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Ellen Pearlman : Nothing and Everything - The Influence of Buddhism on the American Avant Garde: 1942 - 
1962  before purchasing it in order to gage whether or not it would be worth my time, and all praised Nothing and 
Everything - The Influence of Buddhism on the American Avant Garde: 1942 - 1962: 

2 of 3 people found the following review helpful. great subject, poor executionBy Jeff AbellA year or so ago, when i 
bought a copy of Kay Larson's book "Where the Heart Beats," the folks suggested "You Might Also Like..." a book 

http://f3db.com/pub/links.php?id=B005FG13KU


called "Nothing and Everything" by Ellen Pearlman. So i bought it, and have been hoping to get to it soon. Well, i got 
to it this summer, and found it disappointing in all the ways you hope a book will not be: poorly organized, repetitive, 
sloppily edited, etc. This book should have been a home run: to examine the relation that different artists (writers, 
musicians, painters, etc.) had to Zen Buddhist thought in the period from WW2 to the early 60s. However, i was struck 
again and again by how the author simply piled information together without attempting to draw larger conclusions. 
Each chapter stands pretty much on its own, like a series of reasonably researched graduate school papers. But when a 
chapter keeps shifting time from 1957, to 1967, to 1961, to 1980, to 1959, etc., you start to get reader's whiplash. 
Moreover, while i know that the quality of book editing has declined markedly in recent years, this book has some just 
inexcusably bad errors. On pp. 110 - 111 for example, there is an entire paragraph that is repeated word for word! The 
author apparently meant to move the paragraph, and forgot to delete it from the earlier location. But this occurs on two 
facing pages in the book: how could someone (the author or her editor) not SEE that? And unfortunately, the rest of 
the book feels the same way to me: like someone did a bunch of research and hurried it into publication, without really 
cleaning it up, or without much real vision of what the research might add up to. Yes, many creative people in 
America felt an attraction to Buddhist thought in the 50s. But what i as a reader want to know is WHY - and that kind 
of larger question of motivations, larger cultural trends, details of the artists' personal lives, etc. is left unconsidered 
here. People interested in this topic would be much better served by reading Kay Larson's book, which may have a 
narrower focus, but actually conveys a sense of insight into her subject matter. Where the Heart Beats: John Cage, Zen 
Buddhism, and the Inner Life of Artists1 of 1 people found the following review helpful. worth itBy Customerbrilliant, 
informative, enlightening0 of 0 people found the following review helpful. Needs new edition with better editingBy 
VerreI was willing to give this book a try even after seeing the mixed reviews on here, because I'm interested in the 
subject and don't mind reading a basic treatment since I am still building up my background knowledge. I'm about 
halfway through the book now, and the typos are becoming increasingly aggravating. I just tried to look up 
"Adoniarm," the father of Edward Judson, only to learn that his name should be spelled "Adoniram" (page 84). 
"Maciunas" appears as "Macuinas" on page 70. "Ryoanji" is spelled "Ryonaji" on page 67. Those are just the ones I've 
noticed in the last few minutes. These may be minor mistakes, but they make the book come across as unprofessional 
and amateurish. Adding to this impression is the relatively sparse framework of citations. A text that references so 
many outside sources should employ many, many, MANY more endnotes than the few dozen scattered through each 
chapter. There are even numerous direct quotations that do not cite their source! This could be a much better book if it 
were cleaned up and better substantiated, and then re-issued in a new edition.

In America in the late 1950s and early 60s, the worldmdash;and life itselfmdash;became a legitimate artistrsquo;s tool, 
aligning with Zen Buddhismrsquo;s emphasis on ldquo;enlightenment at any momentrdquo; and living in the now. 
Simultaneously and independently, parallel movements were occurring in Japan, as artists there, too, strove to break 
down artistic boundaries. Nothing and Everything brings these heady times into focus. Author Ellen Pearlman 
meticulously traces the spread of Buddhist ideas into the art world through the classes of legendary scholar D. T. 
Suzuki as well as those of his most famous student, composer and teacher John Cage, from whose teachings sprouted 
the art movement Fluxus and the ldquo;happeningsrdquo; of the 1960s. Pearlman details the interaction of these 
American artists with the Japanese Hi Red Center and the multi-installation group Gutai. Back in New York, abstract-
expressionist artists founded The Club, which held lectures on Zen and featured Japanrsquo;s first abstract painter, 
Saburo Hasegawa. And in the literary world, Jack Kerouac and Allen Ginsberg were using Buddhism in their search 
for new forms and visions of their own. These multiple journeys led to startling breakthroughs in artistic and literary 
stylemdash;and influenced an entire generation. Filled with rare photographs and groundbreaking primary source 
material, Nothing and Everything is the definitive history of this pivotal time for the American arts.About the Imprint: 
EVOLVER EDITIONS promotes a new counterculture that recognizes humanity's visionary potential and takes 
tangible, pragmatic steps to realize it. EVOLVER EDITIONS explores the dynamics of personal, collective, and 
global change from a wide range of perspectives. EVOLVER EDITIONS is an imprint of North Atlantic Books and is 
produced in collaboration with Evolver, LLC.From the Trade Paperback edition.

"In this eminently readable treatise, Pearlman, a founder of the Brooklyn Rail and early contributor to Tricycle 
magazine, explores Zen Buddhism's influence on the post-WWII American avant-garde, focusing on its practitioners, 
students, and resultant artistic movements. Beginning with the public classes of noted Japanese Zen scholar D.T. 
Suzuki, Buddhism was disseminated throughout the arts in America by Suzuki's famed pupil and composer, John 
Cage, as well as through the work of the Abstract Expressionists, the Beats (e.g., Allen Ginsberg and Jack Kerouac), 
and Fluxus artists. Pearlman's study also touches on how Eastern cultures viewed the transplantation of their religious 
beliefs into the American arts, especially in the wake of the atomic bombings of Nagasaki and Hiroshimamdash;the 
author notes that while America's artistic elite were embracing Zen Buddhism, artists in Japan were trying to move 
away from the school of thought, whose institutions were viewed as militaristic and corrupt. Given the book's brevity, 
Pearlman's survey is remarkably extensive." mdash;Publishers Weekly ldquo;This fantastic book deftly illustrates and 



uncovers the direct Buddhist influence on America's twentieth-century avant-garde. A fascinating series of truly 
American stories brought to life with amusing and colorful anecdotes, and a true pleasure to read.rdquo; mdash;Peter 
Hale, director, Allen Ginsberg Estate nbsp; ldquo;Ellen Pearlman's book is meticulously researched and an exciting 
read; Kerouac would be delighted.rdquo; mdash;John Sampas, executor, the estate of Jack KerouacThe American 
avant gardersquo;s encounter with Buddhism is the subject of Ellen Pearlmanrsquo;s episodic narrative, Nothing and 
Everything (North Atlantic Books 2012). Though Pearlman aims to discuss the influence of various Buddhist 
traditions on the post-World War II art scene in New York City during the years 1942ndash;1962, her focus is 
primarily on Zen. Much of the book profiles the career of the Japanese scholar D. T. Suzuki, recounting his early life 
in Japan, his experience teaching at Columbia University, and his influence on artists, including the experimental 
composer John Cage. One memorable scene in Pearlmanrsquo;s recounting of Eastndash;West encounters took place 
on a summer day in 1957, when the writer Jack Kerouac and his friends Peter Orlovsky and Allen Ginsberg visited D. 
T. Suzuki in his Upper West Side apartment. Suzuki served green tea while they talked nonsensically and composed 
haiku. As the Beat poets departed, the Zen scholar yelled to them, ldquo;Remember the tea!rdquo; to which Kerouac 
replied, ldquo;Key?rdquo; mdash;Buddhadharma: The Practitioner's Quarterly nbsp; ldquo;Zen thinking permeates 
Western arts: the mid-century pivot to Eastern influence is a truism of previous generations, but curiously absent from 
contemporary mastications of history. Ellen Pearlman gets it all right: Nothing and Everything is the perfectly 
balanced lessonmdash;art, and change, and friendship.rdquo; mdash;John Reed, novelist, book editor of The Brooklyn 
Rail nbsp; ldquo;The influence of Buddhist philosophy and aesthetics on the American avant-garde is one of the great 
untold stories of modern art. Ellen Pearlman helps illuminate the way by charting relationships which sparked some of 
the most important exchanges in American art and thought.rdquo; mdash;Alexandra Munroe, author of The Third 
Mind: American Artists Contemplate Asia, 1860shy;ndash;1989 nbsp; ldquo;Nothing and Everything brings insight 
and fact to an important Buddhist teacher whose life and work profoundly influenced the leading members of the 
avant-garde arts community. Pearlman's adept writing is a pleasure to read as well as informative about matters that 
too often are glossed over in accounts of the work of John Cage and those whose work has surrounded him and moved 
on. A solid reference.rdquo; mdash;Pauline Oliveros, author ofnbsp;Deep Listening: A Composer's Sound Practice 
nbsp; ldquo;Ellen Pearlman has done the heroic work of bringing the extraordinarily powerful and radical 
lsquo;conjunctrsquo; between Buddhism and the American avant-garde into intelligent scrutiny and focus. Itrsquo;s a 
tale that needs telling, one that educates as it elucidates. This is the mysterious koan of any time: why the experience 
of mortality and impermanence inspires such lucid contrapuntal energy and passion for artistic endeavor. We are here 
to disappear. Let art guide the way and stay awhile.rdquo; mdash;Anne Waldman, poet; co-founder and professor, The 
Jack Kerouac School of Disembodied Poetics, Naropa University nbsp; ldquo;The avant-gardenbsp;is not ahead of its 
time; it isnbsp;innbsp;it. Ellen Pearlman's book about the ripple effect Buddhismnbsp;hadnbsp;in American 
contemporary art is a time capsulenbsp;filled with treasures.rdquo; mdash;Michael Goldberg,nbsp;director of the D. T. 
Suzuki Documentary Project nbsp; ldquo;Ellen Pearlman reveals an amazing truth about the American avant-garde: 
that much of its freshness comes from ancient Zen philosophy and meditation! Nowhere else is this important story 
told so clearly.rdquo; mdash;David Rothenberg, author of Survival of the Beautiful and Blue Cliff Record: Zen Echoes 
nbsp; ldquo;When D. T. Suzuki began to teach lsquo;Buddhist Philosophy 101rsquo; at Columbia University in 1952, 
his class was like honey to bears among New York artists and poets, who had never met an authentic Zen Buddhist. 
Unknowingly, Suzuki was an important influence on the development of abstract expressionism and Beat-generation 
poetry. Nothing and Everything tells the story of how the seed of Zen was planted in rich, creative American soil. 
mdash;Denise Lassaw, daughter of sculptor Ibram Lassaw ldquo;Like fresh footprints after a newly fallen snow, Zen 
and Buddhism left mindful and distinct imprints upon the postndash;World War II avant-garde cultural scene in New 
York City. Nothing and Everything leads the reader through an odyssey of social and cultural upheavals in this post-
war time and the artistic responses that burst into creative expression in art, music, dance, literature, and media. 
Through extensive research and interview, Ellen Pearlman explores the influence of Buddhism upon the creative 
milieu and how it altered the course of imaginative interpretations in the lsquo;new realityrsquo; of mental 
awakenings. An insightful read and an invitation for continued scholarship where the arts and Buddhist philosophy 
interweave.rdquo; mdash;Cathy Ziengs, Buddhist Door International "Ellen Pearlman vividly captures the feeling of 
spontaneity and freedom with which the American avant-garde sought mu and experienced 
suchness."nbsp;mdash;Laura Hoffmann, Artforum magazineldquo;If you're interested in exploring the syncretism of 
modern Western culture and ancient Asian philosophy, Nothing and Everything will give you a fine kickstart.rdquo; 
mdash;LitKicksldquo;Nothing and Everything looks at the strong influence Buddhist traditions and ideals have had on 
the art style of avant gardemdash;looking at particular artists of the period, their Buddhist influences and how it 
manifested in their work. hellip; Nothing and Everything is a strong addition to art history and Buddhist study 
collections.rdquo; mdash;Midwest Book About the AuthorELLEN PEARLMAN is one of the founders of The 
Brooklyn Rail and is affiliated with nine Utne Independent Press Awards. An early contributor to 
Tricyclenbsp;magazine, she has also written for Time Out Beijing, Yishu Magazine of Contemporary Asian Art, Art 
Asia Pacific, and other publications. She is a member of the International Association of Art Critics and is listed in 



Whorsquo;s Who in America. Pearlman has taught at Columbia University, Parsons School of Design, and the New 
School University. She has been a four-time Vermont Studio Center Special Presidentrsquo;s Fellow and has been a 
resident at the Great River Arts Colony in Patzcuaro, Mexico; the Repino Arts Colony in St. Petersburg, Russia; the 
ACO Artist Residency in Hong Kong and the Red Gate Artist Colony in Beijing, China. She was part of the 
government-sponsored Chinese Photographers Association trip to Guangxi Zhang Autonomous Region and has 
worked on collaborate projects with Hong Kong Polytechnic University. Pearlman is the Artistic Adviser of Yuanfen 
Gallerymdash;the first gallery of new media in Beijingmdash;and was on the Art Panel Board for SIGGRAPH ASIA 
in Yokohama, Japan. 


