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Michael McClure arrived on the scene of American poetry in
October 1955 when, at age 23, he was among the handful poets to read
at The Six Gallery, a converted auto-repair shop in San Francisco’s
Marina District. ‘

That night, along with Gary Snyder, Phillip Lamantia, Phillip
Whalen, Kenneth Rexroth and Allen Ginsberg, McClure helped usher
in the “beat movement”

the last time a group of writers joined
together to share a common V1s1on and express the sorrows of a
restless generation.?
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There has been so much publicity recently about the San Francisco
Renaissance and the New Genejratién of Revolt and Our Underground
Literature and Cultural Disaffiliation that I for one am getting a little
sick of writing about it, and the writers who are the objects of all the
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uproar run the serious danger of falling over, ‘dizzy with success,” in
the immortal words of Comrade Koba. Certainly there is nothing
underground about it anymore.?
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Who was this princess under

This mound overgrown with trees
Now almost bare of leaves?

Only the pine and cypress

Are still green. Scattered through the
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Dusk are orange wild kaki on
Bare branches. Darkness, an owl
Answers the temple bell. The
Sun has passed the crossroads of
Heaven. j
There are more leaves on
The ground than grew on'the trees.
I can no lenger see the
Path; I find my way without
Stumbling; my heavy heart has
" Gone this way before. Until
Life goes out memory will
Not vanish, but grow stronger
Night by night.
Aching nostalgia——
In the darkness every moment
Grows longer and longer, andj
I feel as timeless as the !
Two thousand year old cypress.”
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In 1974-75, we lived in Kyoto in an embayment of Higashiyama, the
Eastern Hills, in a seven hundred year old farm house.

The range, which rises directly above the easternmost long street
of the city, culminates in Mt. Hiei. It is almost entirely forest and
wildlife reserve because scattered all through it are temples and
tombs and cemeteries. Our street led up to Yamashina Pass and
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across the street from our house a shoulder of the range rose abruptly
to a little plateau on which long ago had been built the tumulus of a
princess which now is only an irregular heap of low mounds covered
with trees. Behind it is the complex of Shingon Temples called
Sennuji, which includes a large building in which are stored the ashes
of former emperors. The Japanese seldom bury the dead, and the
tumulus age was of very short duration at the beginning of Japanese
history, although it resulted in immense keyhole shaped mounds, one
of them of greater bulk than the Great Pyramid of Gizeh, keyhole
shaped and surrounded by a moat. The one mentioned in the poem
had been a far more modest structure. Mt. Hiei is the site of the
founding temples of Tendai and once, before they were all slaughter-
ed by Nobunaga, contained sixty thousand monks at least. Today
there are still many monasteries — but also an amusement park.
Kamo River flows close to the edge of the mountains.

The second and third verses of Part II are a conflation of well-

known Japanese poems, . . . .°
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In the dusk the path

You used to come to me

Is overgrown and indistinguishable,

Except for the spider webs

That hang across it

Like threads of sorrow. ‘
Izumi Shikibu

Evening darkens until



Kenneth Rexroth& B4 (1) 83

I can no longer see the path.
Still I find my way home.
My horse has gone this way before.
Anonymous
Until life goes out
Memory will not vanish
But grow stronger
Day by day.
Anonymous
Aching nostalgia—
As evening darkens
And every moment grows
Longer and longer, I feel
Ageless as the thousand year pine.
Anonymous®®
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Synopsis

Kenneth Rexroth and Japan (1)

Tetsuya Taguchi

While Kenneth Rexroth has often been referred to as a midwife to the
birth of the “beat movement,” it is hardly understood why he had been
negative to the now established “Beat poets.” To comprehend this seem-
ingly contradictory story, first we must remember how the American
capitalist establishment has absorbed a series of anti-establishment
movements and revolutionary cultural phenomena, changing them into
newly established goverment policies and new pieces of the mosaic
cultural mainstream. The whole process of this transformation is amaz-
ingly magical, hard to recognize, but Rexroth, who kept himself a consci-
entious objector during World War II when the majority of American
citizens were forced to be united ‘againsf “the Fascist War,” must have
known this tricky nature and structure of American capitalism. For him
the failure of the Beats looked like another example of victimization.

As Rexroth came to realize thefe would be no possible way to revive a
significant cultural or literary spark if writers should solely depend on
national traditions, it was quite natural that he began to be attracted
toward Oriental culture. Especially Japanese culture had a strong impact
on his literary career. He visited Japan for the first time in 1967 and he
stayed in Kyoto in 1974-75. This living experience, along with his wide
knowledge and deep understanding of Japanese classic literature,
produced a number of philosophicél poems, which were to be collected in
On Flower Wreath Hill. ‘

In this paper I discuss the second verse of this extraordinary poem
sequences, analyzing it fully so that Rexroth’s unique poetical world can
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be illustrated. Here the poet is free from the doomed Western binary
thinking as well as from the locked Christian dualism of life and death, sin
and salvation. Rexroth had achieved a new poetic tradition where the
union of time and timelessness is made possible, as in the work of great
modern poets such as T. S. Eliot, Ezra Pound, William Carlos Williams,
and Wallace Stevens. How it was achieved and how his case is different
from other cases will be discussed in my next paper.



