
 1 

mycopoetics 
 

peter o’leary 
school of the art institute of chicago 

 
 

1. 
The earth is in crisis. Anthropogenic climate change has altered the atmosphere, primarily 
with the excessive introduction of carbon dioxide, a harmless chemical compound that has 
typically comprised less than 280 parts-per-million by volume in pre-industrial times—
with modulations varying between 180 and 250 parts-per-million over the past 400,000 
years—but will menacingly exceed 395 parts-per-million, the present concentration, in 
the coming years, to continue to spike upward with no indication of slowing down, such 
that the typically harmless compound will have transformed into a toxin, a result of its 
ability, in such concentration, to increase the atmosphere’s radiative properties in 
transmitting heat back to the earth. 
  The evolutionary fact that defines human culture, even more than our ability to digest 
starches (to which Carl Sauer attributed the success of early human settlements), is that we 
burn shit to get its energy. Realistically, until this habit changes, we will not stop emitting 
toxins into the atmosphere. Since the past two hundred years have seen such a dramatic 
upturn in human population of the planet—from one to seven billion people—and since 
that accelerated growth depends on the burning of fuels for energy, the likelihood of this 
changing for the better is remote. 
  The maxim at the center of Paracelsus’ alchemy was the dose makes the poison. In other 
words, an ordinarily harmless substance when overconsumed becomes deadly. We would 
have done well to abide by this tenet. Alas, humans are impressively adept at creating 
toxins. Unfortunately, we are inept at destroying them. 
 
2. 
Crisis: chrisis—discrimination, decision, from chris-ein, to decide. 
  In pathology, a crisis is the point in the progress of a disease when an important 
development or change takes place which is decisive of recovery or death; the turning-point 
of a disease for better or worse. 
  In astrology, a crisis is the name for a conjunction of the planets which determines the 
issue of a disease or critical point in the course of events.  
 
Toxin: from the medieval Latin, toxic-us, poisoned, imbued with poison.  
 
3. 
Astrology is an esoteric system, built like alchemy, like Gnosticism, like Kabbalism, from 
the homo-analogous principle, which is the theory of correspondences that tells us all 
things, great and small, are linked together. “The Zoharic worldview,” Joseph Dan tells us, 
“is based on the concept of reflection: everything is the reflection of everything else… The 
universe reflects in its structure the divine realms, and events in it, in the past and in the 
present, parallel the mythological processes of the divine powers.”1 

                                                        

1 Joseph Dan, Kabbalah: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2004), p. 33. 
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  It’s true. The crisis of the earth is reflected in our politics and government, whose 
professions are bilious and poisonous. And isn’t our poetry just as implicated in this 
concept of reflection? Isn’t poetry also at a crisis point? Isn’t poetry also rife with toxins? 
 
4. 
from “Poem of the Sayers of the Words of the Earth” 
 
Earth, round, rolling, compact—suns, moons, animals—all these are words, 
Watery, vegetable, sauroid, advances—beings, premonitions, lispings of the future—these 

are vast words 
 
  :: 
 
I swear there is no greatness or power that does not emulate those of the earth! 
I swear there can be no theory of any account, unless it corroborate the theory of the earth! 
No politics, no religion, behaviour or what not, is of account, unless it compare with the 

amplitude of the earth, 
Unless it face the exactness, vitality, impartiality, rectitude of the earth.2 
 
5. 
Fungi are part of the opisthokonts—a group distinct from plants that also includes 
animals. (Called the holomycota and the holozoa.) 
  Animals and fungi once had a common ancestor. 
  Instead of cells, fungi have hyphae, microscopically thin tubules, that spread through soil 
and rotting matter like cobwebs. A fungal network of weblike cells is a mycelium. 
  Paul Stamets has written, “I believe that mycelium is the neurological network of nature. 
Interlacing mosaics of mycelium infuse habitats with information-sharing membranes. 
These membranes are aware, react to change, and collectively have the long-term health of 
the host environment in mind.”3  
  How? Mycelium eats by absorbing food through hyphal walls, in the form of sugars and 
amino acids. Whenever food isn’t immediately available, mycelium excretes enzymes to 
break down the matter of its surroundings. Our stomachs do this same thing, but 
internally rather than externally. 
  As it eats, mycelium grows. As it grows, it matures and seeks to reproduce. “Mushrooms,” 
writes mycologist Nicholas P. Money, “are fungal sex organs and the most wondrous 
inventions of the last billion years of evolutionary history on earth.”4 Biologists and 
mushroom hunters alike refer to mushrooms as the “fruiting bodies” of mycelium.  
  Mycelium is a saprotroph, a devourer of dead matter. Without decay and the breaking 
down of dead matter, our ecosystem would cease to function. It would become inert. 
  Every environment on earth harbors mycelia. There are six hundred known species in 
Antarctica, including three recently discovered rotting the wood of Captain Scott’s 
expedition huts from over a century ago. Fungi have been discovered three thousand 
fathoms below sea level, in the abyssal zone. Mycologists estimate the existence of 1.5 
million mushroom species, a mere fraction of which has been described. 
                                                        

2 Walt Whitman, Selected Poetry, edited by Gary Schmidgall (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 
2000), pp. 160, 164. 
3 Paul Stamets, Mycelium Running (Berkeley: Ten Speed Press, 2005), p. 2. 
4 Nicholas P. Money, Mushroom (Oxford: University of Oxford Press, 2011), p. 1. 



 3 

  Some mushrooms are vibrantly toxic. Amanita phalloides, the Death Cap, contains 
amatoxins and phallotoxins that, when ingested, begin to break down cellular structure, 
mainly in the liver and for which immediate liver transplant is a treatment. The Poison Pie 
mushroom contains hebelomic acid, which will give you a nasty stomach ache. Amanita 
muscaria, the legendary fly agaric, contains muscimol and ibotenic acid, toxins that when 
ingested in controlled amounts are intensely hallucinogenic. R. Gordon Wasson—
mycophile, one-time investment banker, and founder of the discipline of ethno-mycology 
at the Botanical Museum of Harvard University—proposed that the cultus of activity 
involved in the foraging, preparation, and ingestion of the fly agaric many millennia ago 
by Central Asian shamans and Vedic priests in the Himalayas is the original root of 
religion. Even the mighty Boletus Edulis, the King Bolete or porcini, perhaps the most 
delicious thing on earth, contains traces of amatoxins. 
  I have said already, echoing a claim of Stamets’, that humans are adept at inventing 
toxins but inept at eliminating them. Stamets believes that the time has come to enlist 
fungi as allies in the effort to eliminate toxins because our solo activities are stressing the 
environmental recycling systems beyond their limits. Stamets believes that “mycelium 
operates at a level of complexity that exceeds the computational powers of advanced 
supercomputers.” He imagines mycelium as an enormous, intricate communicating 
intelligence. By enlisting allegiance with mycelium, we can begin to communicate our 
intentions to come into balance with the natural world we are degrading with the toxins 
we make. He calls this process mycoremediation. 
  “Mycoremediation is the use of fungi to degrade or remove toxins from the 
environment. Fungi are adept as molecular diassemblers, breaking down many 
recalcitrant, long-chained toxins into simpler, less toxic chemicals.”5 This remediation 
happens naturally. Mushrooms around Chernobyl, once edible, have become toxic. But 
Stamets proposes a process of relatively simple inoculation and “myceliation” of toxic 
zones with benevolent fungal spores, for instance, to clean up ground toxicity, oil spills, 
and to break down woodlands ruined by fire. 
 
6. 
The Mushroom is the Elf of Plants –  
At Evening, it is not 
At Morning, in a Truffled Hut 
It stop opon a Spot 
 
… 
 
’Tis Vegetation’s Juggler – 
The Germ of Alibi – 
Doth like a Bubble antedate  
And like a Bubble, hie – 
 
… 
 
Had Nature any supple Face 
Or could she one contemn – 
Had Nature an Apostate – 
                                                        

5 Stamets, p. 86. 
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That Mushroom – it is Him!6 
 
7. 
So how does this relate to poetry?  
  Mycopoetics. 
  The archetype of the mycelium extends to language. In fact, to me, language is the thing 
that most resembles the communicating properties of the mycelium. 
  I claimed earlier that poetry is rife with toxins. That sounds like a criticism. It’s not. In 
fact, it’s as things should be. Like mycelium, poetry processes toxins: poisons in language, 
poisons in thought, poisons in the imagination. Poetry is the infectious, noxious, gnostic 
contagion Robert Duncan conceived it to be.  
  It’s also, to apply Gordon Wasson’s notions of mushrooms to poetry, the Somic germ. 
Wasson means that it was amanita muscaria, the fly agaric, whose cultivation became the 
mysterious Soma of the Vedas. In the Vedic hymns, Soma is at once a god, the food of the 
gods, and a liquor. Wasson hypothesized through linguistic and experiential analysis of the 
verses in the Vedas devoted to Soma that it could really only reasonably be a mushroom 
that the ancient poets were praising in their hymns. Soma is the euphoric food of the gods 
and also the source of human euphoria. An object of terror and adoration.  
  Just so, poetry is the Somic germ of the imagination. Euphoric. Terrible. To be adored. 
  The crisis in poetry, as I see it, has to do with its present cultivation and with our habits of 
locating and consuming it. In this crisis, mycoremediation offers a model for a way 
forward. 
 
8. 
a sun struck stinkhorn 
sticky with flies 
thrusts up under 
the skirt of an oak7 
 
9. 
Essential to mycelium’s detoxifying properties is its uncultivated wildness. With only a few 
exceptions, mainly that of agaricus bisporus, the Cultivated Mushroom, which is the white 
buttons that you buy wrapped in plastic at the supermarket (and from which most other 
common supermarket mushrooms, such as portabellas, are derived), mushrooms cannot be 
cultivated. They are essentially wild. 
  John Cage likened the discovery of a wild mushroom to the sounding of a musical note in 
a performance: something that can’t ever be repeated.  
  For poetry to do its work, it should be uncultivated, wild; or like a performance. 
Presently, most poetry is cultivated in the institutional setting of the university. Despite 
the prevalence of stylistic idiosyncrasy, most poetry nowadays is uniform. (Or, uniformly, 
predictably idiosyncratic.) The problem of poetry in the university is that universities exist 
to conserve lines and fields of study. This is typically accomplished through neutralization 
and preservation. These work against poetry’s intrinsic properties: instead of propagating, 
transforming, and intensifying the vital, sometimes toxic properties of language, 
institutional poetry tends to neutralize them, making them easier to preserve and safer for 
                                                        

6 Emily Dickinson, poem 1350, The Poems of Emily Dickinson, edited by R.W. Franklin 
(Cambridge: Belknap/Harvard, 1998), p. 520. 
7 Tom Pickard, “Stinkhorn,” Hole in the Wall (Chicago: Flood Editions, 2002), p. 129. 
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consumption. Both the academic and the professional creative writing sides of poetry 
operate in this conservational manner. 
  Despite my diagnosis of this malady, I cannot offer a useful prescription. The production 
of poetry in the U.S. is presently so involved with and denatured by the university, I doubt 
it can survive outside it. But it must. It must find a way. I’m reminded of something 
Michael Murphy, the occult novelist and founder of the Esalen Institute at Big Sur, 
renowned for its experimental programs in meditation, Gestalt therapy, the Human 
Potential Movement, mind-altering drugs, consciousness transformation, speculation of 
life after death, and Cold War diplomacy—I’m reminded of something Murphy said in 
response to the question of why he doesn’t live on the grounds of Esalen (land that he 
inherited from his family in a very strikingly beautiful place, Redwood forests rising up 
behind it, pounded below by the Pacific Ocean, and with legendary hot springs that have 
been drawing seekers and literary hobos for decades), but instead lives in San Francisco. 
Esalen, he said, is a greenhouse. By this, he means the institution is a place to cultivate 
ideas in an idealized, accelerating climate, but ultimately, you have to go back out into the 
world to live those ideas. 
  So, my suggestion is that poets must step outside to renew the work. 
  How? 
 
10. the euphoria of the foray 
John Cage: “[I]deas are to be found in the same way that you find wild mushrooms in the 
forest, by just looking.”8 
  Gordon Wasson, along with classicist Carl Ruck, coined the word entheogen, to refer to 
the inspiring properties of mushrooms. It means the thing that awakens the god within. 
Though the word was devised as a more descriptive, less psychedelically tainted synonym 
for the word hallucinogen, in my experience the word applies beyond the nominative 
psychoactivity of mushrooms. Instead, it extends into what I would call ethno-mycological 
effervescence. 
  Ethno-mycology is the human-mycelial interactive network. Effervescence is Emile 
Durkheim’s term for the collective ideal that religion expresses. In Elementary Forms of the 
Religious Life, he writes, “[E]ffervescence… changes the conditions of psychic activity. 
Vital energies are over-excited, passions more active, sensations stronger; there are even 
some which are produced only at this moment. A man does not recognize himself; he feels 
himself transformed and consequently transforms the environment which surrounds 
him.”9  
  Ethnomycological effervescence is the collective ideal of inter-kingdom, human-fungal 
communication: mushrooms are treasures hidden in plain sight that you find “by just 
looking.” They arise like ideas. Looking for edible mushrooms is euphoric because when 
you do it you effervesce: you are transformed and you transform. 
  Mycopoetic euphoria is effervescent foraging: in language, in dictionaries, in ideas, in old 
poems, in the poems of the future. It is a pursuit of uncultivated wildness at once 
restorative (because adept at destroying toxins) and entheogenic, awaking divine 
awarenesses within. 
 
                                                        

8 John Cage, Musicage: John Cage Muses on Words, Art, Music, with Joan Retallack 
(Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 1996), p. 90. 
9 Emile Durkheim, Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, tr. Joseph Ward Swain (New 
York: Free Press, 1965), p. 469. 
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11. to the woods 
“The Dogwood by the Corner road has lost every leaf—its bunches of dry greenish berries 
hanging straight down from the bare stout twigs as if their peduncles were broken. It has 
assumed its winter aspect. A Mithridatic look… Saw by the path-side beyond the Conant 
Spring that singular jelly like sort of Mushroom—which I saw last spring while surveying 
Whites farm—now red globular ¾ inch in diameter, covering the coarse moss by the ruts 
on the path side with jelly-covered seeds…”10 
   A crisis is a critical point in the course of events. A decision. What to do? 
   I suggest an embargo on any new poetry for two years, to allow for sufficient 
decomposition and toxin transformation. 
  Also, it should be noted: the foraging way is the visionary way. Consider the example of 
Blake’s poetry, especially his fixation on Milton’s Paradise Lost. The poem was one 
hundred thirty years old when Blake was conducting his obsessive refigurings of that poem. 
What was Blake doing there in Milton? For one thing, he was foraging and finding, 
transforming and being transformed. 
  So, what to do? I say, go to the woods, go to the words. 

                                                        

10 Henry David Thoreau, October 5, 1851, A Year in Thoreau’s Journal: 1851 (New York: 
Penguin Classics, 1993), p. 251. 


