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Mycological Audacity 

Peter O’Leary sometimes feels like the most audacious American poet alive. His work has no more 

direct dealings with the social and political topics of the day than William Blake meddling in the 

balance of power in Parliament; while he is deeply schooled in the traditions of English-language 

poetry (and the Greek and Latin classics, and Dante, and Scripture), the idiom of his verse has no 

truck with any other poetry being written—neither the quotidien observations still being turned out 

in some sectors of the MFA industry nor the most astringent parataxes being ground out by soi disant 

“experimentalists.” The opening note “To the Public” of Earth Is Best emblematizes O’Leary’s 

audacity: “Rather than monotony, rather than the complacencies of lyric subjectivity, rather than the 

political economies of language, I have chosen to express these patterns [of ‘The soul-bright earth, 

cobwebbed with life. Soil’s incessant neurology’] in a poetry whose modes are theogony and 

mycology.” 

 

O’Leary comes by his audacity honestly. In the early 1990s, O’Leary apprenticed himself (in the 

correspondence course, as it were*) to Ronald Johnson, a camp follower of the “New American 

Poetry”: Johnson had sat at the feet of Olson and Zukofsky, had been the lover of Jonathan 

Williams (founder of the Jargon Society), and had spent the 1970s and 1980s in San Francisco, 

writing cookbooks, managing leather bars, and writing a vast cosmological epic poem, ARK. 

 

ARK—finished in 1990, first published in 1996, and reissued in a beautifully reset and corrected 

edition (edited by O’Leary) in 2013—is a book like no other, an uncompromisingly paratactic, 

lavishly lyrical, and formally rambunctious ode to the splendor and intricacy of the cosmos and the 

human imagination that has evolved to celebrate it. It takes its inspiration from the works of various 

outsiders and artists and from some of the major modernist and late modernist long poem before 

it—Pound’s Cantos, Williams’s Paterson, Zukofsky’s “A”, Olson’s Maximus. But where Pound had set 

                                                 
*
 For an account, with copious quotations from the correspondence, see O’Leary’s “Gilding the 

Buddha: My Apprenticeship with Ronald Johnson,” in Joel Bettridge and Eric Murphy Selinger, eds., 
Ronald Johnson: Life and Works (Orono, ME: National Poetry Foundation, 2008) 587-640. 



out to write “epic” in the old sense—“a work with all history in its maw,” in Johnson’s words—

Johnson’s vision was of a long poem without history: “structure rather than diatribe, artifact rather 

than argument, a veritable shell of the chambered nautilus, sliced and polished, bound for Ararat 

unknown.”  

 

During Johnson’s lifetime, the American poetry world didn’t know what to do with ARK, and for 

the part still doesn’t—though the work has many passionate admirers (count me one). After his 

death O’Leary would become Johnson’s literary executor and editor, bringing out selections of 

Johnson’s work, unpublished manuscripts, and new editions of his published books. Johnson’s 

example has always bulked large in O’Leary’s work (his first book Watchfulness [2001] is dedicated to 

him); it is, as it were, the central formal and conceptual crystal through which is both diffused and 

focused the primary light of O’Leary’s thought: his Roman Catholic faith, subtilized and inflected by 

his deep learning in other spiritual traditions—esoteric, heterodox, Jewish, Islamic, gnostic, 

shamanic, pagan. 

 

Earth Is Best is clearly the most advanced excursion yet in O’Leary’s ever-evolving poetics; but it is 

also, in my estimation, his most strikingly Johnsonian book. In his earlier collections, O’Leary’s 

attention has been focused more often on the spiritual, the numinous, the religious—the radical glory 

of God as it suffuses the created world and animates the human consciousness. In Earth Is Best, his 

attention is fixed on the sublunary world, conceived of as a system of wonderful process and 

correspondences. 

 

After his first two collections, Watchfulness and Depth Theology (2006), each of O’Leary’s successive 

books has seemed a more ambitious summing-up: Luminous Epinoia (2010), which takes its title from 

a Gnostic term for “the creative or inventive consciousness sent to Adam by God in the form of 

Eve,” is a kind of theological fantasia and autobiography at once; Phosphorescence of Thought (2013) 

transposes the spiritual into the realm of nature, its form distantly modeled on that of Whitman’s 

Song of Myself.* Earth Is Best, whose title vamps on the opening of Pindar’s first Olympian Ode (ariston 

men hudor, “water is best”), is of all things a mushroom book, an excursion in what O’Leary calls in his 

Afterword “mycopoetics.” 

                                                 
*
 The Sampo (2016) is something else altogether, a kind of delightful sidebar, adapting portions of the 

Finnish national epic Kalevala into a high modernist sword and sorcery narrative. 



 

The bulk of the book consists of thirty-three “Aminata Odes” (Aminata is a genus of fungus, 

containing some 600 species of mushrooms), odes to all aspects of the mushroom and the fungal in 

general: their omnipresence on earth, their succulent edibility, their psychoactive properties, their 

toxicity, their ability to break down toxins. 

 
Mushroom    food-jewel and madness-jewel.    Moon’s stone and 
Sun’s bane.    Heaven’s fiery backside.    Earth’s threads, Earth’s filters. 
Resounder of the word’s way    Moon’s urine    mainstay pillar fulcrum 
Monarch of everything that sees the Sun’s light dazzling daytime mesh reseen 
as a structured fiber of moonlight 
waves rich in honey. 
 (“Third Aminata Ode”) 
 
Behold the toadstool. 
Earth-magical force thriving in wicked lore. 
Saffron plenty in a Michigan pine woods. 
The umbrella of Nicholas.* 
Delicate strokes of a  French illustration, sylvan softness of a dangerous agarical scene. 
Mycochtonomous toadstool. 
Dynamochthonomous toadstool. 
Disobedient toadstool. 
Of shining and wrinkled knowledge. 
 (“Twenty-Ninth Aminata Ode”) 
 
But life springs from mycelium. 
One day even your corpse will course with 
flexuouse hyphae whose 
saprophytic devourings will cleanse 
your every mental cell of all the poisons 
in waking life you harbored. 
 (“Fourteenth Aminata Ode”) 

 
Earth Is Best bursts with mushroom lore, from the humble and exhilarating experience of hunting 

wild mushrooms, to classical recipes and culinary practices, to ancient shamanic rites, to the wilder 

speculations of R. Gordon Wasson’s 1968 Soma: Divine Mushroom of Immortality (to which O’Leary 

suggests Earth Is Best might be read as “marginal commentary”).  

 

                                                 
*
 “Nicholas,” I remembered as I wrote this, is the rabbit narrator of Richard Scarry and Ole 

Rissom’s I Am a Bunny; on that book’s cover he shelters from the rain under a red-and-white spotted 
toadstool. 



Wasson (whose day job was as head of PR at J. P. Morgan) was the the central evangelist for the 

“magic mushroom,” the psychoative psilocibin used in rituals by the Mazatec people of Oaxaca. The 

visions induced by the fungus, he was convinced, were not merely recreational highs, but actual 

spiritual insights. In Soma, he argued that the “Soma” of the of the ancient Vedas—“at once a god, 

the food of the gods, and a liquor”—was none other than the amanita musicaria, the fly agaric. As 

O’Leary comments, “Soma is the euphoric food of the gods and also the source of human euphoria. 

An object of terror and adoration.”  

 

It’s not all mushrooms. Along the way, there are a few lively digressions from the mycological: the 

delightful Fifteenth Amanita Ode, “My Wife’s Cough” (“sounds like nothing else on earth. / Seals 

trapped in an underwater cavern barking in unision”); “Ochre Vault,” which takes formal inspiration 

from the riddles of the Exeter Book and Christopher Smart’s Jubilate Agno; and “The Dogs,” an 

electrifying adaptation of the story of Diana and Actaeon from Ovid’s Metamorphoses. And everything 

O’Leary touches is vivified by his explosive range of language, from the aureate classical diction with 

which he gilds so many verses (“Nosochthonic toxicity mycelia neutralize. / Mycelial auscultation: 

attunement to the world through its mushrooms. / Eophanic harvest argenteous light tilts crisply in 

on”) to the hard-hitting demotic (“Dogs. His fucking dogs. On the run”). 

 

O’Leary’s Amanita Odes range over the a whole world of mushrooms and fungi, praising and 

exalting them, marvelling at their adaptability, ubiquity, and sheer beauty, at their succulence, at the 

visions they produce or the terrible toxicity they contain. But even as he rejoices—in quite 

Johnsonian fashion—in the spectacle of the living fungal networks overspreading and undergirding 

the earth, he also reads the mushroom as analogous to poetry itself, the euphoria the mushroom can 

deliver as analogous to the euphoria of the poet’s language. “In fact, to me, language is the thing that 

most resembles the communicating properties of mycelium… poetry is the Somic germ of the 

imagination. Euphoric. Terrible. To be adored.” 

 

If mushrooms are a unique and wondrous element of the earth upon which we live, there’s no 

denying, as O’Leary begins his Afterword (“Mycopoetics”), that “The earth is in crisis,” a crisis 

largely caused by our own inability to process the toxins we have emitted into the atmosphere. 

Fungi, however, have evolved precisely to break down toxins; O’Leary quotes Paul Stamets: 

“Mycoremediation is the use of fungi to degrade or remove toxins from the environment. Fungi are 



adept as molecular disassemblers, breaking down many recalcitrant, long-chained toxins into 

simpler, less toxic chemicals.” And so with the mushroom’s analogue in human culture, poetry: 

“Like mycelium, poetry processes toxins,” writes O’Leary; “poisons in language, poisons in thought, 

poisons in the imagination.” Our environment is in crisis, overwhelmed and overbalanced by the 

toxins we have excreted; similarly, the world of contemporary poetry is at a toxic impasse. O’Leary’s 

proposed way forward may seem draconian, but is of a piece with his own “mycopoetics” of 

“effervescent foraging: in language, in dictionaries, in ideas, in old poems, in the poems of the 

future”: “I suggest an embargo on any new poetry for two years, to allow for sufficient 

decomposition and toxic transformation…. So, what should we do? I say, go to the woods, go to the 

words.” 

 

Of course, given the competitive pressures of the contemporary poetry “scene”—the drive to 

publish, to “keep up,” to reach for that grant or that contest prize or that elusive academic 

position—it’s unlikely that many younger poets will be taking O’Leary’s audacious advice. But even 

the most harried, careerist scribbler would do well to set aside a few hours—or a few days—to read, 

re-read, ponder, live with and marvel at O’Leary’s dazzling, dark, and profoundly strange and 

wonderful reimagining of our fungal and linguistic world. 

 

 


