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Abstract

"Transpacific Transcendence: The Buddhist Poetics of Jack Kerouac, Gaer,Sand
Philip Whalen," directed by Joseph Harrington, examines the influence of &ast A
literature and philosophy on post-World War Il American poetry. Kerouac's "Diesola
Blues,” Snyder's "On Vulture Peak,"” and Whalen's "The Slop Barre€' allewritten one
year after the famous Six Gallery reading in San Francisco wherre @itsberg

shocked the literary establishment witbwl, and one year before the belated publication
of Kerouac'On the Roadboth of which changed the face of postwar American
literature. These authors, along with other experimental writers on botls,coast
searching for a larger geographic and temporal connection to help them boesgk thr
tightening social, artistic, and spiritual strictures of postwar Amefiba East-West
cross-fermentation which developed after the war provided these poets with a@rfamroa
post-Modernist textual and philosophical experimentation set against a backdrod of Col
War anxieties, urban sprawl, gray flannel suits, and ultra-conservative pédtitsee
poets grappled with some of the key texts of Byaha Buddhism, such as the
Lankavatara, Heart andVimalakrti sitras,The Gateless Gatas well as incorporated
ChineseshihandJapaneshaikuforms. In "On Vulture Peak," Snyder creates a unique
poetic sitra form by incorporatinghihand his own brand of Japanese Rirkzan
interviews, taking on the role of Zen master to Kerouac's questioning DharmsoBum
explore issues of impermanence, interconnectedness, and emptiness. Likewise, i
Whalen's "The Slop Barrel," the poet struggles with these concepts, pdstitheaidea

that we mistake the aggregates of attachment that collectively make wgrsamadity

(the FiveSkandhasfor the notion of a unique, permanent ego-self. And in "Desolation
Blues," Kerouac comes face-to-face with the four perverted view¥iplaeyasas one
thinks into existence as a way of establishing the reality of the mundane Menddiac's
spiritual quest was doomed from the outset, though, because so much of his project as a
writer centered on trying to totalize his life, something much of his fiemhpoetry
argues against: selfhood. In working towards a unique postwar transpacific gntolog
centered around notions of interconnectedness and (no)self, these poets rdudingkyl c
the face of American literature and culture under the specter of Hiroghienidagasaki,
influencing poets, musicians, and artists for generations to come.
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Introduction: "East'll meet West anyway."
"Think what a great world revolution will take place when East meets Weby fisad
it'll be guys like us that can start the thing. Think of millions of guys all theeworld
with rucksacks on their backs tramping around the back country and hitchhiking and

bringing the world down to everybody" (Japhy Rydédre Dharma Bums55).

In a 1959 essay titled "The Visionary Painting of Morris Graves," Kenneth
Rexroth suggested that "[p]eople in the rest of the United States and in Europe have
difficulty in adjusting to the fact that the West Coast of America fdwe&ar East,
culturally as well as geographically” (47). Indeed, this unique geogrjiicaral
setting later became known as part of the larger Pacific Rim. Repoatits out that West
Coasters, with their museums housing substantial collections of Japanese,,Ghitiese
Indian art, numerous large metropolitan Asian populations, and Buddhist temples, are
more likely to travel across the Pacific than they are to the East Coast anBwoje.

The desire to travel to Asian countries was not limited to people on the West Coast
though, as a January 1955 issudloé Atlantic Monthhattests with its cover

reproduction of a painting by Hiroshige announcing the issue's "78 extra pages on Japan
Today." The supplement was part of the magazine's series designed ta€hadars in

the United States a representative sampling of the literary antcatistevements of

other cultures and other countries” (98). The majority of the articles wetenny

Japanese artists, professors, and politicians, including Japan's postwal¥iPrister,

Shigeru Yoshida. As historically and culturally relevant as theseesrticemselves are,



of equal interest are the two travel agency advertisements appearingariighrethe
magazine. One enticingly reads: "Exotic picture-book land . . . this is Japan . . . Where
the ancient ways of the Orient enchant the Western visitor . . . excellent trahepart .
modern hotels . . . wonderful souvenirs . . . renowned hospitality” (19). The other ad
suggests that "there's only one way to see the Orient and return 'home'rat tieeach
day!" In other words (and in smaller print), "Explore and sightsee ashorg. &njo

‘country club' vacation at sea" by returning to your "American hotel in port" {A/8jle

it is difficult to assess what effect these and other imperiaéistéd depiction of the Far
East had on postwar American artists, poets, and those truly interested in Buddkism, o
thing is certain; by the mid 1950s Japan was once again billed as the exattalOrie
Other. What changed after the war was that the enchanting "Orient" waatrieast
temporarily, under the control of the not so exotic US government, which surely made
transpacific travel that much more comfortable for the "Western visitbe

"Perspectives on Japan" supplemernitioé Atlanti¢c while not at all aimed at people like
West Coast poets Gary Snyder and Philip Whalen, coupled with Rexroth's astute
commentary on the West Coast-Far East connection, provides us with hints into what
otherwise seems like a rather perplexing question: Why this turn awayheonuclear
menace at home towards the very country we bombed just ten years before?swhy thi
turn to a country whose imperialist program was as equally divisive as those at@&mer
and much of Europe? And why did postwar poets like Snyder, Whalen, and Kerouac not
only embrace Buddhist philosophies and practices, but also absorb ancient Chinese and

Japanese poetic forms and themes into their own work?



The previous generation of poets--those James Breslin calls the seceratigen
of twentieth century American poets (Lowell, Rich, James Merrill, W.Swifter
Richard Wilbur)--were all too aware that they were obscured by the impdsdgws of
Modernist experimentatioh.For them, unlike the "New American Poets" (to borrow
from the title of Donald Allen's 1960 landmark anthology), there was no place to return
but to pre-modernist academic formalisms of previous centuries as a wayéw(their
own poetry in the wake of their immediate predecessors. The New American Poet
though, rebelled against what they saw as the outmoded traditionalism of the staid
academic formalists. Snyder addresses this aspect of his contempardNesds on the
Beat Generation' and 'The New Wind," which appeared in the Japanese @¢huraal
koronin 1960 while he was living in Kyoto:
The most striking thing is their detachment from the official literary world,
be it publishing and commercial magazines or the literature departments of
universities. . . . Many of them consider universities to be instituted for
professional liars and call them ‘fog factories'. . . . They are diffexant f
their immediate predecessors in this detachment . . , in the fact that they
have rejected the academic and neoformalist poetry of the late thirties and
forties. . .. (13-14)
Whalen also addressed this moment of artistic crisis in his 1972 interview wish Yve
Pellec: "At that time the regular poetical Establishment, Robert Lamdlicompany . . .
were thought of in the public mind as respectable poets and so forth were writing
grammatical poetry which rhymed and lay on the page very stiff and quiet. e we

trying to write in the way we spoke and in the way people around us were speaking" (60-



61). Lawrence Ferlinghetti called this "street poetry” in his X@58ago ReviewNote
on Poetry in San Francisco"; it was "quite different from the 'poetry abotry ptiee
poetry of technique, the poetry for poets and professors which has dominated the
guarterlies and anthologies in this country for some time. . . ." Street poetry,ssnyver
"amounts to getting the poet out of the inner esthetic sanctum where he has too long been
contemplating his complicated navel" (4). Indeed, one of the common complaints about
the Beat writers is that they seemed to have been "opposed in principle toseictEaof
anything," which was reflected in their rejection of "the form, style, &nddes of
previous generation$.What many postwar critics failed to recognize is that many of
these poets were in fact gesturing towards an older, more distant Eastraditon in
the face of the current social, economic, and artistic repressions instjutetidnly
postwar politicians, but condoned by white middle class society at large.

In 1957 Rexroth wrote that the younger poets were "interested in Far Eastern ar
and religion; some even call themselves Buddhists. Politically theyl ateoalg
disbelievers in State, war, and the values of commercial civilization” (B3y were
not just turning towards East Asia for inspiration, they were also turniag ftam their
own country--away from McCarthyism, racism, complacency, television foizss
sprawling Levittowns, thermonuclear detonations, and fallout shelters. Ingiaway
from contemporary American society and towards East Asia, they wertialgng back
in time to their literary forefathers, the Transcendentalists, wi@le@ntury earlier
looked to Hindu texts for inspiration and direction. Emerson and Thoreau emphasized
individual freedom, as many of the Beats and San Francisco poets would do a century

later; they also shared the belief and practice of living close to natuckgthy of



manual labor, spiritual living, self-reliance, democracy, and individualisthirey

relied on their intuition and conscience to help mold their philosophies and poetics. While
the Transcendentalists grappled with Indian philosophies, the poets in this study went
step further by adopting not only the philosophical ideas they were readingsitikex

The Diamond @&ra, The Gateless Gatand D. T. Suzuki's essays on Zen, they also
incorporated the East Asian poetic forms (ChirgrsR Japaneskaiky and Zerkoang

they were reading and studying at the time, directly into their own uniqashy#est
contemplative poetry. China and Japan, then, provided a new way of thinking about
issues of identity, being, and interconnectedness in a postwar world that had Beeming
gone mad. Rather than asking the epistemological questions of their moderfashéose
(Who am I? How can | interpret this world?), they asked decentered postmodern
guestions that crossed not only political boarders, but also temporal and spiritual ones:
Which world is this? Which of my selves do | interpret them with? What | explere,

then, are these interconnections, these points of contact where poetics and Buddhist
philosophy meet.

Whalen, who is generally not considered a political poet, suggests in the preface
of Decompressiongl978) that Chinese and Japanese style poetry--itself generally not
considered political in its content--is in fact very much so: "l have a huncti thatte
a really good poem today about the weather, about a flower or any other apparently
irrelevant’ (I suppose the proper word, no, is 'nonrelevant,' if we are to be understood)
subject, that the revolution will be hastened considerably more than if | composed a
pamphlet attacking the government and the capitalist systeotie¢ted839). Indeed,

one of the most striking aspects of the poetry they were absorbing at the tivateii



clarifies and cuts through to the present moment of human experience, as opposed to the
overwrought artifice of the postwar American poetry being published in tharjite
journals in the late 1940s and 50s. What Whalen said of Zen holds true for the poetry
itself:
Zen seemed to cut away many extravagances and get down to the point of
emancipation and energy and cutting loose from all your emotional
problems. Everything that used to hang you up goes away or at least you
can deal with it in some other way. There is also the problem of right now:
what are you doing right this minute and how do you get through that and
how can you make it alive, vivid, solid? (59)
In turning away from the anthropocentric Western poetic (and philosoptrexgitjon,
Whalen and friends worked to create a poetic discourse amenable to theanyodédi
their own time and place, which at the same time was not constrained by thktyapfica
more overtly political poetry. That is, their work was certainly politicatd culturally
motivated, but unlike some poets of the thirties and forties, they were able to move past
the immediate political scene to get at a deeper, ever-present imynetiah like the
poetry of ancient China and Japan, something even Rexroth's poetry seldom achieved due
to much of its politico-anarchist undergirding.
Robinson Jeffers, another California poet who had a profound impact on Snyder
and Whalen's West Coast poetics, called for a similar type of poetry-eithef
Emerson and Whitman--in his 1948 essay "Poetry, Gongorism, and a Thousand Years."
The poet to come, as if speaking directly to Snyder, "would be natural and direct. He

would have something new and important to say. . . . He would be seeking to express the



spirit of his time (as well as all times) . . . . [For him], detachment is negdssa
understanding"elected’24-725). Jeffers's Inhumanism, though, is a far cry from the
Buddhist notions of interdependence and emptiness that Snyder, Kerouac, and Whalen
would embrace. In the "Preface"Tbe Double Axe and Other Poe(i947), Jeffers
defines Inhumanism as a philosophy
based on a recognition of the astonishing beauty of things and their living
wholeness, and on a rational acceptance of the fact that mankind is neither
central nor important in the universe; our vices and blazing crimes are as
insignificant as our happiness. . . . The attitude is neither misanthropic nor
pessimist nor irreligious . . . it involves a certain detachm8etetted
719)
Snyder, who had been discussing Jeffers in correspondence with Whalen since 1954,
wrote his friend on November 8, 1956 from Japan, saying, "Jeffers just says |esm to |
more than yourself or your species, & once outside of those cages, you can lsedf you
& your species as you will but from a clear vantage, within the whole structure of
things.” Whalen responded from Berkeley five days later, saying, "Your analy8i3 is
quite correct except he wants not only a 'clear vantage' but also 'detachmenty. . . eve
from love: his shot is that to suffer willingly is the greatest . . . on account yaniesnup
thereby . . . god crucifies himself to learn &cJeffers (and Kerouac and Rexroth to an
extent)--even when writing about the same "astonishing beauty" of thecRaaafst--
has a different outlook than Snyder and Whalen; Jeffers, though his concept of
Inhumanism would seem akin to Buddhism, is too present as a metaphor-making ego

subject. Nature, for Jeffers--even though he was keyed into the cyclaadityansience



of existence--was often, as it was for Emerson, a reflection on the humarobiion.

Jeffers, especially in his longer poems, seems to have been overly concerned with the
current, or the always-on-the-verge-of fall of modern humankind--a concdrntovit

borrow a phrase of William Everson, "Man-Fat&Vhalen and Snyder, on the other

hand, were not concerned with writing epic allegories about the sad state of humanity;
rather, their poems (including the longer ones), though they grapple with weighty
philosophical issues, are concerned with the here and now of the present moment--a here
and now that does not attempt to read humanity onto the natural world. Kerouac's greatest
struggle during his Buddhist period, as | discuss in Chapter Four, was with the

immediacy of the present moment, as is evidenced in much of his poetry and novels, such

asThe Dharma BumandDesolation Blues

Thus the Transcendentalist's earlier interest in things Asian ressnarthe
twentieth century, at the very moment America was becoming a leader ddltaé g
economy, not least of all via the Pacific Rim. It was also just after thee€hi
Revolution, Korean War, ensuing Cold War, and consequent “rehabilitation” of the
recently-defeated enemy, Japan. As such, Americans were more profoundyoawar
East Asia in general and Japan in particular. The story of Asians in Ambggan just
over one hundred years before America's war with Japan. There were only a handful of
Chinese in the country when gold was discovered north of San Francisco at Sutter's Mil
in 1848, but four years later the gold rush had attracted twenty thousand Chinese to

California. By 1860, one in every ten Californians was Chinese. There were aighdde



in San Francisco's China Town by 1875, and at the close of the century there were over
four hundred temples along the Western seaboard (Fields 70-73). Another large Buddhis
population was brought within the borders in 1898 when America annexed Hawaii.
According to Rick Fields, only seventy Japanese were listed as residing orainland
in the 1870 census. Twenty years later the number had risen to 2,039. "Nearly all were
young, male and single--by all accounts an adventurous, hard-drinking group who found
work in lumber camps, rail roads, canneries and farms. Most Americans did not bother to
distinguish them from the Chinese," Field says, "but those who did began to say that the
Chinese had been less troublesome. The Japanese seemed arrogant and oveeYy sensit
(81). The Japanese seemed more intent on adopting American customs; they studied
English and dressed in Western clothing. They were "content to leave Buddhism back in
Japan. . ." (81). Even so, when Japan brought war to American shores in 1941, 112,000
Japanese Americans were stripped of their rights as citizens, oftenlyidlesy were
rounded up in Washington, Oregon, and California and shipped to inland relocation
camps where they rode out the duration of the war, having lost most evefything.

Though the history of Buddhism in America is generally agreed to have begun
nearly fifty years after the arrival of Chinese immigrants inf@alia with SSyen
Shaku's attendance at the World Parliament of Religions at the ChicagtdsWair in
1893, it was not until after the Second World War that Zen Buddhism took root in
American soil through the help of writers like Robert Aitken, Alan Watts, Shunryu
Suzuki, and the earlier translations and writings of D. T. Suzuki and Dwight Goddard.
Soyen Shaku returned to America in 1905 as a guest of Mr. and Mrs. Alexander Russell

of San Francisco. Upon his return to Japan the following year, he chose three of his most



10

esteemed disciples, D. T. Suzuki among them, to sail to the US to promote Zen. Suzuki's
translations and books on Zen have had a profound influence on several generations of
Americans, including Snyder (and thus Whalen and Kerouac), who picked up a
paperback copy of SuzukEssays on Zen Buddhisma San Francisco bookstore in
1951 on his way to graduate school in Indiana. Suzuki was also instrumental in the work
and philosophies of East Coast poet-composters John Cage and Jackson Mac Low, both
of whom attended his lectures at Columbia University in the early 1950s. As Whalen sai
of his and Snyder's initial readings of Zen during his 1999 interview with Davigdéiel
"[W]e started reading the essay<Zien BuddhismThat converted me, | think, pretty
much to the idea that Buddhism, and certainly Zen, was a much more free and unbent
kind of operation” (343). Thirty years earlier, Snyder had this to say about Suzuki'
influence in his 196%Vind Bellessay titled "On Rinzai Masters and Western Students™:
In Europe and America he has influenced everything--psychology, music,
aesthetics, architecture, landscape design. . . . He has been the catalyst of
some real social change, in attitudes toward the self, towards effort,
towards involvement, in attitudes on the nature of creativity, on the value
of verbalization and articulation as against the intuitive approach. (qtd. in
Prebish 9)
Another important influence in American Zen was the founding in New York of the
Buddhist Society of America in 1930 by Shigetso Sasaki, whose wife, Ruth Fidéi Sa
later arranged a scholarship for Snyder to study Rinzai Zen in Kyoto in 1956, where he
worked as the secretary to Sasaki's translation group at the First ZarnidrdtiAmerica

(the new name, as of 1945, of the Buddhist Society of America). One of the driving
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forces behind American Zen--on the West Coast in particular--was Aléis\&a@ritish-

born student of Christianity and Buddhism, who had met Suzuki at age twenty-one in

London in 1936. Watts married Ruth Fuller Everett's (later Sasaki) daughter andl move

to New York. In 1951, after a five-year stint as an Episcopal priest, he moved to San

Francisco where he was on the faculty of the American Academy of étsidies before

leaving to pursue his career as a writer. According td hesWay of Ze(iL957), the time

was right in America for a spiritual awakening:
[O]ur very history has seriously undermined the common-sense
assumptions which are at the roots of our social conventions and
institutions. Familiar concepts of space, time, and motion, of nature and
natural law, of history and social change, and of human personality itself
have dissolved, and we find ourselves adrift without landmarks in a
universe which more and more resembles the Buddhist principle of the
'Great Void.' The various wisdoms of the West, religious, philosophical,
and scientific, do not offer much guidance to the art of living in such a
universe, and we find the prospect of making our way in so trackless an
ocean of relativity rather frightening. For we are used to absoluteanto fi
principles and laws to which we can cling for spiritual and psychological
security. (vii-viii)

The post-atomic bomb age brought us face-to-face with the very real pbtiastiruction

of the world; "This is why," Watts says, "there is so much interest in aailjtu

productive way of life which . . . has felt thoroughly at home in 'the void," and which not

only feels no terror for it but rather a positive delight” (vii-viii). One produchisf
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bomb-induced recognition of the "Great Void" was the marked increase in the number of
Asian studies courses taught at American universities, which attraaiegimgtservice

men like Whalen attending college on the Gl Bill (Prebish 20). Though Watts eventuall
became friends with Snyder and Whalen, it was Shunryu Suzuki, another Japanese Zen
practitioner, whose arrival in San Francisco in 1959 had the most profound and lasting
effect on the West Coast Buddhist community. Suzuki, along with several of his
American student, founded the San Francisco Zen Center in 1962, where Whalen
eventually became a student of Richard Baker a decade later. In 1987 Wheailezdrec

dharma transmission from Baker at the latter's Dharma sangha inFeanta

1.

The fertile ground which nourished the flowering of Zen after the war took root,
for the purposes of this study, in 1948 when Snyder, Whalen, and Lew Welch met at
Reed College in Oregon. Snyder had just graduated from high school and was attending
Reed on scholarship as a student of anthropology, linguistics, and literaturen\\Miade
was drafted in 1943, had been reading Stein, Joyce, Faulkner, Proust, Huxley and
Thomas Wolfe while serving as a radio operator instructor before entering Gih Bilé
two years prior to Snyd&rAnd Welch, who was twenty-four, was also attending on the
Gl Bill. It was their burgeoning friendship at Reed, one might say, that helped change t
face of twentieth-century American poetry and Buddhism in the West. AltholgieW
he had discovered Buddhism in his late teens through the work of A. P. Sinnett and Lin
Yutang'sThe Wisdom of China and Indfa book that also influenced Kerouddje says

he was not familiar with Zen until "Gary discovered the writings of D. T. Sunukid
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college library and began bringing them home" (Pellec 59). Another major irdloenc
all three students was Lloyd Reynolds, who taught creative writinggreghy, and
eighteenth-century English literature at Reed.

After graduation in 1951, Snyder hitched to Indiana University with a newly
purchased paperback copy of Suzukssays on Zen Buddhismhis rucksack, where he
studied anthropology for a semester before deciding to buck the trend and leavaaacadem
and dedicate his life to becoming a non-academic poet much like the Chinede hermi
poets he so admired. Whalen in turn drifted around Southern California after graduation,
working odd jobs, including one as a riveter for North American Aircraft. Toeyd
themselves living together once again in 1952 in an apartment on MontgomeryrStreet i
Berkeley when Snyder enrolled in the Oriental Languages department agriidé€lely to
study Chinese and Japanese language and poetry; he even took a cawrgeciast
Asian brush work. Kerouac, as with many others of his generation, had discovered Hindu
philosophy in the work of Thoreau. While readWgldenin a despondent state after
writing The Subterraneans 1953, he accidentally came across a library copy of
Ashvaghosa¥he Life of Buddh&’ It was Dwight Goddard§he Buddhist Biblethough,
that had the most lasting impact on his writing and practice. He fbo@duddhist Bible
at the San Jose library on a visit to the Neal and Carolyn Cassidy in October 1953. The
book, which he pinched from the library, rarely left his side in the ensuing years.
Goddard and Ashvaghosa were just what Kerouac needed at this time in his life,
prompting him to begin his long and complex accumulation of Buddhist notes, quotes,
poems, and fragments of stories, which would eventually be publisi8atees of the

Dharmain 1995. Back on the other coast, Ginsberg had discovered Buddhism at the Fine
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Arts room of the New York Public Library about six months before Kerouac in April of
1953. According to Barry Miles, Ginsberg immersed himself in what pritsuady
secondary texts were available at the time--seventy books from the Colunméasily
library alone. Writing Neal Cassady that April from New York, Ginsberg sstgg that
"[ylou begin to see the vastitude and intelligence of the yellow men, and yostamdier

a lot of new eyeball kicks" by immersing yourself in East Asian landsgaipéings (qtd.

in Allen Ginsberg: A Biographyl53). It was this attraction in East Asian landscape
painting that eventually led to one of the most important postwar American long,poems
Snyder'sMountains and Rivers Without Enahich, incidentally, was begun one month
before he wrote "On Vulture Peak" in May of 1956. Snyder had first encountered
Chinese landscape painting at the age of ten at the Seattle Art Museunxtthe ne
important link in the East-West chain for Snyder was the discovery of Ermresiidsa’s
Epochs of Chinese and Japanese Attich in turn led him to Pound's Chinese
translations.

In 1955 Snyder took a directed study on the Chinese Buddhist poet Han Shan with
Professor Ch'en Shihihsiang at Berkeley. His Han Shan translations b@éckine
Mountain Poemsnd were first published &vergreen Review 6 in 1958. This is also
the time of the famous Six Gallery reading of October 1955, shortly after Keaoda
Ginsberg temporarily relocated in San Francisco and befriended Snyder, Whalen,
Rexroth, McClure, Lamantia, and many others. This episode in Americanyitestory
has been documented countless times in fiction, biography, and film; and so, | only
mention it here in passing. Snyder and Whalen began attending Friday nightrstyoly g

at the Jodo Shinshu Berkeley Buddhist Church, where they met Alan Watts, who
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subsequently introduced Snyder to his mother-in-law, Ruth Fuller Sasaki. llsovad a

this time that Snyder discovered Reginald Horace Blyth's seminal faunedet of
Japaneselaiku, published between 1949 and 1953vith Blyth and Suzuki in the air, it

was only natural that a place like the East-West House would open its doors in 1957.
East-West, run by students from Watt's defunct American Academy of Ssidies,

was established to introduce Westerners to East Asian customs and beliéés, Wha
Joanne Kyger, Albert Saijo, Lew Welch, and even Kerouac stayed there f@. wn

years later, Robert Aitken, a disciple of Nyogen Senzaki, who established tZefirs

center in San Francisco in 1928, founded the Diamond Sangha in Honolulu. What
brought these and other people together on the West Coast was what bonded Snyder and
Whalen for their lifetime, and what also brought Kerouac into their world of siitypli
mountains, Buddhism, and Asian philosophy for a time--a drive to find a new way of
existing in a world that, as Fat Man and Little Boy made evident, was as teasithes

very notion of the ego-individuality that we struggle with each day. It waecesly the

poetry of mountain hermits like Han Shan and Li Po who attracted Kerouac, Whalen, and
Snyder--poets who turned their backs on the elite worlds of governmental serdice
organized monasticism to forge their own brand of Taoist-Buddhist practice and poetry
free of the dust of worldly attachments as the elemental sweep of the teantththisags

spontaneously unfolded around their hidden mountain dwellings.

Though the first recorded Chinese poetic textShia chingor Book of Odes

dates as early as 1000 to 600 B.C., it is the rivers-and-mountains poetry of iéao Ch'
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(365-472) and Hsieh Ling-yun (385-433), along with the later T'ang Dynasty9(id)3

poetry of Wang Wei (701-761), Li Po (701-762), Tu Fu (712-770), Han Shan (c. 7th -9th
centuries), and Po Chu-i (772-846) that most influenced the American poets under
consideration here. Between the rivers-and-mountains poetry of T'ao Ch'ien end Hsi
Ling-yun and that of the T'ang Dynasty, poetry--as with the second generation of
twentieth-century American poets--was lifelessly conventional. WehTtang, as with

the New American Poets, poetry blossomed. During the interval of 300 ¢écans,

(Zen), a melding of Indian Buddhism and Chinese Taoism, came into maturity in China,
prompting poets to use a much more distilled, imagistic language, opening up new depths
and non-verbal insights. As Snyder has said, "Chinese poetry in translatiosh unre foed

a way toward a clear secular poetic statement’2 THis is the same poetry that helped
inspire Pound'€athay which itself had a large impact on Snyder and Whalen. When we
consider the return to formalism during and after World War 11, it is easy t@lsge

poets like Rexroth, Snyder, Whalen and Kerouac turned to a much earlier, foreign
tradition. According to Burton Watson, Chinese poetry is essentially a hurogimsi
decentered way) and ecological tradition; one that is not didactic, but does halds'less

for the attentive reader; it is a tradition of restraint steeped in sgreyaticality, and

freedom from mental and material attachments (1-14). Much Chinese poetiytbring

verse everyday mundane occurrences of private and public life. As with Rettitsy

"street poetry," poets such as Tu Fu and Han Shan found beauty in the most pedestrian of
experiences. Much of the Buddhist poetry of Rexroth--and subsequently Snyder, Kerouac
and Whalen--is infused with the succinct lines and classic images and syhbol

Chinese poetry: Clouds (passing thoughts and wandering monks), dust (insubstantial
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worldly affairs), emptiness (nonbeing, original mind), flowering plum and gheyes

(perseverance in the face of hardship), idleness (profound serenity).

Tu Fu's poetry left a profound influence on that of Rexroth, who in turn left his
mark on the developing poetry of Snyder, who credits Rexroth with giving him the gut
to incorporate East Asian poetry and philosophy into his own uniquely transpaa#ic wo
In November 1953 Snyder wrote Whalen, who was still living across the Bay while
Snyder was attending Berkeley, to explain his findings on the poetry that heaothRe
shared a mutual interest in: "Chinese poetry," he said, "is indeed more complexepobsc
allusive, than | ever dreamed. It is . . . tranquil, peaceful, sublime and full of clga&min
accurate observations of nature. But also has (especially Tu Fu) all tted tmgnplexity
& allusiveness of Donne, Eliot, etc. Simply fantastitl'ater that same month, Snyder
enthusiastically told Whalen that "REXROTH is the one." "Get hold of The Dr&gon
the Unicorn at your neighborhood library right away & read it through," he demanded.
"He has Jeffers, Williams, & (less) Pound in his blood, & he's HONEST &
INTRANSIGENT in a way that makes the rest of this modern crowd look puké8ick.
Snyder was impressed with Rexroth's knowledge of Asian poetry and philosopfig, Pac
Coast geography, astronomy, anthropology, ornithology, and Native American myth.
Less than a month later, he wrote Whalen again telling him about a key friendship that
was blossoming:

| spent last Friday evening with the notable Mr. Rexroth. . . . & | prodded

him every way | know how (which is a legion) & made him show me his
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MSS of Japanese and Chinese translations, and found out he has once
worked out of Marblemount as a trail cook under the old ranger
Thompson, so we had many things to talk of there, etc. etc. | am happy to
report that R. is probably the best thing writing poetry in America at the
moment. & not just poetry--he is on the verge of blasting the American
intelligentsia on several scholarly levels, plus reviews etc.
These manuscripts, which were surely influential to Snyder's developgwentually
made their way into print &ne Hundred Poems from the Japan@€55) andOne
Hundred Poems from the Chingd4®56). Prompted by his discussion with Rexroth,
Snyder very presciently told Whalen in the same letter that "The Froypreei/obbly-
Thoreau anarchism is in my blood, i.e. that's my own tradition, | was raised updn it. S
put it with the Oriental historical depth, & | got a fulcrum to tip the whole damn
civilization over with." More effusive praise blasted across the Bay thmnioly month:
"Bigod Rexroth is even better than | thought. . . . Why has he been so neglected? And
even vilified? A future historian-of-ideas may be able to answer these quéstidns
this day, Rexroth has still not been accepted by the academy and rarelpeears an
American literature anthologies. Oddly, Rexroth (nor Kerouac) appearsnmbfhka's
Beneath a Single Moon: Buddhism in Contemporary American PA&91), even
though Snyder wrote the introduction and poems by both himself and Whalen are
included.
Rexroth, a veteran Modernist in the vein of Williams, Pound, and Stein--though
his populist beliefs had more in common with the early Carl Sandb@giodgo Poems

(1919)--is best known for his association with the San Francisco Renaissamsaand
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poets, some of whom, like Snyder and Kenneth Patchen, he was to publically disassociate

himself with. In Rexroth's mature work, beginning withWhat Hour(1940), though

perhaps more so with what William Everson called his masterpldeeRhoenix and the

Tortoise(1944)--we see a poet of national importance already established oveda deca

before he became known as the paterfamilias of the West Coast avant-gaylsqeoe.

As a co-founder of the San Francisco Poetry Center with Ruth Witt-Diamont in 1953,

Rexroth was integral in fostering the original Berkeley Renaissartbe/aiinger poets

Jack Spicer, Robert Duncan, James Broughton, Philip Lamantia and others, eventually

including Snyder and Whalen. Rexroth moved to San Francisco with his first wife from

Chicago in 1927 (Lawrence Ferlinghetti would arrive 24 years later with fa¥ wi

Rexroth (and Ferlinghetti for that matter) was an avant-garde paiateslator, poet,

critic, reviewer, and much more. His West Coast poetics combines a connectiaeto pla

and time, nature, colloquial language, and a clear, precise description whetalty

lacks metaphor. His best poems, like those of Tu Fu and Snyder, grapple withstimeles

universals through a closeness to the present moment of the here and now, creating an

unimposing (though at times intellectually rigorous) organicism that khak m

common--at least thematically--with Whitman. His form and content fly irabe of his

more academically-minded colleagues like Yvor Winters and Allen Wtieh is one of

the reasons he was not accepted as anything more than a regionalisptretitaiast.
Rexroth's themes of love, nature, war, and metaphysics--as with those of Tu Fu

and Whitman--are inextricably entwined with his day-to-day experiegogsg his

poetry a concrete directness and personal-unto-universal sensibtlifgttess's more

metaphorically and metaphysically dire poetry lacks. One of the main thingstRex
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learned from Tu Fu--and we certainly see this taken to the extreme in Wivalehow

to, as David Hinton says, shift "between thematic concerns while combining
discontinuous moods, tones, images, perspectives, etc. . . . Another strategy Tu Fu
invented to increase the complexity of his poems was the lyric sequendesaséyrics

not just grouped together, but closely interwoven to form a single long and complex
poem" (viii-ix). Rexroth'sThe Phoenix and the Tortoi§€944) andlhe Dragon & the

Unicorn (1952) can be read as lyric sequences, and one certainly sees the influence of Tu
Fu in the way he moves from personal to the historical to the philosophical by

juxtaposing them with corresponding images of the natural world. Compare, foplexa
Rexroth's translation of Tu Fu's "Travelling Northward" with a sededtiomThe

Phoenix and the Tortoise

Tu Fu:

Screech owls moan in the yellowing

Mulberry trees. Field mice scurry,

Preparing their holes for winter.

Midnight, we cross an old battlefield.

The moonlight shines cold on white bon&3né Hundred Poen0)
Rexroth:

Softly and singly an owl

Cries in my sleep. | awake and turn
My head, but there is only the moon
Sinking in the early dawn.

Owils do not cry over the ocean.
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The night patrol planes return

Opague against the transparent moQolleécted256-257)
The similarities are striking: from the compact line lengths, teswa, the connection
each narrator has to his immediate environment, and the specter of wartinRela®th,
as he does in so much of his poetry, also juxtaposes these natural images with the
philosophical and the personal. Snyder and Whalen do likewise in poems like "Milton by
Firelight," Myths & Textsand "Sourdough Mountain Lookout" and "The Slop Barrel."”

Though Rexroth had an undeniable influence on the work of Snyder and Whalen

(and Kerouac's respect), there are marked differences between his wdrkiesidrt
short, Snyder and Whalen took what they could use from Rexroth--and there was quite a
bit--but they achieved a more profound level of Buddhist understanding in much of their
poetry, a product surely stemming from their more curious interest in the phijocsagph
practice. And although Rexroth would be much chagrined, | would also suggest that
Kerouac's Buddhist poetics share much in common with the elder poet's. Rexroth's
"Empty Mirror," one of his most successful early Buddhist poems, provides a gg®d ca
in point. Snyder, as he mentioned to Whalen in the letter quoted above, had read the
poem inThe Dragon & the Unicorin 1953 at the latest. The title of the poem is an
allusion to a well-known episode in Hui-nenglse Platform &tra, one of the classics of
Zen literature, alongsidehe Heart 3tra, The Gateless GatandThe Blue Cliff Records
all of which will be discussed in the chapters that follow. Hui-neng (638-713), often
considered the father of Zen, was the Sixth Patriarch of the Southern Schoalan Chi
Rexroth's title alludes to the poems written by Shen-hsiu and Hui-neng on tldercorri

wall of the monastery on Mount Huang-mei in response to the Fifth Patriarcimg-(H
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jen) call for his successor to be chosen through a dharma writing conteshsshehe
somewhat disconcerted head monk, wrote the following verse on the wall:

The body is a bodhi tree

the mind is like a standing mirror

always try to keep it clean

don't let it gather dust. (Red Pine 6)
Hui-neng, who was just a lowly, illiterate kitchen helper in the monastesyoneled in
kind:

Bodhi doesn't have any trees

this mirror doesn't have a stand

our buddha nature is forever pure

where do you get this dust? (8)
In short, Hui-neng's poem expressed a far deeper understanding than the learned hea
monk's poem, which was much more didactic. As Red Pine says in his commentary
accompanying his translation ©he Platform &tra, "The only truth worth knowing is
the truth of our own mind. But there is our mind, and then there is the mind we have been
trained to believe is our mind. The one gives birth to wisdom, the other to delusion. Shen-
hsiu offers a poem rooted in the dialectics of delusion, while Hui-neng respohds wit
poem born from the emptiness of wisdom" (107). Thus Hui-neng, who was not even
vying for the position, received Dharma transmission and became the SixandRadf
Zen Buddhism.

This delusion of self is the topic of Rexroth's poem. In its entirety, "Empty

Mirror" reads:



As long as we are lost
In the world of purpose
We are not free. | sit

In my ten foot square hut,

The birds sing. The bees hum.

The leaves sway. The water
Murmurs over the rocks.
The canyon shuts me in.

If | moved, Bash's frog
Would splash in the pool.

All summer long and gold

Laurel leaves fell through space.

Today | was aware

Of a maple leaf floating
On the pool. In the night
| stare into the fire.

Once | saw fire cities,
Towns, palaces, wars,
Heroic adventures,

In the campfires of youth.
Now | see only fire.

My breath moves quietly.

The stars move overhead.

23
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In the clear darkness

Only a small red glow

Is left in the ashes.

On the table lies a cast

Snake skin and an uncut ston@ollected321).

The "world of purpose” is referred to by Buddhistsasigra (Skt.), or the realm

of birth, death, and rebirth. "As long as we are lost" in our delusions of ego and
permanence, according to Buddhist philosophy, we are doomed to untold births and
rebirths in what Kerouac referred to as "[tlhe wheel of the quivering naeatéption”
in the "211th Chorus" dflexico City Bluesthus, as Rexroth says, “[w]e are not fr&e."
Kerouac also addressedméra the following year throughout "Desolation Blues." In
the "1st Chorus," for example, he tells us, seated outside his own "ten foot square hut"
atop Desolation Peak, that "we walk around clung / To earth / Like beetles gvith bi
brains / Ignorant of where we are, how / What, & upsidedown like fools. Bodk(of
Blues117). Rexroth's "ten foot square hut," like Kerouac's, alludes to the 2nd century
C.E.Vimalakrti Sitra. Vimalakirti, who is discussed in Chapter Two, was a Buddhist
layman whom both Snyder and Whalen also allude to in their own poetry--Snyder's "O
Vulture Peak" and Whalen's "Absolute Reality Co.: Two Views" (1984"fact, the
first stanza of Snyder's "On Vulture Peak" was surely influenced byrttiiaraearlier
Rexroth poem titled "Hojoki," which Snyder mentioned in his January 12, 1954 letter to
Whalen'® Snyder mentions Vimalaki two months later in a letter to Whalen when
describing his newly rented Berkeley shack that Kerouac immortaliZBeeiidharma

Bums "My room is small for human beings, but like Vimaidiks ten-foot-square-hut, it
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will accommodate ten thousand Bodhisattvddr' Rexroth's hut, "The birds sing. / The

bees hum," etc. It is interesting that Rexroth chooses to use the artieleféT each of

the five natural "things" he mentions, as if, as an ego-observer, he is poiotmthis

thing to that* The turning point--the representation of Buddhist awakening--comes mid

way through the poem. Though "Laurel leaves fell through space" "[a]ll syMmitris

"[tloday" that he becomes "aware" of "a maple leaf floating / On the Rdéeldoes not

say that he "sees" a leaf; rather, he is "aware" of it. "In the nigldrel iito the fire," he

tells us. When he was younger, he read "cities / Towns / palaces," etc. inte.thbdt

is, he projects himself onto nature in much the same way Kerouac does throughout

"Desolation Blues." Now, though, he moves towards seeing the fire divested ofrhis ow

delusions of selfhood. | say "moves towards" because he still sees himsed#fgaslian
Rexroth, like Snyder and Whalen, employs another key attribute of Chinese

poetry in the poem above: parallelism. We see it most obviously towards the end of the

poem: his "breath moves quietly" as "The stars move overhead." Further, "Omiyl a s

red [star-like] glow" is seen in "the clear darkness" of the ashes. ThegrmEm

symbolically (and a bit heavy-handedly) with two images he chose to eepthe

narrator's supposed state of enlightenment: a castoff "Snake skin and an uncutkene

snake skin is symbolic of both the Christian Garden (and his Catholicism), as wsll as hi

notions of selfhood; here, he sheds them. The uncut stone represents, like an uncarved

block of wood, original mind as unmanipulated by the machinations of the delusion of

self. It is, in other words, like the Way, in its natural state. What makesl#atisns by

Whalen and Snyder below more successful Buddhist poems is that, like Shen-hgiu's poe

above, Rexroth's is dogmatic (a trait he shared with Kerouac). Rexroth'sgivamed
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at beginning and end with single-sentence lessons--good lessons, certainly abtit blat
lessons nonetheless. In this sense, Snyder's "Mid-August at Sourdough Mountain
Lookout" acts, as does Hui-neng's verse, as the perfect foil to his eldered fmlfbut,
interestingly, it was written the summer before Snyder met Rexrothe tvailvas atop
Sourdough Mountain in Washington.

In "Mid-August at Sourdough Mountain Lookout" Snyder, as is typical of
Chinese poetry, uses short, self-contained lines, with the first stanza prgsetire
imagery, while and the second stanza brings in Buddhist ideas. Following the
conventions oshihform, Snyder employs both parallelism and single syntactic line units
in the first of its two brief stanzas:

Down valley a smoke haze

Three days heat, after five days rain

Pitch grows on the fir-cones

Across rocks and meadows

Swarms of new flies.
Unlike Rexroth, Snyder's narrator does not appear as an ego-presente sattiond
stanza, nor does he use "the" before every other thing he describes. The nasator doe
appear in the second stanza, but only fleetingly:

| cannot remember things | once read

A few friends, but they are in cities.

Drinking cold snow-water from a tin cup

Looking down for miles

Through high still air.Riprap and Cold Mountain Poen33
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He is not longing for a return to the city (like Kerouac in "Desolation BJuaer is he
romanticizing his past nor projecting into the future; heigisthe poet appears and then
melds back into his surroundings as his ego again drops away. He is mirror-still,
unconcerned with ego. In this brief two-stanza poem, Snyder has succeedadringa
the Chinese rivers-and-mountains notiotzofjan keying into the immediacy of the
moment as it is occurring. He is not reading into his environment, he is objectively
describing it through a deep and direct perception. Like Rexroth's poem and the T'ang
poetic tradition (and William Carlos Williams's Imagism), Snydeosm builds its

effects with a sequence of vivid, natural juxtaposed images.

Whalen takes these traditions and makes them his own in his most anthologized
poem, "Sourdough Mountain Lookout," which was written the same year as "The Slop
Barrel." The poem, which opens with a dedication to Rexroth, is far too long and
complex to address here; as such, | will briefly discuss the fourth starizalates to the
two poems above:

Morning fog in the southern gorge

Gleaming foam restoring the old sea-level

The lakes in two lights green soap and indigo

The high cirque-lake black half-open eye

(Collected40).
As in much East Asian poetry, each line presents us with an individual imagelaites-
-though not necessarily explicitly--with the preceding and following linesicBl too the
parallelism: "fog"/"foam"; "gorge"/"old sea-level"; "lakes"fgue-lake";

"green”/"black.” It should be mentioned that this is one of the few stanzas in "Sglurdou



28

Mountain Lookout" in which the poet himself is not blatantly present as the ego-l in the
form of either the one doing the thinking, the listening, the speaking, or the one quoting
from other sources. That is, in the lines quoted here, as with the first stanzaen'sn
Sourdough poem, the ego-observer is an implied presence; he is not saying "hgm seei
this, | am seeing that" as Rexroth's narrator does. Whalen's is likgea fiointing at the
moon: we look at the moon, not the finger directing our gaze skyward.
These poems at first glance read very similarly, owing no doubt to the poets’
mutual interests and the poems' physical settings. Snyder's "look out," treooglth
more succinct than those of Rexroth and Whalen, as well as Kerouac's look out on
Desolation Peak. Reginald Horace BlytHaiku provides us with a good definition to
distinguish between these poems. Using George Mébve'sion of "pure poetry,"
Blyth says in Volume I:
[T]he world is reflected in the mind of the poet as in an undistorted mirror,
the growth and life of the poet's mind being identical with that movement
of things outside him. By some happy chance the apparent peculiarities
and idiosyncrasies of the poet correspond exactly with the vagaries of the
universe, and what he expresses as personal feeling within, is law without.
.. . Pure poetry therefore appears to us super-personal, extra-personal, and
so it is, for such a poet speaks not for himself, but for mankind. (63)
In Whalen and Snyder's poems we get a sense of the mind as "an undisturbedsmirror"”
they capture the experience of the mountain realm as a single overwhelmiegashol
undifferentiated from the viewing subject. Snyder, though, seems to have attaimed

striving/spontaneous arriving, thus the more pared-down diction. Although the binary of
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subject/object fades away to a lesser extent in Whalen's stanzgswitesent tense
verbs ("Gleaming" and "restoring"), personification of nature ("half-open eye"
conjunctions ("sea-level," "cirque-lake," and "half-open"), adjest{Vgreen soap and
indigo"), and the use of the article "the" four times--as if saying "thabwveethere" like

Rexroth--all adding to a tone of "literariness" not found in Snyder's stanza.

V.

"Transpacific Transcendence" explores the influence of East Asiatditerand
philosophy on American poetry by engaging in a concentrated examinatioeef thr
representative postwar Buddhist poems written during a watershed yeaerc&m
poetry. Kerouac's "Desolation Blues," Snyder's "On Vulture Peal,\\ghalen's "The
Slop Barrel” were all written in 1956, one year after the famous Six Gadlading in
San Francisco where Allen Ginsberg shocked the literary establishntieitomil, and
one year before the belated publication of Kerouan'she RoadIn discussing these
poems, | will explore their West Coast Buddhist poetics via two differerdryte
historical trajectories--American and East Asian. The fact thag {hesms were all
written during the high point of each writer's engagement with Buddhism--and theing
height of their friendship--provides us with an interesting opportunity to delve deéply i
not only the poems themselves, but also into the Buddhist and Taoist philosophy and
Chinese and Japanese poetry they were enthusiastically reading andrajsmusise eve
of the Beat Generation's explosion on the national scene in 1957. Focusing on this unique
literary-historical moment also enables us to explore--as a way of unpalc&ipgems
themselves-- texts such thankivatara andHeart satras found in Dwight Goddard’s

Buddhist Biblg1932/1938), D. T. Suzukidanual of Zen Buddhisifi935), R. H.
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Blyth's four-volumeHaiku (1949-1952), and Edward ConzBigddhism: Its Essence and
Developmen(1951). These texts, as representative of the postwar East-West ferment
after the war, help us grapple with the philosophically complex Buddhist ideas the poems
themselves engage, such as emptiness, the Four Delusions, tB&dndbagSkt.), the
phenomenal world, angirvana (Skt.).

This project not only fills an important gap in mid-twentieth century American
literary scholarship on the San Francisco and Beat poets, it also exploresunnhport
avenues that contemporary post-World War 1l literary criticism tendgdid-anamely,
shedding our Western anthropocentricism for a more sustainable, ethical, and
interconnected world view. Whalen, Snyder, and Kerouac (the latter at leastadpor
used the West Coast--the last frontier, if you will--as a jumping off poirfuftrer
exploration of not only Buddhist poetry and philosophy, but also as a means of turning
back to the Transcendentalists in much the same way Robinson Jeffers turnecto ancie
Greek drama as a staging ground for his longer epic California poems. Whajéer;,, Sn
and Kerouac, among others, were searching for a larger geographic aodalem
connection to help them break through the restrictive confines of the tighteningmpostwa
social, artistic, and spiritual strictures.

As a way of further situating the historical moment, "TranspacifioSa@ndence"”
begins with a short chapter highlighting some of the criticism of the period/&sat
leveled at the New American Poets. The literary discussion--if we emoa¥ it that--
was, like the McCarthyese which began in the late 1940s, one-sided, condescending, and
damning. Following the rather unidirectional discourse of Chapter One, thendemaf

the chapters opens up into a more multifaceted dialogue. In discussing Kerouac's
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Buddhist poetics in Chapter Four, for example, | bring in Whalen's "Sourdough Mountain
Lookout" and Snyder's "Piute Creek™" as a way of distinguishing between thaisfrie
approaches to and understanding of Buddhism. This strand of intertextuality letds me
suggest, for example, that Kerouac's spiritual quest was doomed from tlgy $tigrtife-
long / life-reflecting project of writing the Dulouz legend, itself a desieeped in the
delusion of permanence. In trying to get "IT" all down, Kerouac effegtivelrked to
totalize his life, to define and frame something which much of his fiction and verse
theoretically argues against--selfhood. Herein lies the distinguishimgotbastic

between Kerouac's poetics and those of Whalen and Snyder: Whalen's Buddlust poeti
in his own words, "is a picture or graph of a mind moving" ("Since You asked Me,"
Collected153); Snyder's, on the other hand--in words similar to what he read in D.T.
Suzuki's translation ofhe Lankvatazra Sitra in Goddard--posits that "A clear attentive
mind / Has no meaning but that / Which sees is truly seen" ("Piute CR&EMP 8) 23
Whalen's and Snyder's statements largely preclude notions of a stalig,dalti
existence. The crux for Kerouac was his desire to exist in "Nirvana Bis$@ calls it.

As Conze says, our "desire for an absolute Ease seems to be behind our constant
endeavors to make ourselves at home in this world, and to attain the kind of foolproof
happiness which is known as 'security™ (44).

Chapter Two explores Snyder's "On Vulture Peak," a poem written imielgdia
after his departure in May of 1956 for Kyoto. Snyder is by far the most studied and
written-about poet in this project; he is embraced by both students of Buddhism,
environmentalists, and academics. We might say that "On Vulture Peak’Aisiduns

kick-off poem--written on the sail over--though he was certainly writeny v
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accomplished Buddhist-influenced poetry before he left for Japan. Snyder'syfoows
throughout hioeuvredeals with Buddhist notions of interconnectedness in relation to
one's identity and place in nature. His poetry synthesizes a seeminglyteispiaraf
Zen Buddhism, ancient Asian poetics, shamanism, the natural sciences, personal
reflection, Native American tales, contemplation, ecological awareags®ll as the
day-to-day, the imagism of Pound and Williams, the sense of place found in Thoreau, and
the free forms of the Beats and the Black Mountain poets. His books are often organized
not around themes or technical experiments, but rather around his personal experiences,
what he terms the "real work"--the day-to-day work of bel@m Vulture Peak," first
published in LeRoi Jones¥aigen6 in 1960, has been all but set aside by Snyder
scholars. | discuss it here for the first time alongside KeroGadpture of the Golden
Eternity, which Snyder suggested his friend compose while they were living together tha
fateful spring of '56 which Kerouac immortalizedTlihe Dharma Bumtwvo years later.
One of the things that makes this four-page poem so interesting is that it $uccinct
condenses--in much the same Wane Heart Stra does--so much Buddhist philosophy.
As such, | argue that "On Vulture Peak" is itself a poeétias-made up of tekoan-like
stanzas. Snyder's poem is heavily influenced@twy Vimalakti andThe Lankvatara
sutras, in much the same way Kerouac's "Desolation Blues" is influencBdebyieart
Sitra. This is not just anyidra; Kerouac is the intended primaey recipient of the
poem/teaching, as delivered by Snyder. An object lesson, if you will, for ¢&mel fri
Snyder left behind as he sailed for Japan.

Chapter Three focuses on Whalen's "The Slop Barrel: Slices of the Paiteuma

All Sentient Beings," a four-page, six-section poem written between MadcArgust
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of 1956. Whalen's poetry revels in the mundane, the apolitical, while also maintaining a
humorous, whimsical balance. This is not to say that his poems are easy; far from it.
Whalen, like Williams, incorporated everyday American speech rhythms antemafc
things overheard and seen, which he catalogued in his pocket notebooks as did Kerouac,
beginning with his time in the service. As his poetics developed, Whalen moved away
from modernist concerns, towards a form more conducive to the times--urban sprawl,
mass-produced-pre-packaged consumerism, Cold War anxieties, and his own burgeoning
explorations with Buddhist poetry. Poetry called for a move away from tight imagis
towards a more opened-up, free-flowing page, as earlier seen in the work of the Blac
Mountain poets. His writing is a postmodern bricolage of pre-written, cut-anel-past
rearranged moments of immediacy and reflection, making his poems contplicztte

alive. "The Slop Barrel," while at first glance appearing similatrimcture to Charles
Olson's breath-determined spacing and line-breaks, actually finds its esupition in

the formalism of Chinese and Japanese poetic forms swehkashaiku andgatha. The
poem, which is largely a poetic dialogue between two lovers in Berkeleypjsikds
Whalen's better-known "Sourdough Mountain Lookout," an interior exploration of
Mahayana Buddhist notions of impermanence, interdependence, and awakening. More
specifically, throughout the poem we are privy to the poet's strugglinghveitidea that

we mistake the Fiv8kandhasor aggregates of attachment that collectively make up
one's personality, for the self. The poet comes to recognize, as he moves igm bei
trapped in the world of objects and concepts, to reaching the other shore of liberation,
that suffering lies not in the&kandhaghemselves, but in his lack of understanding of

emptiness.
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And finally, Chapter Four explores these delusions--or as Conze calls them, the
"perverted views"\(iparyasa Skt.)--in Kerouac's twelve-chorus "Desolation Blues," a
naked soul-searching exploration of Kerouac's struggle with identity and irapenae
atop Desolation Peak in Washington State during the summer of 1956. My reading of this
series of linked choruses provides, next to James T. JénkEp of Mexico City Blues
(1992), the most in-depth analysis of Kerouac's Buddhism to date. Kerouac wsete the
poems at a key juncture during his Buddhist studies. By the time Kerouac hitched to
Washington in mid-June for his stint as a fire lookout at the suggestion of Snyded, he ha
just come off of a string of important moments in his life: his fourth visit tgiddein the
fall of 1955, which spawned one of post-World War Il America's most important long
poemsMexico City Blueshis subsequent involvement with Ginsberg and his new West
Coast friends in Berkeley that culminated in the Six Gallery reading irb@gctbis brief
return trip to his sister's house in Rocky Mount, North Carolina during the winter of
1955/56, which afforded him the time he wiMisions of GerardreviseTristessaand
completeSome of the Dharmas well as spend a good deal of time in solitary meditation
in his "Twin Tree Grove"; finally, late spring/early summer found him §uwith Snyder
at Locke McCorkle's cabin in Marin-an. In short, this was his Dharma Budpémi
this chapter, | argue that "Desolation Blues," more than any other workrbyd<e
highlights his struggles with the Catholic/Buddhist divide that, interegtingls the
impetus of some of his best work. More specifically, in these twelve poemwe se
Kerouac grapple with the four perverted views which we think into being as a way of
establishing the reality of the mundane world. These perverted views dhge brie

discussed iThe Heart &tra andThe Lankvatira Sitra, two texts Kerouac was
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intimately familiar with. In fact, all three poems addressed in thidyshcorporate both
the content oThe Heart Stra, as well as theagha that closes the short text. In the end,
Kerouac comes to his own sort of awakened state, though one that does not necessarily

coincide with Buddhist notions of enlightenment.
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Chapter One
The Critics Critique

William Carlos Williams claimed that the publication of T.S. Elidt®e Waste
Landset American poetry back by twenty years; would it were so, thought pasitry
war critics (both conservative and liberal, professional and armchair) hinaagthey
had their way, they would have set the poetic clock back a century. As Alan Filreis
argues inCounter-revolution of the Wor@008), "antimodernist anticommunist"” critics
of the late forties and fifties claimed that the radicalism of modernistypoast
detrimental to the safety of the country after World War Il. Indeed, in mayg these
critics equated modernism with communism. Robert Hillyer and Stanton Coblentz, for
example, suggested that modernist poets had actually learned their trade theoug
subversive strategies of communism. What was needed after the overtbappbetry
of the 1930s--though the experimentalism of the 1920s was even more insidious,
according to these rightwing critics, due to its incomprehensibility--watian to
traditionalism; not an Eliotic traditionalism, nor even a Whitmanic traditismalbut a
nineteenth century traditionalism based on regular meter, form, content, and, where hig
modernism's radical experimentation was concerned, a return to realism.rEsieiei
Truman told White House reporters that "the ability to make things look aarthéythe
first requisite of the artist” (qtd. in Filreis 169). What the antimodernist@ntiwunists
wanted was the "restoration of truth and beauty . . . cultural fealty, civic ingtruand
the revival of historical arguments" (215). Their rhetoric, based on McCsiithifiogic,
was steeped in red-baiting fears. Quoting from Hillyer, Filreis suprtheir

antimodernist platform as:
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a fear of the godlessness entailed in ‘obscurity’; of the abandonment not
just of 'positive’ subject matter but, far worse, content altogether; of the
disruption of the lyric line . . . ; of the rejection not just of natural
description but of imagery itself . . . ; of the combination of difficulty and
'intellectual poetry' producing 'simply bad craftsmanship’; of the

'rhetorical smoke screen created around abstract art’; and of the
communist-modernist prohibition against any free and open 'discussion of

[bad] tendencies in modern American poetry. (216)

This, then, is the poetic landscape which the New American Poets weng wriand

against. It is no wonder that they shunned the academic critics and publishers of the

East Coast, searching instead for a new anti-antimodernist model with whnahck

There was also plenty of harsh criticism aimed directly at postwés potne

1950s, for one could always count on sdPaetisan Reviewitriol towards those new

writers not seeking traditional academic literary status and acceptiarough toeing the

line of traditionalism. In a typical anti-Beat assessment from the pémaay Howe's

essay titled "Mass Society and Post-Modern Fiction" (1959) has this to saylabdout t

"young men in San Francisco":

They are suffering from psychic and social disturbance: as far agotbst

they are right--there is much in American life to give one a pain. But they
have no clear sense of why or how they are troubled, and some of them
seem opposed in principle to a clear sense of anything. . . . These writers .

.. illustrate the painful, though not inevitable, predicament of rebellion in
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a mass society: they are the other side of the American hollow. In their
contempt for mind, they are at one with the middle class suburbia they
think they scorn. In their incoherence of feeling and statement, they mirror
the incoherent society that clings to them like a mocking shadow. . . .
Feeling themselves lonely and estranged, they huddle together in gangs,
create a Brook Farm of Know-Nothings, and send back ecstatic reports to
the squares: Having a Wonderful Time, Having Wonderful Kicks! (434-
435)

One of the things th&artisan Revieveritics like Howe and Norman Podhoretz failed to

recognize--or perhaps they did recognize it and their contempt actedmgaient

mask--was their own complicity in the postwar milk-toast complacency. Pddhioréhe

most oft-sited anti-Beat essay from the period ("The Know-Nothing Bolnsini®58)

says that "the Beat Generation's worship of primitivism and spontangityrésthan a

cover for hostility to intelligence; it arises from a pathetic poverfgeling as well"

(315). One of the problems with Podhoretz's essay is that he lacks the histaaceedis

to back up his comparison between the "Bohemianism of the 1920's" and the

"Bohemianism of the 1950's" (300n the Roadhad only been out two yeaihe

Subterraneansne (the two books tentatively under review here), so Podhoretz's own

"sociological and historical” understanding (and acceptance) of his own dagavas

clouded, whereas the bohemians of the 1920's ['(Hemingway, Fitzgerald, Siecl&sr

Eliot, Pound)"] had already been largely canonized in academic circles, thoughsPound

pro-fascist, anti-American broadcasts in Italy and his subsequent Bollrgenin 1949

for The Pisan Cantgsneant that he was once again radioactive in the 1950s (307).
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Podhoretz continues: "The hipsters and hipster-lovers of the Beat Generatielnetse
all right, but not against anything so sociological and historical as the middtean
capitalism or even respectability” (315-316). Seriously? One wonders if Podvordtk
have reacted differently had he connected the middleclass discontentthteghlig
David Riesman'he Lonely Crowd1950), William H. Whyte'§ he Organization Man
(1956), and Vance Packard'be Status Seekgs959) with what the postwar poets were
experiencing. Or if Howe saw Tony Randall in Martin Riftts Down Paymen(tL957), a
movie of the burbs about alcoholism, marital infidelity, conformity, and sociabign
Podhoretz gets even better: "This is the revolt of the spiritually underprivilegete
crippled of soul--young men who can't think straight and so hate anyone who can . . .
young men who are burdened unto death with the specially poignant sexual anxiety of
America. . . ." (316). It sounds more like he is talking about the complacency of the
Levittown gray flannel suiters whom Whyte, Riesman, Packard and RittadakK,
rather than the Beats.
Rexroth summed up the average American's feelings towards theser8hipste
his 1957New World Writingessay "Disengagement: The Art of the Beat Generation™:
The youngest generation is in a state of revolt so absolute that its elders
cannot even recognize it. The disaffiliation, alienation, and rejection of the
young has, as far as their elders are concerned, moved out of the visible
spectrum altogether. Critically invisible, modern revolt, like X-rays and
radioactivity, is perceived only by its effects at more materiakstaal

levels, where it is called delinquency. (42)
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Two years later, Paul O'Neil, a staff writer tdFE, proved Rexroth's point with a

vengeance. His article, "The Only Rebellion Around," which is often mentioned but

rarely quoted to any extent, merits inclusion here. The only intelligent thinglQ&id is

that "Beatdom is a product of postwar disillusionment and restlessness” (119).

Unfortunately, O'Neil did not expand on this observation; instead, he opens his grticle b

comparing the Beats to "the hairiest, scrawniest and most disconteinbgdtiés" who,

he claims, were profaning the bounty of postwar America, the "sweetest and most

succulent casaba ever produced by the melon patch of civilization" (115). O'Neill

continues:

[The Beats] have raised their voices against virtually every aspect of
current American society: Mom, Dad, Politics, Marriage, the Savings
Bank, Organized Religion, Literary Elegance, Law, the Ivy League Suit
and Higher Education, to say nothing of the Automatic Dishwasher, the
Cellophane wrapped Soda Cracker, the Split-Level House and the clean,
or peace-provoking, H-Bomb (115). . . . They are talkers, loafers, passive
little con men, lonely eccentrics, mom-haters, cop-haters, exhibitionists
with abused smiles and second mortgages on a bongo drum--writers who
cannot write, painters who cannot paint, dancers with unfortunate
malfunction of the fetlocks (119). . .. The bulk of Beat writers are
undisciplined and slovenly amateurs who have deluded themselves into
believing their lugubrious absurdities are art simply because they have
rejected the form, style, and attitudes of previous generations and have

seized upon obscenity as an expression of 'total personality.' (124)
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The most interesting (and ironic) thing about O'Neil's article comes wa@onsider the

very venue in which it appears. Preceding his article by seven pages islaroarthe

United States Marines, which opens with a photograph of a bunch of young, drunken,
singing officers standing around a bar, ales in hand. It is the advertisetheatsh,

which are most telling: Calvert, "The Whiskey with More Power to Ple&se'and hers
Cordomatic automatic cord reels--his with a light for the workshop or garage, itrees w
clothesline for the laundry room; power mowers; designer dishes; the Puritrdoigoorta

air freshener, which "gives her an odor-free, smoke-free, gressé&ifchen for only

$39.95; and Milton Bradley's latest board games: Park and Shop, Easy Money, and Go to
the Head of the Class, all being played by middle-class white kids.

Critics like Howe, Podhoretz, and O'Neil also failed to acknowledge that these
poets were--through their anti-formalism, unguarded expression, emphasis on the
personal as representative of the universal, and their anti-elitism-airegk®ack to
America's foremost proponent of democracy, Walt Whitman. Also like Whitman, a
later Williams, with whom most of the postwar writers had a closer affithiey wrote
from personal perception and imagination about everyday objects and occurrences; the
emphasized--in a way Pound's Imagism never really mastereddayeyeech rhythms
and vernacular, as well as the rhythms of jazz; and they left behind the staid
traditionalism of the formal poetics that once again reared their ugly headhaft
modernist experiment waned. This last characteristic was surely ke foc these anti-
Beat critics, for academic verse always smacks of conformity, and,ighesay of the
1950s, McCarthy-induced fear and paranoia. In short, the poets criticizedParttsan

Reviewand other conservative "liberal" publications like the&lson Reviewere



operating in a line of artistic succession from America's most denwardati
individualistic poets: the Transcendentalists, the modernists, the pgietd of the

1930s, and the older poets of the West Coast.

42
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Chapter Two
Gary Snyder's Surfside Sitra: "On Vulture Peak," Jack Kerouac, and
Mahayana Shinyata
"I have never gotten over . . . those inexplicable moments of mutual irritation veel shar

which were dissipated like at Stinson Beach jumping down cliffs, and those sad nights

discussing death. . . ." Jack Kerouac to Gary Snyder (May 24,'1957)

There is something about "On Vulture Peak," a lesser-known poem written in
1956 which Gary Snyder enclosed along with the "Dullness in February: Japan” in a
March 8, 1957 letter from Kyoto to friend and fellow poet Philip Whalen. Neither poem,
according to the letter, was intended "to be considered final statementglingrjust
ways of passing time The following fall Allen Ginsberg referred to the poem as a
"drunk squiggling note from Vulture PedMorgan 25) when Snyder sent him a copy
in 1958, and Snyder himself conveyed to me via email that "On Vulture Peak' is a light-
hearted poem and [should not be taken] too seriotisighthearted perhaps, but Snyder
has collected the poem in bdthft Out in the Rain: New Poems 1947-1988867 and
No Nature: New and Selected Podit892) since its original publication Wuger# 6 in
196C. Although the poem, dated 1956¥mgen has received no critical attention from
scholars, it certainly merits consideration in light of Snyder's other wank this period,
as well in relation to the Buddhist ideas that were in the air in 1950s San Fraaoidco (
New York to a lesser extent) in the works of Alan Watts, D.T. Suzuki, KennetlotRexr
Robert Aitken, John Cage, and the Beats. In fact, Snyder's poem should be read as a

serious exploration of both Mayana Buddhist philosophy and ancient Chinese poetics.
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The poem also carries particular significance in that it was writtea bjeitally on the
eve (the sail over) to Snyder's most rigorous daily Zen study and prastivel(as
translation work) at the First Zen Institute of America in Kyoto. As Tim&@hgy points
out inGary Snyder and the Pacific Ri@nyder ". . . gave little attention to his own
writing during his stay in Japan. The poems Snyder did write in late 1956 and early 1957
are few in number, modest in scope, and uneven in quality" (129-130). True, but as |
shall argue, it is precisely this "light-hearted[ness]" and seemingéuane . quality"
which in part makes "On Vulture Peak" a four-page powerhouse of Buddhist doctrine and
Zen spontaneity. The poem's interest to Snyder scholarship, Buddhist studies, and post
World War Il American literature is also complemented by reading it adaegJack
Kerouac'sThe Dharma BumgL958) andScripture of the Golden Eternifpublished
1960), the latter of which was written at Snyder's suggestion in the spring of 1986 whil
the two were briefly living together at Marin-an in Mill Valley, Gatnia, not long
before the ensuing national fascination in the Beat Generation prompted by the
publication ofOn The Roadhe following year.

What is so interesting about “On Vulture Peak” is that it so succinotigenses
so much Buddhist philosophy in a much more spontaneous and less didactic way than
Kerouac managed iBcripture Snyder's poem is itself a "scripture,” or, more accurately,
a poetic gtra made up of tekoan-like stanzas. It also shows the influences of classical
Chineseshihform and that of T'ang Dynasty poet Tu Fu's (712-770) lyric sequences
(712-770). To use the poet's own words about a work he published thirty-six yaars late
"On Vulture Peak" is "a sort ofisa--an extended poetic, philosophic, and mythic

narrative. . . ." ("An Offering for TaraMRWE158). The key difference between
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Scriptureand "On Vulture Peak" is one of fundamental Buddhist beliefs and practices.
As Ray Smith (Kerouac) says Tihe Dharma Bums
"I'm not a Zen Buddhist, I'm a serious Buddhist, I'm an oldfashioned
dreamy Hnayana coward of later Mahayanism" . . . my contention being
that Zen Buddhism didn't concentrate on kindness so much as on
confusing the intellect to make it perceive the illusion of all sources of
things. "It's mean," | complained. "All those Zen Masters throwing goun
kids into the mud because they can't answer their silly word questions."
(8-9)
Overlooking the fact that iayana--known by its practitioners as Thezda Buddhism--
was actually the precursor to Mafaina Buddhism, Kerouac's self-description is useful in
framing the two poems in relation to form and content. The fundamental distinction
between Theraada and Makliyana Buddhism is found in the respective practitioner's
goals for achieving enlightenment. According to Burton Watson,
[T]he aim of religious practice [for Therada Buddhists] was to achieve
the state of arhat, one who has gained release from suffering and passed
beyond the confines of the world. . . . In contrast to the state of arhat, [the
Mahayana Buddhists] chose as their goal and ideal the figure of the
bodhisattva, one who vows not only to achieve enlightenment for himself
but to assist all others to do likewise. ("Introductidie Vimalakti
Sitra 6)
Bodhisattvas elect to remain in the realm of birth, death, and retantingfa Skt.) out of

compassion, allowing themselves to be reborn for the benefit of leading othemtsentie
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beings to enlightenment. As Snyder said in a letter to Joanne Kyger on August 6, 1959
from Kyoto, "in Maliyana in particular the self-seeking idea is rejected, it is toward the
BODHISATTVA who has seen nirvana & given it all away--for the benefiitbérs.”
One gets the sense from reading Kerouactgpture Desolation Angeléwritten 1956/
1961),Some of the Dharm@vritten 1953-56), and the correspondence, that Kerouac's
main reason for turning to Buddhism was for his own salvation rather than out of
compassion for and the potential enlightenment of others.

Another telling feature betwe&rcripture(which Kerouac wrote in pencil to
allow for revision§ and "On Vulture Peak" is the fact tt&triptureis peppered
throughout with name-dropping: Jesus, Avalokitesyadai-nend®, God (the latter
repeated 13 times), whereas Snyder, who also incorporates numerous chaoacters f
diverse culturesalludesto them rather than names them. Kerouac lays them all down;
Snyder seemingly disseminates them willy-nilly, metaphoricalfgesting that we
destroy the boat once we reach the other shore. Snyder's liberal use ohs|hile
certainly nothing new to twentieth century America poetry (i.e. Elidts Waste Land
Pound'sCantos both of which draw on the Asian tradition), have, in this instance, more
in common with Chinese poetry and Rinkaan practicé* than that of his modernist
predecessors, Snyder does not simply refer to and assimilate "other"s;uiaire
throughkoan-like allusiveness--enacts Zen practice: poiesis through praxis. THat is, t
philosophy blooms forth into "On Vulture Peak" and on to the reader; the poem itself is
practice realized; it is a finger pointing to the moon. As he told Whalen iteadeted
nine days before mailing the poem, Mgina philosophy "never says what it means. It's

not a question of trying to express the inexpressible, but a case of reatuphya
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deliberately stating something else, even an opposite meaning, complete funthing

the sole purpose of making people think & arrive at real meaning themsglves."

Likewise, Snyder was not one to castigate or proselytize as Kerouac was wont to do on

occasion:* As Snyder says idlack's Book: An Oral Biography of Jack Keropac
| didn't then, and | don't now, think in terms of whether or not people are
genuinely committed Buddhists or not. We're working with all these
things, and it doesn't matter what words you give them, and if | thought
that there was some point where | would say, "Jack, you're thinking too
much about how the world's a bad place," that would be my sense of a
corrective and his understanding of the Buddha-Dharma, but that wasn't in
my interest, or anybody else's interest, to think: "Is this guy a real
Buddhist or not a real Buddhist?" (Gifford and Lee 203)

The fundamental differences in their approaches to practice bearfydirettte

two poets' respective poeti&criptureis about emptiness, it is told to us, whereas "On

Vulture Peak" points the way through its free-flowinMgste Landike associational

cultural hopscotch. In the "Afterword"” ®iprap and Cold Mountain Poen(2004)

Snyder says that "The idea of poetry of minimal surface texture, witbniplexities

hidden at the bottom of the pool, under the bank, a dark old lurking, no fancy flavor, is

ancient. It is what is 'haunting’ in the best of Scottish-English ballads anthéshagart of

the Chinesehi (lyric) aesthetic. Du Fu said, 'The ideas of a poet should be noble and

simple™ (66-67). Though it grapples with many of the same themes found in the more

"finished" poems oRiprap (1959) andVlyths & Textg1960), "On Vulture Peak very

aptly captures the Chinese sense of unfoldingrjan) and spontaneity of experience
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(wu-weiChin.); itskoan-like content, "with its complexities hidden at the bottom of the
pool,” is a reflection if its spontaneous composition and thus a direct engagement in
practice. The poem also captures the energy and excitement of the disdinestams
poets had in California in a way not dissimilaiTtee Dharma BumsAccording to
Snyder,
Our interchanges on Buddhism were on the playful and delightful level of
exchanging the lore, exchanging what we knew about it, what he thought
of Mahayana. He made up names. He would follow on the ayjaha
Sitra invention of lists, and he would invent more lists, like the names of
all the past Buddhas, the names of all the future Buddhas, the names of all
the other universes. He was great at that. . . . | introduced him to the texts
that give the anecdotes of the dialogues and confrontations between T'ang
Dynasty masters and disciples, and of course he was delighted by that.
(Gifford and Lee 203)
Not only does "On Vulture Peak" draw readers into the excitement of thesedspiri
conversations, it also manages to present readers, in a non-didactic way, wsetice e
of Mahayana philosophy and Zen spontaneity found in Ritk@an practice. Discussing
koansin "The Old Masters and the Old Women," Snyder says "They are not valued for
the literary metaphor but for the challenge presented by the exerciaasiating the
metaphor into the life of the body, into insight and action. They help students bring
symbols and abstractions back to earthP(ace in Spac&04-105). As such, we could
say that reading "On Vulture Peak" adita composed dioan-like sections "will not

only integrate and stabilize, it will break open ways out of the accustomed habits of
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perception and allow one to slip into different possibilities--some wise, somggperha
bizarre, but all of them equally real, and some holding promise of further new ahgles
insight" ("What Poetry Did in China" 92-93).

While in Kyoto, Snyder expressed an interest in an ancient, more performative
form, one that helps shed further light on "On Vulture Peak." Snyder explained his
exciting new discovery in the March 8th letter to Whalen containing "On Vuleak"P

| am fascinated by the kabuki & noh recitation technique--at kabuki one
man half-sings half-chants the narrative (in a sort of poem form,
alternating 7-5-7 syllable lines) with one of two samisen twangers &
occasional wooden clackers & drum. At noh, a flute, a big drum & a little
drum, sometimes clackers, are used. . . . | can imagine a very jolly creative
sort of modern poetry-modern-dance music shot built around the reading
of one long dramatic-type poem with musicians & possibly a dancer.
Anthony Hunt, quoting the same letter abov&emnesis, Structure, and Meaning in Gary

Snyder'sMountains and Rivers Without Endery convincingly argues that Snyder is

here talking about the underlying structure of what was to become his magnum opus
nearly forty years later (38). Hunt also suggests that "the entire pdRWE is seen as
a gitra” (59). While I do not disagree with Hunt's assessment, | would suggest 'tGat |
Vulture Peak" we see the Buddhist seeds of what was to later become Stogulgr's
dramatic-type poem."

Buddhist stras are didactic dialogues that are generally 1) between the Buddha
and a disciple such as Subffas seen ifThe Diamond &ra)'’; 2) a larger multi-

person dialogue in which the Buddha discourses with an audience (often thousands of
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disciples and laypersons); or, 3) in the caséhef Vimalakti Sitra'® and Hui-neng's
Platform Sitra,*® a discourse betweerbadhisattva(Skt.) and other Buddhist disciples.
The Vulture Peak of Snyder'stsa is near the ancient city of Rajgiriha, and is where, as
Snyder says iPassage Through IndidBuddha lived many years after his
enlightenment” (543° In fact, it was on Vulture Peak that many of the most influential
Mahayana discourses were delivered, sucilasSarangama Sitra, The Prajfi-

Paramitz Sitra, andThe Lotus @ra. Sitras generally open with a brief description of
the setting, the occasion, a mention of those present, and occasionally a refetleaice t
time of year. These brief introductions are conveyed through an unobtrusive rfs@t-pe
narrator--generally thought to be Ananda, a disciple of Buddha--before theeoitghyl
and complex setting forth of the core teachings of Buddhigrar(naSkt.). Once the

brief introductions are completed, ttlearmatalks begin with a question posed by
Buddha or one of the disciples. The teachings are often conveyed through the use of
parables and allegories due to the fact that the teachings of the "Second otitheng
Wheel"--Matayana Buddhism, as opposed to the earligrasina Buddhism--are
intended to be inclusive of all sentient beings, not just monks and riires &e
generally divided into philosophically content-specific sections whichwardared or
have headings.

Snyder's Vulture Peakitsa is comprised of a non-numbered, twelve-line single-
stanza introduction, followed by nine short numbédw@ah-like stanzas running from
three to nineteen lines. The sections of Snyder's poem work together, likedhe lyri
sequence invented by Tu Fu--which David Hinton describes as "a seriegs®hbytr just

grouped together, but closely interwoven to form a single long and complex pagem” (i
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to create a closely-linked lyric sequence which brings together a dyefsiiltural and
philosophical ideas. The introductory stanza of "On Vulture Peak" is unchatcady
written in rhyming iambic tetrameter couplets--uncharacteristueiread the poem with
an eye towards the Western tradition. End-rhyme and traditional meteredyeussad by
Snyder, but when he does employ them, he does so very pointedly. In this case, the
opening stanza--which acts as a précis of not only what is to come in the numbered
sections, but also as a general introduction toayi&ta Buddhism--is modeled on
classical Chinesshihform. This introductory stanza provides readers, both Buddhist and
non-Buddhist alike, with a philosophic foothold for #@@an-like numbered stanzas
which follow. According to Burton Watsoshih, which were originally written as song
lyrics, often employ end rhyme, alliteration, parallelism, and onomatopoetaswhich
are descriptive of both sounds and actions. The end rhyme generally occurs in the even
numbered lines, but can also occur in the odd-numbered lines or as rhyming couplets, as
in Snyder's example. Lines are usually end-stopped, creatingea getight, single
syntactic units, with the final couplet often ending the poem with run-onSimhg.as
found inThe Book of OdeShih ching, date back to 1000 to 600 B.0he Columbia
Book of Chinese Poet8r17)?! Although not utilizing every rhetorical device available
to theshihpoet (one can say the same for most classighl, Snyder's introductory
stanza does employ end rhyme, alliteration, and onomatopoeia, as well as ysegich
single-line poetic units and a run-on final couplet.

The lyric nature of Snyder's rhyming introductshyhfits in with the setting of
the poem itself--teacher and disciple seated around a beachside camgiissidgthe

dharma One can imagine the chanting Snyder, guitar in hand, beating out the words:
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All the boys are gathered there

Vulture Peak, in the thin air

Watching cycles pass around

From brain to stone and flesh to ground,

Where love and wisdom are the same

But split like light to make the scene,

Ten million camped in a one-room shack

Tracing all the causes back

To Nothing which is not the start

(Now we love, but  here we part)

And not a one can answer why

To the simple garden in my eye.
As with traditionalshih, Snyder's introductory stanza utilizes a good deallidération
(andassonanck adding to the sense of rhythmic orality. For example:

All the boys are gatlved there

Vulture Peakin thethin ar

Watching cycles pssaround

From brain b stone and flesha ground,
The "cycles" §amgra) are the stages of existence a sentient being traverses through
birth, death, and rebirth until reachingvana (Skt.), a state achieved through the
eradication of sufferingdukhaSkt.; Pali) and desire. This unusual image might be

understood as such: "From brain [consciousness, ego] to stone [death, inanimacy] and
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flesh [rebirth] to ground [death/burial, and in this case, perhaps the ending oflthe cyc
nirvana-and a return for the last time into the earth]."

The poem continues with a line echoing Hui-neRtggform Sitra: "Where
meditation and wisdom are the same." MeditatatinyanaSkt.) and wisdompfajia
Skt.) are the same because the former "is the body of wisdom, and wisdom is tloa functi
of meditation" (10). Snyder's Hui-neng-like line reads "Where love and wisdothear
same." LoveKarurz Skt., Pali) here means compassion, affection, sympathy; wisdom
refers to the immediacy of intuitive knowing without the fetters of intel&diztation.
Love and wisdom are the primary virtues followed by disciples ofaytata Buddhism,
and are, as Snyder says in "Blue Mountains Constantly Walking," "the two comt@one
of realization" Practice of the Wild.01). They "are the same" when the discerning mind
sheds its dualistic naming/discriminating function. As Hui-neng saysWwkyour mind
and see your nature. For those who are aware, there is basically no sepdra}ion” (

Snyder next employs some beat lingo in the following line: "But splitliigke to
make the scene . . ." This initially looks like it modifies the preceding line absdbm
and love, but it in fact modifies the next line: "Ten million camped in a one-room shack,"
which is an allusion to the 2nd century Cviimalakirti Sitra. Snyder was probably
introduced tdvimalakrti through either Kenneth Rexroth's poem "Hojoki," which
appeared in RexrothEhe Signature of All Thinga 1949%2 or his "Empty Mirror, %3
which was included in the 195te Dragon & the Unicorna collection that had a
marked influence on Snyder's own poetics. Snyder alluded to Vifrtalaka letter to
Whalen dated March 16, 1954: "My room is small for human beings, but like

Vimalakirti's ten-foot-square-hut, it will accommodate ten thousand Bodhisaffvas."
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Whalen would himself write a "Vulture Peak" poem in part two of "Absolute fpeadi..
Two Views" in 1964, which begins "Although my room is very small / The ceiling is
high."*® Snyder's choice to allude to thigrs is apt because he, like Vimaiek "lives in
the midst of worldly life yet treads the path of the bodhisattva." Bdthsare "an
illustration of the Buddhist way of life as a path to liberation and of the prhactica
application of insight into emptiness of existence" ("Vimatakirdesha-gtra"
Shambhala Dictionarg43-244). Allusions, as mentioned above, are a traditional aspect
of shih as well as much of the modernist poetry Snyder was working against bygdelvi
into the transpacific cultural and poetic milieu to create a workable witdtial postwar
poetics.

Those who hiply "split" to "make the scene" are the disciples of Buddha who
were asked to descend Vulture Peak to check on the ldyotdansattvaVimalakirti.
When asked who would volunteer to fill Buddha's request, no one volunteered because
they were all in awe of the layman's superior wisdom. MaifijutheBodhisattveof
Wisdom, finally agreed and all of the other disciples followed him, somehow
miraculously fitting into Vimalakirti's bedchamber. While in the "one-ratrack,” they
discussed the primary tenant of Mgina Buddhism, emptinesshinyatz Skt.), "tracing
all the causes back / To nothing which is not the start." Nothing is not the starsdeca
there is no single originary point of departure nor any linear trajedtse is no ego-
self, for ego implies something separate and distinct from "the ten thousarsl"tAisig
Snyder says in his 1990iQuarterly interview, "Buddhism holds that the universe and
all in it are intrinsically in a state of complete wisdom, love and compassiimg ac

natural response and mutual interdependence. The personal realization of this from-the
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beginning state cannot be had for and by one-'self'--because it is not fudgdealless
one has given the self up; and away" (Martin 90). Theaykta notion of emptiness,
then, is a non-negative negation, it is an affirmation of our interrelatednesgdlwith a
things. Our original nature, or buddha nature, is empty of all (mis)conceptions and
attachments, empty of the ego-I, which, at its very core, connotes the delusion of
individuality, thus projecting the seeming separateness of an inner "mefthara! "
("mine") in contradistinction to an exterior Other. As Snyder said ye@siha'The
Etiquette of Freedom," Vimalaiti was "the legendary Buddhist layman . . . who taught
that by directly intuiting our condition in the actually existing world we reathat we
have had nothing from the beginning@’he Practice of the Wil@3).

Snyder once again employs onomatopoeia in the line "(Now we love, but  here
we part),” which can be read as the "here and now," thus the parenthesesras frami
device: right here, right now--this moment; and it is in the void (the blank spac&ythat
part" with the dualistic notions of "you" and "l,"--here parting as two diséntties,
thus making the true here and now one of infinite connectedness. Ssidestanza
comes to a close with: "And not a one can answer why / To the simple garden in my eye."
As Burton Watson mentions above, the final coupletsifiapoem generally ends with a
run-on line. The "simple garden in my eye" is perhaps an allusion to the wordless
"Flower Sermon" given atop Vulture Peak that Japhy tells Ray abdtieiibharma
Bums

"The Buddha was about to start expoundingteasand twelve hundred
and fifty bhikkus were waiting with their garments arranged and their feet

crossed, and all the Buddha did was raise a flower. Everybody was
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perturbed. The Buddha didn't say nothin. Only Kasyapa smiled. That was
how the Buddha selected Kasyapa. That's known as the flower sermon,
boy." (132)
Snyder'shih to use one of his own phrases, takes readers "out-of-time." As he
says in "The Real Work™:
The value and function of poetry can be said in very few words. One side
of it isin-time the other i®ut-of-time The in-time side of it is to tune us
into mothernature andhumannature so that we livia time in our
societies in a way and on a path in which all things can come to fruition
equally, and together in harmony. A path of beauty. And the out-of-time
function of poetry is to return us to our own true original nature at this
instant forever (Snyder's italics, 73).
To take us "out-of-time" returns us to the here-and-now "instant foreverjima- "t
being," as Dogen calls it. As such, Snydeitsas(not unlike modernist ideologies), with
its references to different time periods and cultures--ancient Indiathveelfitury
France, ancient Greek mythology, and the present memory of the recent past (£956), e
-works to eradicate the notion of time as past, present, and future, as time figwing
while we, as ego-objects, stand still. LikewisbeVimalakrti Siztra, which is also set in
the past (written ca. 100 C.E., set during Buddha's lifetime ca. 485-405 BCE) makes,
according to Burton Watson, "no pretense at conforming to historical realéyear
conventional concepts of time and space” (8), traits Snyder had already expidieds
& Textswith his unique knowledge of mythological archetypes and cross-cultural

histories. In a talk titled "The Time-Being," Dogen says that 'Wag-seeking mind
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arises in this moment. A way-seeking moment arises in this mind. It is tleevaim
practice and with attaining the way. Thus the self setting itself out iyp sees itself. . . .
[T]he time-being is all there is. . . . Each moment is all being, is the erdrtd"\77).
Whereas thehihintroduction sets the philosophical groundwork, Part | of "On

Vulture Peak" introduces the "present” setting and players--though thesmpvess
recalled almost two years later by Snyder in Kyoto. One of the giteidutes of Zen is
that its teaching and practice are not thought of as separate and distinge&plels
daily lives. As such, Part | opens with an everyday event, one familiar to readées of
Dharma Bums®

J.K. & me was squatting naked and sandy

At McClure Beach steaming mussels, eating,

Tossing the shells over our shoulders,

A pair of drunk Siwash starting a shellmound.

Neuri sleeping off a hangover face down

At the foot of a cliff, sea lions off shore
As is the case with mosiitsas, the initial situation is described by a first-person narrator
(the poet) who, after his appearance in the first line, drops from the scerastaisi@an
ego-present "I," or in this case, "me."Saripture on the other hand, Kerouac uses "I"
forty-two times. Although Snyder has left rhyme and meter behind aftanttbeuctory
stanza, he continues to employ traditional alliteration through the repeatedrislss
found in Part I--"squatting," "sandy," "steaming," "mussel&;:-avhich mimic the
sounds of the waves rolling on and off of McClure Beach. The setting of Bart | i

reminiscent of "Logging 12" iMyths & Textswith the poet "On the wooded coast,
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eating oysters / Looking off toward China and Japan" (14). The stanza is esthal; c
with it's designation of "J.K" rather than spelling out Kerouac's nameyateShad done
in his earlier "Migration of Birds." Also informal is the use of "&" in plaafé'and,” the
use of the objective case pronoun "me" rather than the more formal nomindtared"l,
"was" rather than "were." Three lines later he also uses the adjadrivek™ rather than
the more proper "drunken." "Siwash" is also an interesting word choice for Snyder
because in Chinook jargon it means "savage," a derogatory term employeshbly F
traders in the Pacific Northwest to designate/denigrate Native Amsfic@he final two
lines of this stanza are rather artfully rendered: "Neuri sleeyfrehangoverfacedown

|/ At thefoot of acliff; sea lionsff shore"--producing a sense of suspension or hanging, as
does the placement of the semicolon, dangling just off the cliff, ending withoubd peri
(my italics). Neuri® (or Psyche, as she appear3lire Dharma Bunid was Marilyn
Arnold, a young woman whom Snyder was attracted to. Arnold is, in fact, the "Hindu
Deva-girl / Light legs dancing in the waves" whose vision "Kept [the poet] high for
weeks" in "For a Far-Out FriendR&CMP 13-14). With thesetting and players laid out
in Part |, thedharmadiscourse proper is set to begin.

Part Il opens with Snyder as teacher, Kerouac as disciple. "Are bums and drunks
truly Angels? Hairy Immortals drinking poorboys in doorways?" Kerouac presumably
asks in the first two lines of this stanza, calling to mind Ting Dharma Bumss
dedicated to seventh-century Chinese poet-recluse Han-shan who was known for his
carefree wandering lifestyle, as well as acting as a remind&rotiac's reliance on
alcohol, one of the main traits distinguishing these "two strange dissimilar 'monkse

Dharma Bumg133). As a disappointed Japhy asks, "How do you expect to become a
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good bhikku or even a Bodhisattva Mahasattva always getting drunk like that?" (144).
Rather than castigate Kerouac in "On Vulture Peak," Snyder offers him nurkéaoks

like lessons on desire and cravitigshna Skt.) in the form of parables like fingers

pointing at the moon. In a letter to Joanne Kyger dated April 14, 1959, Snyder says that
"K6an is no secret, the answer to it is the secret. The process of working it bat is w
teaches. It takes time & is very discouraging at times. The §igst Is just ‘'opening the

gate' & further Bans explore more & more new grourid Ih the first of these lessorss,
seemingly out-of-place and out-of-time one-line parable of desire and subsequent
suffering in the form of lust and castration--"Poor Abelard, thou'rt cli¥jpetalls to

mind a similar line fronMyths & Texts™Herrick thou art too coorse to love™ ("Burning

12" M&T 47). Although this twelfth-century reference may seem out of place, itis in
fact a good example of the way in whickansare designed to act as a medium through
which understanding can be achieved intuitively rather than intellectdaliys often
transmitted to students through short narratives or poems, intentionallylleegeali
ambiguous, and paradoxical; they are meant to provide insight to the student ndt throug
logical analysis, but rather embody in their seeming paradox key ekeofefgn

teachings. For example, in "Case 12" (“Tozan's 'MasaginThefBlue Cliff Record® a
monk asked Tozan: "What is Buddha?" Tozan replied, "Three pounds of Flax!" (Sekida
179). Likewise, Snyder's seemingly nonsensical response to Kerouac's quastion a
drunks leaves something for further study while simultaneously embodying

unpremeditated Zen spontaneity.
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Immediately following the Abelarkban is another "lesson," this time a
description of the initial sensations one undergoes when taking peyote, a da@scripti
reminiscent of "Burning 5" in which the poet and a friend smoke jimson weed:

Now both
Being persons--alive
We sit here
The wind
Whirls
"Don't kill it man,
The roach is the best part"
still an incessant chatter
On Vulture Peak (40-41)
Here, as in the following lines from "On Vulture Peak," the poet engages uisehef
drugs in an attempt to gain some sort of transcendental wisdom. Likewise, the grocedur
in both instances has its downsides: in the former, the "incessant chatter" of monkey
mind still remains even though the poet is thinking about silence. In the instance below,
the side effects sound most unpleasant:
the vomit
& prickles of a gritty desert drug
sweat and fire
Berry lather & lapping dogs--
As Snyder told Ginsberg in a June 3, 1956 letter from Kyoto, "all the interior lamdscap

that peyote and junk and wine and tea are but chinks in the doors to [enlightenment]" (9).
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Snyder knew that true transcendental experiences came from within hedvatyt least
could only be hinted at through the use of drugs. And as Whalen suggested to his friend,
"Peyotl is another finger pointing someplacé."

Part Il of "On Vulture Peak" continues with another delusion, that of birth and
death: "All babies / Are unborn," a concept earlier touched on in "Burning 14": "A skin
bound bundle of clutchings / unborn and with no place to go" (49). Accordifigeto
Lankavatara Sitra,>* "[b]y emptiness of self-nature is meant that all things in their self-
nature are un-born; therefore, it is said that things are empty of nature" (@88 In
other words, when we view things with right knowledge, we recognize that they have no
self-nature, no individuality, thus they are un-born in the sense that they are not born of
themselves or out of something other. In the final three lines of this stanzar Snyde
exposes another delusion: the mind that sees and grasps is merely a manifafsitati
own ego-activity.

. .. tracking the moon through

Flying fenceposts a carload of groceries, home--

What home, pull in park at, and be known?
The moon, a traditional Buddhist symbol of enlightenment, is not something that can be
chased after; "[t]racking" it "through / Flying fenceposts" is likedaking it reflected on
water: it appears to be in constant movement, broken up, wavy, which is analogous to
"normal" consciousness. As Chinese Zen master Huatigags of the sunlight,
"Follow it and, behold, it escapes you; run from it and it follows close. You can neither
possess it nor have done with it" (107). Herein lies Snyder's answer to Kerouatig ope

guestion, as found in the final line of the stanza--a line set off by the pervious one with a
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dash, as if saying wait a minute: "What home . . . and be known?" The very notions of
"home" and being "known" are themselves delusionary concepts like a sqibestse
from the moon. The "realm of quietude,” to qudteLankavatara Sitra, only exists
when we recognize that images are illusions that we ourselves invest withroseléw
existence, thus separating ourselves from the inextricable realityeofanhectedness
(Goddard 298). Here too, Snyder, rather than directly answering Kerouadisrgjes
presents him with examples of causality. In the cases presented thubd&ardAthe
peyote experience, the delusion of individuality (birth and separateness)-ethe pri
conditions of desire cause suffering in much the same way Kerouac's insaifadileea
for alcohol and salvation from the pangsamsra caused his suffering, his turning to
Buddhism for relief, and his subsequent return to Catholicism after only a &w: ye

Part Ill continues the astrological trope which ends the previous sectiomgraw
our attention away from the moon to "the little cloud” which opens this stanza. Tlee "lit
cloud," a "nebula seen slantwise by the naked eye," is the Andromeda Galaxyythe onl
galaxy that can be seen from earth without the aid of a telescope. Once agden, Sn
provides a "nebulouksantlike lesson which needs to be worked through, rather than
one which is presented as self-evident. On one hand, the Andromeda Galaxy, like the
moon, is directly viewable by the naked eye; it needs no intermediary in much #e sam
that we need no intermediary to reach enlightenment--it is already tleve,lmve to do
is recognize it. We can also read the Andromeda myth itself in connectionttog@e
lessons of the previous stanza; that is, by considering what Cassiopetatenfada’s
mother) vanity itself tells u¥ The poem continues with a somewhat perplexing line:

"The curse of man's humanity to man." Etymologically, Andromeda can benbdoken
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as follows:andros("man") andnedomai'to think, to be mindful of"). Thus to "be

mindful of man" is "The curse of man's humanity to man." In other words, "man's
humanity to man" is what is at issue: our "humanity" is the very thing that titadlys

sets us apart from the rest of the world around us. To shed this ego designation (human)
is indeed what Buddhism calls for.

Attempting to assign who says what to whom throughout "On Vulture Peak"
would, if not an exercise in futility, at least not lead to a much more thorough
understanding of the content of the poem. Keeping Snyder's description of his "playful
and delightful” conversations with Kerouac in mind, however, it would be interesting to
see how one of these Rinzai-like "interchanges” would play out in a narrative for
similar to those found ifthe Blue Cliff Recordsr Seung SahnBhe Whole World Is A
Single Flower Thesanzen(Jap.) "interview" might look something like this: One night
"two strange dissimilar monks" were eating mussels by a campfire ordbb.llDharma
Bum Kerouac, wanting to throw his companion off of his feet, looked to the sky and said,
"the little cloud.” Dharma Master Snyder, also seeing the AndromddayGeesponded
with "a corrective and his understanding": "A nebula seen slantwise bpkied eye."
Kerouac, hitting his fist on the sand, shouted "The curse of man's humanity to man. 'My
hair / is in a pony-tail, I run!"™ Unhappy with this response, Master Snyder'&aich
day a lunchpail and a shirtful of sawdust. / Old women dry pods fry corn in the cinders."
Taken aback, Kerouac pointed to the beachside cliff, saying "The head is a hawk on a
boulder.” Master Snyder, trying to bring his student back to his original relmognit
threw three mussel shells at his companion, saying "The boulder a nest of coiled

snakes.* Fun aside, the final two end-stopped lines are particularly interesting for thei



64

koantlike allusiveness. A Zen Mastawghi Jap.) might ask, for example, the following
types of questions to his or her student during an intenganzéit The "hawk on a
boulder" comes from where? Where is the boulder? Is that nature or mind? If you have
no mind, where do the "coiled snakes" come from? Kerouac said, "The head is a hawk on
a boulder"; Snyder said, "The boulder a nest of coiled snakes." Which is ctsrdut?a
lesson in impermanence?
In the next stanza we return more obviously to some of thaydiaa concepts

presented in the poem's introduction. Part IV reads:

Nearer than breathing

Closer than skin

smack in the earballs

nosehalls, brainpans, tongueclucks

eyeholes, prickbones,

answer! answer! why!

"with lowered lids
I have entered
nibbana”

Meditation hyang brings us "Nearer than breathing / Closer than skin" because the ego
"I," whom we normally think of as the omingthe breathing, falls away, as does the
notion of one's skin as a barrier between inside and outside (l/other). Meditatigs Usi
closer to these things in the sense that the "I" dissipates and becomes one bwitly the
and mind. Part of the cessation of clinging to arbitrary conceptions, accordihg to

Diamond $tra, is excluding "all thoughts connected with the phenomena of sight, sound,
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taste, smell, touch, and all discriminations based upon them. . . ." (Goddard 90). These
phenomena, known as the Six Senses in Zen meditation--eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body,
mind--are here still connected with arbitrary conceptions in that theyearg played
with associationally: "earballs / nosehalls, brainpans, tongueclucks / eyeholes
prickbones." It is not a stretch here to assign these words to Kerouac, as sasmaasthi
captivating prose and poetry combines words and sensory associations. Tistiding
play in relation to meditation is very telling if we indeed read these asid&sowords
rather than Snyder's. Kerouac seems here to be contemplating the sémsgsiassuch
a way that attaches meaning (sounds and shapes) to them, building an extra laysr onto hi
thoughts rather than simply letting them rise and fall in the mindful practice etteneid
meditation-mind. In other words, he is projecting associations onto what should be
passing thoughts, separating his senses from his mind by listing them as indhiitysl
and thus separate from one another and from his mind. According to Hui-neng, "When
you go from one thought to another, don't become attached to any dharma. Once one
thought becomes attached, every thought becomes attached, which is what we call
'‘bondage.’ But when you go from one thought to another without becoming attached to
any dharma, there's no bondage. That is why 'no attachment' is our foundétmn" (
Platform Sitra 12). In the dualistic world of causality, one thing (thought) leads to
another ad infinitum, though when we accept our non-dualist buddha nature as our true
nature--that is, undifferentiated and original--then we recognize thatitheo distance
between our minds, bodies, and what is "real," for they are one and the same.

The next line--"answer! answer! why!"--can be approached in two ways. |

indeed read the previous lines as Kerouac's, we can almost feel his impatience f
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immediate enlightenmensdtori Jap.) that he claims to have attained numerous times
throughout his Buddhist writings. From the standpoint of Zen, however, these directives
are reminiscent of Rinzai interviews in which students are presentelgaiitbby their
roshis In a letter to Whalen written two months after sending him "On Vulture Peak,"
Snyder discusses his experiencearizen
Sanzen is terrifying, like going before a firing squad once a day & being
told SPEAK & | just sit there 'speechless & intelligent & shakindpwit
shame'----because no logic chopping or cleverness or suchlike will do &
SO you get sent back to dig & dig for something real that can be used--like
the one word before the guillotine falls & all your ingenuity fails $ou.
And as Buddha tells AnandaTeSirangama Sitra, "you must learn to answer
guestions spontaneously with no recourse to discriminating thinking" (Goddard 112). The
guote ending part IV--"with lowered lids / i have entered / nibbana™--sounds like a
worse-for-wear beachside tokay-drinking Kerouac, or like Snyder smokisgninveed:
"Standing / great limp mouth / hanging loose in air / quivers, turns in upon itself"
("Burning 5"M&T 41); however, "nibbana” is actually Pali furvana
An odd bit of apparent Arab folk wisdom opens Part V: "a camel lets her milk
down / when tickled in the snatch,” followed immediately by one of the most chatlengin
passages of "On Vulture Peak":
philosophers are horrified
because there is no cause
because everything exists

because the world is real and so are they
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and so is nothing is, not nothing save us--

The "philosophers"--Therada Buddhists, Buddhist "skolarg'and surely Western

philosophers as well--are "horrified" that they and "the world [are]'rémis "nothing

is." While this line may sound contradictory, it is actually an affirmation of themot

emptiness mentioned earlier. "[N]othing" or no-thing (emptinebgnyatz) connotes a

mind unfettered by attachments (conceptions, distinctions, delusions)--therigiessi/

Abstractions of the educated mind" ("LoggingMB&T 7); no-thing is the clean mirror-

mind simultaneously reflecting and emitting reality. Snyder, in arl&ttKyger, explains

that

Rinzai says, the trouble with you monks is you lack faith in yourselves, in
your own minds--exactly what it takes, in zazen for example, to have such
complete faith in the natural wisdom of the mind to literally discard
reliance on anything you've read or want to read, or whatever people think
of you or say to you, or any idea of how others like or dislike you, or any
notion of what can be learned of wisdom through "experience"--or even
the wash of personal sentiments, recollections & desires, & just search
into the mind you have before it became broken up into millions of bits of
images & ideas. Huang ffssays "men are afraid to forget their own

minds, afraid of falling into the void. But this void is the root of the mind

& all the universes®

Likewise, The Lankvatara Sitra says that "Relative-knowledge," which "belongs to the

mind-world of the philosophers," is based on relations, appearances, considerations,

analyzing, and logic, whereas "Perfect-knowleddrajfia-paramita Skt.) is the



68

recognition that all things are manifestations of the discriminating mirgithei
recognition that all things are egoless and unborn in their original buddha-nature. The
philosophers, according to Buddha, rely on logic and discrimination, which are based on
dualisms and causation, whereas perfect-knowledge no longer discriminatesrbet
being and non-being, birth and death (Goddard 301). If, in the dualistic world of
causality, we come to recognize our non-dualist buddha nature as our true natane, we
acknowledge that there is no distance between our minds, bodies, and what is real, for
they are one and the same. The lines quoted above from "On Vulture Peak," aligned
along the left-hand margin as if to set them off, are the heart adiyllad philosophy. As
Avalokitesvara, one of Kerouac's favoitedhisattvaputs it inThe Heart $tra, "Form
is emptiness, emptiness is not different from form, neither is form diffex@nt fr
emptiness, indeed, emptiness is form" (Goddard 85).
Part V of "On Vulture Peak" continues with very Kerouac-sounding phrasing:
bony jungle spring
Shakya in the boondocks.
a broken start,
sprout,
is REALLY gone
Indeed, in response to reading "On Vulture Peak," Whalen wrote Snyder $efting t
"Kwack [Kerouac] could not have written ‘bony jungle spring / Sakya ifsithe
boondocks', but the rhyming is his, | agrée.These lines, some of the most obscure in
the poem, describe Siddhartha Gautama's enlightenment. Siddhartha, himselfezmaci

("bony") after practicing several years of fruitless ast@n, set off on his own to seek



69

enlightenment. He chose a spot outside of the town of Bodhimanda (present day Bodh-
gaya) to contemplate the causes of suffering. Chinese pilgrim-monk Rg&hen., Fa-
Xian) (ca. 337-ca. 422) describes the city as desolate and empty ("the boondocks"),
Bodhi-tree along the banks of the Falgu River (§7Bhakya," the clan name from
which Siddhartha gained the title Shakyamuni ("Sage of the Shakya clarty, featy-
nine days, finally achieving enlightenment at the age of thirty-five. Thak&orstart," a
line itself nipped in the bud, refers to the fact that after becoming enleghtBaddha
continued meditating under the Bodhi-tree because he was unsure of how to transmit his
new-found enlightenment to others. He soon encountered the five disciples who earlier
abandoned him when he gave up asceticism for concentrated medgatiodH(i Skt.).
Immediately recognizing that he had attained liberation, they asked Buddha for
instruction, thus the "sprout” or beginning of the Buddha's teacHugkifia-dharma
Skt.) ("Sidhartha Gautam&DBZ204-205). The teachings are "REALLY gone," a
phrase Whalen also uses for the Sanskrit word "Paragate" in "Sourdough Mountain
Lookout,"* and which Goddard translates as "to that other shofiiérHeart Stra* as
seen below (86). "REALLY gone"; that is, gone to the realm of nondualism. Tha stanz
concludes with the excited voice of Kerouac:
wow, he
always been standin there
sweatin' and explainin'?
Has Buddha been preaching thermaall along, Kerouac asks, almost Christianizing

him into the figures of the African American street-side proselytizaysaRd Japhy
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encounter earlier ithe Dharma BumsA big fat woman like Ma Rainey was standing
there with her legs outspread howling out a tremendous sermon in a booming voice that
kept breaking from speech to blues-singing music . . ." (86).
The opening of Part VI also contains some key aaiha philosophy:
gone where.
Nowhere, where he came from
thus that thing
that thus thing
where were you born from
born from, born from--

Like the cycle of existence itseBgmgra), this stanza opens in mid-sentence, positing a
guestion mark-less question: "gone where[?]" Here Snyder is playitigmicgally with
the mantra that conclud@fieHeart Sitra, one of the most well-known and oft-repeated
Buddhist mantras: "Gate, gate, paragate, parasamgate, bodhi, svaha." Gaddkaid$r
it as "Gone, gone, gone to that other shore; safely passed to that other shoji#gg-O Pra
paramita! So may it be" (86). Where are you going? and where are you from? are
common questions posed in Zen texts. For example, in Chapter Hite dfransmission
of the Lampa collection of more than one thousand Chilkésascompiled in 1004 by
Tao-yuan, Hui-neng asks Nanyue "Where from?" The latter answeosn '¥t. Song."
Hui-neng questions further: "What is it that thus comes?" Nanyue respondxiti§pea
about it won't hit the mark" (gtd. in Glossawpon in a Dewdrof850). Indeed, to say
where one is from or where one is going implies both a point of departure and a point of

arrival; for one on the path these two points are irrelevant. Thus Snyderé&rans
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"Nowhere, where he came from." "[T]hus that thing" means "thusness" dmesg’

(tathatz Skt.), and in Maliyana Buddhism indicates the true nature of things as they exist
before humans subjectify theathat: is formless, indefinable; it is nonphenomenal. In
describing th& athagata(one of the ten names Buddha used to describe himself),
Vimalakirti refers to the "Thus Come One as not existing from past times, not departing
in the future, nor abiding here at preseiitié€ Vimalakti Siatra 130). Thus Snyder's
guestion of "gone where" is a moot point, and perhaps why Snyder asks it here without a
capital "G" and with no question mark. Another important Zen question Snyder gaises i
"where were you born from [?]" Not "where were you born?" (as in what part of the
country), but rather "born from." This is indeed a perplexing question. Kerouac would
say the "golden eternity," for "If we were not all the golden eternity weuldnt be

here" Scripture26). Similarly, Zen masters often ask their students: "Before yowarfath
and mother were born, what is your true self?" "Is" is the key. One's true setf
contingent upon notions of conception, place, time, lineage--all connoting ego,
individuality, birth. "What is your true self?"is. In other words, it is indefinable; it is
tathatz. To attempt to define the self necessitates conceptualizations within tldeoivor
duality, which in turn separates the self from everything around it. Snyder dgastnot
pose his question--"Where were you born from," he lets it resound in the void: "born
from, born from--", as if echoing in one of the caves along the beach. As Snyter tol
Joanne Kyger in a letter from Kyoto, "The Zen eye is looking at things beforarthey
born, before there is man and women and the shapes of desire; the ground everything

grows from neither 'is' nor ‘is not' and it rejects nothifig."
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The use of the dash above leaves the question open, allowing it to morph
seamlessly into a more place/culture-specific question, one related tva Alaerican
theme:

Did you fall fall fall
fall
from the salmonberry bough?
Are you the reborn soul
of a bitter cheated chief?
--l came out my mammy
Slick & yapping like a seal
My uncle washed me in the brine
| was a hero & a hunt&rin my time
A badger gave me visions
A whale made me pure
| sold my wife & children
& jumped into a mirror
The salmonberry bush, native to the North American west coast from California to
Alaska, produces a raspberry-like fruit traditionally eaten by marsy Rations peoples
with salmon roe, or half-dried salmon. The "bitter cheated chief" at fastglmight be
read as Chief Seattle (1786-1866), leader of the Suquamish and Duwamish tribes in wha
is now Washington State. However, read in conjunction with the first-personttafé se
by a line break--and a good deal of white space--and the reference taltheritserry

bough," the chief described here is more reminiscent of the one found in "The Story of
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Salmon" in Lewis Spencelhe Myths of the North American Indiaifi®14). In this
Sioux tale, as with its follow-up, "Salmon's Magic Bath," we learn of &f etho,
reluctant to part with his daughter, holds a contest for her hand. In short, Salmon wins the
contest and thus the chief's daughter. Salmon and his new bride leave, chased by the
chief's tribe. Salmon is killed by Coyote and Badger with an arrow. Upon heateg of
nephew's death, Crow searches for Salmon's remains. All she finds is aamgle sgg
which she buries and shortly thereafter appears Salmon's son. His aunt tetidathet
in a mountain pool so he will be able to see spirits. He leaves to hunt down his father's
killers and eventually takes a wife (Spence 282-285). As with the introdwsttibrghat
opens "On Vulture Peak," this tale is presented as an oral rather than written
transmission, utilizing meter and end rhyme: "brine"/"time," "visidekildren,"
"pure"/"mirror." Here too, Snyder uses the personal pronoun "I," as in Pgttselyihair
is in a pony-tail, I run!™) and IV ("with lowered lids / i have entered / nibbaas'the
voice of another, incorporating, if you will, oral found objects, adding to the complexity
of this cross-cultural and multi-vocal collage.
Part VIl opens with a William Carlos Williamsesque three-stepped line:
Hot wispy ghosts blown
down the halls between births,
hobo-jungles of the void--
Snyder's use of assonance and onomatopoeia effectively echoes the moansaostshe gh
as they are triadically blown though the hollow halls of the void. The "wispy ghosts" in
the "hobo-jungles of the void--" (recalling Kerouac's original qaestbout "bums and

drunks"), exist in the "Six Realms" mentioned two lines later. Here we habe-'
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jungles,” whereas in Part V (visually opposite on the preceding page) Isotiejlingle
spring." The reader is next presented with the ubiquitous Zen question, though this time
in slightly altered form(s): "--Where did we meet last? where / Weweborn?",
resonating the echo from the previous stanza ("where were you born from / barn from
born from--") and looking ahead to the following one ("Was it born?"). This time the
guestions are asked not by Zen masters, but by "Wobblies of the Six / Realmséwho ar
-huddling by some campfire / in the stars.” These Wobblies (Industrial Warikirs
World) not only call to mind those in "shanties / At Hooverville, Sullivan's Gulch" who
were "'shot and beat up / For wanting a good bed, good pay, / decent food, in the woods-
-" ("Logging 7"M&T 9), but also those earlier fellow travelers, Han-shan and Shih-te,
who "became Immortals and [who] you sometimes run onto . . . today in the skidrows,
orchards, hobo jungles, and logging camps of AmeriR&QMP 35).

The "Six Realms" are the realms of existence which malghapa-chakra
(Skt.), or "the wheel of life." The realms are divided into three upper (fortuaadehree
lower (unfortunate) states. The former are made up of celestial beirlggiets, and
human beings; the latter consists of hell-beings, hungry ghosts, and animals. The s
realms are not thought of as divided between the worldly and heavenly, but rather are
considered concrete states of existence determined bykam@a*® While it might seem
logical to assign the "wispy ghosts" (Wobblies) to the realm of the huhgistsy Snyder
seems to be telling us that they are actually celestial beings, or ashbketellan-shan
and Shih-te, "Immortals.” They are "huddling by some campfire," as \i¢shbere wont
to do, but they are doing it "in the stars," natlerthem, returning to the celestial trope

explored earlier in the poem--the moon and the Andromeda Galaxy. The stanza closes
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with a somewhat confusing image: The Wobblies, "in the stars," are "Ré&sting
muttering before a birth / On Mars|[.]" They are not waiting for just any lity, are
waiting for their own rebirths into higher realms. Though celestial beingg still exist
in the Realm of Desir&kémalokaSkt.) and are, like the others, subject to the wheel of
life because they have not yet overcome desire. Their potential plactha$ lwertainly
curious. Perhaps "a birth / On Mars" is an allusion to the Roman god of War, whom, like
Perseus, another fighter (recall the Andromeda myth in Part Ill), woulddopiate
symbols for the downtrodden Wobblies to look up to. Furthermore, before becoming
associated with war, Mars was the god of fertility, spring, and rebirthcarmefire and
birth images call to mind the fire/renewal trope Snyder uses in "Lo@jingth the
Lodgepole Pine cones that "shed their seeds / on the bared ground and a new growth
springs up" M&T 4).

Part VIII returns the reader to some of the more intenseéydah doctrine like
that found in Parts IV-VI, drawing once againOmeLankavatara Sitra and Rinzakoan
interviews. This stanza, dealing exclusively with the concept of mind, opens wil a w
knownkoan question: "What can be said about a Rabbit / Solitary and without context /
Set before the mind. Was it born? / Has it horns?" Asam interviews, Snyder lays this
conundrum out "without context . . . before the mind" to ellicit an unmediated, immediate
response devoid of arbitrary phenomological conceptions ("answer! answe).wsy!
Buddha says to Ananda TheSarangama Sitra, the unenlightened mind deludes itself
with transient thoughts which are no more real than "hair on a tortoise, or like horns on a
rabbit" (Goddard 183). Furthermore, accordinghe Lankvatira Sitra, "If things are

not born of being and non-being, but are simply manifestations of mind itself, they have
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no reality, no self-nature:--they are like the horns of a hare, a horse, a donkegl.a ca

But the ignorant and the simple-minded, who are given over to their false and erroneous
imaginings, discriminate things where they are not" (Goddard 296). While these
fantastical animal images are often used in #faha Buddhism to distinguish between

the deluded and awakened mind--the images falling on the side of delusion like birth and
death--an alternative reading of the rabbit/horns question can also be pastethke

Zen Circle, a teaching device described by Korean Zen Master Seung $abpping

Ashes on the Buddheonsists of five progressive points representing the stages leading
up to and beyond enlightenment. In short, the Zen Circle moves counterclockwise from
"attachment to thinking" to "attachment to emptiness" to "attachment to fré¢adno-
attachment thinking." The final stage ends where the first began (thusafjes) with

"l," though now the original "Small I" of the ego has become the "Big I" of the
bodhisattvasThat is, enlightenment has been attained and left behind without attachment
(recall the difference between Theida and Mahyana) so the "Big I," existing in

"infinite time, infinite space," works for the benefit of all beings. Ihis fourth stage

which interests us here, for it represents "the area of magic and mikéetesthere is
complete freedom, with no hindrance in space or time. This is called live thinki7g:" (
Reaching this stage, Master Seung Sahn later explains, "When you are hgnging b
hands from a mountain ledge and can let go, nothing thinking of life or death, then you
will have true freedom. You can see the wooden dog eating steel and shitting fire. You
make friends with the hairy-shelled turtle and the rabbit with horns" (103). Adttys,

then, one relinquishes their mind-hold not only on thinking (as in the previous stage), but

also not-thinking.
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The stanza continues to explore this concept with a line reminiscent of the "1st
Chorus" of Kerouac's "Desolation Blues": "we walk around clung / To earth / Like
beetles with big brains / Ignorant of where we are n@wbk of Blued.17). Snyder says
it like this: "Dream people walking around / In dream town." Indeed, we aealr
people"” "[ijgnorant of where we are now," according to Bjaha philosophy, because
all phenomena is empty. The next three lines take this dream notion back to the city of
the Gandharvas, which Snyder earlier used almost verbatim from "Burning 12":

--the city of the Gandharvas--
not a real city, only the
memory of a city-M&T 47).
This "unreal city," perhaps a nod to T.S. Elidtse Waste Lan® is a metaphorical city
used to discuss the discriminating mind, as Buddha tells Mahanfdtelrankzvatara
Sitra:
It is like the city of the Gandharvas which the unwitting take to be a real
city though it is not so in fact. The city appears as in a vision owing to
their attachment to the memory of a city preserved in the mind as a seed,;
the city can thus be said to be both existent and non-existent. In the same
way, clinging to the memory of erroneous speculations and doctrines
accumulated since beginningless time, they hold fast to such ideas as
oneness and otherness, being and non-being, and their thoughts are not at
all clear as to what after all is only seen of the mind. (Goddard 281-282)
In this imaginary city there are no questions of birth and death because there is no

guestion about the city's reality, as in turn there is no question of our birth and death in
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Mahayana philosophy. The city of the Gandharvas is thus a parable for emptiness and
delusion.

The final three lines of the stanza, in the form of a quotation--which almost
sounds like it comes from Yeats or Shakespeare--is also a paraphra3ééom
Lankavatara Sitra:

"The mind dances like the dancer

The intellect's the jester

The senses seem to think the world's a stage--"
The paraphrase is conceptually off, though, and one is left wondering why Snyder
includes it in quotation marks. One answer might be that Snyder was quoting from
memory. Another answer, though perhaps somewhat farfetched, might be thantdgese li
are said by Kerouac, thus the quotes. If this is the case, perhaps Snyder isthognome
Kerouac's level of understanding of what he so eagerly espoused to his friends on the
West Coast. To paraphrase Kenneth Rexroth: we're all Buddhists in San Fraacisco, J
(Hamalian 243§? In explaining the "Mind System" to his disciple Mahamati, Buddha
says, "The discriminating-mind is a dancer and a magician with the objeairld as his
stage. Intuitive-mind is the wise jester who travels with the magicidmedlects upon
his emptiness and transiency. Universal Mind keeps the record and knows what must be
and what may be" (307). As laid out by Buddha, the intellect ("discriminating msd")
the dancer--think monkey mind--whereas Snyder's quote assigns that rolejéstdre’

Snyder's Ma#iyana gitra ends as it began, employing rhyme, meter, alliteration,
and assonance, closing the poetic lesson with the noble silence of the tomb:

For forty years the Buddha begged his bread
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And all those years said nothing, so he said,
& Vulture Peak is silent as a tomb.

It is said that Buddha claimed not to have preached a single word in the forty-nmse yea
of his enlightened life, for, as Engo says in his introduction to "Case 90i{eoBlue ClIiff
Recordq"Chimon and the Essence of P&jfj "not one phrase has been handed down,
even by the thousand holy ones” (377). Even the Buddhas and patriarchs find it difficult
to put the absolute in words. For example, towards the ehdeo¥imalakti Sitra, the
aged host asks his guests how one enters into the "gate of nondualism" (1043hivjaiiju
the last of the thirty-two bodhisattvas to answer, replies, "To my way of thirding
dharmas are without words, without explanations, without purport, without cognition,
removed from all questions and answers. In this way one may enter the gate of
nondualism." Mafijghri then turns the question back to Vimatakwho "remained
silent and did not speak a word" (110). Absolute truth, then, cannot be put into words,
thus the poem's abrupt ending, "silent as a tomb." The silence of truth can only be found
in absolutesamzdhi (meditation) where there is no-thing, not evendharma where
subject and object become one.

The importance of "On Vulture Peak" for this reader lies preciseheingason it
has been overlooked by critics and somewhat discounted by Snyder himself as just a way
"of passing time." Taking Snyder's suggestion to Whalen that the poem is ndt a fina
statement, | would argue that the poem, in its "unfinished" state, repr8sgdey at his
most Zen (spontaneous). Tkean-like lessons of "On Vulture Peak" are subtle, caring
messages rather than direct instructions, for in Zen, the message can onigrbéted

through direct experience and understanding, not through words alone. Snyder's poem,
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like sitras andkoans is purposefully ambiguous, paradoxical, and, for the uninitiated
reader, seemingly illogical. While one could say the same for Kerdbaggure the

two poems differ in that Snyder's more fully and successfully embraces Buddhis
ideology in that each successive stanza leaves no conceptual traces, noowiagdr
thought to the next unencumbered, while at the same time leaving ideas for deeper
consideration like wispy clouds floating past the moon. As Snyder says, "A pkem, li
life, is a brief presentation, a uniqueness in oneness, a complete expressionftand a gi
("A Single Breath" 115). A gift indeed, for "the Zen Master's presentzehelp one keep
attention undivided, to always look one step farther along, to simplify the mind: like a
blade which sharpens to nothing" ("Japan First Time Around" 34). "On Vulture Peak,"

then, like the blade of wisdom, is "REALLY gone."
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Chapter Three
"No Permanent Home": Philip Whalen's "The Slop Barrel: Slices of the
Paideuma for All Sentient Beings"

Sk_handas my ass!
--It's not
Even that

(Jack Kerouac 1958)

Alan Watts, in his oft-quoted 19%8hicago Revievessay "Beat Zen, Square Zen,
and Zen," fails to mention Philip Whalen--whose "Sourdough Mountain Lookout"
appeared in truncated form in the same issue--even though he takes Gary Sriyder, Jac
Kerouac, and Allen Ginsberg to task. In fact, towards the beginning of his esstg/, Wat
makes a statement about Confucianism and Taoism that sounds similar to theglynami
one finds at play in Whalen's poetry. The ancient Chinese practitioners pdssesse
according to Watts, "a universal vision of life as the Tao or way of nature @i \wie
good and evil, the creative and the destructive, the wise and the foolish are the
inseparable polarities of existence" (4). The "Beat Zen" of Kerougdegrand
Ginsberg--in contradistinction to the "clearly defined hierarchy" andd'dgscipline” of
"square Zen"--"is always a shade too self-conscious, too subjective, anddentsti
have the flavor of Zen"(8-%)One could certainly argue that Whalen's poetry is "too self-
conscious” and "too subjective," though Whalen's self-consciousness is at oreefawa
its delusionary nature, while at the same time working through and embrdwng "t
inseparable polarities of existence.” Whalen's mind (and poetry), as \Ajattsfs
Taoism, moves as "a cork adapts itself to the crests and troughs of waves" (4).

Perhaps, like most readers of Whalen, Watts's exclusion was less aofatter

oversight than of not knowing where to situate his fellow West Coasteks Merein
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lies the reason, | would argue, for Whalen's conspicuous absence from ¢heteical
discussions of the San Francisco Renaissance and the Beat generationnihgsnéa

his poems, especially the longer ones, are very difficult to pin down; they resist
conventional explication and summary in much the same way John Ashbery's poetry
does. Anyone who has read Whalen or Ashbery has probably asked themselves these
same questions: What do these thimgsar? Whatis he saying? Whatre thesethings?

And whereis he going with it? Even Ginsberg, who would later write the foreword to
Whalen's collection of Buddhist poems titl€dnoeing Up Cabarga Credk996)? did

not initially understand his friend's poetry. Whalen quotes Ginsberg to Snyder in 1956 as
saying of "The Slop Barrel," "'l thought | understood it all but | don't angmaton't
understandhese poems®*And as Ginsberg later informed Neeli Cherkoviski, "'Philip
takes your mind deep into his own, but you don't always know it is happening until later,
when his perceptive voice finally dominates your own thought&etlow poet and Reed
College friend Lew Welch suggests that "Whalen's poetry is not diffictéat@oetry

never is. Anybody can understand exactly what is being said, though it mayveka se
readings to appreciate how deeply considered his 'meaning®kamtiac, too,

recognized the uniqueness of Whalen's voice, saying in 1960, "There's a style all y
own that no one can pin down or define--a style of Seeing and Saying--You're a&definit
poet definitely Whalenesque" (Charters vol. I, 286). As these comments fraiei\s
friends suggest, even his fellow experimental poets were unable to "pin dowrdrkjs w
no matter how much they admired it. Indeed, one of the major themes running though
Whalen's poetry is precisely the poet's own inability to pin himself down, for in Zen,

there is no self to grasp hold of.



83

As valuable as the scant extant criticism on Whalen is, much of the earlier
scholarship, as with most Beat criticism in general, tended to provide jpoetid and
historical overviews which leave the poetry itself on the back bdrbespite Whalen's
centrality in post-World War Two American literature, what followshes first extended
reading of one of his longer poems. It is my belief that to fully understand Mi&ale
poetry--and post-War West Coast poetry in general--we need to understand thesBuddhi
philosophy that Whalen, Snyder, Kerouac and others were grappling with in theoearl
mid 1950s. We might consider this reading of "The Slop Barrel," then, a case study on
Whalen's poetry through the heuristic lens of the Buddhist philosophy the poets were
reading and discussing towards the end of their time at Reed College threwginlyh
days of Snyder's study in Kyoto.

To read Whalen's poetry is to enter into a world constructed of divers flashes of
encyclopedic multi-cultural and historical insight. His own writing, accordrthe
preface ofEvery Day(1965), is "A continuous fabric (nerve movie?)" which causes
"distant galaxies hitherto unsuspected . . . to LIGHT UP" (n.p). While his longeispoem
might seem indecipherable to the uninitiated reader, they accuratebgdgithe poet's
Buddhist philosophy and thought processes. As such, Welch's reading of Whalen is
correct; when you read them for what they are (without trying to "defiresgh tas
Kerouac says), "[a]lnybody can understand exactly what is being saidof @reemain
difficulties with reading poems like "The Slop Barrel" and "Sourdough Mountai
Lookout" is that they appear to be bouncing back and forth spatially and temporally.
These poems, though, represent Whalen at his sedentary best: the "mind moving," the

poet sitting. These are interior poems, not dissimilar, for example, to Ashiiérg's
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Instruction Manual” (1955), which appeared alongside Whalen's work in Donald Allen's
The New American Poetny 1960. The "trick" to reading Whalen's poetry as more than
just random collections of notebook jottings is to look for, as Whalen says, "the funny
combination[s]" that connect one thought to anoffiEmese unsuspected combinations
come about largely because of one of the hallmarks of Whalen's verse, his Hbnest se
reflection; his is a mind in motion, always working towards (and working out) his bwn, i
you will, salvation. In the case of "The Slop Barrel," the poet's seHfetesh throughout

the poem leads to the realization that the only way to neia¢éinais by recognizing that

it is not to be found in some other realm, but by living in the here and now.

Whalen, who was soon to become immortalized as Warren Coughlin in Jack
Kerouac'sThe Dharma BumgL958), typed up a batch of twenty-two of his unpublished
poems in Berkeley on September 24, 1956, the carbons of which he mailed the following
day to his friend and former Reed College roommate, Gary Snyder, who had recently
arrived in Japan. The originals were for his new friend Gregory Corso to take bhek to t
East Coast to try to get publishetl.was not long before the poems found their way into
the hands of Ginsberg, that tireless promoter of his colleagues*Waltkough what
would end up being Whalen's best known poem, "Sourdough Mountain Lookout," was
included in the batch of carbons sent to Snyder, it was another poem written during the
same period that most piqued his friend's interest--"The Slop Barrels Sliche
Paideuma for All Sentient Beings." Snyder had left Mill Valley, Catif@ion May 6th
for Kyoto to study with Miura Isshudghi at the Zen Temple Shokoku-ji. By the 25th he
was already asking Whalen to send him some poems: "Man send me your poemas--pleas

-they may help keep me sane in this crazy scEr@halen wrote back less than two
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weeks later from Berkeley saying he was working on it: "I havshed the long slop-

barrel poem, cutting some & adding another section. | will mail it underatepzover

when | get a copy typed on thin paper. | am not yet sarisfried [sic] withGd

September 30, 1956, just five days after Whalen mailed the poems, Snyder wrote back

full of praise:
Well man | read THE SLOP BARREL last night having just received it &
was simply stoned. | mean | can't say too much--that little bundle of
pomes is elegant, disciplined, spontaneous, balanced, everything they
mean by classical without no stink of the lamp. You're miles ahead of me
or Ginsberg, simply because of the balance & style. . . . The balance
between discipline & spontaneity is almost perfect, & the exciting inner
tension of the intellect which the academics wheeze about is solidly but
discreetly [sic] theré®

Two weeks after receiving Snyder's comments, Whalen confided that histter was

quite overwhelming.**

The poem, which is largely a poetic dialog between two lovers, is also, like

"Sourdough Mountain Lookout," an interior exploration of lggima Buddhist notions

of impermanence, interdependence, and awakening. More specifically, throughout the

poem we are privy to the poet's grappling with the notion that we mistake the Five

Skandhasor aggregates of attachment that collectively make up one's personality, for ou

notion of Self, which in turn leads to our delusions and thus suffering. According to D. T.

Suzuki's translation ofrhe Lankvatara Scripturein Dwight Goddard'& Buddhist Bible

(1932/1938)--a book Whalen, Kerouac, and Snyder were intimately familiartivéh
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"five grasping elements that make up the aggregates of personality [arek@rsation,
perception, discrimination, and consciousness” (303). Although Suzuki tells us in a note
to his translation of he Heart gtra in Manual of Zen Buddhisifi935) that "the
conception of Skandha seems to be too vague and indefinite" from "the modern scientific
point of view," the narrator of "The Slop Barrel" comes to recognize, as he mowes fr
being trapped in the world of objects and concegamra Skt.), to reaching the other
shore of liberation, that our suffering lies not in ghandhaghemselves, but in our lack
of understanding of emptinesshnyat: Skt.). Indeed, as Suzuki suggests, with "the idea
of an ultimate individual reality which is imagined to exist as such fomadl to come . .
. the error of attachment is committed, and it is this attachment that forslaves us to
the tyranny of external things" (31; n.2).

We might even think of "The Slop Barrel" as a modern-day explorati®hef
Heart Sitra, one of the most important texts of Mghna Buddhisnt?® As told by
Avalokiteshvara (th8odhisattvaof Compassiort} to Shariputra (one of the Buddha's
ten great disciples), this, more than any otlimas succinctly encapsulates the concept of
emptiness as related through the FkandhasGoddard translates the most well-known
line of the &tra as follows: "Form is emptiness, emptiness is not different from form,
neither is form different from emptiness, indeed, emptiness is form." Th&karelhas
are addressed a few lines later: "In emptiness there is no form, no sensation, no
perception, no discrimination, no consciousness" (85-88long with Goddard, another
author Whalen and Snyder were reading at the time was English scholad Ezbwae,
who teases out the Figkandhasn these terms iBuddhism: Its Essence and

Developmen(1951)®:
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Anything a person may grasp at, or lean on, or appropriate, must fall
within one of those five groups, which make up shefof 'individuality.'
Thebeliefin individuality is said to arise from the invention of a 'self' over
and above those five heaps. . . . When the individual, as constituted by an
arbitrary lump taken from those five heaps, ceases to exist, the result is
Nirvana--the goal of Buddhism. (5)
And as Red Pine (Bill Porter) says in his translatiomloed Heart Stra, "Basically the
skandhas represent an attempt to exhaust the possible paths we might take nclour sea
for a self, for something permanent or pure or separate in the undifferefitixtef
experience. They are five ways of considering our world and looking for something w
can call our own" (65). As such, we can sayskendhasre at the root of the first of the
Four Noble Truths, that life is sufferiffglf physical phenomena such as our bodies are
impermanent, then it follows that tskandhagshemselves are impermanent. The concept
of "self," then, must be a delusion. As Conze says, "it is impossible to 'gragttext or
at feelings, perceptions, impulses and acts of consciousness, without gettingdimvolve
suffering (45)." These are the issues Whalen grapples with in "The Slag, Beoming,
in the end, to the realization that the only way to reach an awakened state is theough t
immediacy of direct experience, not through questioning, grasping, and desmings
Whalen surely read in Goddard, when "the disciple dwells in contemplation of . . . the
five Aggregates of Existence. . . . [h]e knows what Bodily Foupd) is, how it arises,
how it passes away; knows what Feelimgdana is, how it arises, how it passes away;

knows what Perceptiorséng is, how it arises, how it passes away . . ." and so forth (51).
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The narrator of "The Slop Barrel," as is generally the case in Whaaleetry, can
be read as a representation of the poet himself; his unnamed lover in this particula
instance is Jinny Baker Lehrman, better known as Princd3siibharma Bumsand in
passing as Jinny Jones towards the er@rothe Road® Like "Sourdough Mountain
Lookout," "The Slop Barrel" is six pages in length, multi-stanzaic, and coneaaan
tone. The stanzas, usually aligned along the left-hand margins, are made uppdkeane t
lines, each generally acting as a single syntactic unit. In "The SloplIB the two
speakers are usually distinguished by poet's voice being left-aligndd,highi
companion's is usually indented five to eight spaces in. While at first glanceiagpea
rather visually experimental, these poems have less in common with, says@hsde's
breath-determined spacing and line-breaks, than with the formalism of thes€himgk
Japanese poetry both Whalen and Snyder were studying at the time.

Whalen, then a thirty-three year old ex-Army Air Corps radio operator and
mechanics instructor with a Gl Bill-funded bachelor's degree from Reednmesaders
of "The Slop Barrel" with a postmodern bricolage of Asian and European philosophy,
poetics, and mythologies. Indeed, the title of the poem under considerationdiére its
speaks volumes. "Paideuma,” a word Whalen borrowed from Ezra Pound, who in turn co-
opted it from German anthropologist Leo Frobenius, means, according to Hugh Kenner in
The Pound Era"a people's whole congeries of patterned energies, from their 'ideas’
down to the things they know in their bones, ndeégeistbefore which minds are
passive" (507). So it is not just the spirit of the age, but a more intuitive, all-
encompassing collective consciousness. We can think of these "Slices,'dte from

the poem's subtitle, then, adrs-like lessons delivered to "All Sentient Beings," for in
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Mahayana Buddhism, practice and awakening is not limited to monks and nuns;
everything always already has buddha nature. And where are these &=ssedsup but
in the "Slop Barrel," where, as the word "congeries" indicates in Kerohedthition
above, things are heaped up and massed together. Recsilahdhditerally means
"group, aggregate, heaSPBZ206).

It appears that some of Whalen's best ideas came to him while he was naked. As
with "Sourdough," this poem finds the poet horizontal, disrobed, and contemplative. "The
Slop Barrel" is set in the poet's Berkeley bedroom. Part | makes usgavyaut of
verbal foreplay between poet and lover; the repartee is witty, funny, and faasliaell
as mythologically, culturally, and historically packed. The poem opens with the
somewhat anxious-sounding poet asking several seemingly unrelated questions:

We must see, we must know

What's the name of that star?

How that ship got inside the bottle

Is it true your father was a swan?

What do you look like without clothe®?
While the star, swan, and lover's nudity all foreshadow other elements of their
conversation to come, it is the first line of the stanza, really, which enatgsab much
of Whalen's Buddhist poetry; indeed, the line amounts to the crux of Western donlizat
"We must see, we must know"--form leads to sensation, sensations lead to perceptions
which in turn lead to discrimination, all of which interrelate to comprise cons®essit
is precisely this type of compartmentalization that leads to the binaryegingl and

othering so prevalent in Western culture. Buddhism, however, posits a non-dualistic
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existence in which everything is empty of self-distinguishing charatitsi Rather than
categorical thinking, Buddhist thought, and Zen in particular, according to D. tikiSuz
1932An Introduction to Zen Buddhisrtis decidedly not a system founded upon logic
and analysis. . . . [I]t is the antipode to logic, by which | mean the dualistic mode of
thinking" (8) %2

As the poem continues, the poet says of his lover that he wants to "look at [her]
all over . . . to feel every part of [her]," to get to know the form appearing to hisssens
This is not to imply that form here solely indicates the corporeal body; rath&ed
Pine suggests, "It is simply the outside world, in contrast to what we presumiassda
world"(59). It is this inside/outside dichotomy the poet struggles with and ovescasne
the poem progresses. Form, then, in this sense is subjective. As the lovers "tompare
their "moles and hair," experiencing the psycho-physiological sensatitms sécond
skandhatheir conversation shifts from the Arthurian swan father ("My daddy was a
steamboat man / His name was Lohengrin, his shie/Swap" to that of the Greek
myth of Leda and the Swan: "You have as many scars as my brother, Polydghees,
says, situating herself as either Helen of Troy or Clytemnestra, bétistals of the
twins Castor and Pollux (Polydeuces), all of whom were fathered by Zéelen™
appears later in Part IV of the poem in the guise of the Welsh myth of Blodeuvtatil, a
of creation, transience, deceit, and adultery.

Part | of "The Slop Barrel" closes by continuing the mythological éhehtHelen
by having the lovers conflate the Trojan War with the current Cold War. The "Gods
demand a great deal,” she says. "This coming war / Nothing will be savedlaimey It

will rid the earth of human wickedness . . ." (ellipses Whalen's). In the fimalastdne
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poet brings in horrific and surreal images of the post-atomic world, linking delen
"coming war" with the present atomic situation:

Nevertheless when we are vaporized

To descend as rain across strange countries

That we will never see

The roses will grow human ears for petals

To hear the savoy cabbages philosophize.
This "Nevertheless," a word that appears three times in the poem, intheatemsient
nature of existence. Even in death--nay, complete annihilation of the sgbeieyelic
nature of nature will continue. The flowers and cabbages may be grotesquely
anthropomorphized, but our trace continues in the vapor.

The thirteen-stanzas of Part Il continue the conversation above, picking up,
presumably, with a little post-coital banter. The poet, as he does in the fiest sfaPart
[, plies his lover with a somewhat nervous line of questioning: "You say you'rghdll r
Everthing's all right / Am | supposed to be content with that?" She replies in theffar
gatha (Skt.)? a four-line verse often employed ifitisis to summarize sections written in
prose:

If I told you everything
You'd have nothing to say
If | fell to pieces you'd walk away flat

(A weather-vane)
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Gathas are also used as instructional verses, particularly by Zen mastersean is the
two most well-knowrkoan collections,The Blue Cliff Recor@Pi-yen-luChin.;
Hekiganrokulap.) and’he Gateless Ga@\Vu-men-kuarChin.; Mumonkanlap.)**
Whalen'sgatha above reads similarly to a well-knowatha from The Gateless Gatén
"Joshu's Oak Tree," Mumon's verse accompanying the fakaansn which Joshu
(Chao-chou Chin.) is asked why Bodhidarma went to China, reads:

Words cannot express things;

Speech does not convey the spirit.

Swayed by words, one is lost;

Blocked by phrases, one is bewildered. (Sekida 110)
Likewise, Whalen is looking for some sense of certainty, some ability to mehsure
situation. As the conversation continues, he suggests that the couple become the "first t
begin / Living forever," and that the peach he offers her--perhaps in placepglesnia
"immortal." His drive for permanence, though, is halted by his lover'siKemdsponse:
"Both my watches are busted.” For what is immortality when one cannot measure
"forever"? Without the measurement of time, all one has is the here and now, thé¢ prese
moment of Zen. The poet, as if directing the conversation back to the actual writieg of t
poem itself, then interjects: "Meanwhile, back at the ranch / Pao Pu-tzhd iatér
years / Of a long Lifetime") / Is making those pills . . . ("the size @dmadiseed")." With
this concern about transcending time ("Living forever" and being "immorahich is
surely in part a byproduct of both the potential nuclear annihilation mentioned above, as
well as the tenuous nature of the relationship he is engaged in during the writing of the

poem--it is no surprise that Whalen makes the leap to Ko Hung (283-343 AD), a little
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known Chinese Taoist, alchemist, poet, and historian whose work chronicles Taoist
mystics' attempts at immortality Whalen's train of thought is interrupted both here and
below by either his own thoughts, the book or notes he is quoting from, or by the
interjection of his companion: "(I would prefer the hemp, myself / SBaceajesté
impériale/ "took a red pill . . . and was not." / None of them artificial kicks for rffe.)"
The poet continues, as if the interjection passed unnoticed:

to show up later

Riding a Bengal tigéf

Both man and beast gassed out of their minds

Laughing and scratching

Pockets and saddlebags full of those pills:

"Come on, man, have a jellybean!"
The contemporary slang Whalen employs here calls to mind Snyder's Anieaiicon
and modernization of Han Shan in the second o€big Mountain PoemgGo tell
families with silverware and cars / 'What's the use of all that noise arely@ignas well
as one of Kenneth Rexroth's Tu Fu translatior@ne Hundred Poems from the
Japanesgewhich came out the same year Whalen was composing his poem (*'Should auld
acquaintance be forgot?' Each / Sits listening to his own thoughts, / And the sound of cars
starting outside"§®

The poem moves from the deceptive belief in immortality though alchemy to the

first use of actual Buddhist terminology in the next stanza:

The business of this world

Is to deceive but
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Is never deceived.
Maya Desnudata

And theDuchessthe same woman. Admire her.

Nevertheless she is somebody else's

Wife. | don't mean unavailable

| mean preoccupied.
The deception "of this world" is known in Buddhist termsmaga (Skt.), or the world of
illusion. Maya is the "continually changing, impermanent phenomenal world of
appearance and forms, of illusion or deception, which an unenlightened mind takes as the
only reality" SDBZ141)?° Whalen's use ofVlayd' here does double duty by also
naming Malimaya, Queen Maya of Shakya, the mother of Siddhartha Gautama, the
historical Buddh&® Whalen interestingly pairdvfaya' with “the Duchess' a reference
to Robert Browning's "My Last Duchess," a poem about an insecure, overbearing
husband who thinks his deceased wife had wandering affeétidhs. insecurity in "The
Slop Barrel" appears to be on the poet's part, though, not the absent husband's; as he says,
"Admire her. / Nevertheless she is somebody else's / Wife." Likeldidee of Ferrara
says to his companion in Browning's poem, "Will't please you sit and look at her?"

The question is, in the following stanza, "How to avoid future hangups." This is

actuallythe Buddhist question: how to set oneself free feamgra, or as Kerouac put it
in the "211th Chorus" dflexico City Blues"The wheel of the quivering meat
conception” (211). One does so by relinquishing grasping, by having no "hangups.” "Is
this one of them now?" Whalen asks; "[w]e could take a decent time / Figuring out how

to avoid repeating / Ourselves." He is speaking here of the fddathilsa
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discrimination, or as Red Pine translates it, "memory." "What thishesically refers
to," Red Pine says, "is our karmic genome, the repository of all that we haiauphe
intended, whether expressed in the form of words, deeds, or thoughts. Thus, the fourth
skandhaembraces all the ways we have dealt with what we have experienced in the past
and that are available to us as ways to deal with what we find in the presernrth(4e).
stanzas later, the poet says that his "troubles are pride / And doubt." These two ®ehavior
fall under the fifty-two categories of mental formations listed by the Savealins® as
"anything that might provide us with a prefabricated set of guidelines frerpast with
which to perceive and deal with the world, both inside and outside, as we experience the
present” (Red Pine 64).
"The Slop Barrel" continues, the couple still presumably in bed, with the poet

asking his companion if she is "still all right," not wanting her "to free2ke' answers
his questions about their relationship (and his "hangups") in the form of a linear, goal-
orientedmantra

| know where I'm going

| been there before

| know when | get there

I'll travel no more
In what sound like the lyrics to a country and western song, we actually see the
reworking of the most famousantrain the Buddhist canon, tlee which closes the
The Heart Stra:

Gate, gate,

paragate,
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parasamgate,

bodhi, svaha.
Goddard translates of timeantraas "Gone, gone, gone to that other shore; safely passed
to that other shore, O Préajparamita! So may it be ** Whalen actually quotes it at the
end of "Sourdough Mountain Lookout" as it appeared originallyhi@ New American

Poetry, though he subsequently dropped the original, keeping only his hip translation:

Gone Gate

Gone Gate

Really gone Paragate
Into the cool. Parasamgate
Oh Mamal! Svaha! (289).

We might read the italicized quote from "The Slop Barrel" above, thehkasw where
I'm going' ("Gone, gone") I'l been there befofq"to that other shore"--our original
buddha nature) 1'know when | get thetd"safely passed to that other shore")Il "
travel no moré ("O Prajia-paramita”--awakening, or transcendent wisdom). To reach the
metaphorical other shore is to have divested oneself of the dualistic nature df,ttee eg
become awakened to one's own buddha nature, which is always already there to begin
with. As such, there will be no need to "travel" #aengra world any longer?

Part 11l opens with what appears to be a shift in location, but is realhhgist t
poet's mind moving, presumably remembering and reminiscing about an eacbeinter
he and his companion had with her child, who will shortly appear with them in the
apartment: "By standing on the rim of the slop barrel / We could look right into thé birds

nest. / Thelma, too little, insisted on seeing / We boosted her up / and over the edge /
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Head first among the slops in her best Sunday dress[.]" From the child wansieg the
bird's nest from her precipitous perch above the "slops," to a seemingly playfagnam
game ("Creature you are a cow / Come when | call you and be milked"), tordesyG
wisdom" of "knowing," Part Il is primarily about the thisttandhaperception. As
Thich Nhat Hanh says ihhe Heart of the Buddha's Teachjfifjhe aggregate of
perception includes noticing, naming, and conceptualizing, as well as the peasayv
the perceived. When we perceive, we often distort, which brings about many painful
feelings" (179). Indeed, the poet falls right back into his habit energdsanimination
without a stanza break between the seemingly pleasant slop barrel memorgdo sayi
"Now let's regret things for a while"--that she "can't read music" &hdt'The] never
learned Classical languages." Instead of growing up and learning to "Pethaye
"devoted [themselves] to magic.” This "regret"” relates back to fifo/kabitual
behaviors that fall under the fouskandhaimpulses, and is one of the "hangups" he
needs to figure "out how to avoid repeating," for it is this repetition--tbislsbuse of
perceptions we fall back on--which leads to suffering. The "magic" the tweodevoted
themselves to is the act of naming, which links back to the first line of the (3dém
must see, we must know"). Sounding simultaneously child-like and playfully $eth&ua
next stanza highlights the nefarious nature of Western thought that has led teeboth t
Cold War and pending ecological disaster in which "Nothing will be saved":

Creature, you are a cow

Come when | call you to be milked.

Creature, you are a lion. Be so kind

As to eat something other than my cow or me.
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Object, you are a tree, to go or stay

At my bidding . ..
However light these six lines sound, they certainly encapsulate the typenttvi
dualistic thinking that differentiates Western philosophy and religion fronothat
Buddhism. The stanza, primarily composed of nouns, pronouns, and directives, hits the
nail on the head with the words "something other" and "Object." In fact, thec'noég
the naming/othering function here sounds as if the lovers are playing Adam aimd Eve
the garden: "Creature, you are a cow // Creature, you are a Liongrétcisely our lack
of understanding about the nature of our interconnectedness and impermanence which
leads to the dualistic separation of self and other--of the inside/outside dhstmetde
in the first of theskandhasform--creating our perceptions, which are conditioned by
afflictions such as pride, doubt, regret, fear, desire, and so forth.

Without this understanding, it is just a short jaunt from the Eden-like naming and
categorizing of the "natural world" to its capitalistic commodificatioma¥&¢n aims his
discriminatory God-like finger on the Douglas fir, again bringing our attent the
transitory nature of existence:

Or more simply still, tree, you are lumber
Top-grade Douglas fir

At so many bucks per thousand board-feet

So that beyond a certain number of trees

Or volume of credit you don't have to know or see

Nothing
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"Nevertheless," he continues, "we look / And see, love. / From loving we learn / And
knowingly choose: / Greasy wisdom is better than clothes." As with his firsif tise
adverb "Nevertheless," he uses it here in the face of the land-rapimglagdustry to
say, in effect, "and yet, here we are, right here, right now." Whether itvgathen
nature or the war on humankind, "The roses will [continue to] grow," "this world [will
continue] / to deceive. . ." Whalen is directly addressing the$kaeadhasn this stanza:
form ("we look"), perceptions ("and see"), feelings ("love"), mental foonat{"we
learn™), consciousness ("knowingly choose: / Greasy wisdom"). He has hall afflas
insight by recognizing the interconnectedness otkamdhasAs Thich Nhat Hanh says,
"Each aggregate contains all the other aggregates. Each feeling calttperseptions,
mental formations, and consciousness. Looking into one feeling you can discover
everything." The lesson is that the "root of our suffering is not the aggrdgsdtesr
grasping" (182-183). It is this "Greasy wisdom"--we might call it pcatthands-on
wisdom--which enables him to accept the transience of existence in thadimed sf
Part Ill: "I mean | love those trees / And the printing that goes on thefarkst of
words and music / You do the translations, | can sing." It is also interestingetthaot
he moves from a somewhat gentle railing on the capitalist system and those who blindly
accept it (from "tree" to "lumber"” to "bank" to "know or see / Nothing"), talilag, as a
poet and lover of music, the human product that makes its way to end-product of the tree
itself (paper), writing.

Whalen opens Part IV with a three-linaiku-like stanza addressing
transformation, impermanence, and contingency: "Between water and ial /g(kdl

crystal) / A single chance." | salidikulike" because the stanza reads a little too
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didactically, and even though it provides a seasonal referkige i the shape of the
transformative nature of autumn into winter, the time and place specifidityditfional
haikuis lacking. It is interesting that he reiterates the first line, whiphety self-
evident as it is, in the second line by placing the two forms "(Fluid and crystal)"
"[b]etween" parentheses when he could have chosen from any divers selection of
traditionalhaikuimagery. Is this the water of a river, a small pool in the crag of a boulder
atop Sourdough Mountain after a summer shower, or is it in a freshly-filled icdérayBe
"Between water and ice" is the act of transformation between statealdo, for the
organisms within the water, potentially a transformation from life to deathid
samgra world we are given only "A single chance" (at least in our present inicarnat
with which to play out oukarmg that chance is right here, right now, and as we speak
these words. Luckily, our existence is made up of an unfathomable number of
transformative moments, each of which presents opportunities to work out our karma.
Ever one to juxtapose images and forms, Whalen moves from a stanza about the

mythological Welsh tale of Blodeuwedtia woman "manufactured / Entirely of flowers /
or flames," to one of the most sensual and striking images in "The Slop Barhed" in t
form of the Japaneseaka

The heavy folds of your brocade

Black waves of your hair

Spilled across th@atami

Black water smashed white at Suma

"No permanent home"
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According to R. H. Blyth, the thirty-one syllaBf¢'waka aim at beauty, a somewhat
superficial beauty sometimes, that excludes all ugly things. The aim lo&ithie" on the
other hand, "is not beauty; it is something much deeper and widesighicance a
poetical significance, a 'shock of mild surprise’, that the poet receivestimbaiku is
born, and the reader when it is reborn in his miid\halen'swvakais remarkably
similar to one of Rexroth's translationsg®me Hundred Poems from the Japanese
Fujiwara No Toshiyuki's poem reads:

In the Bay of Sumi

The waves crowd the beach.

Even in the night

By the corridors of dreams,

| come to you secretly. (83§
The beauty of botiwaka as Blyth would have it, exists in the fact that "[t{]he music of the
words and the cadence of the line induce in us a certain state of mind which we designate
‘poetic'. . ." (Blyth vol. I, 117). In Whalen/gaka "The heavy folds" of the intricate
fabric speak back to the flowers in the preceding stanza, linking also to his lover's
"waves" of hair, which in turn spill upon the straw mat, just like the "waterrsedas
white at Suma." The quote in the final line of the stanza, "No permanent home," could
come from any number ofigas or Chinese or Japanese poems; its importance lies in its
recognition of impermanence. Nothing in this stanza, as in life, is not subjecpé&tyaer
change: the folds of the fabric are only temporary, as are the waves (@rohits black
color for that matter); the crashing waves and the sand on the beach are atsoytrans

everything is in motion (as it should be in Zen poetry). Snyder too was taken by the
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beauty of this stanza, exclaiming at the end of the November 8, 1956 letter quotgd earl
"Black water smashed white at Suma--jesus what a line!"
In typical Whalen fashion, cultural reference is piled atop cultural referenc
effectively creating his own uniquely multi-layered discourse of a "mind mgwvigch
can at times leave readers wondering what they have just read. As Kezlayad in a
letter to Whalen on June 10, 1959, "Yr. new stuff dazzles me out of my mind. | know at
first reading I'll have to read it all over again several times to letktisi It's like Gary
said, poetry like the horns on a hare. . ." (Charters vol. I, 237-238). And as the next line
of the poem has it (sounding reminiscent of the Ginsberg comment quoted earlist), "l |
don't understand you, I'm really stumped." Indeed. As with Parts I-lll, Whalemgesti
to move, in what on the surface appears to be a random fashion, from one thought to
another in a rather Zen-like way. Here we move from the transformation dfabens
and of liquid to solid (from water to ice); to the transmogrification of flon@rmdman
to owl (and from living man to death to resurrection) in the Welsh myth of Blodeuwedd;
to the three-leafed trifolium which themselves change color over time; to dge iof
lovers in Kobe, Japan, with "No permanent home"; to a fallen flower outside Whalen's
Berkeley window, which itself talks back to the preceding Japanese image.
This flower image appears in the third and figetha of the poem, which reads:

Petal from the prune tree

Spins on a spider web

Slung between leaves

A flash in the sun
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These four lines provide a brief lesson and summation of what has come before--both
directly above in the three preceding stanzas, and in the poem as a whole. In fact, it
would not be far-fetched to suggest that these four lines themselves syccinctl
encapsulate the poem'’s message of emptiness. With the "prune tree,” Whajes enga
the Chinese and Japanese poetic tradition of announcing the arrival of early spring
through the plum blossoms (which traditionally symbolize purity and seclusion, as well
as perseverance, as they bloom during the coldest months), as well andeaasdthe
flash of awakening. The image of the flash, or intuitive leap, traditionally demhates t
difference between Zen and other schools of Buddhism which promote the gradual
attainment of awakening. The "flash,"satori of Zen, as D.T. Suzuki says, "is the
sudden flashing into consciousness of a new truth hitherto undreamed of. . . . [It] comes
upon a man unawares, when he feels that he has exhausted his whole being . . . itis the
acquiring of a new view point" (65). We will see this "flash" again in the fiaalkza of
the poem.
From the plum blossoms we move to another hallmark of Chinese and Japanese

poetry, "Bells in the air!" The poet continues:

At this distance the overtone

Fourth above the fundamental

Carries louder

Distorting the melody just enough

To make it unrecognizable
A large bell is traditionally rung just before dawn in Buddhist temples toraaiks and

nuns to morning devotions and in the evening to call an end to the monastic day. The pre-
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dawn tolling of the temple bell was often heard and recorded by numerous mountain-
dwelling poet-hermits who had shunned the monastic life for an existence even more
removed from society. Chinese poetry is rife with these hermit-poais®® A
Japanese example read by Whalen in Volume | of Blihiku reads:

The sound fades,

The scent of the flowers arises,--

The bell struck in the evening. (26)
Baslo's haiky, like Whalen's stanza, addresses the ephemeral nature of sound and the
senses. As the evening bell fades, the poet's attention is drawn to the burgeefling sm
the flowers, indicating, asaikutraditionally must, the season: spring. The sounds and
smells provide us (and Bashin a non-didactic way, with seeds of contemplation--birth,
death, interconnectedness, impermanence. Whalen's bells, though, which arenssuing f
Berkeley's Sather Tower less than a mile away from his apartmkg24tMilvia Street,
are doing something different than those of BaslOr rather, he is lettinpem do
something different to him. In attempting to capture the fading sounds by defring t
though musical terminology, Whalen is struggling to get a handle wkémelheaof
perception. More accurately, we might say that the sounds of the bells repgresealrm
of form--of outward circumstances that are seemioghgrthan the poet--which in turn
triggers his discriminating mind. So while at first appearing to be in caoittbe
situation by describing the sounds as specifically as possible, it ig théaworld of
form which controls him as he subjectively grasps to hold onto to the fleeting
phenomena. This moment, really, is emblematic of the first Noble Trutlrerisigffdoes

not just mean fear or pain or pressing desire, for to discriminate itselbéesdeluded. As
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Mumon's comments suggest in Case Sixteen ("When the Bell Sound$i® Gateless

Gate "In studying Zen, you should not be swayed by sounds and forms. Even though you
attain insight when hearing a voice or seeing a form, this is simply the ordiagryf

things" (Sekida 65).

The grasping and naming continues in Part IV as the poet's companion indicates,
through Hank Williams-sounding lyrics, that love too is a transient sensatiae, alt af
theskandhas

YOU DON'T LOVE ME LIKE YOU USED TO

YOU DON'T LOVE ME ANY MORE?
Nature, too, furthers the theme: "The sun has failed entirely / Mountains no longer
convince." We can read these lines fairly literally by assuming clowdsrb#ed in to
obstruct the view of the sun and the mountains surrounding San Francisco, the latter of
which failing to "convince" because their peaks are shrouded in clouds. However, from
the standpoint of Zen, they fail to convince as thiregked "'mountains,” as objects
distinct from the one viewing them. An oft-repeated Buddhist parable of awakeymg s
that when one enters the Way they see mountains as mountains and rivers as rivers; as
their practice continues, they see that mountains are not mountains and rivers are not
rivers; finally, they see that mountains are indeed mountains and rivergesise In other
words, upon entering one's practice, people still define things as other than viesmazel
mountain is a mountain, a river a river, a mind is a mind. Through meditation, they are
able to drop away the delusive idea that we exist in a world of duality, for in theatalm

non-duality, mountains and humans are not separate. Freed from delusion--awakening to
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non-attachment of mind, body, and practice--mountains once more are mountains, but
contained within them are the ten thousand things, including the practitioners themselve
The twelfth stanza of Part IV continues with a Rirkzain interview. In Rinzai
interviews ganzel, Zen masterg ¢shig present their students wikhanswhich are
designed to act as a medium through which understanding can be achieved intuitively
rather than intellectuall)Koans like those found iThe Blue Cliff RecordandThe
Gateless Gateare generally transmitted to students through short narratives or poems
which intentionally seem illogical, ambiguous, and paradoxical. They are nd¢puzz
with single prescribed answers arrived at through logical analydiey r#they are meant
to provide insight though embodying key elements of Zen teachings. In aéeitéo s
Whalen from Kyoto on May 17, 1957, Snyder discusses his recent experience of Rinzai
interviews:
Sanzen is terrifying, like going before a firing squad once a day & being
told SPEAK & | just sit there 'speechless & intelligent & shakindpwit
shame'----because no logic chopping or cleverness or suchlike will do &
SO you get sent back to dig & dig for something real that can be used--like
the one word before the guillotine falls & all your ingenuity fails $bu.
Whalen, apparently not too put off by his friend's first-hand experience, ref@ansin
his 1958 poem "Hymnus Ad Patrem Sinensis" by saying, "l praise those ancient
Chinamen / Who left me a few words, / Usually a pointless joke or silly question”
(Collected105-106). In "The Slop Barrel," the "silly question,” one which rightly baffles
him, is the catalyst for his insight at the end of the poems&higersession reads:

The technician asks me every morning
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"Whattaya know?" and | am
Froze.

Unless | ask | am not alive
Until I find out who is asking

| am only half alive and there is only

Wu!

(An ingrown toenail?)

Wu!

(A harvest of bats??)

Wu!

(A row of pink potted geraniums//[??7?)

smashed flat!!!

Whalen was working part-time at the Poultry Husbandry Laboratory at UC

Berkeley during the writing of "The Slop Barrel." His questioninghitecian,” surely a

fellow lab employee, acts here as hishiby offering the verkoan-like ""Whattaya

know?" just after the poet heard "Bells in the air" calling him to his infosarazen
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session. Stuck stuttering before this one man "firing squad,” the poet finsisithimthe
midst of the most famougan of Chao-chou (Chin., or Joshu in Japan&s&joshu's
'Mu,™ the first case appearingTine Gateless Gatés often the firskoan received by a
Zen student from hiszshi. It reads: "A monk asked Joshu, 'Has a dog the Buddha
nature?' Joshu answered, 'M{f.Mumon's accompanying comment on kaan is worth
qguoting here at length:
In order to master Zen, you must pass the barrier of the patriarchs. To
attain this subtle realization, you must completely cut off the way of
thinking. If you do not pass the barrier, and do not cut off the way of
thinking, then you will be like a ghost clinging to the bushes and weeds.
Now, | want to ask you, what is the barrier of the patriarchs? Why, it is the
single word 'Mu.' That is the front gate to Zen. (Sekida 27-28)
And as Snyder told Joanne Kyger in a letter from Kyoto in 1959, thari's no secret,
the answer to it is the secret. The process of working it out is what teddh&ssltime
& is very discouraging at times. The firsidan is just 'opening the gate' & furtheraks
explore more & more new ground'Hit with hiskaan, Whalen is rendered silent. This
common Americanism (""Whattaya know?") generally leaves one eitbecisigss or at
most enables them to respond with a paltry "not much, you?" If given any thought,
though, this is a truly profound question, one calling to mind another fakaansvhich
asks students to show their original faces before they were born. In other wuads, w
comes before form? The poet is "Froze" because unless he gives the questicelbf the
serious consideration, he is "only half alive" in the dualistic workhaigra. As

Mumon'sgatha attending the Chao-chddan reads: "The dog, the Buddha Nature, / The
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Pronouncement, perfect and final. / Before you say it has or has not, / You are a dead
man on the spot” (Sekida 28). Another way to address this halting question is by asking
"What am I?" One's true self is not contingent upon notions of conception, plage, time
lineage--all connoting ego, individuality, birth; it is indefinable. To attempt to ddime
self necessitates conceptualizations within the world of duality, which in tpanages
the self from everything around it. For, as Alan Watts says in his 1947 padehlet
Buddhism: A New Outline and IntroductjdMan can only become alive in the fullest
sense when he no longer tries to grasp life, when he releases his own life from the
strangle-hold of possessiveness so that it can go free and really be i)s&{f' {l3ey say
in Zen, you have to die on the cushion to find freedom. It is important to noteuhat
does not mean "no"; rather, it means emptiness. Avalokiteshvara puts it this Tesy i
Heart Sitra: "in emptiness there is no form, / no sensation, no perception, no memory
and no / consciousness" (Red Pine/2), then, connotes a mind unfettered by
attachments.

Whalen's responses to the ""Whattaya knowsah-"(An ingrown toenail?),"
"(A harvest of bats??)," and "(A row of pink potted geraniums///?7?7?)"--thangavghat
silly sounding, are reminiscent of the responses Zen masters provide theirsstuunt
ask, for example, what Buddha is: "three pounds of flax"; "dried shit on a &tick."
The questioning nature of Whalen's responses, however, still exhibits a mipidgras
As Buddha tells Ananda ifiheSirangama Sitra, "you must learn to answer questions
spontaneously with no recourse to discriminating thinking" (Goddard 112). Whalen
addresses this need for unfettered spontaneiihéDiamond Noodléhe title itself a

play onThe Diamond &ra):*° "THE ANSWER! The Answer! What is your reply?
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There's always a reply to every answer" (9) Snyder himself addrdssse issues in his
Part VIl of "On Vulture Peak" when he asks "What can be said about a R&aihitary
and without context / Set before the mind. Was it born? / Has it horns?'kéann
interviews, he lays this conundrum out "without context . . . before the mind" to elicit an
unmediated, immediate response devoid of arbitrary phenomological conceptions,
echoing the earlier "answer! answer! why!" found in Part IV of the poenBulisiha
says to Ananda iftheSirangama Sitra, the unenlightened mind deludes itself with
transient thoughts which are no more real than "hair on a tortoise, or like horns on a
rabbit" (Goddard 183).

In the final two stanzas of "The Slop Barrel," Whalen continues his exploafti
Buddhist impermanence. The last line of the previous stanza ("smashed) fhatis'as a
floating modifier between the two stanzas, tying them together through the tie
impermanence and, for lack of a better word, violence. Ending the impreanan
session above with "smashed flat!!!" is a reminder that, as Snyder told (Gjnslae
letter dated June 3, 1956, "(Rinzai is the sect of the big stick whack)" (Morgan 5)
Whalen mentioned the "whack on the he¥d# Ginsberg's letter four days later when
he announced to Snyder that "The Slop Barrel" was finishecka@arcollections like
The Gateless GatndThe Blue Cliff Recordare replete with images of stick-wielding,
Wul-shouting, ass-kickingoshis Indeed, this aspect of Zen practice is what kept
Kerouac from embracing Whalen and Snyder's more austere paths. As Ragrsays
The Dharma Bums'lt's mean' | complained. 'All those Zen Masters throwing young
kids in the mud because they can't answer their silly word questions™ (9eWVéhal

"smashed flat!!!," a stick-blow which destroys the storehouse of memsnysets in
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motion a seemingly out of place and out of time scene which may or may not be set in
Berkeley with the rest of the poem:
smashed flat!!!

The tonga-walla swerved, the cyclist leapt and

The bicycle folded under the wheels before they stopped

The tong-walla cursing in Bengali while the outraged

Cyclist sullenly repeats:

You knowsyou got topay for the motherfucker

You knows youwyot to pay for the motherfucker
This "anecdote of the bicycle's demise," we are told by Whalen in the poem's
introductory note, "is the original property of Mr. Grover Grauman Sales, Jr., of
Louisville and San Francisco & used with his kind permission.” Although | have been
unable to ascertain Mr. Sales's identity, it would be debatable to suggest that faet
the "technician” in the preceding interchange. As such, this stanza would, thedeghk S
anecdote of impermanence, keep the dharma discussion on track by taking us back to the
birthplace of Buddhism itself, if we read this episode as originally occurifrglia. The
swearing of the "tonga-walla" (Indian horse-drawn carriage driver), araythst's
outrage will pass, just as the restitution the driver gastd pay for" will eventually be
made good and eventually forgotten, bringing to mind &@lwic payments made
throughout various lifetimes.

In the final stanza of the poem, Whalen juxtaposes the elaborate language above

with the simplicity ofhaikuy, bringing us back to the immediacy of his experience, while

at the same time pushing us into the seemingly paradoxical world of Zen:
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The bells have stopped

Flash in the wind

Dog in the pond.
Here. Now. The transcendencepodjiiaparamita. The poet has moved from his
overwhelming "WU!" experience where he has glimpsed the ultimatedfstiinyat,
back to the world of ordinary activity cited in the previous stanza, finally agivi the
nondualistic world obamidhi, or the state of consciousness in which the object and
subject become one. As Mumon puts it, the poet has "pass[ed] the barrier of the
patriarchs . . . [and] completely cut off the way of thinking," having crossed thrthggh "
front gate to Zen." He has recognized that it is not the $kamdhashemselves which
are the cause of our suffering, but that our "hangups" reside in our lack of andergt
of shinyatz and impermanence. This realization enables him here to respond with
complete spontaneity devoid of his earlier questioning and grasping. "The bells have
stopped”; he is no longer trying now to measure the absence of sound as he so
meticulously tried to measure its distortion earlier, nor is it a question of theadoty
or not having buddha nature; "Dog in the pond." To quote from Sny@i@dsMountain
Poemshe has "cut down senseless craving" and shed his "tangled, hung-ug®aind."
this point, personality neither exists nor does not exist. He now dwells in the present
moment; he is no longer thinking about "who is asking." His mind is pure and unmoving.
The poem ends with silence; the incessant chattering and questioning has stopped, the

monkeys have dropped from the vines. WU!



113

Chapter Four
"upsidedown like fools": Jack Kerouac's "Desolation Blues" and the
Struggle for Enlightenment

"l 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 mekedr
chatter, the incoherent babbling of a dreamer. If so, read them as such."

("The Knapsack Notebook" of Matsuo Bah'so)

Although what might be termed Jack Kerouac's most concentrated Buddhist
period (roughly 1953 to 1958has been well documented in numerous biograghies,
there has yet to be a systematic critical exploration of the influencedafhigsm on his
oeuvre, such as Tony Trigilio's recent book-lemiilen Ginsberg's Buddhist Poetics
(2007). The closest thing Kerouac studies has to a comprehensive discussion of his
Buddhist poetics is James T. Jones's groundbredkiMgp of Mexico City Blues: Jack
Kerouac as Poefl1992), a book that has gone a long way in further "legitimizing"
Kerouac's poetry by providing theoretically and historically astute céas#ings of the
work itself, readings that do not simply compare the content of the work to th&\lith.
Jones's study dflexico City Bluesin mind, | would suggest that the poetic series which
most succinctly captures the internal struggles of Kerouac's questifgrteniment are
the twelve choruses written atop Desolation Peak during the summer of 1956, ledtly tit
"Desolation Blues." Jones is indeed correct in suggestindg/tivato City Bluess "the
fulfillment of Kerouac's spontaneous poetics" (12), combining the poet's Buddhist and
poetic practices in such a way that Kerouac tells "his own story as a parable of

enlightenment. He has become a bodhisattva,” Jones argues, "rendering ledservic
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humankind before attaining parinirvana, the stage at which he will finallpesica
cycle of rebirths entirely" (119)What is particularly interesting about "Desolation
Blues" in this regard is that "The wheel of the quivering meat / concepM@B (211th
Chorus") which Kerouac seems to be on the verge of escaping as he ". . . awake[s] t
Universal Mind / And realize[s] that there is nothing / Whatever to be attajhi&cB
"183rd Chorus") "in this Karma earthMCB "229th Chorus"), is once again brought to
the fore a year later as the poet comes face to face with "ole HatefwiZZME" during
his much anticipated solitude as a fire lookout in Washington's North Cascades in 1956
(Desolation Angeld). Indeed, it is the raw immediacy of Kerouac's internal (and poetic)
tension that makes "Desolation Blues" so interesting, and, at times, so emptional
difficult to read. Difficult, not in the sense that one has in realliegico City Blues
(complexity and confusion overshadowed by seeming simplicity); difficaltera
because these poems so accurately depict the artist's spiritualegtraggle lived in
solitude on Desolation Peak for two months, grappling with issues of reality,
impermanence, (no)self, and suffering.

Though Kerouac never formalized his Buddhist practice, as did Allen Ginsberg,
Gary Snyder, and Philip Whalen, he did immerse himself in primary Buddkiist te
meditated regularly, and found teachers in the form of gondola riding hoboes and his new
friends on the West Coast. The imagery, language, and complex hierarchiesagindah
Buddhisrd were inspirational to both his life and writing, allowing him to experiment
more freely with language and providing him with a new vocabulary enabling him to turn
his attention away from the material world, particularly his inability inntihe-1950s to

find a publisher for his numerous manuscripts. The new-found improvisatory freedom



115

inherent in Buddhism (first thought best thought) helped him fashion a poetics of
spontaneity commensurate with his earlier pre-Buddhist prose experimentseuc
the RoadandVisions of Cody

The twelve choruses comprising "Desolation Blues" lack the freerfgpwi
spontaneous bebop quality of the most accomplished poaviexico City Blueslue,
perhaps, to the fact that on Desolation Peak there was "no liquor, no drugs, no chance of
faking it" (Desolation Angeld). Nor are theses poems as "successfully" Buddhist in the
sense that the earlier sequence so aptly synthesizes poetic pracBceldhibt
philosophy, though the series should certainly be read, as Jones doeexdb City
Blues as a parable of the poet's struggle for enlightenment. Here, though, | woulstsugge
that the poet does not convincingly "escape the cycle of rebirths entireig's(119).
In much the same way Kerouac riffs on the image of the bubble (emptirsss yatz)
in the earlier sequence, he focuses here on being "upsidedown" (the Four Delusions or
viparyasa Skt.). Edward Conze, an English scholar Whalen and Snyder were reading at
the time? identifiesviparyasaas "perverted views," pointing out that other scholars have
translatedviparyasaas "'wrong notion', ‘error’, '‘what can upset’, or ‘'upside-down views."
The four perverted views, he continues, "consist in the attempt to seek, or to find (1)
permanence in what is essentially impermanent, (2) ease in what is afdeaom
suffering, (3) selfhood in what is linked to any self, and (4) delight in whasengally
repulsive and disgusting.” They are, in other words, "mis-searches" becaededkms
for permanence, etc., in the wrong place. They are mistakes, reversals wththantl, in

consequence, overthrowers of inward calm" (40). The perverted views are, tlagn, a w
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for us to establish a reality, albeit a false one, in the mundane world of birt, @iedht
rebirth Gamgra Skt.).

Bill Porter (Red Pine), in his 2004 translationltie Heart Stra, also defines
viparyasaas "upside-down," a word Kerouac repeats five times throughout "Desolation
Blues."TheHeart Sitra andThe Lankvatira Sitra, two of Kerouac's favorite Buddhist
texts, were with him atop Desolation Peak in Dwight Godd&dsiddhist Biblethe
only book Kerouac took to his lookout post. The former, a one paragraph summary of the
prajfig-paramita teaching (transcendental wisdotfijjescribes the truth arrived at by the
bodhisattvaAvalokitesvara, namely that "form is emptiness, emptiness is not different
from form, neither is form different from emptiness, indeed, emptiness is fQoddard
85). As we will see below, Kerouac incorporaiéeHeart Sitra into his poem in a way
similar to Whalen and Snyder as earlier discussed.

When read in conjunction witfihe Scripture of the Golden EternapdThe
Dharma Bum&" as Jones doeMlexico City Bluesndeed appears, at least poetically, to
show Kerouac's attainment of enlightenmastevidenced in both the spontaneous form
and content of the sequence. When read alongside both "Desolation Blues" and
Desolation Angel$? however, we see that Kerouac was still seriously and painfully
grappling with the concepts of emptiness and no-mind that he apparently, at least
temporarily, overcame at the end\éxico City BluesFor Kerouac, it seemsatoric
moments--though perhaps "epiphantic" is more accurate--consist of, as Eriekador
suggests, "the moment of transcendence itself," for, "rather than sékibgorb the
vision as a fundamental fact of his life, he instead opts to recapture a visionagypimom

that, once gone, is always a step beyond him" (130). In "Desolation Blues" he appears
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be much more at odds with the Buddhist concepts he explored in the earlier work, as seen
in his deeply troubled longing to either immediately and fully achpegagia-paramita or

simply resigning himself tduhkha(suffering)*® In these poems he behaves, in his own
words, as @apasa or "self-torturer" Wake Upl6).

It is also tempting to read "Desolation Blues" as analogous to such Snyder poem
as "Mid-August at Sourdough Mountain Lookout" and "Piute Creek," especially
considering they were written by close friends and fellow Baker Natkoralst
lookouts; however, as David Hinton points ouMountain Home: The Wilderness
Poetry of Ancient Chinaivers-and-mountains poetry--which is how | would define
Snyder's poems--"articulates a profound and spiritual sense of belonginglderaess
of truly awesome dimension" (13). Snyder's poetry accomplishes this, whereas
"Desolation Blues" uses the natural world as a stage for human endeavor in much the
same way that Ralph Waldo Emerson reads nature as a viewing subject.dgdhds r
"Desolation Blues" is more akin to the poetry of Philip Whalen ("Sourdough Mountain
Lookout," for example) in the sense that the poet-ego is usually present, (though in
Whalen's case in a much less dualistic way). Snyder, on the other hand, e t
the obliteration of the poet-ego, succeeds in deconstructing dualistic constro€tions
"l/it," demonstrating his fundamental connection to time and place. Kerouac's
observations in "Desolation Blues" are too clouded by his desire to get off the "god
damned hill" ("12th Chorus" 128). Even though all three poets explore nature's
cyclicality, regenerative qualities, seeming chaos, and their own ipl&oeir
environment, Kerouac, no matter how beautiful, astute, and philosophically imgresti

his observations are, leaves the reader with the sense that the poet, ratbleedding
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the ego and accepting his place in the intricate web of the ten thousand yhjragsd(
embracing non-beingvu) as Snyder and Whalen do, remains at battle with them. The
blues sung here, then, are that of a westerner coming up against the limits af his ow
cultural upbringing and world view that, try as he might, he is unable to escape.

Both Kerouac's "Desolation Blues" and Whalen's "Sourdough Mountain Lookout"
(which Whalen was completing while Kerouac was on Desolation Peak), open with a
secluded first person narrator (the poet) "Encircled by chiming mount&ifrslen
Collected40). While the opening of Whalen's poem finds the poet "alone in a glass house
on a ridge" (40), Kerouac's poem opens with the observer-poet standing on His head
looking out at the void--a suitable image to consider in contradistinction with both
Snyder's and Whalen's poemsTie Dharma BumdRay says, ". . . when | stood on my
head to circulate my blood, right on top of the mountain, using a burlap bag for a head
mat, and then the mountains looked like little bubbles hanging in the void upsidedown. In
fact | realized they were upsidedown and | was upsidedown!" (180). In "Diesolat
Blues," Kerouac immediately inverts his (and our) conceptions of this tradipaestdral
setting; he sees "that the world is hanging / Into an ocean of endless space." T
mountains, not chained to conceptions or set routes of ideology, are not only
"upsidedown," they are "dripping rock by rock" like stalactites. The seesoirdjty of
the mountains is thus illusory; like our (mis)conceptions, they break up, roll down,
tumble into other things--they are impermanent; they are "Like bubbles in theavai
tend "where they want--" ("1st Chorus" 117). In other words, the mountains are engaged
in the Chinese notion giu; they are in constant transformation in the ever-changing

realm ofwu. "When seen from upside down," Jack Dulouz tells udasolation Angels
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mountains are "just a hanging bubble in the illimitable ocean of space--" (4).
Furthermore, as the Buddha tells his disciple Subhuti in the "DhyaamiB" ("The
Practice of Tranquility") section dtheDiamond $tra,
... all the mind's arbitrary conceptions of matter, phenomena, and of all
conditioning factors and all conceptions and ideas relating thereto are like
a dream, a phantasm, a bubble, a shadow, the evanescent dew, the
lightning's flash. Every true disciple should thus look upon all phenomena
and upon all the activities of the mind, and keep his mind empty and self-
less and tranquil. (Goddard 102)
Kerouac quotes this sentiment almost verbatim from what was by far hiséavorit
Buddhist text, in a letter to Carolyn Cassady (May 17, 1954) when explaining Hssentia
Mind: "it's merelya dream a vision,a phantasmthe moon shining on the lake, an
evanescent dew flash of lightninga shadow(like the past, like the futureg, bubblé
[my emphasis] (Charters Vol. 1, 422). It also appeaiheDharma Bumas Ray sits
beside the Skagit River one evening after Fire School, Ray says the "vasrlkava
dream, like a phantom, like a bubble, like a shadow, like a vanishing dew, like a
lightning's flash" (172).
The "1st Chorus" moves from the mountain image to one of shooting stars:
That at night the shooting stars
Are swimming up to meet us
Yearning from the bottom black

But never make it, alas-- ("DB" 117)
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The shooting stars are "swimming up" because the poet is still viewing tliefioon an
inverted position, both literally and figuratively. They swim like fish in the endleas
sky-void. The use of "us" is particularly interesting in that we ("usig-ego--are
apparently separate from the void. They are coming to meet us and are thére@part

us; they are "Yearning"--or is it "us" who yearns to meet them? The thks2nds this
trope offers a clue to who or what "Yearning" modifies, as does the following foat
Kerouac's October 1958 essay titled "Alone on a Mountaintop,” which appeared in
Holiday magazine (October 1958) two years after his stint atop Desolation Peak:
"Thinking of the stars at night after night | began to realize 'the s@wwads' and all

the innumerable worlds in the Milky Way are words, and so is this world too. And |
realize that no matter where | am, whether in a little room full of thought, tbrs

endless universe of stars and mountains, it's all in my mind" (131). The stars and the
"innumerable worlds" are, like words, mere conceptions in the poet's mind; they "never
make it" because they are empty. Whalen explores a similar sentimeouna8gh
Mountain Lookout": "Outside the lookout | lay nude on the granite / Mountain hot
September sun but inside my head / Calm dark night with all the other &aligt{ed

43). Here, as in Kerouac's "1st Chorus," the poet ("l," "my") appears to be sdparat

his surroundings, and though they both seem to agree that these surroundings exist in
emptiness (in the mind), Whalen's "I" appears to have a better understanding of the
concept, in that he, lying on the hot granite, is much more connected to the moment; he
is, like a sunning lizardhere he is part and parcel, whereas Kerouac uses words like
"us,"” "Yearning," and "alas." Whalen's head is empty and "Calm"; ther@ yearning.

Indeed, the question Kerouac asks himself towards the beginn8ana of the Dharma
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still remains unanswered atop Desolation Peak: "My eyes look west / Myomkenorth
/ My eyes look east / But my tranquil Mind / Which way?" (6). As long as the poet
continues to look for tranquility outside of himself, searching the compass poinss of hi
ecstatic road, he will fail to realize that "Which way" is tihet\Way.
Because of this ignorant yearning, continues the "1st Chorus," "we nevertmake i
../ ...we walk around clung / To earth / Like beetles with big brains / Ignorant of where
we are, how / What, & upsidedown like fools, / Talking of governments & history"
("DB" 117). We never arrive because our "big brains" are filled with too nréityaay
conceptions, thus we walk around in a state of deluSidrcording to another of
Kerouac's favoritetgras inA Buddhist Bible
Those who see things [through delusion] walk in discrimination and, as
they depend on discrimination, they cling to dualism. The world as seen
by the discrimination is like seeing one's own image reflected in a mirror,
or one's shadow, or the moon reflected in water, or an echo heard in the
valley. People grasping their own shadows of discrimination become
attracted to this thing and that thing and failing to abandon dualism they
go on forever discriminating and thus never attain tranquilitye (
Lankavatara Sitra, Goddard 278)
To Kerouac, and millions of other Americans after World War I, this "mundanelWworl
made up of "Talking of governments & history," was exacerbated by thecablénor of
the times. As Conze says in his discussion of the perverted views, "A gakaf de
anxiety and mental turmoil quite obviously comes from our expecting a degree of

permanence, happiness, etc. . . .. from the world [which] far exceeds that which it can
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give, and so we flounder alternatively in vain hopes or despair” (40). This "aar@kty
mental turmoil” was only heightened mid-century by the very real passibiat, as
Whalen put in "The Slop Barrel," "This coming war / / when we are vaporized / To
descend as rain across strange countries / That we will never seéed exithe simple
press of a buttorQollected57). Likewise, economist John Kenneth Galbraith, two years
after Whalen, said "No student of social matters in these days can estiagehtme
precarious is the existence of that with which he deals. . . . The unearthly light of a
handful of nuclear explosions would signal [humankind's] return to utter deprivation if,
indeed, he survived at allTle Affluent Society).
The "2nd Chorus" begins with the poet personifying the landscape: "Mountains

have skin," they "shoot up clouds of mist"; the "Dead trees" are "artistec;'tteeks
roar" and "cataracts tumble pouring.” In the second part of the stanza, whatbfis s
with a dash, the poet questions why he "sit[s] here crosslegged / On this stemrking
surface" in meditation and why he writes, when, as he says, "nothing means,hothing
echoing Eliot’s “Nothing again nothing” and “Nothing with nothingTihe Waste
Land™®
He sits "crosslegged"” on his hot rock (recall Whalen atop his) "Scribblihgavpencil,”
worrying his "juicy head" and "bony hand" with "words," "look[ing] around for more
Here Kerouac further explores the conceptipéryasa

T s the primordial essence

Manifesting forms, of happy

And unhappy, stuff & no-stuff,

Matter & space, phenomena
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Front & noumena behind,

Out of exuberant nothingness
This is what we do; we manifest "phenomena” "[o]ut of exuberant nothingnessat®e cre
our realities. This "nothingness," or "primordial essence," is our origimal ar buddha
nature. As mentioned in Chapter Two, Zen masters often ask their studentsemnhat t
true nature was before their mother and father was born. One's origimaligiaticomes
before ego and is indefinable through perception; it is "noumena.” To attempti® defi
the self necessitates conceptualizations within the world of duality, whialmin t
separates the self from everything around it. As such, we try to establistabiyrby
grasping at the Four Delusions. Thus, we claim as pleasant ("happy"hibhtisvreally
unpleasant ("unhappy") [pride, say, or sensual sensation]; something as permanent
("stuff") which is really impermanent ("no-stuff"). "[P]lhenomena," them i$ront,"
Kerouac tells us; it is what we see, how we move forward, how we define aty. real
“[NJoumena," is "behind"; it is what is in-and-of-itself, what is indefieay perception,
like one's buddha nature, which itself is born "Out of exuberant nothingness" ("DB" 118).

Although Kerouac acknowledges that "nothing means nothing," the "3rd Chorus"

opens with the adverb "Yet": "Yet birds mumble in the morning / And raccoons tumble
down the draws." Life, in other words, goes on. What distinguishes this chorus from the
concepts explored at the end of the previous one is the reader's sense of the poet's
conceptual backsliding. On one hand, the notion that life goes on--that one's practice
should not be something divorced from everyday existence, however mundane--is one of
the hallmarks of Zen. Here, however, even though he acknowledges that lifengtess

poet more obviously grapples with issues of language and identity. The personal pronoun
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"I" is repeated four times in the "3rd Chorus" ("l saw," "l open," "I haveg"atry"), as

is the preposition "like." Extrapolation? He is, as a viewing-perceivibgest, trying to
define things (phenomena) by likening them to ones he is already famthar'Birds . .

. like mice," "bucks & does /. like cows" which "Run away like silly frightened /
schoolteachers," and an "Upsidedown mid morning moon / as delicate / As hkglide,
snow" (my italics). He not only relies on similes--traditional poetic l@igg no less--he
also interjects a comment about his own poetic prowess: "Bears & abominableegsnowm
/ I have not yet seen-Proud of that lin& (my italics) ("DB" 119). It seems he cannot
simply present images without the authorial "I" creeping back in to dssgnesence.

His ego-awareness is always there as a discerning subject-catonenhich is, no

matter what alias he appears as, one of the things that gives Kerotiacistich raw
beauty. In these Buddhist poems, however, it becomes problematic in that his issues of
identity highlight the difficulty he has in reconciling the notion that he is featly a

part of the world around him, napart from it. In other words, in this natural setting, he
projects human qualities onto his surroundings to better describe and understand it. In
contrast, Snyder's "Piute Creek" finds the poet sitting and looking out, seeing t
landscape without having to make associations in his mind; he just reads it, not as a
separate entity, but as one intrinsically involved. For Snyder's onlooker, "@m&gr

ridge / A tree, would be enough” because as he sits looking out, he is one with his
surroundings; "All the junk that goes with being human / Drops away." "A, @ddantive
mind," he tells us, "Has no meaning but that / which sees is truly REMRS8).

Snyder's poems, as well as Whalen's, are much more in tune with Buddhist notions of

non-ego and transience than are Kerouac's. The poet/poem here is part andtparcel w
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his/its environment, whereas in Kerouac's poems there is still an all too obvious
Western/Christian disjunction between the landscape, the poet, and his work-rbetwee
seer and seen, inside and outside.

In the "4th Chorus" of "Desolation Blues," the poet is "plagued” by "All the
worries" that have plagued humankind since the time of "Moses, Homer," and others. He
has "T S Elioted all the frogs, / Faulknered all the stone"; he has killederatesnbered
his mother and sister, "pondered history, myths, stories," and even "prayee &mav
prayer," yet "still it's upsidedown-- / silent--stiff--wont ydel / wont tell--"; it is "A big
empty / Puppet stage, with rock” ("DB" 120). Kerouac has engaged in the questions,
studied thalharma meditated, and come to his "Chinese Han Shart'hitl7th Chorus")
to seek enlightenment, yet he, unlike Mount Hozomeen, "wont yield." Herein lies the
crux: he is looking to the stage expecting the show to begin--or perhaps in Buddhist
terms, to end. Indeed, as we saw in the "2nd Chorus," Kerouac certainly had an
intellectual grasp on the conceptvabaryasa and in turn emptinessliinyat); yet, he
says, "still it's upsidedown--" ("DB" 120). Perhaps the answer resid&falen’'s
assessment of his friend's practice: "As far as | could see, he e&siatl in the very
large, big, wonderful ideas about Buddhism and about the language. . . . Even had he
been able to [meditate due to his bad knee], his head wouldn't have stopped long enough
for him to endure it. He was too nervous, but he thought it was a good Jdek's(Book
216-217).

In the "5th Chorus" Kerouac turns his attention momentarily to the mountains
twelve miles away in Canada, which "look like they'd beckon," though he "know(s]

better,-- / . . . yearn[ing] for the flatlands again, / the gentle hill,--" idstEae hills call,
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perhaps with the promise of further Han Shan-like adventures, but he now knows, from
his solitude experience, that the flatlands of civilization offer what he n&ezisds,

booze, and the "stage" upon which to gather materials for his further literary imgsder
His gaze shifts from the horizon(tal) to the vertical: "At 4 PM the clouds of hope / A
horizon salmon floaters / Full of strange promise / abstracted from thengade in my
breast--." Clouds, in ancient Chinese poetry, are a metaphor for passing thasigied (

as wandering monks). These clouds above, like memory and youth, are only fleeting;
they offer "hope" and "strange promise." This recognition abruptly bringsotkits

attention back to the immediacy of why he is there: if not to become enlightenetat le
to further contemplate his existence. As such, he muses on the transitoryfnatigéor
nature of reality: "Patches of snow dont do anything / but be," they are snow until the
melt, "And then water, it's nothing / but water / Till sun evaporates, then mist" ("DB"
121). This nothing "but be" trope winds its way throughout "Desolation Blues," haunting
him because he is unable to divest his mind, to cease his abstracting. He knows that
everything around him exists for no other reason than existence; it is emptgntransi
flux: snow into water into mist, retaining its essential nature, tranghgremdlessly into
different states. Indeed, original natisdélux. The snow does not claim to be permanent,
nor the water nor the mist: nature is not clouded by the Four Delusions. As Kerauac sai
a few months after leaving Desolation Peak in "Orizaba 210 Blues," "Etetimally
lightning runs / Through form after form formles8aok of Blued.52). It changes, keeps
going; its essential qualities exist in its very formlessness. Hesktiwat "rocks'll sit

where they are / forever" like enlightentathagatas(those who go thusl}j and,

perhaps in a fit of jealousy--or perhaps to acknowledge his own agency-- he tells us that
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they will remain stationary forever, "Lessn | move em, throw em / down tige goAnd
then they spit a minute" ("DB" 121).

The sixth and seventh choruses, situated at the midpoint of the sequence, perfectly
encapsulate the basic dichotomy Kerouac grappled with throughout his relationship with
Buddhism, which prevented him from attaining the non-dualistic understandindityf rea
he so fervently strived for. The "6th Chorus" most clearly and personallynpsdbes
struggle, with the "7th Chorus" reveling in what it is the poet most wants, which, as he
tells us towards the beginning Désolation Angelss to get "down off the mountain and
[get] the whole bloody mess of boredom done" with, thus ending, at least temporarily, his
desire induced suffering (41). The "6th Chorus" merits inclusion here in full ast it be
shows the dualisms at work in the poet's mind as they are happening.

| just dont understand--
tho mist'll be mist till
Heavens obdure, tho man'll
Be man till heavens obdure
Or hells obscure | just
dont
| just dont
Dont
Understand
| dont--
| want to know--soon's a do

| dont understand--if | said:
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"l dont care" | understand--

| understand that
it doesnt matter.
Still the birdy clings, to earth,
He dont go silent on me,
| dont stop writing,
| dont stop living,
What a fool,--blast the bird.
The only thing that ever happens
to Hozomeen
Is that he'll get a wreath
of clouds
Every now & then
& breed to revel
Without moving a mighty shoulder
--1 envy him his rock ("DB" 122)
The beginning of the chorus echoes Ray's comment at the @he &tharma Bums
when he says, "l didn't know anything anymore, | didn't care, and it didiéreatd
suddenly | felt really free" (183-184). It is difficult to take this seggly emancipatory
declaration at the end of this sentence at face value, when compared to the repeated
stutterings above, as well as with the anxiety and pain exhibi@dsalation AngelsHe

does in fact possess the understanding, he just cannot, perhaps due to his Catholic



129

upbringing, wholly accept the truth of emptiness that he espouSesifriure namely

that "Enlightenment comes when you don't care” (49). He tells us here that he
"understand]s] that / it doesnt matt&t William Everson addressed this sentiment in his
1959 essay "Dionysus and the Beat Generation" by quoting "Desolatiori Blitb®ut
attribution), suggesting that the "Dionysian spirit" of the Beats waadnaf positive
repudiation, as summed up in the phrase 'l don't know; | don't care; and it doesn't make
any difference,’ [which was] counter-balanced by an opposite mood of negative
affirmation: 'Beat means beatitude™ (21). Kerouac understands, tahtediectually,

that the cycle of birth, death, and rebirth continues to turn, that the "mist'll Be mist
eternally, and that, as he readlime Heart tra, "Form is emptiness, emptiness is not
different from form" (Goddard 85). Yet, "Still the birdy clings, to earthtohtinues to

sing, as does the poet for that matter; he does not stop writing or living. Why, then, he
seems to ask, can he not be more like Hozomeen--motionless, yet evenghartgi
seeming stasis. The poem's first and last lines--the former ending daghathe latter
beginning with one--sum up in two lines the quandary: "I just dont understand-- // --1
envy him his rock." The dashes, line breaks, and repetitions are all endemicnof a mi
hard at work grappling with, on the one hand, the logic the Western mind tends to grasp
at when struggling spiritually with Buddhist doctrine, and on the other, the very real
presence of the present moment, the day-to-day existence of corporéal Asadiuch,

these choruses highlight the complexities of the poet's spiritual quest, one whichdbounce
back-and-forth between his early (and late) Catholicism and midlifertins of

Buddhism.
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The "7th Chorus," also reproduced here in its entirety, explains in
characteristically explosive free-associational Kerouac stylé wvisathat the poet wants:
But | want to live, | want
to get down
Off this Chinese Han Shan hill
and make it
To the city & walk the streets
And drink good wine
(Christian Brothers Port)
Or whiskey (Early Times
or Old Grand Dad)
And go to Chinese Movies
on Saturday Afternoon
And buy presents in the window
and watch the dust gather
On little stationary toys
In celluloid windows of children
And go to the vast markets
And eat tortillas beans
ice cream
And crime--and banana splits
and tea

And benzedrine & broads--
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and waterfronts
And plays & and play marquees
and Square Times
And you--I'd like to celebrate
upside
Down in cities ("DB" 123)
Ironically, in "Alone on a Mountaintop” Kerouac tells us that "After all this kind of
fanfare, and even more, | came to a point where | needed solitude and just stop the
machine of 'thinking' and 'enjoying’ what they call 'living," | just wdrnitelie in the grass
and look at the clouds. . . . And anyway | was sick and tired of all the ships and railroads
and Times Squares of time--" (118). One cannot help but recall--and I'm sure Kerouac
allusions here are intentional--Thoreau's "I went to the woods because | vaisived t
deliberately, to front the essential facts of life, and see if | could not Veaat it had to
teach, and not, when | came to die, discover that | had not livéaltdén61),as well as
Whitman's "I loafe and invite my soul, / | lean and loaf at my ease observiegradp
summer grass"” ("Song of Myself* 188). Unfortunately, what Kerouac fails t® to i
follow through with Thoreau's desire "to stand on the meeting of two eternitiggshe
and future, which is precisely the present moment; to toe that line. . . . To anticipate, not
the sunrise and the dawn merely, but, if possible, Nature herdgtldénll). It is the
present moment that Kerouac struggles with, as evidenced most explicitly in the
seemingly frantic alternating sections (past, present, futui@¢sdlation Angels
The "7th Chorus" itself echoes Whitman's "I celebrate myself," thougbulde's

"But | want to live" smacks sadly of a sense of longing and desperation (tegolahe
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tragedy lies, for this reader, in the pre-lookout exuberance Kerouac expressed in thr
letters to Gary Snyder between January and March 1956 from Rocky Mount, North
Carolina, just before he headed west to live with Snyder at Marin-an. On Janumryel 7t
tells of "Long days this Spring meditating in my piney woods, and writing, and
continuing my long 'Some of the Dharma," which reports on dhyanas and samadhis and
all kinds of Buddhist poems and notes and outcries and is now also over 300 pages long.
So I'll be busy right up to mountain-lookout time." His time spent in study and naditat
appears to have paid off by the February 14th letter: "And now | am abiding ralthe t
wonderful bliss of the Pragfknowing, knowing the known, knowing that emptiness is
what it all is, and we all are it, and we have nothing absolutely nothing to worry about.”
And on March 8th, he confides his hope that "[sJomething will happen to me on
Desolation Peak . . . as happened to Hui-neng on Vulture’®eestn sense it. . . . I'm
really getting a great deal of dharma-satisfaction lately, tho thgto® an ill sign. . . ."
(Charters Vol. 1, 545, 551, 567). Contrast this exuberance, perhaps foreshadowed by the
"ill sign," with the Forty-Forth chapter @esolation Angetls
What did | learn on gwaddawackamblack? | learned that | hate myself
because by myself | am only myself and not even that and how
monotonous it is to be monostonos . . . | learned to disappreciate things
themselves and hanshan man made me mop I dont wantit. .. | want to
come down RIGHT AWAY . ..l wantto return at once . . . | got a place
to go and poems to write about hearts not just rocks--Desolation
Adventure finds me finding at the bottom of myself abysmal nothingness

worse than that no illusion even--my mind's in rags--. (68)
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Kerouac wants to get "Off this Chinese Han Shan hill / and make it / to tHieNuoty
only to literally "make it" down there (to civilization), but perhaps once agaimdctliie
"IT" of On the Road
While the "7th Chorus" echoes Whitman, it would be a mistake to read Kerouac's

poem solelyagainstWhitman as opposed to in conversatiath him. Kerouac first
became interested in Whitman at Bartlett Junior High in the mid 1930s, an intetrest tha
developed into a full-blown appreciation in the 1940s when he spent the summer of 1940
reading Whitman, Thoreau, and Emily Dickinson. In June of the following year, he read
the 1855 version dfeaves of Grasand wrote his own free-verse poem titled "Definition
of a Poet," and in 1948 he wrote a paper for Alfred Kazin at the New School for Social
Research in New York titled "Whitman: A Prophet of the Sexual Revolution." Keésouac
1941 "Definition of a Poet" is someone whom

spends his time thinking

about what it is that's

wrong, and although he

knows he can never quite

find out what this wrong

is, he goes right on

thinking it out and writing

it down. Atop an Underwood22)
Kerouac apparently needed the stimulus of the road and the city to keep "thinking it out
and writing it down." The boredom brought on by solitude atop Desolation Peak, unlike

Whalen's and Snyder's lookout experiences, was too much for Kerouac; he needed to get
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"To the city & walk the streets." He needed, as he wrote to Norma Blickfelong

after writing the above poem, to "go on writing, studying, travelling [sicgiisg, loving,
seeing, smelling, hearing, and feeling. . . ." (Charters Vol. 1, 28). These, the words of
twenty year old John Kerouac, are not much different from the sentiments of tha&erou
of 1956. In the "7th Chorus," Kerouac projects into the future, echoing Whitman's "The
Sleepers": "I wander all night in my vision, / Stepping with light feet . . . Isvafid
noiselessly stepping and stopping . . ." (Whitman 542). More specifically, thoughnwe ¢
read the "7th Chorus" as Kerouac's mountaintop "Song of the Open Road" (1856), written
one hundred years after his predecessor's poem. In this mountaintop vision, Kerouac
saunters Whitmanesquely through the streets with a good bottle of wineg gdaaishop
windows, eating, cavorting with women, and, in Whitmanesque fashion, projecting
himself on to more than one locale (Seattle, San Francisco, and New York). As he told
Robert Lax' in a letter dated Oct 26, 1954: "I'm no saint, I'm sensual, | can't resist wine,
am liable to sneers and secret wraths and attachment to imaginary lwesrbgfeyes--

but | intend to ascend by stages and self-control to the Vow to help all sentregg bei

find enlightenment and holy escape from the sin and stain of life-body itself. . . ."
(Charters Vol. 1, 447-448). Stylistically, the "7th Chorus," through the use of anaphora-
eleven lines beginning with the word "and"--also owes an obvious debt to Whitman. Both
poems also end similarly, though one ends with a statement, the other with a question; the
latter is perhaps more open and embracing: Kerouac ("And you--I'd like bratelé

upside / Down in cities"); Whitman ("Camerado, | give you my hand . . . Will you give

me yourself? will you come travel with me?") ("Song of the Open Road" 30d). &

course, "Song of Myself" prominently opens with the word "celebrate." Su, tiheead
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the "7th Chorus" as a failing on Kerouac's part--the failure being the lormgdestend
to the city--we should consider the poem's content and style as infused with the road
tradition that turned Kerouac on to Whitman in the first place.
The "8th Chorus" opens with another unusual image, one reminiscent of the
youthfully mysticalDr. SaxX* "Once | saw a giant / in a building / / He's here now,
bending / over me, / Giant diamond gone insane" ("DB" 124). The giant once seen from
inside a building refers to the painting of Hozomeen Snyder made from atop his lookout
post on Sourdough in 1953, which he later mailed to Kerouac in February 1956 before
Kerouac headed west to be with him at Marin-an. As Ray says towards theTdral of
Dharma Bums
... suddenly | woke up with my hair standing on end, | had just seen a
huge black monster standing in my window, and | looked, and it had a star
over it, and it was Mount Hozomeen . . . staring in my window. . . . It had
the same unmistakable witches' tower shape Japhy had given it in his
brush drawing of it that used to hang on the burlap wall in the flowery
shack in Corte Madera. (178-179)

The "Giant diamond gone insane, / Ta, the Golden Eternity," he calls it in this,chorus

riffing on the title ofThe Diamond &ra. His language then seems to break down, getting

more "insane,"” more sing-song, spontaneous--"Ta Ta Ta Ta, / Tathata, trienpat

("DB" 124). Kerouac played with this "Ta" trope less than two weeks beforetgtor

California. On March 5th he wrote a short prose piece titled "SKETCH of Twan Tre

Grove" in what would beconm@ome of the Dharm&eated in his sister's back yard in

Rocky Mount, North Carolina, he examined "the holy yellow long bowing weeds that
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face my grass sitmat of Tathagata Seat of purity---they point in attiding and hairily
converse as the winds dictate Ta Ta Ta ta, in gossip groups with lone bhikkus proud to
show off and sick ones and half dead fallin ones. . ." (dlathat: (Skt.) means
"suchness," or the true nature of things devoid of the Four Delusions. That is, it is
"beyond all concepts and distinctions. . . . It is formless, unmade, and devoid of self-
nature" GDBZ221). Atathagata then, is, in Kerouac's own words, "He-Who-Has-
Attained-to-Suchness-of-MindWake Up35); or, asTheDiamond $tra puts it, "He
who has thus come' and 'He who has thus gone™ (Goddard 103). This mode of existence,
for lack of a better phrase, is what Kerouac so desperately strived fog; berJike
Hozomeen, would mean to exist, like the mist, in a state of suchness. In other avords, t
beone's original nature.
We see a similar breakdown of languag®easolation Angelshough this time
Kerouac takes his experiments to their logical end--from sentences atoley|ito
symbols (five large triangles), to illegible scribbles, to colors and soun@sK"black
black black / bling bling bling") (58). In a rough-and-tumble panic-strickeddizde of
despair, he exclaims: "Enough I've said it all, and there's not even a Desalation i
Solitude, not even this page, not even words. . . (57)". In what amounts to an impromptu
mini-sitra, he continues:
O Ignorant brothers, O Ignorant Sisters, O Ignorant me! . . . --come, now,
children, wake up . . . being and not being, what's the difference?--Prides,
animosities, fears, contempts, slights, personalities, suspicions, sinister
forebodings. . . . WHO WRITES WRONG ON THE WHO THE WHY

THE WHAT WAIT OTHING I LTTTTTTTTTTTO MODIG RAGA NA
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PA RA TO MA NI CO SA PA RI MA TO MA NA PA SHOOOOOOO

BIZARIN - ------ OO O O--MM M--S O--S" etc. (Chapter 3Bpok

1, 57)
Kerouac, in his list of eight conceits, appears to be addressiktp#iasSkt.), which
refer to "all the properties that dull the mind and are the basis for all unwholesome
actions and thus bind people to the cycle of rebirth." They are "desire arg;raate,
delusion, false views, doubt, rigidity, excitability, shamelessness, laamkgtiousness”
(SDBZ117). The delusion, Conze says, "results from the four perverted views which
superimposes permanence, ease, self and attractiveness on the dataesfeexpbich
do not contain them" (206). Rather than reading the next few lines as simply a breakdown
of discourse, | would suggest that Kerouac is tuning in to the cosmic sounds of a syllabic
mantra. Chant, for example, "NA PA RA TO MA NI CO"; it is not that dissinfriam,
say, the Mani Mantra of Avalokitesvara, tBedhisattvaof Compassion, which reads
"Om Mani Padme Hum" ("Hail to the jewel in the lotus"). As Kerouac re&ghin
Yutang'sThe Wisdom of China and Indidhe mechanism of our thinking and language
fails [when trying to describeirvang), because our words must fail to describe our
unconditioned existence" (55¢6)And as he read ifihe Lankvatara Sitra, "Highest
Reality is an exalted state of bliss, it is not a state of word-discrimmand it cannot be
entered into by mere statements concerning it" (Goddard 287). One gets #)e sens
though, that Kerouac's move to the mantra here has as much to do with placating his own
anxieties as with spreading the Dharma, as is the case as we move tiresgjation

Blues." We will see him experiment again with the mantra form in the "10th Chorus."
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The "8th Chorus" continues with quote Everson addressed abovée:d@nit
know/ | dont care/ and it makes no differen¢&nd now I'm wise" (Kerouac's italics)
("DB" 124). [Recall Everson’s *I don’t know; | don’t care; and it doesn’t make any
difference” above].Jack Dulouz, repeating his italicized declaratioDésolation
Angels calls it "the final human prayer--" (78). This prayer just does not ringasue,
mentioned above, especially considering what he tells us in the next line of the poem:
"When the whole wide world / is fast asleep | cry." Perhaps this show oifoenmot
meant to indicate compassion for the "whole wide world," but it seems that thiss&ine
prompted by his inability to fully accept, at least at this point, that he indeed does not
care, that the world is empty, that "it makes no difference," and that thimess is
itself meaningful, that no-thinig something. He is unable to quell his mind's intellectual
activities--to cease trying to define the world--as is evidenced by théwehich his
surroundings continuallgring to mindother images, things, memories.

The chorus ends with an odd turn, though perhaps not so odd considering
Kerouac's seeming inability to accept his experience in the mountainsngtea si
overwhelming wholeghang, rather than one of the dualistic separation of self/other. In
what sounds like an apologia to both his then-divorced second wife (Joan Haverty) and
his daughter (Janet), then five years old, the poet says, "Let me offer yaeassyring
profile / Saying, 'It's okay, girl, we'll / make it / till the sun goes dowever.%* In a
move that is typical in Kerouac's Buddhist writings, he ends the poem with a iconflat
of Buddhism and Christianity: "We're fallen / angels,™ he tells her, "Who Hali@ve /
That nothing means nothing>'This is the main issue at stake here for Kerouac:

emptiness, or at least his understanding &fathing(emptiness) mean®-thingwhen it
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loses its "thingness," when divested from the realm of the perceiving duiadst m
Nothingconnotes a mind unfettered by attachments (conceptions, distinctions, delusions);
nothingis the clean mirror-mind simultaneously reflecting and emittingtyedhe

world is real when it exists not as a delusion in the minastlie mind; it is empty

when delusion is done away with.

The "9th Chorus" continues the "upsidedown" theme, beginning and ending with
the following lines: "We're hanging into the abyss / of blue--" and "We hang in,
upsidedown, --Too much to be real." What we "hang in" are "innumerable / and endless
worlds / More numerous even (& the number of beings!) / Than all the rocks thatdcracke
[ and became little rocks." Worlds more numerous than the sands in the Ganges, as
Buddha said. We might think of these innumerable worlds in terms of the inexhaustible
present moments that make up our existence, thus our innumerable rebirths in ever-
present flux--i.e., impermanence. To "hang" is to be hung up, attached, unakel¢ht® se
world for what it is, not as seen through our delusionary attachments to it and to
ourselves. Attachments connote grasping, which in turn super-imposes the delusion of
permanence. Talking back stylistically to the "7th Chorus," Keoruac irckudarteen-
line-long Whitmanesque catalogue of the "real" in the form of a geogrdphy
impermanence: "In all that rib of rock / That extends from Alaska," south through the
western rim of North and South America, all the way "on around to Siberia-n" Eve
mapped, though, the world is "In other words, & all the grains / of sand that comprise / A
rock, and all the grains / of atomstuff therein,” are all "--Too much to be r&B" ("

125). Impermanence and interdependence go hand in hand, both calling into question

notions of self-existence.
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The "10th Chorus," which more fully explores notions of the real and unreal,
marks a critical juncture in the sequence. If the sixth and seventh choruseghhitdpeli
dualist nature Kerouac was struggling with, then the "10th Chorus" marks the turning
point that was initially stated in the "8th Chorug"dbn't know/ | don't care/ and it
makes no different€"DB" 124). The "9th Chorus" follows this sentiment with the long
catalogue of place names, and here in the "10th Chorus," the poet shrugs his shoulders
and says "it's real" over and over (nine times) in another extended catalogugsf t

But it's real
it's as real as the squares
on this page

And as real as my sore ass
sitting on a rock

And as real as hand, sun,
pencil, knee

Ant, breezed, stick,
water, tree, color,
peeop, birdfeather,
shag, smoke
haze, goat
appearance
and low crazed cloud

It is all real, he says, emphasizing the physicality of language, ingltigenunreal of

"swchernepetchzels / in Prienna." Even his "dreams" are "Real, rfiegl ssLondon
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town." Here, Kerouac states what may well be his new mantra of "PrahaRvekit!
("DB" 126), a play on the Sanskrit title ®he Heart Stra (Mahaprajfiaparamita-
hridaya-sitra).?® In doing so, he includes his own linguistically playful rendition--at least
rhythmically--of the mantra which closes thara. Here it is the original with line
breaks:
Gate,
Gate,
paragate,
parasamgate,
bodhi,
svaha
Goddard translates it as "Gone, gone, gone to that other shore; safely passeuthierthat
shore, O Prajitparamita! So may it be" (86). And here is the ending of Kerouac's poem:
--Real, real
unreal,
deal,
Zeal
| say, dont care if it's real
or unreal, I'se ("DB" 126)
Reality, for Malayana Buddhistsis the mind, and the mind is connected with everything
around it. In other words, the nature of the mind and the nature of the world are one and
the same because everything existthe mind. We try to distinguish things as outside of

the mind and as different from it, but we are only able to do so, aftersadleit. Thus,
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our nature cannot be separated from what we think of as reality. In turry, i=alitr
nature and our nature is our reality. It follows logically, then, that delnghent--or as
the Theraudaists think of ithirvana-is not a realitydifferentin any way from the mind
itself. So to attempt to reaciirvanais, it seems, pointless, becamgsanacannot be
anything other than the mind itself, thus reality. The "other shore" et this

reality, withinthis mind; it is not sometherplace, somethershore; it is always already
present in our buddha nature, right here, right now. As Conze says, "any kind of
discrimination is regarded as a perversion, and so is any affirmation or negagion, a
assumption of separate reality. Suchness alone lies outside the rangedégerv
knowledge" (205).

"And if you dont like the tone / of my poems," Kerouac tells us at the beginning
of the penultimate stanza, "you can go jump in the lake." Then, seemingly defining
himself as @odhisattva’ in a very Whitmanesque tone, says:

| have been empowered

to lay my hand
On your shoulder
and remind you

That you are utterly free,

Free as empty space.
In The Dharma BumdRay says, "One night in a meditation vision Avalokitesvara the
Hearer and Answerer of Prayer said to me "You are empowered to remindtpabple
they are utterly free' so | laid my hand on myself to remind mysédltfien felt gay,

yelled 'Ta,' opened my eyes, and a shooting star shot" (182). It is djffraugh, not



143

to think back to the letter Kerouac wrote Allen Ginsberg in December of 1954, in which
he speculates about his place as a student of Buddhism:
Now, as to my being master, and you disciple--I'm only a Junior Arhat
not yet free from the intoxicants. The danger of my being a Teacher is
twofold:
1) I'm too ignorant still to give the true teaching and am only in the early
stages of vow-making, not actual turning-about within.
2) Teaching may & will be appreciated by intelligent but insincere poseurs
who will use it for their own terrestrices and evil and heretical ends--This
includes myself--i.e. a poet using Buddhist images for his own advantage
instead of for spreading the Law. (Charters Vol. 1, 452)
Closer to the writing of the poems under consideration here is the 9th sedfitwh of
Angel Midnightin which Kerouac reiterates the notion: "I'm not a teacher, not a sage, not
a Roshi, not a writer or master or even a giggling dharma bum I'm my mother's son & my
mother is the universe--." Ironically, although he claims not to be a teachelomesf
the above with a shogatha:
What is this universe
but a lot of waves
And a craving desire
is a wave
Belonging to a wave

in a world of waves . . .O{d Angel Midnightl1)



144

Likewise, in continuing the "11th Chorus," the poet tells us, while seemingly exhising
own burdens as well as ours, that
You dont have to be famous,
dont have to be perfect,
Dont have to work,
dont have to marry,
Dont have to carry burdens,
dont have to gnaw & kneel,
Next, he inserts haiky, or what he called "Dharma Pops," which is reminiscent of a
similar "pop" inDesolation Angels'A cup of coffee and cigarettes, why zazen?" (40):
the taste
of rain--
Why kneel?
In other words, why meditate or pray when the present moment itself existdirsthef
nirvana? You "Dont even have to sit/ / go ahead & blow, // Explode & go" ("DB" 127).
Perhaps too, Kerouac finally embraces his own contradictions like Whitn&iti; tiére |
carry my old delicious burdens, / | carry them, men and women, | carry them with me
wherever | go, / | sweatr it is impossible for me to get rid of them, /filbanwith them,
and | will fill them in return.)" ("Song of the Open Road" 297)Slbme of the Dharma
two years earlier, though, Kerouac is seen struggling with his contradictisnsh a
way that discounts rather than embraces them: "--I make my constant different

discriminations in sheer agreement to ignore the Truth---(for human readdag)w
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that | dont have to trouble myself with all this phantasmal multiplicity--Hokat for the
hell of it" (61).

The final chorus, written in the form of a dialogue between Kerouac and a,flowe
opens with the poet turning his attention back to nature, thus providing us with an
analogy for his (and our) place in the world: "Little weird flower, / why did grow? /

Who planted you / on this god damned hilf7rhe age old questions, reflecting here
Kerouac's Catholic upbringing: Why am | here? Who is in charge? Intglgsthe not
only supposes a higher power in the form of a Christian God ("Who"), he also
simultaneously suggests--perhaps inadvertently--that there needs to be sahe sort
human agency involved in the existence (and placement) of the plant. In other words, the
Garden is here for our exploitation and direction, a very Christian notion, one which
overlooks the idea of interdependence and mutual co-arising. Moving closer to sbme sor
of realization, he says, "l was under the impression / that you were supposeddmbe / s
kind of perfect nature. / Oh, you are? / Just jiggle in the wind. | see.” Toighlstin
the wind," we might say, is the Zen ideal. Kerouac recognizes this, but his path (the
Road) necessitates intentional movement and direction. At this point, he notices more
flowers, perhaps for the first time, but is unaware, unlike Snyder and Whalenyof thei
names: "At yr feet | see a nosegay / bou kay / Of seven little purple apesdint grow
so high." Realizing the flowers are not there as a mirror in which to defindfhis se
existence, he ends the poem thusly:

| thot last week

you were funeral bouquets

for me
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that never askt
to be born
or die
But now | guess
I'm just talkin
thru my
empty head ("DB" 128)
The dualism is still there (1" / "you"), but the final chorus conveys a mucheswsttl
seemingly more profound grasp of the Buddhist concepts Kerouac struggles with
throughout twelve choruses. Thus ends "Desolation Blues."
One is left wondering if he has finally passed to the other shore of enlightenment,
or if he has, like Whitman, simply embraced his multitudes, thus accepting,fasttbé
the Four Noble Truths tells us, that all life is suffering. Perhaps, ratherghding his
experience atop Desolation Peak as a failed attempt at attaining transalenwdsiam,
we might consider that Kerouac instead experieyegitibhitam > or "the seeing of
things truly" Wake Upl03). As he says towards the end of "Alone on a Mountaintop™:
| realized | didn't have to hide myself in desolation but could accept
society for better or for worse . . . | saw that if it wasn't for my six sense
of seeing, hearing, smelling, touching, tasting and thinking, the self of
that, which is non-existent, there would be no phenomena to perceive at
all. . . . The fear of extinction is much worse than extinction (death) itself.-
-To chase after extinction in the old Nirvanic sense of Buddhism is

ultimately silly, as the dead indicate in the silence of their blissfapste



147

Mother Earth which is an Angel hanging in orbit in Heaven anyway. . . .
Yes, to try toattain to Nirvana when you're already there, to attain to the
top of a mountain when you're already there only to have to stay--thus to
stayin the Nirvana Bliss, is all | have to do, you have to do, no effort, no
path really, no discipline but just to know that all is empty and awake. . . .
(132-133)
For Kerouac, then, acknowledging that we already exisiruanais the key; it is not a
matter of striving to attain something, but rather a matter of waking up tobaelba
nature. In fact, the paragraph above amounts to Kerouac's understanding (and somewhat
Christianized retelling) ofhe Heart Stra. As Avalokitesvara says to Sariputra, "all
things having the nature of emptiness have no beginning and no ending. They are neither
faultless nor not faultless; they are neither perfect nor imperfect. . . . iSheryesight, no
sound, no smell, no taste, no touch, no mental process, no object, no knowledge, no
ignorance." Having "no beginning and no ending" connotes impermanence, non-self-
existence. If that were not enough of a kick in the pants (to a follower, and &rlibe e
Buddhist sects), there is also "no Noble Path [there is] . . . no death. . . . There is no
knowledge of Nirvana, there is no obtaining of Nirvana, there is no not obtaining of
Nirvana." Why can one not obtamrvana? Because if personality were permanent there
would be no way to attainment. However, "It is only because personality is made up of
elements that pass away, that personality may attain Nirvana." Onepgassdeyond
consciousness . . . beyond discrimination and knowledge, beyond the reach of change or
fear" to see through the perverted views (and nirvana) to, as Kerouacssayms the

Nirvana Bliss" (Goddard 85-86).
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The value of "Desolation Blues" resides less in its poetic quality, cothfare
Mexico City Bluesthan in its succinct presentation of the poet's struggle in coming face-
to-face with his dualistic demons through the self-imposed solitude of sixtyetayse
atop his "Chinese Han Shan hill," the same solitude Snyder and Whalen found so
liberating. As such, these choruses are some of Kerouac's most beautifuliragnd tel
poems; they capture, especially the sixth and seventh choruses, the dualigiootatur
only of the Western mind at odds with Asian philosophy, but also the life-long anxiety
Kerouac dealt with concerning his place in the world. In the end, Kerouac is, as he tell
us in his own voice iatori in Paris® a recorder of real-life experiences, favoring "the
tale that's told for companionship and to teach something religious, of religious

reverence, about real life, in this real world . . ." (10).
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Shambhala Dictionary of Buddhism and Xei#.

19 Hui-neng (638-713), considered the father of Zeas the sixth patriarch of the "Southern School" in
China. Author ofThe Platform &tra, the only Chinese text to be afforded the titletdfa.

" The Rinzai school, "one of the most important sihiof Ch'an (Zen) . . . originated with the great
Chinese Zen master Lin-chi I-hsuan (Jap., Rinzge@)." One of the two schools of Zen active in dapa
today, Rinzai stresses the use @diks for "the fast way to the realization of enlegithent.” The Soto
school, on the other hand, stresses seated meditatize)' (SDBZ187).

12 ypaya(Skt.): "The ability of a bodhisattva to guide tgs to liberation through skillful means. All
possible methods and ruses from straightforwakdttathe most conspicuous miracles could be
applicable" §DBZ239).

13 Gary Snyder, letter to Philip Whalen, 31 July 19Bfilip Whalen Papers, Reed College.

14 According to Whalen, "He had a lot of funny ideas a lot of strange notions that he'd come up, sith
that he was fun to be with, even though he'd goutin these terrific changes where he'd suddenly be
attacking you and saying everything was bad, eligrgtwas dirty, everything was ugly" (Gifford anéd.

218).
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!5 Gary Snyder, letter to Philip Whalen, 8 March 19Bfilip Whalen Papers, Reed College.

'8 Subhuti, one of the ten leading disciples of Buajd& generally thought to be the recorder of nafrthe
most important Mafyana gitras.

" TheDiamond Stra, also known as thBiamond-cutter Perfection of Insightit®a, focuses on the
doctrine of emptinesskiinyati), succinctly encapsulating the Six Perfectidbana-Riramitz (The
Perfection of Generosityjila-Paramitaz (The Perfection of Morality)Xsanti-Paramitz (The Perfection of
Patience)Virya-Paramita (The Perfection of Strenuousned3hyana-Riramita (The Perfection of
Meditation), andPrajfia-Paramitz (The Perfection of Insight).

18 The Vimalakti Sitra, composed in the 2nd century C.E., is an inflamiatiyana text which has
exercised a large influence on the Buddhism of &hind Japan.

¥ The Platform Stra of Hui-neng (638-713) is comprised of the basiazténgs of Zen and the sayings,
discourses, and biography of its author.

20x|. Nalanda & Patna"Rassage Through India: An Expanded lllustrated iBd)t 53-56.

2L See WatsonShe Columbia Book of Chinese Poey description ohih poetry (9-17), and (18-43) for
examples of the form.

22 From "Hojoki": "The waterfall is muffled, / and ngn foot square hut lies / In the abysm of a <88 /
sibilant quiet" The Complete Poems of Kenneth Rex2&h).

2 From "Empty Mirror: "I sit / In my ten foot squaheit, The birds sing."The Complete Poems of
Kenneth Rexroti321).

24 Gary Snyder, letter to Philip Whalen, 16 March 49Bhilip Whalen Papers, Reed College.

% SeeEvery Day 15-16; ofThe Collected Poems of Philip Whal&68-369.

% Kerouac's recollection of the eventlihe Dharma Bum¢[W]e borrowed Sean's jalopy and drove about
a hundred miles up the seacoast to an isolatecthlvelaere we picked mussels right of the washedsro€k
the sea and smoked them in a big woodfire coveittdsgaweed. We had wine and bread and cheese and
Psyche spent the whole day lying on her stomatteijeans and sweater, saying nothing. . . . Tiere
natural caves on that beach where Japhy had onagliirbig parties of people and had organized naked

bonfire dances" (137-138).
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2" We also see the term used around this same tilgtims & Texts"From Siwash strawberry-pickers in
the Skagit" ("Burning 15"), 50.

2 According to Morgan, "at one point Snyder hopetidge a relationship with [Neuri], but nothing ever
came of it" (4 fn. 2).

2 Ray describes Neuri (Psyche)Tihe Dharma Bums[T]hey were all secretly jealous of Japhy's fete
doll Psyche, who came the following weekend re& aujeans and a little white collar falling ovesr
black turtleneck sweater and a tender little baaly face. Japhy had told me he was a bit in lovh hdr
himself. But he had a hard time convincing her tkenlove he had to get her drunk, once she gokidgn
she couldn't stop" (137).

%0 Gary Snyder, letter to Joanne Kyger, 14 April 1958ry Snyder fonds, Simon Fraser University.

31 peter Abelard, a twelfth century philosopher-tbgn, sought a position as tutor in the house of
Parisian canon Fulbert, whose niece, Heloise, wassicharge. Abelard seduced and impregnated $teloi
and against Heloise's wishes, the two wed in setrie suggestion of Fulbert. When the union was
announced, Heloise denied it and fled to a cony@otnpting her uncle to think that Abelard wanted
nothing more to do with her. Fulbert summarily Wdwklard castrated. Snyder probably became aquainted
with Abelard while reading Kenneth Rexroth's lormem "The Phoenix and the Tortoise" (1944)--
"Abelard crying for that girl" Collected255).

%2 The Blue Cliff Record&Chin. Pi-yen-Iu), the oldest and one of the most complex tex@euf literature,

is comprised of 10@sanscollected by Setcho Juken (Chi., Hsueh-tou Chtusign) SDBZ170).

% Philip Whalen, letter to Gary Snyder, 22 May 1965y Snyder Papers, University of California, Bavi
% The Lankvatara Sitra is a "Maliyana ditra that stresses the inner enlightenment that aveay with all
duality and is raised above all distinctions. Ln the $itra is also found the view that words are not
necessary for the transmission of the teachiBipPBZ125).

% Huang-po Hsi-yun (d. 850) was one of the greatestmasters whose teachings were recorded by Pei
Hsiu under the abbreviated title lefiang-po Ch'uan-hsin-fa-yao

% Andromeda, the daughter of King Cephas and Queasi@peia of Ethiopia, was chained to a seaside

rock as a sacrifice to the sea monster Cetusiitbnéibn for Cassiopeia's bragging that she wasemor
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beautiful than the daughters of the sea god NeRerseus, taken by Andromeda's beauty, slew Cgtus b
cutting off its head just as he had recently dorghé snake-haired Medusa (Hamilton 204-207).

3" The natural image rock outcropping that closesstaaza calls to mind the “. . . notable serpentine
outcropping, not far after Rifle Camp"” in "The Gimambulation of Mt. Tamalpais," and later from "An
Offering to Tara": "On the lofty mountain / Is thest of a hawk; / On the lofty rock, / The nesaafhite
hawk; . . ." MRWES87; 112).

3 Gary Snyder, letter to Philip Whalen, 17 May 19BHilip Whalen Papers, Reed College.

39 At least what irritates me constantly around éhekolars is, they have no contact between their
symbolic knowledge, i.e. all the buks they've reéadvhat happens to them every day, direct like.hyGa
Snyder, letter to Philip Whalen, 20 November 1953)ip Whalen Papers, Reed College.

0 Snyder is perhaps here quoting John Blofdltis Zen Teachings of Huang:PMen are afraid to forget
their minds, fearing to fall through the Void witlothing to stay their fall. They do not know tha¢ toid
is not really void, but the realm of the real Dhafm1. He was also familiar with D.T. Suzuki's skation
of Huang Po in the 1939anual of Zen BuddhisiiKyoto: Eastern Buddhism Society), which he
mentioned in a letter to Whalen dated 10/22/56 @fRee

“1 Gary Snyder, letter to Joanne Kyger, 31 May 1@y Snyder fonds, Simon Fraser University.

“2 philip Whalen, letter to Gary Snyder, 23 March 1.96ary Snyder Papers, University of California,
Davis.

“3 Also see "X. Bodh Gaya'P@ssage Through Indja47-53.

“Sourdough Mountain Lookout" was originally pubisi in excerpted form in th@hicago Reviets
special Zen issue 12.2 (Summer 1958). The poenfirgapublished in book form by Whalen ke | Say
(New York: Totem Press, 1960) and also appear&birald Allen'sThe New American Poetry, 1945-1960
that same year.

5 TheHeart Sitra is a one paragraph summary of the Rrgiframita teaching (The Perfection of Insight).
It describes the truth arrived at by the Bodhisa#valokitesvara, namely that "form is emptiness,
emptiness is not different from form, neither isnfiodifferent from emptiness, indeed, emptinessimf
(Goddard 85).

“® Gary Snyder, letter to Joanne Kyger, 9 Novemb&91Gary Snyder fonds, Simon Fraser University.
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*" TheYugenversion read "cocksman" rather than "hunter" 36.

“8"Bhava-chakra"$DBZ19).

“9"Unreal City, / Under the brown fog of a wintewda. . . ," Part | "The Burial of the Dead."

0 Keruoac tells this story thusly: ". . . Rexrotleahing of [an earlier argument Kerouac had with
Ginsberg], and seeing me demand wine in his hgudled 'Just because you're a genius you thinkcgou
act RUDE and UNMANNERLY! Get out of my house, alyou!" (Me, Neal, Whalen, Ginsberg, Peter

Orlovsky) | yelled '‘Aw you're frightening me to deB (Some of the Dharm346).

Notes to Chapter Three
! Jack Kerouad3ook of HaikugEd. and Intro. Regina Weinreich. New York: Pemg@003), 92.
2 Watts provides the following quote from Ginsbet@swn," which appeared in the previous issue of
Chicago Review12.1), as an example of Beat over-self-consciessn'l must write down / every
recurring thought-- / stop every beating secondghiy, Watts points out that "this is too indiread
didactic for Zen, which would rather hand you thimg itself without comment" (a la William Carlos
Williams). Ginsberg here is trying too hard to gohboth his thoughts and time, as if the formerave
inside and the latter outside, connoting an indigicconsciousness distinct from its surroundings; a
recorder of, as the stanza preceding the above gags, "the physical world / moment to moment!' (8)
Whalen, on the other hand, describes the seeiogairiting process like this in "The Slop BarrelThe
pen forms the letters / Their shape is in the nass€Df my hand and armCoéllected61). The poet here is
not trying to "stop every beating second" like Giexgy; rather, the process is flowing in a more
interconnected and less grasping way.
® Interestingly, "The Slop Barrel" is not includedthis collection.
* Philip Whalen, letter to Gary Snyder, 15 Oct. 195@ry Snyder Papers, University of California, Bav
> Neeli Cherkoviski, "A Letter to the San Francisgoronicle Book Review" (www.bigbridge.org/REV-
PCW.HTM), Web. 12 July 2011.
® Lew Welch, "Whalen's Poetry Swings like Jazz," R&\On Bear's HeagSan Francisco Chronicle

6/22/69 (www.jacketmagazine.com/11/Whalen-rev-byldhdatml).
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" The scant amount of Whalen scholarship to damgened to that on Snyder, Ginsberg, and Kerouac)
tends to either pair Whalen up with other San FemocRenaissance and Beat generation writers, kesna
broad claims about his poetics designed to coweodiivre in general. Geoffrey Thurley, for example,
reads Whalen alongside Michael McClure and Gre@mmso, whereas Michael Davidson, in his landmark
study of the San Francisco Renaissance, discuskateWand Snyder in a single chapter. Paul Chssten
provides the most sustained biographical discussidihalen, as well as close readings of someef th
more important poems, in his chapter in Ann Chaltdihe Beats: Literary Bohemians in Postwar America
(1983). Leslie Scalapino's introductory essays hl&n'sOvertime: Selected Poerti999) and the

recently published’he Collected Poems of Philip Whal@®07), both edited by Michael Rothenberg, are
as full of flashes of insight and are as excitingdad as Whalen's poems themselves. The mostrecen
overview of Whalen's work is Jane Falk's "FingeinBog at the Moon: Zen and the Poetry of Philip
Whalen," which appears ifthe Emergence of Buddhist American Literatid@09). Falk's essay explores
how Whalen's poetry evolved over time as he moxawh being a lay practitioner in the 1950s and 1960s
to a formal Zen practitioner in the 1970s, everyuadceiving transmission from Richard Baker Rashi
1987. Whalen's poetry, she suggests, shows "feineatdllusions to Zen tenetditeas, or practices and
more attention to how phenomena of ordinary lifd anind interpenetrate” (116). The most substaatial
focused article to date is Bruce Holsapple's "Oraldi's Use of Voice," which appeared in the lateste

of PaideumaHolsapple discusses "the theoretical space batwee'the implied author,' the author
implied by the text, and the lyric subject of tipeaker," as he sees it evolving through Whalem&eca
(124). While | generally agree with Holsapple'seaisn that "Whalen seeks movement in a poem, speed
rather than thematic density, diversity rather thaity" (136), | would argue that the poem under
discussion here, as well "Sourdough Mountain LotKare indeed thematically dense and tightly eaifi
though they both certainly explode with speed angement. Readers of Whalen also have John Suiter's
beautifully producedPoets on the Peaks: Gary Snyder, Philip Whalen &Jéerouac in the North
Cascade42002), as well as what has become the onlinelstarse of brief articles and reviews on
Whalen, Rothenberg's website bigbridge.org.

8 See "Interview with Aram SaroyanOff the Wall: Interviews with Philip Whale&d. Donald Allen.

Bolinas, CA: Four Seas Foundation, 197), 48.
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° As he told Snyder, "Gregory Corso will get mosttu rest for the Cambridge Revig@sople or I.Eor

whatever--he has more or less been given carteséato collect mss from the coast.” Philip Whaletter
to Gary Snyder, 25 Sept. 1956. Gary Snyder Papaigersity of California, Davis.

19 As Kerouac wrote to Whalen four months after Carsmeived the poems, "Meyer Schapiro the art critic
read your work one night when Allen visited himdasaid it was good except when it dealt with
enlightenment per se. . . . | don't agree thathesilsl not discuss Buddha . . . who says? | liker ymetry
and Gary's because it discusses enlightenmentiougacleaver ways." Selack Kerouac: Selected
Letters, 1940-1956d. Ann Charters (New York: Penguin, 1995), 5B8 manuscript eventually made
its way to LeRoi Jones's Totem Press, where theg mablished irLike | Say Whalen's first book. Jones
also published Snyder's second published bblykhs & Textsthe same year.

™ Gary Snyder, letter to Philip Whalen, 25 May 19BBilip Glen Whalen Papers, Special Collections and
Archives Manuscript Collections, Eric V. Hauser Matal Library, Reed College.

12 philip Whalen, letter to Gary Snyder, 7 June 1958ty Snyder Papers, University of California, Bavi
13 Gary Snyder, letter to Philip Whalen, 30 Sept.6.%hilip Glen Whalen Papers, Reed College.

14 philip Whalen, letter to Gary Snyder, 15 Oct. 198@ry Snyder Papers, University of California, Bav
15 Mahayana Buddhism ("The Greater Vehicle") is the predanirform of Buddhism in North Asia.
Mahayana broadened the earlier teachings of Thdaaftdinayana) Buddhism by reinterpreting the ideals
rewards, and practices of Buddhism to include emaey not just monks and nuns.

'8 A bodhisattvais one on the path to enlightenment, the end régubr she willingly foregoes until all
sentient beings are freed from the cycle of birtt death.

Whalen, Snyder, and Kerouac were heavily investé@oddard's anthology in the mid 1950s--Kerouac
especially, who lifted his copy from the San Josblie Library on a visit to Neal and Carolyn Casgau
1954.

18 Conze translates the Figkandhasis "The Body / Feelings / Perceptions / ImpulsesBmotions / Acts
of Consciousness" (see below).

19 Kerouac defined the Four Noble Truths/itake Up: A Life of the Buddhavhich he began researching

and writing in 1954: "1. All life is suffering ...(all existence is in a state of misery, impernmeyeand
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unreality.) / 2. The cause of suffering is ignoraraving / 3. The suppression of suffering camatigieved

/ 4. The way is the Noble Eightfold Path" (30).

20 33l refers to Jones as "a former love of minedimthe RoadNew York: Penguin Essential Edition,
2005), 248. Lerhman appears in five, probablyaixhe unpublished extant letters exchanged between
Whalen and Snyder between March 1954 and Augud$i.1®%e continued her relationship with Whalen for
two months after Snyder left for Kyoto, during whiime "The Slop Barrel" was written (March 5, 1956
through August 11, 1956). On August 15th, accordintipe last letter consulted here (8/4/56), the
Lehrmans were to depart for New York, Mrs. Lehrmaegnant with her second child.

2L All quotes from "The Slop Barrel" come froftne Collected Poems of Philip Whal@iddletown, CT:
Wesleyan University Press, 2007), 56-62.

2 \Whalen first came in contact with the work of Skizn 1950 or 1951 while at Reed. In his interview
with Yves Le Pellec, Whalen says that it was Snydao introduced him to Zen: "The last year | was in
college | was living in a big house with Gary areitt Welch and a whole flock of other friends, andyGa
discovered the writings of D.T. Suzuki in the cglidibrary and began bringing them home. It sort of
renewed my interest in Buddhism" (59). "Zen Poetedview with Yves Le PellecOff the Wall:

Interviews with Philip WhalerEd. Donald Allen (Bolinas, CA: Four Seas Fourmatil978), 50-67.

% gnyder and Whalen were exchangiathas in their letters at least two years prior to thiting of "The
Slop Barrel," as this letter to Whalen indicatess hiere is my Gtha," Snyder says; it begins "wind has
blown / the blossoms down / / no use dodging psitiehen your feet are soaked." Gary Snyder, l&tter
Philip Whalen, 16 March 1954. Philip Glen Whalemp®@a, Special Collections and Archives Manuscript
Collections, Eric V. Hauser Memorial Library, Re€dllege.

% The Gateless Gatsas composed during the Sung Dynasty (960-127#hdynonk Wu-men (1183-
1260) [Mumon Ekai Jap.] in 1228. It is comprisedarty-eightkoanswhich are accompanied by Mumon's
commentary and gatha further exploring each case. SB&o Zen ClassicsSThe Gateless GasndThe

Blue Cliff Records, Trans. by Sekida, Katsuki (RwstShambhala, 2005). Whalen quotes ffiime
Gateless Gaté his poem "Metaphysical Insomnia Jazz, MumonkxmX," which was published in
Memoirs of an Interglacial Agihe same year "The Slop Barrel" appeareldke | Say In this poem dated

"7:1V:58," Whalen, as the title indicates, quotesnfi Case Twenty-nine, "The Sixth Patriarch's "Ydlimd



169

Moves," which is one of the more oft-quotetansin the literature. Th&san reads: "The wind was
flapping the temple flag, and two monks startedayument. One said the flag moved, the other &&id t
wind moved; they argued back and forth but couldreach a conclusion. The Sixth Patriarch saidk 'It
not the wind that moves, it is not the flag thatvesy it is your mind that moves. The two monks wake-
struck” (Sekida 96). Whalen's summation of #gian about two monks arguing about whether it is the
wind that moves or the flag, reads: "'IT IS THE VLIMOVING.' / 'IT IS THE FLAG MOVING.'/'IT IS
THE MIND MOVING.™ Snyder was incorporatirkpanseven earlier in his poetry: "Q. what is the way of
non-activity? / A. it is activity" ("Burning 11M&T 46).

% Ko Hung'sShenhsienchuawas a biography of more than one hundred Taoistera Also see
Alchemy, Medicine, Religion in the China of A.DO:32he Nei P'ien of Ko Hung (Pao-p'u Jzilirans.
James R. Ware (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1966)Hung'sPao P'u TzuHe Who Holds to
Simplicity) is an obscure modern Taoist text (ca. 320 A.adenup of two parts, th&ai p'ien("outer
chapters"), which is largely Confucian in contemtd twenty chapters of tidei p'ien("inner chapters"),
which is more Taoist and alchemical in nature. ®nydas also reading Ko Hung at this time, as the
closing of his November 8, 1956 letter to WhalemfrKyoto indicates: "Hoar frost & red leaf / Merisy
the Queen of Heaven / Sending Eagles of Destruffioreat blackbirds & shit sunshine / Pao Pao,Tzu
Philip Glen Whalen Papers, Reed College.

% The "red pill," surely a reference to the fact thia"the top of the genie's pharmacopoeia stands
cinnabar," is also a reference to the red hempssieed/halen’'s poem (Hung 178).

" Tiger, incidentally, was one of Snyder's nicknamesd by himself and Whalen in their correspondence
% Snyder Riprap and Cold Mountain Poeni40); RexrothOne Hundred Poems from the Japan@e

2 As long as one is hindered hyiya (which is itself a product of the FiBkandhajsthey will be unable
to escapsamdra, or the cycle of birth, death, and rebirth. Thetrof our suffering (deception) lies not in
maya or theskandhaghemselves, but in the erroneous belief that pimemal world is the only reality, for,
as Zen teachesamgra andnirvanaare one and the same.

30 Whalen's pairing ofMaya' with the word 'Desnudatais intriguing. It is possible that he came across
the word while speaking with Kenneth Rexroth, whesswwo mention Christian Knorr von Rosenroth's

Kabbala Desnudatim his introduction to his to A.E. Waitel$e Holy Kabbalatin 1960. See Rexroth's
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"The Holy Kabbalah" irAssayq41-51). Or, perhaps, Whalen had Goya's provoeativMaja Denudan
mind. Another possibility is that Whalen is playiwih the name of the Buddha's cousin, Devadatte, w
planned the murder of Buddha eight years beforadtisral death.

31vShe had / A heart--how shall | say?--too soonengldd, / Too easily impressed; she liked whate’er
She looked on, and her looks went everywhere."

32 sanastivada is school of Fhayana Buddhism. Its name translates as "the teachatgsays that
everything is™ §DBZ188).

% Goddard A Buddhist Bible86.

% That is, unless of course one is a gna Buddhist, in which case after going beyond, tmefurn" as
abodhisattvato work toward the freedom of all other sentieginigs.

% Blodeuwedd was "manufactured / Entirely of flowees flames" by Gwydion and King Math to become
the wife of Lleu Llaw Gyffes. Blodeuwedd cheatsamd then kills her husband, who is restored tolife
Gwydion, who then transforms the murderess intown Whalen's inclusion of a Welsh mythological
figure was well chosen, for Blodeuwedd is, like defusions, "manufactured" out of the void. Intéres

too is the fact that he refers to Bloudeuwedd asléhr," linking her back to the other adulterousediah

Part I.

% Whalen'svakahas thirty-three rather than thirty-one syllabl@lse enough in this author's estimation
to indeed define this stanza as such, considerihgl&v's exploration dfaiku andgatha in the poem.

3" Reginald BlythHaiku, vol. 1 (Japan: Hokuseido, 1949-1952), 113-113.

3 Whalen could have also drawn his Suma inspirdtiom The Tale of Genjiwhich he was reading at the
time, for "Genji was banished to Suma," as Rexnaites in his above mentioned book (120-121).

% T'ao Ch'ien (365-427 C.E.), Han Shan (c. 7th-@tttaries C.E.), Li Po (701-762 C.E.), Chia Tao (779
843 C.E.), Su Tung-P'o (1037-1101 C.E.), Stoneh¢(L@82-1252 C.E.).

“0wWell, why don't you love me like you used to dddw come you treat me like a worn out shoe?"

*1 Gary Snyder, letter to Philip Whalen, 17 May 198Hilip Whalen Papers, Reed College. Snyder quotes

"speechless & intelligent & shaking with shame'nfrthe end of Section | of Ginsberg's "Howl."
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“2 Chao-chou (778-897), who became a monk as ansmieat Mount Sung, is said to achieved
enlightenment at the age of 18. There are 525 decosaying and poems of Chao-chou. Bee Recorded
Sayings of Zen Master Joshtans. James Green (Boston: Shambhala, 1998).

3 Snyder himself mentions Chao-chouws in "Burning 6" inMyths & Texts"(sitting on Chao-chou'wu
/ my feet sleep)” (42).

*4 Gary Snyder, letter to Joanne Kyger, 14 April 1988ry Snyder fonds, Simon Fraser University.

5 See Case 12, "Tozan's 'Masagin'The Blue Cliff Recordand Case 21, "Ummon's 'Kanshiketsu™ in
The Gateless GafSekida 179-182 and 77-78 respectively).

“® TheDiamond Stra, also known as thBiamond-cutter Perfection of Insightit®a, focuses on the
doctrine of emptinesskiinyati), succinctly encapsulating the Six Perfectidbana-Riramitz (The
Perfection of Generosityjila-Paramitaz (The Perfection of Morality)Xsanti-Paramitz (The Perfection of
Patience)Virya-Paramita (The Perfection of Strenuousned3hyana-Riramita (The Perfection of
Meditation), andPrajfia-Paramitz (The Perfection of Insight).

" Philip Whalen, letter to Gary Snyder, 7 June 195&ry Snyder Papers, University of California, Bavi

“8 Cold Mountain Poems nos. 15 and E3pfap and Cold Mountain Poem$3; 57.

Notes to Chapter Four
! Matsuo Basho, "The Knapsack Notebookté¢ Narrow Road to the Interior and Other Writingsans.
Sam Hamill Boston: Shambhala, 2000), 57.
2 This period of intensive writing and Buddhist stushw the composition &an Francisco Bluefl953),
the first book he wrote after he began studyingdbigsin;Maggie Cassidy1953);Some of the Dharma
(1953-56);Mexico City Blueg1955); Tristessa(1955-56);Scripture of the Golden Eternif956);0Id
Angel Midnight(1956-59); the first part ddesolation Angel$1956); "Desolation Blues" (1956); afitie
Dharma Bumg1958).
3 See, for example, Paul Maher, Kerouac: His Life and WorRevised and Updated 2004 (New York:
Taylor Trade Publishing, 2007); Gerarld Nicosemory Babe: A Critical Biography of Jack Keeau
(Berkeley: UC Press, 1994); John Suifeoets on the Peaks: Gary Snyder, Philip Whalen ékJeerouac

in the North CascadgdVashington, D.C.: Counterpoint, 2002).



172

* Jones's book is the only full-length study of Kexo's poetry and, while it touches on other wosks b
Kerouac (mostly prose), its primary focus, as ithe tells us, isMexico City Blues

® Mexico City Bluesvas written in 1955 and not published until 19§93rove Press.

® Samdra, or as Kerouac termed it in the "211th ChorusMekico City Blues"The wheel of the
quivering meat conception," is the repeated cytlanth and death which sentient beings undergd unt
they reach nirvana.

" Mahayana Buddhism ("The Greater Vehicle") is the predaterform of Buddhism in North Asia.
Mahayana broadened the earlier teachings of the olderaMada (Fkhayana) Buddhism by reinterpreting
the ideals, rewards, and practices of Buddhismdtude everyone, not just monks and nuns. The
fundamental distinction between Theravada anday&ta Buddhism is found in the respective
practitioner's goals for achieving enlightenmertcérding to Burton Watson, "the aim of religious
practice [for the Theravada Buddhists] was to aehtbe state of arhat, one who has gained release f
suffering and passed beyond the confines of thédwor . In contrast to the state of arhat, [thehWana
Buddhists] chose as their goal and ideal the figidithe bodhisattva, one who vows not only to aohie
enlightenment for himself but to assist all othterslo likewise ("IntroductionThe Vimalakti Sitra 6).
Zen is a school of Malyana Buddhism. At the beginning ®he Dharma Bumsvhen Ray Smith
(Kerouac) meets Japhy Ryder (Snyder), he says, vt a Zen Buddhist, I'm a serious Buddhist, I'm a
oldfashioned dreamy Hinayana coward of later Mahiya' . . . my contention being that Zen Buddhism
didn't concentrate on kindness so much as on cimgftise intellect to make it perceive the illusioinall
sources of things. ‘Itlmean’ | complained. 'All those Zen Masters throwingigig kids into the mud
because they can't answer their silly word questid8-9).

8 On the Roadvas written in 1951 and not published until 198igions of Codyat unpublished even
longer tharOn the Roagit was written in 1951-52 and published in 19B@th books were published by
Viking Penguin.

® See ConzeBuddhism: Its Essence and Developn{éntford: Bruno Cassirer, 1951) aBaiddhist Texts
Through the Age@New York: Philosophical Library, 1954). | am gingt here from Conze's 19&uddhist

Thought in India.
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1% prajri-paramita is the last of the Six Perfections, as sedthe Diamond Sutraerouac's favorite
Buddhist text.

" The Scripture of the Golden Eternitas composed in 1956 and published by City Lights960;The
Dharma Bumgswritten in 1957 on the heels of On the Road'sssg, was published by Viking Penguin the
following year.

2 Desolation Angelswritten in 1956 and 1961 as two separate books,published by Riverhead in 1965.
'3 Duhkha the first of the Four Noble Truths, is most ofteanslated as “suffering." According to the
Oxford Dictionary of Buddhism and Zeiuhkhanot only signifies suffering in the sense of uiaskent
sensations; it also refers to everything, both maltand mental, that is conditioned, that is sabfe

arising and passing away. . . . (61).

4 Kerouac stood on his head every day to relieveht@mbophlebitis that he was first affliced with i
1945.

!> Kerouac addressed these anxieties a few montlisréarthe tenth numbered section®Id Angel
Midnight "there is no ego owning going on anywhere in theenmsal dream only endless talk & twaddle
& tales of idiots--told for nothing & waving likeehves of a sea of trees in the birdy tweeking magrni
when motors & valley bourk” (15). And two yearslearin Some of the DharmdAlways swimming

ahead in new time is frightening, because we dlingrbitrary conceptions of ourselves and of soingth
happening to those selves, and all of it is tormé@ind unpredictable and sad" (35).

18 “Nothing again nothing,” Part Il “A Game of CheséRlothing with nothing,” Part Ill “The Fire

Sermon.”

" Han Shan, also known as Cold Mountain, was a Sev@rEighth century Chinese recluse poet. Kerouac

came to know him through Snyder, who shared hisl Gduntain translations with Kerouac.
18 Tathagata, One of the several titles used by the Buddha ta tefaimself after he attained
enlightenment.

19 SeeEarth Poetry: Selected Essays and Interviews, 198I¥7 Ed. Lee Bartlett, (Berkeley: Oyez, 1980),

21.
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% Hui-neng (638-713), often considered the fatheZeri, was the sixth patriarch of the "Southern $tho
in China. Author offhe Platform Btra, the only Chinese text to be afforded the titleitfa.

2L Robert Lax, editor of the Catholic magazihsilee and the Paris magazih&ew StoryKerouac donated
several pieces to Jubilee.

%2 Dr. Saxwas written in 1952 and published in 1959 by GrBvess.

% |n a letter to Carolyn Cassady dated 8/26/54, Kacasays "If you want to study Buddha just get Lin
Yutang's WISDOM OF CHINA AND INDIA out of the librg and start on that" (Charters vol. |, 441).

24 Kerouac had felt persecuted since the birth oétJKerouac on February 16, 1952 by Haverty's demand
for child support. He was eventually arrested ic@&sber of 1954 and had to appear in Domestic Rekti
Court the following month. With Allen Ginsberg'soltiher, Eugene Brooks, arguing his cause, the judge
agreed to postpone the case, and a paternityfdestyear due to Kerouac's phlebitis. In a lettzied
January 18, 1955, Kerouac told Ginsberg that J8&oWwed me pixes of the dotter who | think looke lik
me, especially frowning square-browed photo, so begnine" (Charters Vol. 1, 458).

25 Ray says the same thing at the enditeé Dharma Bumsonly this time posed as a question: "Are we
fallen angels who didn't want to believe that naghis nothing and so were born to lose our lovessand
dear friends one by one and finally our own litesee it proved?" (183).

% Kerouac was very familiar witfihe Heart Stra, for, as he told Snyder in a letter (March 8, 1956
shortly before leaving for California, he had "tgpeut the Maha Prajfifaramita Hridaya" in one of his
little notebooks (Charters Vol. 1, 567-568).

" A bodhisattvais one on the path to enlightenment, the end réasubr she willingly foregoes until all
sentient beings are freed from the cycle of birttl death.

% phrase taken frotBome of the Dharmédate 1953 or early 1954 (7). Kerouac takes thigge from the
"Introduction” of theSirangama Sitra: . . . Great Disciples who were all great Arhaitsl free from all
intoxicants. . ." (Goddard 108). Aarhatis one who has attained enlightenment by followheyteachings
of another. As such, they are free from the cy€leith and deathsamgra).

% The same line, in prose frofine Dharma Bums'The taste of rain, why kneel?" (182).

% Ray says iThe Dharma Bumthat "little flowers grew everywhere around theks, and no one had

asked them to grow, or me to grow" (180).
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3L yathibhitamis "knowledge in accordance with reality; knowleddérue reality, of ‘suchnessSDBZ
252).

32 3atori in Pariswas written in 1965 and published the followinguyby Grove Press.



