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Dedicated to all those I studied with, and fought with, and with whom I prayed: for whether in agreement, disagreement, hostility or accord, they were the course of study to be passed through on the way to liberation and personal freedom.

And to G.I. Gurdjieff, who provided the means.




It was the very essence of Gurdjieff’s teaching that the pupil must stand on his own feet and he took every measure, sometimes apparently harsh and brutal, to break down any tendency towards dependence upon himself. He would go to the length of depriving himself of much-needed helpers in his work rather than allow a relationship of dependence, or subordination. At the same time, he took for granted that a teacher is necessary and made it clear why this is so. No man can work alone until he knows himself, and no one can know himself until he can be separate from his own egoism. The teacher is always needed to apply the knife, to sever the true from the false, but he can never work for his pupil, nor understand for him, nor be for him. We must work, and understand, and be, for ourselves.

J.G. Bennett from TALKS ON BEELZEBUB’S TALES, page 14


PROLOGUE

This is the story of my discovery of the Gurdjieff work—the most powerful, effective and meaningful system of esoteric teaching ever to come to the West. It is also the story of my search for someone who could pass on to me Gurdjieff’s powerful method of self-development, who could teach it in the way that he had intended it to be taught.

Freedom. To be free. Inside myself. Freedom—and all that it means to me—is what ultimately brought me to the door of the Gurdjieff work. When I began my search, it was an idea that seemed to imply a possibility that nothing in life could answer. And although I was trapped in life, there was a part of me that yearned for something that would set me free. Now, having searched for, and found, an answer of my own to the question of inner freedom, my meaning of freedom is simply this: to know why I am here, and what I was intended for.

I have pondered for a long time the mission of Gurdjieff’s “Fourth Way” teaching because I need to understand the obligation I have assumed by practicing his ideas. I had begun to do this work from my own egoistic needs, but Gurdjieff had said, “You must first be out and out egoist before you can become altruist.” Although I can see the egoistic side, my experiences in the work have not answered the question of what the altruistic side means, especially since the Gurdjieff work, as it is today, has no intention of taking its place in the world.

But before I can properly tell my story, I ought to address one obvious question: Who exactly was Gurdjieff? He was, and remains today, a mysterious figure. Perhaps this is so because he was on a higher level than we are, and we are unable to judge—or even see—anyone who is on a higher level than ourselves. And Gurdjieff was many steps removed from the platform on which the rest of his disciples stood.

He was born in the Caucasus, and raised in the city of Kars, a melting pot of Christian and non-Christian races. Gurdjieff’s question, the ‘idee fixe’ of his inner world, that arose in his mind in early youth, was this: What is the sense and significance of life on the earth in general and of human life in particular? While still a young man his travels took him to Persia, Turkestan, Tibet, India, the Gobi desert and Egypt, in an unremitting search for a “real and universal knowledge.” His travels in search of hidden knowledge carried him deeper and deeper into Asia, and eventually led him to a source of wisdom in which others before him had also been initiated.

Gurdjieff was unusual not only because he was able to weld a diversity of esoteric disciplines into a single method, but because the method that he conceived was tailored for the West. To participate in an Eastern teaching, with which the West has been fairly inundated, the student must change their garment of culture and memorize a lexicon of foreign words and prayers. But in Gurdjieff’s method, the essential work of translation had already been done—by Gurdjieff. He was able to make his ideas palatable to the psychologically and scientifically oriented Westerner who was suspicious of anything that hinted of religion or dogma. The religious and spiritual sources of his method were therefore well hidden, and the true meaning and purpose of his “Work”—as he called it—had to be discovered privately and individually by the seeker. If the student could not find his way for himself, he soon became another “rat for my experiments,” as Gurdjieff liked to boast, for he had his own mission, of which he never spoke.

Gurdjieff did not become a visible presence until around 1912, when he appeared in St. Petersburg, surrounded by students. It was soon after that P.D. Ouspensky met Gurdjieff, having searched on his own for esoteric knowledge. Ouspensky was a Russian journalist who meticulously recorded the teaching as Gurdjieff gave it during the early years in Russia, and on the long flight from Russia to the West.

The First World War obliterated Gurdjieff’s plans to found an institute in Russia. His flight from Russia to the West is recorded in Thomas de Hartmann’s Our Life with Mr. Gurdjieff, the most heartfelt of all the books about Gurdjieff.

Together with his band of pilgrims, Gurdjieff founded his Institute for the Harmonious Development of Man at the Chateau du Prieure, near Fontainebleau, in 1922. He would devote the rest of his life to bringing to the West what he had discovered in the East. To do this he created an exact language and, with de Hartmann as his amanuensis, produced the haunting melodies needed for his movements, the sacred dances he had observed in the temples of the East, and that he had reformulated for the purposes of his teaching.

These movements, more than any other method, conveyed by direct experience what Gurdjieff meant by “balancing the centers.” He contended that we were not normal because our emotional, mental and physical centers were not in accord, for the reason that they had not been properly educated and trained. The movements, although they could not be called sacred dances as practiced by his pupils, did impart a feeling of spirituality that words by themselves could not convey. These were not only an embodiment of the Work in action, but proof of its result.

His Russian pupils were joined by members of the English nobility, as well as English and American writers, artists, and intellectuals. These were his earliest students. Gurdjieff was concerned to make his ideas and his presence known to the West. He had come on a mission, as a “Herald of the Coming Good,” the title of the one book he issued in his lifetime. Among his early pupils, in addition to Ouspensky, who was already a famous writer in Russia, and Thomas de Hartmann, the composer, also famous in Russia, were Alexandre de Salzmann, an artist and stage designer; his wife Jeanne, a dancer; and A.R. Orage, the editor of The New Age, whom George Bernard Shaw had called the world’s best living editor. Orage not only assisted in the translation of Gurdjieff’s monumental work, All and Everything: Beelzebub’s Tales to His Grandson, but it is questionable whether that work would have achieved its final, completed form without his assistance. There were also Jane Heap and Margaret Anderson, artist and writer, who together edited The Little Review, the most influential literary magazine of its time. Other writers of significance who would spread the ideas were Kathryn Hulme, Fritz Peters, and Jean Toomer.

In books, articles and letters, Katherine Mansfield, Olgivanna Lloyd Wright, Fritz Peters, Jean Toomer and others have given us first-hand reports of life at the Prieure, where the relationships of the people were imbued with brotherly love. No one has satisfactorily explained how and why this quality became lost among subsequent groups, and particularly among those to whom he entrusted his work before he died, and who later established the Gurdjieff Foundation in his name.

Ouspensky’s In Search of the Miraculous, published in 1949, is a monumental treatise on the teaching that was instrumental in attracting countless young people into the work during the consciousness-raising sixties. Although the work had gone through a fallow period prior to this, those that Gurdjieff had trained, as well as many who had not been trained, were now in a position to pass on the teaching to a new and eager generation of seekers.

The Gurdjieff teaching soon became known as the Fourth Way, in contradistinction to the ways of the fakir, the yogi and the monk, which were each concentrated on only one of the three centers of man; the fakir being the way of bodily discipline and control, the yogi being the training of the mind, and the monk that of the heart. The Fourth Way incorporated all of these, and on its Way one had but to swallow a pill. That pill, that proved to be too bitter for most, was Conscious Labor and Intentional Suffering. “I teach these two things only,” Gurdjieff had said, but if we could understand that—and it could only be understood through our own effort and earned experience—we would also understand, in his words, “That when it rains, the streets get wet.”

But what exactly did Gurdjieff mean by Conscious Labor and Intentional Suffering? No two people have ever given an identical answer or formulation for the reason that, like all of Gurdjieff’s ideas, our understanding is dependent on our effort and experience, as well as the level of our own being. Conscious labor quite obviously called for an effort we were not accustomed to make in our ordinary (un-normal) lives, for the reason that we were still asleep, according to Gurdjieff. Intentional Suffering, equally, could not occur when our Conscience had not been awakened. The two aspects of the formulation were correlated because Consciousness and Conscience could not be separated.

There are now countless “fourth way” methods in life, all of them partial and incomplete, and all of them borrowing, if not stealing directly from Gurdjieff, who has also exercised a great, abiding influence on many of the Eastern gurus who have followed in his footsteps. But I doubt that Gurdjieff would have been disappointed by any of this. On the contrary, I believe he would have considered it proof that his mission was being accomplished. He once stated that All and Everything would be read from the pulpit one day, and that modern myths would be concocted based on a partial understanding of his book. Today we see more than one Christian order of monks and nuns writing books and practicing the ideas embodied in Gurdjieff’s Enneagram. His work has entered the marketplace, as well as the church, with more than one major industry putting ideas of his into training programs for their employees. EST, Arica, The Diamond Path, to name a few of those who, in many instances, would have had no basis for existence had it not been for Gurdjieff. His yeast is alive, and the bread is rising in unexpected places, and with unexpected results; and we may never know the ultimate result, except to believe that it will be beneficent.

Unfortunately, those who have clung to the old form of the Work, deifying Gurdjieff or the current leaders of the Foundation, seem to have forgotten their original aim.

If Gurdjieff did not share his mission with his students and disciples he did share his method, which he handed out piecemeal, for he needed their participation for his own advancement, and he resisted any attempt to systematize his ideas, for good reason. In countless ways, he urged and prodded his followers to experience themselves in new ways, for only then could they begin to see themselves as they were, as opposed to their imagined pictures of themselves. It soon became evident that his teaching was based on a spiritual psychology, and although self-knowledge was not its end, it was certainly the means: the first stage in self-development and the beginning of man’s awakening from sleep.

While his students studied themselves, he was studying them, for if the West was to change—become spiritualized, as it would have to do in order for the world to survive—it would have to have a “change of mind”, and for this to be possible it would have to know itself. Gurdjieff was a student of the human psyche as no one before him had been, but this knowledge was only a means to an end, and the end was for a purpose that individually we would have to find for ourselves. And that of course was the point: to find in the work what we needed for our lives, just as he had found what he needed for his life, and in that discovery and achievement had provided us with an unheard of possibility.

Whatever may occur to the form he left us—that was ever in transition while he lived—his ideas and his example remain pure and will always be available for those who seek it, both in his books, where it is permanently preserved, and in whatever real groups that may survive.


I

THE GURDJIEFF FOUNDATION


CHAPTER ONE

The year was 1960, and now, with college behind me, the Army behind me, and a brief flirtation with Europe—where I thought I would settle and live—also behind me, I moved to San Francisco to resume my apprenticeship as a writer.

One of the friends I made there, also a budding writer, was Jacob (Jerry) Needleman. I had just compiled a bibliography of William Saroyan that was about to be published. Oyez, a new, small press in the Bay Area had approached me to do a series of portraits and checklists of some of the new San Francisco poets. Apparently, a poetry renaissance had begun, but the only poetry I had read was in college, and though I had been moved by the poetry of Yeats, and some of the poems of Eliot and Wilfred Owen, as well as A.E. Housman, I could make no sense of Hart Crane and Wallace Stevens, and most of the other American poets we were given to read.

During the 60s everyone was riding on a wave of cosmic energy, and ironically, as it turned out, I rode out on the Wave of Poetry, and very mysteriously became a poet myself, when poetry was the last kind of writing I had wanted to do.

Jerry, in the meantime, was writing short stories, and one day decided to produce a literary magazine. I would be his coeditor. He swore me to secrecy on the title, Poor Old Tired Horse. He was so convinced of its merit that he was certain the title would be stolen if word got out. “We need a manifesto,” he declared. I put a sheet of clean paper in the typewriter, and presto, with no more than a word or two about the direction we were to go in, I produced “a perfect piece of work,” according to Jerry, who from that day on was convinced I was a natural writer, born to the trade. I returned the compliment by stealing a line from one of his short stories for my description of the Beat poet, David Meltzer, for the first monograph I would publish with Oyez. When Jerry’s wife, Carla Needleman, read the booklet I presented them with (having received ten complimentary copies, and a $50.00 advance, my first earnings as a writer), she said, “You’ve been hiding your light under a bushel.”

Carla had been married before, and the large photograph of Gurdjieff that highlighted their library had come from her former husband. I didn’t have to be told that Gurdjieff was Armenian (mother Armenian, father Greek). But although he looked like one of several types I was familiar with, there was nevertheless something about the suffering in his face that was not like the suffering in the faces of all the other old Armenians I knew.

Carla said he was a mystic philosopher. It was never clear to me if Carla’s former husband knew Gurdjieff, or had simply studied his ideas, but it was clear that Gurdjieff was someone who had played an important part in their lives. It never occurred to me that he might be a part of their lives still.

I was struck by Gurdjieff’s bald head, that had been shaved clean, and the sad eyes, completely lacking in self-pity. The bald head and large mustache suggested a Magus, but that may have only been an affected appearance or pose to hide something else. The Oriental mind, as I well knew, never moved directly at its target. He had been photographed in his undershirt, with the top button showing. This didn’t surprise me, as my own father often walked around, both inside the house, and outside, when wandering through or working in his garden, barefooted and in his B.V.D.s. It made me wonder if Gurdjieff had not also come from peasant stock.

At Fields Bookstore in San Francisco, where I often went to search for books for my William Saroyan collection, I was handed a mimeo newsletter that Mr. Fields asked me to deliver to Saroyan the next time I went to Fresno. The request didn’t surprise me because Mr. Fields had published a limited edition of one of Saroyan’s books back in the thirties. I assumed they were friends. But I didn’t know until I delivered the envelope that the newsletter had to do with Gurdjieff, and it would be years before I would learn that Fields Bookstore was a point of connection for people in the work.

Saroyan and I decided Gurdjieff was a charlatan, though how we came to this conclusion I can’t imagine now. Having recently reread Saroyan’s letters to me I find that I had been reading Gurdjieff at that time, or perhaps shortly after, and that his work had struck something in me. I had forgotten this, perhaps because it hadn’t taken me anywhere at the time, and being absorbed by my own work I found his writings disturbing or distracting, because I was certain of only one thing at that time: I wanted to be a writer.

It wasn’t long after this that my sister, who was much closer to the Needlemans than I was, joined a Gurdjieff group in the Bay Area, and it was only then that I learned that Jerry and Carla were also in the work. I was about to leave San Francisco, and it would be many years before I would see the Needlemans again, and under very different circumstances than those that first brought us together.

The book I wrote next would be titled Homage to Adana, after my father’s birthplace. I had already begun my own small press, that I had named after the region of Cilicia, once a notable Armenian kingdom, when Adana was its capitol city. But the “homage” was not strictly speaking to Adana or the old country, but rather to the men and women who had transplanted old values in this new land, and had placed my heritage in front of me as a boy, that I had inherited at my birth, but that I was only now beginning to come to terms with.

All my life the existence of my people, as well as my place in their midst, had puzzled me, even at times tormented me, because their suffering had occurred elsewhere, in another world and time, that they could not forget but that I did not want to learn about. My mother had been the sole survivor of her family of the attempted genocide of the Armenian nation by the Turks during the First World War.

Like all those of my generation, I came into myself very late, which meant that I would come to my work late, my marriage late, and the meaning of my life very, very late.

I had blamed my unhappiness on my birthplace—Racine, Wisconsin—but as I began to move out and inhabit a larger world, a world I was sure I needed, I found myself, from the very beginning—for I had left at the age of twenty—needing to return to continue my search for something I could neither name nor understand. Something had been deposited there, some secret mystery, to which I must return again and again if I was to fathom the meaning of my existence on Earth. This I knew, and this was all I knew, but I knew it with such instinctive certainty that nothing could prevent me from my search, even though I knew I was working in the dark.

Finally, with the writing of the poems that became Homage to Adana I began to sense a movement, and I realized I was directing that movement, and that at last my search had acquired an intelligence and a purpose.

I had to recover my life before I could inherit it. This was the burden of my writing. This was the life I was finding in these poems, and to my surprise I began to see patterns that I had never known were there.

From an early age I knew that I required guides, examples, some intelligent outer force that could show me, even move me in a direction that was meaningful. My spirit cried out for something more than I had seen and been given, or could ever expect to receive. But what that was I couldn’t know. Had I known it was simply my birthright that I was seeking I could have dropped the rancor and resentment.

Homage to Adana gave my life a direction it had lacked before. I had not only found my voice as a writer, but I had—though I didn’t know it at the time—prepared the ground in my search for a teaching, for what I had discovered that I hadn’t yet put a name to—work on myself—was manifest in a teaching, and specifically for me, the Gurdjieff teaching.

No doubt because I was ready, Carlos Castaneda’s The Teachings of Don Juan fell into my hands. If Theodore Dreiser’s The Stoic had put me on my path, Don Juan made it possible for me stay on the path I was on, although in the long view—that is much more apparent to me now—it was just another step on the endless Path that I had entered with this birth. But as yet I hadn’t known that I was either on or searching for a spiritual path or direction, or for that matter that the deliverance to another dimension of reality was even possible. But here was a book that opened onto a world I had never suspected was there. I did not, in one quick leap, go from tunnel vision to clear sight, but I was aware, almost instantly, that the world I had been living in was not enough, that there were worlds within worlds within worlds, and it was clear that I had encountered very few of these worlds in my short life. Don Juan moved comfortably between worlds because he was at home in both. This seemed miraculous to me, and years later I would know why, for Gurdjieff had said that the manifestation of the laws of one cosmos in another cosmos constitute what we call a miracle. Don Juan was such a miracle for me.

Most of my life—certainly all of adult life—I had been consumed with the need for fame. Fame was to be my ticket to the larger world I was seeking, my entry card, the proof-positive of my arrival. It would also validate me, the son of immigrant parents, and certify me American, artist, citizen of the world. But I had another side to me that I didn’t see nearly as clearly, that would not accept anything from the outside, a side that was determined to make life as difficult as possible, to seek discomfort the moment comfort appeared, a side that would never be relaxed or at home anywhere, a side that knew that this Earth was not home and would never be home. Gurdjieff had also said that every stick has two ends, and that life’s two-sided stick appears in all things, including the inner life of man. I could understand that the law of opposites was absolute, but what I did not see, for myself, was which end of the stick I was holding at any given time—or even which end I wished to grasp.

What I did understand of all this was that I had just had my first flirtation with fame. Through my press I had edited and published an anthology of twenty Fresno poets. Up until this time it had always been assumed that New York was the proper arbiter and judge of things literary. At best, magazines or journals were produced in the hinterland, but with their sights clearly aimed at mecca. But Fresno was rife with poets, and when one of them suggested that my press produce a journal, I suggested an anthology instead. There were poets everywhere, all waiting to break into the big time, and here was a new opportunity, because what my anthology—Down at the Santa Fe Depot: 20 Fresno Poets—really heralded was a celebration of place and time and people, all of whom were as valid as anyone, anywhere.

The book was so successful among the literati, both nationally and locally, that I was on the verge of becoming a local celebrity. Within two months of the book’s publication, and after I had produced a second printing, I left Fresno, never to return. This effectively ended my long relationship with Saroyan, who never forgave me my departure. I had wanted to tell him, but couldn’t, that my brush with fame had had a shrinking effect on me—instead of an enlarging one. I had felt pigeon-holed, marked down and defined, and anything—even total obscurity—would have been better than that.

If this was not what I wanted, what was it then that I was seeking? Did I know, did I even know to ask? A failed marriage behind me, Fresno behind me, the Armenians presumably behind me, wherefore and to what was I headed? I didn’t know. I was taking the next step, and the next step was the Berkshires in Massachusetts, where I soon began writing the poems that would become the book, Looking Over Hills.

Although I didn’t know it at the time, I had to leave everything behind before it would be possible for something completely new to appear. And this newness was ostensibly only a change in my poetry—from people to nature, from outer to inner. I didn’t see it as a progression because what I was confronted with was so much bigger, that I could see nothing but it. There was a declaration behind the vision that produced the poems, which were poems about the invisible, interconnected fabric of the universe and life, and what I not only sensed but knew, was this: I have become a channel, a radio that can transmit messages between stations, but this “glory” is not mine, it is temporary, and nothing of its quality will accrue to me if I leave it at that; that is, if I accept this and do not take a step beyond this, into a dimension where I can make something that is mine, and that will not, can not be taken away.

I knew that this glory or attunement that I was feeling, although temporary and belonging to the poet, not to me, could be permanently achieved if I could put aside my attachment to being the poet and work to make this state of raised consciousness a permanent reality. Surely this is what Don Juan had been speaking about, and this is what the apprentice, Castaneda, had been seeking.


CHAPTER TWO

It has taken me a very long time to understand that we can never know more than the next step, with the ledge we are standing on being the step already taken. But about this one step we are able to be relatively certain. And we can only know it by feeling. We must trust our hearts.

Somewhere in Castaneda, he speaks of the leap into the abyss. In a sense, every step we make is that, but some more dramatic—more important and urgent—than others. On the step we are on we incorporate what we have understood, which must then be actualized. The previous step is a preparation for the one that will follow. We are stopped—if we are—by thinking in terms of conclusions or results, instead of seeing that our life is a series of steps, the outcome of which is unknown to us because we neither know where we came from nor where we are going.

I was about to make two successive steps, both of which I had prepared for, but in totally different ways.

Something in me knew that my work with the Armenians was not over, that a great deal of psychological material had to be put in order. Homage to Adana had revealed this, and in doing so had pointed me in a direction. Ararat, an Armenian-American literary magazine, where I had published many of my early poems, was about to lose its editor, and applications were being taken. Shortly after finishing Looking Over Hills I drove down to New York to apply for the job, which meant meeting with the assistant editors and the publisher, and presenting a verbal proposal. I was very eager to have the job, and I was both passionate and persuasive during the interview. I made a number of promises: I would introduce photographic covers, institute a series of oral tape recordings of the survivors of the Massacres, travel to Armenia for a special issue, and do special issues, as well, on Arshille Gorky and General Antranik. And I would double the circulation and bring the magazine back on schedule.

I was given the job.

The next step was far more decisive and important. I was about to meet the woman who would become my wife and partner, as well as my best friend. Years later, my teacher would say that the reason our marriage was so successful was that we had married with our heads. It put me in mind then, as it does now, of my first marriage, which was as different from my second marriage as day is to night. Although I knew by the time the first marriage ended that it never could have survived, no matter what effort either of us would have made, I also knew that because I was much older than she, that the fault for its dissolution, as well as our uniting, had to fall to me. In my heart and mind I took full responsibility for its failure, and I suffered not only that but all the unhappiness I had caused her. For two weeks I hardly moved from my chair, while I absorbed with full cognizance and responsibility the pain and harm I had inflicted on her, putting aside as completely as I could, my own anguish and sorrow.

The first call I made from the office of my new job with Ararat was to Nonny Hogrogian. I had known and admired her illustrative work for some years, and I wanted not only to have her work for the magazine, to which she had contributed in the past, but I also wanted her to do the cover for Homage to Adana.

Like me she had trouble working for and with the Armenians. She refused, by apologizing for her busy schedule and claiming a current deadline. She recommended another Armenian artist and hung up. But before I could dial the other number, she called back. She apologized again, this time for her brusqueness, and asked if I would send her my manuscript. She explained later that she had felt she had been rude in not asking to at least see my work. She failed to tell me that she had admired my poetry and had clipped one of my poems from a magazine and pinned it to her walk.

We met within a fortnight at a reception that was given by the board of Ararat to introduce me as their new editor. She said she was very taken with my book of poems and wanted to illustrate the cover. She would call me when it was done. I told her how much I admired her book of Armenian folk tales, but I did not tell her that I had been intrigued by the book into wishing to meet the artist. I didn’t know that she felt the same way about me.

She had also been taken by my boisterous self-confidence, I had told her that Homage to Adana was a great book, believing that that made up for the fact that I couldn’t pay her. She understood all this without either of us saying a word about it. We both had hidden motives.

When she called to tell me that the art work was ready, she invited me to stay for lunch. She had made a special soup, that she nearly ruined in her nervousness by watering it down for fear it would not be enough—she rightly assumed that a hearty appetite went with my inflated self-importance. I brought two bottles of California riesling, which complemented—in my vanity—my corduroy coat and stetson.

As she liked to tell the story, my first question in the door was, “How old are you, and how come you never married?”

“Thirty-seven,” she had answered, “and I plan to—soon!” I waited until I was seated before I asked her her sun sign. When she told me, I said, “It will never work, my first wife was a Taurus.”

She wrote the next day—I had moved my office to Westport—that she had cancer rising, “Will that help?”

I consulted my sister Virginia, the expert, and wrote back that it made a big difference.

Thirty days later we were married, on the very day following the completion of her deadline. She had told the truth.

I had never been with an Armenian woman before. The Armenian community I had been raised in was so tightly-knit that I had thought of the Armenian girls as sisters, and I had regarded mating with them a form of incest. But there was more to it than that. Nonny was my equal, and in the past I had only been attracted to women who were passive and shy to the point of being mousy.

I didn’t understand at the time that our relationship had been made possible by the suffering I had been through over the failure of my first marriage. It would be years before I would understand how and why this was so. What I had known instinctively—that had never actually touched my consciousness—was that by standing in front of my life and seeing myself as 1 was had the effect of—in this case—maturing me.

This seeing, if rightly conducted, could be transformative. I had been lucky so far, but if my luck was to continue I would need to be joined to a real teaching.

We moved to New Hampshire and began our life together. In the month that we were alone in New York, while Nonny finished the etchings for her book of tales from Grimm, I wrote what would become the first section of The Nonny Poems. My art was growing and changing with each book because it followed the changing experiences in my life. There was a movement from past to present that interested me, and now, with these new poems, I was deliberately attempting to make poems out of the lived moment in its occurrence, which I attempted to transmute for the page into a living work of art. It was one thing to rearrange the past in tranquility, with time, experience and acquired understanding being the arbiter, and quite another to see the beauty in the hour and to hold it fast on the page in an indestructible work of art.

The writing of these poems also evoked in me a tension and pull between the past and the present—between the needs of the moment and the unfulfilled requirements of the past.

At the same time, I was moving ahead with my first issue of Ararat, and Nonny had become my art director.

Our days were active and full and happy. We had scraped together enough money to make a down payment on a house in what felt like the wilderness. We were up a dirt road, protected by an area reserved for forestation, with no other home in sight. Except for occasional hikers on the Appalachian Trail, that circled our back yard and went by our home, we had complete privacy. After years of city living we both craved a period of isolation from the noise and clamor of city life.

My aim to find a teacher or teaching kept nagging at me. Despite the fullness of my life—or perhaps because of it—I felt that something was missing, that my spiritual nature, so long denied, had surfaced and was begging to be attended to. But I had no idea how or where to begin. My problem was compounded by Nonny’s suspicions, as well as her doubts, for whenever the subject came up she would challenge it by saying that our life was good and satisfying as it was. Like me, she had been anti-religious all of her life. She had felt threatened by my need for something “spiritual” in my life. With her marriage she had felt fulfilled as a woman, at last. She had already experienced a measure of fame as a children’s book illustrator, and this had meant nothing to her beyond an opportunity to exercise her artistic gifts, for she had known from around the age of five that she wanted to be—was in fact—an artist. She derived as much pleasure from cooking as from art work, and even preferred it to doing books because there was no pressure, no reward or punishment, no career hanging over her head. She took to gardening with the same intensity and passion, and in a very short time she became a good gardener as well.

All this seemed to satisfy her. She had already been a liberated woman, which she also took for granted. What mattered was being married. She also hoped to be a mother.

Much later she would look back on this time and say that her life was standing in the way of her life. But at the moment everything seemed perfect.

Her indifference to fame was unable to provide an example for me. I needed fame to replace the self-confidence that the circumstances of my life had cheated me of, for I had always felt that the Armenians in the community in which I was raised were backward, and that the factory town that engulfed that community was equally, in its own way, behind the times. I wasn’t aware then that fame would also have the effect of providing the approval I had never received from my father.

It was becoming obvious that my pull toward something more than ordinary life could provide was being held up by my wish for its very opposite: instead of reality, I was unconsciously seeking an illusion or appearance of something from the outside in order to replace what was missing on the inside.

What happened next helped bring both of us closer to the truth of our existence. Our experiences, although strangely opposite, were moving us toward the same conclusion, as well as toward a new resolve.

Macmillan, for whom I had edited two contemporary American poetry anthologies, had accepted The Nonny Poems for publication. I felt that I had made it at last. A big part of me had never wanted anything more than this, a fixed and permanent place in the literary world. But now that it seemed to be coming true, I saw that it was meaningless in terms of a deeper need, that seemed to grow as the superficial need became realized. How could I know what I needed if I couldn’t even achieve what I thought I wanted? If only the deeper part of me had a voice and could speak, and somehow provide a direction out of the labyrinth my assumed life had been weaving for me.

Once, on one of the long walks I had taken with Saroyan, he stopped in the street to make a point. It was a moment that had remained forever etched in my memory. We had been talking about writing, and he had said that the previous winter he had set himself the program of working on several projects simultaneously, just as he had done when he was “new to the game. Thirty years ago, exactly,” he said, “and so it was time to test myself again, to see where I stood.”

We continued walking while he explained that he had pulled it off, writing a story a day for a fixed period, as well as a preface for each of the earlier stories that had made his name. At the same time, he also wrote a play. Therefore, he concluded, “I still knew I had it.” As we went on with our walk I tried to consider what it was he thought he still had. And then, from somewhere deep inside of me, a place as incorruptible as conscience, a voice said, in answer to Saroyan’s assessment, “Is that all you understand?”

But what did the voice mean? I knew the truth of it at once, but with all of me—I had thought—I wanted to be everything that Saroyan was, a writer who could produce, who had become world famous, who could travel, and with two or three homes around the world. And money. I had nothing to show for my life at that time but a small unknown book of poems. But to my great surprise, something inside of me had mysteriously rejected all that I aspired to on the outside. The memory of that day had never left me.

Nonny had developed a lump on one of her breasts that she had been assured was benign, but one day, about one and half years after we were married, while examining herself, she noted a slight change in its composition. Our doctor wanted to perform the biopsy while she was under anaesthesia. If it proved to be malignant, he would perform a mastectomy.

The suspense was hideous, even though we agreed that for her own piece of mind it was just as well she didn’t know ahead of time. She would come out of the operating room unscathed, or with a deformed body and a possible death sentence hanging over her head.

I wandered the grounds of Mary Hitchcock hospital in Hanover, unable to do anything but walk, in a need to use some part of myself other than my mind. It felt to me as if the world had become a very unfamiliar place. I was suddenly alone inside my skin, and frightened, with nothing recognizable to turn to, to look at, or to find a relation with. I was sinking into a void, with nothing to think about or to hold on to. I couldn’t remember what my life meant anymore. I saw that I was defenseless, at the complete mercy of circumstances and conditions I could neither understand nor change.

All I wanted was her safety and her health. With each hour that went by I knew I was moving closer and closer to what I didn’t want to face. At last I was called in to see the doctor. He told me what I knew I was going to hear, that her breast had been removed, along with her lymph nodes. “There is no sign that the cancer has spread. The prognosis is good.”

I stared at him. I didn’t know that I was in shock. I was aware of my body heaving before I realized that I was sobbing uncontrollably. The doctor got up from his chair. I still hadn’t spoken. He mumbled something about my needing to be alone, and hurriedly left.

I didn’t get up from my chair until I had control over my body. I went out into the lobby and waited to be told what room they would be taking Nonny to.

On the day I brought her home from the hospital Nonny took off her bandages and made me look at her scar. “It doesn’t matter,” I said, but I couldn’t stop her crying. I knew what she was feeling: we had been married such a short time, and now this. But it made no difference to me; if anything I treasured her even more for feeling I might have lost her, and from knowing, too, that I might lose her still.

A long time went by before we were able to talk about our fears and concerns for each other and the future. She had taken a different interest now in my need for spiritual answers to our questions about life. One day she told me that when she had come out of the anaesthesia, and had instinctively reached her hand up to her chest—and in the instant realized what had happened—a voice inside her said, “This isn’t it, this isn’t what my life is about.”

I told her then about my experience with Saroyan. “Something knows when nothing else does,” she said. “We have to learn to listen more carefully from now on.”


CHAPTER THREE

The following year we moved from New Hampshire to upstate New York, Shortly after our move I found a copy of The Fiery Fountains by Margaret Anderson. I didn’t know when I began reading it that she had been a student of Gurdjieff’s. I had known of her, as I had known of Jane Heap, as co-editors of the famous literary magazine, “The Little Review.” I had never been able to get my hands on her own record of that period, that she had recorded in My Thirty Years War, but I was hoping this book would put me in touch with that period and its history.

Instead of that, I found the Gurdjieff work. Her book was more about Gurdjieff and his teaching then about her literary life. Or rather, what she had to say about herself and her activities seemed terribly unimportant—even to her—once she met the teaching.

Why, I asked myself now, had I not gone back and reread Gurdjieff? Had I been put off by the people in the work that I had met through my sister in Berkeley, Warwick and Santa Fe, the various places she had been in groups? What I had not seen in all these people, what I could not have seen, of course, was Gurdjieff himself, the man. But Margaret Anderson had brought him alive for me—his teaching, his relation to his pupils and, finally, his presence and his being.

I was also deeply moved by Jane Heap’s letters that were quoted throughout the book. Serious, compassionate and wise, their sincerity was beyond anything I had encountered in my readings in literature. They seemed to open a door into another world, and standing in that doorway was Gurdjieff.

For some reason, I didn’t tell Nonny about the book. Soon after I finished reading it we had the Hausmans over for dinner. Gerry Hausman and I had started our careers as poets together, publishing our poems in a joint pamphlet that we followed with readings in Las Vegas and Santa Fe, New Mexico. It was the Hausmans who had given me the copy of Don Juan, and I knew that Gerry had had a passing interest in Gurdjieff. He had once read Thomas de Hartmann’s, Our Life with Mr. Gurdjieff. In describing the book he seemed to remember best that Gurdjieff had made them pound rocks, and then had taken them over a mountain pass without provisions or proper clothing. He shook his head in disbelief. His interest in Gurdjieff, I knew, had ended there.

Nonny had heard us talking about the Margaret Anderson book, and the next day she picked it up and read it without saying anything to me. When she had finished it she confessed that she had been intrigued and also jealous when she overheard me telling Gerry about the book. “You were so passionate about it, and I couldn’t understand why you had never mentioned it to me.”

“Well, I hadn’t planned not to,” I said, and laughed, “but anyhow, it worked. So what did you think?”

“I loved it! I didn’t know that all this spiritual stuff was going to be like this.”

From that day forward we read all the books we could find on Gurdjieff and his teaching. Nonny told me now that in the past, when my sister and I talked about Gurdjieff her ears would perk up, but that none of the other teachings we talked about interested her. “All those different costumes...but I just read where Gurdjieff said his work had to take place in life. I like that. It makes sense. We don’t have to change our religion....”

“No, in fact, in one of his lectures he says something about our conscience being connected to our religion. Or does he say faith? Anyhow, what he’s saying is that if you take a man’s religion away you take his faith away, and if you do that you deprive him of his spiritual possibilities, because faith and conscience are inextricably connected. He also says that to outrage anybody’s religious feeling is contrary to all morality.”

A year of reading went by. We had felt for a long time that our life was changing because Gurdjieff had opened to us the possibilities inherent in our being, but so deeply submerged as to be unattainable without guidance. And yet, for all our reading, our believing, we had to admit that on the outside nothing had really changed. We confessed to different feelings, beliefs and attitudes, but ideas alone were not enough. I felt no more free than before, and my relations with people really hadn’t changed. If I was practicing the ideas at all, I was doing so in conjunction with discoveries I was making on my own, which meant that I was lacking direction from the outside, from a trained observer, someone who could see and clear my own path enough for me to begin to venture on it in earnest. The Path was an intriguing idea, but I had to admit that after a year of reading I was no closer to being on my path then I had been before I met these ideas.

Gurdjieff seemed to put a special emphasis on two things in his writings: the awakening of conscience, and remorse. I knew from my own experience that when conscience is awakened the truth of one’s actions was clear and irrefutable, and one had no choice but to accept oneself as one was—or at least had been in that situation. Conscience had a way of removing all of our buffers at once, and as Gurdjieff had said, we could then see our contradictions. It was our psychological buffers that kept us from seeing these contradictions.

He seemed also to be saying that we could experience remorse through and by our own efforts. Jane Heap had said that half of our waking life should be spent in pondering.

Although she had not explained how this was to be done, I remembered that in the Bible, Mary had pondered with her heart. This told me that one had to have a feeling for one’s life, and a belief that it was possible to know, instinctively, what was needed if one could trust one’s deepest feelings, and that by pondering one could reach those feelings.

I began to practice this, and whenever I came to something that either puzzled me or that I had a feeling for, I would ponder it. As a result of this, and with Nonny’s help and with the insights into my character that had resulted from my work as a writer, I began to detect a pattern in my life that had resulted because of my difficulties with my father. Never having received his approval, or so it had always seemed to me, I found myself being both competitive and often combative with other men. What I seemed to be fighting for was something I felt I should have received earlier, and that I needed now as compensation. I wasn’t able to get a handle on the convoluted nature of all this until I perceived one day that with all men I had one of two relations: either they were my father, and I was seeking to extract something from them that he hadn’t given me, or I became the father (often to male friends much younger than myself) and became ultimately disappointed in them, as I felt I was to my father. In either case, I saw that my method of dealing with men was neurotic, and was one of the things that spoiled my life.

By constantly facing this in myself, and observing its occurrence, it began to change by itself. As a result I began to realize that in a school, where we would be regarded as broken and damaged machines in need of repair, this kind of work, in controlled circumstances, with a guide or guides who knew their way through the territory, one could make quicker strides than we were able to make alone.

We began to feel at one and the same time that we needed to find a group to work with.

Our desperation was matched by our reluctance to seek help. As artists we had always worked alone and for ourselves. Our work was our joy and salvation, and the only purpose we had found in life. That and our marriage and families. Until Gurdjieff, I had always believed that man’s highest activity was art. One of the hardest things to swallow about Gurdjieff was his contempt for art in all its forms. “I was once sick man for art,” he had stated, underscoring his point. To make matters worse, he declared that there was an objective art, which he claimed was mathematical, and could produce on all people alike its intended effect. He pointed to certain cathedrals, ceremonies and architectural monuments. It became clear to me in time that his music and movements, as well as his writings, in particular, All and Everything: Beelzebub’s Tales to His Grandson, were all objective works of art.

And then there was subjective art, the stuff that we were making. As difficult as it was to accept his verdict, I could see that at the very least one could not justify one’s life through one’s art alone. I had to admit that all the artists I knew personally had been failures as human beings. This did not mean that the two were synonymous, but I had begun to smell a rat long before Gurdjieff pushed it under my nose.

Jane Heap had said that the trouble with artists is that they work to perfect their art instead of themselves. I had no trouble agreeing with this, and yet it was through my art that I was trying to perfect myself. The problem, as my year of reading had begun to show me, was that my art was slowly turning into something else. My intentions in the beginning were fairly pure, but I was already consumed with the idea of fame, a career, a place in the literary firmament. I had already begun to lose my original intention.

According to the universal laws which Gurdjieff discussed at great length, and particularly the Law of Seven, shown in his diagram, the Enneagram, everything becomes its opposite in time. This was lawful because life was obliged to repeat itself endlessly—for life had no place to go, except round and round—and wasn’t this the Buddha’s message? Life was the experience that made evolution possible. Taken by itself, it didn’t lead anywhere, but if rightly understood and correctly engaged in, it could lead to a permanent change, and that change had to do with Being. The planet had a destiny, as did the individual, although it was quite doubtful that the ultimate destiny of either or each would ever be revealed to me in this lifetime. But this did not alter the truth of it, and it was clear to me that things did turn into their opposites. Gurdjieff said that this could be avoided by conscious shocks occurring at appropriate intervals. In our own case, his work was the shock we needed, but this too could run down if we didn’t take the next step.
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