
(First aired October 8, 1995) 

Paul Nelson: It’s been 40 years since the infamous poetry reading at the Six Gallery in San 
Francisco, the coming-out party for the so-called Beat Generation poets. The night when Alan 
Ginsberg first unleashed his Howl on an unsuspecting America. That evening also featured the 
poetry of a young Michael McClure. Since then Michael McClure has gone on to write volumes 
of poetry, novels and award-winning plays. He’s toured with former Doors keyboardist, Ray 
Manzarek and has been awarded the distinguished Lifetime Achievement Award from the 
National Poetry Association.   

He has been described as a scholar of the visionary, a professor of beauty, and a flashpoint at the 
intersection of the spiritual and the real. His latest book of poetry is entitled, 3 Poems, featuring 
his latest work, “Dolphin Skull.’  Having Michael McClure on this program is more proof that I 
have the coolest job in the world. Michael, a pleasure to bring you on this program.  

Michael McClure: Thank you, Paul. Yeah.  

Paul Nelson: I do what I want to do and you’re here and it’s great.   

Michael McClure: Here I am.  

Paul Nelson: And this is a wonderful opportunity and so let’s make the most of it. I’d like to talk 
to you about that quote, “A flashpoint at the intersection of the spiritual and the real.” There’s a 
very powerful spirituality coursing through this book that speaks to me in a very powerful way. 
I’d like to get a sense of what started you on your own spiritual path.  

Michael McClure: Maybe it was looking at Mount Rainier.  Yesterday I went down the coast 
past the airport, and I saw Mount Rainier again, and I realized: “What a thing to see when I was, 
like 9, 10, 11, 12 years old, delivering, newspapers in Seattle, and looking up there and seeing 
this ghostly, vast, supernatural, gorgeous brilliance of this mountain out there.”  And then I went 
over to West Seattle where I used to live on 35th Avenue Southwest and walked up one street and 
realized I was looking out at Puget Sound and the islands and the mountains in the distance and 
that was also what I grew up with. So I think that’s really part of it.   

And then after that, when I was just a little older than that, went to the MiddleWest and started 
haunting bookstores and found things like Jacob Boehme, [Emanuel] Swedenborg and it wasn’t 
long until I discovered William Blake’s work, and I said, “Whoa, this is speaking to me.  Or the 
work of Kenneth Patchen or E.E. Cummings or also painting by people like Jackson Pollack and 
I was interested in biology, paintings… For me, consciousness and spirituality, I can’t 
distinguish between the spirit and matter. They seem to be the same thing to me. Spirit and 
substance are exactly the same thing.  

Paul Nelson: And, isn’t that the big revelation of all our time that the scientists, the atomic 
physicists are saying the same thing that the  ... 



Michael McClure: They’re saying the same thing that was said by the Hua-yen Buddhists in the 
9th Century A.D., that it’s all made out of nothing.  Now they talk about super string theory 
instead of a flower garland nothingness in Buddhism but at the beginning it sounded an awful lot 
alike.   

Paul Nelson: Yeah, and not  ... 

Michael McClure: And not like people said in the ‘60s, when they were doing things like 
the Dancing, Wu Li Masters or Fritjof Capra’s book, The Tao of Physics. This is at a higher level 
than that.  

Paul Nelson: Yeah.  

Michael McClure: And nobody’s even remarking about it, except you and me right now on the 
radio.  

Paul Nelson: Well, and I think more people are beginning to get hip to that.  You know... 

Michael McClure: Yeah.  

Paul Nelson: When I was growing up and just a young radio guy, workin’ at a jazz station, 
thinking, “Boy, it would have been cool, to be alive in the ‘50s, and watch the evolution of bebop 
and seen Miles and Monk and what have you, and boy I really wish I had lived back then.”  And 
as I get more into the new paradigm, for lack of a better way of talking about it, the excitement 
of the end of the Millennium and the changes happening in the world, I think  ... 

Michael McClure: Yeah, I think with Nature being forced into non-existence, it puts it at such a 
critical point that it’s one of the most intense times to enjoy it, and experience it. And  ...I hate to 
say something like that because what you’re doing is you’re kissing goodbye to it. But what a 
great moment to experience the depth and intensity and meaningfulness of it, while as you say, at 
the same time, amazing things are being done in the arts, in poetry and painting and in 
physics.  And I, like you, I see the co-relationship of those.  

Paul Nelson: Yeah. It’s all coming together. In fact, I’m involved in the Red Sky Poetry Theater 
here in town and we had a opportunity, as we do each year, to play Bumbershoot.  And so what 
we did was a take-off on Ovid’s Metamorphoses. So, and from a poetry angle, the same thing 
that that I’m hearing through my work in interviewing people like you  ... 

Michael McClure: And I heard that, I think Anne Waldman and Ed Sanders of the Fugs were 
there last year, too. Is that true? 

Paul Nelson: I believe so. I know that Patti Smith and Jim Carroll were there, and Patti Smith 
showed up on the Wild Card stage but  ... 

Michael McClure: I just saw Patti Smith in San Francisco.  



Paul Nelson: She’s back, huh?  

Michael McClure: Yeah, I guess so. First time I met her she was a young poet and she was 
hanging around St. Mark’s Church in New York where we gave poetry readings. She asked me 
for my autograph.  

Paul Nelson: Oh, wow.  Let’s talk about your evolution as a poet. When did you first say, “Yeah, 
I’m a poet.”   

Michael McClure: I think I first said, “Yeah, I’m a poet when somebody read me some E. E. 
Cummings.  “I feel said he, I’ll squeal said she” the poem that started out like that and I said that 
sounds pretty interesting. It was actually, I was in the middle of high school, and I went down to 
the library and found E. E. Cummings, and I found those erotic poems of E. E. Cummings and I 
said, “Well, I guess I’m a poet. This stuff’s great.”   

Paul Nelson: Were you writing at the time? 

Michael McClure: Well, no. I wasn’t writing. I was making things up, complex verses and 
reciting them to people, I mean, that never occurred to me at any stretch of the imagination that it 
was poetry. I was just entertaining myself and my friends. And it wasn’t until a few years later 
that I realized that was probably my first poetry.  

Paul Nelson: Were your friends entertained?  Or did they think you were sniffin’ dope?  

Michael McClure: Well, then, I must have been about 13, 14 years old.  We hadn’t gotten into 
dope.  

Paul Nelson: Not yet [laughs].  We’re talking with Michael McClure and he is touring with his 
new book, entitled 3 Poems, which features a couple of old classic ones and a new one, “Dolphin 
Skull’, published by Penguin.  I’m Paul Nelson.   

There’s another line in the book. It’s not in the poetry itself, but in the description of the poetry, 
and you refer to yourself as ‘a scientist of meat.’   

Michael McClure: Yeah. And I think Jackson Pollack was, too. The painter that did the great 
drip paints, the abstract gestural painter?  Gestural expressions painter or so’s a man named Pete 
Voulkos who was the man who changed ceramics from being a craft into being like a major 
experiential fine art by doing that same movement of body use. And he found that the abstract 
expression of painters like Jackson Pollock and Franz Kline and Willem De Kooning, if people 
know who those are. I think that this guy was just a little younger than them, and said, “I’m 
gonna do that with clay.” And he began doing it with clay, and making these huge clay 
figures.  He changed everything. He’s a scientist, I think, too, and he was using his body in this 
struggle with, for, against, in love with and joy of, maybe even a little hatred of, clay.  And 
created this entirely new acceptance of a new medium in the filed of Art. That’s nice.   

Paul Nelson: And meat?  



Michael McClure: And meat.  His using his meat.  

Paul Nelson: Yeah? 

Michael McClure: He does performances. He’s been in a big struggle with the potters wheel and 
huge pieces of clay that people were moving around for him. So it’s a very exciting thing.  

Paul Nelson: Yeah.  

Michael McClure: And I guess since I first got to San Francisco when I was around 20, well, I 
guess I was about 20 years old, I’ve been associating a lot with friends who are biologists, 
botanists, ornithologists, psychiatrists, medical doctors and sometimes combinations of all those 
things.  So they’ve taken me out to-, well, I have one friend who’s a psychiatrist and a medical 
doctor and also the most extraordinary naturalist I’ve ever known in my life. Exactly my age, and 
so we sort of grew up together experimenting with the psychedelics and then going out to the 
desert to look at the spring wildflowers, doing a little mountain climbing, to see what was at the 
top of the mountains, and driving to the ocean and driving down to Big Sur and learning what 
plants had what relationship to what animals, and what birds and what flowers.  

Paul Nelson: Plant intelligence, a naturopathic doctor friend of mine calls it. Plant  ... 

Michael McClure: Well, it’s all-, it’s all intelligence.  

Paul Nelson: Right, right.  

Michael McClure: If it’s there, it’s intelligence.  

Paul Nelson: Right, right. 3 Poems, over 200 pages in the book. These are very long poems.  

Michael McClure: Yeah.  

Paul Nelson: By anyone’s standard.   

Michael McClure: Yeah. The first one was written in the ‘50s, about the time of that first poetry 
reading that you spoke of earlier. That was the reading, poetry reading that it was said to begin 
the Beat Generation. That was October 7, 1955. I was pretty young. I’d already met Allen 
Ginsberg, who was a little older than me. Alan had met Gary Snyder, a great nature poet, and 
Philip Whalen, another wonderful nature poet, an American poet is now a Zen Master at the 
Hartford Street Zen Center in San Francisco.  A young surrealist poet, Philip Lamantia, and our 
master of ceremonies was the great anarchist, philosopher, poet, Kenneth Rexroth, and he 
introduced us, and Allen read Howl. I read my first poem. The first poem that I read in public. It 
was also Gary Snyder’s first reading, Phil Whalen’s first reading. And I read a lot of poems 
about nature, including a poem for the death of a hundred whales.  And while we were giving 
this reading, Jack Kerouac was there in the audience, shouting, “Go, go, go, go.”  And I met Jack 
that night, but I didn’t really have a conversation with him ‘til the next day when Ginsberg 



brought him over to my place, and I had a little matchbox of marijuana and we smoked that, and 
became friends.  

Paul Nelson: And I had planned on talking about this later but projective verse is how you have 
written, and how you write, and  ... 

Michael McClure: All three of these poems, long poems, book-length poems are in projective 
verse.   

Paul Nelson: First thought and best thought, you’re writing it down and basically you’re writing 
it, it’s coming straight through you onto the paper and Boom!  It’s done. You don’t go back, you 
don’t edit, change things around.  

Michael McClure: No.  These three poems are unchanged.  They’re spontaneous, and they are as 
they were written, and each one is a kind of a spiritual challenge and part of the adventure of the 
consciousness that’s taking place there is I may not change it. I mean, I do not allow myself to 
change it. And that doesn’t mean that it’s a grueling or excoriating task that I’ve laid upon 
myself but a very sweet possibility of taking a trip through experience that I’ve never taken 
before.  Now, the poem does not really necessarily come from me. With projective verse, the 
inspiration for the poem can be outside of you, or it could be inside of you. It could be a 
perception or an act, or a memory, or a piece of consciousness.  But it could also be —  ...let’s 
say it was a vase of incredibly beautiful irises. Then I look at that vase of irises and / or touch it 
or I smell it. It’s not just looking at it. I’m aware. I have the perception in the real world of that 
vase of irises. It becomes part of me, of my physical being, and then it sort of like rebounds, 
following my breath line onto the page and is arranged on the page in terms of my breath line, 
and what I’m really listening to as I write it, it’s not metrical foot like,  light/heavy, light/heavy, 
light/heavy, or any given count, but I’m listening to syllables as it happens.   

So you see, it’s less like I’m dragging something up out of myself than it is like I’m acting in the 
world, like the painters that I spoke of.  Or like Pete Voulkos doing his battle with — a joyful 
battle, doing his dance. Doing his dance with the medium of clay. I’m doing my dance with the 
medium of words. The same way Ray Manzarek, my partner when we’re performing together, 
keyboardist of the Doors, is doing his dance, his molding, his shaping, his creation with 
music.  I’m doing mine with words. So when we work together, the two flow together and that’s 
what we do. That’s what we call a symbiosis.  

Paul Nelson: And spontaneous creation, it’s improvisation, just like jazz artists.  

Michael McClure: It’s improvisation, yeah.  

Paul Nelson: Yeah.  

Michael McClure: Ray can improvise more than I can because he’s improvising with the 
music.  I tend to follow the words of my poem. Ray’s improvising with music. Usually, I’m 
improvising with the audience because it’s a different audience, every time. A different feeling 
about it comes up different every time.  



Paul Nelson: And that’s the way Kerouac wrote. It’s that train of thought, it’s the first thought, 
best thought, as Allen Ginsberg has told me. But people like Truman Capote say — he said, 
actually, and I may be paraphrasing  ... 

Michael McClure: “That’s not writing, that’s typingwriting!” 

Paul Nelson: That’s not writing that’s typing.  ...right, right, right.   

Michael McClure: That’s what Truman Capote said about Jack Kerouac.   

Paul Nelson: Yeah.  

Michael McClure: Well,  there’s some truth to that.   

Paul Nelson: But he didn’t get it.   

Michael McClure: A man as brilliant as Truman Capote might have gotten it and he might have 
been a little envious of it. He’s an extraordinary human being. But the reason that I think there is 
some truth to the fact, that’s not writing, that’s typewriting, is that Kerouac was not trying to 
create literature. Kerouac was creating great art. He was creating poetry. He was creating a 
record, kind of one of the fine, great records of consciousness in words, but he was not seeking 
the goal of literature. And that may have been what makes Truman Compote so uncomfortable. I 
mean, now, after the fact, people say, “Oh, yeah, Jack Kerouac is great literature.” And Capote 
was looking for that distinction and strongly seeking that distinction. I don’t believe Jack was. 
It’s an award that’s been given to him and it’s seen that way.   

Paul Nelson: Let’s talk about the new poem, “Dolphin Skull” is the new poem in the-, in the trio, 
in the new book.  And I’d like to get a sense of-, and you talk a little bit about it in the afterward, 
but the inspiration for “Dolphin Skull”?  

Michael McClure: It seems like I’m doing nothing but talking about Jackson Pollock today, the 
great painter who’s known for his drip painting. “Dolphin Skull” is a poem is in two 
sections.  Part one is Stanzas in Memory, in which I emulate Jackson Pollock’s psychoanalytic 
drawings and then I want to go to the unconscious and write directly — and in projective verse 
— as directly as it’s possible to go, while looking at scenes, or imagery, or sensory imagery in 
the unconscious.  And I did seventeen long stanzas like that, energetic gazes into the 
unconscious. And then I realized the poem wasn’t done. I took one of those long gazes into the 
unconscious and I knew which one. It spoke to me, and I tookthat moment, from the 
unconscious, and made that moment as conscious as I possibly could, by writing everything that 
took place in that moment.  And I found that melded in that moment was everything from travels 
that I’d done in Tanzania and Kenya, back to my infancy in Kansas, to my childhood in Seattle, 
to the experiences that I had in the ‘50s in San Francisco while I was being photographed by the 
photographer who furnished the cover photo of that book, it’s a picture of me in the mid-1950s, 
about the time I wrote the last poem in the book. All of those things melted together into one 
moment. I saw that all moments are one moment, and in fact, each moment is a great adventure 
and everyone of us is alive in the same moment, and all that’s happened is, it’s like a life spirit is 



changing masks  I’m me right now. You’re you right now, and somebody else is somebody else 
right now.  But we’re all sharing the same moment, and what we can do is give each other the 
experience or the pleasure, or the fun, or the fear or the hunger, or the passion, or the light-
handedness, or the light-headedness, or the pleasure of any given moment that we have. So it’s a 
very, long, musical, verbal recording of that moment.  

Paul Nelson: It’s incredible work. I have to tell you about a time that I took the book in 
preparation for this interview and went up to the top of Appleton Pass in Olympic National Park 
and just was reading some of it, just screaming, “More alive than I ought to be!”  It’s just, it was 
just so powerful.  And then  ... 

Michael McClure: That’s what I want the poem to do. I mean, if that, if that poem can do it for 
people, that’s what I want.  

Paul Nelson: Well, putting people in the moment. Some people have to bungee jump or skydive 
in order to  ... 

Michael McClure: That’s good.  

Paul Nelson:  ...or jump out of plane, but poetry can do the same thing. It can put people in the 
moment without you breaking a leg or something. What is it about poetry that makes it have that 
property?  To be able to put people in the moment, instantly?  

Michael McClure: Well, I’m afraid a lot of poetry doesn’t do that for me.  And the poetry  ... 

Paul Nelson: Well, good poetry.  

Michael McClure: ...the poetry that doesn’t do that for me is the poetry that’s proposed to me to 
be — well, first, we’re talking about contemporary poetry right now. Let me say that as an 
aside.  So much poetry that proposes to me that it’s literature, that it’s high art.  That it’s a lot of 
things like that is not doing it for me because it’s following such a multitude of rules. The people 
that are doing it have their heads so boxed up, that they’re so busily imitating someone else. That 
it’s so busily concerned with whether this will be acceptable in a college classroom or if they 
have students, what their students will think of it. So that kind of writing is in such a sad 
wreckage of a prison that it doesn’t do anything.   

But if you go to the poetry of people like Allen Ginsberg or Gary Snyder or Diane di Prima, of 
Anne Waldman, of that standard, or Amiri Baraka.  If you go to those living, those vital 
poets  ...it is an adventure  in consciousness because there’s nothing held back.  It’s not — it is 
the highest form of art because they’re not holding back. They’re not being cowardly, they’re not 
being niggardly, they’re not saying we have to put the bounds on it. It’s people who are letting 
—  as far as possible — their deepest expressions and their deepest feelings, and even the 
feelings that they discover as they’re writing the poetry. The poetry itself becomes a way of 
inventing the soul that they’re trying to create. None of these people believe that we have a soul. 
I think that they all believe that we can create soul. I think that they all believe that it doesn’t do 
you any good when you have created one.  It just complicates your problem. Then there’s 



something more to write poetry about. It means you can taste the nectarine better. It means that 
you probably enjoy bungee jumping more if you’re bungee jumping. So it just makes more 
problems but we can’t resist it though.  

Paul Nelson: I can’t believe that we’re just about out of time with this first segment, and yet, you 
haven’t read yet. So what I’d like you to do is read a little bit, perhaps from Page 11 through 
Page 14 of “Dolphin Skull.”  We’re talking with Michael McClure, whose new book is entitled 3 
Poems.   

Michael McClure: So here’s a few stanzas from “Dolphin Skull”, and these are ga-, energetic 
gazes into the unconscious, written spontaneously and without change:  

(He reads from “Dolphin Skull.”) 

Paul Nelson: Whew!! [laughs]  

Michael McClure (referring to the line in Greek): That is Heraclitus. “Nature Loves to Hide 
Herself.”  

Paul Nelson: We left off at talking about “Dolphin Skull”  and talking a little bit about — when 
we weren’t recording, I talked to you about taking a line of your poetry and using it in a poem 
that I wrote and seeing what your thoughts were.  And you talked about how Kerouac, when you 
were reading his work  ... 

Michael McClure: Yeah, one of the things that I enjoyed most about knowing Jack, personally, 
was that I would be at the same event he’d be at, I’d be at the same conversation, I’d be in the 
same room.  Matter of fact, I’d see him taking notes and I’m, “Oh, I didn’t know it was gonna be 
part of a novel.”  And then I’d read the novel later and I’d say, “Oh, this is really kind of 
wonderful” because Jack and I see things in a very similar way but here in the novel I’m seeing 
how it looked through his eyes, how it smelled through his nose, how it tasted with his mouth, 
and it’s just a little bit different from me, so it makes the experience bigger. I mean, this is what 
makes writing an adventure, and you don’t have to have been there.  I wasn’t there when Charles 
Dickens wrote about something, but I’m still seeing it through his sensorium, his senses, and it’s 
that same excitement.   

Paul Nelson: And that is a perfect segue into a line I wanted to talk about.  Page 19 of the book, 
in “Dolphin Skull”: “A dead friend’s eyes through his wire-rimmed glasses, his laugh has 
become part of my bones.” We’re talking about the same sort of sensation that we were just 
discussing.   

Michael McClure: Yeah [then reading from the poem:]  …“a dead friend’s eyes through is wire-
rimmed glasses.  His laugh has become part of my bones. 

 


