
                                            Objectivists and After  
 
Discussion by Robert Duncan, Theodore Enslin, Allen Ginsberg, George Oppen, Carl Rakosi and 
Charles Reznikoff among an audience during the National Poetry Festival, Thomas Jefferson 
College, Seidman House, Michigan, 16 June 1973.  In the following transcript, each participant, 
except for the poets and named individuals, is designated as a "speaker." 
 
            The first DVD begins with the arrival of poets and audience. Robert Vas Dias,  
                                director of the Festival, introduces the session. 
 
Vas Dias:  What we're going to be doing this afternoon, in one sense, is taking off from a studio 
session we had yesterday afternoon on the  Objectivists and After.  The way it started out as a 
designation, as something to put on the schedule, simply meant that—at least in my mind—that 
the work of these men has been perpetuated in the work [unclear] after, who are also co-existent.  
That was simply the occasion, that designate.  And yesterday in the studio I think everybody really 
started to make clear in terms of what they thought Objectivism was, and I would hope that we 
can start simply by summarizing that, and then proceeding to where everyone is today.  I'm not 
really going to moderate this. I'm simply going to turn it over to Charles Reznikoff, Carl Rakosi, 
George Oppen, Allen Ginsberg and Theodore Enslin and anybody here who wishes—and Robert 
Duncan, sorry—and anybody who wishes to join in. 
               
Carl Rakosi:  Well, I didn't want to say this on TV, but I think it's of some interest to trace back 
the origin of the term itself, because the term seems to signify more than it actually does.  The term 
was an accident actually, and arose because Zukofsky was asked to edit a single issue of Poetry, 
and he collected into this issue all the poets that he admired, which were to be called Objectivists.  
And he didn't want to call them anything, but Harriet Monroe insisted on the name.  So he hated 
the idea of naming the group, but he had to have a name.  So he arrived at  the term Objectivism 
by looking primarily at your work, Charles.  He used a couple of poems of yours as an example.  
But actually in the Objectivist anthology it's much more than an extension of Charles's work.  I 
think the term, once it began to be used, did have some meaning.  But otherwise you had too much 
significance to the term Objectivism. Then, when you look at the Objectivist anthology you're 
unable to explain why much of it is in there. 
 
George Oppen:  Well—we resuscitated or disinterred Objectivists—Carl is right. The first point 
that has to be made is with the absence of Zukofsky.  It's probably just Zukofsky's unwillingness 
to be here, and it makes, in a way, some of the discussion ridiculous. Now, the anthology which 
represented simply Zukofsky's taste, though Mary and I actually did the printing of it. But we had 
no part at all in the editing of it.  However, it's not just Zukofsky's taste.  It is a fact—though Carl 
and I, for instance, only met each other two years ago, was it ?—it is a fact that none of us strongly 
objected to each other's work, to say the least.  And in that period there were comparatively few 
people whose work we didn't object to (General laughter) which you might say unified us. 
 
Rakosi:  See, that's another argument I hadn't thought of. We objected to so much. 
 
Oppen:  Sometime during the evening we ought to talk about groups, schools, and so on in general, 
because there's a lot of feeling around about conspiracies and power groups, and so on.  And our 
pitiful stories would clarify this whole matter very easily.  But it is indeed true that to really 
describe the  relationships you need one of these sociologists' charts, of which way and so 
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forth.  I've seen them without understanding them .  Nevertheless, I think it's entirely true that all 
of us valued the work of every other member in that group.                                                           
 
Rakosi: Oh, yes. 
 
Reznikoff:  Yes, I think it's true, that. 
 
Oppen:  So that Reznikoff had written the rubric on the Objectivist books which said quite simply: 
"The Objectivist Press is a group of poets who are printing their own work and that of others, 
which they think ought to be printed."  That's pretty simple.  That's pretty Reznikoffian too.  
(General laughter)  
 
Rakosi:  But the interesting thing is that the reality now is that we're stuck with the main word 
"Objectivists, "  no matter what we do. 
 
Oppen:  Yes, we're Objectivists. 
 
Rakosi:  Part of history, you might say, against our own will. 
 
Robert Duncan:  Do you wish you weren't ? 
 
Oppen:  No. 
 
Rakosi:  No, I don't think so.  I don't think so. It's not that term, actually.  I may have said this at 
the TV yesterday.  The term was quite suitable for me at the time.  So I thought it was great. 
 
Oppen:  Yes. 
 
Reznikoff:  I find—may I say—that whenever I tell an anecdote about myself, I look around: 
they're already a dozen people who've heard it at least once, and  I feel a little embarrassed, and I 
feel that good.  If I hadn't been at this thing yesterday, from which I read a few lines—now, I'm 
sorry for those people who were there, because I'll repeat it. But now I have this apology.  I'm 
repeating it for the others who were not there.  Now, it's pretty longish—it more or less covers the 
ground, and I won't say another word.  I'll leave it to everybody else.  But I'll say, under great 
pressure of course (general laughter) but I'd like to summarize what I have here, and I think it 
makes clear whatever I had to say then about  Objectivists.  This is taken from a thing called 
Contemporary Literature published by the University of Wisconsin, and it's based on a session 
that was held there for the Objectivists.  And they had a lot of time on their hands.  And there were 
only four of us, I think.  And anyway we had the whole evening —in fact we had two days for 
ourselves each, each.   But anyway let me read you this, and it may clarify some things.  
                                                            
   To begin with, I'd like to start with reading something from a book of late T'ang poetry. T'ang.  
Capital T. A. N. G.  Chinese.  Right at the beginning there's a quotation or translation from 
something written a thousand years ago.  And I followed it up by saying, "I suppose I oughtn't to 
go back that far.  But like a lot of people I like to find ancient authority."  Now, the introduction is 
by a man named Graham, and he begins by quoting the remarks of a Chinese poet of the eleventh 
century.  This is his translation.  "Poetry presents the thing in order to convey the feeling.  It should 
be precise about the thing and reticent about the feeling."  And further on, commenting on another 
poet, Mr Graham says, "A rigor in seeking the objective" —I don't know what that means; it must 
be the rain—"the objective correlative of emotion is a strong point of 
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most Chinese poetry of all periods."  Then I go on to say, "Of course the feeling is there in the 
selection of the material.  You pick certain things that are significant.  That's your feeling. You 
don't go into the feeling.  You portray it as well as you can"—I'm explaining the quotation—
"hoping that somebody else reading the poem will get your feeling.  Now I think that the very 
word that was used in the translation of the Chinese poet—'precise'—is perhaps a far cry from 
what the Symbolists meant when they said, 'To name is to destroy.  To suggest is to create.'  I was 
very much moved by that when I first read it.  But my own belief is to name and to name and to 
name, and to name in such a way that you had rhythm, since music"—I see I say, "I think George 
Oppen would agree with me"—"is also part of the meaning.  If you try, for an example, as I have 
done, to express what you see from the roof of a building, chimneys and so on, the rhythm should 
convey your sense of depression without your saying, 'What a horrible sight!' "  And then I go on 
to say, "Why do you write in the rhythms you do ?"—question mark.  "How do you get the 
feeling ?"  Then I say—I go ahead, you see, and I say, "First there is the need, the desire, the 
necessity of doing it, then the way.  When I was twenty-one I was particularly impressed by the 
new kind of poetry being written by Ezra Pound, H.D. and others, with sources in French free 
verse."  I emphasize that.  They're not Whitman.  "It seemed to me just right:  not cut to pattern, 
however cleverly, nor poured into ready molds"—that sounds like an echo of Pound—"but words 
and phrases flowing into thought, to be read just like common speech"—that sounds like 
Whitman—"but for stopping at the end of the line."  That is, "common speech, but for stopping at 
the end of each line. And this is like a rest in music or a turn in the dance."  
 
   Now, let me go on to say more about it below.  "By the term 'Objectivist' I suppose a writer may 
be meant who does not write directly from his feelings about what he sees and hears"—I have said 
this yesterday, so forgive me those who've heard it—"who is restricted almost to the testimony of 
a witness in a court of law, and who expresses his feelings indirectly by the selection of his subject 
matter and, if he writes in verse, by its music.  Now suppose in a court of law you are testifying"—
this what I said yesterday, and I'll repeat it for those who were not there—"Now suppose in a court 
of law you are testifying in a negligence case.  You cannot get up on the stand and say, 'The man 
was negligent.'  That's a conclusion of fact.  What you'd be compelled to say is how the man acted.  
Did he stop before he crossed the street ?  Did he look ?  The judges of whether he is negligent or 
not are the jury in that case, and the judges of what you say as a poet are the readers."  Then I'll 
skip, thank goodness, a few pages. And I went to something else I underlined, which I thought had 
some relation.  "What we were  reacting from"—perhaps I should say I was, and all of the others, 
as I understood it—"What we were reacting from was Tennyson. We were anti-Tennysonian.  His 
kind of poetry didn't represent the world we knew—the streets of New York or of East 
Rutherford"—that's Williams—"or Paterson"—Williams again.  "It might have represented the 
idyllic countryside where Tennyson lived, I don't doubt, or the world in which Swinburne lived: 
the semi-classical world. We recognized its validity.  I know that somebody in  publishing some 
modern verse called it Others, and correctly.  He wasn't condemning anything else.  He was only 
referring to himself.  I'm sure we all felt how good were things like"—and this is a quote you all 
know—" 'The hounds of Spring around Winter's traces', or the beginning of 'The Lotos-Eaters.'  
Some of it was magnificent, but it wasn't us, and certainly it was not the kind of poetry Austin 
Dobson was writing."  Now, to skip to just something else, just a few more quotes. "Testimony, 
which is another book of mine, may be explained by T.S. Eliot's (quote) 'objective correlative.'   
As I understand it, the stock explanation in colleges, in high schools and maybe, by this time,  
kindergartens," (general laughter) "something happens, and it expresses something that you feel, 
not necessarily because of those facts, but because of entirely different facts that give you the same 
kind of feeling."  That's what I understand by an objective correlative. Now anyway, "In 
Testimony"—I'm just using Testimony as an example—"In Testimony the speakers whose words 
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I use are all giving testimony about what they actually lived through.  The testimony is that of a 
witness in court—not a statement of what he felt but of what he saw or heard.  What I wanted to 
do was to create by selection, arrangement, and the rhythm of the words used as the mood for 
feeling."  The verb here was "to create."  "I suppose I'm an Objectivist and I have my own 'formula' 
for writing"—quote "formula"—"but no formula can be a guarantee of good writing. I think behind 
any poem  there's a background of experience and emotion that explains its moving qualities."  
Period.  That's all.  Well, do you want to continue ? 
 
Rakosi:  What do you mean, "do I want to continue?"  (General laughter)  Yeah, I want to continue. 
 
Oppen:  It was an Objectivist effort—almost the whole picture, part of the poems I read:  "the 
girder, still itself among the rubble."  It's also slightly heroic, in terms of the history of change, 
disinterred Objectivists.  
 
Rakosi:  The thing I'd like to pick up is what I started to talk about at the television performance 
there. And that is, you see, Objectivism to the ordinary person would immediately mean something 
to  do with the object—right—the thing.  So you get to the idea, well: what are the principles would 
be then ?  You let the thing to speak for itself.  There is enough reality, enough interest in an object 
for it to speak for itself. Up to a point, because if you want to make something interesting out of 
itself, sure it can speak for itself, I mean, and you can just say "Tree", and then you let your 
imagination play round that.  And if you're doing that physically, actually something can come of 
it.  You haven't written a poem.  That is not interesting enough, there isn't enough there. So the 
poet has to be looking for more than simply that kind of thing around which the imagination can 
freely play.  And to me it meant that he was trying to bridge the gap between the objective things 
outside himself, the universe outside himself, and the person that he is, because what comes out is 
not any external reality.  He's, after all, only, and can only talk about himself, his psyche, the 
person.  All right.  Well, how is that to be bridged ?  After all, this is one of the classic problems 
in philosophy.  What is the bridge, and what is the reality ?  Is it in the person ?  Is it outside in 
that thing ?  Is it something in between ?  Well, it's one of those things that can't be.  There is no 
answer, and therefore it's an ideal situation for poetry.  Situations in which there is no answer are 
perfect for poetry, because poetry is not looking for answers.  That's in the operational world.  
Nevertheless, well, how is it possible, though ?  How can you then talk about a reality which is 
neither an object outside or simply you, the psyche ?  I think it happens through language, through 
the medium, and through—not through language, however, as communication, which is a different 
use of language, but language as symbol.  So that when you begin to use language as symbol, you 
enter a different state of being, and you begin to create in that state of being something that feels 
like reality to you.  It is an object, a poetical object.  This is what Zukofsky was struggling to 
express, and he never could.  He spoke of it as "sincerity," but that wasn't it. That's the only way 
that I can make any sense out of a poetic object. Now, that's it. That's an inexhaustible field, it 
seems to me, for action, because there are an infinite number of ways in which just any single 
human being can move into that kind of making of a poetic object of the reality that is outside. 
 
Duncan:   I see a funny kind of double play here, in this sense,  of having the word "Objectivist" 
is a way we tend to want us to go to it. That's within a world called poetry, and every proposition 
of a poem is an event in that particular world called poetry.  But what is very apparent is that lots 
of people are concerned to go to poetry for the purposes of their language, not of poetry.  And a 
poem is a very significant event in language.  So they're  two different experiences.  To us poets 
 
 
locally a poem is a tremendous historical-polemical and so forth event.  Within the order of the 
poetry it could be a dialectical event that we do or do not challenge. It changes everything we're 
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going to do, but having to do with poetry.  But in itself, the poem that's needed by poetry—
Tennyson did not only not provide the language that was adequate for you to start speaking, but it 
seemed to provide a language that demanded that you provide an entirely different one.  And we 
realize that could happen again. But in the other sense, I'm looking about this room and realizing, 
gee, but how strange.  People come into the poem in order to have their own sense just of language 
being rearranged,  and also, you were addressing that, weren't you ? That's when you said, it was 
like philosophy, but we don't need philosophy.  You would have been a philosopher if it had been 
philosophy.  They do things about language too.  But it was an event in which we—now we're now 
no longer  poetry—we somehow inhabit an entirely different way of having a language in which 
a tree will occur—I mean, in which the feel of a tree can occur. 
 
Rakosi:  A very good example of this is Williams' early poem, "The Botticellian Trees"—what 
the hell is the date ?—you know, "Botticellian Trees."  But you see, he took a tree and it became 
a poetical object as he worked it out as a Botticellian tree, as it were. It doesn't mean anything 
unless you happen to know that particular poem. 
 
Duncan:  But it leads to Williams's Botticelli with the feel of the tree.                                                                
 
Rakosi:  Oh, I'm sure. But you see that's how you do bridge reality; how you do establish a bridge 
between your own individual psyche and external reality. 
 
Oppen:  Carl, like Williams, you would have— 
                                                           
Reznikoff:  Oh, I say. May I suggest, isn't Mr Ginsberg... ? We haven't called on him yet. (General 
laughter)  
 
Ginsberg:  He hasn't opened his mouth yet.  (More laughter) He opened his mouth, but he never 
got a sentence in it. 
 
Rakosi:  Has George finished? 
 
Reznikoff:  Oh, excuse me. Well, we are such friends... 
 
Oppen:  I would  be grateful anyway.   Carl, like Williams, was the one among us who had a very 
precise and marvelous elegance which was the secret sin really of all of us. And all this talk about, 
so forth. Also Charles on his embarrassment, because we all said this before in the front of the 
television.  My embarrassment in these matters is limited to Robert Duncan who is the only man 
who's ever listened to me say anything twice, and I said this to him twice.  But it's a very lovely 
Objectivist story.  There was a magician who came to a small village somewhere, and he had a 
magic stone which would grant the owner of it any wish—any wish that he possessed.  And for 
this he wanted all the possessions of that village.  Obviously the village thought that was a good 
thing, and they gathered all their possessions in a marvelous ceremony (referring again to 
"elegance").  They delivered to him all their possessions and the magician gave to them his stone, 
and turned to go.  And then he stopped and said, "Oh, my God, I almost forgot to tell you. Don't 
think of a white horse!" (General laughter)  That was essentially our sense of language, and all the 
things that then grew up on us.   So we are connected.  There's a connection between us. 
 
Reznikoff:   Well, you're looking at me.  I'm looking at Allen. 
 
Ginsberg:  I have a question. 
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Reznikoff:  All right. I haven't promised not to say anything else.                                                               
 
Ginsberg:  A question.  First of all, because you were talking about an approach to rendering 
objects in words, or, let's say,  describing or sketching objects so as to present your feelings—
either your feelings or your perception. Now, by presenting your feelings or your perception—  
                                                    
Rakosi:  Perception of relationship, not feelings.  Could be feelings. 
 
Ginsberg:  Well, yes, perception of relationships, by describing the objects related rather than 
attempting to abstract a relationship and just talk about the relationship without the trees in relation 
to the sky in relation to the grass. You describe tree-grass-skies and you have space.  You don't 
start— 
 
Rakosi:  I'm not sure you're representing me accurately. 
 
Ginsberg:  OK, well, that's what I'm asking  I wondered to what extent is the language that we're 
using—"objects", "Objectivism"—is that actually understood by all the people here, including the 
younger people, as a sort of common practice of mind and common practice of vocalization of our 
perception, or writing our perception ?  Because there are probably still a few young people who 
think of poetry as self-expression without the object, just a subjective cry.  I'm wondering to what 
extent is what we're assuming to be commonly understood now—about our consciousness in 
relation to writing and in relation to observation—to what extent is that understood by everybody 
here in the room ? 
 
Rakosi: I don't know. 
 
Ginsberg:  For that reason I'm trying to present how I understand what you're saying. 
 
Reznikoff:  That's of course. We do. 
 
Oppen:  Allen asked me about place, dealing with something to do with place, and I didn't give 
an answer somehow.  It involves the thing too.  You were saying we had a strong sense of place, 
and I didn't realize you meant exactly what I meant and began to go astray.  But to make it clear 
here:  our sense of place was...who was it ?  Heraclitus ?  I'm not sure who it was. The sense of 
place in this phrase, "If it all went up in smoke, that smoke would remain." 
                                                                 
Reznikoff:  I don't know.  I know that. 
 
Oppen:  But this was a sense of place, not the rural sense of place, not the Frostian sense of 
place...Is it permissible to read a poem in this ? 
 
Reznikoff:  You read that thing on the girder which seemed to be an example of—  I mean, you 
didn't read it. You quoted.  That girder poem among the rubbish as an example of Objectivism. I 
took along two things that I had written to illustrate what I— 
 
Ginsberg:  Wait a minute.  That was your poem he read ? 
 
 
 
Reznikoff:  Yes, I know he did. (General laughter) Excuse me for assuming this, I'd like to—as 
evidence of what one writer who has been  [end of first DVD] called an Objectivist—and may be 
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called, for simplicity's sake in teaching, an Objectivist—uses or wants to use.  And then I won't 
say anything.  But I want to read this just as an example, as it were, a specimen of what one man 
thinks.  And I'm not speaking for anybody else. Certainly not for Zukofsky who I wish would 
speak here for himself.  But I'm not talking about that.  I'm reading these few things, and those of 
you who were unfortunate to be here to hear it will probably hear it again when we have another 
audience, I think another audience, when I'm to read all my things.  But I'll read it to explain the 
way I react.  And people who are profound—as what the neighbor to my neighbor is to the left, or 
I'm looking at the gentleman over there who's just got his fingers in, Mr Duncan whose profundities 
I listened to this morning with great respect. And I should include all of you—except me.  (General 
laughter) Let me read these two things which'll show you how I use as an introduction to what is 
the rest that I write. And then I won't say anything else. (More laughter). 
 
                Salmon and red— 
 
(Laughter continues)  Well, I'll wait till you get through laughing.  I hope you enjoy this. 
 
                 Salmon and red wine 
                 and a cake packed with raisins and nuts: 
                 no diet for a writer of verse 
                 who must learn to fast 
                 and drink water by measure. 
 
                 Those of us without house and ground 
                 who leave tomorrow 
                 must keep our baggage light: 
                 a psalm, perhaps a dialogue— 
                 brief as Lamech's song in Genesis, 
                 even Job among his friends— 
                 but no more. 
 
                 Like a tree in December  
                 after the winds have stripped it 
                 leaving only trunk and limbs 
                 to writhe and outlast 
                 the winter's blast. 
 
I see a lot of non-Objective things in here.  That's what Objectivists do, I suppose. Now I'll read 
the second and the last in this, a little different.  
 
                 I have neither the time nor the weaving skills, perhaps, 
                 For the intricate medallions the Persians know; 
                 My rugs are the barbaric fire worshippers: 
                 how blue the waters flow 
                 how red the fiery sun 
                 how brilliant a green the grass is 
                 how blinding white the snow. 
 
 
That's all.  It looks like a departure from Object—(Applause) 
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Duncan:  I should say that no matter how we try to clip the tail correctly, that donkey-poetry 
proves to be full of grief.  (General laughter) 
 
Oppen:  Yes, yes. 
 
Enslin:   My initial attraction to the poetry of these men, and I would prefer for the minute to not 
to use the term "Objectivist,"because it was for me an experience of coming to the poetry of 
individuals first.  I mean, I didn't really know very much about Objectivism, as such, until 
Zukofsky told me that same story which Carl told at the beginning of this thing.  And I'm often 
suspicious of that kind of terminology anyway, except that certainly, as you gentlemen talk about 
it and as you practice it, is a pretty apt term. Anyway, I wasn't fortunate enough to read, as Robert 
Duncan did, Zukofsky when I was seventeen.  I think it was about 1950 when I really started to be 
aware of it.  And I read his poetry first, whatever I could get—not very much, as a matter of fact.  
Cid Corman got me on to him in a way, and we had a correspondence, and I sent him poems and 
later met him.  First.  George was next, and Mr Reznikoff very shortly after that.  I didn't read your 
poetry, Carl, until quite late.  Well, of course it's pretty hard to find. 
                                                             
Rakosi:  There's a reason for it. 
 
Enslin:  Yes (laughing) there's a reason for it. 
 
Rakosi:  I wasn't writing. 
 
Enslin:  Exactly.  But the attraction for me was the very salutary concentration upon the object.  
And it was salutary for me particularly because I tend to                                                      abstraction.  
I think in this way.  And it was a relief because I realized,  very sketchily at the beginning—and 
I'm still dissatisfied with a lot of ways that I work with these things, and I'll talk about that in a bit 
when I do talk about the one to one.  But it seemed to me that it was possible to use this type of 
naming of things, which came from me certainly, but it was something within me which came out 
to that object, which could save the tendency that I had to move in an apparently diffuse way.  I 
had this argument with Cid for years now. He would  say, "Well, you've got to have to tighten up, 
you have to tighten up." And I'd say, "Yes, and you have to loosen up too."  I mean, I believe that 
both of these things are necessary.  But your poetry did give a feeling that I could do this, and I 
found that, nowhere else.  This has been the importance always of your work to me, as something 
that I could use.  I mean, I can enjoy it also, thank God.  It's not simply something that I want to 
tighten bolts with.  This to me has been the great value.  And Charles, you were very gracious 
yesterday to tell me that this was not an abuse, when I mentioned this after we talked over there. 
  
Male speaker [To Oppen] In the workshop, near the end, you were saying you and your wife were 
reading Shelley in the morning, "Ode to the West Wind," and really loved it, and I wouldn't think—
to go to your quote of Hank's—certainly the feeling in Shelley is in reticence.  To a new reader, or 
as a poet, do you see this feeling as an object ? 
 
Oppen:  I tell myself:  don't, for God's sake, think of a white horse!  (General laughter)  How 
about my reading a poem?  I called it a "Psalm," with or without justification, I don't actually know.  
I'm reading it because I think it defines anyway my attitude. 
 
 
                  In the small beauty of the forest 
                  The wild deer bedding down— 
                  That they are there! 
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                                                    Their eyes 
 
                  Effortless, the soft lips 
                  Nuzzle and the alien small teeth 
                  Tear at the grass 
 
                                                     The roots of it 
                   Dangle from their mouths 
                   Scattering earth in the strange woods. 
                   They who are there. 
 
                                                      Their paths 
                    Nibbled thru the fields, the leaves that shade them 
                    Hang in the distances 
                    Of sun 
 
                                                       The small nouns 
                    Crying faith 
                    In this in which the wild deer 
                    Startle and stare out. 
 
Pretty much what we all felt.   
 
Duncan:  I'd like to ask a question that has you, maybe, expound on.  What has impressed me in 
your works, and what I've attempted to pick up on and to utilize and highly appreciate, is the 
accuracy of the information that you're dealing with, and going through a poetic process in which 
you deal precisely, specifically and accurately in language that has that meaning, and the naming 
of it, so that the use that we have of language comes as close to being coincidental with the fact of 
the experience, the fact of the perception.  And so that there's no attempt to embellish it, but to 
make it actual, real, to make it particular instead of conceptual, so that that translation of perceptual 
senses into a language which is not, in fact, the experience, but which is as close to the experience 
as you can get to.  And I wondered if you would talk about this sense of process that goes with 
that—of dealing with the language that way.  
 
Oppen:  Well, we shouldn't over-philosophize this.  We had a good deal of confidence in the 
instant as a test of one's own sincerity, as a test of whether one ever really did feel this or believe 
this.  It would be wrong to get into a whole philosophy here, of nominalism and so on. 
 
Ginsberg:  Why ? Too much work ? 
 
Oppen:  Yeah, too much work. (General laughter)   
 
Ginsberg: Unless we do, I don't think everybody in the room will  understand everything down to 
the bottom foundation of the universe that we're into.                                                            
 
Rakosi:  Well...to come to grips with that.  Take that poem of George's.  It's so simple, isn't it ? 
 
But you know that he had to go through a tremendous process of selection.  First of all, he had to 
look at a thing hard, very hard and long.  He had to have the patience there to think the thing 
through until he got to the fundamentals, until he could get to a thing that really could stand by 
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itself, could speak for itself, and didn't need embellishment. Now, you're talking about a process 
of self-discipline, a great deal of self-discipline.  There was somebody—was it you ?  Oh, you 
mentioned the example of the subjective cry. 
 
Ginsberg:  Yes.  
 
Rakosi:  By God, that is not Objectivist.  If Objectivism means anything psychologically, it means 
tremendous self-discipline and hard work, because to get to a language that's as simple and 
fundamental as that, and that will speak for itself, and doesn't need rhetorical development and 
ornamentation, means that you have to sift through it very, very carefully.                                                             
 
Ginsberg:  Is it a process that—now getting literal and subjective in phenomenology—is the 
process a sifting through a great number of different words heard in the mind or a sifting through 
a great number of different visual and auditory perception ? 
 
Rakosi: Well, I can't speak for George.  I— 
 
Ginsberg:  Is there any common practice, say, for the focus of attention ?  Almost, let's say, is 
there any common yoga of attention ? 
 
Rakosi:  Well, we haven't— 
                                                                
Duncan:  I think one of the difficulties we've got here is the difference between motion and 
emotion. 
 
Oppen:  Yes. 
 
Duncan:  Emotion is very regular, very immediate to me, and one thing I had to learn is: well, all 
right, I'll also emote.  But emotion means that you do not keep the feeling.  You throw it out, and 
this is really very characteristic of you, Allen, and the development of a different art [start of 
second DVD] and "emote" means you pour out this way.                                                            But 
if, on the contrary, you want to keep the emotion—I mean, keep the feeling, not emotion—emotion 
is throwing out what you feel.  And your picture, Allen, as I read it, why it is essential that you 
throw out what you feel is because when we come to the center of your mind, it is Buddhist in its 
character, and it wants to vomit forth its existence in this world, and come to a transcendent state.  
And all transcendent states in the Romantic vein—and this is for Shelley—want to throw up their 
feeling out and flood it into the world.  And actually a world filled with me will leave me empty 
to be a world.  But then we've got to look for another world.  When you want to keep feeling, not 
get rid of it, not throw it out, you've got to design a different poem, and then you're attracted to the 
motion—not emotion, but the motion present in— Now, see, if I throw out what I feel about the 
tree, and that's going to be one kind of poetry.  We even feel it poured forth like that, and 
spectacular good.  Rhetoric keeps creating the constant flow of a throwing-out.  But if you keep it, 
then you get articulation of parts. They co-exist, they move throughout the poem.  You do not rush 
on at all.  Eliot in this sense is truly an Objectivist. When he proposes, "In my end is my beginning", 
he doesn't mean "my end the beginning nothingness,"  although he had such propositions coming 
round. But in the poem we realize it must mean  every part of the poem co-exists, and it can't...not 
emoted but captive in the inner motion.  Now, that 
 
keeping of the world as an inner motion means a very different view of art.  And turning to the 
Chinese, if it is to be, had you not turned to Ta'ng, you would have actually been merely the chic 
style of Art Deco, because one of the threats in the instinct to prune this— In one sense, you were 



 11 
actually streamlining the poem.  But we see that non-thoughtful streamlining produced all sorts 
of abortions.  It produced refrigerators that don't really have to travel at a high speed, that  look 
like pots that take off into space.  And style  is a failure to grasp the inner necessities  present that 
direct the art.  I will say of the three of you and of Louis Zukofsky that, unlike Cummings, you 
both failed and surpassed style, and were concerned with something that we can't turn around at 
night and date and  take on when we want to have a bachelor room re-done like 1924.  We won't 
take you over with the Léger and the self-survival.  I have sentiments in this direction, and I 
appreciate your sentiments, but I can't think of putting Rakosi down into, say, 1922.   It just doesn't 
work.  Cummings is what I put down, and I'd have Vachel Lindsay who was emoting, also emoted 
very stylishly, and the cover was stylish in "The Chinese Nightingale."  It could only have existed 
then, and you love it because you love human folly. (General laughter) And I do, you know,  But 
this keeping emotion, and that's what it meant to me—  I thought, gee,  I always emote, yes, but  I 
also get full permission, because I found out I love it, much as my  poetry is also concerned with 
articulating, so that the poem does not emote but to find ways of keeping—  Much of my poetry 
is—  I never get rid of it, and   consequently I didn't like karma.  You don't work it out.  [DVD 
stops]  It has been observed of my plays they don't have any catharsis...But I can't see what that's 
really to do with feelings. 
 
Reznikoff:  That's the same feelings, again and again and again ? 
 
Vas Dias:   I was wondering— 
 
Duncan:  Oh, yeah, right. 
 
Reznikoff:  I agree with your brilliant use of the word "emotion," and disclaiming what it does.  
But it's going to happen just as if you get sick.  I'm sorry to say it.  Eating something, and eating 
again and again and again probably has the same sickness. 
 
Duncan:  There is an emotion that takes place in the specific visual imagery.  
 
Oppen:  Yes.                                                           
 
Duncan:  There's a drama that takes place there— 
 
Oppen:  Yes. 
 
Duncan:  —and it's that dramatic imagery that I think is not the kind of emotional, spontaneous 
outcry that you were referring to [DVD starts again] in terms of Allen. 
 
Speaker:  It's not an emotion. 
 
Duncan:  I'm wondering, though, isn't it really somehow— 
 
Ginsberg:  I didn't remember using the word "emotion."  I don't think I used the word "emotion." 
 
Oppen:  Somebody else—                                                             
 
Reznikoff:  Well, it doesn't matter either way. 
 
Ginsberg:  I would like to re-phrase my question again, then. I'm not sure that  either I understood 
the answer or that my question was understood in the place where it was asked.  The 
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question was:  what is the process of mind that you experience when you're perceiving objects ?  
How do you choose which objects to attempt to describe, and is that a good word ?  Are you 
attempting to describe objects and their relations outside of the effect that you see, in order to 
present process or, if you wish to say it, present yourself or just present process ? You are not there 
actually.  You're simply observing. 
 
Reznikoff:  No, I wouldn't say I'm observing observation.  I'm observing every minute.  My eyes 
are open.  So's everybody else here. 
 
Ginsberg:  But at what point do you find relation? At what point—? 
 
Reznikoff:  Let me give you— 
 
Ginsberg:  At what point do you find a set of relations? 
 
Reznikoff:  I'll give you an illustration of how I work, or I think I work, and you can judge from 
that. Listen, I don't say— I might throw this away tomorrow, but                                                          in 
coming here—  I'll show you.  To me it's as clear as daylight. Of course, I never go into the 
profundities, over there and even your profundities.  I just do it. But what I'm trying to get at, and 
then on the plane it may answer the thing. 
 
Ginsberg:  You can't barter your way out. (General laughter)  
 
Reznikoff:  Don't judge me by this.  But I came here on the American Airlines. I'm not advertizing.  
But what I want to say:  after I got there, you understand what happened. I didn't go into all the 
details either, and I may now tear this up in a minute.  Fly—you're talking of  emotion and what 
the object I see represents. I don't start with an emot-...I start with an emotion, but then I have a 
symbol for it, and begin to use it instantly.  This is not a very important symbol.  
 
                                 Fly at the airline terminal 
 
             You didn't have to spend hours packing your luggage, 
              nor tip the doorman for carrying it to a taxi, 
              nor pay the driver, 
              nor even buy a ticket 
              and get a boarding pass. 
              But of course you are not going far—or as far.                                                             
 
Now, to me I had just commenced, you see this, how clearly, and I went through the usual trouble 
that people go as they travel, and I sit there, waiting for the time to leave, happen.  And I see a fly 
and I address it.  The fly is a symbol.  I use him as a listener, an excuse.  The unfortunate fly cannot 
answer.  He's just there on the window sill,  but I can talk to him, and I do talk to him, and I tell 
him my troubles.  In other words, I start with an emotion, and I have an unfortunate listener.  So I 
talk to him, but I have the emotion to begin with, and  I emote it, to use your expression.  I have 
this emotion time and time again, and a lot of things.                                                             
 
Ginsberg:  Let me be obnoxiously nosey. What was curious was: you were preoccupied with all 
the troubles you'd gone to, to get to that moment. 
 
Reznikoff:  Yes, that's true. 
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Ginsberg:  Did the fly remind you of all that trouble? In other words, was the fly part of the 
original—? 
 
Reznikoff:  No, he wasn't. What reminded me of the trouble, he was so quiet and restful on that 
window pane, and I ever so unquiet and so unrestful.  And here was an object, and then I 
suddenly—to reduce from this towhat was his level—said, "You are not going as far."  But I might  
be inspired—excuse me from using that word (General laughter)—I may be inspired, but that is 
not at all expressive of how I feel.  I imagine the only relation between a fly and this thing is that 
a fly flies.  So maybe that is that.  
 
Duncan: Mr Reznikoff, I've got a poem which is: 
 
                        Fly, how come you're rested so profound,  
                        when I pack up so much  
                        and got in such a hurry  
                        to come on the same way.  
 
(General laughter) 
 
Oppen:   Allen, let me— 
 
Ginsberg:  Yes, good. 
 
Oppen:  The reason I don't think the whole question of nominalism in the survey course in 
philosophy is necessary, is actually there's something else behind it.  For reasons I do not know, 
but it seems that the poet is a person who wants humanity—if you'll excuse that—to get to 
wherever it is it's going. We're extremely impatient about it, and this just seems to be the only thing 
we want—it's our immoralism and it's our moralism at the same time. And therefore we really 
don't have to argue the philosophy of it, and the emotion of this too.  The emotion of clarity is this.  
The clarity is for the sake of something, not for stasis. And the reason I read that poem, indefensibly, 
was because I did say, "crying faith," though the  nominalism is pretty...The "crying faith in"—
that's an emotional response which actually, all of us, this does unite us.   We have this considerable 
emotion about these things which one cannot not see.  Rezi very, very often, even in the "girder" 
a little bit, will reduce it to something almost whimsical in order to make more poignant this 
business—yes, about the business. 
                                                         
Rakosi: Well, I think Objectivists were looking at simple things, much more, say, than Eliot and 
Pound.  We were starting psychologically on a much simpler basis, because we wanted to 
establish....I thought we would have to establish some kind of an American reality here.  An 
American reality is really different from British reality.  It's not polite, it's not social, it's—  I was 
brought up in the Middle West, and I have a certain feeling for nature which is the Middle 
Westerner's feeling.  I have certain mystical questions that I like to address to nature, like to probe 
into and so on.  So that, although Pound and Eliot had started modern poetry well on its way, there 
was something American here that had to be developed, because, although they were American, 
they were really American only in origin.  The French influence was overwhelming, 
 
and I was astonished to find that French influence in poetry to this day is dominant in Yugoslavia, 
let's say, and Russia.  Russia has been for a decade.  Why, why the French influence in Russia ?  
Why not their own ?  Their own psyche is different, and the French school of thought is not even 
French.  It's Parisian—Paris.  It's a special kind of an animal dominated the world actually in poetry. 
[DVD stops]  So I think the Objectivists were doing something different.  Now, we didn't plan it 
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this way.  You know, I didn't meet Reznikoff till about three years ago.  And I met George a 
couple of years ago. 
 
Ginsberg:  You had known Zukofsky ? 
 
Rakosi:   I had. Yes, yes, Zukofsky and I were friends. 
 
Ginsberg:  And George and Reznikoff were old friends also ? 
 
Reznikoff:  Well, we're fairly old. 
 
Oppen:   Old, yes.  (General laughter) 
 
Reznikoff:  I won't apologize for saying something. I've been speaking here about what the 
emotion is in something I have just written.  It's going to be  published in some little local place.  
But it occurred to me because of the other thing I read to you, and I hope I can remember it.  And 
then I was wondering what it was. [DVD starts again] 
 
                    Horsefly 
                    on the window of a dealer in automobile supplies: 
                    you are out of business now.                                                        
 
All right.  (General laughter) I hope you believe me when I say I'm not in the least sympathetic 
with horse-flies.  But I put that...why did I write that ?  Why did I ship it out ?  Well, there, you 
see you have an object that isn't related at all to emotion.  So maybe I'm back in the Objectivist 
class of pure and simple.  There's no emotion there as there was in this "Fly" poem that I read you 
before that.  But there I was annoyed.  My emotion was not expressed— 
                                                           
Vas Dias:  A nostalgia,  there. 
 
Oppen:  Weren't you being quite poignant ? 
 
Reznikoff:  No, I am not.  I assure you I'm not the least sorry about—  I have no— 
 
Oppen:  Charles, weren't you being quite poignant about the situation of coldness ? 
 
Reznikoff:  Of what ? 
 
Oppen:  Coldness.  Your coldness towards the... 
 
Reznikoff:   Horseflies or automobiles. 
 
Oppen:  Or automobiles. 
 
 
 
Reznikoff:  Well, maybe a man who's gifted with a tremendous enthusiasm for profundity might 
analyse it like that. 
 
Oppen:  For a man who has often spoken of himself in terms of a fly, and we have a picture of 
you battling a stuffed rabbit with an umbrella. (General laughter)  
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Reznikoff:  Maybe you're quite right.  But that sounds a little—  Well, I  say,  that would be 
perhaps a psychoanalyst.  You might say that's why he's writing this kind of stuff.  He's talking 
about himself.    
 
Ginsberg:  Does the occasion of writing, composition, create or loosen or present the field of 
attention, the element of the poem, ever ?  Or do you find  that you are, sitting in the middle of a 
poem—that is, an arrangement of objects around you, relating to you, that you write down ? Does 
the fact that you are  writer and poet remind you that everything around you has relationships ?  
Or are you sitting there on a waiting bench and see a fly and see the relationships, and so write it 
down ? 
 
Oppen:  I am not.  At any rate, I'm not.                                                            
 
Ginsberg:   Do you have a habit of mind of looking for relationships, I should say ? 
 
Rakosi:  I don't think of myself as a poet, no.  Not if it's a—   You know, it has to— 
 
Ginsberg:  Most of the time when you're not thinking about observing objects for rearrangement 
in language to put down. 
 
Oppen:  I don't. 
 
Rakosi:  I don't go around looking for subjects for poetry.  As a matter of fact, I try to avoid it. 
 
Oppen:  Every time I sit down, anytime I sit down at a desk,  around me gathers the sense of 
something like a sphere, and some object will seem to me a way to express this. In the course of a 
poem the fly may disappear and something entirely different appear.  My sense is, in brief, of being 
alone, as a matter of fact, of being alone with a piece of paper, and the piece of paper in a way 
becomes the field on which all this is—Well, I'm just speaking my visual focus. [DVD stops] 
 
Enslin:  Doesn't this more or less connect with a question that you started to ask earlier ? How do 
you choose ?  Is it a question of choice ?  Aren't you perhaps chosen ? 
                                                         
Oppen:  Somewhere in the sense of being alone, there appears a fly or there appears something 
else. 
 
Enslin:  Yes, and in that sense, perhaps, you at that time are chosen by the material itself, without 
consciously having decided that this is what you will do. 
 
Oppen:  Well, I'm superstitious about that all right. 
 
 
 
                                                           
Rakosi:  But surely you don't carry in your mind the possibility, do you, Allen, that [DVD starts 
again] the psychology of the Objectivist poet might be different from the psychology of other 
poets? The psychology is no different at all. 
  
Ginsberg:  No, I have in mind quite definitely—                                                           
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Rakosi:  No, no. 
 
Ginsberg:  —the possibility that the psychology— 
 
Rakosi:  No, no. 
 
Ginsberg: —of the Objectivist poet might be more like the psychology of a Zen Master, or 
somebody who's practiced meditation, and who has the habit of mind—of paying attention to the 
immediate situation in which he is— 
 
Rakosi:  All right. 
 
Ginsberg:  —rather than drifting off into speculation and fantasy. 
 
Rakosi:  I see. 
 
Ginsberg:  So really what I'm asking is: with the practice of Objectivism in poetry, is there any 
practice of attention to—not looking at yourself, but looking out, and not fantasizing moment by 
moment, hour by hour, as you walk through the day ? Not fantasizing and not looking at yourself, 
but looking outward and observing relationships. 
 
Reznikoff:  May I explain ?  I hate to be interrupting... 
                                                            
Ginsberg:  Yeah ? 
 
Reznikoff:   But I... 
 
Ginsberg:  No, I've finished my question. 
 
Reznikoff:  I'm using—oh, you've finished ?                                                             
 
Ginsberg:  I've finished my question. 
 
Reznikoff:  Oh, I hate to use this term because it sounds like boasting or something, but it's a term 
constantly used, and it's "inspiration."  It's a word I use.  By "inspiration" I mean simply this:  
nothing that I look for but that looks for me.  That's exactly it.  Now, I would say this: if I were 
looking for—  I'd look around here, and every face I see here might be a picture, if I were a painter 
good enough.  I mean, I would be interested in this picture, if I looked out and see all these trees, 
and whatever I see, all this is interesting per se.  But I don't try to do anything with it. But 
sometimes I might see something that sometimes strikes me, not only is particularly beautiful but, 
let me say, is a symbol.  I hate to use that word too.  Now, I would call that "inspiration," to avoid 
expiration.  (General laughter) 
 
 
 
Female speaker:  Many, many years ago, at a time I heard it—I can't remember the participants, 
I'm sorry—but it was a panel discussion of religion, and one person turned to a man who—I really 
wish I could remember who it was; I never did— and he said, now, when the Jewish people 
invented monotheism, now wait a minute, we didn't find it—it found us.  We pointed it out.  Isn't 
it that kind of pointing it out after having just found by something ? 
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Reznikoff:   Well, may I say something about this ? What we mean by monotheism is this.  I 
am a very poor historian, but Jews were in a certain class. By monotheism, by that time, they've 
got their one God.  Suddenly they're expelled to Babylonia, taken prisoner, and they're all the way 
off in Babylon.  They each got to desert their God, because He's this local god, or they have to 
have another conception.  Somebody comes up with this idea—well, that god in Babylonia isn't in 
Jerusalem as our God here.  And somebody comes up with an idea, as I think I say, as a seconder—
he's not only the God here, he's the God everywhere!  So they accepted.  It's a relief, but what Jews 
did repeatedly and what has been done, always done, if they're expelled in a certain country, sooner 
or later they might pick up the local god.  Where the conceptions are, the gods are local.  All I'm 
explaining is, when he says God found men, that would be they weren't looking around for seeing 
some kind of a religious experience that they could match.  That was put forth, and they would 
say, yes, they found us.  I think that—  I don't know, but that goes all the way through.  When you 
quoted this man this morning, I mean, you cited this symbol, I mean this—What was the—
Koheleth  or—?   I don't know.                                                            
 
Male speaker:  Jonah ?  
 
Reznikoff:  I don't know.  You cited a religious book that Scholem edited. Well, this was a kind 
of a thing that found that particular group that were there in Spain, and all their neighbors were 
doomed, something, and it reconciled them to their surroundings.  Now, it wasn't a belief that 
another group might find.  It wasn't a group that somebody a thousand years before Moses got into 
Egypt believed in, so that—I don't want to go into that source, because I don't know enough.  But 
if you go through the Bible—I'm talking the Old Testament—you're going to find all sorts of things 
that are traced back three thousand years, before there was ever a something that found—They 
weren't looking for, but it found them.  So I think he was right  in that sense. 
  
Duncan:  This is almost a description of the poem and its readers, because if you take that same 
Old Testament, it essentially found almost everybody in Europe.  I mean, it not only found Jews, 
but it after all found the entire Christian world, and then found beyond that—profoundly found 
people who were not in any description, and in one sense felt they weren't even committed, but 
had been found.  
 
Reznikoff:  Well, I agree with that. 
 
Duncan:  I mean, if you admit the truth of something, you can either dispose of it by  finding that 
it's really a minor truth.  But if you can't move it and it remains, even though you can't explain 
why, you still have work there to do. 
 
Oppen:  In Babylon. 
 
Reznikoff:  It's found you.  
                                                         
Duncan:  It's found you. 
 
 
Speaker:  And Allen said he didn't want to ask questions about theory. But it looks like the theory's 
found you. 
 
Reznikoff:  Well, that's true.  I agree with that.                                                          
 



 18 
Another speaker:  You're describing to me a universe of non-Platonic symbols, and you want 
to move in a universe, and they all exist co-extensive with each other.  And they find you, and you 
move, and you exist with them.  They're all equal and eternal.  Now, tell me if I'm wrong about 
that.  Now then,  I could move that to Williams and Cid.  I agree with them in this, and how it all  
relates to you  This also explains why Williams would say that Eliot set the poetry of America 
back fifty years with The Waste Land and things like that.  Because there were developments, this 
American, non-Platonic universe in which we were conceptualizing. 
 
Reznikoff:  If you're talking to me directly, I'd say I don't think Eliot did at all. I think he's very 
good, especially some of it.  And Pound is good, and then I'd add:  I'd  say I'm a democrat.  I don't 
believe everybody should believe and react in the same way.  I would say everybody—a small d, 
incidentally—everybody should be free to express themselves his way, whether it's an Objectivist 
any way he wants to.  The only thing I ask of them is it should be a genuine theory, and if it is a 
genuine theory and expressed with some effort—I mean, so that it accurately represents what he 
feels—I take off my hat to him.  I don't have (laughing with the audience), well, I say again,  I'm 
looking for a hat to take off!  That too was a symbol.  (More laughter) 
 
Speaker:  I'm sorry that I set you off like that in Eliot.  But what I was really getting at was this 
theory of Ossie's. 
 
Rakosi:  Well, let me react. 
 
Reznikoff:  You react.  You're better than I am. 
 
Rakosi:  The question is not one of non-Platonic objects.  Platonic objects would be perfectly 
acceptable in Objectivism provided they were objects—that they were made into poetic objects.  
In other words, human beings are too complex to be reduced to just  things, you know.  Nothing 
is that simple, and Objectivists didn't want to reduce it to that kind of simplicity.  And if we talk 
about (part of this is supposed to be "afterwards") well, if we're going to extend Objectivists, we 
have to include the whole psyche which is tremendously complex, and the possibilities for 
expansion and  variation in the human psyche are limitless.  But the one thing that Objectivism 
would require is that they all be made into a true poetic object— 
 
Oppen:  Yes, but on that— 
 
Rakosi: —that they be perceived accurately. 
 
Speaker:   As they speak, or as individuals— 
 
Rakosi:   Now, that's not the same as abstraction.  A lot of poetry is Platonic, but it's too abstract.  
It's not perceived accurately.  It's not a poetic object. Therefore it's easy to say that one of the—
I've repeatedly said that the greatest enemy of poetry is abstraction, but not if it's to be made into 
objects. 
 
 
 
Oppen:  But still a choosing.  Heidegger's been emphasizing the phenomena in a truth means a 
shining out.  In this sense, one gets chosen. 
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Female speaker:  Isn't it a sort of a love affair between you and the object as well?  There's a 
relationship.  Is there any space where these ideas that's dictated from—you know where the poem 
seems to turn something somewhere else ? 
 
Oppen:  The shining out.  That's what I meant. 
 
Speaker:  It doesn't just come from the conscious language. 
 
Oppen:  You don't seek the object.  It shines. The phenomena shines out as... 
 
Ginsberg:  If I could interpose.  What I mean by first thoughts, then, is that thought in which the 
object shines out on the person without our choice.  And what I mean by second and third thought 
is when we make coverings for the object, and we attempt to redefine it or even shift the tension 
from it. 
 
Oppen:  I strongly disagree with that. 
 
Ginsberg:  Yes, I was just trying to clarify my use of that.                                                             
 
Oppen:  Right. 
 
Male speaker:  I'd like to question that point of the inspiration. Like, I'm thinking of an analogy.  
If you could be a leaf that was falling from a tree and something was to inspire you, perhaps a bird 
that was flying by, you would use that bird as the object that has inspired you to express something.  
But I wonder if the inspiration of that bird were—were you really not waiting for that, deep inside?  
That you weren't just a leaf that was looking, trying to find an object to be able to express off of, 
but were you actually waiting silently inside for this object to appear, to be able to express off it 
the light that it shines on you ?  So, in a sense, you may not in a conscious manner be looking for 
objects to express by.  But are you really, deeply inside, waiting for that object to appear ? 
 
Allen de Loach:  That's a manner of experience that, I think, got lost in the one point that I'd like 
to just mention, and have you all throw it out or whatever—is that manner of experience is 
particular to the experience that you have.  I mean, you can't know something without experiencing 
it.  And what is the experience that you have ?  You don't experience yourself as a leaf, if I can 
take your term and use it off.  You may have some experience of that leaf,  but to say that I'm a 
leaf floating in the sky is not accurate in terms of what's really happening.  And it seems to me that 
it's that that has been most important to me is to pay particular attention.  I mean, I mentioned the 
other day when Allen said to me long ago, like, I had this line:  "And I as myself am tired of the 
cancer on the face of humanity."  What does that look like ?  I don't know.  OK, but I thought it 
sounded good, fine.  That wasn't real to the experience that I had.  There was particular information 
that I could have used, and it seems to me that if we get lost by becoming leaves, then we're not 
being accurate.  We're not being either accurate or real, we're not being particular to the fact of, 
the condition of, the experience.  And isn't it that condition of the experience and with real objects, 
a particular perceptual experience, which you want to get down into the poem, which then will 
carry out any other levels of meaning—will even carry, in its own particularity, the abstraction it 
contains within the particular.  But the abstraction itself doesn't 
 
carry the particular.  So when you deal with the reality, the actuality, stiffness, the specifics, then 
the rest of it will work.  There is a drama in that visual imagery that takes place, and it seems to 
me that that's what you've made worse for all of us and—                                                            
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Oppen:   The idea of a mirror. I think more and more, as we become more and more modern, 
our lives become as simple as mirrors.  The point about a mirror is that it gives something back.  
The idea about a mirror is that it gives something back. 
 
De Loach:  Which is very Zen, Suzuki, as if your Roshi spoke of that.  I think Allen made that 
reference to him, and I see that connection. 
                                                          
Reznikoff:  Well, I regard inspiration in a very simple and elementary way, I'm taking Walt 
Whitman as an example.  Whitman helps in the Civil War.  Thousands and thousands of human 
beings are killed.  I don't remember offhand any immediate reaction or inspiration.  Then suddenly 
Lincoln was killed.  That's the inspiration for one of his best poems.  In other words, it was accident 
that trees, or the birds flying, the leaves, everything, happens again and again and again. But 
somehow—once.  It strikes home.  I mean, that's a very simple explanation, the only explanation 
I can give, and it repeats itself over and over again toward what I think an inspiration means.  Its 
purports are their concern. 
 
Male speaker:  That would seem more to say that it's— 
 
Reznikoff:  Pardon me. 
 
Speaker:  That would seem more to say that it's subjective.  It strikes you when you happen to— 
 
Others:  No, no. 
 
Reznikoff:  No, I wouldn't say that.  I say, this is what happens.  For, in a sense, if it strikes you, 
it becomes— 
 
Oppen:  There's something false about this, all of this.  We weren't elaborating a philosophy.  We 
were all terribly moved by things that happened and by things we saw, like any other poet. 
 
Rakosi:  I must say something a little about inspiration.  I don't think it's been accurately described.  
And here I think the psychology of the poet is generic.  I'm going to be talking about that.  The 
psychology of the Objectivist poet can't be, couldn't be different [Second DVD ends] from other 
poets.  We're talking about a poetic, psychological process that is generic.  And what would be 
true of the Objectivist poet and how a poem began, would be true of other poets too.  It has to. 
 
Ginsberg:  The psychology of the haiku poet might be slightly different from the psychology of 
someone who was concerned with writing court history. 
 
Rakosi:  Writing what ? 
 
Ginsberg:  Court history. 
 
Rakosi:  Well, I say it could be.  A way of looking at it. 
 
 
                                                          
Ginsberg:  Just as the psychology of the Objectivist poet might be slightly different from— 
 
Rakosi:  For the modern—let's say, for the modern European poet, the American poet, the 
motivation for a particular poem has to come from the subconscious.  You don't go around planning 
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the poem consciously.  The drive, the impulse, comes from the subconscious. But you don't 
control it, because if you do go around looking for a poem, it's going to be contrived, it'll be dead.  
Now, the inspiration does not come from the subconscious, but the motivation for a poem, coming 
to you as you're looking at something, comes...the inspiration, however, comes in the writing of it.  
It's important to know it.  It doesn't come— 
 
Oppen: That's right. 
 
Rakosi: —you know, walk around with inspiration.  It comes in the process of writing. 
 
Female speaker:  I wonder if I could do something very bold which all seems to me,  would 
illustrate something that you've all— 
 
Ginsberg:  Do it.  
 
Speaker: —been talking about—inspiration—  
 
Ginsberg:  Do it.  
                                                           
Speaker:  —and recite a very short poem. I've seen the moon hundreds of times, as we all have, 
and one night last summer I looked at the moon and it said something to me, and I wrote this: 
 
                                                Full Moon 
 
                               Moon, you were perfectly round tonight, 
                               except, I swear, for a point on top                                                        
                               where color was pale, not orange, old white. 
                               You were mottled more than usual, 
                               you were not at your best, 
                               yet you put ideas in my head.                                                             
 
To me, that illustrates what you've been saying about inspiration, because this really has almost 
nothing of myself in it, and I saw the moon.  I wonder if you would agree ? 
 
Rakosi:  Well, in what way do you think it illustrates what I was saying ? 
 
Speaker:  Because the moon was there, and I described the moon.  I described a full moon as it 
appeared to me, and there was nothing of myself.  Yet this put ideas in my head.  The fullness of 
the moon.  You don't agree ? 
 
Rakosi:  Yes, if you were reciprocal; if there was something at the same time between you and 
the object. 
 
Speaker:  It's so clear that I— 
 
 
Rakosi:  But whether you developed inspiration as you went along, I can't see it. It doesn't happen 
all the time. 
 
Speaker: I was using it as an illustration of how something external that I've seen hundreds of 
times made me write something down in words. 
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Rakosi:  But that's not necessarily inspiration. 
 
Speaker:  That's not necessarily inspiration.                                                             
 
Rakosi:  I mean, when you attain inspiration or not is...I didn't mean to say that every time you 
get involved in the writing process, you may wish for something inspired.  That would be very 
nice if that were so. 
 
Oppen:  Do you notice, Carl is the most elegant of us ? That all this about little words, little things, 
common experiences, have a strong element of populism in it, and Rezi, when he wrote a poem 
about the moon, was coming up out of the subway, very deliberately, footprints.  (General laughter)  
There is this factor in all of this, and Zukofsky has written it out at length and in very contradictory 
ways in "The Pragmatists."  Just  fooling about. 
 
Rakosi:  No, whether you attained inspiration in the poem will depend upon the elevation of your 
true feelings that were developed, and the development of                                                            accuracy, 
perception.  All of this becomes one thing:  perception, feeling and touch, the elevation of it, the 
range of it. Well, I think, however,  you did develop that enough, but it doesn't happen all the time. 
 
Another female speaker:  Can I ask a different kind of question, do you think ?  This is purely 
related to your refusal of philosophizing.  But one kind of problem I have with the explanation 
behind Objectivism is that if you accept the viewpoint that your language is going to shape your 
perception—in the sense that you have created this world by choosing out of it the objects that are 
in your language—then reacting to an object is reacting to the language that you happen to create 
the script by. 
 
Rakosi:  That was a little too fast for me.  (General laughter) Could you say it again ? 
 
Speaker:  If your language is shaping your— 
 
Rakosi:  The language is not shaping the object. There's no pre-shaped language that the 
Objectivists have. They don't have any specific language. 
 
Speaker:  No, no.  But as we will perceive things differently by speaking in English, than we 
would if we grew up speaking Hindi. 
 
Rakosi:  Oh, I didn't say that. 
                                                            
Speaker:  I know you didn't.  I thought that if you had that viewpoint, then what do you do when— 
 
Rakosi:  Who has that viewpoint ? Oh, I'm sorry. 
 
 
Oppen:  I think most of us try not to be led by the language.  We try not to be helpless in the hands 
of the language.  I think we all do.  I think all poets do.                                                           
 
Speaker:  I don't think it requires helplessness.  I mean, I don't think that's a necessarily... 
 
Oppen:  I think it is that.                                                            
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Another female speaker:  —the advantage of non-fiction.  You know what I mean ?  The 
configuration outside.  It's not projected. 
 
Oppen:   Sure.  How about that moon ? 
 
Speaker:  You can't say what's objective and what's subjective really, because you don't really 
know one of us is really here, you know. 
 
Oppen:  Sure. 
 
Ginsberg:  I would say you can say it's objective if you're not paying attention to the actual details 
of the room as it is here, and your mind is wandering off to where you're going to get laid 
somewhere else.  So, that's not being objective. 
 
Duncan:  That's when the real work comes in, as when you have the perception and the experience, 
and you have to translate that into language. And then you work, you work very hard, and that's 
where the craft comes in, and the attention to language's meaning, to make that correlation go.  
That's how I've reasoned with it. 
 
Vas Dias:  It seems to me that that's a good place to wind this down, because—  If somebody has  
something—?  I say,  I notice you have a— 
 
Reznikoff:  Well, I was looking.. 
                                                           
Vas Dias:  You might like to read that.  I think that might be a good— 
 
Reznikoff:  In reference to the moon thing, I was trying to find it.  I remember what he said.  I 
used the moon on that occasion which George referred to.  Because this is about forty years ago, I 
think, I may have trouble finding it, and I don't think we have all that time.  
 
Ginsberg:  We have time.  We have time to help you find the moon. 
                                                           
Reznikoff:  I may not be able to find it.  I better put on my reading glasses, but I took them off 
when you said that you thought was a good place to wind up.  The inspiration, then, was to take 
off the glasses.  I wonder where that youth poem is... I didn't particularly like it.  I'm surprised that 
George mentioned it, but it might come in by way of explanation—how one uses an object.  It'll 
then take me another minute to find it, I think, but if I don't I'll have to give it up.  It's not—I'd like 
to read— 
 
Ginsberg:  I know a haiku about the moon by Issa. 
 
Reznikoff:  What's that ? 
 
 
Ginsberg:  I know a haiku by Issa about the moon. 
 
Reznikoff:  Well, maybe your— 
 
Ginsberg:  While you're looking for the— 
 
Reznikoff:  Yes. 
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Ginsberg:           The autumn moon shines kindly 
                             On the flower piece 
 
(General laughter) 
 
Reznikoff:  I have a number of themes on the moon.  Well, I am tempted to read to you these two 
things that I don't think will illustrate what you have in mind. But I just noticed the way "moon" 
in this maybe...(General laughter) It's a very early thing. 
                                                           
                         Moon shines in the summer night; 
                         now I begin to understand the Hebrews 
                         who could forget the Lord, throw kisses at the moon, 
                         until the archers came against Israel 
                         and bronze chariots from the north  
                         rolled into the cities of Judah and the streets of Jerusalem.   
                         What then must happen, you Jeremiahs, 
                         to me who looked at moon and stars and trees ? 
 
Well, then, the moon.  I had another thing that I— 
                                                          
Oppen:  A question was asked about the Hebrew basis. In Babylon sometimes we say, "Oh, God.  
Choose someone else."  (General laughter) 
 
Reznikoff:  Well, I'll read to you if I have the time.  I don't know, this is a typical example of a 
writer of verse who's always reading and cornering. Well, that's Coleridge's unfortunate Ancient 
Mariner who met a guy going to a wedding and stopped him just to recite.  I'll read you the last 
which, in a sense, might back up...Well, one man would try to do.  Now I use also the symbol of 
Samuel there, the prophet that is mentioned in the Bible in the Old Testament, and he cuts quite a 
role in the old days.  But anyway you know all that. That's the end.  Not another word from me. 
 
                      All day I am before the altar 
                      and at nights sleep beside it; 
                      I think in psalms, my mind a psalter.   
                      I sit in the temple.  From inside it 
                      I see the smoke eddy in the wind; 
                      now and then a leaf will ride it  
                      upward and when the leaf has spinned  
                      its moment, the winds hide it. 
                      Against their hurly-burly  
                      I shut the window of my mind 
                      and the world at the winds' will,                                                           
                      find myself  calm and still. 
 
                      The days in this room become precious to others also, 
                      As the seed hidden in the earth becomes a tree, 
                      as the secret joy of the bride and her husband becomes a man. 
 
                      Whatever unfriendly stars and comets do,  
                      whatever stormy heavens are unfurled, 
                      my spirit be like fire in this, too,  
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                      that all the straws and rubbish of the world  
                      only feed its brain. 
 
                      The seasons change.  
                      That is change enough. 
                      Chance planted me beside a stream of water; 
                      content, I serve the land,  
                      whoever lives here and whoever passes. 
 
That's that.  (Applause) I read it because it included leeks, moon— 
 
Female speaker:  And tree. 
 
Reznikoff:  Tree. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
              
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


