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“No Eros, No Buds: The McDermott Experience;

or Teaching as Nectaring”

 “He speaks in your voice, American, and there’s

a shine in his eye that’s halfway hopeful.”  Don Delillo 

 “He was barker of stanzas, a star turn, a source of instruction. 

And the definite growth rings of genius rang in his voice.”

Seamus Heaney

“Talent may frolic and juggle; genius realizes and adds.”

      Ralph Waldo Emerson

 “Nectar, imagine it drinking electricity …”

James Joyce

It is with some trepidation that I speak about John McDermott as a teacher, not because, like Nietzsche, I find the act of speaking itself contemptuous, as the subject is already something dead in my heart. On the contrary, John McDermott is as alive in my heart today as he was when I was his student forty years ago. What I fear is that my words are but crumbs from the feast, that I cannot do anything like full justice to the glory of the man or the febrility of my experience. “Can Wisdom be put in a silver rod? / Or Love in a golden bowl?” Perhaps, as with all transformational experience, it is simply a case, as my citation of Blake’s motto from “The Book of Thel” implies, of luminous fact outrunning metaphorical adequacy. If you are allergic to panegyric, or have not been a student of John McDermott’s, or if you have known him only through episodic public performance, you will likely think my tribute to him over the top. But if you have found yourself repeatedly in his tuition, if you have eaten and slept and talked McDermott, as I and my fellow students did in the early sixties at Queens College, CUNY, you will find nothing here that you have not experienced yourself or noted to others. 

Let me say it straight out: John McDermott is a true American original, a jewel of pragmatism, and one of the last of the great American characters. He is also the most extraordinary teacher I have ever known, and I count my studying and friendship with him as one of my life’s greatest blessings. He tore the veil from my eyes when I was a young man and he remains to this day the pole-star of my mental gaze. He has been showered with awards for his teaching excellence, including the prestigious Harbison, so in hyperbolizing his teaching I am saying nothing here that has not been recognized by others. This is, however, the first opportunity I have had to lionize him in print, and I mean to take full advantage of it, if for no other reason than to thank him on behalf of the countless number of students whose lives he has so deeply touched and so profoundly enriched in more than fifty years of teaching. 

 Emerson says that “A chief event of life is the day in which we have encountered a mind that startled us by its large scope,” and what I have always found most astonishing about McDermott is the sheer breadth of his mind, the enormous reach of his vision, which is matched only by the ardency of his language and the generosity of his affections. When you first meet him he seems a “blast resistless.” There is something scintillant and glistering about his person, as if he is strung with Christmas lights which blink on and off in conversation, and in whose afterglow you find yourself beguilingly bathed. Indeed, his very head, like that of the man’s in Magritte’s “The Pleasure Principle,” seems a ball of corruscating light. You are charmed by his good humor and Rabelasian earthiness and by the sexiness of his excesses, including his nearly boundless Jumping Jack Flash energy; and then you are enthralled by his bardic brilliance and the enormity of his aesthetic presence. But these, in the phrase of Jonathan Edwards, are “mere flowers.” The deeper and fuller truth is that McDermott is the teacher you’ve been waiting for your whole life. For he is the rarest of originals – a philosopher who is both a wisdom-lover and visionary in the infernal modes of Blake and Emerson. To him, “Energy is the only life and is of the Body”; and philosophy -- a word he pronounces as if it is Greek pastry dough which is his subject, not the history of ideas or the deconstruction of texts -- is but “the bound or outward circumference of Energy.” It is, he repeatedly emphasizes, an activity of Eros, of agonistic quest for awakened selfhood. It is not a sledgehammer for killroys seduced by the illusion of technique, or the super-masculine practice of murderous analysis by logic-choppers born with knives in their head. 

For McDermott, philosophy’s environ is not a Diogenesian tub or a cork-lined Proustian bedroom or a Quinean desert landscape, but the Jamesian “world of the street,” which on his re-envisioning of the trope verges on deamscape, on the pleasure-domed world of the Id, where the only sin is limitation. Philosophy for him greekly originates in a mood of wonderment not dubiety, and the forked lightning which fills his classrooms only reemphasizes the point: philosophy, as he does it, is not for the Doubting Thomases who snivel their snivel the world over, but for the Crazy Janes for whom Love, albeit mansionly pitched in “The place of excrement,” “‘is all / Unsatisfied / That cannot take the whole / Body and soul’.” John McDermott, the Johnny Appleseed of philosophers, manures his classes with this most un-post-modernist Yeatsian wisdom, as if his teaching were a kind of gardening and as if his students were clipped buds desperately in need of recultivation. My own experience persuades me of the cogency of the gardening metaphor, having found myself repeatedly seeded, mulched, composted, weeded, irrigated, and greened by his teaching. This is the way my garden grew and yours probably also, if you found yourself, as I did, in McDermott’s green-thumbed tuition, one which gave me (and probably you also) the courage to dream beyond brown-out or what Thomas Pynchon calls the “semi-detached Sunday dead-leaf sonambulance of a dried garden.” In other words, culture as Levittown!  The garden motif is, of course, a formulating metaphor of the American experience, and McDermott’s pedagogical version of it is more Whitman than Masaccio, more Bugs Bunny than Hieronymous Bosch. 

But this is not yet the core of the attraction. It is McDermott’s incredible capacity for making relations across centuries of discussion and the boundaries of the different disciplines, and his unwonted ability to existentialize ideas in such a fashion as to make you believe that you have a real stake in the issue, that finally describes his pedagogical genius. If, as Emerson says, “transition is the attitude of power,” then McDermott is possessed of a Promethean mind of the first order. Temperamentally disinclined to view philosophy as either Lockean housekeeping or Occamite simplification, the bigger game he hunts is Geistesgeschicte, or what he methodologically prioritizes as “the culture of experience.” Ideas for him are not ab ovo constructions or the frothy afterwash of internal monologue. They are rather burgeonings from the bowels of commonplace experience; in Dewey’s understated prose, they are “native and constant,” and their upward reflection into philosophical discourse is but a secondary accretion. They exist in situ, like geological specimens, and so may be said to have a social ecology. Operationally, they are wedges into the tissue of experience, at their best enlarging angle of vision and thickening accrued meaning. Unfleshed, they become the chopped straw of effete academic discussion or conduce to refugee idealisms, such as those Dewey repeatedly broke his lance against. 

McDermott’s classrooms are theatres of ideational and existential possibility (indeed, they superbly instantiate Whitehead’s Romantic Stage of education), and are experimental laboratories of deep play, though the play is never merely carnivalesque or masturbatory. Its depth is a function of his remarkable Negative Capability and of his astonishing capacity for lush phenomenological description. Whatever the topic, he brings voluminous reading to it and a wealth of interdisciplinary wisdom, ranging from the hardest of the hard sciences to the softest, most lyrical, of the arts. As a result, there is nothing one-dimensional about his discussions, as there is nothing Johnny One-Note about his person. We may say of him what Whitman says of his America: “Here the theme is creative and has vista.” The universe of experience and discourse to which McDermott introduces his students is a technicolored Jamesian pluriverse in which there are no final solutions, only experimental probings. This radical pluralistic inheritance of McDermott’s is arguably his strongest suit as a philosopher and teacher, and it calls attention to the fact that a man of vision need not be a woolgathering monist, or what Hegel, presciently anticipating the Russian Suprematists, describes as a formlessly white “monochromatic absolute painting.” In other words, John McDermott is a Hans Hofmann, not a Kasimir Malevich!

There are, however, occasions when McDermott is so fevered that his wedgings, as if by wizardry, metamorphose into rockets, and you feel yourself, as in Plato, a feathered man transported by his spiraling metaphors into the wild blue yonder, where, as Emerson says, the air is all music and the intellect is “inebriated by nectar.” Normally a liturgical celebrant of the ordinary, this McDermott is a silver-shod starthrower, whose consciousness, slightly revising Emerson, is so “quick and strong” that it bursts over boundaries on all sides in a diapason of “immense and innumerable expansions.” But this cosmicized McDermott is no transcendental cloud-walker or “mad domine” whose head runs up into a spire. His capacity for cosmic enlargement of subjectivity attests his speculative audacity, not his propensity for skylarking or mental pirouetting. Indeed, when McDermott is on, really on, he feels to you more like a climbing vine than a rhizome; and I am reminded of the Beatles’s line that “the deeper you go the higher you fly,” which I read as but a lyrical version of the Jamesian overbelief in the umbilical connection between inner drama and cosmic destiny. I am also reminded in this context of an exquisitely McDermottesque moment in the film, “Billy Eliot,” in which the young English boy is asked what he feels like when he dances, and after analogizing himself to a bird in flight, he says simply but ecstatically: “I feel like … electricity.” Hence, the headnote from Joyce’s Ulysses, “Nectar, imagine it drinking electricity.” Perhaps I should have parodically entitled this tribute to McDermott, “E=McD2,” where E stands for electrification and McD for the Irished Dionysian coefficient of consciousness.

McDermott’s passion for ideas is so contagious that you actually find yourself caring about whether the world is a vanilla monism in which there is nothing new under the sun, or a tutti-frutti pluralism in which there are always “more things in heaven and earth Horatio than are dreamt of in your philosophy”; whether we are Cartesian egos bunkered in privacy or Deweyean clots of relational process; whether the body is Brother Ass or the Jamesian “storm-centre of all coordinates”; whether we are naturalistic tenants of earth’s household or ontological orphans or outsiders, the mere flotsam and jetsam of a shipwrecked idealism; whether existence is a Kafkaesque trial causing us to be permanently ill-at-ease, or a creatively intelligent experiment in a world consonant with the powers that we possess; whether the human journey is canopied by an Absolute or eschaton, or is an improvisational, en-route affairing, whose meaning is “ever, not quite”; whether things are Whiteheadean occasions parsable by gerunds and adverbs, or are atomic discreta, granular stuffs, notatable by definite articles and nouns; whether God is puff or bail-out, dead or eclipsed, or the ground of being, at once fascinans and tremendens; whether “His voice is of a thin silence,” or His hearing is so sunk into our deafness that, following Buber and the novelist Lawrence Durrell, “everything depends on our interpretation of the silence around us”; and so on. The personal upshot of all this is that, although no shepherd, you find yourself answering in the affirmative Touchstone’s question: “Hast any philosophy in thee, shepherd?”; meaning, as William James glosses the matter, that there is space and air in your mind so ample, so capacious, that your companions need not “gasp for breath whenever they talk with you.” 

McDermott’s is a new cosmos sensibility and he asks these questions not cynically or debunkingly, but by way of underscoring their centrality to the human condition. To the untutored, his gusto, including his carnivorous laughter (which ranges from Santa Clausian ho-ho-ho-ing to leonine roaring), is easily mistaken for Merry Prankster ego-tripping. But his tolerance of ideas at loggerheads with his own, no matter how whacky or off-beat, is well-known to his students. He repeatedly reminds them of the Jamesian wisdom that philosophic study is “the habit of always seeking an alternative … of imagining foreign states of mind”; and indeed McDermott’s intellectual tastes run so much against the grain of conventionality as to model for his students the educative value of difference, ranging from Texas maverick to New York bizarre. As he encourages originality of perception and expression, so he abhors sycophantry and copycating, especially by “trippers and askers” who take studying with him to be the same as the refusal of self-reliance. His eschewal of imitation is pure Whitman: “All I mark as my own you shall offset it with your own, / Else it were time lost listening to me.” Yet he also knows that as transfusive union is mark and criterion of love it is also the molten core of inspirational instruction. Or in the formulation of Emerson: 

“There is no teaching until the pupil is brought into the same state or principle in which you are; a transfusion takes place; he is you and you are he; then is a teaching, and by no unfriendly chance or bad company can he ever quite lose the benefit.” 

Of course, should the “he is you and you are he” so blur difference as to problematize individuation,  you have Wuthering Heights not “The Song of Myself,” pathological merger not authentic self-quickening.

But one does not yet fully appreciate McDermott as a teacher until one grasps the awesome aesthetic power of his language and person. Every class with him is a flash flood of metaphor, a meteor shower of mind, a “literary Franciscanism,” in the phrase of Roland Barthes, which “invites all words to perch, to flock, to fly off again: a marbled iridescent text … the pledge of continuous jubilation.” The room is aflame with the language of possibility, chance, edge, novelty, and risk, a language he repeatedly tells you that is most superbly instantiated in the contemporary sciences and arts and by the American experience in its most liberating aspects. But what continually impresses you is that his very person, as much as his language, is a marbled iridescence, and his very breath, you imagine, has an oxygenating effect on you. Of course, the Barthesian ornithological references to perching, flocking, and flying also recall William James’s famous account of the stream of consciousness; and they poignantly call attention to McDermott’s inheritance of the Jamesian notion of “selving” as birding, though it is the soaring eagle’s cosmic dalliances, not the fallen sparrow’s peckings at the gravel, which epitomize such “selving” for him. 

Apter still is Melville’s metaphor of a “revolving Drummond light, raying away from itself all round it – everything … lit by it.” For to be taught by McDermott is to find oneself caught in a Niagara of drainless poesy, one which, by sheer overbrimming, buds one’s “clammy cells.” The language is Keats’s, but McDermott’s radiantly alluring presence is blue-eyed American, more reminiscent of the bearded proletarian bard of Paumanok than of the boyish English chanter of odes to nightingales and grecian urns. And like Whitman, McDermott seems to side in all matters with “the roughs” or what William James calls the “undisciplinables,” having no use for snobbish occupants of ivory towers or decadent inhabitants of artificial paradises. His theme is always the body electric of the averagely goldened; and again like the good grey poet, he “project(s) landscapes … full-sized and golden,” encompasses “worlds and volumes of worlds” with “the twirl of his tongue,” and shakes his “white locks at the runaway sun.” Untranslatable to linear minds, you will not find him between his boots and his hat, although the latter have become signature accoutrements of McDermott’s Texan reincarnation. Coupled with the Billy the Kid persona he affects in public performance, the Southern-belted McDermott strikes the pose of one tough hombre. 

But his students know that this is mostly showbread: beneath the George Raft feistiness and swagger is what Whitman calls “good heart as a radical possession of habit.” It is also the key that turns all the locks to The McDermott Experience. For it is his exuberant Whitmanian generosity (“Behold I do not give lectures or a little charity, / What I give I give out of myself”), his effervescent “gracious affections,” not his urban cowboy combativeness which makes him the great teacher that he is. The whole man seems completely visible in his teaching; and indeed the whole person, as with his beloved James, is his philosophical subject. You’ll not find either one hiding behind the protective coloration of erudition or credentials, or playing possum with the dark side of his mental moon. Indeed, McDermott is the most vulnerable teacher I have ever known, and his students, plagued by their own considerable frailties, take heart in a man who is not merely open about his emotions and misdemeanors, but who also knows how to use them pedagogically in a way they find cheering and emulative. 

Whitman calls his poems “trickle drops” from his bloodstream, “sparkles from the wheel” of his soul, and no less are McDermott’s teachings exfoliations from his inner life. They are bone of his bone and flesh of his flesh, as saliently illustrated by gesture, mien, and grain of voice as by assertion, analogy, and anecdote. His students are used to professors (especially philosophy professors) who, like the Englishman G. E. Moore, can only make philosophy from the philosophy made by others, and who as a result cavalierly relegate the vagaries of the subjective life to the intellectual backwater. By contrast, McDermott’s teachings are both inherited and homemade; but it is only what “pounces unerringly on the human core” that is finally philosophically inherited and celebrated by him. William James, from whom I take this phrase, says that “a professor, in addition to his Fach, should be a ganzer Mensch.” John McDermott is, like James before him, that rare bird among college professors whose Fach is so enriched by his humanness that to see him is, as one of James’s students once said of the great man, “never to forget what it means to be alive.” 

But John McDermott is a hard card to play. What Alice James said of her brother William is equally true of McDermott: he is like quicksilver, impossible to pin down or pigeon-hole. To his students in search of The Real or Ur-McDermott, he seems uncatchable, forever falling through the interstices in the linguistic nets thrown over him. Horsed on the Proteus, he is as lubricious as he is nutritious, and as writhingly self-entangled as the celebrated Laocoon. His moods, following Emerson, do not seem to believe in one another; it is as if there is a see-saw in his voice, transience down, celebration up. And, like March weather, he can be “savage and serene in a single hour.” Indeed, depending upon which of his moods is in the ascendant, the same man can seem both “a god and a weed by the wall.” As his student, I found myself wondering whether he was encoiled in a Freudian psychomachy; or whether he was an inheritor of Jamesian Zerissenheit without the accompanying will to believe. But I dropped these and similar psychobiographical questions as irrelevant. For personal psychology aside, what finally mattered was that the agonistic and dervished pluralism of McDermott’s voice caught the fundamentally kaleidoscopic character of reality. I gradually came to see him as so Picassoesquely made as to render inept any reductive placeholding of his person or philosophy. I took my cues from Blake and Whitehead: “The cistern contains, the fountain overflows”; and “Philosophy may not neglect the multifariousness of the world – the fairies dance, and Christ is nailed to the cross.” 

And so it is for McDermott, in whose person and teachings the antithetical moods of  Zorban yes-saying and crucifixional suffering criss-cross and interbleed. Just as the world to him is a great speckled bird and not a dun sparrow, a Joseph’s coat of many colors and not a Gobi of sameness, so “Glory be to God for dappled things” and woe unto him who is the prisoner of Procrustean systematizing. As Lawrence Durrell’s Pursewarden perspectivally puts the point: “We live lives based upon selected fictions … Two paces east or west, and the whole picture is changed”  Or: “We turn a corner and the world becomes a pattern of arteries splashed with silver and deckle-edged with shadow.” In other words, if you think the world is a Mondrian, know that it will soon metamorphose into a Pollock, and vice-versa; and know too that, as the motifs keep proliferating, as every moment contributes to “the picture gallery,” you will find yourself asking, as both William James and Cezanne did, when and where will it all stop? 

Born to be wild or at least to yawp, McDermott is yet confident in the radical empirical belief that to be human is to humanize, which he takes to be the same as finding our sublimity in our ordinariness. He calls such finding “secular liturgy” and his richly nuanced descriptions of the latter (call them “The McDermott Variations”) persuade one that it is better to burn than to rust, and that such burning is “success in life.” But John McDermott is no Walter Pater aristocrat incandesced by a privately arrogated Platonism. Final wisdom for him is muscularly enfleshed or it is an effete cheat. It is paradigmatically registered for him by the pragmatic marriage of eyes and hands, and is seminally synopsized by the conclusion of Rilke’s great poem, “Archaic Torso of Apollo”: “Du musst dein Leben andern” (“You must change your life”). It is a conclusion he urges upon his students not by a line of argument, but by the cumulative power of his flammable seductions. A year or more with him, and you feel as if the whole universe, as it has been filtered through his Talmudic mumblings and gruffly accented “youknowadimeans” and “huhs,” has given you a nudge, one whose reverberations carry into the remainder of your life, tilting nearly everything in the direction of its aesthetic and moral north.  

I mostly use the present tense in speaking about McDermott because I come to praise him not to bury him, and because the golden footprint he leaves in his students’ lives is a permanent bequest, not a vapor trail. Recently, he told me of an editor’s having chastized him for writing about Emerson in the present tense. “He’s dead, you know,” were his editor’s admonishing words. “Well, not for me,” was McDermott’s terse but telling response. Likewise, once McDermotted, forever McDermotted; he gets under your skin the way a first love does, and so much do you crave his nectaring that you revisit him at every opportunity, whether in person or print or imagination. And if, like me, you see him after a long hiatus, the ardency of the original encounter comes back to you in a Proustian rush. As his student, I always seemed to find him percolating just below the skin of consciousness, often leaking unpredictably into the crevices of casual conversation, including internal monologue. He would make cameo appearances in my dreams, sometimes as a magus, other times as a Kierkegaardian comedian, and still other times as a John Garfield tough-guy. He was (and still is) the most intensely alive human being I have ever known, and what I experienced in his classes was nothing less than electrification leading to fecundation leading to transfiguration. Like Whitman, he “moistened the roots” of all that grew for me; and, like Alcibiades in “The Symposium,” I felt ashamed for having lived as insincerely, as unripely, as I had before knowing him. I came to him a “childman weary,” having uncritically inherited a B-movie life-script, which had I continued to enact it would have transmogrified me into a grey flannel suit, if not a Kafkan bug. I left him a “manchild in the womb,” encouraged to rewrite that script (pulping it, I learned from Freud, was an impossibility) on behalf of making “an original relation to the universe.” For the first time in my life I had a voice, a vocabulary and a vocation, and I have never looked back in anger or regret at my loss of larval cerements. Indeed, I date the beginning of my adulthood from my studying with McDermott, for in meeting him I met myself in depth, intuiting in the process what I later found in Kierkegaard, which is that education is “the curriculum one ha(s) to run through in order to catch up with oneself.” 

As is the wont of a McDermott student nurtured on the epistemological value of anecdote, let me describe in greater detail the circumstances of my earliest encounters with him. The year was 1961; and like most years, it was the best and worst of times. It began with the inauguration of John F. Kennedy and Robert Frost’s reading of “The Gift Outright,” which he wrote for the occasion, and it ended with Roger Maris’s sixty-first home run and the Yankees’s victory over the Reds in the World Series. It was the year of the Bay of Pigs and of the first humans in space; of The Pill and the I.U.D.; of Bob Dylan’s debut at Gerdes’s Folk City; of the Beatles signing with Brian Epstein; of the bifurcation of Berlin; and of the deaths of Hemingway, Thurber, Jung, Ty Cobb, and Chico Marx. It was also the year of the publication of Catch-22, Tropic of Cancer, and Franny and Zooey and of 5.5 % national unemployment. To Kill a Mockingbird won the Pulitzer and American moviegoers went in droves to see “Judgment at Nuremberg,” “Guns at Navarone,” “West Side Story,” “The Hustler,” “Splendor in the Grass,” and “Breakfast at Tiffany’s.” Bergman’s “Through a Glass Darkly” and Fellini’s “La Dolce Vita” appealed to more avant-garde tastes. The Cuban missile crisis, freedom rides, voter registration drives, and the Port Huron Statement were, as the Rolling Stones would later sing, “just a shot away.” A bad moon was rising, but Henry Mancini’s “Moon River” was the year’s most popular song, making it clear that, although hanging by the skin of its teeth, middle America preferred the saccharine illusions of an atavistic romanticism to the more bitter pill of moral honesty. The times they were a-changin’, but you wouldn’t have known it by listening to the radio. 

I mention all this by way of culturally and politically situating The McDermott Experience, and also by way of calling attention to its profoundly radicalizing effects. McDermott liked to say then that he was a centrist politically, but the literature he shared with us, not to mention the subversive Romantic mood of the sharing, suggested that he was a prescient anticipator of the counter-culture. Reading with him Herbert Marcuse’s Eros and Civilization and Norman O. Brown’s Life Against Death, or Marx on alienated labor or Camus on art and politics, or the writings of Emerson, Whitman, James, Royce, Buber and Dewey on a host of topics, ranging from individualism to community to education, had the predictable effect of upending or at least problematizing one’s inherited sense of self and society. 1961 as refracted through the lens of The McDermott Experience was the beginning of the end of the world as most of us knew it, and our nectaring by McDermott made us the belated inheritors of the new epochal sensibility which the philosopher Karl Jaspers had said distinguished the modern age. 

As I now review it, much of the literature he shared with us was anarchistic in spirit, if not in politics, and, in my own case, it unconsciously incubated an anarcho-communal politics, one which I came to associate with Dewey, Buber, and Camus, among others. I had read radical literature with other professors, but they were little more than annotaters or glossators. McDermott, by contrast, was a shaper of radical sensibility and he seemed to know instinctively what was blowing in the wind. The philosopher Richard Rorty has written that paradigm-shifting is largely a matter of changing vocabularies rather than of excavating new truths; and this was the most emancipatory aspect of The McDermott Experience. It gave us a language which as it broke the crust of convention also empowered us to redream the world. More to the point, we came to believe in the Stevensian doctrine of “the imagination as social form” as the entering wedge into a liberatory human future. That Wallace Stevens was the most philosophical of American poets and the conscious inheritor of the pragmatism of Emerson and James only sharpened his relevance to us radical McDermottites. 

I had transferred to Queens College as a sophomore from Rutgers University, where I was taught freshman English by Paul Fussell, heard Robert Frost read his poetry in the college chapel on a snowy evening, and by the school year’s end almost completely broke down. When I arrived at Queens College in the fall of 1960 there was a small Air Force ROTC unit on campus, a myriad of fraternities, sororities, and houseplans, and a smattering of students who fashioned themselves Beats. It was not until a year later that I discovered John McDermott, who was recommended to me by Ralph Sleeper, my first Philosophy professor, and a brilliant and wonderful man in his own right. Two of McDermott’s courses, “American Philosophy” and “Aesthetics,” were probably the most popular humanities courses at the college. And unless you were an upperclassman or knew how to negotiate the Byzantine world of the registrar, the chances of obtaining a registration card (yes, there were cards then, not computer printouts!) were near zero. Of course, you could, like so many others did, sit in, assuming you could find room on the floor or the window sills. But “having McDermott,” as it was called, was not the same if the having was on the fly (call this: “tripping” on McDermott). The fever-glow of a febrile moment could perhaps cause a shock of recognition. The more benign climate of a full semester, however, assured a permanent shaking of the foundations. 


I managed to finagle a card for “Aesthetics” and my experience was a veritable Coney Island of the mind. It was like finding myself in the front seat of the Cyclone or like shooting the rapids in a Rimbaudian drunken boat. Benjamin Paul Blood’s description of his reaction to his encounter of James’s Pragmatism comes closest to capturing my introduction to The McDermott Experience: it was “the fastest, the brainiest head-on collision with experience that I (had) been into.” Nothing that I had ever experienced before prepared me for McDermott’s high-octaned, adrenalined performances, except perhaps the reading of Jack Kerouac’s On the Road and its “mindflow over jewel-center” bop prosody. “The whole mad swirl of everything that was to come then” began with my encountering McDermott; and like Kerouac’s Sal Paradise, I knew that “somewhere along the line the pearl would be handed to me.” Each class with McDermott was a blizzard of epiphanies, and there was always, as in Blake, at least a single bejeweled moment which, if rightly placed and multiplied, would renovate the day. I remember in particular McDermott’s blackboards, which were transiently wondrous testimony to his freewheeling anarchic sensibility. He chalked them the way Monk or Miles played jazz: unpredictably and with a style all his own. Emerson says he would write Whim “on the lintels of the doorpost,” and it was indeed sublime caprice to which McDermott’s blackboards bore continually fresh testimony. I remember analogizing them to action paintings or shamanic dream maps, and I can still recall dreaming of them hanging in a funky New York gallery to admiring aboriginal eyes. Like him, his blackboards were “Of an aesthetic tough, diverse, untamed, / Incredible to prudes, the mint of dirt, / Green barbarism turning paradigm.” The language is Wallace Stevens’s, from “The Comedian in the Letter C,” and it seems to me to capture perfectly my experience of the wild Irish tragico-comedian in the letter M, who three times a week, in an unnamed Spanish stucco building, the home of philosophy students and pigeons, introduced me to the buzzing, blooming world of ideas and eventually to myself.  

I knew immediately that McDermott had the right stuff, or what in the argot of sports is simply called “touch.” All the great ones have it, and the absence of it, which leads to ham-fisted clutching as opposed to graceful cradling, is what Emerson calls “the most unhandsome part of our condition.” The inheritor of a flow methodology, McDermott handled ideas with the same ease and soft hands that Brooks Robinson vacuumed grounders or that Willie Mays basket-caught flyballs. Indeed, McDermott’s classes were the nearest equivalent to the poetry of baseball, which from the age of eight on afforded me my only paradisal environs. That he was himself a Giant fan, who knew baseball, especially New York baseball, as he knew philosophy (and it seemed everything else) only tightened the connection to my heart. With the same verdant clarity that distinguishes my early memories of Yankee Stadium, I can still see him, tie-clipped and chalk-stained, hurriedly entering class with his beat-up briefcase bulging with books, as we sat on tenterhooks not knowing where in the big sky country of his mind we would find ourselves that day, but nevertheless assured that “the press of his foot to the earth” would “spring  a hundred affections”; and that no matter how much they did to scorn the best he could do to relate them, he would treat us to a bravura performance worthy of a master of relations. I can still hear the riffling of pages and the predictable quotational beginnings of his lectures: “In Dionysius in Paris, Wallace Fowlie says …” 

The Magic Bus called The McDermott Experience was not all structureless sprawl or improvisatory theorizing, however. A typical lecture was a process-structure, a torrential verbal equivalent to James’s aesthetic depiction of the mind as “a theatre of simultaneous possibilities,” which when “very fresh” carries “an immense horizon” with it. McDermott was surfboarding the stream of his own consciousness, and to follow the daedaled twist and intertwist of his associations one had to have an appetite for surprise and novelty, and concomitant with this,  one had to believe that refusal of the latter was tantamount to refusal of experience, or more exactly, of the experience of form as process. 

Mentored by one Pollock (the legendary Robert C. of Fordham), McDermott’s lecturing style conjured still another Pollock, to wit, the notorious Jack the Dripper, whose “all-over” paintings superbly emblemised the experience of form as process. Painting on the floor, the painter, like the teacher, was literally “in” the painting, as form began to burgeon unpredictably from the primitive calligraphy of spontaneous touchings. Pollock’s flying and fluidic line has been compared, as I would compare The McDermott Variations, to “the best jazz,” to “a luna park full of fireworks, pitfalls, surprises, and delights”; and the indisputable Americanness of his best-known paintings has been more than occasionally remarked on. Likewise, McDermott, as my headnote from Don Delillo suggests, is impossible except as an American: he speaks in your voice, a homeboy, rolling particulars so as to find what Carlos Williams, the Deweyean doctor from Patterson, New Jersey called “the pitchblende in the radiant gist.” But the finding, we soon learned, did not bequeath a Pollyannaish optimism, but rather a chiaroscuric reading of the human condition, according to which twilight and darkness abound, as in Rembrandt, Delacroix, and De Chirico, and the tragic sense of life comes to the front. The sunny certitudes of “a sunny day’s complete Poussiniana,” as in Watteau, Boucher, and Fragonard, were discarded as rancid idealism. McDermott’s version of the tragic sense of life seemed a hybridized mixture of the great American writers on the subject, such as O’Neill, Faulkner, Arthur Miller, and Carson McCullers, but it also had family resemblances to Unamuno, Camus, and Aeschylus. If there was a red thread running through his teaching and writing on the subject, it was the double-barrelled notion of the sorrowfulness of existence as notated by our transience, and of the deepening of our knowing through the long day’s journey into night’s suffering. I vividly recall seeing McDermott several years ago in North Carolina with a rubber-banded, paperback copy of The Heart as a Lonely Hunter, which bore evidence of anxious rereadings. When I was his student I read every book he ever mentioned or that I saw him carry or leaf through. So it was only natural that when I returned home I found myself rereading Carson McCullers’s novel, reattaching myself to McDermott through her southern veil of tears. 

A seminal inheritor of American journey mythology, McDermott’s has always been more a proletarian voice on behalf of the poor wayfaring stranger, of the lost, the lonesome and the misbegotten, than it has been a privileged apologia for the kings of the road. The reason is Whitmanian: he is the man, he suffered, he “was there.” Holding to an American (and specifically Deweyean) recasting of the Stoic doctrine of relations has never undermined his deep and abiding sense of the tragic. It rather has caused him, in his most optimistic moods, to believe with Dewey that 

“When we have used our thought to its utmost and have thrown into the moving unbalanced balance of things our puny strength, we know that though the universe slay us still we may trust, for our lot is one with whatever is good in existence.” 

In his more pessimistic moods, he is so blindsided by suffering as to barely affirm such a benignant metaphysical stance. For in such instances, “know,” “trust,” and “good” all seem trumped by the crumminess of our condition, and by, as Dewey also observes, “the extent to which, after all, our attainments are only devices for blurring the disagreeable recognition of a fact, instead of means of altering the fact itself.” Whitehead more sunnily compares “A chain of facts” to “a barrier reef. On one side there is wreckage, and beyond it harbourage and safety.” But pain and suffering can so sear consciousness as to cause it to perceive only blackout; bail-out, clear sailing, or safe harbourage are hardly imaginable to a consciousness savaged by a darkness visible. Is there anybody who does not know this? Is there, among contemporary philosophers, any richer phenomenological discussion of outrageous mortal fortune than McDermott’s lecturing and writing on the subject? 

As a student, following McDermott on the long and winding road of his juggernauting required a Negative Capability nearly as remarkable as his own. No one-trick pony, he would often so quickly change horses in midstreaming that you would, at least for the moment, lose him. But eventually you would find him, although you were not exactly clear about what, say, John Scotus Erigena and Naum Gabo had to do with one another. This was not oxymoronic name-dropping on his part, but the greased lightning of a hydra-headed intelligence. To know anything, he taught, was to know it as a field or nexus of relational energies. By relations, he did not mean mental connectives tacked onto a world of splintered sensation, as in traditional atomistic empiricism. In the spirit of Emerson, James, and Dewey, McDermott rather troped relations as permeatively inhering within the flow of experience, and as stubbornly and irreducibly real as what they related. They were neither Humean intruders in the dust of sensation, nor Hegelian strangers in the hurly-burly of immediate experience. They were everywhere and everywhen, stirring, as Emerson says, “in every vein” and “consentaneous and far-related.” The upshot of this radical empirical view of relations involved nothing less than a dramatic shift in metaphysical stance: the intelligence of the universe was social and its human and other inhabitants were cooperations of relational process, not dreams or dots or bundles. It was McDermott’s pedagogical genius to instantiate this American doctrine of relations by copious empirical and theoretic illustration (from the macro-realms of the visual and non-visual arts to the micro-worlds of cellular biology and quantum physics), and in such a fashion as to turn what in lesser hands would likely have been mere “fugitive sparkles” into “an astronomy of Copernican worlds.” The poet Shelley calls such transcendental astronomizing “love’s philosophy,” and indeed the profound amorous and erotic implications of McDermott’s appropriation of the American doctrine of relations did not escape us. For love, dialogue, community, and democracy, he made us see, were the continuation by other means of the drama of relations choreographed in vernacular experience. Bereft of relations, we were burnt-out cases, not just shrunken violets; “fallen into fraction,” according to Norman O. Brown, “overblotted / Series / Of intermittences,” according to Ezra Pound, “sick, and in so far, dead,” according to Emerson. 

In Pragmatism, James analogizes philosophers to “pathfinders” whose words and thoughts are “so many spots, or blazes … made by the axe of the human intellect on the trees of the otherwise trackless forest of human experience.” And as a young man I was in need of just such spotting and blazing, because, as I indicated above, I had lost my way early in my life’s journey. Like Bob Dylan’s Mr. Jones, I had “been with the professors” and “they all liked my looks.” I had even read “all of F. Scott’s Fitzgerald’s books.” But I was clueless in nearly everything else, interested in little but sex, baseball, and basketball; sex because I had none, baseball because it was pure between the lines, and basketball because it was jazz. In McDermott’s classes I began to find a language I did not know I was craving and the giving only famished the receiver. I can still remember whole chunks of his lectures, and my notebook from his “American Philosophy” course is my only tangible memento from my college days, except, of course, my badly bruised libido. One of my most vivid recollections of his lecturing is the powerful philosophical use to which he put the language of nutrition. I can still hear him saying, as I continue to read him writing: “I see us as uterine, a permeable membrane, eating, breathing, livering all the while.” He tended to reframe the great philosophical questions, as did Plato, Shakespeare, Milton, Emerson, Thoreau, James, and Nietzsche before him, as ones of nutrition and  alimentation. Does it feed? Am I fructified by it? Does it energize my powers? These, he taught, are the ultimate, overlapping questions, the ones that hit us where we live. I was struck then, as I am struck now, by the fact that such philosophical use of the language of nutrition is as central to the pragmatic and radical empirical discussions of knowledge-getting as it is absent from contemporary Oxbridge epistemological discussion. Another way of saying this is to ask why there is no British Talks to Teachers or Democracy and Education? By contrast, consider John McDermott’s long-standing and passionate concern with the education of children, as evidenced by both his writing and teaching on the subject, and by his brilliant use of the pedagogical writings of James, Dewey, Montessori, Buber, and Piaget, among others. Part of McDermott’s pedagogical greatness is that he so powerfully existentializes the interaccommodation of questions about knowing and pedagogy in such a way as to make traditional epistemological discussion seem, by contrast, a Sahara of abstraction. His brilliant thinking and writing about these subjects, from the child as master of relations to his recommendations for a curriculum for the twenty-first century to his clarion call for the remarrowing of the university, all attest his status as one of America’s leading educators and public intellectuals.

McDermott recently sent to me the published version of The Alice McDermott (no relation) Memorial Lecture in Applied Ethics he gave at the Air Force Academy in Colorado in 1998. His topic, “the erosion of moral sensibility,” is headnoted by a text from Epictetus, which admonishes: “Remember that in life you ought to behave as at a Banquet.” I read “Banquet,” as I originally heard it in the early sixties, as a moveable proletarian feast rich in “the simple produce of the common day,” not as a white-gloved, gouty dinner at the Ritz arranged for an aristoi. Not once in McDermott’s classes did I ever find myself counting calories or asking for a vomitorium, or worrying about whether it was all scraps or barmecidal. Emerson records in his journal a dream in which the world, diminished to the size of an apple and floating in “the great Ether,” has been served up to him by an angel. “This thou must eat,” the angel says. “And I ate the world,” is how the entry ends. McDermott was just such a rare and necessary angel; and my studying with him now seems to me not merely halcyon but dreamlike, epitomized by his gastronomic loyalty to us and correspondingly by our rejuvenated nutrition. Call it McDermott-paideia, the nerve and sinew of which is what the ancients called psychagogia or soul-leading, a leading which is also a feeding, a knowledge which is also a food. Or call it, in the Christianized rephrasal of Wallace Stevens’s radical empiricism, “the thesis of the plentifullest John.” Or simply note, in the homier Irish of Finnegan’s Wake: “There was a cabful of bash indeed in the homeur of that meal.” 

Indeed, so wonderfully fed were we by McDermott that one semester when he fell ill with pneumonia and had to miss a number of classes, we felt thinned by his absence, as if we had been cut off from our source of sustenance. It wasn’t the pyrotechnics that we McDermott hunger artists missed most. It was the food, the nutritive presence of the man; in other words, his nectaring. When he returned he was pale and weak and we cared for him – did he know this? – almost maternally. He was marrow to us (he helped us make blood) and we were careful, most of us, not to tax him, lest he relapse and be lost to us for the semester and beyond. It was the first time in my life that I had found myself caring so deeply for someone not blood – but now blood of my blood – as if his health and my own were co-implicated with one another. Thankfully, he regained his strength as we did ours. It was several decades later that he told me that he was so seriously ill then that he almost lost his life. 

Emerson says, speaking about the heroism of the American scholar, that “Instantly we know whose words are loaded with life, and whose not.” And so it was (and is) with McDermott. You know immediately upon meeting him that he is an engaged proletarian intellectual exhaled on urban grounds, not an academic mandarin who lives, moves, and has his being far from the madding crowd. “The American Scholar’s” insistence that “the scholar loses no hour that the man lives,” that “to live the greatest number of good hours is wisdom” are fighting words to McDermott, not mottos of a claustrally achieved wisdom. William James’s celebrated reformulation of this Emersonian wisdom is McDermott’s pragmatic mantra: “Knowledge about life is one thing, effective occupation of a place in life with dynamic currents running through your being is another thing.” To the Caspar Milquetoasts, Oblomovs, and Eleanor Rigbys in his classes this is, of course, discomfiting news, and they often sandbag themselves against his polymorphous perversities as if they were satanic invasions of their spectating privacy. They refuse to hear the merman singing and so, like Homer’s sailors, they defensively deafen themselves to his seductive siren song. These are the unhappy few who experience his classes as rape or dentistry, and who tend to write him off as a Melvillean confidence man or a barbarian invader of the temple of Apollo. 

“Ringers” occasionally drop in on his classes, and like impotent Davids attempt to slingshot Goliath with their pebble nuisances. They tend to be true believers or rebels without causes, and they usually do not come back for more. The vast majority, however, relish McDermott’s subversiveness, knowing that although he is half-crazy, they want to go with him, no matter the Borgesian convolutions of his tangents or the Joycean bizarreness of his side-bars or the jarring mammalian enjambments of his speech. Why? Because like Leonard Cohen’s Suzanne, he has touched their perfect bodies with his mind. Besides, who but the most wallflowered, lily-livered conservatives would refuse a philosophical joyride in a Yellow Submarine or on a Jefferson Starship? Even Alice James got this one right, troping such refusal as “diseased vegetable growth which nips efflorescence.” 

As one ages, the immediacy of the original attraction unsurprisingly fades, but never so much that one forgets what it felt like to be under McDermott’s numbfished influence. If you are lucky like me, you witness him teaching your own students, if only for a class, and you beam with pride as you show him off and vicariously re-experience through their infatuation with him your own early entrancement. Emerson calls such teachers naturals, and like Bernard Malamud’s fictional hero, Roy Hobbs, McDermott is a wounded warrior who can knock the cover off the ball and break your heart at the same time. As students, we hung on his words the way we hung on a Mantle at-bat or a Cousy dribble. McDermott, we intuited, could be one of the great ones and we were right! But we also knew that he was so heavily taped up to play that there might be no second act to “Dionysus in Flushing.” And we were not altogether unprescient in our worry. Thankfully, there is as much grit in the man as grace, and he remains to this day the starting center-fielder for the Blakean Tygers, still burning brightly and still fearfully symmetrical, and still Paul Simon-crazy after all these years. 

Emerson also says that philosophy is failed poetry and that the true poet is “the true and only doctor” for whom “Every new relation is a new word.” It is he who “stands one step nearer to things” and who ravishes the intellect with “the true nectar.” He is “the conductor of the whole river electricity,” one who knows that life is good “only when it is magical and musical,” not when it is anatomized or interrogated “like a college professor.” I cite these passages from Emerson because they illuminate McDermott’s person and pedagogical genius, and because, correcting their author, McDermott is living proof that philosophy is not failed but foiled poetry, foiled in the Hopkinsian sense of “shining from shook foil.” The philosopher and novelist William Gass says that good poetry should provide you with a “new self” and that “a consciousness electrified by beauty” is “the aim and emblem and the ending of all finely made love.” It is an incisive observation about the transformative aesthetic and ontological effects of poetry, and it recalls the Rilkean existential wisdom to which I earlier alluded. It is also another way of glossing McDermott’s superb poetic imagination, which not only is the keystone in the arch of his aesthetic pedagogy, but also leads him to thinkers like Vico, Camus, and Norman O. Brown. That he writes poetry himself is but frosting on the cake. 

Over the years, I have metaphorized McDermott’s mind in a myriad of ways. I have of thought of it as a trailmix of mostly American voices, some Yankee plain, others European fancy. I have also troped it as a burning bush struck by a Jamesian match; and as a bouquet of  Deweyean daisies and Jamesian Jack-in-the-pulpits, with Camusian camellias, Roycean roses, and Brownian Birds of Paradise filling out the arrangement. I now see him as our contemporary American Scholar, who for nearly half-a-century has taken, in the manner of Emerson, “materials strown along the ground,” to wit, his students, and knowing their craving for “a better and more abundant food,” has fed them without stint like a cherishing father. Emerson calls such feeding “the upbuilding of a man,” taking that to mean, among other things, the cheering, raising, and guiding of men and women “by showing them facts amidst appearance.” I read him as saying that such feeding is hope’s grounding, one perhaps travestied and debased by contemporary failings, but one not so ruined or rancidic as to be unredeemable. Like the great American thinkers who have godfathered him, McDermott has always been the voice of the thick over the thin, of the lush over the arid, of experience over doctrine, of vision over “apparatus” and “pretension”; and so always the voice of at least a halfway hopefulness. Although a man of extraordinary erudition, he explains “the deeper side” of what he does as educating his students. As he once told a Texas magazine: “You have to understand that until recently the main task of education was to care for students. It wasn’t to build a professional career.” Apart from his brilliant and much-lauded scholarship (he is, after all, the greatest living William James scholar), the simple fact about McDermott is that “he cares” for his students, in the sense of providing for, looking after, tending to them, but also in the sense of having real and deep interest in them, having fondness or affection for them, even sorrowing and grieving for them when they are in trouble or pain. They are, in the phrase of Faulkner, his “care-kin.” And they know this, continuing to reconnect to him throughout their lives, usually when they are in need of an encouraging fatherly or fraternal word, or of an emotional or intellectual turbo-charging. 

This is the unplugged McDermott, the acoustic McDermott, who patiently listens to your story and who, like Buber, encourages you in the belief that “you are able.” Unlike the other or electric McDermott, whose charisma is so commanding as to be overwhelming, the unplugged or acoustic McDermott is the more humanizing presence, and you cherish every opportunity of conversation with him, no matter the subject or location or time limit, knowing that you will be enlarged even by the smallest contact with him. The two McDermotts intersect after class when students rush to the front, and with pipe puffing, he digs down deep inside himself to find the beginnings of possible answers to their probing questions, while at the same time making clear to them that his answers are riddled with tentativity; and that finally “I cannot answer … you must find out for yourself.” For teaching to him is not monologue but dialogue, not soliloquy but colloquy, not recitation of time-worn convention, but invitation to creative self-discovery. But McDermott wasn’t born yesterday; he knows, as the writer of “Song of Myself” knows, that although he teaches straying from himself, “yet who can stray from me?” For he is not oblivious to the irresistibility of his person and language. Like Whitman’s, his “words itch at your ears till you understand them.” 

As teacher and public intellectual, John McDermott belongs in the pantheon of those who, following Hart Crane, have “entered the broken world / To trace the visionary company of love.” Whether writing or lecturing on topics as diverse and compelling as the aesthetic drama of the ordinary, the affective dimension of social diagnosis, cultural literacy, the isolation of the handicapped, or the inevitability of our own death, McDermott’s voice is never strident or puffed-up, but always compassionately inflected, always caring. Indeed, he is a model, as much by instinct as by conviction, of what Whitman calls “robust American love..” The philosopher Milton Mayerhoff has written about caring as affording us place-in-the-world, implying that homelessness is the shipwrecked condition of the uncaring self. If so, then McDermott, for all his philosophical attention to the topic of metaphysical and moral homelessness, is himself a model of humanizing moral tenancy. Having experienced his own lacerating versions of the dark night of the soul, many of which fill his writings and public lectures, he naturally encourages in his students, readers, and auditors, all of whom inhabit their own houses of pain, an emotional and moral honesty rarely found in intellectual discussion. Students flock to him and hang on him because he is a man of flesh and bone, one who knows that if it is admirable to profess it is because, as Thoreau says, “it was once admirable to live.” A man of his stature could cadillac in and out of his students’ lives and few would think less of him for doing so. Indeed, our contemporary star-driven, corporate universities teem with such easy riders, who not uncommonly see teaching as a burden to be grudgingly borne, and so do all they can to connive a reduction in what is euphemistically known as “contact hours.” Noli me tangere, alas, has become the unspoken shibboleth of the contemporary knowledge factory. Or in the plainer New Jersey english of Bruce Springsteen: “You can look but you better not touch.” 

McDermott, on the other hand, is as temperamentally mad for contact as he is philosophically committed to an epistemology of dirty hands. To know for him is finally to know only those truths that the hand can touch. Pedagogically speaking, he knows that were he untouched by his students, he would be out of touch with them and so finally lost to them, as they would be forever lost to him. It is hard to believe when you first meet him that he would be genuinely interested in you, if for no other reason than it seems preposterous to think that you would have anything to offer such an extraordinary man. But the truth is otherwise. For no matter who you are, deadbeat or honors student, front-rowed or back-rowed, he seems to care about you. Partly it is his urban Irish temperament, partly it is his own craving for fructuous connection, partly it is because he believes deeply in the redemptiveness of community, and partly it is because he believes with Josiah Royce that the popular mind is a thousand times deeper than any of us ever believe it to be. Emerson’s way of putting the point is to compare us to bits of  “Labrador spar which have no lustre as you turn them in your hand until you come to a particular angle; then it shows deep and beautiful colors.” This transcendentalist wisdom runs deep in McDermott, so deep that it is nearly an existential a priori of his pragmatic common faith. Is it any wonder, then, that his students open their hearts to him, confide their frailties and sins to him, show him their poetry, art, and journals, tell him things that they share with no one else, except perhaps empathic lovers and analysts? They do so because they know that he will never betray them and that they will find in him the calories they so desperately crave. To him, they are buddings in danger of becoming so clipped as to die on the vine, and so he cares for them as if they need his succulence and sun, as if he is their chlorophyll, as if, in the phrase of Keats, he knows how “to set budding more” because he also knows “how buds beneath are folded.” Listen to William James from Talks to Teachers: 

“Feed the growing human being, feed him with the sort of experience, for which from year to year he shows a natural craving, and he will develop in adult life a sounder sort of mental tissue, even though he may seem to be ‘wasting’ a great deal of his growing time, in the eyes of those for whom the only channels of learning are books and verbally communicated information.” 

McDermott listens patiently and passionately to their stories, as they do to his, believing in the educative value of what he calls “the nectar of our stories.” It as if he is a philosophical Joe Gould writing the history of the world and so in need of everybody’s tale of weal or woe. And they are generous with their stories because, like Whitman, McDermott is “the caresser of life wherever moving … backward as well as forward slueing, / To niches aside and junior bending.” To them, he is shelter from the storm, a catcher in the rye; to him they are grist for the mill, soul food, as important to him at seventy as we were to him at thirty. They come to him from a culture of the ersatz and the spectacle, of the shadowgraphic and the pseudomorphic, in which, as Bob Dylan has sung, “everything is broken.” And if it’s alright, Ma, it’s because they have found in McDermott their philosophic tambourine man, and so they come following him in the jingle-jangle morning, afternoon, and evening like starvelings in search of sustenance. He gets them and so they get him, remaining in his tuition because their own rejected thoughts are returned to them with a kind of alienated Emersonian majesty, because he encourages them to believe in their capacity for redemption and recovery in a world gone wrong, mad, and sour, because he is, in the phrase of Tennyson, “the fuller minstrel.” Whether he is too much grizzled these days to feel hopeful himself is difficult to know. What matters is that he gives them hope, halfway or full, because he is burningly alive, and because experience has taught him that too long deferred or too much ambushed by “subtle foes,” hopelessness will either sicken them to death or condemn them to what he has justly called a cynical “thrashing about.”  

Emerson says that we repair to the American scholar especially in “intervals of darkness” when “silent melancholy” so racks our lives as to cause us to ask questions like “Why bother”?, “Is life worth living”? McDermott’s pragmatic response to such despair is not lamentation but amelioration, even if over the years his rhapsodizing has turned bluer and the grain of his voice has become less confident in the human capacity for redemption. Yet he has not backed off from believing that our central human task is the necklacing of nutritious moments on the knife-edge of loss and setback. In the language of Buber, it is in the hallowing of the everyday, in the sacramentalizing of the present moment, that we finally authenticate ourselves, although the doing is always the negotiation of a “narrow ridge,” never a cake-walk. McDermott’s more Emersonian way of making the point is to say that the nectar is in the journeying, in what “Fate” calls “the liberty and glory of the way,” as opposed to locating it in the journey’s end. It is in this sense that he now speaks about what he oxymoronically calls “local eschatology.” As experience is a process in time, meaning is never totalistic or totalizing, but always a sculpting in snow, always a reweaving of the Penelopean web of relations. Or, in the terser formulation of John Dewey: “Fulfilling and consummating are continuous functions, not mere ends, located at one place only.”

At the end of his first book, Thoreau agonizingly asks: “… where is the instructed teacher? Where are the normal schools,” meaning schools in whose tuition we can, with confidence, morally, aesthetically, and spiritually place ourselves. Emerson’s “The Over-Soul” says that “the great distinction” between teachers sacred and profane is that the first “speak from within, or from experience, as parties and possessors of the fact”; whereas, the second do so only “from without, as spectators merely, or perhaps as acquainted with the fact on the evidence of third persons.” All of us, its writer goes on to say, “stand continually in the expectation of the appearance” of a sacred teacher, one who speaks “from within the veil, where the word is one with that it tells of.” To his students, McDermott is just such an instructed and sacred teacher, one of those “mighty poets, artists, teachers,” whom Whitman baptizes as “national expressers.” It is not merely the effulgency of his language or the sheer Eros and dramaturgy of his person which distinguishes McDermott’s pedagogical genius, but rather his unwonted ability to speak always as an insider and hence authoritatively. He has never taught for what philosophers litigiously call argument, which has always seemed to him (and to me) a poor man’s lawyering. Who besides the visionlessly clever -- in other words, those fatally ententacled by the Ph.D. Octopus -- are ever swept off their feet by forensics? What has stuck with me through all these years is not an elegance of analysis as much as a febrility of imagination, and McDermott’s near alchemical capacity for finding the golden star in the drossy haymow, for bequeathing ingots where lessers leave behind only goldust. But as with the alchemists of old, the cost of the finding is sometimes so dear as to scare off the faint of heart; “not a few have been burnt in our work” (nonnulli perierunt in opere nostro) is how the former phrased the danger. I can still recall an unhappy few whose “tripping” on McDermott burnt more than their fingers, having misread The McDermott Experience as a categorical imperative to live combustibly, to be so aflame at every point as to burn, baby, burn. 

When I was much younger, I believed wholeheartedly that Romeo had gotten it right: “Hang up philosophy, if it cannot make a Juliet.” As an older man, I still believe in Romeo’s declamation, if we mean by making a Juliet the same as what Camus means by the return of the exiled Helen; in other words, the recuperation of Beauty. It is, sad to say, an awful truism that most professors have no vision (not to mention Eros) and that philosophy professors have less vision (and considerably less Eros) than most. So many are little more than conceptual acrobats or verbal gymnasts, aptly caricatured as “jumpers” in Tom Stoppard’s play by the same name. McDermott, by contrast, is no sombrero-refusing rationalist or square-hatted Euclid. He is as much a poet, painter, sculptor, and jazz musician as he is a philosopher, and studying with him is an aesthetic happening, first to last. In the early sixties, not far from the incredibly misnamed Utopia Parkway, Joseph Cornell was cutting up old books for his surrealistic dream boxes. On Kissena Boulevard, where Queens College was housed, John McDermott, with porkpie and pipe and a leprechaun’s twinkle in his eye and a devilishly pragmatic sensibility, was inspirationally turning walls into eyes and giving his students the strength to dream. Today in Texas, at the beginning of the second millennium, he continues to lay the enchantments on thickly, albeit with an urban cowboy’s touch, ensorcelling the Aggies (and his audiences everywhere) as he did us, not with theatrics but with the seminal power of his mind and with the sweet sorrowfulness of his wild Irish heart. 

To read or teach for the lustres, as poets do, as McDermott does, one, of course, needs to be lustred or aureoled oneself; and to have experienced McDermott in 1961 or in 2001 is to be reminded of the Emersonian proposition that the great man is “the impressionable man” par excellence, the best part of whose mind “hovers in gleams,” and who is “of a fiber irritable and delicate, like iodine to light,” so sensitive that “He feels the infinitesimal attractions.” At our best, we are, like him, “photometers, goldleaf, the irritable foil.” I have said here that to study with McDermott is to eschew falsely virilizing argument for the numinosity of awakened selfhood. Of course, most professors of philosophy read and teach for argument not lustres, and so tend to be rather unlustred themselves. Indeed, most are stuffy Casaubons memorable mostly for their oddness of character and thinness of thought. Mindful of the etymological and semantic connection between lustre and lustrum, Harold Bloom tells us that by lustres we should understand “gestures of freedom, stances of transcendence, the evidence of things seen.” And to those thusly nimbused, he reminds us, the severest criticism is due, as is always due strong originals, especially those who have helped to deliver us from our bondage to “the rotted names.” For in simply swooning we find ourselves misbegotten or degraded and so unlustred ourselves, our own spark or radiance extinguished by knee-jerk imitation. Call this the Student’s Sublime; and I take its subversive self-engendering to be one of McDermott’s sublimest bequest to his students. 

But as in any transference relationship the temptation to identify often outweighs the need to individuate; and in my own case, it took years to overcome the former. If there has been no criticism here of McDermott but only praise for him that is not because I mean to anoint or coronate him, but rather because I mean to testify, in both the evidentiary and spiritual senses of the word, to his pedagogical genius and influence, and to the enormous debt to him that I (and others like me) shall always feel. Electrified and pollinated by him, he has also engoldened us, and to the extent that our lives shine in these bedimmed times our debt to John McDermott is greater than any one us can ever possibly say. 

McDermott has told me of his desire to write some pages on the topic of obsolescence. He related to me a story about a former Texas A & M high-level administrator, then retired and cancer-ridden, who had become so remaindered by his university as to have been denied a parking sticker to drive on campus. I end with this story because I sensed between the lines McDermott’s concern about his own marginalization, if not obsolescence. “They’ll write on my tombstone, ‘John J. McDermott, Out of Print,’” was his darkly comedic way of notating his worry. But his wife, Patricia, had it right then and McD, as she calls him, has it right now: he is a saving remnant, a voice and a man for the twenty-first century, not a nostalgic remembrance of things past or an old curiosity shop, or an old duffer on Golden Pond. To read or study with McDermott today is not to “grope among the dry bones of the past or put the living generation into masquerade out of its faded wardrobe.” It is rather to experience an originality of angle of vision which Emerson calls infantine, and which he also calls the perpetual Messiah. Is not its rediscovery the secret wonder of a liberal education, considered as cultural pedagogy? If we repress such rediscovery, how do colleges and universities keep from turning into hospitals for decayed tutors, who, as Yeats says, do little more than cough ink? 

True, we are all timed naturals who, in the haunting phrase of Pynchon, are “powdered by the finger of Nothing”; and William James’s dire ontological assessment of our aeonic insignificance, delivered ironically on the centenary of Emerson’s birth, is dead-on:” The phantom of an attitude, the echo of a certain mode of thought, a few pages of print, some invention, or some victory we gained in a brief critical hour, are all that can survive the best of us.” To which he adds: “happy are those, whose singularity gives a note so clear as to be victorious over the inevitable pity of such a diminution and abridgement." I would offer that the singularity of note which is McDermott is hardly so paper-thin as to be mere “threadbare crepe.” Passed on by one to a myriad many and then to a countless more, it survives itself in its electrified inheritors, not unlike the charisma in the Ion’s magnetic chain. It may dim as you get farther and farther away from the source, but never so much as to fade to black. For there is always another who has been Midasly touched, either by the source directly or by his epigoni indirectly. Is this an answer to McDermott’s question about obsolescence? 

Let Emerson have the final word here: 

“To laugh often and much, to win the respect of intelligent people and the affection of children, to earn the appreciation of  honest critics and endure the betrayal of false friends, to appreciate beauty, to find the best in others, to leave the world a bit better, whether by a healthy child, a garden patch … to know even one life has breathed easier because you have lived. This is to have succeeded!” 
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