
No Silence, No Noise: 

Thinking Silence in the Critical Writing and Poetry of Nathaniel Tarn 

 

The trope of “silence” recurs in Nathaniel Tarn’s critical work, most often in explanations of 
creative process.  I’ll cite two examples. In “Newly Saying the Already Said — An Attached 
Comment in Honor of Kejii Nishitani (1984),” Tarn writes:1 

It had always seemed to me that words, when traced to their uttermost origins had to be 
accepted as arising out of an unspeakably mysterious depth to which I ascribed 
apparently negative characteristics: darkness, incommunicability, silence, death. Or I 
would call the depth “The Great Silence.” The most interesting characteristic of this 
mystery was that the more deeply and unimpededly one listened to the voice welling up 
from this primordial silence, the more this voice appeared to exhibit general 
characteristics, the more it appeared to be the collective human voice rather than the 
individual voice of the poet. 

And, from “On Refining a Model of Poetic Production”:2  

I have proposed a model of poetic making with three operative levels. (a) the Vocal: that 
of the single poetic voice, idiolect of self (perhaps “parole”), representing self or ego in 
competition or even conflict with all others in a Babel of voices; (b) the Silence, often 
perceived as underlying the Vocal from which the latter seems to arise; (c) again “below” 
that, the Choral — being a co-operative, non-competitive, “my-voice-in-all-and-all-in-
my-voice” level representing the ideal peace of non-self with all creation. 

Hence, silence as a word for a mystery but also in relation to the negative turn in a dialectic by 
which something is made that approaches what art would do. I won’t be able to speak of Tarn’s 
thoughts with respect to the last, this thing we are after that we call art that Tarn thinks in 
terms of the “heraldic” — for now I want to think through the differences between what Tarn 
calls silence in these contexts and what I would call the silences in his poems.  

Even in the passages cited, we can see a basic cluster of influences on Tarn’s thought. Certainly 
the dialectic is a key schema in the second, and, in relation to this, we see that silence is thought 
as negation / a necessary no.  Tarn doesn’t mention the long 20th century fascination with 
automaticity in art, but what he outlines here shares in the assumption that the artist’s task — 
and perhaps the task of the citizen as well (for whom the artist speaks) — is to circumvent the 
ego so that one can speak in the voice of the polis. He doesn’t mention Cage or surrealism, but 
certainly Tarn would have run into perhaps a few people for whom silence meant something 
like an anteroom to a voice free of the weight of self.  

Curiously, when Nathaniel says “Great Silence,” I hear the influence of Thomas Merton, but 
this might be because in the early 1980s I was at the edges of the Christian monastic adoption 



of Zen Buddhist praxis as a recovery of a contemplative ethos. Or I am thinking of the 2005 
documentary of the lives of Carthusian Monks, “Into Great Silence.” In any event, like others 
of his generation, Tarn spent considerable time exploring Buddhist thought and practice, and 
he thinks silence from there.  Hence it’s from that perspective that we’ll read away from the 
dialectic toward what I think Tarn is speaking of when he says silence. 

It’s true that the arc Nathaniel traces (in “On Refining a Model of Poetic Production”) from 
self through silence to the choral assumes something like the problem of the modern self / 
subject haunted by its colonial and imperial ambitions, a self in search of a way to express itself 
that does not entail violence, some mode of not-being that would nevertheless also not end at 
the gas chamber, a mode of not-being stronger than— to cite Nietzsche’s critique—Christian 
abnegation. But perhaps there is a way of thinking this that goes to neither 1) the extreme of the 
resounding transpersonal, capital “S” Self or “Overmind” (of the 3rd wave of psychoanalytic 
theory among others), nor 2) the “death of the author” required of — indeed imposed on the 
poet — as a sentence for Coleridge’s crimes against humanity. Let’s see.  

When I first read these essays back in 2011, I was writing a chapter on the differences between 
the approach taken by Kerouac and Cage with respect to spontaneity.3 In that work, I’d found 
myself critical of Cage’s over-determination of silence and of the ways more recent poets and 
artists deployed Cage to legitimate a focus on the random series as a supposedly liberative form.  
My basic complaint was that silence was never silence — that in fact nothing like silence exists, 
great or otherwise — which was another way of saying there is no such thing as “no form” 
(except that we think it). 

I was thinking from my background in Buddhist Studies, and, in particular, from my awareness 
of the important qualifier “the emptiness of emptiness.” In the context of the Perfection of 
Wisdom literature — both Zen and Tibetan traditions are rooted in these texts — one is told 
that all things lack anything like a ground or basis, that in fact they are empty of that ground. 
Most people hearing this kind of argument think this means some actual vacuity exists in the 
place of or as the ground of any appearing phenomena. It is hard not to think this. But, this 
cannot be what is meant, for the texts say all phenomena lack a true ground or basis, and this 
means that any vacuity one imagines as “real” cannot exist as such. For some, this is an argument 
against meaning; for others it’s merely to say that there is nothing but form.  

I think too I was influenced by the lama, Tara Tulku, with whom I studied in Amherst 
Massachusetts in the 1980s (in fact I suspect I attended Nathaniel’s 1984 Nishitani lecture at 
Smith college, but that’s another story). It’s a fairly commonplace thing to find a Buddhist 
meme explaining that the goal of practice is to “stop the mind.” Tara Rinpoche used to laugh 
and say the only way to stop the mind was to be dead, to be a stone; otherwise the goal might be 
to stop the mind’s wandering, but the band, in any event, was going to play on. 

 



So no radical silence, and certainly not a silence thought radical because of its position in a 
binary logic of affirmation and negation. You could think the latter and frighten or charm 
yourself with the specter of it, but that kind of silence or absence didn’t even exist the way 
appearing things did — i.e., without a basis. It was like the “self” — never existent anywhere.  So 
how could it be a meaningful term in any logic? 

When I first read the essays I was focused on this, and I didn’t think through the ways 
Nathaniel’s poetry argued for a different reading. It is true that his use of the dialectic to some 
extent begs my critique, but the poems don’t argue for or realize a categorical silence that we 
think as a negation. Unlike, for instance, the poems of the Zen Buddhist-influenced poet Leslie 
Scalapino, Tarn does little to disrupt the happy referential work of language — he makes no 
effort to produce a surface that resists ordinary or conventional thought, he doesn’t point 
toward a master “silence” that plunges us into a vertiginous now — he doesn’t try to create a 
surface that looks like it lacks form so as to argue for the reality of emptiness and simultaneity. If 
there are silences, they are ones we have encountered before, that are a part of cadence, or they 
are silences that are less categorical and logical than the inevitable and very real result of the drag 
and discrepancy of thought’s relationship to world, a silence that happens as you try to take in 
the room that’s disclosed by having a mind — a silence in which we are at stake. What Merleau-
Ponty calls chiasmus. 

The poems don’t talk about silence or make silences by erasure; they are not enchanted by 
absence and negation; there is no thrill in the trick of rattling someone else’s world, no 
particular bombast about anything but how bad we are to each other, which is a very different 
kind of thing; and not much bombast, since he’s so often talking love —there’s a lot of that — 
and the girls he likes can’t be wooed with spectacle anyway.  

A silence then that is not a negation, that has to be listened to, that can’t be spoken of, that is 
not, actually, a moment in a dialectic. Perhaps a silence like that required of us by the mimetic 
response to a face. Because if we are going to be like that face for a moment, if we are going to 
correspond, silence might be the only way to figure its not yet having said all it has to say. A 
silence thought, then, in non-dual terms, relational rather than ontic. 

I am wondering about the relationship of the poet to anthropologist in what Tarn says: the poet 
who knows something about non-dual thought, and the anthropologist, for whom the dialectic 
is more compelling, if only to be in the club. The politics of exchange, or of initiation — the 
model of threshold, descent and return — these want to be dialectical, systems of accounting. 
It’s hard to shake the influence of that. But Tarn wants to use the language of initiation for the 
seizure by which the poet finds a language that does Orphic work.  

In “Initiation and the Paradox of Power,” Tarn uses his fieldwork on Buddhist initiation in 
Burma to think the relations posed by the triadic structure he elsewhere thinks as of poesis.4 
Tarn’s work on Buddhism led him to be aware that Buddhist culture has several topoi — that it 
opens out several different kinds of worlds, and that the meditating monk as version of the 



Buddha is, somehow, a point or intersection between these. Buddhist culture has always had its 
exoteric, political face — its way of “being-in-the-world” — alongside and in some relation to 
the excess produced in meditation.  

To think this further, Tarn takes an anthropological tool — the notion of reciprocity —and 
considers the ways in which meditation transforms what is otherwise ever a series of reciprocal 
actions. That is, if we think reciprocity in the ordinary everyday logic of things, it is either ever 
serial — because self and other continually do-si-do — or its moment has to be thought outside 
of time as an immediacy where difference is elided. Tarn argues that meditation instead 
insolates this problematic by closing the system — for there is no other in meditation, the only 
reciprocal to self is self. Here, both the strategy of the serial and the strategy of the immediate 
can be entertained, but they continually leak, because there is no relation and this is unbearable. 

In Zen Buddhism at least, what may happen then is that there is a giving in, a collapse of the 
binary thought that requires us to think either the series or the immanent. In a separate essay on 
the emergence of what he calls the “Choral” voice, Tarn links silence to a Heideggerian term, 
Gelassenheit (having-let-be-ness). 5 For me, Heidegger’s language remains rooted in a binary 
logic and might better not be used— what I’ve suggested is that Tarn could have spoken instead 
of a silence that is a listening and in-dwelling, an opening — frankly, in a feminine economy of 
things, an opening that is a taking in. 

In the “Initiation” Essay, Tarn calls the third movement — the movement that arises as the 
Choral —as one of non-reciprocation. And he doesn’t rescue this or explain how non-
reciprocation can be choral and social. At least this reader thought he was talking about an even 
further withdrawal from relation.  

But I don’t think this is what’s meant, because if the movement is thought in non-dual terms, 
then non-reciprocation cannot be a withdrawal; it has to mean that we act whether there is 
reciprocation or not. I sing in a choir at a church, and it’s not a bad description of the way I have 
to sing my part  — I can’t wait to see if the others enter on the downbeat, I have to already be 
singing. 

When I teach the Perfection of Wisdom view to students unable to think except in terms of a 
dualistic logic of good and bad actions, they have wondered why they would ever do a good thing 
if karma were not in fact an actual process. I look at them and say, “so don’t do good things,” 
which is my way of saying there isn’t any reason to be relational, there’s no payoff — from a non-
dual view you act kindly to others because you have decided to. You’ve opened your mouth and 
started to sing.  

That’s what I think Tarn is getting at here, what he understands about self and other, what he 
took from Buddhism or from the Goddesses, or from being curious about others, or in 
relationship with another. The poetics he is interested in doesn’t get lost in the series and its 
endless reproduction, or in the immediacy of mantic “depth” — in that kind of poetry there is 



still always an angle, some “pobiz” or other — Tarn is instead always already dead in Eurydice, 
isn’t he? Doesn’t he say this in many of his love poems? That’s a better thing. 
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