds until we become what they suggested, or we become something 

like ourselves in spite of what they told us. Either way, it’s a construction based on 

dialogue. The community of sayers, thinkers, language exchangers is what we use to 

construct our thoughts, our ideas and their textures. A poem is made by the bends in 

language we make in order to make the unexpected happen. But our expectations are 

things we’ve developed in conversation. From childhood forward, we build our language 

library in a nearly infinite series of parlays with those close to us and those far away who 

we seek out for conversation, through books, through films’ linguistic visitations. Then 

we people our dreams with the figures most important to us, and we make them speak to 

us. How is a poem any different, especially when we consider that the poem’s hearer also 

has a voice? Marjorie Perloff, in her essay “Language Poetry and the Lyric Subject” asks: 

 What matter who’s speaking? Perhaps it is time to reconsider the role of 
the subject in lyric poetry. “The relation between agency and identity,” 
writes [Ron] Silliman, “must be understood as interactive, fluid, 
negotiable” …. It is a “relation between the poet, a real person with 
‘history, biography, psychology,’ and the reader, no less real, no less 
encumbered by all this baggage. 

 

Perloff, in this essay, is doubtful of the stance on the total disappearance of the 

defined or solidified saying subject as the speaker and/or author function of a poem that 

the Language poets took in their rise to prominence throughout the latter part of the 20th 

Century. She raises several engaging questions on this subject that force us to engage 

once again in a re-evaluation of the total annihilation of the authorial voice or subject. “If 

Foucault has pronounced so definitively on the death of the author,” she asks, “why are 

we always invoking the name of the author Foucault?” She goes on to discuss not the 
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distinctive “voice” of Ron Silliman’s “Albany,” but his “signatures,” arguing that to refer 

to a poem only as an “elaborate network of signifiers in which conflicting vocalizations 

and linguistic registers come into play” is far too one-sided and oppositional a view. She 

argues that there are, in fact, certain tendencies or “trademarks” even within an avant 

garde poem such as “Albany” that seek to disrupt the overly subjective and perhaps 

cloying or stilted “interference of the ego.” In such cases, the Language poets and 

theorists go too far, to her liking, in claiming a pure annihilation of subjectivity. All this 

is akin to a kind of non-dualistic reading of a poem, one that recognizes that the “self” 

that may be represented by the text within the poem is manifold and may not have a 

specific essence, but that there are individualistic tendiencies that creep in, such as an 

accretion of singularly-gendered phrases, or frequent “characteristic formulations” that 

she describes as “sprightly, engaged, curious” and often “lov[ing] wordplay.”  This 

complicates our idea of the self as it appears in a poem like “Tuesday, 27 February,” once 

again adding yet another layer of mutability. And, indeed, there are many “signature” 

aspects within Success that allow us to see it as a cohesive work by a single author, such 

as each poem’s structure, of 28 lines per poem, as well as each poem having the title of 

the day it was created, along with frequent investigations of an “I,” “you,” and “us,” 

combined with frequent references to daily events, holidays, and quotations or 

paraphrases of Buddhist discourse. Thus, the “I,” or the speaker, ensconced within the 

series of Success poems, becomes both a sign of the giving up of authorial agenecy and 

that is it also evidence for that agency. Perhaps the only way we can accept the paradox 

of this is to do so vis-a-vis negative capability.  
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I use the term “non-dualistic” intentionally in the paragraph above, as it is a word 

that often comes up in discussions of Buddhism. It refers to the general tendency of the 

“Buddhist mindset” (if there is such a singular notion) to eschew binaries and absolutisms 

for more complex notions of sometimes opposing, sometimes aligning forces that often 

have the tendency to simply dissolve into subtler and subtler manifestations of thought or 

material as they are examined ever closer.  The reading that Perloff performs undermines 

and asks more of both the Language Poets’ position of standing firm in their denial of 

either the worth or even the basic existence of an authorial subject within a text, as well 

as the Romantic or High-Modernist stance that exalts or enshrines as sacred the 

individual lyric, or privately confessional voice. 

The work of Fischer in Success, as a book that is built using a series of forces 

outside the pure force of the individual author’s aesthetic, especially when we consider 

that the compilation of the poems in Success was a collaborative effort on the part of 

Fischer’s friends, including the poet Leslie Scalapino, recalls, to a certain extent, the 

work of poet Jackson Mac Low, another avant garde American poet from the latter half 

of the 20th Century who often created systems of chance poetic composition, in the 

tradition of composer John Cage. According to Hazel Smith and Roger Dean in 

Hypermedia and the Arts Since 1945, Mac Low’s “work often involves creating 

structures which encourage improvisation under tightly controlled conditions was 

influenced by the Buddhist concept of choiceless awareness: the notion of perceiving 

phenomena as far as possible without attachment and without bias” (134). Fischer echoes 

an emphasis on this meditative practice of “choiceless awareness” in many poems 
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throughout Success. The poem “Sunday, 21 October,” begins: “Straightforward mind at 

all times/ Walking or coming and going/ Letting thoughts in but not/ Making something 

out of them…Is to accord with things/ The way they actually are/ Not how they seem…” 

(79). This reference to the double-action of focused awareness aligned with non-

judgment, comes at us sagelike, and prescriptive. The prescriptive stance arrives, in large 

part, due to the implied second person, via a string of participles, used as an appositive 

(“walking or coming and going”) and an articulated “you” actually shows up later. But, 

as these are the first lines of the poem, the voice echoes outward fro an place of pure 

possibility.   

Here is a poetic moment which echoes an actual practice taught by the historical 

figure and primogenitor of Buddhism, Siddhartha Gotama (often referred to as Buddha, 

meaning “one who is awake”). In two of his discourses on the practice of “mindfulness” 

(a term which is analogous with “bare attention” or “choiceless observation”), Buddha 

says of a meditative practitioner:  

In walking, standing, sitting, lying down, waking up, speaking, and 
remaining silent, he acts with clear comprehension. This is how a bhikkhu 
[monk or meditator] is possessed of mindfulness and clear comprehension. 
(Digha Nikaya 9, Samyutta Nikaya 45:8) 

These are actual techniques of mind that members of the Buddha’s meditative 

community were to put into practice. In this case, his entreaty, much like Fischer’s poem 

(and indeed, we cannot discount the possibility that one of the intentions of the poem is to 

evoke, perhaps, the ageless voice of Buddha himself, as he is a speaker of many words 

that Fischer, as a Zen teacher and scholar, no doubt hears regularly in his thoughts) is to 
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maintain an attitude of equanimity and detached awareness of whatever phenomena, 

mental or physical, manifest before us. 

In an essay titled “Not Knowing Is Most Intimate,” Fischer writes: “All thought 

impulse and action comes from not knowing—whether we know it or not. In other words, 

this world arises moment after moment out of silence, consciousness, God, or whatever 

you want to call it. When we return over and over again to awareness of body, of breath, 

to the present moment of being alive, we are returning to this prereflective moment, this 

moment beyond knowing and not knowing from which all things spring.” Giving 

primacy to the moment in which language remains the puzzling result of a profound and 

not unpleasant non-knowing, a poem may also exist as a site of the self’s birth, death, and 

rebirth within the same moment. Not to be taken for granted, not to be taken lightly, but 

also not too seriously. 
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4.  NORMAN FISCHER AND THE RADICAL ACTIONS OF WRITING 
INSIDE AN EDGE 

 

“The smell of breathing fish and breathing shells seems sad, a mystery, 
rapturous, then dead. A self-centered being, in this different world. A 
urinating doll, half-buried in sand. She is lying on her stomach with one 
eye closed, driving a toy truck along the road she has cleared with her 
fingers. I mean untroubled by the distortions.” 

--From My Life by Lyn Hejinian 

 

“That’s no arrow that’s a 

diversionary tactic. That’s no 

spastic that’s my elocutionary 

lodge. When all the cares 

have become little tiny porous 

creatures, buckling under the weight 

of the remorse.” 

—From “thinking i think i think” by Charles Bernstein 

 

I. On the effects of excitation and perturbation of language for the purpose of 

watching it squirm. 

 

In a little excerpt from a longer poem of Norman Fischer’s, called “Praise,” from 

the book Precisely The Point Being Made, we experience a strong break from standard 

word order and construction: “Where would the world come from if not from a word?  
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Would world word wings and fly beyond grasp world would wander, wondering.  That 

we are there must condition this” (50). The first sentence in this progression is both 

grammatically parsible and makes easy sense. The world comes from a word in several 

senses. The world, as we know it, is always made for us by our thought. It is always 

bound or unbound for us by the building blocks of thought, words as units of meaning 

and their sounds. Even as I write this and a reader reads this, each thought in my mind 

must be built and transmitted via these fundamental building blocks, these genetic strands 

of meaning which only develop into more complex thoughts once they are strung 

together in a recognizable array. And yet, in the case of this short excerpt from “Praise,” 

that array is pushes against our expectations. If the first sentence does the work of telling 

us what the world is made of, the second sentence flummoxes us because of both its 

heavy tongue twistery nature (alliterative repetition of w’s) and because “word” acts as a 

verb when it appears there, whereas it appeared as a noun in the first. And yet, since it 

appeared and is referred to as the primal force that creates the world in the first sentence, 

it seems somewhat fitting that that creative force should have the strength to push “word” 

through a shift in function, turning a noun into a verb. The presence of “would” in the 

sentence gives us the sense that there is perhaps a liminal stage or state of existence that 

would be one in which the world itself would wander if in fact the world could “word 

wings.” It would “fly beyond grasp” and wonder. The final sentence in this progression 

(“That we are there must condition this.”) produces within us a sense of affirmation of 

our knowledge that we are indeed in the world and that the very fact of our presence in it 

conditions the facts of our existence and the meanings we make out of it.  
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When the building blocks of sentences are rotated within a stanza or paragraph, 

when non-normative grammatical patterns are used, Charles Bernstein explains in his 

essay “Semblance” that “according to principles generated by and unfolding in the 

work…a perceptual vividness is intensified for each sentence since the abruptness of the 

cuts induces a greater desire to savor the tangibility of each sentence before it is lost to 

the next, determinately other, sentence....As a result, the operant mechanisms of meaning 

are multiplied and patterns of projection in reading are less restricted” (“Semblance” 36-

37).  In the case of “Would world word wings and fly beyond grasp world would wander, 

wondering,” the shift from noun to verb of “word,” which has caused a skip of the mind, 

produces a sense both of profound transformation and yet, because of the alliteration, it is 

almost as if the dance steps were too fast to make out. This causes a kind of matter-of-

fact acceptance of that functional shift, which leaves us with the sense that the world has 

been turned slightly inside out or upside down. It is as if we have to do a kind of mentally 

pictorial doubletake to allow the words in the poem to form an assemblage in our heads. 

“Things” such as the world or wings take on an animate, almost conscious quality, since 

they are “wondering” by the end of the sentence.   Meanwhile, “Would,” at the start of 

the sentence takes on an adjectival quality, modifying “world” while “world” in turn 

modifies “word” which then modifies “wings.”  This strange string links the common 

nouns together in a very mobile pattern, giving the reader the sense that the words’ 

common functions have been subverted.  By virtue of their abstraction, the shifting 

functions of words and the tumult of inner language that churns throughout, become, in 

essence, an invitation for audience participation.  They cause, if you will, a re-thinking. 
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This is rather different from a mere thinking within a poem whose grammar and initial 

clarity is quite clear, as the avant-garde arrangement necessitates a broader, less 

entrenched reader/listener-interactivity.  This is the “savoring of tangibility” of which 

Bernstein writes.  

It is important to note here that this is not to say that the Norman Fischer’s work 

specifically, or the “avant-garde poem” in general, simply means anything its reader 

wants it to mean. The multiplication of “operant mechanisms” and “patterns of 

projection” becoming “less restricted” does not mean that meaning is infinite, or even 

beside the point. Rather, the sense is that meaning becomes mobile, or even that it can 

wander, as Fischer says in “Praise.” Later in “Semblance,” Bernstein later explains in 

“Semblance” that this is not the “death of the referent,” but rather: 

…a recharged use of the multivalent referential vectors that any word has, 
how words in combination tone and modify the associations made for each 
of them, how ‘reference’ then is not a one-on-one relation to an ‘object’ 
but a perceptual dimension that closes in to pinpoint, nail down (this 
word), sputters omnitropically (the in in the which of who what where 
wells), refuses the build up of image track/projection while, 
pointillistically, fixing a reference at each turn (fills vats ago lodges spire), 
or, that much rarer case…in which reference, deprived of its automatic 
reflex reaction of word/stimulus image/response roams over the range of 
associations suggested by the word, word shooting off referential vectors 
like the energy field in a Kirlian photograph. (“Semblance” 34) 

 

Note that Bernstein has set up a kind of dynamic oppositional tension between 

what he refers to as “standard” verse, which functions to “pinpoint, nail down” the ways 

and means by which we make meaning, and the kind of poem that “Praise” is, in which 

our expected “reflex reactions” are thwarted and we find ourselves pausing or feeling 
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suddenly like we are in new thinking territory because the fundamental building blocks of 

language and thought have been pushed through a “polyvalencing” machine. This is quite 

unlike our encounters with “standard grammatical patterns” which “allow the 

accumulating references to enthrall the reader by diminishing diversions from a 

constructed representation.” In this way, each word within a standard verse poem works 

“in harmony by reinforcing a spatio-temporal order conventionalized by the bulk of 

writing practice that creates the ‘standard.’… each word narrowing down the possibilities 

of each other.” “Praise,” in contrast to this, turns the very act or action of representation 

on its head, asking us to, essentially, do more work as thinkers, in order to allow for 

changes of course and for the possibility of not just surprise, but also insight. Perhaps we 

might enter territory that could help us see the world in a way we had not thought to think 

before, allowing for both an expansion of mind and an activation of our own imaginative 

forces.   

In reading a poem whose semantic structures fluctuate and rebel against our own 

entrenched methods of meaning-making, a kind of agitation takes place. Not agitation in 

the sense of annoyance (unless the audience does not want to actually try), but agitation 

in the sense of the cutting of new and unexpected pathways of thought, new ways of 

thinking with quite recently familiar words. Fischer writes, in “Praise,” “Speak, flower. It 

will not. Not in the same way but in endless time” (52). The flower is commanded to 

voice words, or we are asked to envision a flower making words. For despite the fact that 

“It will not,” we have already imagined a thing happening that does not happen. And then 

the poem tells us that the flower will not speak “in the same way.” In the same way as 
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what? As the way we have imagined it doing, despite the fact that the flowers we most 

assuredly know cannot? Or in the same way as we speak? Or, or, or…? Apparently, 

however, “endless time” is a fluent place for flowers. Again, we are thwarted and asked 

to imagine endless time, the movement of a flower through it, and the persistence of its 

voice through that medium. Here is the “Kirlian photograph” moment of which Bernstein 

wrote, an image or form or succession of words whose outline may be familiar, and yet 

which is agitated with electric pulses to such a degree that the mundane or the easily 

recognizable is transformed into something we had not expected. Take the following 

photograph for example: 

 

 

Kirlian Photograph of Poker Symbols. Natasha Seery. March 23, 2005. 
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What we might see at very first glance are wild concatenations and sprays of lines 

in vivid contrast to a much darker background. And yet, looking at the image for one 

moment more, we see a very recognizable group of patterns (the symbols on a deck of 

cards). These familiar images are shot through with so many “veins of light” that they 

become unfamiliar to us, if only for a moment. But even after we recognize them, they do 

not regain complete familiarity, and the spray of bright lines and lightning-like 

appendages emanating from the symbols renders them de- and re-formed into new shapes 

entirely. Also, in terms of the photographic process, what is actually happening is the 

passing of an electric charge through an object that has been laid on top of photographic 

paper. The charge is then manipulated so that it excites the gases in and around an object. 

This causes an “electro-photonic glow” which is then recorded on the photographic 

paper. The photo-paper itself displays the results of the electric “perturbation” of the 

molecules in and around the object placed on the paper, leaving an after-image of the 

object as well. The “referential vectors” that “sputter omni-tropically” in a poem whose 

associations are not “pinpointed” or “nailed down” that Bernstein writes of in 

“Semblance” are analogous with the moments of molecular excitation recorded by the 

Kirlian palette.  

To extend the metaphor further, when Fischer writes in “Praise” that “Words form 

the mind, not the other way around,” he points to a kind of effect in which words 

themselves are the gases and molecules which have been excited via a 

creative/imaginative-electrification process, and the poem becomes the photo-paper that 

records the mind event. The metaphor is especially apt when we consider that words and 
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phrases are often the shreds, shadows, snapshots, and building blocks of thought. In this 

sense, the poem is always a manipulated or excited recording of a thought moment which 

has already passed. 

 

 

 

 

II. On movement of “I” to “You” to “Us”: The shifting subject (the shifting 

eye of I). 

 

 There are moments in “Praise” where the occasionally recurring speaker, or 

authorially voiced “I” of the poem, seems to feel oppressed by its own identity.  Near the 

end of the first section of “Praise” we read:  

It hasn’t rained. All the grass is green after a rain. I am more robust than I 
have ever been. I am ill with the holding on and I am moving though I 
have not claimed I am not moving.  

 

The sun is hidden above the brim of my hat yet it illuminates the pages of 
this notebook. I must leave for lettuce and the cleaning of lettuce, walking, 
and the world wearies of me. I appear as a character on this paper. I and 
my trusty pen.  
 
I need to work on several poems and literary pieces for publication. I need 
to type and clarify these works that will appear in magazines under my 
name. I need to find my name buried in the words of the works, in the 
world weary of words and woulds. For this only a single dog counts. He 
would follow me anywhere. I am slaving and writing as fast as possible 
and this notebook never fills, each word gone before the next appears. My 
shoes walk on their own and they never arrive. Thus I shall sit down in an 
agony of hope and arise in a folly of justice. I have written extensively but 
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I have never thought if to think is to know something. I have only met you 
once or twice and each time you are wearing the trousers with the 
exceptionally large pockets. They say you keep a pen in there.  
 

These moments in the poem illustrate, if not an anxiousness on the part of the 

speaker, then a sense of grand busyness that seems to be an account of many mundane 

tasks that give us a sense of fatigue on the part of the cataloguist; the sense we get is that 

the weight of the “I” or of selfhood is burdened with many chores, the chores of everyday 

living and thinking and being.  The presence of contradictory statements like, “I am more 

robust than I have ever been,” and “I am ill with the holding on,” are indicative of a 

speaker who seems to be aware of opposing textures of thought within himself, 

simultaneously. This moment smacks of the “negative capability” that John Keats spoke 

of when he declared the term to be “when man is capable of being in uncertainties, 

Mysteries, doubts without any irritable reaching after fact & reason”?  When Fischer’s 

speaker says “I am moving though I have not claimed that I am moving,” there is a sense 

that the speaker is, in this very moment, calling into question his own authority as 

speaker.  And yet, both claims seem equally valid, equally matter-of-fact. The presence 

of the “though” in the sentence produces a sense that the same “I” or the same speaker is 

making this statement, although the second phrase calls into question the authenticity of 

the speaker who speaks the first phrase. Can both of them be right?   

In the second paragraph of this passage, the sentences “I appear as a character on 

this paper” and “I and my trusty pen” both indicate that the speaker’s identity is a created 

thing. Anything that can be called an I, in this poem’s metric, is a product of the pen that 
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wrote him into the text. The very “madeness” of the speaker, the “I” and any markers of 

authentic personhood are simply traits that have been drummed up in the field of 

language. The speaker seems to raise the questions: Can any self exist beyond language?  

And: Is identity a thing we all draw for ourselves using the phrases we amass? It is as if 

the fact of the world’s weariness of whatever “me” is speaking in this instance produces 

the “made” quality of the speaker. And yet, the speaker as a “character” or a made thing 

heightens our sense that personhood is always a collage or assemblage of disparate and 

contradictory parts, squeezed together in an attempt to have a thing to call “I,” when in 

fact that very “I” is always acting in ways that are contradictory to other aspects of itself. 

In the main, the utterances of the poem engage in movements and statements that 

swing between the development of a reclusive, private persona, and those of a willing, 

worldly participant. While there is a quiet and tranquil quality to the poem, there is also 

the sense of a speaker struggling or seeking to define himself within dual tensions: one 

which seeks solace in the quietude of contemplating paradoxes and the mysteries of 

language, and another which seeks to produce worldly works and find [my] name in 

“books and texts.” Such are the impulses of the public artist. Yet, ultimately, even with 

these two stresses operating at once, there is a sense of a speaker that has gone beyond 

the either/or-ness of these two tensions and found a way to reconcile them both, by 

recognizing that the “character” which he creates for himself is manifold and built upon 

the very contradictory nature of language itself. He is both energetic and tired, ambitious 

and reclusive. In “Do you want to make something out of it: Zen meditation and the 
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artistic impulse,” Fischer discusses the “unmade” quality of art as the element which is 

the “source of its liveliness.” Fischer writes:  

Art making is an anti-making. It is an anti-making because it is a making 
of what is useless—this is what makes art art, that it is useless, that it 
doesn’t do anything, that it is something inherently unmade and this is the 
source of its liveliness. Any piece of art stares us in the face with the fact 
of its being what it is uselessly, it is a record of a person’s commitment to 
the confrontation with the made, a confrontation one is bound to come 
away from second best, and yet one does it, and reaches a peak of 
exaltation in the doing of it, and the art work facing the viewer or hearer is 
a phenomenal testament to that useless confrontation, which by virtue of 
its supreme failure, calls our life into question. If you really look at a piece 
of art or hear a piece of music or poetry or see a dance, you walk away 
wondering about your life. (122) 

 

There is a strong sense, in both this excerpt from “Do You Want To Make 

Something Out Of It” and from the unfolding of the language in “Praise,” that Fischer is 

confronting those parts of himself, in the “made world” that need to become undefined 

and unencumbered by the strictures of the “I” that the world works so diligently to 

condition. “Praise” read as a poetic account of a writer who actively works to destabilize 

his own sense of his “self” as an inviolable bulwark. In so doing, as we commit to the 

project of reading this extensive piece, so do we as readers call our own lives “into 

question.” 

The cascade of “I needs” in the third paragraph of the excerpt from “Praise” is 

indicative of a speaker who is strenuously trying, in this moment, to define all of the 

things he needs in order to be part of the world that aggrandizes the individual and his 

selfhood, thinking of it as an unchangeable force that must needs participate in the churn 
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of agendas in order to feel integrated.  But, as readers, we are absorbed into these 

valences, as well.  The agendas on the page become our agendas.  Fischer states, in an 

essay called “Saved From Freezing,” that “Being human is a big job. So much to do! 

Taking care of body, mind, soul, taking care of ourselves and each other emotionally and 

physically, repairing the world, earning a living—it’s endless. There’s no use worrying 

about finishing the job or even doing it all that well. But to brightly begin, and then 

having begun to continue: that’s the great thing” (“Freezing”). This notion of “brightly 

beginning” and continuing gives us some perspective on the attitude of the speaker in 

“Praise.” Even though it is a poem with a speaker and not an autobiographical essay, 

there is also a sense of it as a diary or journal. This is the case because the poem’s various 

sections are indicated by dates (day/month/year), which lend a sense the diary-like nature 

of the language. There are also many references to the passage of time and the need to get 

things done (as above).  This enacts a transformation of our own expectations, through 

which, as we read, we feel as if we are glimpsing real thoughts working themselves out in 

a dialogic fashion. Though reader, writer, and speaker are all interacting across a wide 

temporal chasm, the poem in fact produces its own history or time, using varying 

grammatical structures and narrative: an imposed, but necessary, discipline.   Then the 

plane of symbols that is the poem can function as a unifying field, a site of cross-

temporal telepathy.  Ironically, though, in “Praise,” all kinds of textual events (time 

shifts, parenthetical quandaries) conspire to indicate that there is no such thing as 

continuity of thought, the mere fact that a poem such as “Praise” has a kind of movement 

that can be followed provides only the illusion that it is an expression of the intentions of 
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a particular self.  And yet at times the poem also seems to rebel against that very 

selfhood.  This perhaps is a way that we can begin to point out connections between the 

experience of the poem and that of its readers or hearers, perhaps expanding or even 

dissolving and re-forming an understanding of self, at once a field we cling to because of 

habit and convenience and again a meeting place of perceptual acts between people, 

audiences, and things. 

Norman Fischer, in his essay “Attention En Route: Buddhism and American 

Avant-garde Poetry, A Personal View” declares that with the Avant-garde poem,13 some 

readers become frustrated because they cannot understand what the poem is trying to 

mean.  The reader however, according to Fischer, is “not important (just as, in Buddhist 

meditation there is no audience and nothing produced, I would argue that with the Avant-

garde poem there is also no audience and nothing produced, there is only the process 

itself, into which the reader is invited to peer: creating his or her own unique process” 

(60).  “Praise” points out and illustrates just how certain processes of perception and 

understanding unfold, not with an overbearing didactic intent, but in the way it engages 

the reader’s own process of perceptions and ideation as she experiences the poem.  And 

in doing so, the reader gains insight into the work that was perhaps done by the mind as it 

produced the poem in the first place.  The poem becomes a sort of record of a mental 
                                                           
13 Regarding his initial intentions behind the term “avant garde,” Fischer explains in the beginning of the 
same essay that his poetic origins go back to the “avant garde poetry scene in San Francisco[‘s] early 
1970’s.”  He allies himself with such poets as Barrett Watten, Carla Harryman, Bob Perelman, Ron 
Silliman, Lyn Hejinian, Kit Robinson, Steve Benson, Leslie Scalapino, Rae Armantrout, and Bob Grenier.  
Fischer states that, in those early days, “language was something in its own right, not in service of 
something else.  It conditioned everything, was what all writing in the end was reducible to, and so was the 
only fit subject of poetry.”  “Thus,” he goes on, “the language school was created and it was extremely 
testy and insistent on its austere precepts, which made a whole lot of other poets, older and contemporary, 
mad.  But this is, I suppose, what it takes to get something going” (52-53). 
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performance that, as we read, we ourselves play in the present of our own ideation. 

Fischer explains in another essay, “Do You Want to Make Something Out of it?: Zen 

Meditation and the Artistic Impulse,” that the experience of poetry (the writing and the 

reading) is “a trancelike state that is more real to us than the real world we live in every 

day. It is a state that is oddly brought on by a formal arrangement of ordinary stuff in 

such a way as to discreate the ordinary stuff, take it apart, which is so startling, when we 

actually notice it, that we become literally entranced” (127). Compare this to an essay by 

Allen Ginsberg, called “Meditation and Poetics,” in which Ginsberg discusses the effects 

of meditation: 

…meditation is constantly renouncing your mind, or ‘renouncing’ your 
thoughts, or ‘letting go’ of your thoughts.  It doesn’t mean letting go of 
your whole awareness—only that small part of your mind that’s dependent 
on linear, logical thinking….It doesn’t mean idiot wildness….It means 
expanding the area of awareness, so that your awareness surrounds your 
thoughts, rather than that you enter into thoughts like a dream. (99) 

 

 With “‘letting go’ of your thoughts” and “that small part of your mind that’s 

dependent on linear, logical thinking,” Ginsberg indicates that the artistic impulse and 

meditation, as he sees them, do not aim at reproduction of familiar forms or experiences.  

And Fischer describes a “trancelike state” that arrives when we really “notice” and pay 

attention to the details of the made object (the poem, the painting, etc.). It seems then, 

according to both these authors, that meditation and the artistic impulse provide a method 

of attention that leads to unexpected insight, irregular seeing, producing mental and 

creative formations which run counter to the heavily pre-conditioned impulses of the 

mind.  When Ginsberg says that meditation “means expanding the area of awareness, so 
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that your awareness surrounds your thoughts, rather than that you enter into thoughts like 

a dream,” the dichotomy he seem to be drawing here is one in which the dream he refers 

to is “reality as we usually accept it,” unambiguous and disconnected from a process by 

which we might see through to some of its basic groundwork.  Thus the 

reader/practitioner, in encountering the avant garde poem or the meditative mind-state, 

will perhaps gain an understanding of mind as a field in flux, rather than an unchanging, 

impenetrable entity.  Fischer’s poem “Praise,” is adamant about working out its own form 

and meaning, without relying on too many pre-established modes.  “Praise” begins: 

3 March 1988  

 

Yet another pen and another day, days come to go, and the days not yet 
arrived by virtue of this could they go also? The light that is the sea could 
reflect from the sky in my pocket, and the dog nuzzles me here in this 
wind he does not know words and so his shadow towers over this paper. 
(1) 

  

Immediately, in this first section of the poem, the poem appears not in lines, but in 

paragraph form, with each paragraph existing partially on its own, partially as a stanza 

within a larger pattern.   There is no attempt at rhyme or conformation to any known 

stanzaic or metric pattern.  Such a prose-poetic form gives the reader a sense of the world 

of the poem in a state of collapsed time, without a guide to indicate length of breath and 

pause other than sentences, which vary greatly in length.  The inclusion of the date serves 
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as a method by which the entire poem is organized.14  With the date the reader situates 

herself within a specific timeframe.  The poem was ostensibly written on the date of its 

title, as each section of the poem begins with a date and year.  As the reader comes upon 

this opening section, the tendency to make a meaningful connection between the events 

in the poem and the date arises.   The reader becomes aware of herself in time in a 

historical sense, and yet the events which unfold in the poem never seem specific to any 

particular date or year.15  Also, other of Fischer’s poems actually do make reference to 

the specific date and why such a poem is importantly connected to the day of its title.  

The poem, however, begins “Yet another pen and another day…” indicating that we are 

also outside of a specific time and in the middle of an ongoing process.  Thus trying to 

read significance into the date of this poem several times becomes less significant, which 

is important in the sense that this is a poem that works against ingrained intentions. 

Yet, with the phrase “Yet another pen and another day” the reader feels part of an 

ongoing, continuously unfolding  process. Such a strategy asks the reader to be aware that 

this particular poetic process is ongoing, continuously returned to, a regular practice 

rather than a singularity.  The poem opening with the date and the first sentence 

indicating an ongoing process effects a tension between temporal specificity and a kind 

of cyclic eternality.  The reader gets the sense that she has dropped into a moving 

                                                           
14 “Praise” is broken up into six sections of several pages each, every section indicated by a separate date.  
“3 March 1988” begins the first section and “5 March 1990” ends the final section.  The poem, in total, 
extends to approximately 17 pages in length.    
15 Other of Fischer’s poems place weight on dates and numbers.  His book Success consists of one hundred 
poems of 28 lines each, each poem written on a separate day of the year.  “Saturday, 24 March” reads, in 
part: “Twenty-eight lines a day/…Twenty-eight is certainly not an accident/And like everything else in my 
life/The choice of twenty-eight lines for these poems/Is acutely calculated…”(16). 
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process, in medias res, but she also feels like the moment is locatable on a temporal scale.  

Therefore, though there may be no specific backstory to understand, the poem itself 

becomes the backstory for the process of the poem.    

 “Praise” continues: 

Indian paintbrush and wild pelargonia and California poppy on the way 
up. Two red-tailed hawks. A bobcat sitting on the hump of a hill. The 
body is bright, a distance, who could foresee that it would in seeing right 
to the end of itself find itself so thorough in this pocket. It would never 
dampen itself. It is the whole body. And so for that everything it does must 
be all right, and is. This is why the names fit. And out of them, cloud, 
rock, dog and pen, we make a world habitable. We pitch our tent and 
barbecue. (1) 

 

This second stanza-paragraph indicates that speaker of the poem and the site of the 

poem’s production take place in an outdoor setting.  With, “The body is bright, a 

distance, who could foresee that it would in seeing right to the end of itself find itself so 

thorough in this pocket” the body becomes an entity that encompasses a large distance. 

The poem suggests that the landscape is the body, and the world and the landscape of 

which the poem speaks occupies the body of the persona speaking.  The “pocket” of 

which the poem speaks constitutes, perhaps, the physical frame of the body, or perhaps 

the landscape it inhabits.  This echoes the meditation experience, which accentuates the 

practitioner’s sense that perception and consciousness of the world are all happening 

within and because of the framework of the physical body, through the aggregates of the 

senses with which we experience the world.  Many Buddhist meditation practices place 

serious emphasis on the Buddha’s Mahasatipatthana Sutta, or the “Great Discourse on 
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the Establishment of Mindfulness,” considered the definitive discourse on the practice of 

meditation.  In one section, called Kayanupassana or “Observation of the Body,” the 

Buddha makes clear that a practitioner must understand that despite the experiential 

primacy of sensations in the body, that the body remains merely body.   It does not take 

on any mysterious qualities, nor should it be thought of as the root of any soul- or self-

essence simply because it provides the seat for the senses.  This training allows the 

practitioner to move beyond seeing herself as fundamentally separate or intransient. 

In ranging into the field of Buddhist theory or Buddhist metaphyiscs, it is 

important to note here that this is not to say that the “Praise” or the “avant-garde poem” 

simply means anything its reader wants it to mean.  As Charles Bernstein writes in his 

essay “Semblance,” “the referent” hasn’t died, evoking a complete randomization of 

meaning.  But, for Fischer, and for his reader, “Praise” is a poem which does not serve up 

meaning neatly and easily, without allowing the reader to develop her own system of 

meaning, from within the terms that poem itself outlines. Understandably, certain words 

and phrases will always be read and associated differently by different readers. But this is 

also precisely why  pre-determined patterns of reaction, through the employment of 

stanzaic, grammatical, and semiotic regularity, constitute that which Fischer’s poetry 

struggles against.  Fischer’s poetry contains built-in mechanisms that cause a reader to be 

moved out of the familiar narrative mode of beginning/middle/end and to consider variant 

arrangements of time and consequence, as well as variant notions of exactly “who” is 

speaking a particular poem.  Indeed, at times the poem resists the notion of there even 

being a speaker. 
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“Praise” has within it many disjunctive moments which disrupt the illusion of a 

continuous narrative, occurring so frequently that they become a part of the regular 

devices of the poem.  This in turn compromises or transforms the reader’s sense of the 

speaker’s continuous authority over the poem.  And yet, because the text appears in a 

continuous block format down the page, the poem is still framed as such.  When Fischer 

writes, nearly half-way through the first section: 

 

I am the victim of this writing and I appear as a character I this play.  I am 
an eye the words speak to and I stand up and holler. (2) 

 

 Here a reader participates in a kind of inner uttering of the poetic event.  At the 

moment of reading a poem, the reader becomes the producer of meaning, only capable of 

making connections insofar as she is capable of picking up on the cues the poem 

provides.  And yet, as is often the case with poems that do not conform to a clear 

narrative pattern, many poems strike forcefully against the idea that there is any kind of 

meaning, or obvious truth, to be dragged out of them.  This is certainly the case with 

“Praise,” but certainly not with all poems that come out of a Zen tradition. 

 For an example of a poem that does not allow a reader to work through the 

intentions of the poem without the heavy authorial frame, we will look at Chase 

Twichell’s poem “Imaginary Dokusan: Rat,”16 from her book The Snow Watcher: 

                                                           
16 In a note at the end of The Snow Watcher, Twichell explains that “Dokusan is a private interview with 
the teacher, in which the student demonstrates his changing consciousness and receives guidance.  Formal 
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An emotion can start out hopeful 
and end up with a knife sticking out of it, 
yet it’s one emotion. 
 
I could be a spirit transforming itself. 
Or I could be kneeling here undercover, 
 
Ms. Zen taking secret notes for a poem, 
about to slouch back into all her bad habits. 
Every moment breaks open 
 
into another possible life.  Tonight, 
this anxiety slinks across my mind like a rat (64). 

 

With the heavy employment of the “I” here, we are stuck purely in the realm of the 

confessional or the lyric.  While the “I” that Twichell uses can be read as either “an I” or 

some specific speaker’s method of referring to oneself, the array stops there. The frame 

of the poem is one in which we are fairly clear that the speaker in this case is someone 

who is struggling with the teachings of her meditation/koan instructor.  But language 

itself is not in flux, the identity of the speaker holds fairly firm.   

The idea of the loss of a speaker or a speaker’s identity becoming more tenuous is 

a place where we can begin to discuss parallels with meditation.  Insofar as the speaker’s 

identity becomes unclear, so also does the identity of the one who meditates come into 

question during the act of meditation.  It is from within the framework of an actual 

meditation practice, as Fischer both practices and teaches, that we will examine “Praise” 

and other work in the next chapter, with a view toward understanding the methods by 

which such a practice can influence a poetic practice and influence a way of 

                                                                                                                                                                             
and highly ritualized, these exchanges between teacher and student are also unpredictable and intimate.  All 
of the “Imaginary Dokusan” poems are addressed to the teacher” (101). 
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understanding such a practice from a critical perspective as a fundamental alterity within 

modernist and post-modernist writing. Indeed, it may be the case that this very alterity 

constitutes the major distinction between the two movements, if any, in fact, may be 

claimed. 
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5.  STILL(ING) THE FRACAS: NORMAN FISCHER’S POETIC AND MEDITATIVE 
PRACTICES AND SILENCE AS A PLACE NOT TO SETTLE IN 

 

“The fear of letting go, giving up, bequeathing in the end one’s self to a loss of 

personality intellect and control, not knowing what one feels or how feels, where one is 

or why. Above all we do need to allow ourselves to look squarely in the face of the 

gargantuan ugliness that is existence, to face this, digest it, and realize for all its shock 

value it is in fact only a product of our thought, speech, and imagination, the resolution of 

opposites. The red sweater that is in fact blue. The mountain that is in fact a lake. The 

deeply held tolerance of this condition not as a joke trick or indignation but out of 

reverence. If we had not had a great deal of practice and instruction putting on our shirt 

we would have no idea how to do it.” 

--from “Precisely The Point Being Made” by Norman Fischer 

 

“If you reflect on yourself, that self is not your true self anymore. You cannot project 

yourself as some objective thing to think about. The mind which is always on your side is 

not just your mind, it is universal mind, always the same, not different from another’s 

mind. It is Zen mind. It is big, big mind. This mind is whatever you see. Your true mind 

is always with whatever you see. Although you do not know your own mind, it is there—

at the very moment you see something, it is there. This is very interesting. Your mind is 

always with the things you observe. So you see, this mind is at the same time 

everything.” 

 --from Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind, by Shunryu Suzuki 

 

In her essay “A Defensive Eye: Anxiety, Fear, and Form in the Poetry of Robert 

Frost,” Lisa Henrichson explains that many of Frost’s poems both reflect and respond to 
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anxiety “through a series of imaginative crossings and affective displacements that enable 

the poem itself to provide an opportunity for the ritualistic discharge of anxieties through 

a process that binds these energies into determinate forms that then seal these anxieties 

from sight” (2).  She argues Frost’s poems have a tendency of shifting “between 

panoramic vistas and localized objects,” and that this is “a key poetic and psychic 

strategy for containing and binding generalized anxiety through converting it into object 

specific fear” (2). This, she explains, is Frost’s way of engaging in an act of stabilizing 

his world in “an age of anxiety.”  According to Hinrichson, for Frost and for many poets, 

in general, “The poem itself forms the necessary controlled space in which anxiety can be 

elaborated and, finally, integrated….Anxiety’s introduction into the poem ultimately 

becomes the homeopathic poison that cures, creating the constitutive tension necessary 

for a successful work of art.” This is, within the Freudian model she incorporates, an 

action that successfully thwarts or “masks the destructive tendencies of the death drive” 

(4). And the continual thwarting of the “death drive” is, in fact, the groundless ground 

upon which the whole psyche is built.    

Considering this “object conversion” as a method that may be, to a large extent, 

emblematic of many modernist authors, I posit that though the poetry of Norman Fischer 

often shifts perspectives, referring to both large scale “vistas” as well as “localized 

objects,” his poetic practice serves a rather different function, one which seeks to actually 

elide, blur, or remove the distinction between that which we normally think of as 

constituting the outside world and our selves, thereby engaging in a kind of embracing of 

the groundless ground. It is an awareness of both art and the psyche as things which are 
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acts of unmaking. And couched within that recognition, a kind of out-breathing occurs, 

that constitutes acceptance of the world and the always-breaking, always shifting self. I 

would further posit that at the heart of this poetic stance is the bemused though 

concentrative embrace of the self as an object of observation without expectation or 

attachment to the result of looking that is part and parcel of Zen meditation.   

Certain distortions and intersections arise between Norman Fischer’s poem 

“Praise” and the meditative experience.  One of which is that the reader encounters this 

process of language in what she will call now, whereas the writer of the poem has been 

conceiving of the various ideas and positions long before the now of the reader.  This 

makes things strange, since there is a particular now that Fischer writes in (actually a 

whole series of nows, since the poem is written over a duration of varied moments and 

days).  Nevertheless, the illusion of a continuous narration abides, influenced by an 

infinitely different set of relations and causations than the one the reader has experienced.     

The reader is naturally going to have a wide range of authorially-unintended 

thought processes or conscious and unconscious experiences while she reads the poem.  

For without the reader’s own individual ideas and inner linguistic experiences being 

brought to bear on the poem, on any poem, no change in consciousness or perception 

could ever be affected.  And yet, the reader and the poet will also share a range of author-

anticipated similar experiences and histories, if in fact the reader can recognize structural 

components of language acts, grammatically and in terms of vocabulary.  Thus, though 

reader and writer are interacting across a wide temporal chasm, the poem itself may in 

fact produce its own history or time, using structures such as grammar, varying points of 



130 
 

narratorial view, even the language(s) the poem is conveyed in: imposed, but necessary, 

disciplines and parameters.  Perhaps then this plane of symbols (i.e. the poem) can 

function as a unifying field, a site of cross-temporal telepathy.  Ironically, though all 

kinds of textual events (time shifts, parenthetical quandaries) conspire to indicate that 

there is no such thing as continuity of thought, the mere fact that a poem such as “Praise” 

has a kind of movement that can be followed provides the illusion that it is an expression 

of the intentions of a particular self.  And yet at times the poem seems to rebel against 

that very selfhood.  This perhaps is a way that we can begin to point out similarities that 

occur between the experience of reading “Praise” and the experience of meditation, both 

leading a reader/practitioner to an understanding of self as mere illusion, as a field that 

we cling to because of habit and convenience. 

As I discuss characteristics of meditation, I will be referring to Buddhist practices 

of concentration and insight meditation as practiced in Zen and other Buddhist traditions.  

Norman Fischer himself is a meditation teacher in the Zen tradition.  Thus I will draw on 

his own words and the words of other teachers and practitioners who have written about 

meditation, some poets, some not.   

Fischer explains in an essay called “Meditation and Poetry” that poetry practice 

which challenges poetic form and meditation help a practitioner in “thinking in, or 

thinking as, technique.”  He explains, “the grip on self can very naturally loosen, the grip 

on meaning loosens, and there is the possibility of entering wholeheartedly into a dark 

and unknown territory….an interesting footnote is that it is not a struggle: it is the release 

from struggle” (67).  His use of the word “wholeheartedly” in the above quote seems to 
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indicate a twofold intention: both a sense that the adventure of exploration is made with 

complete commitment, and that it is done with verve, perhaps even enjoyment. The 

investigation is one that is done with a sense of lightness that perpetuates itself.  In the 

same way that a poetic form that releases itself from narrative or grammatical continuity 

becomes freer, so also does the meditator who releases herself from rigid identification 

with an immutable self become free to move about in the world with less tension, 

realizing that identity’s barriers and borders are more plastic than fixed. This attitude and 

practice stands in contrast with the practice of fragmentation engaged in by many a “high 

modernist.”  In “The Wasteland,” for example, we get a sense that the inability to make 

sense of the world as a series or an array of parts, fragments, or shifts that never become a 

sum causes great consternation. In her essay “Masochistic Modernisms: A reading of 

Eliot and Woolf,” Eve Sorum conveys this sense in discussing “The Wasteland,” 

explaining that it “expresses chaos and fragmentation even as it tries to make sense of 

them as a coherent script. This tension raises the question of whether suffering can finally 

be compensated for by art” (9). 

In contrast, in the middle of the first section of “Praise” we encounter several 

sentences which cause us to ponder about the nature of the poem’s speaker and to ask if 

this indeed is a poem or a series of missives which the author wrote to himself in a 

notebook: “I am the victim of this writing and I appear as a character in this play.  I am 

an eye the words speak to and I stand up and holler.” (51). This feels akin to a kind of 

inner conversation between a contemplative and his own mind.  Authorship gets called 

into question when the speaker calls himself the “victim” of this writing, as if the writing 
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were doing the writing independently of the writer.  And with, “You are the speaker I the 

lover,” the reader and the “you” become connected so that we feel that we, as readers, are 

transformed into the speaker(s) of the poem. But another way to look at it is to note that 

the whole poem is devoted to the poem itself: the poem as speaker, author as lover. With 

all of these possibilities, it is important not to lose sight of the fact that the prevailing tone 

of “Praise” is not one of anxiousness or tension, but one of bemused curiosity and 

acceptance. Fischer writes: “I feel this I feel that. My mind twists down and into the sea, 

crosses the white border, and disappears into the clouds. My head is in the coulds. Wind 

whips it raw. But my hat is on OK” (54). Despite the effusion and confusion of selves, 

the world and whatever it is in it that does the thinking, or the unthinking, is okay.   

Here is a poem that leans against a system which conforms to the normative 

method of “self-identification.” It ruptures the spatial and temporal continuities required 

to construct a unified and unfractured identity.  Fredric Jameson says of schizophrenia in 

The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism: “personal identity is itself the effect of a certain 

temporal unification of past and future with the present before me; and…such active 

personal unification is itself a function of language, or better still of the sentence, as it 

moves along its hermeneutic circle through time.  If we are unable to unify the past, 

present, and future of the sentence, then we are similarly unable to unify the past, present 

and future of our own biographical experience or psychic life” (55).   However, past, 

future and present all seem to intertwine in many of the sentences in Fischer’s poem, 

giving us the overall sense that the speaker is comfortable with that blending, unlike the 

distress of the schizophrenic subject Jameson describes.  The recurrence of such words as 



133 
 

“pockets” and “pants” in different contexts gives us the feeling that the author is happy to 

cycle through and juxtapose various images and ideas of past and present without feeling 

as if the structure of time must be rigid and without side paths.  The effect, for us as 

readers, is the construction of and wandering in a “Garden of Forking Paths” of language. 

But it is a maze we are not meant to find our way out of. The wandering becomes the 

point.  When we stay with it, and it is a long poem, a letting go may take place that 

allows us to loosen our hold on a need for strictly coded structure and continuity of 

thought. We do not become schizophrenic as a result. This is not the act of attempting to 

snag enough connections to personal historical details or fragments so that we may 

construct an outline of a cohesive identity for ourselves. What is the opposite of 

“shoring”? Scattering?  Not exactly.  Perhaps releasing. These fragments we release in 

order not to be ruin. Like the breaths we take, each sentence, or each clause within 

sentences, we follow, we appreciate, we let go. We cannot, like Borges’s “Funes the 

Memorious,” remember every sensory experience we have had in perfect continuity. 

Trying to do so would produce such strain and tension so as to effect its own brand of 

madness and melancholy. This does not mean that poems or other types of written 

composition that link thought to thought in a narrative structure of unified continuity are 

dishonest or false. For there is such a thing as a logical progression of thought as well. 

It’s just that it doesn’t usually last very long. Even when we read a novel or a short story 

that takes several hours, much of the narrative continuity is disrupted or intervened with 

by our very own thinking processes (processes both related and unrelated to the text we 

are reading). Thus “Praise,” to a large extent, works to capture both a habitual 
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discontinuity of thought, as well as an effusion or an array of selves that, through acts of 

meditation on that very discontinuity, do not experience it as wreck or ruin worthy of 

stress and lamentation. 

As we read further through “Praise,” in addition to the bending and twisting of 

past, present and future, so also are immaterial phenomena, such as words, blended and 

refracted through material phenomena, such as farms or fields:  

I say words over and over again. I do not use words but am used by them. 
I do this not for any good that can be got but just because this is there to be 
as it can get done and in the doing there will be a crooked farm with its 
head or its tail in the sea. Hills slant down to verdant fields. Haze where 
water meets sky. Clear sky, not a single cloud. (53) 
 
What I would suggest with Fischer’s poem is that it is not an example of the 

“schizophrenic” but simply of a textual or poetic self that is in a state of flux, much the 

same way the self seems to break down in the state of meditation, when the practitioner, 

sitting with her mind, moves rapidly from one context to the next, one “spatio-temporal” 

thought situation to the next.  This gives the practitioner the sense that the continuous self 

is merely an illusion or a convenience adhered to when she goes about her day in an un-

examined state, “doing this and then that,” eliding, on a thought level, the very 

unconnected mind-moments that occur between the glaring and loud thought-events she 

uses to provide herself with the illusion of an identity constructed of fully continuous and 

narratively pertinent thought situations, until the accreting series of “pertinent” actions 

provides the illusion that she is a self moving smoothly through time.  I put “pertinent” in 

quotation marks to indicate the falsity of a “self-situation” (read: individual) that 
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considers itself whole or continuous while simultaneously eliminating a whole range of 

inner dialogue that is merely “inconvenient.”   

Hinrichson, in her essay on Frost, in talking about “Mending Wall,” explains that 

the actual spaces Frost describes are very “clearly and self-consciously controlled” in 

order to “master a real and traumatic loss.” Frost, she tells us, has many poems that are 

“filled with boundaries, walls, doors, and frames that demarcate spatial limits and 

carefully scaled scenes. Even when his poetry enacts the breaking of demarcated 

boundaries, it always does so carefully and with restraint” (4). This is generally not the 

case with Fischer, who, as the above poem excerpt illustrates, often deals with space, 

landscape, and field in his poetry. Whereas Frost’s poetic landscapes or immediate 

physical environs are a way to demarcate or codify boundaries, for Fischer they are often 

to illustrate a blurring or an oscillating boundary between a self that is usually a 

multiplicity of thinking subjects and a “crooked farm with its head or its tail in the sea.”    

In “Praise” there is very little anxiety about selfhood or such things as temporal 

shifts.  In fact, the overwhelming mood of the poem is calm.  The speaker (and perhaps 

the author) does not seem to feel like he needs to put the fragments of his illusory self 

back together again.  He seems to be relaxing into a state of awareness that the self is in 

continuous flux. “Thus,” declares the poem, “speech intertwines a universe, all 

enwrapped in nets of delight” (56).  

This “anti-anxious” state is often discussed as one of the benefits of Buddhist 

meditation. If we actually look at the effects that Fischer himself describes as “results” of 



136 
 

a life of “sitting” (a term often used by Zen and other Buddhist practitioners to refer to 

silent, seated meditation), what we see are words, terms, and descriptions that are not 

unlike the emotional stances that appear in many of the speakers in many of Fischer’s 

poems.  

In his poem titled “Poem Beginning With a Line From Clark Coolidge,” Fischer 

writes/quotes: “But the sea like the mind owns no lid” (68). The effect, or the affect, is a 

mind without boundaries, without restraint. Indeed, what happens when meditation is 

practiced for long periods uninterrupted is the recognition of the mind as a massive 

agglomeration of unconnected or “inconvenient” thoughts, until the practitioner realizes 

that such phenomena are actually indicative of the true absence of any “real” narrative 

continuity.  Though it could be said that there is continuity in the sense that the thing the 

practitioner is so used to calling “myself” is in fact in a continuous state of almost 

completely uncontrollable flux. But often even “my” thoughts came from elsewhere, 

another author’s collection, a “sea without a lid.” The poem continues: 

 

It is clear and knowing but never dwindles. 

Waves wave foam and air in fury of froth going forth 

Where there is burial of regiment, articulation. 

It is only the going, disdain, frequent. 

 

I a single person can be found there weeping. 

There is this sort of problem about engraving. 

About the age also less to tell than to quarrel with 
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And even this no more but in crowds of print. 

Huge swells, fearful winds and billows. 

 

A concurrent, frequent, coherent image 

To which our little boat attaches 

Makes of time an inherent situation 

 

The sense that time can be made into something is very telling here. We get the 

sense that whatever seeing or thinking subject there is, the “little boat” of the self, made 

up only of “frequent, coherent images” actually constructs time into something. But it is 

built into something rather abstract, an “inherent situation.” Hardly something we could 

hang our hats on or measure with a chronometric device. 

Often, For Fischer’s poems, even time is under erasure. “Praise” says: 

“I always tell that there is no such thing as the present. They want the 
present but can never have it. When I look for it in the pocket of the large 
pants I can never find it. And now those pants are gone and I have these 
pants. I never thought I would” (54). 

 

The speaker in this moment, in trying to find “the present” in his pocket, makes 

the act of looking for it both comic and concrete. In not finding it in the pants he cannot 

find, he proves his point. In recognizing that even those pants are gone, the search for the 

present is gone entirely. In Zazen, or formal sitting practice, there is not the hunt for the 

many selves, but rather a kind of “peeling.” As each new self emerges in a different time 
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than the last, there is no need to worry, as the emergence of a self is always, in fact, the 

heralding of the disappearance of the previous self, vis-à-vis time. 

In his work Discipline and Punish, Michel Foucault describes ways in which the 

general attitudes about time that we have inherited through the ages contribute to both a 

sense of needing to “use” time as we would a product, as well of constantly be aware of 

time in order to “maximize” it. His supposition is that such a position leads to a greater 

sense of ourselves as “lacking” time, or worrying about how we might be “wasting” this 

precious commodity. Let us contrast this open and loosened attitude toward the temporal 

aspects of selfhood with the rigid notions of time usage in early school, military, and 

factory settings as described by Michel Foucault in Disciple and Punish: 

The principle that underlay the time-table in its traditional form was 
essentially negative; it was the principle of non-idleness: it was forbidden 
to waste time, which was counted by God and paid for by men; the time-
table was to eliminate the danger of wasting it – a moral offence and 
economic dishonesty.  Discipline, on the other hand, arranges a positive 
economy; it poses the principle of a theoretically ever-growing use of 
time: exhaustion rather than use; it is a question of extracting, from time, 
ever more available moments and, from each moment, ever more useful 
forces.  This means that one must seek to intensify the use of the slightest 
moment, as if time, in its very fragmentation, were inexhaustible or as if, 
at least by an ever more detailed internal arrangement, one could tend 
towards an ideal point at which one maintained maximum speed and 
maximum efficiency. (154) 

 

This notion of exhausting time, rather than allowing time to be time stands in stark 

contrast to Fischer’s attitude in “Praise” when he writes: “Wind furies up blowing the 

pages. Fingers hard to press on the pen these pages. Pages want to twist each one its own 

way. Water forces its way downhill, underground, then up again and plunges down, 
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taking the side of the cliff with it” (57).  Here are natural processes taking their course.  

Here are the movement of a pen, the blowing of wind, the passage of one process into the 

next.  Time does not need to be squeezed and prodded, for it seems to move of its own 

calm accord in Fischer, unlike in the culture of hyper-efficiency that Foucault discusses 

and that many of us are rather familiar with.  Contrast this with the attitude toward time 

that Masunaga Reiho elucidates, in light of Zen meditation practice in his essay “The 

Standpoint of [Zen Master] Dogen and His Views on Time.” The Zen practitioner, he 

says, “must live fully in life; in death, he must eliminate complications and die with 

thoroughness. For those who are not pushed around by the hours of the day…every day is 

a good day, and every hour is a good hour.” 

In his book Success, in an essay called “Do you want to make something out of 

it?: Zen Meditation and the artistic impulse,” Norman Fischer discusses a line by Zen 

master Dogen: “(enlightenment dissolves its traces, and the tracelessness goes on 

endlessly) this sense of life as anything distinctive dissolves—it doesn’t look like 

anything.  There is the sense that in the useless and unmade space and time of actual 

living there is a subtle endlessness and namelessness that is delightfully available to 

everyone at all times”(133).  He is, I think, pointing to the comfort that comes when the 

struggle to maintain rigid control of time or see oneself as a product or manipulator of 

time, is given up.  I hear echoes of the beginning of the Dhammapada, a collection of 

sayings by the Buddha, when he says: “Mind precedes all mental states. Mind is their 

chief; they are all mind-wrought. If with a pure mind a person speaks or acts happiness 

follows him like his never-departing shadow.” 
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In the end of Fisher’s “Praise,” there is a release of both agency and urgency.  

This is akin to the experience in meditation when the practitioner enters into a state of 

deep calm or insight, where the mind is allowed to just be and the practitioner gives up 

trying to hold the reigns with too tight a grip.  In this moment, often the mind does not 

become wild, but simply flows along with the breath like a stream or a breeze.  Fischer 

does something that feels like the textual equivalent at the end of his poem.   

In Sam Hamill’s translation of Japanese poet Matsuo Basho’s Narrow Road To 

The Interior, Basho writes: “I write in my notebook with the intention of stimulating 

good conversation, hoping that it will also be of use to some fellow traveler.  But perhaps 

my notes are mere drunken chatter, the incoherent babbling of a dreamer.  If so, read 

them as such” (57).  Matsuo Basho (1644-1694) was the first Japanese poet to formalize 

the study and practice of haiku, which influenced many generations of later authors, in 

both Japanese and other languages. His Narrow Road to the Interior, sometimes 

translated as Narrow Road to the Far North was one of early Japan’s first examples of a 

text that mingled poetry and prose effectively, moving back and forth from one to the 

other, journalistically.  Basho was also a student of Zen, and sought to find ways, in his 

poetry, to bring in the meditative and concentrative practices of Zen into the realm of the 

literary.  He often entreated his students to “narrow” and “focus” the mind on the object 

of attention so that there would be “no distance” between the mind and the object it seeks 

to describe. Compare Basho’s Narrow Road with the awareness of the sloughing of a 

hard and fast, perhaps empirical identity as we witness it in Fischer’s poetry: “How easy 

it is to observe that a morning began with rain only to become sunny in the afternoon; 
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that a pine tree stood at a particular place, or to note the name of a river bend.  This is 

what people write in their journals.  Nothing’s worth noting that is not seen with fresh 

eyes.  You will find in my notebook random observations from along the road, 

experiences and images that linger in heart and mind—a secluded house in the 

mountains, a lonely inn on a moor” (57). 

Norman Fischer is also the author of a book called The Narrow Roads of Japan, 

an account of his travels on a pilgrimage to Japan, much of it in a style akin to Matsuo 

Basho’s own writing, with a title that clearly intends for the link and the relational writing 

to be recognized. Fischer, in this “praise-full” little book, experiments with the haiku 

form that Basho made so iconic: 

 

I can be 

Taken by lan-guage 

Elsewhere, lan-guage 

Frees me from place. 

 

In an interview with John Wright in The Chicago Review, Fischer explains that language 

can be both a freeing force and an actual object in the world, as much as any other 

concrete object: 

When you focus on language, you begin to realize that it’s all language; in 
a sense, my fear or my confusion or my joy is as much as an object in the 
world, to me, as a chair is. Of course, it’s somewhat different — there’s a 
difference in degree…but fundamentally, when you get right down to 
where language is, I am describing joy to myself — that’s my experience 
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of joy — the same way I’m describing a room to myself when I walk into 
it. 

The descriptive quality of language that Fischer describes here has the effect of 

empowering language as well as thought. And I do not get the sense that he is speaking 

metaphorically. The act of thinking, which, for Fischer, seems to mean thinking in 

language, is a descriptive and an active process, by which the world is both created and 

understood. This means, for poetry, that it becomes an act which is, to a most intimate 

extent, the process by which each moment is thought and conceived. Fischer continues:  

 

[W]hen you’re working on the level of language, there’s a great equality 
between inside and outside.... And you can imagine that this really 
changes around the whole furniture of what you think you’re doing in 
poetry, and then the whole level at which you’re writing is completely 
different, when you see this. In my work, certainly, I’m always expressing 
this. There’s no difference between . . . one minute it’s a chair or a sunset, 
the next minute it’s a feeling arising in me; it’s all different expressions of 
the same thing. This is just a human experience, moment after moment 
after moment, and there is no distinction; there’s just something that’s 
arising and passing away, and sometimes it’s this and sometimes it’s that. 

 

In “The Work Of Art In The Age Of Mechanical Reproduction” Walter Benjamin 

discusses the aura of original artworks that were not intended for mass production as 

becoming diminished by their eventual reproduction on a large scale for the purposes of 

public consumption.  This seems relevant to many of the poems in Fischer’s books, as 

there are many instances where we get a sense that the work was conceived in a private 

space, with tools that were not intended to produce a large-scale, public consumption 

format.  The poem “Praise” makes reference to the pen, the notebook, the notebook in the 
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pocket, the pen filling the pages.  And yet the way that the poem has become available to 

the reader is through the mass-media format of the internet web-page and the printed 

book.  Thus, though the speaker of the poem refers to the words as being produced in a 

notebook, the reader experiences a disconnect, as she encounters it on the printed or 

electronic page.  This elicits two different reactions from the reader of the poem, and 

perhaps both simultaneously.  First, the reader feels she has been made privy to a private 

moment, wherein the author allows her to see into his private window, so that as the 

words go into his notebook from his pen, they become available to the reader.  This 

creates, for the reader, the aura of a private moment, with a sense that the language is for 

her alone.  Secondly, the reader, as she encounters the poem in printed or electronic 

format, is acutely aware of the mass-productive nature of that very format.  Thus, though 

she reads what feels referred to as private language for the experience of the reader alone, 

she becomes aware that she is not the only one reading the poem, nor the only one with 

access to it.  As Benjamin’s essay indicates, this moment depletes the aura of the poem, 

as the poem is no longer a private moment.  This creates an experience, to quote the title 

of a David Antin poem, of “A Private Occasion in a Public Place.”  I would then argue 

that “Praise” has the capacity to make a reader feel that she reading a text that is 

simultaneously auratic and non-auratic.    

In an interview with Brigitte Desalm, Don DeLillo explained that “today…we are 

at a point where reality itself is being consumed, used up, and the aura is all we are left 

with.  We are living in some kind of aura, and reality is disappearing in a curious way.  

We walk through the street, we see an act of violence, a shooting, and say: Just like the 
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movies.  We have become unable to grasp something unmediated” (3).  If the case with 

“Praise” is such that the reader is “living in some kind of aura,” then the moment the 

poem is encountered on the page will be one in which the reader will already have a 

sense of the mass-produced nature of the poem, along with a sense that the physical 

spaces the poem produces (i.e. the landscapes) are not actual physical spaces, but the 

kinds that are discussed in writing: merely representational spaces.  The removed nature 

of such an experience could indeed be productive of its own type of aura, with the 

reader’s own landscape conceptions standing in for the landscape descriptions in the 

poem: the reader’s reintroduction of her own private moment or memory into the 

experience of the poem. 

Hinrichson, in the conclusion of her essay on Frost explains that the 

externalization, via poetry, of loss: 

into a visual language and translating it into the formalized signifiers and 
syllables of literature, the poem itself becomes a controlled space for 
working through the dislocations and disruptions from which it generated. 
The poem’s voicing of nothingness is actually a momentary stay against 
confusion, registering energies that ultimately the poem is sufficiently able 
to bind and to stage (12). 

 
This is a very different technique than the one that Fischer practices in “Praise.” 

“Nothingness,” though it may not be precisely the same thing for Frost as it is for Fischer, 

is not a thing to be “bound” or create “momentary stays” for.  The staging that occurs in 

“Praise” is one in which the nothingness wins. The emptiness we discover there 

illustrates the inherently wild and uncatchable nature of world, person, and things.  



145 
 

Nothingness, in “Praise” and for the Zen meditator, is in fact an existential truth to be 

faced, allowed, embraced.  

 In his essay “Not Knowing Is Most Intimate,” Norman Fischer explains what he 

considers the root sources of the impulses both of thinking and of art: 

All thought impulse and action comes from not knowing—whether we 
know it or not. In other words, this world arises moment after moment out 
of silence, consciousness, God, or whatever you want to call it. When we 
return over and over again to awareness of body, of breath, to the present 
moment of being alive, we are returning to this prereflective moment, this 
moment beyond knowing and not knowing from which all things spring. 
This is not something we can exactly do or even intend. We make an 
effort, but in the end it happens by itself: because we are that, and there is 
no other way. 

 

Thus, for Fischer, this “prereflective” state of not knowing powerfully generative.  Being 

in a body, and being aware that we are in a body, concentrating wholey on the bodily 

process of breathing, according to Fischer, has the capacity to simply experience the 

prereflection that allows for a disengagement from the often angst-riddled stages of 

mentation that, while they might give the illusion of being creative, often produce more 

tension and distraction. Distraction from what? From, as Fischer explains it, silence. 

 Again in “Not Knowing is Most Intimate,” Fischer explains the problem with 

fooling ourselves into “selves,” and from facing away from productive states of mental 

silence: 

All being arises from the silence within. But we don’t settle down in 
that— because we can’t. As soon as we try to settle down in it, we’ve 
created another moment of knowing, another moment of possession and 
identity— which is guaranteed to cause us and others suffering down the 
line. 

 



146 
 

This idea of “settling down” is important. It seems to indicate that the act of attempting to 

settle into silence, or a prereflective moment, is a definitional act, an act of the mind 

trying to pinpoint or explain to itself just what such a state consists of or where it leads. 

Such definitional acts, for Fischer, take us out of the mode seeing as seeing, hearing as 

hearing, thinking as thinking. Such a state, he seems to indicate by terming it “silence,” is 

one which both lets go of language as a binding force, and allows it to run its own course, 

like a river. A river, after all, is made only of space and movement. The water is just a 

visitor.  
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CONCLUSION: WHERE WILL THOUGHT GO FROM HERE? 

 

There is a strong sense, for me, that this is a beginning. It seems that the 

examinations of meditative practices and their effects on poetry are only just beginning to 

be considered legitimate and valid as part of a worthy examination of poetics. Both 

Ginsberg and Fischer, in their writings and in interviews, have stated that the processes 

by which they came to practice both poetry and Buddhism were lengthy and often 

considered strange by poets and friends who had not had access to the inner experiences 

afforded by meditation. 

It strikes me that, as academics, we are already living a contemplative life of the 

mind, and the term “intellectual” was once described to me by a professor as “one who 

thinks about thinking.” But there is a poem by the Chinese Ch’an poet, Shih-Wu, which, 

very briefly and succinctly, states: “Pines trees and strange rocks will remain unknown to 

those who look for mind with mind.” This is to say that perhaps the realizations about 

harmonies with the world, or with what we look at as our selves, will only be fully 

achieved when we let go of the notion that thinking, as an action, is the final arbiter of 

understanding. Let us not become so entranced with the processes of thought that we lose 

sight of it as just another natural process, like the movement of silt through a 

watercourse, or like the passage of breath through the lungs. Such a realization may be a 

necessary step on our way to seeing that poetry, and indeed language itself, is also just a 
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everyday unfolding, and that the happenings in any moment have the potential for 

spurring us towards worthwhile realizations. 

In his essay on Ginsberg titled “Keeping Vision Alive,” Erik Mortenson notes that 

notes that Ginsberg’s sense of the visionary moment, the moment of poetic and self (as 

well as non-self) realization 

does not fate one to a particular future, nor does it produce a pathway that 
was never there before. It allows the visionary to seize opportunities that 
were always there but never consciously realized. Such an understanding 
remains dormant, always available to those who allow themselves to find 
it. The Buddhist stillpoint beyond the self has already “predicted” the past 
and will always already make us of the future. The visionary’s job is to 
reach that stillpoint in the present which, once attained, dissolves the self 
into a “momentless” moment that subsumes past, present, and future into a 
meaningful and immediate whole. (135) 
 
 
I feel quite strongly that both poets, Ginsberg and Fischer, were and are engaged 

in an active visionary poetics, one in which their poems act as representations of the 

realizations they themselves have undergone, and which point other poets and other 

readers to a life of meditative practice that does not take itself overly seriously, but yet is 

essential nevertheless. 

Further study would include, but of course not be limited to such poets as Diane 

DiPrima, Leonard Coen, Lisa Jarnot, along with many others for whom Buddhist practice 

provides an unusual and pivotal influence in their work. Other questions that might be 

asked are: What is the relationship between the individual meditator-poet and the world 

as constant political crisis? What other meditative traditions, besides Buddhism, call the 

idea of the coherent self into question? Which poets practice these traditions and what 

can we learn from them? And what does the landscape of American language look like, 
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both inside and outside of the poetry world, once we have gotten beyond our incessant 

desire to make things cohere?  
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