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The Working Class Buddhist

You have in your hands an American book, but one that is totally 
original. Imagine the kind of poetry a Mid-Western, Buddhist 
mechanic with a graduate degree in English might write. Can’t do 
it, can you? Let me give you a hint: begin with a reel of Goddard, 
a dab of Cezanne, and a cut-up of Rauschenberg. Throw in some 
hex nuts, V-8 engines, and Bars Leak. Swirl in a few beams of Texas 
sunlight and a flurry of Michigan snow. Now you have a start, but 
only a start. 

What I appreciate about Joe Hoppe’s poetry is the way it reminds 
me of other strong artists, how he builds upon them even as he 
retains the integrity of his own indelible voice.

I think about Walt Whitman, who gave us new eyes to see. Before 
Whitman, who saw the poetry of the butcher-boy sharpening his 
knives, of dirty, hairy-chested blacksmiths swinging their hammers?  
I see in Joe’s poetry, as I see in Whitman’s, an appreciation of 
strength and mechanical skills. I see a great love of humanity, all 
of humanity. You see this throughout this book, but especially in 
the poems of the homeless in Minneapolis. There is no poem by 
Whitman that is more compassionate than Joe’s tribute to Birdman. 
And there has never been a man who loved his son more than Joe 
loves Max.

I glimpse in Joe the painter Fernand Leger; ponder the movement 
and cadence Leger found in the artifacts of industrialization: engines, 
girders, steamliners. How in evoking the beauty of man’s 20th 
century inventions, Joe’s work is neither decorative nor assaulting. 
For instance, in “Submerged in the Waters of Summerville Lake,” 
we do not find industrial trash, but a “V-8/as mightily American/
as anything” and “enough oil left/to give it a rainbow halo.” 

And behold the full-throttled Kerouac, who made the highway, the 
American highway, a primordial symbol of freedom and adventure. 
Let’s admit it: even though poets are not particularly honored 
in America, our university poets are insiders, leisured, happily 
middle-class, hopelessly post-industrial. Hit the road, Jack! There 
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is as much poetry, Joe tells us, in the over-heated engine as there is 
in the cool atmosphere of the Guggenheim. 

With Joe we stand in the company of Gary Snyder, the writer of 
“Ax Handles,” who praises tools that men grip, ones other than a 
pen, pencil, or a mouse of word machines. While Snyder’s work 
harkens to the pre-industrial, Joe’s poetry shares with Snyder’s the 
workingman’s appreciation of tools and the things that can be done 
with tools. 

Then there is Jim Harrison, not so much the novelist, but the poet 
and gourmand, that sublime mix of simplicity and appetite. Joe’s 
aesthetics, too, are based in Buddhism, and somehow he avoids 
the two great envy/guilt wedges of American culture: money and 
God. Joe’s too busy looking and living to burden himself with 
counting whether he has too much or too little of anything. Sin? 
Refreshingly, Satan has never slithered into Joe’s garage.

One of my favorite poems begins “Going to the Cadillac Ranch/
counts just the same as going/to church.” And the thing is, Joe 
is not being ironic. He means it. Joe does not stand back with 
presumed superiority to judge postmodern art, modern Detroit, 
or pre-modern Christianity. “Spray painted jesusfishes” and 
“hydrochloroflourocarbons” exist in the same moment . . . what 
kind of moment? Of inspiration? Of seeing? Of being? 

That is what I like most about Joe’s poetry—he does not stand back. 
From the very first poem in this book to the last, Joe refuses the 
easy separation of poet and world, the observer and the observed. 
He tells us over and over “our hearts/must clench each brilliant 
instant” and “take everything for just what it is.”	

Lyman Grant
Dean, Arts and Humanities

Professor of English
Austin Community College
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gal•van•ize /transitive verb 
	 1.  To arouse to awareness or action; 
	 spur.  2.  To coat (iron or steel) with 
	 rust-resistant zinc.
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All things perceived in their correct form
are beautiful.

	 —Goethe

All Things Perceived 
in Their Correct Form
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Each Second, Shining

	 Stainless steel hex nuts
	 falling like raindrops
	 to a polished concrete floor

	 In a black and white photograph
	 silver gelatin with mile-deep resolution
	 a sculpture of happenstance

	 —but such effort—

	 These moments dwelt within
	 these images framed
	 our hearts 
	 must clench each brilliant instant
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Breathless
After Godard

	 Deep in my chest
	 in my balloon pink lungs
	 little bronchiole trees
	 drop their fruit of oxygen
	 into a rushing bloodstream river

	 Lately, though, those trees
	 bloom in bilious mucus
	 spring green in parallel
	 with the oak blossoming
	 in the frontyard
	 and all over town

	 Pollen deep on the cars each morning
	 enough to write my last will and testament
	 finger plowing over the sticky hood
	 and the conviction 
	 that it just might be
	 my last willful act
	 if I undertook such a scrawl

	 I walk through morning’s green clouds
	 trying to be cool nonchalant
	 suave as Jean-Paul Belmondo
	 hoping my lungs will open
	 like the door of a parked Citroen
	 with the keys left in the ignition

	 Then roar down shady roads
	 flanked by trees in planted rows
	 shoot a hole in the sun
	 with the revolver from the glove compartment
	 let the light leak out
	 to make the pavement behind me shine
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	 There is nothing to do
	 but keep on shooting
	 There is nothing to do
	 but keep on driving

	 Bullet after bullet blams the blue sky
	 punching holes for my breath to follow
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Heading West

	 I-10 in West Texas

	 Three-bladed windmills
	 top flat hills
	 shrugging their shoulders
	 and nudging eachother
	 into a lackadaisical daisy dance

	 Triceratops and T-Rex
	 regal and bright
	 in the rest-stop mensroom’s
	 full wall mosaic
	 reward us for getting this far

	 New Mexico

	 Sleeplessness perches on the headboard
	 like a big-eyed rabbit skull
	 on the lookout for toothy thoughts

	 Sand in my shirt
	 rolling over a strange mattress
	 where space aliens lay down to earth
	 over fifty years ago

	 Morning and the sun shines brightly
	 cool air
	 offering no resistance

	 California Mojave Desert—Hwy 40

	 Spread my arms on out forever
	 while stones thorns and spikes
	 bid me watch my step

	 Even as my eyes are drawn
	 out and around my skull
	 in panorama

	 Ringed by mountains’ dark promise of shade
	 somehow the sun can’t touch me
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11/17/01

	 A blue poison dart frog
	 chirps from a hole in the asphalt
	 a promise hemmed in
	 by crumbling bitumen
	 and rainbow slicks of motor oil
	 under a grey flannel November sky

	 So warm so late in the year
	 so dark so late in the morning
	 if the bus never came
	 it would be a blessing




