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　Gary Snyder’s p oetry of ten is concerned w ith the ecology,  esp ecially the 
relationship  betw een nature and society.   Snyder does not v iew  nature and 
civ iliz ation as sep arate entities.   I n his p oems he sees them as tw o p arts of  a 
w hole.   They are of ten out of  balance rather than being a stable,  harmonious 
w hole.
　 B orn in San F rancisco in 1 9 3 0 ,  Gary Snyder grew  up  in W ashington 
State.   H e earned a degree in literature and anthrop ology f rom R eed College 
in Oregon and ev entually w ound up  back in the B ay Area.   One summer he 
w orked as a member of  the trail crew  at Y osemite N ational Park.   Around that 
same p art of  his lif e he became inv olv ed w ith the San F rancisco R enaissance 
and the B eats ( No Nature 3 9 1 ) .
　 I  w ill f ocus in this p ap er on p oems f rom Snyder’s book No Nature 
( 1 9 9 2 )  and emp hasiz e his concern f or nature f rom p olitical and sp iritual 
p oints of  v iew .   Of ten the p olitical and sp iritual elements are both p resent,  
so I  w ill begin w ith one such p oem,  “The Arts Council Meets in Eureka” 
( 1 9 8 6 ) ,  to p resent an ex amp le of  the kind of  p oems that Snyder w rites.

1. The Politics of Ecology

　“The Arts Council Meets in Eureka” is not so w ell know n,  but it is a 
p aradigmatic w ork.   I t is p rimarily a p olitical p oem,  but it has a sp iritual 
asp ect as w ell.
　On the one hand,  “The Arts Council” is a statement criticiz ing those w ho 
w ould destroy the env ironment:
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Eureka by the bay
a nuclear p ow er p lant;  heap s of  chip s,
the saw mills
the heap ed up  kerf
of  mountainsides of  logs.
stand at the edge of  sea air f og ( 3 4 7 )

In the first stanza he talks about driving to a meeting in Eureka in California 
and camp ing along the w ay.  I n the second stanz a he states that:  

N ex t day saw  the tallest tree of  all:
clap p ed our hands and asked f or longer lif e.  ( 3 4 7 )

This is a kind of  Shinto ritual in w hich one w ishes f or good luck or health.  
Perhap s this ritual and camp ing in the great outdoors rather help ed him deal 
mentally w ith the sight of  a nuclear p ow er p lant,  saw mill,  and ap p arent 
logging or construction w ork in the tow n,  as described abov e.
　D esp ite Snyder’s sense of  dismay at the end,  this p oem is almost serene 
in comp arison w ith “R ev olution in the R ev olution in the R ev olution” ( 1 9 6 7 ) .  
“R ev olution” is one of  his most p olemical p oems,  but it has an ironic side 
that brings a sense of  balance to his v ision of  society and nature.  W e could 
call this p oem “The Ecological Manif esto, ” as op p osed to Marx ’s The 
Communist Manifesto ( 1 8 4 8 ) .  Snyder f or his p art v iew s nature— “animals,  
trees,  w ater,  air,  grasses” ( 1 8 3 )  — as hav ing rights j ust like humans.
　 I nstead of  the Marx ist- L eninist dictatorship  of  the p roletariat Snyder 
states a bit tongue in cheek that:

W e must p ass the stage of
“D ictatorship  of  the U nconscious” ( 1 8 3 )

H e longs in the p oem f or the “true Communionism” ( 1 8 3 ) .  H e may mean 
by this an ideal society in w hich humans share w ith each other and liv e in 
harmony w ith other p eop le and nature.  I  assume that by “U nconscious” 
Snyder ref ers to something p ositiv e like the f ulf illment of  the hop es and 
dreams of  the p eop le.
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　The p oet imp lies here that human rationalism is resp onsible f or social 
and ecological p roblems:

I f  the abstract rational intellect
is the ex p loiter,  the masses is the unconscious.  ( 1 8 3 )

So- called rationalism to him is the cause of  many crises.  R ationalism w ould 
maintain that polluting the environment for the sake of making a profit is an 
accep table thing to do.  Snyder w ants the env ironment to be p rotected,  j ust as 
w e p rotect the liv es of  humans.
　“F ront L ines” ( 1 9 6 9 )  is another p oem in w hich Snyder dep icts the 
conflict between nature and humanity with all its machinery.

Snyder begins by talking about logging:
The deer w inter here
A chainsaw  grow ls in the gorge.  ( 2 1 8 )

Then he talks about the trees getting a break af ter days of  decimation:
Ten w et days and the log trucks stop ,
The trees breathe.  ( 2 1 8 )

Af ter the break somebody f rom the realty comp any in a “4 - w heel j eep ” ( 2 1 8 )  
brings in customers that Snyder calls “L andseekers,  lookers” ( 2 1 8 )  to show  
them the real estate there.
　At this p oint,  Snyder decries the metap horical sickness of  the U nited States:

Ev ery p ulse of  the rot at the heart
I n the sick f at v eins of  Amerika ( 2 1 8 )

Indeed, in the first line of the poem Snyder again uses the image of illness:
The edge of  the cancer
Sw ells against the hill ( 2 1 8 )

H e regards American society as sick to the ex tent that it is making the 
env ironment j ust as ill— something like an ep idemic of  p ollution and 
destruction.
　The nex t stanz a is q uite grap hic:

Slip sliding and belching on top  of
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The skinned- up  bodies of  still- liv e bushes ( 2 1 8 )
Snyder makes American cap italism w ith all its machinery sound as if  it is at 
w ar w ith nature.  H is negativ e p ersp ectiv e on machines is a f req uent motif  in 
his p oetry.
　The end of the poem serves as a statement both of hope and defiance:

B ehind is a f orest that goes to the Arctic
And a desert that still belongs to the Piute
And here w e must draw  
Our line ( 2 1 8 )

　Snyder w ants to somehow  p rotect these tw o remaining sites of  natural 
beauty.  H ere w e can see Snyder’s outlook on nature in relation to p olitics or 
ecop olitics.  H is ideal w ould be a society that does not j ust cater to humans 
but one that resp ects and includes nature.

2. The Spiritual Side of Ecology

　Snyder has w ritten a number of  p oems and other w orks of  a sp iritual 
nature;  he of ten mix es p olitical themes into such p oems,  esp ecially 
env ironmental concerns as in “The Arts Council Meets in Eureka. ”
　It would be useful to first examine Snyder’s poem “What You Should 
K now  to B e a Poet” ( 1 9 6 7 ) .  I n it he of f ers adv ice to budding p oets,  in the 
p rocess rev ealing his ow n ap p roach to w riting and his v iew  of  lif e in general.
　 F irst Snyder states that the asp iring p oet needs to know  about nature,  
ev en the w hole univ erse.  H e says that the p oet should know :

all you can about animals as p ersons.
The names of trees and flowers and weeds.
names of  stars,  and the mov ements of  the p lanets

and the moon.

your ow n six  senses,  w ith a w atchf ul and elegant mind.  ( 1 8 4 )
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　Snyder additionally states that you hav e to know  about magic,  such as 
div ination or astrology— not to mention dreams.  H e goes on to assert that 
the p oet should know  about demons,  angels,  and lov e.  H e says that the p oet 
should “lov e the human:  w iv es   husbands   and f riends” ( 1 8 4 ) .  
　Snyder w ould like the p oet to be in touch w ith ev eryday matters like:

children’s games,  comic books,  bubble- gum,
the w eirdness of  telev ision and adv ertising.

w ork,  long dry hours of  dull w ork sw allow ed and accep ted
and livd with and finally lovd. (184)

　I n the last p art of  his p oem Snyder recommends:
the w ild f reedom of  the dance,
silent solitary illumination ( 1 8 4 )

　That is to say,  the p oet should f eel f ree about lif e and be natural,  but be 
w illing to take risks:

real danger.    gambles.    and the edge of  death.  ( 1 8 4 )
　 I t is interesting to note that Snyder starts of f  in his adv ice to budding 
p oets by saying that they should know  about nature,  magic,  gods,  and the 
like.  H e thinks the p oet should know  about all asp ects of  lif e and ex p erience 
ev erything p ossible,  but he seems to emp hasiz e nature and metap hysics.  D ue 
to the inf luence of  B uddhism on Snyder,  he thinks of  ev erything in lif e as 
connected,  a unity of  sp irit and matter. 1

　Sometimes Snyder creates a kind of  metamyth w hen he w rites about 
sp iritual or env ironmental matters.  That is,  he makes a myth w ithout 
necessarily believ ing in it in a literal w ay.  I  w ill ex amine tw o cases of  this 
ap p roach in his w riting.
　The f irst ex amp le is “Prayer f or the Great F amily” ( 1 9 6 9 )  in w hich 
Snyder ex p resses his great ap p reciation f or nature.  H e begins by thanking 
Earth:  

Gratitude to Mother Earth,  sailing through night and day—
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and to her soil:  rich,  rare and sw eet
in our minds so be it. ( 2 2 3 )

The last line abov e must mean that w hen Snyder thanks nature,  the v arious 
elements and the like ap p ear like a f amily in his imagination.
　Snyder goes on to ex p ress his ap p reciation to p lants:

.  .  .  the sun- f acing,  light- changing leaf
and fine root-hairs (223)

　Continuing,  Snyder thanks “W ild B eings”— animals— f or “teaching/
secrets,  f reedoms,  and w ays” ( 2 2 3 ) .  The same goes f or w ater:

.  .  .  clouds,  lakes,  riv ers,  glaciers;
holding or releasing;  streaming through all
our bodies salty seas ( 2 2 3 )

　Snyder then ex p resses his gratitude to the sun:
.  .  .  blinding p ulsing light through

trunks of  trees,  through mists,  w arming cav es w here
bears and snakes sleep — he w ho w akes us ( 2 2 3 )

　 I n the last stanz a Snyder show s his resp ect to the sky.  H e seems 
f ascinated that it holds:

.  .  .  billions of  stars— and goes beyond that—
beyond all p ow ers,  and thoughts ( 2 2 4 )

H e means that the Sky is all matter but is closely aligned w ith the Mind,  
p erhap s meaning the sp iritual realm.
　This p oem is in f act insp ired by a Mohaw k p rayer.  Snyder has great 
admiration f or N ativ e American culture,  religion,  and mythology.  This v ision 
of the Earth and the universe as one family in the poem above fits in with 
Snyder’s idea of  communing w ith nature.
　Turtle Island ( 1 9 6 9 )  is the title of  one of  Snyder’s collections of  p oetry 
and is another case of  his use of  a metamyth.   I n the introduction to the book,  
he calls N orth America “Turtle I sland,  a tribute to N ativ e Americans and 
others w ho hav e liv ed on this continent:  Turtle I sland— the old/ new  name 
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f or the continent,  based on many creation myths of  the p eop le w ho hav e been 
liv ing here f or millennia” ( 2 0 4 ) .  Snyder hop es that w e may see ourselv es “more 
accurately” ( 2 0 4 )  as p art of  a long history.  R ather than the name “U . S. A. ” he 
p ref ers Turtle I sland,  a creation myth that is “an idea f ound w orld- w ide,  of  the 
earth,  or cosmos ev en,  sustained by a great turtle or serp ent- of - eternity” ( 2 0 4 ) .  
Snyder w ants Americans to see themselv es more f airly and obj ectiv ely,  w ith 
an aw areness of  other cultures and of  p eop le that hav e inhabited America,  in 
addition to a sense of  consideration f or the env ironment.
　I n the last p art of  the introduction Snyder ref ers to the p lanet as a “liv ing 
being” ( 2 0 4 ) .  H e goes on to p roclaim that:  “Anglos,  B lack p eop le,  Chicanos,  
and others beached up  on these shores all share such v iew s at the deep est 
lev els of  their old cultural traditions— Af rican,  Asian,  or Europ ean” ( 2 0 4 ) .  
H e env isions a multicultural,  biodiv erse country and p lanet.

Conclusion

　U ltimately,  the sp iritual and p olitical merge in many of  Snyder’s p oems.  
H is sense of  morality w ith regard to society and the env ironment are closely 
connected w ith his B uddhist background and his interest in J ap an and N ativ e 
American belief s.
　A recurrent motif  in Snyder’s p oetry is machinery and the unw elcome 
threat that machines hav e become to the env ironment.  The p resence of  the 
machinery giv es an ap ocalyp tic sense to his p oems.  This tendency may hav e 
been influenced by the nuclear madness of the Cold War and its aftermath. 
W e can see this in p oems like “V ap or Trails” ( 1 9 5 7 )  :

Tw in streaks tw ice higher than cumulus,
Precise p lane icetracks in the v ertical blue
Cloud-flaked light-shot shadow-arcing
F ield of  all f uture w ar,  edging of f  to sp ace ( 1 0 5 )

This is an ap ocalyp tic v ision of  a f uture nuclear w ar.
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　 D esp ite his aw areness of  destruction and danger in general,  Snyder is 
cautiously op timistic,  as in “F or the Children” ( 1 9 6 9 ) .  At the end of  the p oem 
he has this adv ice about the f uture f or ev eryone and their children:

stay together
learn the flowers
go light ( 2 5 9 )

H e means that w e w ill need to coop erate w ith each other and liv e in harmony 
w ith each other to surv iv e.  “Learn the flowers” means that w e should learn 
about nature instead of  j ust mindlessly trying to control it.
　 I n closing,  I  should note that Snyder’s v iew  of  the env ironment is 
not just influenced by Buddhism or other belief systems. He is also a kind 
of  “eco- romantic, ” f eeling a deep  connection w ith nature,  p utting him in 
the tradition of  the English R omantics and American Transcendentalists,  
esp ecially Thoreau.  Snyder’s ideal is f or humans to liv e in common w ith 
animals,  trees,  p lants,  the Earth,  seas,  and sky. 2

　Since the six ties on,  it has become p op ular to ref er to Earth or Mother 
N ature as Gaia,  the ancient Greek goddess.  Some ev en v iew  Gaia as a liv ing 
organism.  I n sp eaking of  communing w ith nature,  Snyder has embraced 
Gaia.  This notion is reminiscent of  Thoreau w riting in Walden ( 1 8 5 4 ) :  “I  go 
and come w ith a strange liberty in N ature,  a p art of  herself ” ( 7 3 ) .

Notes

1 .  Cf .  Mark Gonnerman’s A Sense of the Whole: Reading Gary Snyder’s 
Mountains and Rivers Without End ,  w hich ex p lores Snyder’s B uddhist 
v iew s of ,  and related ap p roaches to,  lif e and nature by ex amining 
Snyder’s Mountains and Rivers Without End ( 1 9 9 6 ) .

2 .  F or f urther analysis of  Snyder’s literary roots,  see Paige Tov ey’s The 
Transatlantic Eco-Romanticism of Gary Snyder ( 2 0 1 3 ) ,  w hich describes 
the author’s relationship  to the English R omantics— W ordsw orth and 
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B lake— and Transcendentalists— Emerson,  Thoreau,  and W hitman.
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