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'A Test for Poetry' : An examination of Louis Zukofsky's 'objectivist
principles’' and poetic practice

R. G. Allen

My aim in this thesis is to examine Louis Zukofsky's poetry in relation
to his stated objectivist principles using those principles and
Zukofsky's unpublished statements as a test for his theory and practice.

The first chapter introduces Zukofsky's poetic pr:nc:nles and examines
the relationship between his work and Ezra Pound's Imagism., My aim here
is to put the origins of Zukofsky's principles into an appropriate
context, disputing the idea of the 'objectivist' as a temporarily
revivified Imagist.

Chapter II examines Zukofsky's earliest verse, both unpublished

juvenilia and the few early poems retained for publication. These poems
all predate the 'chjectivist' statemonts and a comparison is made between
those poems which anticipate the poet's later technique and those which
do not. The chapter culminates in a study of 'Poem beginning "The"' as
the first identifisbly objectivist work-

Chapter III is concerned with Zukofsky as editor and critic since it
was in this dual role that he first expressed his poetic theory. The
principles of this tueoxy are examined in detail here and the relation-
ship between Zukofsky's poetry and criticism closely defined.

The fourth chapter examines Zukofsky's shorter noems in the light of
the critical framework provided by the 'objectivist principles'
Individual poems are closely examined to reveal the ‘'mechanism' of
'objectivist' poetry and to facilitate a reading of Zukofsky's long
poem "A",

Chapters V and VI are concerned with the two halves of "A". Attention
is given to the poem's detailed composition and tc its overall structure
and movement. This anaiysis is guided by the overriding question of

the application of 'objectivist principles’ to a long rather than a
short poem,

The final chapter reviews Zukofsky's sustained critical idiom in both
poetry and prose criticism and concludes that this idiom provides a
flexible but principied and consistent framework for his life's work.
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CHAPTER I

'Towards an Obiective’

In 'A Statement for Poetry' {(1950), Zukofsky said that 'no
verge is 'free' ... if its rhythmsinevitably carry the words
in contexts that do not fa21sify the functions of words as
speech probing the possibilities and attractlons of
existence’.1 Leaving aside at this stage the guestion of
freedom, the idea of ‘words as speech probing the
possibilities ... of existence' offers an invaluable
introduction to Zukofsky's work. The clearest example of
this idea in practice is his 'life-poem’ "A"., Vritten over
a period of fifty years and onm a vast scale, "A" attacks an
estounding index of 'possibilities’ and in the process
takes on an apparently intimidating complexity., It is
partly because of this that I leave an examination of
aspects of "A" to the final chapters, paving tha way with
an explovation of the concerns that inform it,as they appear
in more manageaﬁle forw in the shorter poems and prose

'statements',

:

The poetis theory and criterla that dictate the structure

and fabric of Zukofsky's poetry vere first explored in =
number of statements which appeared from 1930 sonwards. The
most important of these were 'Sincerity and Objectificatioén’,

'Recencies in Poatry', 'Program: "Objectivists™ 1931' and

'A Statement for Poetry'. 3

Variationsg and refincments of the principles set out in

these statements continued to appear throughout Zukofsky's

1.



career in interviews and articles,and also in Zukofsky's

collected prose work Prepositions. + This is not an

appropriate point at which to probe too deeply into the
principles of ‘an objectivist' in practice,as they will be
dealt with in a more suitable context later. However it may
be of value to state those points which are at the core of

the poet's view of his work.

The most important of these are the demand for 'sincerity'

- defined as 'the care for detail’;and 'objectification',
jts ‘ideation into structure'., The term 'sincerity' used

in this manner refers to the way in which the senses - and
in the case of the poet, principally the eye and the ear -
reliably present the world in & form susceptible to the
poetieprocess., *Objectification' refers to the way in

which the poet acts upon this raw material and through the
medium of words turns it into a poetic 'object?', into a
machine or ceomplex which whilst presenting the 'thing' which
occasioned it,has its cwn validicy or iategrity. Whilst not
wishing to suggest that Zukofsky's work is 'photographic’,
the analogy of the photographic process suggests itself in
that the photographer converts an image of 1light inte a
cnemical reaction. This modified chemical material is then
acted upon tc produce a photograph which whilst bearing a
ralationship to the scene depicted,is a tangible, indepen-

dent object different from the object photographed.

The second crucial tenet of an 'objectivist's' practice lies

in the definition of ‘that which is aimed at....inextricably

the directicn of historic and contemporary particulars' 5

2.



The word 'direction' i3 essential here and is used in two
senses. Firstly it impliea motion towards a specific point
or state and,as such,it encapsulates the idea of 'aim'. In
this sense the process of poetic sctivity is passive in that
it attempts to bring objects into poetry without distorting
their integrity. The second sense of the word is active

and involves the poet in taking objects, thoughts,or actions
('particulars') and‘directing them through the medium of
words - in a persistent musical analogy - along a line of
'melody'. In music, sound is manipulated in terms of its
pitch, tone; duration, attack and rhythm, and these
consideratiocns are harmonised or set against one another,
juxtaposed and blended into an emotionally charged flow,

The poet,in directing 'historic and contemporary partic-

k1l ?

ulars' uses words in a similar way, manipulating some of
those sound qualities - particularly tone,duration, attack

and rhythm,sc as to combine them with the essence of
language - meaning - and thus srrive at his emotionally
charged cbject. An illustration of these two senses of 'the
direction of historic and contemporary particulars' was
provided by Zukofsky in an interview published in

Contemporary Literature in 1969, Discussing the 'saw-horses’

in "A"-7 he said

I use words for them; how can I get them across
except in 'words'? 1 saw 'sawhorse'; otherwise
they'd better speak for themselves. That's a case
of objectification. There are these savhorses,

All right, scmebody can lock at them and not bother
with them. They interested me. But I wanted to get
them into movement because I'm interested in the
gound of words. Se I got them iato movement. Of
course, in A-7 1 have &liso talked 2hout words, what
to do with vords. &



The 'direction of historic and contemporary particulars'
clearly dovetails tightly with 'sincerity' and
'objectification'yand together these considerations make
rigorcus demands on the poet,requiring an extreme clarity of
perception, a meticulous precision in the choice of words,
and a ruthless cutting away of 211l unnecessary words and
ideas. Thus the sparse language and sometimes fractured
syntax of Zukofsky's poetry is not surprising. This lean
appearance and the demand for economy and discipline
together with a haiku-derived form (used not so much by
Zukofsky as the other poets who accepted the 'objectivist'
tag ~ Charles Reznikoff, Carl Rakosi and Ceorge Oppen) has
led some to think of 'objectivist' poetry as a momentary

rekindling,or dilution,of Ezra Pound's 'Imagisme',

There are indeed clear links and similarities between
Imagism and 'Objectivism'. The desire to find an authentic
twentieth century voice for poetry which occupied Ezra Pound
in the years befcre the 1914-18 war,was still current when
Zukofsky was establishing his ideas in the late 1920 s and
early thirties. In addition there was a continuing need to
establish a genuine .American literature,building on the
ground cleared by Walt Whitman., Although the champion of
this cause was W.C, Williams rather than Ezra Pound, Pound
did say that he felt the need for a 'Risorgimento' or
renaisance in American literature,and that Walt Whitman was

the 'American keynote' in Patria Mia (written 1913). 7

Coupled with this was a sense of anrn American tradition and
identity which he needed to affirm. A link with Walt

Whitman end the American tradition was also felt by

4.



ZuKofsky., A dissatisfaction with the state of poetry and

the world of publishing,and a desire tc do something about

it was expressed by Zukofsky in 'Program "Objectivists” 1931',
After a statement of 'an objectivist's' tenets the 'Progran’
goes on to say, clearly expressing an zdmiration for Pound,

that

Implied structure c¢f names generally cherished as -
famous, but not menticoned in this editor's American
Poetry 1920-30 or included among the contributors

fo this issue, is prompted by the historical method
of the Chinese sage who wrote, "Then for nine reigns
there was no literary production”,

None at all, because there was neither consciousness
of the “objectively perfect” nor an interest in clear
or victal "particulars"”. Nothing - neither new

object nor the stripping of an old to the light -~ was
“aimed at". Strabismus may be a topic of interest
between two Strabismics; those who see straight look
away.

eese The materials of poetry:s

The small magazines of todav amd the very recent past
must be praised for helping to keep up an interest in
these matters. Mr. Pound has treated the subject in
detail in The English Journal (Chicago) for

November, 1930. The small magazines are to be

prraised for standing on their own against the business
of the publishing racket, the "pseudo~-kulchuh" of
certain national liberail weeklice published in New
York, and the guidance of the American university,

Pound, Williams, McAlmon, Cummings, Rezanikoff, etc.,
have had to publish a good deal of their work in
privately printed editions. In every case the work
was worth publishing, a2 statement not applicable to
95% or more of the usual publishers’ lists. At

least owne American publisher could save his face, and
add honor and intelligenceé to publishing, by
reprinting Ezra Pound's critical works - Spirit of
Romance, Pavannes and Divisions, Instigations,; How to
Read, etc. - all of the utmost importance to my

3ig - - LS

iscussion of the materiais of poetry. C?P234'27D

It must be said here that certain personal axes are being
ground in this statement. A deprecatory attitude towards

the 'American university' was expressed in 'Pcem beginning

"The"' (see chapter II on ‘early works'), and acrimony



towards the world of publishing was something which
Zukofsky was to express repeatedly (see chapter IIT on.
*Editing’'). However, the feeling that something was wrong

and had to be rectified comes over clearly in the pilece.

Both the 'Imagiste' Pound and the 'objectivist' Zukotsky
felt, at different stages of the first third of the
twentieth century,that the present state of poetry needed
putting right and this implies a responsibility to both the

future and to the past. Writing about Walt Whitman, Pound

- I honcur him for he prophesied me while I can only
recognize him as a forebear of whom I ought to be
proud.

... I am (in common with everv educated man) ar heir
cf the ages and I demand my birthright, Yet if Walt
Whitman represented his time in language acceptatble
to my standard of intellectual-artistic living he
would belie his time and nation., And yet I am but
one of his 'ages and ages’ 'encrustations' or to be
exact an encrustation of the next age. The vital
part of my message, taken from the sap and fibre of
America, is the same as his,

+es It seens to me I should like to drive Whitman
into the old world. I sledge, he drill - and to
gcourge America with all the o¢ld beauty. (For
Beauty is an accusation) and with a thousaand thongs
from Homer to Yeats, from Theocritus to Marcel
Schwob. This desire is because I am young and
impatient, were [ ¢ld and wise T should content
emyself in seeing and saying that these things will
come. But now, since I am by no means sure it would
be true prophecy, I am fain set my own hand to the
labour,

The characterisation of Whitman as the 'drill' or the

hreaker of ground,together with the last sentence of the
g ) B

quotation shows Pound's concern to alter the present for

the benefit of the future. A telling similarity between

Pound and Zukofsky is 4ia their belief in the necessity of



using the past to create this new order, fusing it with the
present to energise poetry and provide a basis for the
future - what Zukofsky, in the quotation from the 'Program’

called ‘the stripping of an old (object) to the light',

In Pound's Imagist work the chief expression of this 1is his
adoptiocn and adaption of classical Chinesc poetry,allied

with his enthusiasm for Ernest Fenollosa's The Chinese

Written Character as a Medium for Poetry.9 A key to the

importance of the Chinese poems in Pound's formulation of

Imagism is suggested by recurrences in the poems in égﬂﬁzgolg
Similar objects and usages may be followed through a number
of poems. Thus, in 'Liu Ch'e' there are 'the leaves' and

'a wet leaf that cliugs to the thrasheld'; in 'Fan Piece,

For Her Imperial Lord' there is ‘'frost on the grass-blade’;

in 'Ts'ai Chi'h' 'the petals', *the rose leaves' and th

‘z

ochre that 'clings to the stone'; in 'In a Station of the
Metro' 'Pstals on a wet, black bough'; in ‘Heather' with
the 'petal-like frames'. Words such as 'petals', ‘leaves’,
'wet' and 'clings' recur with an uncommon regularity,as if
Pound was testing the possibilities of arriving at a
variety of results from a very limited bank of words and

ldeas within a single structural model, This suggests that

n

the poems represent not an observed world but an intellectual
landscape which is controlled by strict and narrow limit-

ations of content and scope. Many of the poems in Lustra

and the later volume ggthagll are transliaticns from the

Chinese, Hugh Xenner suggested that

Pound has had both the boldness and resource to
make a new form, similar in effect to that of the
original, which permaanently extends the bounds of

7.



English verse.

... Translating does nct, fer him, differ in essence
from any other poetic job; as the poet begins by
seeing, so the transletor by reading; but his

reading must be a kind of seeing. 12

To extend this line or argument, if the translator is
successful in following this scheme, then he becomes a poet
himself within the prccess of translation, for he is
interpreting a world himself,in a process closely allied to
the 'original' poet's process of creation, he is ‘making it

new'.

The translations in Cathay allowed Pound tec explore an

Imagiste form which was at once subjective and expanded or

discursive. This process had begun in Lustra in a poem

called 'The Garden' which begins by echoing the haiku-like

poems referred to above:

Like a skein of loose silk blown agasinst a wall
She walks by the railing of a path in Kensington
Gardens,
(p12)
It is only essentially the inclusion of the last three or
six words that distinguish it from Pound‘s contemporary
haiku, The pcem so far is restrained and spare and could be
the result of chservation. Immediately, however, the poen
takes a subjective direction with the line:

And she is dying piece-meal
of a sort of emotional anaemia“.

(ibid)
Suddenly we are in an area of statement which has to be
apblied to the observed moment, and the poem is no longer
strictly empirically derived., The applied nature of this

emotional dimension is emphasised by the poet's introducing

8.



it with the word 'And', This device is used again in the
next line which is also a new sentence and a new stanza -

beginning 'And'. The stanza reads:

And round about thevre is a rabble
Of the filthy, sturdy, unkillable infants of the
very poor,
They shall inherit the earth,
(ibid)

This stanza takes the application of emotional content to a
much higher degree,giving it & social aspect with almost a
glance back to Blake. In context its pesition as pivot of
the whole poem gives it a wider significance than would at
first appear. This time the 'And' linking the applied

emction has a further significance,since it serves to make

the 'rabble of ... in

Py

ants of the very poor' a function of
the lady’s condition. They provide the content of her
'emotional anaemia' and are an essential part of the poem's
environment into which she necessarily fits. In addition to
this they form a contrast with the final stanza which reads:
In her is the end ¢f breeding.
Her boredom is exquisite and excessive,
She would like scomeone to speak to her,

And is almost afraid that I
will .commitc that indiscretion.

Goid)

The final line of the second stanza - 'They shall inherit

the earth’ - and first line of the third ~ 'Ian her is the end
of breeding' - pivot about a precisely placed contrast,
bhetween the powerful dynamic of limitless potential and the
listless end of a now redundant social type. The listlessness
that pervades the final stanza holds the whele poem together,

serving as a discursive expansion of the haiku-echoing image

in the first line of the poem - 'Like a skein of loose silk

9.



blown against a wall', If the poem had remained with the
haiku form, this discourse would have been unnecessary, it
111 could have been derived frcem the condensed formjand yet
this dees not remove the possibility of its being an Imagist
poem - the terms 'haiku' and 'Imagist' are not interchange-
able. 'The Garden' does not betray Pound's outline of the
essential prerequisites of Imagist practice. 1In opening up
the condensed image Pound takes care to use the precise word,
the 'real thing' -~ the 'object? - giving it in this case a

subjective and direct treatment,

-3

h

0
@]

athay translations take this extended or moving image

o

ind fuse it into the literary world provided by the Chinese
pcems. Imagism,for Pound, had to mean mocre than pretty
impressions, it had to do mecre than supply 'effects'.
Pound's contact with Chinese poetry percolated through
Fenollosa's concept of the ideogram as a system of poetic
form,to become the catalyst he was looking for to develop
the poetic convictions that he had expressed as genuine
Imagism. The Chinese translations pointed a way forward and

added a direction to Pound's thinkihg.

In the same year that Pound wrote 'I am on my head with

13 he was also writing to Amy Lowell

]
Fenollosa notes, (1914),
dissociating himself from the Imagist 'machinery' that she

was setting up. Pound wrote 'the present machinery was

"the public" (1.,2. a

iargely or wholly my making. I ordered
few hundred people and a few reviewers) to take note of
certain poems' und 'I should like the name "Imapgisme" to

retain some sort of meaning. It stands, or I should like it

to stand for hard lipght, clear edges. I can not trust any

10,






the poetry that Pound grasps at rather than the poems; in
making anew ne sees a need for the poetry and gives it life.
In iending his vocice to the Chinese poet he is lending him
the voice of a living twentieth-century poet and the speech
that the Chinese poet stirs in him is the very life that

could push forward and dynamise the static image.

The poems in Cathay display none of the listlessness of
'"The Garden' nor do they show signs of the frozen aspect of

18
'In a Station of the Metro'. The 'Four Poems of Departure

1}

in particular show Pound's assimilation of Fencllosza's ideas
of the ideogram's possibilities for metion, The first two

of these poems show this very clearly. In 'Separation on

the River Kiang' and 'Taking Leavé of a Friend' each line is
an extended unit of sense,separate from the lines preceding
and following it, Each line contains two objects pivoting
around a verb and implies a component of moction or diraction—
most commonly in the verb,but certainly at some point within

the line. The first poem, 'Separation on the River Xiang'

reads:

Ko-Jin goes west from Ko-kaku-rvto,
The smoke-~-flowers are blurred over the r:ver,
His lone sail blots the far sky

And now [ see only the river,

The long Kiang, reaching heaven,-
(pl4-7)

Each line is separated from the others and is a cohesive
unit having a2 great degree of internal depandence. The first
line breaks down into three points of attention - firstly the
proper noun 'Ko-Jin', then the component of motion ‘goes west
from'yand finally another proper moun 'Ko-~kaku-ro', The

gyntax is being used to give the line a shape in total

12.



sympathy with the sense, typographically describding the
departure and the beginning, not only of the poem, but of
the separation. The secoﬁd line also breaks down inte three
sub-units,'the smoke-flowers' and the friver' being the two
objects which span the poem, Besides being an object,
however, the river here has direction or motion which only
reads true as the compound 'over the river', The verb in
the line is really part of the first object - 'the smoke-~
flowers are blurred' and,in this case,ties the objects
together into the line's direction. The structural edges of
the line are blurred and yet still discersnible, again, in
sympathy with the sense. The third line again contains a
compoundy but in this instance it is concentrated at one end
cf the line,to add emphasis to its direction and movement,
This line takes on further significance in the overzsll
scheme of the poem in that it marks a shift in the locus of

the poem. Up to this pciant Ko-Jin's position is in the

4

foreground, he dominates the first iime,and the second serva:
to add depth and dimension to it. At this point however, the
poem takes a ctep backward and the observer’s position gains
prominence., The lone sail blotting the sky transports

Ko-Jin from view,leaving the observer to meditate on the
river which, as the agent of separation, achieves dominance
in the mind These lines work structurally in 2 similar way
to that of the first three. The poem ends in a way that ‘is
meditative without being listless or despairing. The phrase
*reaching heaven' 1s dynamic, it has motion and direction,
and it implies at once the apparent length and distance of
the river,and yet also the proximity of heaven,with all the

implications this has for the journey Ko-Jin is making,and
13.



for the one who is left behind,

The second poem,’'Taking Leave of a Friernd',has its lines
structured in a similar manner. The poem reads: .

Blue mountains to the north of the walls,

White river winding about them;}

Here we must make separation

And go out through a thousand miles of dead grass.

Mind like a floating white cloud,

Sunset like the parting of old acquaintances

Who bow over their clasped hands at a distaance.

Our horsez neigh to each other

as we are departing. (p147)
P

In this poem the internal structure of each line,and the
separation of line from line,work very much like 'Separation
on the River Kiang'. The ovefall structure is different but
achieves the same end, that of delineating the progress of
the sense. The first stanza emphasises the narrative
element of the content, the second emphasises the meditative,
Both stanzas begin with pairs of lines which are parallel to
each other in sense,and begin with a similar construction.
In stanza one this appears as 'Blue Mountains' and 'Vhite
River'yand the second stanza has 'Mind like' and 'Sunset
like'. In each case, the line pair establishes the context
for the stanza - in the first this is a spatial envircnment,
and in the second a meditative mental environment. Both
stanzas end with the hard fact of the departure,although in
the first the final two lines are devoted to this and in the
second it is left to the last single line. The meditation
is kept in close contact with its subject, it implies move-

ment and departure with words and ideas such as the

'floating white cloud', the 'parting of old aquaintances’,

14,



and a 'distance'. The meditation gives way to thc physical
departure, however, and is quietly torn away by the final

line.

It is theAstructuré of the Cathay poems that is their most
important feature, For Pound the important fact represented
by Fenollosa's work was that it offered the poet 'verbal
definition' through ideogrammic method. 1In lending the

Chinese poet his voice, language, and the shape of the musical
phrase within that language, he was providing for himself the
means by which poetic and syntactical structure could be used
to add dynamism to the image, and a cohesive harmony to the
poem. The test-bed is the poetry of 'Rihaku', and the result
is at once a foronf translation which has a valid originality

and a developmental aspect that was to push forward his ocwn

poetic thinking.

Natan Zach has defined Pound's concept of the image as
'content conceived of as form.'19 The word 'content' is
perhaps a little loose, but it is partially this view that

is put forward in Pound's short 1915 essay 'As for Imagisme'.
In this piece Pound brings together his contemporary

thinking on Imagism in the light of Vorticism, informed

by his interest in Fenollosa. It is an error to regard
Vorticism as the end of Imagism in Pound's thinking - the
1914 advertisement for BLAST proclaimed that it included
'"Discussion of Cubism, Futurism, Imagisme and all Vital

Forms of Modern Art'20

because the Vorticist period of
Pound's work marks a new awareness of what Imagist

principle was all about. The relationship is explained by

Pound in 'As for Imagisme'. When initially discussing the

15.



meaning of the word 'Imagisme' he writes:

'I cannot guarantee that my thoughts about it will remain
absolutely stationary. I spend the greater part of my time
meditating the arts, and I should find this very dull if it were
not possible for me cccasionally to solve some corner of the
mystery, or at least to formulate more clearly my own thoughts
as to the nature of some mystery or equation', 21

The implication here is that Imagism for Pound was not a fixed poetic
position which allowed for no deviation but was, rather, a statement of
poetic values which,in the light of experience, could be supplemented
and modified. The image, he says, may be redefined az 'a vortex or
cluster of fused ideas... endowed with energy’, but much of the

riginal thinking on Imagism is still relevant and 'too self-evident to
need any defence whatsoever®’, The new element in Pcund's formulation
is the emphasis on 'energy', something for which the influence cf the
work of Fenollosa is at least partially responsible,as Hugh Kenner

22

points out in The Pound Era. Vorticism is wnolly dependent on

energy, a fact that itself becomes self-evident when the definition of
a Vortex is considered, for a Vortex is indeed purely a manifastation
of energy. That which is perceived by the senses is not the Vortex
itgelf but other elements drawn into it, depending on it for their
motion and shape. Pound states that 'energy or emotion, expresses
itself in form’zgni that this expression in poetry is the presentation
of an image. The image is being reinforced in its position in Pound's
thinking as the major defining agent of the posetic object; it has

become an important manifestation of 'the primary pigment’,

Informed by this awareness, the original Imagist doctrine (with the
possible exception of the definition of the image as ’'an emotionalandinkellecival
complex in an instant of time') may remain intact,althcugh its focus is

altered by supplementation. Hardness is nc longer a prime motive on

its own,but must be wvitalised with energy expressed as form in the
16,



presentation of its image. This view represents a movement away from
the ztatic. It is in this context that the poen 'Medallion'fﬁhat
closes the 'Hugh Selwyn Mauberley' series,may be seen as a rejection of
Imagist values for it is a rejection of static hardness,rather than of
the 'hard, clear light' of the energy-endowed image. The pcem is a
recognition of limitations rather than a divdrce, something which is

independent of any argument about whether its voice is that of Pound

or of Mauberley.

The words chosen in the poem refer constantly to the hard and brittle,
the effect is of something which cannot be scratched away but can only
be reduced by shattering. The list continues throughlout the poem -
'porcelain', the 'clear sopranc' of the piano, the ‘'sleek head',
*gold-yellow', 'braids' which appear to be 'spun from metal', ‘intract-
able amber', 'glaze', 'bounding-line' and 'topaz' - all have the
avality of hard-edged brittleness. Even the refereace te 'honey-red!,

rather than ‘honey-yellow' or 'rose-red', besides having descriptive

precision,implies a decp, shining gem colour.

The static hardness of these references is echoed in cother aspects of
the poem's construction. The marriage of syntax and rhythm coupled
with the restrained use of verba results in a poem made up of moments
of observation, in the sense of statements of momentary reflection.
Thus the poem may be seen more as a passive mirror, lacking an active
compouent, 'The good artist ... can, within limits, not only record
but create'. The inference in 'Medallion' may be that vers libre and
specifically Imagism can, if they are not strictiy controiled, tend
towards recording rather than creation. The important point for Pound
as a Vorticist is _hat he has formulated 'more clearly [hié] oW
thoughts as to the nature of some mystery of equation’. Imagism,in

order to progress,must rely on the 'creative-inventive faculty', rather
17.






words dominates the resultant peem. In 'The Original Language: Some
Postwar Translations of Catulluz’ Richard Emil Braun illustrates the
technique by quoting the coriginal Latin directly above Zukofsky's

translation:

an, continentor quod sedetis insulsi
contem an ducenti, non putatis ausuriam
me und ducentes irrumere sesores?

atqui putate: namque totius vobis
frontem tabernae sopionibus soribam.

Incontinent air, wood, seated asses, sulk a
century, two centuries, and what assurance

I can't run thru two hundred rumps, my assessors?
I'd quip at that: name tag to his whopper on the

) - 2
front of the tavern, scorpion wee boys, inscribed 3

Towards the end of Braun's article he states that 'Few who have read
even s5 scant a sampling will doubt that the Zukofsky CATULLUS contains
splendid "original" poetry, and this is what matters'. This is indead
true, any reader with the slightest knowledge of Zukofsky's work will
instantly see the poet's techniques at work in the above lines - pursue,
for example, the 'seated asses' in line one and 'my assessors' in line
three., However, it takes the resolute confidence displayed in the
rhecretical statements roferred to abova, together with a fine
sersibility and a delicacy of techniqueyto walk the thin line drawn
petween 'splendid "original" poetry' and 'weaving arabesques'. In a
review of the Universify of California Press edition of "A" Bob Lumsden
deait with Zukofsky's Catullus as a 'triumph of the poet's art cver his
theory',and went on to say that
If each sound is part of a unigque and particular meaning;,
es Zukofsky seems to helieve, the mystery of translation
needs something more momentous by way of introduction
than the conventional prefatery profession of incompetence.
What is really wanted is some sort of poetic recognition
of the intricacies involved, some "explanation” of the
marvelious transubstantiation. (There is a way out of
this difficulty by taking up the Ted Hughes/Peter Brook
Orghast position that sound and meaning are tied across
languages. But this solution is not available to Zukofsky
because of his intrinsic insisteasce in the specific: "it is
impossible to communicate anything but particulars -~

historic and concemperary”,) 29
i
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The first thing to he said about this is that Zukofsky's belief in
meaning bound up in sound did incline towards the idea that 'sound and
meaning are tied across languages'y 2s he stated clearly in. the 1969

) . : 3o
Contemporary Literature interview {see later chapter). Mere

important -, however, is that Lumsden shows a fundamental misunder-
standing of the 'particular'. If a 'thing' made of words - i.e., a
poem - is the object under consideration,then the sound of the words is
surely a 'specific' - a particular worthy of interest. Language, after
all, has nothing other than sound by which to ccavey its meaning, and
writing is nothing more than a graphic score of sound patterns, It is
not inconceivable, therefore, that sut of this relationship,cross-ties

of dependency should arise.

That the sound of Catullus’ verse should be an object worthy of becomin
J 4
the main thrust of translation is not surprising when the relationship
between an 'objectivist' and the objects or materials of his verse is
understood. This was admirably illustrated by Charles Reznikoff in
'First, there is the Need':
With respect to the treatment of subject matter in verss and the
use of the term "objectivist" and "objectivism® let me again
refer to the rules with respect to testimony in a court of law.
Evidence to be admissable in a trial cannot state conclusion of
fact: it must state the facts themselves. For example, a
witness in an action for neglipgence cannot sav: the man injured
was negligent in crossing the street. He must limit himself to
a description of how the man crossed: did he stop before
crossing? Did he look? Did he listen? The conclusions of fact
are for the jury and let us add, in our case, for the reader. 3|
For the objectivist, the emotional component of the poem and the
conclusions to be made, must arise from the particulars and the
structure, rather than being imposed upon them by the poet. A simple
and cogent exanple of this is "A"-17, which marks the death of Zukofsky's

3 32
friend William Carles Williams, The movement containsz not elegiac

poetry,but a series of quotations from Williams' writing concorned with

2G.



his relationship with the Zukofskys. Titled 'A Coronal for Floss' it
is also a passing-bell which manages to convey, without statement,

the grief expressed in Zukofsky's letters of the period.

Although Zukofsky regarded Pound as being amongst the most consistent
of poets in achieving 'objectification', the kind of conclusion and
commentary found in a poem such as 'The Garden' or even the
internalised suggestion of 'In a Station of the Metro' had increasingly
less of a place in 'objectivist' practice as its formulation evolved.
Some of the earlier 'objectivist' poems such as 'Poem Beginning 'The"',
allowed a certain amount of comment to be included, but it was

gradually cut out wherever possible.

This evolution of 'an objectivist's' principles as much as anything
else distinguishes cbjectivism from Imagism. Once Pound moved on and
Imagism failed to respond to his 'need', it lost its directness and
straightness or simplicity. Even Pound's disciple Hilda Doolittle -
'H.D. Imagiste' - was fond of the image for its decorative effects -
something which caused Louis Zukofsky to hold her in very low esteem.
T intend to demonstrate that Zukofsky continued to apply the
principles of his poetic theory throughout his career, evolving them
and finding new sides to their character, to such an extent that the
final movements of "A", written towards the end of his life, push the
implications of his ideas into a whole new and varied area of

possibilities.

The links between Imagism and 'Objectivism' are twofold. Primarily
they had a common root in that both Ezra Pound and Louis Zukofsky felt
the need for directness and 'straight-talking' to re-establish the
criteria of poetrv. The result of this was a numher of ideas held in

common about the way this ought to be achieved, including 'divect
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treatment', precision of language, a regard for the 'wusical phrasa’
and the energising effect of the literary past. This common root is
expressed by Charles Reznikoff in the heading to 'First, there is the

need' which reads 'First, there is the need; then, the way, the name,

f

the formula.” The script then goes on to outline his debt to Imagism ..

To use a somewhat hazardous term, this makes the line between Imagism
qnd'objectivism something of a tradition. Perhaps more accurately,

they are stages of the same revolution, arising from the same intention,
but mafching their means to a changing set of circumstances. Having
caid that, mention must be made of William Carlos Williams, who has
been called in different places both 'Imagist' and ‘objectivist’'., In
vreality he was neither, but rather a third manifestation of the same

direction, creating a third and impcrtant variation on a common theme,

The other cbvious link between 'Iﬁagism' and 'objectiyism' is Ezra

Pound himself. Having long since moved on from Imagisme' in thelate

1920 s,it was he who noticed and encouraged Zukofsky cn the appearance
of 'Poem Beginning "The"' and the early movements of "A",and it was
through his influence that Zukofsky was invited to edit the

February 1931 edition of Poetry (Chicago). Pound brought Zukofsky to
Europe, appeared nominally on the advisory board of the Objectivist
Press and continued to offer advice and criticism throughout the
thirties and, to a decreasing extent, after the war.v He seemed to
regard Zukofsky as a succeséor, indeed something of a son and heir, which
wvas reflected in the tone of some of their letters in which they
referred to one another as 'Sonay' and 'Poppa’., 'Sonny', however, began
to realige that on some issues he was rather in advance of 'Poppa’,
although it must be said that Zukofsky was alyavs one of Pound's most
comnitted defenders. Though « Russian Jew, Zukofsky never would accept,
for example, that Pound was at all anti-semitic. Indeed, in the later
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years of Pourd's incarceration the relationship changed,almost as if
the roles had reversed,with the Zukofskys feeling an almost pareatal

concern for Pcund's welfefe.

The actual degres of influence of Imagism on 'an chjectivist's'
practice is difficult to quantify, particularly since the issue i3
blurred by their responsé to the broadly similar poetic need suggested
above, Some peints are clear, however. One is that Pound continued to
comment upon and criticize Zukofsky's work throughout the 1930 s and
more impertantly, Zukofsky continued to send it to him for that
purpose, This implies that Zukofsky continued to respect Pound but
also that Pound had a certain respect for Zukofsky. DBoth saw their
criteria fulfilled in the other. After getting the editcrship of the
February 1931 edition of Poetry through the interventien of Pound,
Zukofsky saw the benefits of using the more established influentieal
poet as a publicist by bringing him in te the advisory board of the
Objectivist Prese, and Pound saw fit to accept it. The important

point to be made is that there are two Imagisws and two objectivisms,
or rather, two meanings suggested by each word, Both poets distanced
themsclves from the notion of a movement and yet in gach £ase a move-
ment can be suggested and,perhaps,even identified. The Imagist move-
ment is a justifiable shorthand for the work of poets such as Richerd
Aldington, H.D. arnd F.S. Flint,and a case can be made for an cbjectivist
movement embracing the work of George Oppen, Charles Reznikoff and Carl
Rakosi. The other Imagism and the other objectivism are the independent
criteria and principles set out by Pound and Zukofsky,and the poetry by
which they put them into practice. It is here that the most telling

and interesting relationship is to be found,and here that one can find

i

both the strongest link between the two (the similarly felt 'noed’,

and on overlapping of principles), and the most obvious difference,



For Pound, once he had defined 'the need' and set out his principles
for supplying it, his own theory and practice developed to a point at
which the term 'Imagist' was no longer an adequate description,
Zukofsky, however, continued to work within the framework of
'objectivist' practice, developing it and finding new directions in
which to pursue it. Clearly, this says something abcout the nature of
the theoretical framework of the 'objectivist' poetics, and at the same
time throws up a number of questions - what are 'an objectivist's'
principles, what is an objectivist poem and is it possible that the
principles and techniques which inform the short poems of ALL, equally
sustain a work on the scale of "A"? It is to these questions that I
address the following chapters, looking specifically at Zukofsky's
poems and editorship in the light of his thecoretical statements., ~ 1
suggest that an 'objectivist' approach, i.e., an adherence to 'the
objective' as defined in 'Program "Objectivists™ 1931', is the basis
for the structural innovation that is, to quote Wiliiam Carlos

33

Williams, Zukofsky's 'new measure', his 'singing anew'.’
? 4
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CHAPTER II

'Early days and student excellences' - Zukofsky's early poetry

In 1941 in a letter to William Carlos Williams,1 Zukofsky wrote that he
was sometimes mature and sometimes not, depending on the success of the
poem not youth or old age - like all poets'. In his review of

53 Poems Williams had suggested that

‘The poems are uneven. They try a different approach to the
reader's attenticn, a very different approach so that there are
many factors involved in their failure ~ even tho' their
successes are of a superlative quality when achieved. Both the
writer and the reader carnot vary a hairline from the purpose.
But we are all variable in mowd, in ability - mornings and
evenings make us different men, very seldom are we at a peak of

interest in anything let alone poetry and difficult poetry at
that,

The poems are arranged chronologically beginning with eorly
days and student excellences, an ear for excellencies and for
supreme excellences only. There's a hard start. Zukoflsky
picked up the felicities of all he had displayed to him by his
teachers, the essences ¢f Chaucer caught in a phrase - a sort of
poetic chemistry, an almost too fine perception, but not without
an overall strength that proved itself gqualified to make the
selection. This was brought together in his pcem beginning
"The". This is about all he saved from that period. It stays
together and is still effective, 2
Zukofsky's reply had clarified Williams' words by stating that 'none of
the poems written after June 1924 come literally under "student days
and student excellencies" (a damn good phrase to use in discussing
"The" by the way) - That is almost all but 2 or 3 were written after I
got my M.A. - and curiously enough those that displease me most now are
not among the 2 or 3 "early" ones.' Whilst taking Zukofsky's point °
about maturity,it is true that from a large body of early work,only
four pre-1924 poems had been made available by 1941, Besides 'Poem
beginning"The'', they are three of the series '29 Poems' - pumbers 2

('Not much more than being' - January 1924), 12 ('Millenium of sun -'

February 1924),and 24 'cam cari capitis -' November 1923).3 The three
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are short,single image poems that reflect the most readily recognisable
form of the objective principle,which is the attempt to form the single
moment into a self sufficjent object through the use of tightly
controlled language or, in Zukofsky's terms, the desire to achieve
‘objectification' through 'sincerity'. The first poem numerically,

brings to mind George Oppen's Discrete SeriesA,and the resemblance is

not due merely to a similarity of subject matter. Oppen's approach is
firmly empirical so that an instant of experience is formed directly into
a complex of language on the page. Oppen describes the process in the

following terms:

I'm really concerned with the substantive, with the subject
of the sentence, with what we are talking about, and not rushing
over the subject - matter in order to make a comment about it.
It is still a principle with me, of more than pcetry, to notice,
to state, to lay down the substantive for its own sake .... The
important thing is that if we are talking about the nature of
reality, then we are not really talking about our comment about
it, we are taiking about the apprehension cf some thing, whether
it is or not, whether one can make a thing of it or not..,.. All
the little nouns are the ones I like the most: the deer, the
sun and so on, You say these perfectly little words and you're
asserting that the sun is ninety-three million miles away, and
that there is shade because of shadows, and more, who knows?
it's a tremendous structure to have built out of a few amall
nouns. 1 do think they exist and it doesn’'t particularly
embarrass me, it's certainly an act of faith [which means] that
the nouns do refer to something; that it's there, that it's
true, the whoie implication of these nouns: that appearances
represent reality, whether or not they misrepresent it: that
this in which the thing takes place, this thing is here, and
that these things de take place. 3

Oppen's 'act of faith',or 'commitment to an ethic', is what differen-
tiates the poet from a mere observer. In practical terms it is the
concern to manipulate, or direct, the raw materials of the observed
moment into a perfectly crafted poetic 'object'. Thus, ‘the meaning of
a poem is in the cadences and the shape of the lines and the pulse of
the thought which is given by these lines'. This is essentially an

affirmation of Zukofsky's phrase 'the direction of historic and

contemporary particulars’, in that the faithfully noted particulars are
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is between the flat tableau presentation of the shaft with its turning
wheel and the working men, and the spatial relationships employed in the
desgcription of the sky and river..: The constellation, the Leapard,
appears physically above the "summer river'. The word ‘under' is on the
line below but linked to 'the summer river', partially by the dash after
'river', partially by its position reflecting its meaning, and partially
by the space that divides it from 'The Dragon'. It does have a link
with 'The Dragon' however, by virtue of appearing on the same line,
implying that the dragon is a reflection in the water rather than an
observation of the sky itself. In that dimensions in space are defined
by time, the poem achieves a kind of objectification. As the poem
concentrates on a stopped moment the time elapsed through its measure

is used almcst entirely to determine physical space. Thus the laws

that condition perception of the solid object are used to make an object

of the poem, and the particulars are furnished with direction.

The approach is different in '24' ('Tam cari capitis'), of November
1923. Although the language is spare, it does not show the clipped
starkness of '2'., Writter as an address, the poem follows the time

scquence of speech, with no rouaded ending:

Tam cari capitis
T
Urnlovely you called yourself
And at once I felt I was never lovely:
I who had few truths to go tc
Found you doubting what I loved.

Now T make you lovely my own way.
Unmentioned were we certain

Of a greater, in small assurances
Others may find trivial:

1I
The same in all weathers.

And not till there is an end to singing
Will you go,
As you have alwayzs gone, quiet:

But like your birds that wake in the night
To sleep again: : 8
28



The lines endings in this poem divide separate units of verbal meaning,
so that each line is a discrete statement,with the minimum of sense
dependency between one line and another. This is most ccmpletely
achieved in the first stanza,in which the complete statement is built
up from a series of cumulative steps. The time sequence of speech is
used to ally the pace of the poem's motion to that of the process of
emotionally charged thought,reflecting the poem's subject. The first
part of the poem is a progress from doubt to self reassurance,and the
second part an examinatioh of the basis of that reassurance. The result
is thaf the poem is composed entirely of the 'intellective' 'gaseous'
state without a second 'solid' component. 'Sincerity' is achieved in
that 'intellective' particulars result in an 'intellective' poem through
modification or control of technique. In that 'the abstract idea is
particular, too',the poem achieves its 'maturity', yet it becomes an
example of 'sincerity' without ‘'objectification'. This is largely due
to a failure of the relationship between structure and meaning in the
second part of the poem. Although the meaning is carried in the clipped
phrases of this section,the structure fails to support and add te it, and
'perfect rest' is not achieved. Recognition that sincerity was rarely
achieved meant that objectification could not be an essential criterion
in deciding whether or not to retain a poem,and 'tam cari capitis'

remains Zukofsky's earliest collected poem.

The bulk of the poems of the period were rejected and never published.

Many of these were put together between cardboard covers under the title

The First Seasons by Dunn Wyth,q a collection in two sections, 'The

First Book' and 'The First Seasons',with a note on the title page which

reads:

'"The First Seasons (including The First Book) was written by
me ca., 1920-1924 and is not to be published as the psecudonym
intended them; (pronounce "done with".)

lLouis Zukoisky January 23rd, 1941,
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The volume contains fifty-eight poems,many of which are derivative and
largely conventional, relying heavily on rigid rhyme schemes and
clichéd rhythm patterns. There is a sense of experimentation in the
work, of the Yiddish speaking adolescent tuning his ear to adopted

speech and literary patterns, as for example, the first poem of The

First Book:

I
To the Publisher,

Lie sunned and hear as living I heard,
As from a page I heard -
But I shall be more safely dead.

If my writings go forlern
And T go deaf to the unborn,

If a stranger comes, throws

My book out to the snows,

And the wind turns round a page
In the sunlight with a rage,

And a boock lying scattered

From out the snows shows tattered

To be stepped on in the snows
As any newspaper that blows.

Evidence of the development of Zukofsky's thinking lies in the contrast

between this and the second poem of the volume:

IT

Neither the well is here
Nor you -
All within a year,

They covered the well with tar,
Closing it,
They built with beam and spar.
There is quite a step forward from 'To the Publisher’ to this poem in

the direction of the later work. Assuming it to be contemporary with

the rest of The First Book and before The First Seasons,it illustrates

Zukofsky's commen- on maturity. Althcugh it does not display the
control of the later work there is evidence of the cutting away of

inessentialsand of the building of a solid base from the proliferation
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of small nouns. The raw materials of the objective lens have been
established but without the control neceded to bring the rays to focus.
There is sufficient control, however, to lift it above most of the poems

that surround it in The First Book and The First Seasons. One example

of this is the conscious use of line endings to echo breaks in sense
and rhythm, The line then becomes a contained unit of sound and sense,
serving to build the overall rhythmical structure,involving the five

implied pauses that the line endings, used in this way, create.

o dant ]

An unpublished poem of the period which does not appear in The First

Seasons serves to illustrate the defining defect of these early
rejected works, the unsuccessful direction of the particulars:
The movements of clouds have not a mind's precision
But tha infinitude of things that last
Awhile and go as wind, or music passed

Into a transient being by the chance collisions
Of winds among poised leaves,

Yet the mind can be mutual with clouds -

Even as it can build on an earth of shifting
Nature - trace feelings in their still drifting
Of changing light and texture - sad or elate,

And vhen they sweep out gravely. 0
May 3rd, 1623

This poem would appear to display neither the care for detail
(sincerity),nor an objectifying structure. Unlike the previous poem,
which displayed an early and simple manifestation of Zukofsky's idea of
the physiological nature of poetry in its breathing pauses, the line
endings here are all carried over by the sense, with the exception of
the first line of each stanza, although there is a degree of rhythmical
independence in each line. In order for these linear conceras to
become a unified structure they must be integrated with a precise
control of words and expression. It is on this point that the poem
fails to meet the poet's own criteria. After the interesting setting

of 'infinitude' against 'precision'y the poem is immediately let down by
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the weak phrase 'things that last/Awhile'which in turn has no support
from 'and go as wind'. 'Music passed/Into transient being' has an
awkwardness which is only emphasised by the weak observation that
follows. The inazcurate observation represented by 'the chance collisions/
of winds among poised leaves',in conjunction with the lack of direction
of the unqualified word 'poised',means that the poem breaks away from
the regime implied by the 'objective lens' - 'the direction of historic
and contemporary particulars'. Instead, the idea is allowed to take
precedence over the particulars and the words that are there to repres-
ent them, As Zukofsky later stated 'the single word is the absolute
symbol for thing and texture and unnecessary verbal arpeggios do not
add to meaning'.i|‘ This relationship between 'thing and texture' and
the words,puts a bond of responsibility on the poet - in Oppen's words
it makes the craft of poetry into ‘an act of faith',so that any
inadequacy of perception or response results in a poem without validity.
The problem is a breakdown of what Zukofsky described as 'sincerity',
in which

'Shapes appear concomitants of word combinations, precursors

of (if there is continuance) completed sound or structure,

melody or form. Writing occurs which is the detail, not

mirage, of seeing, of thinking with the things as they exist,

and of directing them along a line of melody. Shapes suggestig
themselves; and the mind senses and receives awareness.'

This represents the 'act of faith' at its most demanding,for not only
is the poet 'thinking with the things as they exist’', but also
'directing them along a line of melody'. The relationships may be
expressed in terms of the objective lens,in that 'thinking with the
things as they exist' is the clarity of sharp focus,and 'directing them
along a line of melody’ is the act of focussing or resolving the ‘rays'
into a poem. Thus, the role of poet as objective lens, or lens-
operator is not a passive one involving recording or fixing of received

images,but represents the basis for a creative poetics. It i3z the
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development and modification of the poet's response to this role,and
his continued exploration of its implications,that shapes the develop-
ment from these early explorations to the later publications, In his

dissertation The Finer Mathematician: An Introduction to the Work of

Louis Zukofsky Stephen R. Mandell suggests that

Much of the critical confusion that exists abcut Zukofsky
arises from the fact that many of the c¢ritics who have dealt
wltﬁ him make the mistake of judging him solely as a doctrinaire
“objectivist", even though he hﬂo repeatedly denied the
existence of an actual "movement'". 1In [a) recent article,
L.S. Dembo says, "Zukofsky is ijarient with labels; he accepts
the term "objectivist", but (William Carlos Williams notwith-
standing) he denies that there is or ever was anything called
Objectivism., Despite this observation Dembo goes on teo say,
"still, his poetic values do spring from a coherent philosophic
context," and proceeds to discuss Zukofsky as if there were a
coherent objectivist philosophy.

Not only has Zukofsky denied the existence of "Objectivism", he
has said that he never even used the word; according to him, it
was Harriet Monroe's term. In Zukofsky's estimation, the entire
Objectivist phase was the naive action of an immature artist who,
if he had it to do over again, would have avoided the entire
situation ....Although the se-called "objectivist! doctrine,

as stated in Poetry, did as Zukofsky said, bring things "down to
the bare bone", it was a product of his early career. As regards
the major body of his work, then, objectivism was an 1nt91est1ng
but rather unimportant dlverslon.

If 'objectivism' never existed,then the poet could never be a
'doctrinaire objectivist' and neither could something which never
existed be 'an interesting but rather unimportant diversion'. An
'objectivist' movement as such never did exist,and Zukofsky's playing
with the idea of a political and welfare union of writers under the

umbrella of The Objectivist Press was arguably a short-lived 'product of

his early career'. However, to dismiss 'objectivism' as a phase which
the poet grew out of is unconvincing in the light of Zukofsky's 1atef
work. The definition of an objective that appeared in 'Program
"Objectivists" 1931;which was modified from "A"-6 (1930),was a defini-
tion of poetic perception and response rather than a prescription of
dogmatic principle. As such it finds its echoes in the definition of

Zukofsky's poetics in "A"-12, 33



An integral
Lower limit speech
Upper 1limit music (1950)

(pl?:?)

and, later still, in his statement that

.».the word is so much of a physiological thing that its
articulation, as against other words, will make an ‘object’.
Now you can make an object that is in a sense purely image and,
unless you're a great poet, it can get tco heavy. You will
become one of those painter-poets who are, really, too
frivolous; they exist in every generation. You know, they
look at something and they immediately want to write a poem,
That's not the way to make an image; it cught to be involved
with the cadence - something very few people realize, What I
mean is the kind of thing you get in Chapman's "the unspeakable
good liquor there'". Obviously, the man who wrote that knew
what it was to gargle something down his tnroat. So body,
voice, in handling words -~ that concerns the poet.

... I'd say the business of writing is to see as much as ycu
can, to hear as much as vou can, and if you think at all to

think without clutter; then as you put the things together,.
» 14'
try to be concise. (1968)

The principle of 'the direction of historic and centemporary partic-
ulars' is one which finds its echoes throughout Zukofsky's career. As
the central principle of the 'objectivist' statements ~ indeed as the
*objective' itself -~ it provides a valid meaning and justification for
the word 'objectivist' as applied to the poet's work. In order to
avoid unnecessary verbal contortions the word ‘objectivism' also has

its uses in this sense.

'An Objective' and the terms 'sincerity' and 'objectification' appeared
in print in 1930-31 as the result of an already established poetic
principle. The concepts did not spring from nowhere,but represented
five years of directed work. It is for this reason that the poems of
1923-24 are of interest,in that it is these poems rather than the
1625-30 work that represent the only true 'pre-objectivist' period, a

feeling of the way. When the 'objective' is not being 'aimed at', ‘the
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the result is a poem such as 'Devotions’' (December 23rd, 1923).

Devotions

Would what oppresses a night
Should go with a night,

And a heart that vexes tili day
Accept the day,

As reaches of lowly earth

A sunbeam comes to survey:

And that which plots in the dark
Should hide with the dark -

As a horse that crops and is blind
It reaches a wall, is blind -
Then step thru the dawn like the steced

Lifting its host who is kind. 15

No attempt is made in this poem to direct particulars, the subject is

a tool to achieve the form rather than the other way round. The
expression is awkward as in 'A sunbeam comes to survey' or 'Lifting its
host who is kind', or it is incongruously 'poetic' as in 'Would what
oppresses’, 'vexes till day' or 'lowly earth'. The resulting poem lacks
'sincerity' and,whilst using a conventional form,does not 'sing anew'.
Later in his career, Zukofsky was able to use conventional or discarded
forms and make of them a new poem, Of his use of the sestina for

'Mantis', he said

I suppose there are two types of natures, One is aware of the
two-hundred-year-old oak, and its still alive and it's going

to have some use to him; the other one is going to say cut it
down and build a-supermarket. I'm not inclined to be the

latter nor do I want to imitate a traditional form, but if

that thing has lasted two hundred years and has some merit in it,
it is possible I can use it and somehow in transferring it into
words - as I said in "Aleatorical indeterminate" - make some-
thing new of it, And the same for the form of the sestina.

veo Williams said it was impossible to write sonnets. I don't
know whether anybody has been careful about it. I wrote five -
hundred when I was young and threw them away. Then I wrote A-7
and a canzone, which 1s quite different from the sonnet, as 6
Pound pointed out. A very intricate form. 1

The essential phrase is 'nor do I want to imitate a traditional form'

and the contrast to be made is betweern imitation, in which the subject

35,



is forced into a ready-made structure and hence subordinated, and the
use of a form as a particular, equal and complementary to the subject.
"A"-7 is indeed a fine example of this latter principle at werk, taking
the sonnet form and blending its tightly confined structure with the
'focussing lens' of word choice to 'create anew'. There is a
similarity between this objectivist use of traditional forms and Pound's
adoption of the haiku form for his Imagism , although the two pcets

were to differ considerably in their approach to a modern use of the
canzone. 'Devotions', however, does not display the sureness of

purpose that fuses perception with technique necessary te 'sing anew'.

The poem from this era that marks the consolidation of purpose is
Williams' ‘'student excellence', 'Pcem Beginning "The"".7 This poem is
more a prototype of the techniques employed in "A" than of the shorter
poems. It is also the poem which was primarily instrumental in bringing
Zukofsky to the notice of Ezra Pound, being published in Pound’s
Exile 3, But it was with some satisfaction that Zukofsky was later able
to report that 'Pound, fortunately, thinks "A" is better ﬁhan "The".
I think so and hope so. If not - well —'33 The reception Pound

fforded the poem was warm,if critical. In his letter accepting it for
Exile he suggested that there was 'a drag at the beginning of the
second movement ... I found a tendency to skip somewhere about there,
and look forward to what might or mightn't be coming. She picks up
again 1ater'.1q Seven months later, on receipt of a further manuscript
from Zukcfsky,he wrote *Cadence of this stuff is its weakest component,

O
Not by any means up to the level of Poem beginning THE'. 2

The poem represents an enormous step beyond the techniques employed in
the majority of his contemporary work., The first noticeable change is
its unconventional appearance, being composed of 330 numbered l1lines

divided into six 'movements'. The uncomprowising title reflects
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Zukofsky's belief that 'the first word or words ig always the right
title and every poem ... needs the particular dignity of identification’z

- 8 belief that was to be exposed even more starkly in the naming of "A".

The technique of building the poem is very similar to that involved in
"A" as is the thematic intention. It is autobiographical in that the
poet is the centre on which is hung the wvarious elements of his world.
Each movement represents a separate element, or the 'focussing of the
rays from a [separate] object'. The first movement '"And out of olde
bokes, in good faith"' provides a private awareness of the immediate
past through the poet's literary context. The second movement
'"International Episode' broadens the poem’s horizon into a reflection
on the political 'aftermath' of the war,whicih had been the main concern
of the first movement. The effect of the third and fourth movements is
to break up the flow and create a pause that consolidates the picture

sc far created. The object of focus in the first movement had been the
literary past, in the second it had been the politics of the present,and
in these movements it is the nature of the poet's response. 'In Cat
Minor', the third movement,is a crystallisation of the mood that
informed the earlier passages,and the fourth movement 'More "Renaissance"®
ig concerned with the effects of education. The fifth movement 'Auto-
biography' again alters the viewpoint, this time to examine the local,
personal world of the Russian Jew in Manhattan. Finally, the "Half-
Dozenth Movement: Finale and After' isg a2 unification of all that has

gone before, expressed specifically in line 280:

"By the cat and the well, I swear, my
Shulamite!'

(p2t)
This line in itselr is an affirmation ('I swear') of the second and
third movements ('the cat'), the first movement ('the well’),and the

fifth ('my Shulamite'). The rest of the section expands and builds
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upon this and in doing so reaches forward as the first movement reached
back. This is so completely a prescription for "A', and particularly
"A' 1-12, that the poem, if not a maquette for the larger work,

certainly betrays itself as the working out of the structural devices

that were to shape it.

The first movement '"And out of olde bokes, in good faith"' examines a
response to the war through quotations from and references to available
literature, most of which was not tooc 'old' in 1926. An awareness of

James Jovces A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (first published in

the U.S.A. in 1916) and Ulysses (1922) is apparent,and the whole move-

ment (particularly lines 1-13) seems to reflect Eliot's The Waste Land

in feeling, with such references as 'Rush singing in the wilderness',

'Residue of Oedipus - faced wrecks/Creating out of the dead, -' and

'10 Books from the stony heart, flames rapping
the stone

11 Residue of self-exiled men
12 By the Tyrrhenian'

Cpll)
This is picked up again in lines 24-27:

'24 Kerith is long dry, and the ravens that

brought the prophet bread
25 Are dust in the waste land of a raven-

winged evening.
26 And why if the waste land has been explored

traveled over, circumscribed,
27 Are there only wrathless skeletons exhumed

new planted in its sacred wood,’

Gp'2-\3)

The most specific reference is to Ezra Pound's Huzh Selwyn Mauberley

22
(Life and Contacts) (1920). The section reads:

'15 The broken Farth-face, the age demands an
image of 1its 1life and contacts,

16 Lord, lord, not that we pray, are sure of
the question,

17 But why are our finest always dead?

18 And why, Lord, this time, is it Mauberiy's
Luini in porcelain,’
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The section, gpnsigts,:in the first instance, of a series of

quotatiOns from Pound's Mauberley, beginning with

the age demands an
image of its life and contacts, (pl12)

Apart from the alteration of the tense of 'demands' from 'demanded',

this is a fusion of the beginning of the second poem of Mauberley,

which reads:

The age demanded an image
Of its accelerated grimace

with Pound's sub-title 'Life and Contacts', 'Luini in porcelain' is

the first line of the last poem in Mauberley, 'Medallion'. Line 17,

'But why are our finest always dead', echoes particularly the fifth

poem of Hugh Selwyn Mauberley:

There died a myriad,

And of the best, among them,

For an old bitch gone in the teeth,
For a botched civilization,

Charm, smiling at the good mouth,
Quick eves gone under earth's lid,

For two gross of broken statues,

For a few thousand battered books.
The Mauberley lines of the first movement provide an early example
of the technique of taking 'found objects' and making them 'sing anew'.
Zukofsky's use of the Pound material is neither plagiarism, nor is it,

t 1 s s !23 TP

in Pound's words, 'the classics in paraphrase’. Initially, the
quotations are not used for their subject but as subject in themselves,
as particulars which the eye has perceived and the poet directed. The
directing process throws the quotations into a different perspective
from that which they held in their original context. By changing
‘demanded' te 'demands'. Zukofsky is announcing his response to a

different set of circumstances. This is compounded by the substitution
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called 'a drag ... 1 found a tendency to skip somewhere about there,
and look forward to what might or mightn't be coming', There is
certainly a break from the finely-tuned cadence of the first movement
in which the rapid rhythmical pace is fused to the highly controlled
structuring of vowel/consonant relationships. This breaks down between
lines 61 and 75 and does not really pick up again until line 81. The
effect is more of a resettling of the measure than a 'drag' however and
it represents a change or transition in the direction., Pound's
objection could have mere to do with the subject than the structure
however, as the passage represents the poem's most specific statement
against the rise of Fascism, particularly between lines &8 and 75:
68 Somehow, in Germany, the Jew goat-song
is unconvincing -
69 How the brain forms its visiens think-
ing incessantly of the things,
70 Not the old Greeks anymore, -
71 the things themselves a shadow world
scarce shifting the incessant
thought -
72 Time, time the goat were an cffering,
73 Eh, what show do we see tonight, Peter?
74 "I1 Duce: I feel God deeply."

75 Black shirts - black shirts - some power
is so funereal.

(pi4)

Zukofsky's treatment of the Jewish condition here, as throughout his
work, whilst being angry and outraged is distanced by always being part
of a political or economic context. His approach to the subject
contrasts strongly with that of Charles Reznikoff, who concentrates on
the specific horrors that make up Fascist anti-semitism. The starkest

example of this is his long series Holocaust.

The direct narrative form of Reznikoff's poem highlights the horrors in

a cumulative list of atrocities. For example:

The driver of the truck they were in
asked the commander who was going along
wvhere to put the Jews off
and was told, "A bit further".
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There they were told to lie down

and did and, as the lad was lying there,

he heard the noise of bullets whizzing past -

and he too was shot,

The bullet came intoc the nape of his neck

and out through his mouth, 26

The difference between the two is not explained by the fact that the one
was written in 1926 and the other after World War II, for in "A"-10 (1940)

Zukofsky's approach was similar:

Anti-semites in Italy once

people scarcely civilized hostile to Jews
In Berlin "clear street" is the signal te loot
The tailor’s dummy hat on
Hangs with a rope around its neck

(p\\Q>

The difference begins with an obvious difference of purpose, Reznikoff's
aim being to chronicle the Nazi oppression of the Jewish people,and
Zukofsky's being to offer a wider view of an era through a complex of
its disparate parts. This is occasioned and reinforced by a subtly
different interpretation of the role of the 'objectivist' poet.

Reznikoff stated that:

By the term ‘objectivist' I suppose a writer may be meant who
does not write directly about his feelings but about what he sees
and hears; 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 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.
That is, there is an analogy between testimony in the court and
the testimeny of a poet,

The world is very large, I think, and I certainly can't testify
to the whole of it. I can only say what I saw and heard, and I
try te say it as well as I can, And if your conclusion is that
what I saw and heard makes you feel the way I did, then the poem
is successiul, 27

Both poets build up the larger picture from a number of smaller

b2,



incidents and believe that the poet should 'not write directly about his
feelings but about what he sees and hears'. The rigidity of Reznikoff's
concept of the witness alters the shape of his work, however. The
incidents which he selects as his objects ére essentially local and
specific, the close relationship between witness and testimeny tightening
the scope of his perception,so that anything to be included must be
viewed from close range. The result is a series of powerful and clear
statements of the immediate particulars,which allows the inclusion of

the agony and horror of the executed Jew and the S.S. inan who 'laughed/.
and tore the baby apart as one would tear a rag',but does not allow the
broader awareness of an entire system. Zukofsky's focussing lens permits
the poet to change his viewpoint, to step back, and so increase the scope
of the objects that fall within his boundaries. Although the obliqueness
that this engenders sometimes robs Zukofsky's work of the intensity of
personal Jocality that Reznikoff creates,it allows 'Posm Beginning "The"',
whilst being made up of a series of 'found objects’, to appear as more

of a unified whole than would otherwise be possible., This discovery of

a flexibility cf scope,much more than the autobiographical subject,helps

qualify the poem as a preface or prototype for "A".

The flexibility of viewpoint is illustrated by the transition from the
second through the third and fourth to the fifth movement. The third

and fourth movements represent an interlude between the long movements
that surround them, crystallizing and commenting con the concerns
expressed in them,and creating a break in the pace. The viewpoint closes
in and narrows, the shift in focus reinforcing the pause in the flow,

The third movement is introduced in a minor key, by association it is a
nocturne. It beccmes apparent, however, that the movement is an exercise
in control and balance. The melancholy introduced by the miner key and
the 'hard, hard' night world subject are strictly balanced by the use of
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a controlled humour. The irony that this creates is carried over inte
the fourth movement in which the effectiveness of an education in the
American/English tradition is questioned as a means of finding the 'sua'
to relieve the 'cat-world'. Whereas the third movement had been stating
a case, however, the fourth is questioning values and its approach is
different with a much sharper and more obviously stated humorous edge.
The concerns that these two movements crystallize from the substance of.

the first two,provide the argument for the fifth.

The fifth movement is the crux of the entire poem, Its title
'Autobiography' assumes a specialized meaning in a generally autobio-
graphical poem. The movement expresses a personal sclutien te the
problems stated in the poem,and a personal position in relation to the
context so far established. The poet's mother is used as an example of
the immigrant whe is unwilling to break away from the traditions and

culture of her birth, In a letter to Carl Rakosi in 1931 Zukecfsky had

written:

What ‘s there to say about me? Of a very close Yidd
married brother (nephew and niece) married siste
another nephew by a sister who died aimost eight
my mother died on my birthday about four years ago (Jan. 29) -

We hardly ever say six words to ecach other at a time, but we
think for each other all the time. Not that it helps any - my
father, for instance, the only pious example of Spinozistic
phileosophy I've ever met - who has nothing but is resigned. T
talk Yiddisk to him, to my sister, I talked Yiddish to my wmother -
they don't know what I'm about and all that a quantity which
doesn't enter into what they think, they think I'm their L - or
what they call me,

My brother is the only one who speaks English - the kids, t°°’28
of course,

The extract illustrates the process taking place in this part of the
poem. The ideas of searching for the sun and the 'assimilation' of
education are picked up from the previous movements. The main drive of

the movement is the poet's wish to break away from the restrictions
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created by the immigrant's fear of letting go of his traditions and
culture. Zukofsky's family remained Russian Jews living in America,to
the extent of not even learning the language of their adoptive country.
The attitude of mind that breeds this kind of isolation leads to two
results which the poet was anxious to avoid, firstly the vulnerability
of resignation,and secondly the inability to think outside a very
narrow sphere - 'they don't know what I'm about and all that a quantity
which doesn't enter intoc what they think'. The implication is that the
poet knows what heis about but also is able to understand them,and hence

his scope is widened.

For Zukofsky, the vulnerability created by a self-perpetuated difference
and the resignation to circumstances,forms the presription  for the
ghetto or the second society. The struggle represented by the
assimilation of the finer parts of the host culture leads, in contrast,
to a position of strength:

254 1'11 read their Donne as mine,

255 And leopard in their spots

256 1'11 do what says their Coleridge,

257 Twist red hot pokers into knots.

258 The villainy they teach me I will execute

259 And it shall go bard with them,

260 For 1'11 better the instruction,

261 Having learned, so to speak, in their

colleges. (p20)

Zukofsky already had two of the tools needed in his hand when the
process of 'assimilation' began. Firstly, and of ohvious importance,
he had learned and accepted the English language. Secondly, he had
broken the constricting ties of a socially-defining religion_and 'once
the Faith's askew/I might as well look Shagetz just as much as Jew'
(line 253). The break with religion came early in the poet's life,

In 1931 he wrote that 'l have never loved the synogoguery & I was an

apostate at twelve'zq and earlier in the same year had been ahble to
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state that.'a Jewish ethos -~ I ain't got it myself - its purely a fsmily
affair'.&oThe Compleleness  of the transition,and the success of the
assihilation,was realised by Zukofsky over forty years after 'Poem
Beginning "The'"',when he suggested that 'my son is deeply involved in
furthering American music as I have been furthering American poetry over
forty years, I now begin to sense gratefully something of the cycle that

identifies me with the American tradition.'sl

The defiance of the 1926 poem has been replaced in 1966 by a more
positive appraisal of the achievement of finding a position in an
'assimilated' tradition. The fact of assimilating a culture may have
provided a distance from its immediate conditionsthat helped rather than
hindered Zukofsky's progress. As he suggested in 1959:
Having just "finished" Whitman with my classes, this historical
judgement follows reading "A'"1-12 as book: Ez underrated
Whitman; T feel - I never felt that before - that I follow out
of Valt more than I realized - especially in the sense that I am
more of my time, as he was of his, than are my immcdiate elders
born c.a. 1875-1894, T assume less attitude I think than any of
them and come out more person - whatever that's worth - even in
the regular meter I'm of this time (covering the first half of
the century) (and anticipating, like Walt) - my elders rather32
end off something European.
The process of becoming of his time and 'anticipating' is something
that accumulates through the poet's career, particularly through the
development of "A". The main anticipation of 'Poem Beginning "The"' is
towards "A". A specific example of this in the fifth movement,is the
use of words tc express a wild 'natural' freedom in a confined urban
context. Lines 238 and 239,

238 1If horses could but sing Bach, mother, -
239 Remember how I wished it once -

(p\Q)

anticipate "A"-7 in which saw horses, inanimate and therefere even less

likely to 'sing', are brought into the context of the Bach theme of "A"
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and form the poem's most perfect example of the poetics of:

An intearal
Lower limit speech
Upper limit music. ("A"-12|ﬂ33)

That Zukofsky was forming his ideas of the need for precision and
clarity-iﬁ an era that saw Le Corbusier demanding the same qualities is
one instance of the poet being of his time. That this unity with the
present could, in poetic terms, be transformed into a Whitman-like anti-

cipation was expressed by Robert Creeley when he wrote:

Zukofsky says, one writes one poem all one's life, All that he
has written may be felt as indivisible, and all one - which word
occurs frequently in the text in this sense.

Another word found often is leaf, echoing, specifically at times
as in the latter part of "A"-12, Whitman's Leaves of Grass.
Despite what seem dissimilarities, they are like men in that both
would favor... with Shakespeare as Zukofsky has proposed... the
"clear physical eye" as against "the erring brain". The
experience of one's life as one is given to have it, and as
relationships of its nature are found, unfold, then, as learns,
finding home in time far past or in the instant now.

«..'His voice in me ..." That men do so move, one to one, here

grandfather, to father, to son .. but that also, as Zukofsky
thinks possible, it may be that Shakespeare had read Catullus,
and that men who may so read the same text may so in time

relate. 3

The internal 'anticipation', the relationship between 'Poem Beginning
"The"' and "A", is an example of the poet's work being 'felt as
indivisible, and all one'. The external 'anticipation' is a consequence
of the process that began with 'Having learned, so to speak, in their
colleges’, the 'cycle that identifies me with the American tradition’',
By the very nature of a tradition, to be identified with it or to be a
part of it is to be part of a process that is made up of consequences

reaching forward as much as back,

This prccess is the main concern of the summing-up that forms the final
('Half-Dozenth') movement, 'Finale, and After'. The movement is both

retrospective, in that it brings together the strands of the poem,and
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progressive in that it looks forward or ‘'anticipates', hence the sub-
title. It is no accident that the last words of the poem are 'shall be'.
The proposal of the fifth movement — ‘The villainy they teach me 1’11

execute' - is acted upon, with Whitman's leaves in attendance:

285 I must try to fare forth from here.
285 1T do not forget ycu,

287 I am just gone out for to-night,
288 The Royal Stag is abroad,

289 1 am gone out hunting,

290 The leaves have 1lit by the moon.

(p2t)

The process of 'Finale and After', or the simultaneous retrospective and
progressive consequences is established in lines 285 and 286. That
'assimilation' is an addition to, rather than a replacement for, all
that has been learned before is stated by the suggestion that it is the
light of the moon, and later the ‘firefly, little errant star’,that
illuminates the hunt for the sun. The twinned ideas of life from decay,
in the mauner of Eliot's 'breeding/lilacs cut of the dead land’,and of
the strength that comes from a progress which acknowledges its past,are
expressed in the primeval image between lines 318 and 326:

318 By the wrack we shall sing our sun-~song

319 Under our feet will crawl

320 The shadows of dead worlds,

321 We shall open our arms wide,

322 Call out of pure might -

323 Sun - you great Sun, cur comrade,

324 From eternity to eternity we remain true to you,

325 A myriad years we have been,

326 Myriad upon myriad shall be.

| (p22)

The poem relies for its success on the disparate elements from which it
is composed being forged together by its rhythmical and syntactic
structure., If the early, pre-1924 poems are seen as the search for an
authentic voice, then 'Poem Beginning "Thd'',in forging this link may be

making the first steps towards establishing a veice or 'new measure'.

In doing so it provides the basis for "A" which from 1927 was to be'the
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core of Zukofsky's work. In 1946, William Carlos Williams
wrote that ‘poems are the effects of engineering skills in poets'. In
many ways, 'Poem Beginning "The"™' marks the end of one learning phase
in the poet's career in that it is the first clear example of these
acquired skills being put to use in the establishment of a technique
that Williams described as ‘a return {enlarged) to the physical basis
of the song, the writing of a new (kind) of musical sentence (an
inventicn) in a new way. A new measure'.3} Although Williams himself
was to place more emphasis on this, Zukofsky's 'new measure' 1is
essentially an American measure - after all, he saw himself as 'follow-
ing out of Whitman'. It is partially because of this that Zukofsky was
totally unwilling to follow Pound's exampie and seek exile outside the
United States - indeed Pound found great difficulty in persuading him
even to cross the Atlantic fer a visit. In this one sense at least
Zukofsky's views tended ever more towards Williams than Pound,although
this is not to diminish the priority of Pound in Zukofsky's analysis of
American poetry. A product of this acknowledgement of an integration
into an American tradition is his being adopted as a mentor or fore-
runner by poets such as Robert Creeley and Cid Corman,to the extent that

Creeley could write,in tribute to Zukofsky,that

He taught me so’ much, in so many ways. Without the least trying,
so to speak, the measures of person, of conduct, of art, which he
constituted, are all of a factual piece. Again I think of that
frail man's walking me late at night toc the subway entrance, so-
T wouldn't have difficulty finding it, despite the effeort it must
have been for him to confront those streets at that hour, and his
walk back alone, I remember 'raise grief to music” - "the joy
that comes from knowing things" - "“the more so all have it" -
"upper limit music, lower limit speech” - "love lights light in
like eyes" - "he got around ...." And if I misquote, then I do

- because this is the practical, daily company of Louis

Zukofsky for me, the measure of his father, "everybody loved

Reb Pincos because he loved everybody. Simple ...." 35

The continuing American tradition that is signified here is a line of

respect and indebtedness between poets. Zukofsky found in Pound what
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he called a high degree of ‘objectification’y and it is this same

quality which Creeley and Corman found in his own work. Zukofsky's

route to the poetry of 'rested totality',which the term "objectification"
implies,is expressed in his cbjectivist pfinciples. The medium for

working out and publicizing these principles was criticism and

editorship.



CHAPTER TIII

'Program Objectivists' - Zukofsky as editor and critic

If 'Poem Beginning "The"' and the early sections of A" were primarily
responsibie for bringing Zukofsky to the attention of Ezra Pound, then
they may also be said to have begun his editorship, as it was through
the prompting of Pound that Zukofsky was given the February 1931 issue
of Poetry, the first outlet for Zukofsky's 'objectivist' principles.
Although they formed a major part of his career as a poet, editing and
the writing of criticism were not activities that Zukofsky claimed to
enjoy. In October 1930, Pound wrote to Zukofsky that

Am cheered to know you don't like writing cri’zism. That's as
it shd. be.

However its up to blokes like us to do it. The inspired lunetics
can't. There are very few inspired lunatics. -

It is also up to us to kill off the sonzabitchzzs that LIKE to
write it (crizism). How much pleasanter it wd. be on the bright

Oct. p.m. to be writing 3 pages of Canto. L.

The rewards of editing forAZukofsky ware nct financial, his own money
often beingswallwed up in meeting the overheads, but it did become an
important part of his work. Many of the techniques and motivations that
informed his poetry were also present in his editorship. It provided
him with the oppoertunity to encourage those writers whom he saw as
deserving a voice, coupled with the political need to.unify writers into
a form of self-help co-operation. FEditorial control also gave him a
platform for his own criticism and poetic theory, allowing it to appear

in a self-determined context,

Editing was something Zukofsky found himself urable to avoid, as witnessed

by the 'collaborations' or re-writings in An "Objectivists" Anthology.

From 1930 until the beginning of his thirty year 'silence', Carl Rakosi

sent many of his poems to Zukofsky, sometimes fer consideration for
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publication but often purely as examples of his current work. Zukofsky's
response was always that of the committed editor, and his letters tq
Rakosi were often filled with suggestions of line and word alterations

or omissions, the advice constantly being that 'you can do better by
merely naming objects. The what is happening, being, etc.'2 On one
occasion Zukofsky was moved to offer an alternative structure for one of
Rakosi's poems, although as an adjunct to, rather than a replacement for

the original. Rakosi's poem appeared in the following form:

The Gnat.

Winter and wind
The whole age

is an afternoon
around the house

a little snow
sea blizzard

a
a yard clover
a lucky horse

anabasis
for edelweiss

six rivers and six
wenches, the twelve

victories,
Carl Rakosi

Greetings.

On the reverse, Zukofsky had written:

Yeah bo'

it's a good gnat. Permit me, I will do a mirror
' fugue upon it:

The Gnat
12 victories

6 rivers and
wenches six

edelweiss
for anabasis

a yard clover
a horse lucky

a little blizzard
a sea snow
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around the house
is an afternoon

wind and winter
the whole age.

Sink the pinna now and bring the tune cut from the tympanum and 4
you will have your original the best in a long time. Greetings.

Although this is a parody of his regular editorial response to Rakosi's
work and a joke at his own expense, it serves to illustrate by caricature

the nature of his editorial faculty.

o

Ezra Pound took a close interest in the "objectivist's” issue of

Poetry,

frequently writing to Zukofsky and Harriet Monroe with suggesticns and
advice. There is the feeling given in many of thesz letters that it is
Pound's project and his responsibility, as witnessed,for example,by a

letter of 25th October 1930

You should have at least 30 or 32 pages for verse. I don't think
you can show more than a dozen authors, three or four unassailable
chunks, and others held down to a single page cr poem. Get what
is at least attackable or arguable., Mere surface or trying to be
clever can't carry the thing. Cummingsites cd. enliven the
shorter manifestations.

BUT the chaps that mean what they say have got to give the weight,
there's got to be encugh difference in contributors to indicate a
circumference; but NOT to dispense and scatter the energy

/11

It is a better chance to launch Reznikoff than you cd. have
expected.

with which remarks: go to it. I don't think poss to have it
ready for Press Dec. 20. Harriet to me says "Feb. march or May".
March is certainly the earliest poss. and no great harm done if
May is later found to be more commodious.

at any rate GET IT RIGHT.

E
You'll have to suspend Jefferson for the moment and pass a few

weeks STUDYIN the writes of yr. contmps. 4

Pound's parental pushing of Zukofsky was not confined to general advice

and encouragement, for in a separate letter of the same date he is eager

to suggest the shape and content of therissue,and Zukofsky's aims in

editing it:
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DONT spoil sheep for ha'porth of tar. You can't get number done

RIGHT in time for Feb. issue. take one of the later dates H.
has offered. '
/1/

The number ought to be NEW line up. You can mention me and old
Bill Walrus in the historic section.

If you don't know nawthin about your contemporaries you'll have
to lean on McKenzie who hath faith.

I don't think you need the English. I don't want to queer their
pitch, but as the aim is not limited by the immediate objective
ije; not to STOP with your special number but to regenerate and

redemivirginate Poetry; the Eng. wd. natcherly git a show after
you have blossomed, '

Rakosi may be dead, I wish I cd. trace him,
His last address was

61 N. Main St., Kenosha Wisconsin

/11

Loomis is too tired and sophisticated. You can get some other one
of yr. dozen without lapping over Exile,.

The Imagiste movement was made with four or five poems of Hilda's,
three or four of Richard's and one ole Bill Water Closet ¥Wm's,
plus y.v.t. or if you like manipulated by y.v.t. whereto vere
added about the same amt, of stuff that wdnt damage (i.e. one
hoped it wont damage the effek).

Problem ain't now the same. I go on burbling merely to indicate
that mere extent of verbal manifestation has nawthin ter dew 5
wiff it.
The paternal tone of the letters was not missed by either Zukofsky or
Pound,and in a later series of acid political exchanges they were to
refer to each other as 'Sonny' and 'Poppa'. The eagerness to advise
and direct that prompted this tone added to the pressure being applied
on Zukofsky by Harriet Monroe to form a movement which would act as a
base from which to 'regenerate and redemivirginate Poetry'. Zukofsky's
mistrust of the effectiveness and consequences of artistic movenments
precluded his founding one and it was with reluctance that he coined the
word 'objectivist'. In 1969, Zukofsky explained his attitude as follows:
In the first place, objectivism ... I never used the word; I
used the word "objectivist", and the only reason for using it was
Harriet Monroe's insistence when I edited the "objectivist"
number of Poetry. Pound was after her; he thought the old rag,
as he called it, was senile, and so on. He had his fights with
her: couldn’t get across the people he wanted, and in one of his

vituperative letters he told old Harriet the magazine would come
to nothing, that there was this youngster who was one of the best
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critics in America ... well, I'm reminiscing: In any case,
Harriet was fond of Pound and after all she was enterprising.
Well, she told me, "You must have a movement." I said, "No,
some of us are writing to say things simply so that they will
affect us as new again". '"Well, give it a name’. Well, there
were pre-Raphaelitism, and dadaism, and expressionism and
futurism - I don't like any of those isms. I mean, as soon as
you do that, you start becoming a balloon instead of a person.
And ‘it swells and a lot of mad people go chasing it.... Anyway,
I told Harriet, "All right, let's call it 'objectivists'", and I

wrote the essay on sincerity and objectification. I wouldn't do
it today.

... The objectivist then, is one person, not a group, and as I
define him, he is interested in living with things as they exist,
and as a "wordsman", he is a craftsman who puts words together6
into an object.

In a letter acknowledging the receipt of Rakosi's work for consideration
for the issue, in which Zukofsky said fPermit me to say that your poems
are the best in America - these U.S.A. - that I have seen since, well,
1926', there is an indication of the uncertainties which were present in

the formation of this new project?

My issue of "Poetry" is as much of a surprise to me as I suppose
my invitation to you is to you. Harriet perhaps influeunced by
E.P.'s opinion of me, perhaps impressed by an essay on Hen. Adams
I wrote 6 years ago and now appearing serially in Hound and Horn,
perhaps encouraged by my recent rise in academic standing to a %
asst, ship ~ anyway, asked me. My intention is to print 32 p. of
the best unpublished material written in the last 10 years.
Naturally I shculd like to show off at least 8 poets - if I don't
find 12. Or at least six. But I do want to print as much of you
as I can - say 3-7 pages, depending on other available genius,
... What I don't keep I'1ll try to pass off in Hound and Horn,
Pagany, or future issues of "Poetry" (if I still can after my
issue - Harriet has offered me complete control and maybe she
doesn't know what she's in for - she has never seen me nor I her,
so I can't answer your questicn as to whether her palms are
hirsute) - -with your permission. - 7

The process of editing had begun, however, with suggestions for changing

words and phrases in Rakosi's work, including the omission of a line

from 'Orphean Lost' Which obviously spoils a straight thing'.

When the issue finally appeared in February 1931,it contained thirty
pages of poetry by twenty poets, most of whom were represented only by a

single short poem. The bulk of the space was taken up by Carl Rakosi
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with four pcems over five pages, Zukofsky's own "A"-7 of four and a half
pages,and Robert McAlmon's five page poem 'Fortuna Carraciola A Satire'.
The remainder of the issue is occupied by the editorial 'Program:
"Objectivists” 1931', two essays by the editor - Sincerity and Objectif-
ication With Special Reference to the work of Charles Reznikoff', and
'Three Poems by André Salmon' ~ and 'A Symposium' which consists of a
poem each by Parker Tyler and Charles Henri Ford,followed by a note on

poetics by the poets, a disagreement by Zukofsky and a 'rebuttal' by

Tyler and Ford.

The fact that 'Program: "Objectivists” 1931 is the editorial or 'comment'
explains its title, it is a 'program' for the "objectivists" issue and
not a movement manifesto as the word 'program' may suggest. For the
editor’s ‘interests in American poetry of the last decade' the reader is

referred to his article 'American Poetry 1920-1930' in The Symposium,and

is presented with a list of 'works absolutely necessary to students of
poetry' reprinted from that article. £ Zuvkofsky was unwilling to re-
state his appraisal of the contemporary state of the poetic art he was

not reticent in his view of the literary establishment:

The materials of poetry:

The small magazines of today and the very recent past must be
praised for helping to keep up an interest in these matters.

Mr. Pound has treated this subject in detail in an article in
The Engiish Journal (Chicago) for November 1930. The small
magazines are to be praised for standing on their own against
the business of the publishing racket, the "pseudo-~kulchuh" of
certain national liberal weeklies published in New York, and the
guidance of the American university.

Pound, Williams, McAlmon, Cummings, Reznikoff, etc., have had to
publish a good deal of their work in privately printed editions,
In every case the work was worth publishing, a statement not
applicable to 95Z or more of the usual publisher's lists. At
least one American publisher could save his face, and add honor
and intelligence to publishing, by reprinting Ezra Pound's
critical works - Spirit of Romance, Pavannes and Divisions,
Instigations, How to Read, etc., - all of the utmest importance
to any discussion of the materials of pcetry,

(p2T1)
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This extract reveals the motivation behind all of Zukofsky's editing

and publishing ventures. ‘'What is aimed at' is the establishment of
conditions under which poetic advancement is controlled by poets,without
the constraints of cost and sale-conscious publishers,and the out of date
academic criticism referred to as 'the American university'. It is
exactly this motivation that was to provide the impetus for 'The
Objectivist Press’, and it bears some similarity to Pound's reasons for
establishing Imagism.. The cause of 'redemivirginating' poetry was still
able to amwse Pound's sympathy and this, together with the choice of work
that backed it up,éaused him to write, on receipt of the issue, 'Feb.
just here, Oﬁly thing I have time to crit. I mean to see as needin

amendment is in the Taupin. The rest is a good job.’8

Zukofsky's major written contributions to the issue are "A"-7,which will
be referred to elsewhere, and the essay 'Sincerity and Objectification
With Special Reference to the Work of Charles R€znikoff',which is éne of
his most significant expositions of poetic values. Using Reznikoff's
work as an example,Zukofsky presents the poetic criteria that had first
appeared as a successful whole in 'Poem Beginning "The"'. In stating
that Reznikoff's shorter poems suggest 'entire aspects of thought:
economics, beliefs, literary analytics etc;',he is presenting the idea
of the poem as object, ‘the conditions for which are supplied by the
concepts of 'sincerity' and 'objectificatiocn'. Sincerity, the
'preoccupation with the accuracy of detail in writing*,is the initial
requirement from whi;h objectification may be realized. The process is

explained in full as follows:

In sincerity shapes appear concomitants of word combinations,
precursors of (if there is continuance) completed sound or
structure, melody or form. Writing occurs which is the detail,
not mirage, of seelng, of thinking with things as they exist,
and of directing them along a line of melody. Shapes supggest
themselves, and the mind senses and receives awareness,
Parallels sought for in the other arts cail up the perfect line
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of occasional drawing, the clear beginnings of sculpture not
proceeded with,

Presented with sincerity, the mind ever tends to supply, in
further suggestion which does not attain rested totality, the
totality not always found in sincerity and necessary cnly for
perfect rest, complete appreciation. This rested totality may

be called objectification - the apprehension satisfied completely

as to the appearance of the art form as an object.
(PP273-274)

The achievement of sincerity, of 'thinking with the things as they exist,
and of directing them along a line of melody',or 'the direction of
historic and contemporary particulars'yis arrived at through a combin-
ation of the sincerity of perception and the sincerity of technique. To
arrive at 'objectification' the 'minor units of sincerity’ must be forged
into an indivisible structural whole, described by Zukofsky as 'the
resolving of words and their ideation into structure'. The implications
of this go some way towards explaining the apparent complexity of
Zukofsky's work. The word is ménifested and apprehended in two ways.'
First there is the sound (and in writing, the appearance) which gives the
word a physical presence. Secondly there is the ideation' which is a
complex of the substructure of thought which gives rise to the word's
usage and, hence, the meaning, or meanings,which can be derived from it.
Within any given language the physical aspects of the word and its
ideation are indivisible,to the extent that 'each word possesses object-
ification to a powerfyl degree'. 1In fact Zukofsky was so convinced of
this physiological integrity of the word that he put forward the view
that it could, on occasion, continue across language boundaries -
'something must have led the Greeks to say hudor and for us to say
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