Discussion following poetry reading
April 1973 , Salem State College

All photos by Rosanne Benedetto.

“l thought the conversation was funny in its crosspurposes and
obsessions, and liked Peter’s Tongue Poem. The text reminds me of
some of text of Pull My Daisy film.”

Allen Ginsberg,
in a letter to John Currier
November 28, 1973
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The following is a transcription of a taped discussion between
poets and audience subsequent to an evening of poetry reading by
Allen Ginsberg, Peter Orlovsky, and Gregory Corso at Salem State
College on April 4, 1973. The evening was part of a two-day
symposium commemorating fack Kerouac. The program was sponsored
by the Program Council of Salem State College, and arranged by John
McHale, professor of English and a Kerouac enthusiast.

Thanks are due a number of people in connection with our
publication of this material: Steve Salvo, of the Program Council, and
John McHale for bringing the event about, and for their co-operation
in making the publication of the transcript possible; Ed Grinovich, a
former GONE SOFT poetry editor, for donating his tape recording of
the program. Ms. Mary Killeen for transcribing the tape; Maryanne
Lynch for extra-duty typing; Leon Jackson for T.C.B.; and, of course,
the participants, especially Allen Ginsberg for his enthusiastic support.

We are very proud to present this important literary
documentation to our readers. We have been laboring over it for a
vear;, we hope you will agree that the time was well spent.

J. Ronald Bogan
Editor

(G) - Allen Ginsberg

(C) - Gregory Corso

(O) - Peter Orlovsky

(YM) - young man in audience, drinking wine
(YW) - young woman in audience, holding baby
(a) - other members of the audience

(C) Do you think we did service to our good friend (Kerouac)?

(0O)  Not quite. We haven’t talked about liquor yet. Wine, and drops
of beer, because | used to have a very bad wine habit. And
when | see a young fellow like you - What are you? 28?

(YM) Me? 21.

(G)  Broken voice!

(0) 217 It’s sad. Especially so many smokers. There are more wine
drinkers than smokers in this room, right?

(C) Allen, he’s denying Dionysus. Al, your friend, and my friend,
is denying Dionysus. He’s denying Dionysus. He’s denying wine
and the dick go together.

(O)  (to young man in audience) Well, if you want to live to 154 -

(YM) Why? What's in the next place?

(O)  Well, it’s not quite right. There’s so many -

(C) Peter, you know it sucks here.

(G)  Let him speak, Gregory
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Peter’s gonna answer me. It sucks on this planet and you
know it.

Give me your cigarette, Gregory. I’ll put it out for you.

No way. I'll take care of it.

Gregory, anybody can say the word “suck” and get an effect
out of it.

No, | think the way | use it - When | say this planet sucks, it
literally does.

Yeah, | can say anything sucks.

No you can’t. | can say “I suck you,” but you don’t suck me.
I don’t even know you.

Yeah, in high school, man, everytime | used the word “suck” I
got an effect out of it. So, it's easy to do. Anybody can say
“fuck.” -

I'm telling the truth. I didn’t say “fuck”. I said “suck.” I’'m
telling the truth.

“Fuck,” “suck,” “shit,”" what’s the difference?

No way! This is New England, right? Remember in the old
English? The “F” was like an “S”. It was never the
Anglo-Saxon word “fuck”, it was always “suck.” I’'m a poet. |
know my business. Peter, go ahead. Don’t deny wine, though.
So, uh - Being with Jack for many many years, one of the
most saddest things was, | did a lot of drinking around him,
and then even when away from him | would drink. And |
almost drank myself into the grave. And | was smoking at the
same time. And it took away my second wind, smoking did.
And it took away the power to trot, to make a dash, to dash
from the farm house to the farm jeep, 100 feet, 200 feet, 100
feet away, half-way there, running full force like a horse, | was
about to collapse. It didn’t seem right for a man of 36 years
of age to be so weak on his legs hardly going 50 or 100 feet
from the house. About two weeks ago | stopped drinking
drops of wine, beer and all that stuff, and | urge you to do
the same thing, too.

Who's interested in your condition? Nobody. I’'m interested in
that woman’s condition. She doesn’t agree it all sucks. It all
sucks. That’s the truth.

(to YM) You’re 21. You’re 21 and if you want to live to be
154 years old, you’ve got a lot of strength in your body, but
you have to start, you have to take what you got-- You have
to start developing your muscles. You have to take the food
that you take~ You have to exercise your 641 muscles! Every
day. For hours and hours. So that- To carry you through-
Otherwise, you’re going to be so weak that when you're 29-
‘cause the wine takes away your energy. If you want wine,
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forget about the word “wine.” If you want grapes, if you
want grapes, grow your own grapes. Start your own Concord
grapes, or what is it here, Salem grapes? Keep it natural- You
know, eat them from the grapevine, eat them from the tree,
don’t make- You know, this wine stuff is not healthy. It’s
going to make you very weak.

But you forget that according to the physician, a little bit of
wine is good for the digestion.

You better believe it.

That’s not quite true. No

Pietro, you, man, you don’t know, man, you don’t know. You
don’t know about wine, man.

I don’t think so, I don’t think so.

Don’t deny Dionysus. Don’t deny Dionysus.

Gregory, let him speak.

Allen, | told him don’t deny Dionysus. I’m letting him, man. |
just said don’t deny Dionysus. Look, fuck, Allen, | told him
don’t deny Dionysus.

(to YM) Okay. You also smoke cigarettes.

I’'m part of the conscious flow. Whatever the conscious flow
desires, whatever it demands, | get pulled in.

(heatedly) Okay, that’s the rank bullshit poison that came out’

of the Beat Generation! That’s a dumb shit! That’s a dumb
shit! If that’s what people got out of it, it’s total bullshit!

No way! Allen doesn’t understand that people drop dead in
life. You don’t understand that people die and get old. You
don’t understand that people drop dead.

(to YM) If that’s what people got out of it, well then I'm
ashamed of the effects of my own works!

Bullshit! What do you want? Some immortal shit?

It was more than self-excitation, spiritual masturbation, it was
something else! It was a divine Lord! It wasn’t any kind of
like a fucked-up body thing supposed to happen!

Oh, Allen! You suck! Man, the body’s beautiful! Use it!

(confused shouting from the audience)
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Look, friends, who’s this God you’re talking about? Who'’s this
God you're talking about, friends?

One at a time, one at a time, ’cause you’re going to wear
your voice out.

You might go to a lower shot with alcohol. You might go
down to the pig realm.

Well, that is learning.

There ain’t nothing to learn.

(in response to YM) Well, no, you're not learning very fast.
You’re just insisting on your own, sort of, you’re insisting on
your own baloney.

(C) You’re all gonna drop dead. There ain’t nothing to learn.
That’s the fact.

(G) That’s an old tired poem you're talking.

(C) There ain’t no Him, no God, you dummy! Man, he's been one
of the sharp fuckers today, one of the sharp babies, Al. Tell
him the truth, Al

(YM) I've got a life. I will live. I will learn.

(G) You won't iearn a thing. You won’t learn anything from that!
It’s the wrong road; it’s the wrong goal, it’s an old poem! It’s
a dumb poem!

(C)  You’re gonna get old and drop dead, man. That's what the
fuck’s gonna happen to you.

(G)  It's the same old poem from Dylan Thomas; it's the same old
poem from Hart Crane; it’s the same old suicide alcohol shot;
it's the same old Romantic blah!  You can’t write sharp that
way; you can’t think sharp that way-
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I always did.

You can’t feel free to express -- And furthermore, the
shit-eating grin that goes with the macho alcoholic face is like
a Nothing as far as its attractiveness or its delight or its beauty
or its-

I’m a strong fucker and | drink and | shoot up, and | do all
the heavies...You guys are all fucked-up. You’re fucked-up, and
he’s fucked-up.

Gregory, give me that (plastic bottle of vodka). Back to the
compost pile.

Life is like a big general capital “L”? that isn’t even poetry.
That's for you, man.

No, it's not for me! | don’t take that! I don’t accept that! |
don’t want to mislead you by accepting your Romantic
bullshit!

What about grass, Allen?

Grass, okay. (audience laughter)

But you can’t smoke too much ‘cause you’ll get- - You can’t
smoke too much ‘cause you’ll get-- You better take care of
your throat. Pollution in the United States now is increasing so
much that if you smoke a lot of grass, you’re leaving your
throat raw to be trampled upon by pollution. You’re opening
your throat up-

Grass, fine in moderation without destroying your throat or
your chest, which is possible to do.

Allen, that’s the same con they said when | jerked off in the
Catholic home. They said, everytime | jerk off, a vein breaks

in my dick. Every time | play, a vein breaks.
If you want to see, carefully, take a look at the Llotches over

Gregory’s forehead which means bad liver.

That’s my golden ltalian glow!

Uh uh, uh uh! We know different! That’s from drinking, too
much drugs, and not eating the right kind of salads, fruits and
vegetables, and nuts. It’s a concentration of drugs, alcohol, and

tobacco.
But I’'m a happy man!

Uhuh! Not when you- uh uh!

You guys want to make me unhappy. You want me to go
“what the fuck am | doing?”

We were talking about him (YM).

You’re making me feel terrible.

Yes, you’re giving him more of that Romantic death!

I don’t give that asshole nothing, baby!

He thinks you’re giving it to him! He thinks you’re giving it to
him!

(€)

(YM)
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(C)

(C)

Well, that’s what you presume. You thought just Kerouac and
you were giving. They’re gonna take. They’re small fuckers.
They ain’t gonna be giving. | told you the Seven Fold Path of
Buddha sucks - (a) Eight-Fold! - because it takes what’s given.
You don’t take what’s given.

Given that! You bought that!

If you want to smoke grass, it seems to me- | wouldn’t even
mind smoking. | haven’t smoked in a long time; it makes me
very paranoid. But if you want to smoke grass, | think it’s
very nice if you get around in a little circle like Indians in
pow-wow, but make your own fire - the fire, the fire, the
Peabody Museum at Harvard, where they make their own fire,
if you go back, if instead of using matches, if you make your
own wood and leaves, wood and leaves and your own little-
the Indian fire to light the smoke pot with, | would say that’s
a nice- But matches- Lighting up a stick of pot with a match
is getting to be very boring, you know- | don’t know- | think
cold water is more invigorating than pot these days. It’s more
healthy for your body muscles. It cools off your throat right
away. Well, instead of washing in hot water, if you use cold
water-

The body has a beginning and an end. The soul, it goes on
forever, man.

Soul? There’s no soul. What do you mean, soul? Where is it?
Your soul- It’s in your fucking mind.

Bullshit! There’s a mind and a brain.

You’re destroying your mind cells with the alcohol.

What do you mean, Soul?

Listen, man, I’m a piece of dirt, you know?

No, you're not! No, you’re not!

That’s the alcohol talking now.

Don’t be so humble. We don’t like Uriah Heeps here. I'm no
dirt! I’'m no fucking dirt!

(to YM) How many cigarettes do you smoke a day?

How many?

Yes. What kind of cigarettes do you smoke? Do you smoke
filter or non-filter?

(to YM) Why don’t you go through life saying you're not dirt,
baby?

I smoke a pipe when | can get it, but | ain’t got any money
so | got to smoke cigarettes.

Oh mother! We don’t have to hear your puffing! We're not
interested in your condition!

(to YM) Well, we do. You are very visible with a bottle.

(to Corso) Is that a plastic bottle you’re drinking out of?
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That’s my business! I'm on a stage and it's my fucking
business what | do, mister! (to YM) Get it off with it, heavy
and nice and straight! (takes a drink)

(in response) Blast! (drinking)

Well, I wouldn’t call myself dirt, Al. Would you?

Well, anyway, you want to talk about that more?

Of what?

This whole subject of the alcohol, cigarettes and all
degenerates, bio-degenerates-

Yes, uh-

Not that we shouldn’t tell anybody, because | agree with you.
Peter, I know you’re really hurt because the first thing you

said tonight was that you wondered why all these people were
smoking.

Yes.

And you’re the only one up there, as far as | can see, who
felt anything for what these people are doing.

Oh bullshit! They’ve got heads! I mean, they may smoke and
drink, but they got heads. We’re dealing with their heads. He’s
dealing with what they’re smoking. Don’t tell me to shut up! |
am up on the stage! We are talking about the heads, Baby,
and if you smoke with your head and if you drink with your
bf)dy, take it! You are going to die, and your baby’s going to
die- That's the shot on this planet.

(YW) (to Corso) Because you have a microphone, it means you can
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talk louder than | can.
No way...I'll keep quiet, man.

(to YW) It means that you should speak swiftly and to the
point and not egotistically.

I’m a fast baby!

There’s an element of egotism in your competition with him
(Corso). Make your point; speak, and speak clearly and sweetly
and don’t be invidious in your conversation. Now finish.
What is the question? What are you saying?

I was saying that | thought it was beautiful that you were the
only one of those people up there who saw the sadness...

They have other things to say. | have goofed up my chance. |
have goofed up my chance by concentrating my attention over
the years on alcohol, drugs, and amphetamine and cigarette
smoking. | have burned myself out. While Al, during these
years, has not, so he has a whole bunch of more important
things to say. But | am sort of left like holding the bag. |
burned out my brain cells. |1 have almost killed myself a
number of times with amphetamine, shooting amphetamine in
the arm...

Crossing the street you can almost kill yourself.

...and looking at sex, you know, dirty pictures, for eight hours
at a time, jerking off, playing with my titties. | have burned
myself out. | have wasted my years. So that my brain and my
mind is a lot more empty than Allen’s, Allen is packed full
of long-living words. So that it's not what you are saying. It’s
on the surface it seems like that, but it is really not true. So |
would say you ought to use... Jack never fell in love with cold
water. So if you really love Jack and want to take off where
he left off, he might get enthusiastic for cold water. You know
what | mean, instead of wine. Because it is going to help you
live a lot longer. So the big thing with Jack was wine, wine,
wine. All the time. He did more drinking than he did writing.
He did more talking.

Peter, he circled the circle full.

He was driven just like a car driven by gasoline. Kerouac was
driven by wine.

Keats died at 26.

It wasn’t whut you would feed your baby if you had a baby.
| had a bad effect on me.

You’re stuck on time.

I became very annoyed with Kerouac, because of the wine
influence.
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He was the most beautiful drunk there was. He was the most
joyous-

Gregory-

He was the most joyous-

I think the rhetoric of the most beautiful drunk is like an old
and, at this point, overused poem.

You think you can teach these kids or these people here. In
some way of saying do not follow this man’s example, Mr.
Kerouac. You make a big mistake, babes!

I would say follow the example of Christ or Buddha.

A big one! Like say don’t follow him the way he went out.
You're gonna go out. Look how you may go out, by a broken
fucking neck sometime. Your bones are going, who knows?

So the other sad thing about Kerouac was the complete
turning his back on the Viet Nam. And | think that was what
turned a lot of people away from Kerouac, and they stopped
reading him.

How smart to turn your back on that!

Except over two million innocent people in Viet Nam got
killed, and they got Kkilled with American bullets, American
bombs, American machinery, American gasoline, and American
blood. We are all responsible.

He was poor, simple, human bones. No wonder he turned his
back on it. That beautiful man would never hurt a- He’s the
only man | know in life who never hurt a soul.

Yes, ’cause he was talking about getting up in a tree and
shooting us red Communists because we were demonstrating
against our country. When did he say that? In 1966 or 19677
He was calling anyone who demonstrated against the war in
Viet Nam, he was calling them a Communist or a radical brat
and if they came around bothering him he would be up in
the trees...

It broke his delusion, Peter. The sorrow was it broke his faith
in America.

Over and over again, when he got drunk, he had a vision that
he would be upin thetrees with a gun ready to pop us off.
That is the way he would take care of us.

What is the one thing that all humans have in common?
To live, to never die, to live to a...
Any questions from this beautiful audience, like-

In 1964, Stanley Twardowicz has a tape of Jack denouncing the
war in Viet Nam in 1964, saying it's an ugly mess and we
ought to get out of there, and have no business being there, so
I don’t think it’s right to-

That was '64. | was talking about 1966 or 1967 or 1968 when
it came time to come out and demonstrate,

That's when he was finished. That's when he was dying, Peter.
When it came time to write and talk in public, when it came
time to come out and start speaking, he wouldn’t do it. He
called all the demonstrators Communists. .Then he even got to
the point that we were fighting there to fight the Communists,
So what? So fucking what?

What do you mean, so what? What about the two million
innocent Vietnamese that died?

Je ne sais pas. Fuck ’em. Those Gooks had to go.

Well, okay, all right, but sooner or later you’re going to get
that, too, because Nixon... Nixon’s not...

Here you hear alcohol talking, I'm telling you. The complete
mixing up of the skull.

They’re picking on me. Watch this shot.

How much are you getting paid tonight? The money you are
making here tonight, how much of that is going to go to
drugs, alcohol and to cigarettes?

All of it!

How much of it is going to go to buy some land to grow a
garden like a good old Italian that used to grow tomatoes and
sweet basil, Gregory?

Peter, it's no person’s business how | shit; 1 close the door.
It's no person’s business how | spend bread. No way.

That’s not true. Not any more. You want to live to age 70?
I don’t want to live to nothing. I’'m all right. I mean, you are
struggling to live, you know. I’m not struggling to live.

You don’t understand. There are too many people now in the
world that are being abused and mistreated. There are too
many people that are being starved. There are too many
people that are now being used as slaves in order for you to
g0 to a store to buy that bottle of gin.

I don’t like human beings. Fuck ’em.

Where does that gin come from? Slaves are starting to make
that for you, too. That's not fair.

I don’t like human beings.

You can’t say that.

I never liked humanity. Humanity really sucks. Humanity never
made it. Th y hurt all the time. Oh? bullshit? You all suck!
You always hurt. You always did. That’s the truth. That’s why
I do what | do. Don’t you tell me what | do with my bread,
baby. Grow what? With tomatoes? This Italian smart boy? Be
careful.
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1nars what wops do with tomatoes, remember?

They grow tomatoes. lItalians are noted for growing their own
tomatoes, and their own sweet basil.

No way! No way!

He’s appealing to your ancient tradition, there. He had you on
your home grounds.

Grapevines! Grapevines! Surrounded by a stone wall!

Green peppers! Green peppers!

Green peppers! Skinny little hot green peppers!

Onions!

And onions! Big onions! Eggplants! You’'ve never grown an
eggplant in your life yet, and you’re how old are you? 437
Now you gotta hurry up!

I grew one thing once. When | was in Dannemora Prison, |
grew iceberg lettuce.

You didn’t write a poem about it, though.

No way! I’m not one to gossip through life.

Okay. That's good! That's good! That’s fine! That’s lovely!
Fuck you, Peter.

That's right. You never told me that before. You never told
me that before.

No, | heard about that. | heard about the iceberg lettuce.

You two like to jump on me. Right. Come on. Peter, read.

So, | have been washing in cold water all winter long and it’s
helped me to just get by in this tee-shirt. All winter long I
have been wearing this tee-shirt, in snow and it gets twenty
below. But | don’t stay out that long, but when I do, I run
fast, but | can stay out that long because I wash in cold
water. I’'ve conditioned my body and as time goes on, | can
probably stay out longer and longer and longer, and wear less.
John Giomo, a poet from New York, is gonna silk screen
[Orlovsky is wearing a tee-shirt printed with the statistics of
the Viet Nam war.] this has some statistics on the war, but
the latest statistics on the war is the total horror. The total
number of dead is 1,700,000 plus, total wounded, 1,900,000
plus, and total homeless and refugees, 11 million. Total
tonnage of bombs, 15 million tons of bombs. Base cost of the
war is $110 billlion. You could say $220 billion, but for
verification, it is easier to verify the $110 Billion figure.

That’s the place to start that shit. Beautiful! | mean, if they’re
using all their B52’s, that’s a heavy shot. That's the heaviest.
On that Cambodia. All of it. Yes, save your Salem. Everybody
on the train, at the bus station and on the airplanes, they say,
“where the witches are.”” They were dumb. In that poem on
Kerouac [“Elegaic Feelings American’’] remember | said, “ah!

(0)
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There was no liberty for the witches of Salem.” That was

done years ago. | never came here before. Although | used to
go to Cambridge.

(to audience) What do you want to say?

You got anything to say about trees?

Yes, it is good to write poetry with your tongue so that the
poet does not have to rely on the paper.

They make pencils out of trees.

He uses his tongue as a pencil. Whenever he has time by
himself or is alone by himself, he can wiggle his tongue and
get a lot of tongue exercise. You can twist or turn your

tongue and make a lot of funny kinds of sounds...
What the fuck?

- that are very basic to the ear.

31



32

(€)

Peter, | know a guy whose last name was Top. He called his son
“Tree.”” That’s pretty terrible - Tree Top?

In a funny sense, sticking your tongue out is like a tree
sticking his limb or a branch out. You can stick your tongue
out and turn it around, let it hang down'or open it up like a
table to receive the sunlight. Turn it in the direction of the
valleys, blowing air so that the air will go in and cool the
tongue.

(recites)

A little birdie on a tree did sit,
And | said, “Birdie , why do you sit
Singing willow, tit willow tit willow”

What do you want to know about trees men?

(off mike) Yes, yes. (into mike) I think that there is another
group that wants to come in here and rehearse, apparently. So
we’ve gone on for quite a while now, actually -

Is Peter going to read’

That was his poem.
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