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Thirteen Ways of Looking at How to Make a Poetry Film of 
Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird  

 
by Pamela Falkenberg 

 
Americans Jack Cochran and Pamela Falkenberg make poetry films under the name Outlier 
Moving Pictures https://www.outliermovingpictures.com. They live in Rockford, Illinois, and 
first met in graduate school, where they first began making films together. After a long time 
apart they reunited relatively recently, and are back as a filmmaking team, once again. I am 
thrilled that they have now agreed to contribute a number of articles to Liberated Words: 
the first one being a masterclass (authentic narrative of real working methods) on how to 
make an extremely involved poetry film. But first, a bit about the power team that is Pam 
and Jack. According to their bios:  
 
After they met at University of Iowa, Jack left to pursue a career as a professional 
cinematographer, working out of LA and London, while Pam stayed in school, and became a 
university professor and experimental filmmaker, until she dropped out to work in visual 
display. Since reuniting, their eclectic interests include collage, found footage, and 
repurposing; the film essay and film poetry; exploring what cannot be seen with the eyes 
alone; landscapes and the ways humans mark them; human rights/social justice; and 
postmodern melodrama. Jack has been writing poetry all his life, but he never knew what to 
do with it, until Pam said, “You’re a filmmaker — shouldn’t your poems be films?” Their films 
have shown in many places all over the world, but Pam is particularly proud to have 
suggested making films of Jack’s poems, which has led to interesting collaborations with 
other filmmakers and poets. 
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What follows began with a few simple questions but developed into a fascinating 
monologue by Pam on the lengthy process of adapting such a well-known, condensed, 
imagistic and yet often abstract poem. We also find out how just one film combines both 
the artistry of intricately crafted images and the vagaries of working out in the field, 
collecting happenstance footage. 
 
ST:  
I am so pleased to finally have a chance to get to know your work better. We have decided 
to begin with a film which in a way was my choice. Rather than start with the eco/political 
works I personally have always liked the poem “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird” 
from The Collected Poems of Wallace Stevens (1954) (originally published in Others: An 
Anthology of the New Verse (1917)) and was thrilled to see that you had attempted such a 
large-scale project. Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird must have taken so much work, 
contained in just eight minutes. I can see that, being divided into short, numbered, haiku-
inspired sections, this may have enabled a more controlled approach, or conversely meant 
more images and scenarios to create.  
 
On another point, how do you divide up the different tasks? The sensitive silhouettes are 
lovely, and I noticed them in Flag Country, too. Are they something one of you really likes? I 
would love to know more about how you decide on the images. Having such a subject as a 
songbird has also enabled you to really demonstrate your masterful techniques with 
soundscape, and the audio of the song really carries the film. I would really love to know 
how you really went about constructing this extraordinary and painstaking work. 
 
PF: 
“Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird” did take us a long time to do. We started in late 
2017, after "Teddy Roosevelt and Fracking" was completed, and it wasn't finished until 
January 2020. We wanted to do a film poem of "Blackbird" because we thought it might be 
fun to make a poetry film of a well-known existing poem, instead of just alluding to one, 
as we did with "The Eternal Footman." We looked for poems that were soon entering the 
public domain and discovered that "Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird" was one of 
them. We considered a few others, but "Blackbird" is a poem that both of us really liked, 
and it is very visually evocative (though, as it turned out, not so easily evocative as we first 
thought). The one downside was that, like the majority of the poems in the public domain, 
it's the work of an old, white guy. Of course, Jack's poems are also the work of an old, white 
guy, but as a poet, he's pretty unknown, while Wallace Stevens is at least part of the (OK, 
perhaps disputed) canon. And we thought that we could make a film that would take the 
poem to interesting and unexpected places.  
 
Jack is the one who sits at the editing bench and roughs things out, once we're committed 
to something, which is usually a joint process. We review the individual elements after he 



 

3 

gets them all Photoshopped, and the same when he starts editing, which is a fussy process 
to get all the elements paced right, and we both need to look at those, and discuss as we go. 
Jack knows the editing software much better than I do. We decided to use Apple computers 
for editing, because Jack was already adept with Apple’s Final Cut editing program. The 
editing bench is his domain, but we both share in the editing decisions, and all the other 
decisions as well. Our work really is deeply collaborative, and our films are done when we’re 
both satisfied with them.  
 

 
 
 
Among twenty snowy mountains,    
The only moving thing    
Was the eye of the blackbird.    
 
The first thing we shot was for Section I of the poem, about the 20 snowy mountains and 
the eye of the black bird. We had some shots of mountains in our library of footage, but 
neither of us wanted to start with anything so realistic as that, since the whole poem seems 
to take place in some kind of imaginary space not bound by reason or sense, where the 
words and even the phrases of the poem are concrete, but suggestive and somewhat 
mysterious, rather than literal.  
 
I think it was my idea to make the origami mountains, but Jack was immediately 
enthusiastic, and we went together to various craft stores looking for cheap materials, 
eventually finding packs of multi-coloured, small size art paper scraps. I folded the 
mountains and created the little snow caps, and we shot them against a green screen, 
moving photographic flags across the movie lights to create the shadows. The falling snow is 
a green screen effect that we found on the internet; the moving sky is from our library, 
colour corrected to match the mountains, and blown up in scale for drama. Jack found the 
flying bird and cut it out from the original background. The final shot is a multi-layered 
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composite evoked by the words, but far from literal: there is no blackbird's eye, and the 
blackbird is not the only thing moving, since there are moving shadows, moving sky, and 
falling snow. 
 
Also early on, Jack shot the long icicles that he saw through my front door window. They 
were hanging down very low from the gutter overhead, that formed by chance after a 
blizzard and subsequent melt – perfect for the lines, "Icicles filled the long window/ With 
barbaric glass." Like the opening section, this sat around until late 2019, when Jack cut the 
icicles out of that shot, and composited them behind a different window. This was part of a 
shot that had no existence in reality: the image of the window was found on a window 
seller's website; the wallpaper was a sample image on a wallpaper seller's website; the birds 
in the bushes outside the window are a portion of a video we shot of blackbirds in tree 
branches; the bottom layer is part of one of our sky shots.  
 
We also bought some fake blackbirds online, which ended up being used in "In West 
Virginia," but never made it into "Blackbird," and a model of a U.S. Air Force Lockheed SR-71 
"Blackbird" reconnaissance jet that Jack remembered, but I had never heard of. (The model 
makes several animated appearances in "Blackbird," dissolving any easy idea of "13 ways" 
"looking," or "blackbird," and perhaps signification itself. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We thought we were off to a good start ... then found we didn't know what to do next. 
So, the icicle shot, the model, and the opening section of the poem sat around for a long 
time. We thought the poem was so imagistic that we'd have more ideas than we could 
possibly use. Instead, we got stuck, and put it aside, while we worked on some other films 
also in progress that came more easily. During that long hiatus from Blackbird we completed 
The Shadow (January 2018), The Names of Trees (June 2018), In West Virginia (January 
2019), Bad Rhyme/Duel Lament (July 2019), and Flag Country (August 2019).  



 

5 

Perhaps working on all those other films, shook something loose, especially Bad 
Rhyme/Duel Lament, our most autobiographical film poem, which will eventually be part of 
"Now and Then," a new compendium of Jack's poems that is maybe half done. This is a 
follow up to our first film together, The Cost of Living, also based on a collection of Jack's 
poems. "Bad Rhyme/Duel Lament" is full of multi-layered composites, green screen work, 
animation, found footage, shadow play, and strange juxtapositions, all techniques that we 
would also employ in completing Blackbird, which even repurposes a couple of shots from 
Bad Rhyme. 
 
Jack says that I was the one who insisted that we should finish Blackbird in late 2019, and 
that we would find the ideas we needed to complete it, but I don't really remember that. In 
fact, Jack had to go back and look at the time and date stamps on some of the footage we 
shot for Blackbird, as well as the dates on the receipts for the props and the lens purchase 
we made in the course of making the film, to really reconstruct the production timeline.  
 

 
 
Back in 2017, when I was still working full time in Rockford, Jack had tried to shoot grackles 
[like a large crow/blackbird in the UK] with his cell phone and our Canon DSLR, but it was 
hard to get close enough to them with either camera to get good images, without 
shooing them away. From that, we learned where they congregated, and where we could 
get distant shots of the flocks in the beautiful Texas oaks. We did get those shots in 2019, 
and several of the best ones appear in the completed film. But we needed some close ups of 
birds, too. 
 
Eventually, we admitted that we needed a long lens to get those shots. That led to some 
gear research, to figure out if we could rent a lens instead of buying one. Ornithologists and 
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bird watchers (there's an expensive hobby) use camera blinds or really long lenses. Without 
complex mounting equipment, long lenses are only workable for still shots, freezing the 
action with high shutter speeds that minimize camera shake. Moving images are much more 
difficult: even light wind can cause problems, since any shake is exacerbated by the high 
magnification when shooting video, which looks jerky. We would have to settle for a long 
lens rather than a super long lens, and realized that we might as well buy one, since we 
could own the lens for future projects for not that much more than renting for a few days. 
 
We started shooting grackles with our new lens, and that helped, and we didn't need to get 
so close to the birds. But, as we often find, serendipity has a big part to play. The title shot, 
with the blackbirds congregating on the power lines near the billboard, was a complete 
accident. We knew that the birds liked to gather on the powerlines after feeding in the grass 
in the late afternoon, probably because it's hard for predators to target them there. 
However, we weren't really planning to shoot that, until the sheer numbers of birds 
swooping and landing, and the spectacular pre-sunset light, made us move the camera to 
get that shot before we lost the light. We don't remember who first noticed the potential 
shot, but we both wanted to do it. I think I was the first to suggest it for the title sequence, 
but Jack was immediately enthusiastic. 
 
Most of the original close-up shots of the birds with our new lens weren't really that 
interesting, because we weren't very lucky with the light. It was Jack's idea to use travelling 
mattes to cut the birds and the branches out from the background, and to composite them 
with some of our strange landscape images as backgrounds. I thought that would be difficult 
and time consuming, but Jack said he knew how to do it, and that it wouldn't take that long. 
So, I said, "Go for it." Compositing the bird foregrounds with other backgrounds not shot 
with the same focal length lens creates an eerie unreal feeling that we think turned out to 
be strangely effective. 
 
The sections of the poem about the men of Haddam, the circles, Connecticut and the green 
light were the toughest sections for us, until we threw our inhibitions aside, in favour of a 
no censorship craziness, "anything goes" modus operandi. It was Jack's idea to use an old 
cemetery as the background for the old men of Haddam section, and also to film him 
walking across green screen, wearing several different sets of business apparel, to make a 
procession. It was my idea to rotoscope out some flying blackbirds and make them a golden 
colour, and superimpose them, along with some semi-transparent clouds/smoke, over a 
flock of blackbirds. We both agreed that we did not really need to show the women, since 
they are described as being ignored in that section, and we have other shots of my shadow 
among the birds elsewhere in the film.  
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Bad Rhyme/Duel Lament gave us our start on the "circles" section: we did a shot for a line in 
Jack's "Bad Rhyme" poem (quoting a song by Leon Russell) about throwing rocks at the 
moon. We shot that by buying an inexpensive water trough, which we disguised with ferns, 
and a realistic moon nightlight, which we hung to show a reflection of the "moon" in the 
water of the "pond," and throwing some pebbles in the water to break up the reflection. We 
repurposed that shot in "Blackbird," by adding a bird silhouette flying over the moon 
reflection, but we needed many circles. Our minds went to "crop circles," and we found a 
beautiful drone shot on the internet that we could manipulate. We took the moon shot 
when we were out shooting at the historic cemetery, just because it's been Jack's motto 
‘you should shoot the moon whenever you see a good chance’. He did this when he was a 
working cinematographer, even when it wasn't on the shot list, and if the director 
complained, Jack would say, "Trust me, you'll use it" ...  and they did, and we did, too.  
 
The "lucid, inescapable rhythms" section also didn't come together until we were on the 
anything goes approach full bore. Could we liken that phrase to Eastern mysticism? Maybe, 
but we ended up with the opening credits to the American TV medical drama, "Ben Casey," 
which had an opening that showed a blackboard where symbols are written in chalk, while a 
"voice of God" narrator intoned, "Man, woman, birth, death, infinity." I think I suggested 
this idea to Jack, but he thinks it was his idea. I think he thinks that because I didn't know if 
we could find a copy of it, while Jack was sure that he could, and did (I think he found it on 
YouTube). But now what? It's another crazy collage room created out of still photos. The 
Buddha statuette is something that lives on Jack's desk; the old TV was cut out of a photo 
posted on the internet; the wallpaper is a swatch sample from an online wallpaper store; 
the window frame (I think) is an image from another online store. The picture frame (I think) 
is one Jack owns, and we digitally filled it with a frame still of the origami mountains from 
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the first section of the "Blackbird," and the shadow of us was shot on a section of wall in my 
dining room, then rotoscoped out and made partially transparent. Pretty much any weird 
thing you can imagine you can put together in digital video.  
 

 
 
On the use of shadows and silhouettes 
 
Silhouettes and shadows are frequent motifs in our work, as you've observed, and 
reflections, as well. We do like to see shadows of the camera, or of the filmmakers, or the 
camera car in our landscape shots, and if we notice interesting shadows, we will try to 
capture them, even if we weren't looking for them and have no idea how we might use 
them. But once having shot them, the compelling ones usually turn up somewhere. We like 
the self-referentiality of those kinds of images, as a reminder that filmmaking is not a 
neutral process, and that there is always a perspective behind it. The shadows mark this in a 
small way, revealing the means of production, which is not the same as securing their 
innocence. It's no surprise that the first film we made with Lucy (English) for The Book of 
Hours was titled The Shadow. 
 
Mostly, they are accomplished by cutting out images of shadows from the background, and 
then compositing them with other images, usually as the top layer with some degree of 
transparency, but not always. The opaque silhouettes we used for the protagonists in Flag 
Country were simple black and white shapes that Jack found on the internet, combined with 
simple vector animation, because we wanted the viewers to become witnesses and 
participants – we didn't think casting actors to play Dave Bonta and his brother would 
increase the impact of that scene.  In "Blackbird," the silhouettes/shadows were often 
rather sly. How to depict a man, a woman, and a blackbird as "one?" One what? When 
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reduced to shadows/silhouettes, the blackbird and the archetypal "man" and "woman," are 
one, in that they are composited together in one frame, and/or cheekily rendered in the 
same way, as opposed to the rest of the mise-en-scène.  
 

 
 
Some of the silhouettes of us in the film were created for earlier films and repurposed, with 
the addition of blackbirds. Some were inspired by previous shots for other films, filmed 
when we happened to be out shooting for "Blackbird" and saw a filmmaker’s shadow 
opportunity. One set of animated silhouettes of us was created from stills that were just 
serendipity, originally shot just for fun. We went in person to the last Juteback Poetry Film 
Festival in Colorado, and while we were there, we drove up to the Rocky Mountains 
National Park – we'd never been there. We took some photographs while we were up there, 
and at one of the overlooks, while Jack was shooting vistas, I noticed that there were 
interesting shadows of us on the concrete behind him, and I got out my cell phone and took 
a series of photos, "just because." We went through my cell phone pictures once we had the 
idea of using shadows of us with the birds, which he animated, and then we fiddled with 
them until the pacing was right. Those stills were also the inspiration for shooting more such 
shadows, this time among birds on the grass. 
 
But inspiration can also come out of nowhere, as when we were on a plane flying from 
Rockford to Austin to have Christmas with Jack's daughters and grandson. Jack was napping 
and I was reading, when I looked out the window of the plane. We were sitting over the 
wing, which had an upturned tip, and had its running lights on, silhouetted against the 
twilight sky. At that moment, it bore an uncanny resemblance to a blackbird seemingly next 
to the plane. I woke Jack up, because he was between me and the window, handed him my 
phone, and told him to take a shot out the window. He couldn't understand why, but he 
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took the phone and got the shot, while I explained I thought it looked like an enormous, 
abstract blackbird, and it ended up using it in the Connecticut section of the poem, along 
with a reprise of the Blackbird jet animated over a Google earth satellite view of 
Connecticut from space.   
 
What we didn't do, until we were just about done with the film, and I was trying to write a 
synopsis, was to look at what Stevens himself and literary critics had said about the poem. 
We had already decided to use a shot we had filmed for I Want to Breathe Sweet Air, but 
never used, of a slow-moving tributary we found just outside a small town near Rockford, IL 
in the heat of a Midwest summer. It was very green with algae (maybe from fertilizer runoff, 
maybe just from the sultry heat). That shot for the green light section of the “Blackbird” 
poem, seemed perfect for the blackbirds flying in the green light. But we were not clear 
how to depict "Even bards of euphony/ Would cry out sharply?"  
 

 
 
While trying to write a synopsis, I did look at what the critics and literary experts had to say 
about "Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird." Nothing that I read helped me understand 
the poem any better, but I did learn about the interesting conflict between Hemingway and 
Stevens, which resulted in fisticuffs when they unexpectedly met in Palm Beach, as well as 
the sniping between William Carlos Williams and Wallace Stevens. That led us to create a 
fantasy meeting between the three of them in an imaginary art gallery (collaged together 
from a found photograph). The green light shot was displayed as a “moving painting” in a 
huge frame on the back wall, and the scene included black and white photographs of all 
three of them, expressing their differing views via thought bubbles. I also complained to 
Jack that I couldn't believe Stevens would have agreed with what literary critics had to say 
about his poem over the years, and I wondered if he had ever written anything about the 
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poem himself. I didn't find too much, but what I found did help me write a synopsis for our 
film: 
 
Our process in making this film from Wallace Stevens' famous poem, “Thirteen Ways of 
Looking at a Blackbird,” now in the public domain, was to capture the startling images his 
words evoked for us using whatever crazy means necessary, and to manipulate those images 
in unexpected and visually poetic ways. What we hope to achieve is something like what 
Stevens lauded in translations of his poems into foreign languages, where what mattered to 
him was carrying “the poems forward without regard to the words.” Williams seems 
generally skeptical about the literary exegesis of his work.  
 
Regarding the collection including “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird,” Stevens 
commented that the poems were “not meant to be a collection of epigrams or of ideas, but 
of sensations.” Later, writing about a different poem ("Fabliau of Florida"), but perhaps also 
apropos for “Blackbird,” he insists, “It is not the sense ... that counts, because It does not 
have a great deal of sense; it is the feeling of the words and the reaction and images that 
the words create.” We hope we have created a flight of fancy with our film adaptation of 
“Blackbird,” a nonsense that we hope carries Stevens' poem forward in a new way. 
 
Pamela Falkenberg, July, 2022 
 


