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We went to hear Gary Snyder read last night, as part of the Literary Witness program at Plymouth Congregational Church.  A standing-room-only crowd flowed into the place, attracted by the reputation and marquee name of this West Coast icon -- one of a dwindling number of old, bold poets making the rounds.  The event was hosted by Jim Lenfesty who pointed out that the Church was founded 154 years ago (that would be 1857 or so, not long after Minneapolis became a city and before Minnesota became a state).  Lenfesty noted that the congregation fired its first minister after a year because he didn’t take a strong enough stand against slavery.

Snyder is renowned for a lot of foggy associations as much for his poetry.  He was one of the San Francisco “Beat Poets.”  “I was lucky,” he commented.  “On my left was Allen Ginsburgh. On my right was Robert Bly” (who was in the audience.)  He’s been a strong advocate for ecological activism and environmental groups for half a century.  He spent 10 years in Japan (Kyoto) trying to absorb Zen and Chinese and Japanese poetry.

He’s also known for his life adventures, somewhat in the manner of Hemingway.  He joined a union of seamen at age 17 so he could ship out and see the world.  The union, it turned out, was strongly affiliated with Communist groups.  He worked as a ranger and lookout in Yosemite Park for a number of years, but was ordered fired from that post after a Hoover-lead FBI investigation blackballed him for his union associations.  (He later used his union card to get a job on an oiler out of Osaka and “escape” the rigors of a Zen monastery.) He hiked all around Mount St. Helens before it erupted. He was one of the first students to join a fledgling East Asian PhD program at Berkeley. He is a long-time resident of Marin County.

Unfortunately the sound system in Plymouth Church is not up to this kind of presentation and this size crowd.  It works fine for music and choral groups, but we could only make out about every third word Snyder said.  Here is some of it:

-- Churches are not designed to be really audible. They’d get in trouble if you could hear what they’re saying.

-- The FBI cost me my job.  And I couldn’t get a passport.  Be careful what you do when you’re young.

-- I don’t write haiku.  I understand the rigorous aesthetic and the background, but I’m not one of the large community of people who like to work in that form. At least they keep it short.

-- “Planetary normal” is a term used in ecology circles to talk about what “normal” means in terms of temperature, ice ages, global warming, etc.  Snyder suggested that long-term normal might actually mean an Earth where the polar and Antarctic ice caps melt completely every summer and there are very few mountain glaciers.  If that’s true then the current spate of global warming is not that unusual for the planet, though it may mean radical changes for humans.

We left after an hour.  I could just barely make out what he was saying as he read his poems.  Most of them may have fared better read on the page rather than spoken.  Snyder has been praised for his directness and succinct style but the poems came across as rather ordinary observations, with little resonance of rhythm and rhyme.  If there was music, I didn’t hear it.  There was one poem about coyote turds.

Comment.  I think you’re in trouble when your poets become brands.  It may be good for the poet -- at least it’s more profitable -- but it’s not a good thing when hundreds of people go to hear (or not) the work of someone simply because he is famous for being famous (is that Andy Warhol?).  I’ve never been much of a fan of Snyder’s poetry.  I was told he was a “must-read” contemporary poet back in the 1960s.  Like many of the must-read assignments I was given, I ignored it.  Later I read some of his work and found it occasionally interesting, though usually more as a marker of a particular moment in the history of poetry than for the poems themselves.

Snyder is one of many modern poets who have attempted, sincerely or otherwise, to give depth and resonance to their poetic voice by hooking up with ancient Chinese and Japanese verse.  This sucking at the teat of antiquity is not often successful.  Ezra Pound did it and it helped drive him mad.  But at least his “translations” and the Cantos were deep, complex, honest works.  Snyder seems to be using the references (names of 1000-year-old poets) rather than integrating the ideas.

This is not to say that ancient poetry isn’t worth the trouble. One of the things that continuously surprises is the way writers who have been dead for thousands of years manage to connect in slight, human ways.  Homer has passages that can still sound like you’re talking with an amusing, intelligent friend next door.  Shakespeare, even in his evolving, Elizabethan language, often gets to the heart of ordinary ideas and associations you run into every day.  Confucius, for all his augustness, sometimes sounds like he just made that stuff up yesterday over a cup of coffee.

Snyder also writes poetry about nature, and this makes him much beloved among environmentalists.  But I don’t think he does it well -- at least not in most of the poems I’ve read.  John Muir, for one, does it much better, and he wrote prose. (Snyder’s essays on this subject are better than his poetry.)  Robinson Jeffers, (whom Snyder mentioned, is a better poet of California’s natural scenery.

And, of course, it doesn’t help when most of the audience can’t hear what you’re saying. Robert Bly spoke as part of this series a few years ago.  He’s a bushy, bear of a man, and not shy about himself or his reputation.  He lives in Kenwood, (near Lenfesty -- a friend, I understand) not far from the church.  He mumbles in a gravelly voice and we couldn’t hear most of what he was saying either.  It says something when several hundred people sit calmly listening to a poet they cannot hear.  Ted Kooser also spoke here a few years ago.  He is a soft-spoken man but we could hear him perfectly.  Rita Dove gave a reading and you could hear every word, every beat, clearly (she also showed off her dancing skills, doing a foxtrot on stage with her husband).  I tell poets who read at my gatherings:  “take it slow and say it loud.”  As for Snyder’s off-hand comments before and after his poems, I offer this advice:

If you toss your your lines out sotto voce

your audience will bid you buenas noces.

Follow up.  After the reading we came home and watched a TV show about John Muir.  He’s a real hero, a much better subject for admiration and fame than Snyder.  He grew up in Wisconsin and talked his way into the UW/Madison after a youth of virtually no formal education.  At 18 he set out to walk from Indianapolis to the Gulf of Mexico, a 1000 mile, circuitous journey that took him through the Cumberland mountains and South Carolina.  He was heading for the Amazon but changed his mind after a serious bout of malaria.

Instead he shipped out for San Francisco.  When he got there he asked for directions.  “Where do you want to go,” he was asked. “Any place that is wild.”  He started walking to the Sierras and Yosemite, a trip we took last fall.  We drove across the coastal range and through the upper reaches of the Central Valley, then up and up into the high hills and the mountains.  It felt like a long ride.  We drove in a comfortable car.  Muir walked.

He wasn’t a big guy -- there’s a life-size statue of him in the visitor’s center at Yosemite Park and I tower over him -- but man, what a sturdy being!  He hiked all over those mountains before there were trails that we struggled to clamber up and down.  He “scrambled up” steep, wet rocky faces to see dangerous waterfalls in the moonlight, places we were scared to view at a distance and in daylight.  And he did this all his life.

He was a supremely competent guy.  In spite of not having much education he helped on his father’s farm by inventing ingenious machines which he eventually exhibited at the Wisconsin State Fair to much amazement.  He worked for a manufacturer, inventing still more machines, and became moderately rich.  He was a good enough naturalist to submit scientific papers on the subject and a good enough geologist to challenge accepted wisdom on the formation of Yosemite -- and be proved right. When he finally married (at age 42) he took over the management of his wife’s ranch (Loui Strenzel was 33 when they married.  Muir had proposed, been accepted, then left the next day for two years in Alaska).  He made “a small fortune” as a farmer.

And he was very, very lucky.  His long hikes -- from the post-Civil War South to the Sierras to the ice fields of Alaska -- could easily have ended badly. He understood what he was doing in the wild, but that’s not enough sometimes.  The most competent explorer still runs into situations where he needs good luck.

He was lucky in his associations too.  He met Jean Carr, the wife of his professor at UW, and she “adopted” him and became a life-long advocate and friend.  She introduced him to, among others, Ralph Waldo Emerson and influential New York publishers.  Theodore Roosevelt wrote him a letter requesting a four-day camping tour of Yosemite -- just TR and Muir  (and, pictures show, quite a few Secret Service agents, PR people and photographers).  He built a wide ranging network of important friends, from thinkers to politicians.  And he married well.  Loui was a true soul mate and knew when her husband had wanderlust.  She often shooed him off the farm and sent him back up into the mountains.

Muir had an idea:  the wilderness needs to be preserved and protected from the interests of unregulated capitalism. He had a mission: “saving the American soul from total surrender to materialism.”  He had a larger sense of purpose:  showing how nature, especially wild nature, could link human beings to God.  And he wrote very well: “I went out for a walk and finally concluded to stay out until sundown, for going out, I found, was really going in.”

That’s a better line than anything Gary Snyder has written.

