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d there is no death: the torn prey “rise, they walk again.”

ickey is an important influence on many younger poets in the

outh, such as Dave Smith.

Louise Bogan (18g7-1970), Babette Deutsch (b. 18g5), and

ay Sarton (b. 1912) write reflective poems with careful crafi-

manship. Deuisch often composes in modern forms, but with

the earnestness, dignity, and sadness of the late Victorian, ele-

giac imagination. She has translated German and Russian poets
nd written comprehensive surveys of modern poetry (Poetry in
wr Time, 1952, Tevised 1956, 1963). Deutsch’s poetry is emo-
tionaily reserved, and seems the more so if compared with Sar-
ton’s, which can be sentimental. Bogan, the best of these poets,
was poetry editor of The New Yorker. The poems she wrote toward
he end of her career are especially moving as they express the
difficulties of 2 woman facing old age alone.

For Muriel Rukeyser (1913—80) writing a poem was a process
{ collecting “surfacings” from the unconscious. When “col-
lected” these were criticized and revised, but these activities did
ot essentially modify her product. Her poems are difficult if
ne seeks intelligibility, but not at all for readers satisfied with
ague, intense, idealistic emotion. Her themes were frequently
olitical—the Depression, the Second World War, the war in
Vietnam, feminism. She combined an imprecise idiom with com-
_mitted emotions. A Chinese proverb warns against whipping an
‘ox that is already running, but this is what Rukeyser does. Her
oems move persons who share her emotion before they read
he poems.

tached, and his poetry was low-keyed. Roethke described V:
Doren accurately as a “careful craftsman with a sharp eye :
the homely and a mind aware of the profound implications
the casual.” Peter Viereck (b. 19186) is a critical foe of Romanti
emotion who writes best when he surrenders to it, as in “Wel
Said, Old Mole.” The thoughiful, academic verse of John Ciard
(b. 1916), John Frederick Nims (b. 1913), and Robert Fitzge:
(1910-85) also extends the Romantic reaction I am tracing:
this chapter. The three last-named poets are also skilled trap
lators. :
Because of his direct methods, narrative skills, and use:of
Southern regional materials, James Dickey (b. 1g23) has affini
ties with Robert Penn Warren, who has championed Dickey’s p
etry. Like Warren, Dickey is also a novelist and critic. After serv:
ing in the air force from 1942 to 1946, Dickey graduated from
Vanderbilt University. Except for five years as a copywriter wit
an advertising firm, he has made his living as a college teacher
he is now Professor of English at the University of South Car
lina. He started reading poetry while he was in the air force, an;
his first publications came in the 1g50s. Buckdancers Choic
(1965), his finest volume thus far, was awarded a National Bool
Award. During the 19770s Dickey put his strength into prose. Hi
novel Deliverance (1970) was made into a well-known film, bu
bis reputation as a poet declined, partly because his later poems
in longer lines and looser forms are less successful than
tighter, earlier ones in strong rhythms. Also, his affirmation o
}ife began to seem too easy and uncritical, and his macho pose
In many poems gave offense. .
Byron was one of Dickey’s faverites in childhood, and both his
liking for Byron and his success as an advertising copywriter
suggest some of Dickey's virtues as a poet. Whether they are
ballads, visions, or dreamlike sequences, his poems are purpose:
fully plotted with direct and accessible phrasing. His emotions
are Romantically mystical; he reveres natural instinct and seeks
communion with wild nature and regeneration through it. “Lis-
tening to Foxhounds,” for example, expresses his empathy wi h
-animals and with hunting. “The Heaven of Animals,” Dickey’s
finest poem, voices both the joy of the predatory animal as it
leaps on its victim and the “acceptance, compliance” of the
hunted animals. All that happens as a part of nature is good;

THEODORE.ROETHKE

Thecdore Roethke (19o8—64) went to the University of Mich-
‘igan and briefly as a graduate student to Harvard. He lived
thereafter the typical career of a contemporary American poet
as a teacher of “creative” writing and poet-in-residence at La-
fayette, Michigan State, Pennsylvania State, Bennington, and
‘the University of Washington. In addition to teaching he sup-
- ported himself in later life by fees for public readings, fellow-
- ships, and poetry prizes with cash attached. His education and
information were almost entirely literary, although, beginning
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d ludicrously beyond its own shape and size” He spoke at
the same time of “Elemental poems—when we are outside
rselves” His dissatisfaction resulted, ten years later, in a fa-
volume,
The Lost Son (1948) begins with an extraordinary group of
ems.recollecting the greenhouses of his father, who was a nur-
florist. Roethke empathizes with the plant cuttings and the
t involved in poking new nubs through the sand:

in his forties, he also read religious writer
Buber, an_d Kierkegaard, and heg;:aicked up pss,ycsl;lg:n:f I;r :
cepts during treatment for the mental breakdowns hy e
rently suffered. He wrote constantly, for his manic-de
Hlness left him manic most of the time and he had enlz)r
energy. Mor.eover, he was intensely competitive with other
and de.termlned to be foremost. He kept notebooks into h
he copied poems and passages he liked, remarks about
dli*afts of his own poems, and innumerable lines phrasesm
fiphors, Images, and the like, bits that might sorr,1eday be'r“tt'e
Into some poem, though only a very small percentage of ther
ever were. He would interrupt a conversation to jot dow
ph_rase or rhythm that had just come to him. When 31 oem'.n
ﬁnished and he knew it was good, he would, he said pwee
‘i:).y aITd kneel down, though as for kneeling, he neve;’ madE::- u
dlS mind about God and never stopped thinking about Him IP
ry spells, when he couldnt write, he felt like a fraud, he did
:.Eist. Wh(?n he was writing, “At last 1 was someboély agﬁm
ough his poetry sought God or Being, in a more immedi;
anld plsiychﬁt)gical sense his salvation was to write :
i Roethke’s first volume, Open House (1 . i .'
pr_ocfa’l,med, ‘fl’m naked to t]{;e bone, /( V%?t]if, rtlzietclll;llisngl
shield,” but this was hardly the case, for he was clothed in pred; !
cessors. The volume included poems sounding like zfud
Frost, Dickinson, Elinor Wylie, Leonie Adams, Louise Bcogae

I can hear, underground, that sucking and sobbing,
In my veins, in my bones 1 feel it,—

The small waters sceping upward,

The tight grains parting at last.

When sprouts break out,

Slippery as fish . . .

2 1945 letter Roethke said, “I am trying to avoid the sentl-
ntal and literary diction of the Georgians or the earlier Floral
)fferings of the nineteenth century, and write 2 natural sensuous
oetry with some symbolical reference in the more complex
ces” Since rejection of Georgians and Victorians had now
een a critical routine for thirty years, the remark was out of
ate, provincial, but certainly Roethke’s vegetation has qualities
known in the seemlier poetic posies of the past. The passage
uoted above uses orgasm as a metaphor. The “Root Cellar” has
grotesque vitality, fertile, erotic, stinking, and obscene. Plants
i the moist heat of the “Forcing House” sweat, pulse, and swell.
“Black hairy roots . . . hanging from drain holes” are “lewd mon-
cey-tails” (“Weed Puller”). Not all the poems center on plants.
‘Moss-Gathering” and “Child on Top of a Greenhouse” recall
hildhood experiences in a Wordsworthian way; In “Old Florist”
and “Frau Baumann, Frau Schmidt, and Frau Schwartze” (a
poem added later to the group) the greenhouse workers become

- mythical presences to the child.
_ The five parts of the title poem, “The Lost Son,” enact a psy-

chological and spiritual pilgrimage from death-haunted paral-
_ysis to illumination and vision. The sequence ends with an in-
- junction to wait in trust and serenity:

:EZS to fsay.fln his review Yvor Winters singled out “The Ada:
L for favorable analysis, and, given the date and the critic.
the last stanza shows why: i

Compression cannot break
A center so congealed;
The tool can chip no flake:
The core lies sealed.

tBhl:: ‘l‘)")\ieluggS dRoethke was himself tired, he told his notebook of.:
‘made poem.” “Modern poetry,” he wrote, “h ,
: ‘ ( A , “has b :
cursed with too many ‘well-written’ poems: the tiny emotion f:::f

A lively understandable spirit
Once entertained you.
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It will come again.
Be still. volume and the next, Praise to the End! (1951). The poems
Wait. tter book were conceived as a single “sequence of dra-

ieces.” Roethke said, “beginning with a small child and
time” the s . . king up. A kind of tensed-up Prelude, maybe: no comment;
a way that is:;}l:iiralrg?;ifgslgShChﬂdhOOd relation to Bein everything in the mind of 2 kid” In referring to the Prelude,
reenters an earlier phase of exi e even recalls and imagina octhke meant that his theme was Wordsworth’s, “the spiritual
OF existence: : story of a protagonist” “Tensed-up” because, among other
s, childhood is not presented by recollection, description,
tion, or discourse, as in Wordsworth, but by the child’s
Th h or interior monologue. “Blest the infant Babe,” says
e parts of the poem ; B rdsworth, and describes the babe in his mother’s arms. “Sing
Some parts COntI‘ESt bri:eié3 I:Eﬁi:gelregt styles and methods sleep-song, please,” writes Roethke, becoming the baby. His
lines or freer verse. The,eﬂi sis )(;ncs with passages 1n. o1 {ification with a child permits uses of babble—“Mips and
this poem characterized moi ofa;:i parataxis of his writin he mooly moo.” From childhood he proceeds to sex-ridden
and so did his frequent shifts fro s poems from this t1m olescence (“1 dream of nothing but boards; { 1 could love a
. m statement to exclami k) and on to later agitations of love, mindfulness of death,
irching for Being. Each poem, Roethke said, “is a stage in a
d of struggle out of the slime; part of a slow spiritual prog-
s: an effort to be born, and later, to become something more.”
t.the stages are by no means easy 0 distinguish; the plot, if
ére is one, is involuted; and each poem in the sequence enacts
ts own movement toward illumination and affirmation. For
¢se poems are also “tensed-up” Eliotic quartets. The themes
me “alternately, as in music.” Roethke said, “and usually” there
“a partial resolution in the end.” As in Eliots long work-—and
Wordsworth's—the imagery of Praise to the End! is incremental.
ages of water and of creatures associated with it—otters,
rogs, fishes—of light, seeds, bones, and so forth, recur in dif-
ferent contexts and thus develop through the work into symbols,
nodes of complex association and suggestion.
Besides Wordsworth and Eliot, a third poet especially presides
over both The Lost Son and Praise to the End! The fame of Dylan
Thomas was rising to its height when these volumes were com-
posed, and Thomas’ quasi-mystical feeling of union with Life or
Being helped evoke in Roethke a similar emotion. “Reason,”
Roethke snorts, that “hutch for grubby schoolboys!” “The
hedgewren’s song says something else” “The force that through
the green fuse drives the flower.” as Thomas phrased it (and that
Wordsworth remembered in his childhood self and intuited in
periwinkles, and Whitman in everything) sings for Roethke in

The poem is also a journey back in memory, for in his

I fee] the slime of a wet nest,
.Beware Mother Mildew.
Nibble again, fish nerves.

ve%}ied these possibilities more boldy.
€ general conception of “The Lost Son”—a five-par
?gl;t‘erllflefzrcltafgng a spritual quest—was taken from thet%sz é
oo n Jact ¢ final movement may be read as a variation, in th
gl sen e,d on portions of “East Coker” and “Little Giédm
O ot the OE_S not express himself within the vocabul o
s C'emougf t. Neither has he Eliot’s allusiveness. Becaus
Nomicl;l m ;eters t}? St. John of the Cross, Dante, Juliana
vad-(;ita’ sev n e;:nt -century poets and preachers, the Bflaga
yad-C ghé rOtso 01_*th, tlr}e emotion seems not merely perséﬁél
w recurre[.:l ) agonist voices has objectivity and authority fror
o Tecurer ; mbthe experience of other men and women: at
orher th 01.11 orf ctter or worse, Roethke’s protagonist has he
auth Eligt’s rgﬂo l}ls own experience and feeling. And Roethk
mecring Roethkem\re passages. We may recall that Auden, after
o8 Roetd St}el, relrélarked that he was totally bereft of g(,aneral |
Ry but we th(_)uk‘ a(_id‘ that Roethke deliberately rejecte
poctry it [,h mnking it ineffective. He aimed for “dramatic’
poetr \ € mood or the action on the page, not talked
o ,_inot the rnf:'duauve T. 8. Eliot kind of thin 3 )
imilar poems in three to five parts followed “g'i“he Lost Son”':
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ess.me and the maze I'm in!
ello, thingy spirit.
“homas, in other words, Roethke incorporated some ele-
‘of the intellectual lyricism against which he also reacted.
his point Roethke changed again. He entered what is usu-
but much too simply cailed his Yeatsian period. The wet,
cky push of Being became less prominent, and he wrote more
aging and death. Probably the more traditional and firmer
he used after 19r3, the public voices, intellectual. an-
heses and generalizations were, as in Yeats, a retreat from the
s auspicious realm of nature and organic process. Prob-

s change of style was also motivated by a fear of descend-
too deeply into his own psyche, for by the end of the 1940s -
ad undergone three mental breakdowns. He now typically

-omposed a poetry of abstraction:

Wisdom, where is it found?—
Those who embrace, believe.

:lf}e hgdiex_vvren. Roethke’s quest for oneness with this “for

1r3 ack m memory to childhood, down into the uncons
and archetypal, and out into the world of natural: thit
Thomas had already blazed these paths. .

Morning-fair, follow me further back

Into that minnowy world of weeds and ditches
When the. herons floated high over the white h,ouses
And the little crabs slipped into silvery craters ,
‘When the sun for me glinted the sides of a sar;d grain

ghe”hnes Just quoted are from Roethke’s “The Shape: o

:)reet, but Roethke a.lways risked sounding too much like:
poets, and these lines might almost have been writ

Thomas. e

mélcgg of psychological identification asserted Roethke’s o.n"

it _ﬁemg In 1ts paracular manifestations, and a seque.n'

Ilmntl cﬁathnslwas Roethke’s mode of quest. Like Thomas
re effectively and clearly, he tri imagi i '

' , ried to imagine exist i

mor iv ence i

ming ;)Sn?éﬂ}iz r;;;des. He represented, as I said, his stat
ild. He entered imaginatively i hor

Into a tree, a pond

or even a pebble. A typical ) e

naj . gesture was to descend the steps

. - - e S

izilguonc,l 1§ent1fymg_ his way back down through lambs thé)

a » and “pulsing lizard,” until he came to salmon ’herf

nnows, and more primitive watery forms—snails WOrm§

scum—“With these I .
ing forward . . se I would be. / And with water: the waves col

rote memorable poems in which he invoked the predeces-
‘he emulated, such as “Four for Sir John Davies,” in which
lluded not only to the Elizabethan poet of the title but also
to Dante and Yeats (“1 take this cadence from a man named
ts™).
Roethke’s final, posthumous volume, The Far Field (1964), in-
uded 2 “North American Sequence” of poems that returned in
some ways to the mode of his earlier sequences. Now, however,
- did not attempt to enter a child’s mind or to retrace the stages
- consciousness. Hence his language lacked the novelty of those
earlier sequences. The beauty of these poerms lies in their limpid
diction, descriptive care, long, elegiac cadence, incremenial sym-
olism, and moving significance. In one passage, for example,
Roethke describes the edge of the sea:
here the yellowish prongs of grass poke through the blackened ash,
nd the bunched logs peel in the afternoon sunlight,
here the fresh and salt waters meet,

- And the sea-winds move through the pine trees,
country of bays and inlets, and small streams flowing seaward.

;The subject of these poems is the journey of the spirit out of
frozen self-disgust, darkness, fragmentation, and isolation into

1
as In tlle Passage fIOII]. I CI y, L()&E. LOVE. I ve beell qll()tlllg

Reason? That dreary shed

The hedgewren’s S(l)—iylg say; zl;?;ilthuficlz i?:—egrubby wehoolbors!
I,care for a cat’s cry and the hugs, live as w;iter

P've traced these words in sand with a vestigial .tail'

Now the gills are beginning to cry. ’

Such a sweet noise: I can’t sleep for it,
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ky “like stirred-up fiakes of sediment / Sinking through

nd the irises of fish (in “The Fish”),

backed and packed
with tarnished tinfoil
seen through the lenses
of 0ld scratched isinglass.

espite her grip on existential reality, Bishop liked to imagine
innocent goodness. One thinks of her charming, almost
epiction in “Manners” of her grandfather’s rural cour-
of “Cape Breton,” where human life so little disturbs the
ural environment; of the “Ipvitation to Miss Marianne
re” in which Manhattan, to entice Moore, “is all awash with
s this fine morning”; and of “The Moose,” in which every-
on the bus feels a “sweet/ sensation of joy” at the animal’s
afraid nearness. “Jeronimo’s House” is one of several poems
hich the organization is partly that of a picture and frame.
he picture is one of those idylls of coziness with which Bishop
asionally delights us; the farnishings and decor of the house
- bright, pleasant, innocent, and comfortable, like similar in-
rs in Dickens. “The Map” pictures the earth with a similar
ling, and “Filling Station” both expresses and questions the
emotion. Ultimately the idyllic element in these poems lies in the
ing care, as in pastoral, that is implied. Somebody waters
. hirsute begonia of the filling station. Yet Bishop never be-
omes sentimental and is sometimes satiric. In “Roosters,” for
xample, she bristles at male assertion and perhaps even more
feminine admiration of it. “Cries galore” of the roosters

:}lltal wholeness and union with Being. They are writt
o t;naware?es‘:‘s of approaching death: “The self péi‘SI
T}]; " g;v sl;rtladr Eani?f dtll'ly scelrllt of a dying garden in Se
ning the ash of a low fire”; “I feel

;l;igf:ia?- 1;10:'1_111g fcc)lrward.” These poems, with the?r“;:ealt
etall and changing mood g 106

what can be loved, a last eﬂ"g;rtgto live. - are & late, lop

How slowly pleasure dies!—

The dry bloom splitting in the wrinkled vale, "
The‘ﬁrst snow of the year in the dark fir. ’
Feeling, 1 still delight in my last fall. .

ELIZABETH BISHOP

graE::(zl;l;izi; ‘E’lsil_lop (1911-79) spent her early childhood o
grandparen irm in Nova Scotia. Her father died whe
downsg becaont.s old, anfi her mother, after repeated: bre
down %mm la\IIle 1n§ura'bly msane. At the age of six Bishop
on from A ova Scotia and sett'led with other relatives i
sachusetts. 4 period of fearful ill-health followed—bronchis
atend School regulasy she ied e e it oo
! A er life with books. ¢
%g Szf:egrﬁesl;e V;as able to go to boarding school an}:lt :I]ile -
especi;-ﬂ] < ge _;hereafter in various parts of the world a
Uiied Sates and s a Harvard. Sttt o
ard. She i fous
smﬁl;rv‘?:: IEE.S of poetry (in 1946, 1955, 1961:21111??37%1;1}('- |
posine o :1 itil: bgl}lllar}ﬂy va_lrled,_ and particular poems un.ify. 0
Posite Jualii :. > e is plalq, witty, realistic, imaginative, obj
exrr,emd aver, wdyllic;, pessimistic, associative, intellectual, g
ptrem i}trs s% to .ma_kmg generalizations. Her assessme’ntlo
in senors p;);(sil :)lilnes is ciear-e:}_zed to the utmost degree, bot
tr(gl-bled, opon 2o e;a{\;;);agir)'{lj_tcular occasion. Her mind i
o (I:Sll(;l:ep, v;h? wias mﬁuenf:ed by Marianne Moore, was famou
of pink ) £0 111’ dlfﬂ_ ar, End witty descriptions of objects: the “line
i, oud int e“sky at dawn like “wandering lines i
; the buzzards (“thirty or more”) she sees floating dow:}:

come from the water-closet door,
from the dropping-plastered henhouse floor,

where in the blue blur
their rustling wives admire,
the roosters brace their cruel feet and glare . ..

In her poems there is usually an undernote of disappoint-
ment, depression, existential Angst, and psychological vulnera-
- bility, in short, of potential threat and horror. In “At the Fish-
- houses,” for example, we find Bishop singing Baptist hymns to
' aseal in the harbor: “I also sang ‘A Mighty Fortress Is Our God."”




perien,

tions addressed to no audience. Ashbery enacts the mind
ways baffled pursuit of reality; so does Ammons, but he ;
explores particular dilemmas and beliefs in epist;:molo 2
mcitaphysms. Neither poet is especially given to abstractgt};fm
Eo ogy, but both convey phiilosophical Weltanschauungen. As]
ery represents the Impressionism of the 1880s and 18gos in
late, extreme form. In Ammons naturalistic premises géonﬂi'

with the Romantic panthei i
: eism, transcendentalism, o ici
toward which he is also pulled. oo

;L:;i;ﬁd bydthelr doing or noticing something, but are in principle
ndependent of the external world. The mind begins and con
;?:Ee:?nlts (zlxlm, as one idea, association, or memory evokes
‘ endless succession, and a poem, in their conventi :
:: t}flr;irf:zrt;e ::vrni!:r} record of these mfental acts. Both poets:);:i’
o » could in theory and may in fact start writing with
preconception of the poem. To take Ammons, the simpler
case, as an example, one may imagine him looking ;t puddlei i
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way, or walking along a tidal inlet, or watching a gold-
n a cherry tree. He observes something, but it is an ordi-
amiliar object, one that would not interest most persons.
he sees motions, patierns, complex balances, details within
s. and infinitely graduated transitions. Such, he tells him-
is reality. How, then, can the mind’s paradigms ever corre-
nd to it? The slightest thing, he reflects, is alive with partic-
nd processes; presumably they are infinite in number. Yet
is unity amid this multiplicity. Or is there? Is there some-
ng “underlying” that “weaves in and out” of all things (“1den-
 or an “Overall” or “accounting” of the infinite particular
unts (“Corson’s Inlet”)? If there is a “center,” can one ever
' '_ > Would one wish to be at the center, or, instead, at the
ciimference, the realm of the richly muliiple and diverse?
ere is no reason except fatigue why such a meditation should
er end.
In Ashbery and Ammons the meditative mode coalesces with
ven form, which I described in Chapter 21, and much that was
aid in Chapter 21 is closely relevant to Ashbery and Ammons.
> transformations of Ashbery’s pronouns (an “I”° for ex-
ple, may become a “you” or a “they”), and the restrictiont of
Amons’ punctuation to colons (an incomplete close indicating
that more is to come) has naturally caused much comment, but
cuch devices are widespread in conteraporary poetry. Both Ash-
ry and Ammons tend to avoid climax, which they associate
h closure. Ashbery produces grand effects and dissipates
them in the same moment. Ammons usually prefers many
phrases to one; a condensed phrase is a node, momentarily ar-
resting our momentum through the poem, while many phrases,
in lists of objects or qualities, keep us moving onward at a
steady pace. Ammons wants to flow “without flashing” like a
brook in “abundant / tranquility” (“Easter Morning”). Both
poets, then, subordinate climax to values of vital spontaneity and
continual transition. Both tend to write longish to very long
poems. Ashbery did not adopt the diary mode of the 1g60s and
‘1g70s, but Ammons did so egregiously. On December 6, 1963,
he started jotting daily entries on an adding machine tape. By
January 10, 1964, the tape was used up and the poem thus
ended. He published it as Tape for the Turn of the Year (1965).
Yet though they share a meditative mode and have other fun-
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MEDITATIONS OF THE SOLITA N
RY MIN
JOHN ASHBERY AND A. R. AMMONS

SHBERY and Ammons are our most important cont
y porary poets in the meditative mode. They do not r
b.der actions or characters, or write overtly about their

ces. Their poems are trains of thought, interior rumin:

The interior excursions of Ashbery and Ammons may be in

614
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& States. He settled in New York City and worked as ex-
tive editor of Art News. Later, when the magazine was sold,
ecame a professor of English at Brooklyn College, where he
es poetry and the writing of it. He also writes art criticism
Vewsweek magazine. By 1965 his poetry was already known
admired by many young poets, but his reputation had not
spread to university English departments and to the general
blic. Rivers and Mountains (1967) was remarkable especially for
he Skaters,” a long poem of marvelous verve in which Ash-
rv's methods were as expansive as they had been the opposite
urope.” In “The Skaters,” he later said, he was trying “to
¢e how many opinions I had about everything.” In The Double
eam of Spring (1970) Ashbery first mastered the apparently
iscursive yet still disorienting style that has generally charac-
ized his work since. I may quote as an example the conclusion
Sunrise in Suburbia”: as morning returns and the dreams of

night are dispelled,

damental features of style in common, Ashbery and Amine
cannot easily be discussed together. For as soon as we desee
frorr} general observations and seek to characterize them

particularly, we are confronted with their differences. '.

JOHN ASHBERY

John Ashbery (b. 1927) grew up on a fruit farm in up
New York. At the age of fourteen he was a radio Quiz-Kid
met Kenpeth Koch and Frank O’Hara at Harvard, whe
majore:d‘ in English and wrote his senior honor’s the’:sis o
den. Living in New York as a graduate student at Columbia U
versity, he caught O’Hara’s enthusiasm for contemporary. ai
ing and music. Both arts influenced his technique in poet.- . ]
ﬁrst volume, Turandot and Other Poems (1953), was obscurely pr
lished by an art gallery and is now a collector’s item. The poeins
of Some Trees (1956) are characteristic and charming, thoug A
den had some misgivings about them when he chose the volu
for publication in the Yale Younger Poets series. In 1955
bery went to France as a Fulbright scholar and stayed for
years. He translated poems and other writings from Frenct
English, supplied art criticism to the Paris edition of the N
York Herald Tribune and to Art News, and of course he compbse&
verse. A special interest at this time was the work of Rayrr'lb'n ..
Roussel (1877-1933), an eccentric stylist who was then virt all
unknown. “Europe” (1960) differed greatly from the poem
Some Trees, for it was a long collage with extreme fragmentati
"Together with similar poems in The Tennis Court Oath (196
mac:le a distinct phase in Ashbery’s career, and some readers p
feritto the more discursive poems he wrote later. Ashbery.tol
an interviewer that in composing “Europe” he “would sit doy
En,d cover pages without really knowing” what he had written

I'd get American magazines like Esquire, open the pages ang
get a phrase from it, and then start writing on my own. Wl’len
Tan out, I'd go back to the magazine. It was pure experimen .
tion.” We must believe this account, but should not suppose tha
the collage of “Europe” was therefore random. It expressed; a
we shall see, conscious artistic intentions and meanings. E

In 1965 the death of his father brought Ashbery back to th

thieves were not breaking in, the casile was not being stormed.
s the holiness of the day that fed our notions

nd released them, sly breath of Eros,
iversary on the woven city lament, that assures our arriving

ours, seconds, breath, watching our salary
n the morning holocaust become one vast furnace, engaging all tears.

'hat the lines mean is' a puzzle, but they have the air and form
of traditional poetic meditation, somewhat resembling both
Sievens and Auden, with legato syntax, seemingly mellow, af-
tmative attitudes, and emotional climax and finale. Typically
the longest poem of this volume was entitled “Fragment.” Ash-
bery continued the formal methods of The Double Dream of Spring
in- his next book, Three Poems (1972), except that these poems
were in prose. He then went as far as he has yet gone toward
straightforward reflecuve utterance in the title poem of Self-
Portrait in a Convex Mirror (1975). The book won several prizes,
including the Pulitzer. As if in compensation for this relatively
‘traditional and earnest poem Ashbery amused himself in The
Vermont Notebook (1g775) with collages and parodies. The poems
‘of Houseboat Days (1977) mainly continued along lines familiar
1o Ashbery’s readers since The Double Dream of Spring, but As We
Know (1979) began with 2 “Litany” of almost seventy pages com-




i £ day in their entries? “Surely itis;” he suggests n
posed in two separate columns. The columns are theore e e ol d
to be read simultaneously. Since this is impossible, a read ‘Grand Galop,
atany point read down the column or across the page. Fach '
you go through “Litany,” you do it in a different order. Rea
down one column, You ar€ aware at every moment that l:h
is incomplete, since there is also the other side of the pag
read across from one column to the other violates the syntax
Ashbery’s sentences, which flow down each column. If ¥
from a sentence or paragraph to another in the facing coh
the text is discontinuous and disorienting, though in man
sages there are parallels or contrasts of theme and ima
A poem could hardly be more indeterminate and “ope
dow Train (1981) swung in an opposite direction; the fifty
ems, each with sixteen lines in four stanzas, resemble a:co
tion of sonnets. In this volume the novelty and challenge t.
bery lay in repeating the same form, which he had nEver (
before. G
Since Ashbery’s poems often seem obscure at first reading
something must motivate us to the second and later readin
which the difficulties of his texts gradually clarify themselves
this point, therefore, some trouvailles may be quoted as a typ
writing that attracts immediately: a poet who is like a “le
Cloud placed on the horizon™; pleasure that persists “like a-
friend / Walking toward one in a dream”; music as “innoce;
and monstrous / As the ocean’s bright display of teeth.” Many
single line could be detached from its context and exhibit
though it were a poem in itself. “Our star was brightest perha
when it had water in it” expresses lifeless dryness, belatedn:
and nostalgia with incertitude (“perhaps”). “The winter do
what it can for its children” wistfully assesses our limited pos
bilities. Typically these phrases are touched with rueful fantas
“You have slept in the sun / Longer than the sphinx, and a
none the wiser for it.” Often Ashbery startles us into thought 2 : d
reversing a cliché. That what we know does not necessarily mox tructurings an did not hims
ify our feelings or behavior is a stock observation from antiquity and Pound, Stevens cture of real
to the present: “I know all this/ But can’t seem to keep it fror _ﬁse' a pz:r:;:llélat;:z;ht about the qualities they mSStdfOS e
affecting me.” : ficaons, oAbl out the hurman needs they serve.
Ashbery’s mind percolates continually, surprising us with:a they are to be cﬁd;:-:edi%z?izz emotions and moral conditions
mnsights: “the loveliest feelings must soon find words, and thes nd he rendered th ht accompany different versions of reality,
yes, / Displace them.” Why do diary keepers note the weathe ‘the psyche that mig

because the ray of light

Or gloom striking you this moment is hope

In all its mature, matronly form. .
dle range of fee;hng,
of voice, but at fimes
f “Evening in

1 keeps to a mid
he most part Ashbery ‘
7o in 2 colloquial, freely varying tone ot
: gpable of grandeur, as at the conclusion ¢

i tious yet free
ay perhaps remain here, cau ;
‘g; ::lllleyelc)lge, as it rolls its unblinking chariot A vieldin
Into the vast open, the incredible violence and yielding

- Turmoil that is to be our route.

THE NATURE OF THE REAL

As k ject matter is similar to that of his favorite poet:
;}lsaiitteg:v?;?egoth poets write of the n?md fzrm[l}?% ?legile
.'e about reality in general, abou‘t the ultimate n; R
 thi Stevens, as | said earlier, took for grante o e
1;lwtlisﬁ-leow reality in itself. Whether we conceive of_ 1tt:: acor
rler;: featureless continuum, like a gray haze on altavru;demities,
son, “ostling festival” of concrete, particu idendiies,
.'I; ?lfoisn?n; in June full of birdsongs, we are 1n eld ?c,r ase
ming an imagination of reality. We havesno egr-lrglgllemphors)
O i sents Wintr%{ realésrt ;:3;22 efs?——-is closer to the
' ttlllle iﬁ??ﬁ ttlk(ies igﬂgzr:)tfatlii;e whatever imaginatiorll oi ;eﬁhtz
-1;“ biishes itself will inevitably be dnspe'llec! and rgea;ary Syte-
\ew one. In metaphors, fables, and I?IEd:iZl;eoch}I:e O e
B e ::3;3:&;5 (:)1;' trefz:siity. Unlike S{eats, Eliot,
s, elf attempt to imagine or pro-

ity. He was 2 metacritic of sucp
sess if
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of course, to orient our-
are taking place, but are
late: “No use charging the barriers of that other:/ It
¢ exists” We may attempt to perceive an object, but since
/ays in motion, always forming and reforming itself, we
say what it is. Our attempts t0 describe it may resemble
ogue of Polonius and Hamlet watching a cloud: “By the
sid ’tis like a camel . . . a weasel . ... Very like a whale” No
iple —_neither of cause and effect nor any other—governs
f experience, which is merely random. Even to speak
implies a higher degree of organization than Ashbery
His metaphors often picture reality or experience as a
olorless continuuin without phase, direction, or differ-
on, like the sea or the sky. A stubble field and endless fall-
ow are among his alternative metaphors.

n.if we could focus on a present mornent, it would contain

+han we could apprehend. Any instant of experience is

from on
€ point of view A 1
: shbe s noti ih
Tys notions about the natu ple, diverse, swarming with aspects. We cannot take It in.
pression must falsify

‘we cannot grasp the whole, our ex
ugh its selectivity. But precisely the definiteness of this con-

g
ion violates Ashbery’s sense of truth, and he typically under-
intellectual ¢ nes it by a contrary premise. Thus in T'hree Poems he posits
skerch. Ofa 1-81, but since they underlie his ; _ etails, “no matter how c‘omplete, can give no adequate idea
solve fo:m;mdl'?ay be useful. For AShberI;Oi:t;itiorm?’ a hed wh_(l)lfa,” and can “easﬂz l;leconllle lfeu;hesli’ yet adds that
) lemma that . 7 Is altempting - detail is a microcosim of the who e” Such writing is not
ngeTlim from the start. I??‘Se:l?;ni;n;gﬂat In some mg s gument but a sophisticated parcdy of it. Brought into contact,
authen :ilc nlgwable, any form—so far as it -f-‘rf incoherent the:opposed premises explode and Vanish,. and so does any hope
eIf incoh- ut a poern that corresponded if) Orm—imust be in might have harbored that reasoning will take us anywhe?e.
a poem f{rem would produce 1o aesthetic ili:‘:ahty by being i ¢ times Ashbery thinks that if he takes many separate viEws
netther .f ence Ashbery has used proced ettect, would no f the object and superimposes them, he may build up 2 descrip-
form thaffnﬂesspess nor form but a comiult"es which prodyce 1 that corresponds to the reality. But he rejects this project,
Witk hls continually frustrated, nual expectation of such a portrait would be painted over time. Hence it wou_ld
Iiberately Z:n;;p[?:oaCh of the holidays,” L . a genera}izeeld representation, and would not reflect the reality
of course. is exactslsage, the present is c} .any partilcu ar n?oment.
N y what the . What abides amid the flux,
definition) is; the logical disc present either never or alwa s:(b ur experience is Angst. Finding ourselves without any grasp of
the sentence and th onnection between the f rs 1 .
be movi ¢ second makes the poj st half-.o _ he .real, we are, Ashbery assumes, morally and en.nononally
INg On to a new beginning Flgx nttl_lt:a?"egﬂﬂ alway: _adrift. In one of the many extended, almost allegorical meta-
: » the glissade of “ever- ks as someone suddenly aware

changi ; . ' :
ging minute adjustments,” is fund hors in Three Poems Ashbery spea
amental to our experi that he is lost. “The landscape isn't making sense any more; it is

from the i .
e ; .
Structuredlmrzilli?;tmn ?f a “great disorder” to that o
or ‘Supreme ﬁct' 38 AL
101" One shouyl

mind [hats thou
; gh for Stevens a « ]
ultlmately true, it would seem “ supreme fiction” could

ondere S credible” in i .
p d what characteristics migh in its epo b
present. ght confer credibilit

Thi .
impgéz'g}ifsumfl has no relevance fo
ibility of credibly imagin;
other way, w . Y umaginin
. . » We might say that f
Ima natjo or b
visiog; of r:aﬁiea;es, destI:OYS, and immediately creates :
speeded up Hy ut that in Ashbery the Proaz reates.
: . His envisionin - $5 IS enormo
sional; the gs of reality are ;
cess o,f bei);!trantsform themselves and df?;appe::t‘ mtﬁre_l_ p
bitter impr g .Pl”Oposed, leaVing, as he puts it jn .e"v-
mpression of absence” His readers oftes NOtlhm
n explai

Ashbery conceives it. We ry,
these “adjustments” as they

r Ashbery. He dwell
g any reality. Putung
oth Stevens and Ashbe

mitted than St
evens
known, to post

Ashberys i i m
§ ideas on this subject are typical for contemp
p

Ashbery writes in a de

early here to stay” This multiplicity, and contradiction of
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not merely that
you have misappli : L _
meant for the sit pplied certain principle . n interviewer, it is in order to “get on to what is left” As

wavs a ne X T . s
exi)gd w one that cannot be decoded with ref, _ it in his .Vanitions, Calypso and Fugue on a Theme of
: ng corpus of moral principle, but th reterence heeler Wilcox,” “one must move forward/ Into the space
0O OUur own exi » ’ ere is even a dou
stence.” We have, he suggests repeatedly, d&gb
y 11

for iude; .
Judging what is important and what unimportant, Wi

one’s conclusions.”
poetry strangely fills this “space” with hopefulness. Ash-
as, of course, no sreason” for this disposition. So far as
7 L apefulness is not merely pose and parody—a point I am
" as Ashbery puts it in “Worsening: $ mmlg)s.to———it can only be e}}’ig;ained bypluckyyglangs. But, he
' _'_mself, if reality has no structure, we are free! To “ride”
rapid flux is exhilarating. “These sails are life itself to
he writes in “The Skaters,” and elaborates in gush that
un at gush: “Here I am then,”

gﬁ?s?ds for life, and wander as it will
A or west, north or south, it is ever
stranger who walks beside me.
continuing but ever beginning
fy perennial voyage, into new memories, new hope and flowers
¢ way the coasts glide past you.
rally there are mentions of pain, grief, repulsion, and de-
‘but Ashbery touches on such states only from a distance.
general tone of his feeling is mildly positive—interest, Cu-
osity, amusement, vivacity, happy inventiveness.

We become s
pectators of our .
tance th i own lives, and wa .
warse ﬂfel‘(‘?llze:{?s'cope of selves within us thetgulaf: OTI?-‘
e, Yy mto which we ’ y “T%’
tainty an -alienati are fragmented. :
calleg w}g]ze;f ‘;Illenau,?n we feel uneasﬂ)%?ui]ty_ =‘ Ol:lle(éuar- ‘.1._.
s out,” Ashbery writes in the poem just glfote

And left this message: «
ssage: “You got the wh i
From start to finish, Luckily, there’s s tilIO:;ntilmg wrong

To ituat
correct the situation, but you must act fast.”

We feel that w
e ought to be not s . :
pectators of our lives but acto SAYING WHAT YOU SAY WHILE YOU ARE SAYING IT

filled with .
. passion and pur; '
be in th purpose. Or better stil :
of Schutfei_ltl,s?,te; at’,all, but should live naivelly’ :s.ei gu&th“ng
and death is leder. AITd while we are not livir;g tim 1< W o
approaching; we are always aWar:«-_\ Off;tls P_a‘S_S.I'n
as;

background, dark vi
« ’ vine at th : .
of “Grand Gallop” is: e edge of the porch.” The conclusio

n the preceding few pages 1 described Ashbery as holding
ertain ideas and conveying a recognizable tone of feeling. Yet 1
ght have argued that no ideas or feelings can be attributed to
 at all. To accept this view would finally be false to the ex-
rience of reading Ashbery, but the reasons for it help suggest
hy his poetry is intriguing and problematic. One cluster of
roblems centers around his use of what we might provisionally
all “parody.” In interviews Ashbery denies that he parodies, and
by the term we mean the echoing of a voice for the sake of
tialist writer, and the quest] ] iculing it, we may concede that his phrasing is' seldom merely
u when you have gon q h stions he address pa_l_‘odic. Like Eliot in The Waste Land and Pound in the Cantos he
gone through these and ar. adopts or alludes to a style in order to invoke the tone of feeling

£, 1 <ociated with it, and in comparison with Eliot and Pound, he
less likely to bring to bear literary styles of the past, though he
draws on these also. But more frequently he exhibits the modern
colloquial voices of different types of people and the styles of

But no
Is impa‘:s:t?l: . a(; Ca:jpe Fear and the overland trail
» and a dense curtain i
of mist hangs ov '
er the se

As we read Ashber

anything, you feel? What seems wo
ground or motive for doin
only be described in parad

rth doing when

' you hav

g anything? Ashberys position- .
oxes. If he negates everything, as h.
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conte i i

conte ;:p(s);s;r}; _ %ournahsm, advertising

et thé o nS ific reports, newspapers:

e, e sem.‘e 1;1:::6 thtiese_styles are relativ

Aoty e 2 e{;?:n Irony as we encounter them:
. € irony intensifies when thén te

quickly from o
; 0 one style to ano e
while committing itself to nonether, exhibiting each in'co

A similar irony j
. Y IS present i ) .
ldea§ and phrases. g‘his o A.S hbery’s deliberate us

hi ;
15 fear that in all our thought and speech

S d
2

treme the ironv j
gins: ny 1s scarcely detectable. “Definition of Bl

I h.e rise Of C
apltahsm pal"aﬂels the ad vance Of r()malltiCl:Sﬂl
]

And the indivi
ndividual is dom;j
0 -
century. munant untl the close of the ninetses

In our own time, mass

TACLE .
personality, . . . practices have sought to submerge th

These are not serious histor]
eries of S nistorical generalizati ironi
are tu :&‘Eh %iréersailzauons. Thgey are rii?tt{ZII:: bc?ft Clgomc- :
(s‘risf}ﬁf- éapitaﬁsé;;’ ‘éggﬁczvs;y texthbook Says, 2 th;:;sl er’g‘wa
&iit:iogr t Atkhe lines‘ are not wrif:?mantlmsm,, .
50 easy a vi shbery is much too intelli
(“romanti ictory. The passage sa
cism, :

feeling of the i ates, among oth, )
bery rgeic?:e the inescapability of the c%ché e;: things, a depress
Ts to such generalization as © - Later in the poem As

there is “no r.
emedy” : )
Orpheus edy” for it. A different example is “Syrin
18

didn’t mind 5o may

ch ab
After the Bacchantes h;
Half out of their minds by

cl;t his reward being in heaven
h.l:orn h‘lm apart, driven :
18 music, what i was doing to them |

‘packaging” and adds that
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enact the emotions it refers to but
bored, unfocused state of mind of
d in such a way as to de-

anguage does not
mnstead, the rather
ator, who tells what happene
f significance.

main single difficulty in interpreting Ashbery is that

imultaneously deny what they predicate. A paradox
sually be read by undersianding one or both of its terms

contexts or senses. Thus in Ash Wednesday Eliot writes,
s to care and not 1o care,’ and we assume that the prayer
for some objects, such as God, or in some ways, such

itas, but not for oneself anxiously. Of course, no paradox
diction continues to acti-

ompletely resolved; the conira
‘mind to discover new meaning. But when in “Every-

ibrary” Ashbery writes, “there is no freedom, and no

m: from freedom,’ the figure is not paradoxical. It is an

ron; opposite assertions, each possibly true, are brought
njunction and cancel each other. So also with the intrigu-
essage (in “The One Thing That Can Save America”)
ose “truth is timeless, but its time has still/ Not arrived.” But
faring self-contradictions are less typical. A subtler, more
ntative example may be found in the final lines of “As
ame from the Holy Land” If, somewhat simplifying, we

iat in this passage “it” refers to a present moment, “it” can
t time it is;” “that time is

ver come about. When we ask “wha
cady past” “Today” is only a “gap . . . filling itself with emp-

it can never come about
ot here not yesterday in the past
only in the gap of today filling itself
an emptiness is distributed
in the idea of what time it is
when that time is already past.

mes in the third line of the quotation. The
“it can never come about . . . only in
about. The weight of Ashbery’s
¢ about”—but as he ex-

he contradiction co
ord “only” must mean,
7. in other words, it can come
ssertion is clear—it “can never com

resses it, the opposite is said als

ies, denies what it asserts, and
pen—and ¢his within a passage of which the rhythm an

ng powerfully suggest resolution and closure.

o. The text asserts what it de-

thus leaves itself semantically
d feel-
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Continually in reading Ashbery we lose the thread .o
meanings. What distinguishes Ashbery from most other po
who are also discontinuous is that, at least in his work after?
rope,” he leads one to expect continuous sense. Because t
Pectation is disappointed, we feel the absence all the more;
the creation of expectation is as important to his effects as
frustration of it. Encountering conventional grammar, for
ample, we anticipate no deformation at the semantic leve
sentence such as “Meanwhile the whole history of probab

shbery’s metaphors similarly transform thems;ell\{es ?Isle:;rle
; hypotheses as we tollow .
e must keep forming new the sleep-
: ings * ts/ That swarm about P
mple, night brings doub_ )
. d’I’)T’hisgfigure from “Spring Day" seems almost t00 O::T
doubts that trouble us at night are hkc? lrnosqlntoes;mlt
vbe like gnats or no-see-uns. Yet the next line narrates »
/ warming doubts “are fended off with clubs and lglnvesil
ch seem an improbable defense against mosq”lllwes: doztga
3 . I3 eal
i inst harpies. In “Fragment” we 1
sibly effective against ftempt to
. ; » @ hole cannot tower, we al p
; towering secret.” Since a : G this hole
it . s erhaps, that this
sail,” is startling as no agrammatical juxtaposition of fragme esolve the cont'radlcno-n, _hﬁpc’ﬂ;es‘:izsl;;)%é pand ign’pressive. This
would be. In the sentence, “no hope of completing the magn ike a tower in tha; lt;ls darfné unsat’isfactor}': so Ashbery’s
tude which surrounds us/ Is permitted us,” the disorientin pretation is far-fetche til we come, two lines later, to the
ment comes at the word “magnitude” The context of jt. s€ conunues to Feasetﬁfs‘;g'ective wouid not apply to a hole,
conversationally bland that the word almost slips past us and ve square’; SInce thatjthe hole is also a tower; it is one
do a double take. Logical or chronological sequence also. g ompels us to recogﬂ 126 n circumstances. When first poked
erates expectation: when a passage begins in one of these, e other depen T‘gh(: of the present, it is a hollow; when
assume the sequence will continue, but in Ashbery this is seld ;.10 -the URCETAIL. 1§ flection it has become a definite, loom-
the case. Chronology is violated. “The Skaters” concludes; see it behind you in reflec

. . shape:
The constellations are rising , . secret. familiar
I : ini. That hole, towering s * . .
n perfect order: Taurus, Leo, Gemini b :ne ' poking among the evening rubbish, yet how

But this is not the order in which these constellations ari Square behind you in the mirror . ...

also the logical next step seldom comes. “Thus” and “hence
usually false markers. I cannot leave the subject of false:
without remarking what fine confusions Ashbery create:
predicating logical impossibilities: the two faces of a wall “wery
separated by a third”; “each house/ is noticeably a little nic
than the rest.”

Or Ashbery’s sentences may begin in correct grammar th
suddenly lapses. A verb arrives in the Wrong person, tense, o
number. Or the wrong pronoun sends us back to the start of
sentence to see where we went astray. In “And Ut Pictura P
Is Her Name” a passage addressed to “you” concludes, “so much
for self-analysis.” Through the course of a poem “it” is especially
likely to refer indefinitely and variably. Grammar also becomes
confusing through omission of punctuation and through the p
ing up of relative clauses, appositions, and parentheses. Anal
gous misroutings and branchings out as in a delta take place.
larger structures of narrative and argument. :

‘ , Ash-

the conclusion of “Pyrography, /tgta}getail if;rg:ll s::;:g;g” ol
el “ elling/ Out”; .
bery speaks of a “vast unravelling/ ¢  mravellng be
om i d “junctions,” places of interse  and
omes a journey towar ns,” o ection an

1 in di directions, and from "]

‘new departures in different dar un;
:rd dafkness and bare fields. Since there an;l no builnhnfiy(;n

f open potentiality, yet in a

m the fields are metaphors o ; 4
a1 contradiction the final phrase affirms that they are built

only a vast unravelling
Out toward the junctions and to the darkness beyond
To these bare fields, built at today’s expense.

icti 1d say that Ash-
0 i h apparent contradictions we cou
h’g exllizi::; iu;posﬁlpg points of view in mind s1multane£uily, }(1);
thatively, that his mind changes :jti high ?Feii(:’ so that w
o be a contradiction is actually an ellipsis.
'anz?Ee:;’s long poems tend, as I noted, to avoid climax. The
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thou i . . :
By i}:ts’ 1ln(mages, and illustrations that replace one anot;
o Tﬁ}; egae]zttn mutr;lh the same level of significance a e
: is rather like the garden
s -t and
herazade” in Self-Portrait in a Conveg;c Mirror: Speech. £

“Europe” belongs to the group of collages he created

g6o, and though at first these poems seem harder to

an the quasi—discursive ones that soon succeeded them,

n the Modernist tradition “Europe” represents a more

ar type of poetry. By 1960 discontinuous, heterogeneous

josition had been an accepted poetic method for almost

years. The fragmentation and disconnection of modern

ousness had repeatedly been displayed from The Waste

on. Paterson had been composed from fragments of the

familiar and ordinary materials, and the Pisan Cantos had

‘how brief the fragmentary units of meaning might be.

hbery was somewhat interested in Surrealism in the 19508,

caught suggestions toward formal procedures in poetry
‘modern painting, including collage, and from the music
ch composers as Schénberg, Webern, and Cage.

ection g5 of “Europe” begins with four lines that might have
assembled by scissoring and pasting from a newspaper:

glf all _this springing up was no hint

: a nde, only_a pleasant wavering of the air
n which all things seemed present, wheth

Just past or soon to come. It was alf invitatgn

peaks of intensity. ¢ caastTophes,
The nonarrival of such

the richest themes of Ashbprm{le"::'r&d moments provides. o;

ery’s comedy. In “Grand Galop

Someone is coming to get you:

The mailma
n, or a butler enters wi
r with a lette
Whose message is to change eve i the me

: thin i i
One is to worry about one’s smery ol o s Cantiz

If only the curtain- il or dandruff or lost glasse

raiser would end, but it is interminable.- The sheiks protest use of

aims. In the past
coal has protected their

In “Silho ” w : :
uette” we are in the ambience of a detective st :
ory, O long, watchful hour.

cept i
pt that the murder will not out (Ashbery here also alludes

th s
e familiar metaphor of Henry James that compares the:

of a novel to the pattern in a carpet): wever Ashbery produced these phrases, their significance

d effect could not have been obtained by random selection.
nd yet, any number of quite different phrases might have been
ollected without changing the meaning in general. The contro-
ersies surrounding The Waste Land long since taught readers
¢ such verses are to be understood as presenting the hetero-
eneity, fragmentation, and incoherence that characterize their
ubject—in this case Europe-—a scene of newspaper headlines
(“sheiks protest .. "), of appeals to a nonexistent or irrelevant
past (“In the past”), and of economic and sentimental clichés
“coal has ...; “O long ..”) in which nothing connects with
nything else and banality is all-pervading. The verbal scraps
oined together are individually inert, drab, and dry (except for
#0 long” in the last line), and appear to come from types of
| writing, such as journalism, to which everyone is boringly accus-
tomed. The literary convention of this passage is the familiar
‘Modernist one that stylistic features of the text—syntactical dis-
© continuity, fragmentation, juxtaposition of the heterogeneous,
. banality—represent similar qualities in experience.

The catastroph
- - - e
Buried in the stair carpet stayed thel}")e

And never corrupted anybody.

Someti i .

Sot belsrzée; til:ill;etvhelauou may actually be taking place but can
) € passa i i “ e

From the Fiap Land”l;) sage noticed earlier from “As You Cam;

ithli ume is ripe now and the adage
s hatching as the seasons change and tremble

it is finally as though that thi
were happening ingthe sakythmg of monstrous interest

but the sun i i
T 15 setting and prevents you from seeing it

READING ASHBERY




631
MEDITATIONS OF THE SOLITARY MIND 3
630 POSTMODERNISM
n a
we cannot be sure just who the figures we S'E(;,_ gors
g Iﬁay be; in actual practice we greet ;hem ast ne;i " ;_hai
A , “halle” to them does not m
fact that we drawl “h es ot et
nei know who or what they are, at
eighbors. We cannot J : and
t_h§y are, they may change. Our “hallo” does no

isti ner or “style”
a persisting man

The other tradition from which Ashbery derives is
later Stevens and Auden, of Stevens after Harmoniu
den afier the 1g30s, when both became major medita
Ashbery’s work after “Europe” fuses meditative discour
discontinuity. In a passage from “No Way of Knowing,
ample, he posits that as we seek to inter Tet reality orex
enclz, we hal::fe P tY : here is no way of knowing whether thes:ei :'lrethe distance
ut neighbors or friendly savages trapped in
y the red tape of a mirage. .The fact that h this morning
We drawled “hallo” to them just lazily en?lug
oesn’t mean that a style was inaungurated.

or the illusion of it, Ashbery agan
“an assumed voice, one that suggests me:ma;fl sIl{z;;:llzlne(s)s%
omplacency (“Kind of”): “Anywayt eﬁii?eg“mings” !
i ot C
es things,” but, of course, it does n 5"
: tltf::egnse that time is running out and that our pos&b;l%y
ithe ssing” will soon be at an end——me}f.ely c;illla:ciggz &lupz
i t everything up:
; “a general anxiety to ge & .
ma?ﬁgossilg)le, and the “vehicular madness” —our t‘c:r; tl;aaprid
long the constantly changing—"“Goes on. Butin

in a different relation to experience or

ati a
ation we entertam Jence of
one in which we are spectators from a fixed “vantag

i W i i ntra-
t” from a balcony. In the last lines we are, 1n typlcal CO
dJ(:tl(),[].: w : actually on the balcony, (.)I al-
[ to what has gone before, A he b [ ! l”
. “"‘..one ma,y”) and the sunset, instead of obscurmg thmgs,
3

t starting to light up”

No common vantage point, no point of view
Like the “I” in a novel. And in truth
No one never saw the point of any.

The second sentence is of course highly questionabl
pert, dismissive phrasing may suggest role-playing. The's
seems 2 somewhat petulent Modernist on the defensiv

stubble-field,” the next sentence begins, picturing experien
an already-harvested field, :

ding toward a close,

Of witnessings and silent lowering of the lids
On angry screen-door moment rushing back :
To the edge of the woods was always alive with its own
Rigid binary system of inducing truths

From starved knowledge of them. It has worked
And will go on working. All atternpts to influence
The working are parallelism, undulating, writhing
Sometimes but kept to the domain of metaphor.

“Screen-door moment” refers to someone banging the scre
door angrily as he leaves a country house and rushes to the ed
of the woods; it is a2 metaphor of any moment receding into

past. A stubble-field looks somewhat like a computer grid a
this one has, it turns out, a capacity of inducing “truth
word is used ironically, and the proliferating metaphors—-*“ri
binary system,” inductive logic, “starved knowledge”—sugges
that the “truths” turned out by the “system” do not CoTTESPO
to the complexity and swift transition of the real. Nevert
the system “has worked”—the cliché again suggests that
bery is role-playing—and will continue to operate. Attempts:
make its results (“influence the working”) less mechanical ai
more adequately complex (“writhing” includes a pun on writ g
produce no effect. Among other things Ashbery alludes here to
the fact that in actual living we assume a much simpler, more
knowable world than we posit intellectually. As epistemologic

Anyway evening

The quality of a handshake, the edge of sorpeon;:l saglgieeaéltp’
So much as a general anxiety to get everythl.nglar added u
Flowers arranged and out of sight. leﬁe vehicula

ashing, thrashing away,
?3: in(::;yczhis is iear enough to the enfi': one may
- Draw up a chair close to the b.alcony railing.
'The sunset is just starting to light up.

e e N o dic-
its ironic use of ready-made diction, its rapid sh'de iili':iﬂ e
on of one kind to another, its phrasesfthat aire 1irgpdiscu5;ﬂve
. d inadequate formulas, i
owledged to be banal an na . : ‘ roi
':.ngoingrgless with self-contradiction, distraction, logical impasse,
(¢)
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and double take, and its continuous transformations: o
speaker, grammatical structure, and metaphor, Ashb
enacts his vision of experience. He pictures consciousn
sponding to the flying penumbra of ungraspable events; ¢
“ride” of our own lives in which we sit as spectators. Natu
poems so difficult must be read many times. And even 56
is always some “strangeness in the proportion,” to adopt aph
tfrom Bacon’s essay “Of Beauty,” and the poem is not compl;
interpretable. But Ashbery is

‘but they are discreet, and move from the personal and
: i al.
to the general and intellectu .
grll::: %r:se (b.g 1g44) published his first book,tTtI;faI:eg;sz;:S
' tain features of his poetry, sugges ¢ has
B"?lsksl?l:ry. I am thinking of Crase’s bland tone, h;lsaggs
1;-1:1"delibcs:rate vagueness as to who 1sfai?d1;:if§2gorwt;; hac s
: i ig is ,
the clear, even intelligence of his ' h s
il 'uiﬁo, observant, thoughtfully generalizing, mlll{d.lye (;Vlg}(f)
theY same time comfortable, friendly, and low-_fe;r h;;d o
a.sé writes quite like Crase in these respects, bu(.it i pad 0
ijredecessors, they wouldhbe Asthbel;‘y ;2?1 é&i 1?:513' e
1P lose, for t e outward res
bll?}?ces’sare;;g; iar(;fi?e Crase describes it abundantly, vmﬁilgé
élii?‘éeli Moreover, Crase’s subject mat_ter—AAmﬁll;gzsl}s >
as it is reflected in particular places—Iis notw g_tmaz t.han
ne might argue that Crase takes more from 1h o han
ny other poet, that he is trying to gather as muc tni)me e
' hg e for America as can still be gathered in oFr an. o
slt)eems that America and its history are only Olil'n ‘lg his
. i f his poetry hes
bje that the deeper meaning © . s
o It}la;f;éss of unresting, somehow orderly ch,?ng}i:_ in nrizte
'Izh(;nps and ;lso in buildings, citi_es, or “history.” T l:lsd seA e
omnip%esent process allies him W.Ith both Ashpergfh: d Am.
* Crase and Clampitt are meditative poets in e sense |
e d in my discussion of Stevens and in this chap;er. t tiynual
4 ng‘lfferent poets, but both enact in their poetry the Elo?o wal
e:zsition of thought, the inherent power of the min P
e_éd on its own momentuin.

to his work. There is no pleasure in remarking limitation
work of such brilliance, but if one were to be named, it
obscurity but tedium. Through all his volumes Ashbery
rates the same fundamental insights. That his subject, moreo
is not doings in the world but in the mind means that his poet

like that of Stevens, largely forgoes the interest that attac
human character and fate. He grips us by the profundit -0
premises and by the brio of his expression, but when his skil
a stylist fails, he is boring. But when Ashbery writes well,
living poet in English can rival him in fresh, apt, surpri
phrases. His attitudes and emotions are indescribably gallan
he mingles humor with pathos, resignation and elegy with hope,
and maintains his relaxed, equable, fluent, wonderfully ima:
native speech despite premises that might have led to despajr

At this point I may mention two other poets who have ¢
published one excellent book. Amy Clampitt had published
gitively before The Kingfishers (1983), but she had attracted littl
notice, and thus her public career began in middle age. She h:
2 virtuoso power of description and astonishing wealth
thought, metaphor, illustration, and association. She is not'a
poet of penetrating single insights but of lavish ongoingnes:
one thing leads her to another, or, more exactly, she has sever;
things in mind at once and they all evolve simultaneously. She'i
a poet of wit, fecundity, and rich ornament, and her chief defe
is the excess of her virtue, for she can overburden her syntax
losing momentum in ampiification and decoration. Her med;

tations begin in her personal experience, and are, in a sense

A. R. AMMONS

A. R. Ammons (b. 1g26) grew up on a farm n le'th ;ﬁghrﬁi
. ;>f his poems recall his childhoo_d——l_ns mule e ;VEd

o fortunate Nellie who lives with his family. He se e

'Ogtilthflatlvn at the end of the Second World War, took al BS.

egr:e at \}:Vake Forest College, andttl;ig‘j’)jcs;nﬁ ?E::;;;p?q ofa

. o ,
: smaglit;l;mvf\:frlllti?gyilzcizoil;tyd;li (i?:sl started writing poetry, and
ar .
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the moment of recognition

f perhaps being lost in it. And then,
the person who is walking along becomes aware of a presence
and he turns and it is not something that is wandering at all.
\ountain that is always there. It occupies a single position and, as
m says, it retains a single prospect. S0 the parrative then be-

play of these two possibilities, of being stable and of occu-

& massive view about things that is unalterable; or being tiny
gh to go up and down pathways, to become lost. And the speaker
yrefers that mobility,

that changeability, to occupying a single

- .. .
Fo:?iglyezf; Inicrest m poetry was what now led him t
Collectio);-l > at the University of California at Berkele
ot s Of}?oems, Ommateum (the word refers to yth
pound :ubl' Insects), was published in 1955. Biblical anc
S haim;;les are frequent in this volume: “Thif:?l i
ray voies fori eer;) thrown/ away 1 said turning to thplﬁ
Vot s Oafmth roken over the earth” (“The Pieces
sembling e ot € poems are brief, philosophic pai*' ]
Irice, 55 e “So Stephen Crane. Ommateum contain 'd'e'TS
by fr,equemls 0 I Said I Am Ezra” and “Bees Sto e;"’ ot
characteristicy alllthologized,_ but Ammons had not 5(}:){ f(), )
characte: Newsty €. Meanwhile he had moved from Calify .
L uthern VOImger;;ey, whv:ere he worked as a business ex. a
o ond volur e, fxpresszom of Sea Level, was not published
b Coznell"ls ;1] ter Of‘nmateum. In the same year he acc
e niversity teaching classes in the co o
Along ;vith meditati E
_ ative poems, hi 1 r
continued to compose lyfic para‘:)l]l:sr.n‘E‘UMO;ugrf;irz’ ;}aﬁ?qn
ma

n)

jmons’ meditative poems vary enormously in length, qual-

d style. Some take just a few lines; others are book length
for the Turn of the Year, 1065; Sphere: The Form of a Motion,
4).. Many passages are eloquent and vital; others are ex-
mely uninteresting. Ammons’ descriptions of nature are del-

te and vivid. His humor is sly, charming, witty, and often as-

gent, and he is fetching in folk modes of humor, in tall tales

extravagant metaphors, as in “Cut the Grass™

I'm nervous: my morality’s intricate: if

a squash blossom dies, 1 feel withered.

Ammons can write with the polysemous wit and intricate inter-

ation of images that was typical of the New Critical mode, and
can be directly rhetorical and prophetic, as in “The City Lim-
In a typical meditative passage he sounds like this:

ansparent than ever:
the trunk

I was goin

g along a dusty high:

roa

when the mountain s ¢
across the way
turned_ me to its silence:
oh I said how come
I don’t know your
mmassive symmetry and rest:
nevertheless, said the mountain
would you want ,
to be
lodged here with
a changeless prospect, risen
to an unalterable view:
so I went on
counting my numberless fingers.

oh, it’s spring, and I'm more tr
I heard the white-breasted nuthatch gurble over
bark today, and tonight everything is so clear it’s
y idealism’s as thin as the sprinkled
e: 1 don't love anybody much:
st of my height: but

going down o zero: m
sky and nearly as expansiv
that accounts for my width and mo

as I can and that keeps me here but light.

In his poetry Ammons pursues philosophical intuitions inher-
ited from the Romantic tradition, especially from Wordsworth,
Emerson, and Whitman. He has also, he says, “read a good deal”
in Emerson’s sources in “Indian and Chinese philosophy” He -
does not share the social preoccupations and faiths of the great: .

Romantic writers but does share their dialogue with the uni-
verse. Moments of belief—in man’s power of transcendent in-

I love as much

I he oem, A i
p > AINIMons eXPIalned to an intel Viewer te]]S
»

a very simple story. A . :
What d -+ .- A person is walking alon . o
you knc?:?sc? dus}:y_ highroad mean? It's a!mgost ingai‘ec;}ls‘ty highroad
» aust, height, abstraction, separation from the 1;33335 reah_n-..

ape, m a
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i ¥ stakes “off no

o'rni it receives “the becoming/ !;houg’l’lt;msdta;l e o e

o " t “sharpness :

| ds,” spreads ou - o e o

B wider 7 and is at no pomnt pre

r ider range,” an int. | le of
s WIIC; as in Eai,:ure every event exists in a colr;:neous

i d th are simu
nd these .

s other events, a es . Reous
I}E"nl-lmerzid finally, every event 1s mexh_ausubl;t Sl L the
i , within processes; it Tepe
hat 1t Involves processes : L repeats in 1S
s 1;tlhue orgalzlic form of the whole in whl_cll;lelst b 1[;nd,
5 nonthese principles implicitly as he dlflsi)ré Vg
. "lmfnons prescribes how a poe(r:n sh:;s D o

1 m, “Cors ‘
h other single poem, the Ar
th??)lanz;ian open form. Its fundamental ass;?in[z)tr s are
50 ts fu :
there is an ontological continuity between reality
the

3 : Him

tuition, in our oneness with nature and the cosmos
ready fugitive and precarious in those writers. In Ami
is also wedded to scientific naturalism, disillusion has #6
ther. In other words, though he addresses Romantic
hopes, visions, and quandaries, he lacks the Romantic
Yet he remains drawn to it, and permits himself as mu
honestly can.
“Mechanism” is a typical Ammons poem both in its the
its method. Taking a slight subject—a goldfinch in
bushes—Ammons applies mind to it reflectively, and cont
volubly through forty-eight lines. The poem involve
philosophical issue, the opposition of aesthetic and scie
perspectives, but does not pose the issue in general ¢
the one hand, the bird is beautiful; in hyperbolic defi
scientific naturalism Ammons even affirms that the beau
goldfinch startles a hawk. On the other hand, the goldfin
system of chemical reactions. As he considers the goldfin,
mons perceives it as a process organizing an infinite number
more particular and local processes. The catalogue of pa
processes in the goldfinch, which the poem gives, is intr,
and governed by the imperative verb “honor” (*honor the'ch
istries, platelets . . . honor the unique genes”). Though the po
Suggests 1o reason to honor this mechanism except that!
“working right,” “honior” is not voiced ironically. Ammons is
asserting a humanist criticism of science. He is not suggestin
for example, that mechanistic fact—for example, that iiir;_n
things are chemical Systems—is irrelevant to value Jjudgm
and emotion. Instead, he is attempting to synthesize the op
posed points of view. i
“Corson’s Inlet” is a landscape poem in the Romantic tra
tion. Walking along this tidal inlet, Ammons observes its “flg
ing bends and blends” “disorderly orders,” transitions withou
demarcations, and gradual, continual change through the wh,
system as the tide rises and falls. The landscape is a “‘field’ o
action/ with moving, incalculable center,” a “working in and out
together/ and against, of millions of events” simultaneously, As
such it is, like the goldfinch in “Mechanism,” both an instance
and a symbol of nature or reality and also a symbol of the struc.
ture and process of the human mind. o
A poem itself is also such a field of myriad processes. As an

i inian strife: a
es images of Darwin

guil, squawking possession, é:rlaclzet; 3;;3'{;,
: d out the entrails, swallowed the sof?:—shelle egs,
Pm'l::;tone running in to snatch leftover bits. h
.  the poem acknowledges, but adds that the

G '.rson’s Inlet” includ

TOT pervades,’

Or - agr -
is not arranged, all possibilities Gin
of escape open: no route shut, excep
the sudden loss of all routes.
ives the darker as-
These passages illustrate how Arflmon:; ;(f);i;e;r\;g; e ool
: i ing is par ely manif
pects of existence. If everything 1s p o, lines jus

i the eye exc
e oarsons Lniet” are unblinking, but are part of a

“Corson’s Inlet eparce
qg}oted ﬁffe?i ”In general Ammons do¢?s not forgizohe  sufter
rere ‘ so many modern Wriers do,  does mox
B e o cither em as elements of larg

b 3




