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MEPHISTO 20

SOFTTOES CURL ON THE FLOOR. PRIMATE STYLE
with gleam of varnished wood beneath them.
The garden does not sleep at night.
‘THE POWERFUL KNOWLEDGE
is all around. The cortex s the shape
of a self-curled and widespread butterfly;
‘wings open in scents and all probable

stream bottoms
finding stars, blotches of odor,
and pulses of organs
in unlighted dimensions
and awakening chakras.
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CORE ESSENCE
of nothingness.
Like the twitch of a zebra’s haunch
in the herd by the game lodge
at the lip of the crater.

You know me by my
‘white-haired adventures
on the cliffedge.

—Michael McClure
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Michael McClure began his career as a Beat poet in the midst of the San Francisco renaissance. In 1955, he took part in the legendary Six Gallery reading, along with Allen Ginsberg, Gary Snyder, Philip Lamantia, and Philip Whalen. McClure went on to become a central voice in the countercultural movement, collaborating prolifically with rock musicians and political activists. In addition to his poetry, McClure writes as a journalist, documentary filmmaker, playwright, novelist, and lyricist.
McClure’s poem “Mephisto 20” is featured in this week’s issue. I spoke with him about the striking interplay between Thoreauvian transcendentalism and Old Testament fatalism in the poem. 

Before we get to some of the juicy Biblical questions, I want to share a passage taken from Thoreau’s “Walden”:
Time is but the stream I go a-fishing in. I drink at it; but while I drink I see the sandy bottom and detect how shallow it is. Its thin current slides away, but eternity remains. I would drink deeper; fish in the sky, whose bottom is pebbly with stars. I cannot count one.

When I read the lines of your poem, “all probable / stream bottoms / finding stars,” I thought of the quotation above. I’m curious: did you have “Walden” in mind as you were writing?
Thanks, Rebecca, for this lovely quote from Thoreau. A phrase of Thoreau’s close to my heart is “revel in the contradictions of love and pain and deep thought.” No, I did not have “Walden” in mind as I was writing “Mephisto 20.” Another phrase from another writer close to that time and close to the transcendentalists often pops into my mind: “A mouse is miracle enough,” as Walt Whitman said, “to stagger sextillions of infidels.” And I would be happy, atheist that I am, to think that my poems stagger an occasional infidel.

In a certain light, “Mephisto 20” seems to narrate the experience of sitting on the floor and delving into deep meditation. Does meditative practice figure into the poem? Has it shaped your life as a writer?
Yes. Though transcendentalism is one of the deep breaths of a young, still-healthy America, my poetry, especially my late poems, are born, in part, from sitting on the floor in meditation. I practiced tantric yoga in my early life, and now practice Zen to Hua-Yen, or Flower Garden Buddhism. This has provided an aerial platform for my writing for several decades, and there is much in my poems from Hua-Yen Buddhism, a practice intended to elucidate the actual moment of Buddha’s enlightenment. It deals with—it endlessly unwinds in greater and greater shapes—the sizelessness and uncountable myriadnesses of imagination and sense made one. 

In another light, the poem reads as a reflection on banishment from Eden, perhaps from the perspective of a postlapsarian man, or even the devil. I’m thinking of the line “The garden does not sleep at night,” and the title, which seems to refer to Mephistopheles, the tempter and corrupter. Would you talk about the title?
In Goethe’s play, Mephistopheles (he who hates matter and the light that clings to it) has many more aspects than are easily noted by the quick reader. He is not only the tempter, but he is the “inspire-er” who brings back sleepy, discouraged Faust into worlds of imagination, inspiration, and swirls of consciousness. When seen in that character, the daemon is much wiser, more Puck-like and fascinating, than in the usual interpretation. Mephisto carries these aspects for me. The names Mephisto and Mephistopheles both have complex etymologies and faux-etymologies. Another Mephisto is an angel who helps God in the construction of the universe, and in the creation of orcas (killer whales) and giant sea mammals, creatures dear to me since my Puget Sound childhood.

Yes, I’m remembering your poem “For the Death of 100 Whales.” In “Whales,” as in so much of your poetry, you study animal instinct with reverence. In fact, the raw energy of “Mephisto 20” seems to be driven by the example that animals set for us in the wild. You begin with an image of toes gripping the floor “PRIMATE STYLE,” and the human brain is compared to a butterfly sensing “blotches of odor, and pulses of organs.” 

Since The New Yorker accepted my poem, I’ve often thought of “Mephisto 20”’s butterfly as the butterfly that often appears on the cover of your magazine. If the topmost layer of our most highly active and thinking material membrane, right beneath the skull, was peeled away from the rest of brain and flattened out on a sheet, it would have the shape of a winged butterfly about to fly into “blotches of odor and pulses of organs.” Butterfly in ancient Greek is “psyche,” which, given the insights of William Blake, Francis Crick, the thirteenth-century Japanese visionary Dogen, and our own biology, has the potentiality to take us anywhere and into any moment.

I’m particularly interested in the final parallel drawn between the human speaker and game animals:
Like the twitch of the zebra’s haunch
in the herd by the game lodge
at the lip of the crater.

You know me by my
white-haired adventures
on the cliff edge.

If “Mephisto 20” is indeed speaking about the state of fallen man, how does animal instinct come into play? Are these final stanzas hinting that we should do as Thoreau insists and “simplify” our approach to life, as the animals do?
When walking, in 1973, at the edge of Ngorongoro Crater in East Africa, I was alarmed by the twitch of a zebra’s haunch as the herd walked tightly around me. “Mephisto 20” is dancing with the idea that we may be even more alive than we understand.
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