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ABSTRACT - s

THF: ELUSIVE SUBJECT OF JOHN ASHBERY'S POETRY

PAUL SERRALHEIRO'

®

Although the subject of John Ashbery's' poetry may be discussed

and understaoqd, its essentlal mode of being lies beyond reason. John

Ashbery's pgems

communicate the mystery of truth and méaningﬁfﬁ'q;:{a

)

. . ir {v +
than 1literal iruths and meanings. His domain could be seen td “be the,

. . ,
area where desire, dream, emotion artd thought become language. MHence,
2 4

a rational reading of the poetry can only scratch the sﬁ.%face of,

Ashbery's subject: the depths of 'Ashbery's poems exist in the

-
[}

reader's experience of the poem, where a recreation, an amplification,

an eoxtension of the poet's experlence and something ;thich is uniquely

of ~the poem occurs. In this thesis I address myself to the elusive
element of Ashbery's poetry which hasd found both admirers and
detractors. I attempt to -explain the poetry's power to baffle and

enchant the reader in terms of language theory, surrealism, music, and

painting.
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ABBREVIATIONS -
) -

i

The followlng abbreviations are used in citations of Ashbery's

'i)oetry.'
» t 4
ST Some Trees . 6
TCco - The Tennis Court Oath
RM Rivers afd Mountains
_l_)Q ’ The Double Dream of Spring . ° f . .
TP Three Poems 4 . |
SP Self-Portrait in a Cogve:gl)gz"ror
HD ~  Houseboat Days )
_Q_W__Ié As We Know = ' : S

Sh Tr Shadow Train
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‘in our civiliza.tion, a_.': 1t exists at
' ,'\ .

It appears Jikely that poets
present, must be -difficult.

: : ' . _7.8.Eliot

0 ) N : ,
° ) 3 ) . N .., '
' g Poetry gives most pleasure when only generally and not perfectly
' understood. . : ‘ ’
. a N '~ .-Samuel Taylor Coleridge
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APPROACHING ASHBERY

The main problem in reading John Ashbery's poetry is that of .

being able to appreciate it without being fully abl‘e to understand it, -

a sort of "Negatiﬂve Capability" once removed. That is the first
hurdle to be gotten over. A reader with expectations of finding a
réadily available meaning in Ashbery's poetr'y wiil indeed be deceived,
and there are no excuses that need to be given to justify the poetry.

One must acclimatize oneself to it, or desert it for "other centers of

-communication® (HD 46).

_For some i reade\rs clarity could possibly appear to ‘be something
Ashbery does ‘not yearn for, and indeed it could seem that he goés out
oi: his way +to mske the meaning in his poetry unclear. However, some
readers of his work, led on if by nothing more than their sense of
intrigue, have l;ersisted in reading him and have fc;und that an immense
pleasure 31s to be gotten f;'om dec‘iphering this most difficult of
contemporary American poets. What one finally gains from working
thx"ough Ashbery's poetry 1is an understanding that an Ashbery poem
leads us intlo areas of thought a:nd experience which may not have a
discernible static meaning and mode of existence, but which are

nonetheless real even though they don't fit into the systems imposed

on them by the human rational impulse. Thug ‘obscurity' is a

iy

.
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-, condition of Ashbery's subject which finds a correlativeg in his style. Z
. Seen in this way Ashbery's poetry is an accurate and clear reflection

L

of a difficult and inhereatly unclear subject. -

¢

T ' Ashbery has, throughout his cé.reer, written aﬁd sjaoken about his

’péetry in a manner that communicates \ a wish to be faithful to the

difficulty . that the understanding is contfinuaﬁy attempting to \,

penetrate. Therefaore, Ashbery explains:

The difficulty of m}v poetry isn't there for its own sake:
it is meant to reflect the difficulty of living, the
everchanging, minute adjustments that go on around us
§ and which we respond to from moment to moment--the

. difficulty of living in passing time, which is both
! difficult and automatic. . . .

Ll

"
e

. The problem with the poetry, then, is not in ‘ ifs beir;g
insignificant, ‘but in its multifaceted significance. 'In other words,
‘the poetry deals with meaning in a wair that does-not match the system
of order we impose on reality, for it presents reality in its
f;.lllnesé. '.In' its holistic approach to experience it cons‘iders the
dialectical aspects of our existence and ac;c.:epts the gaps as well as o
the coqcxl‘et.e areas in the systems of significance :rﬂich are in a sénsg .
‘superimpositions on reality.

Ashbery's poetry displays a fidelity t; experience. It does not
‘gloss over the black holes. in our understandi.ng, but rather -allows
them t;a exist, as well they must. The result 'i_s a poetry that is
frequently impenetr;.ble to the understanding, and one that will
occasilon‘ally frustrate and annoy the reader. But the reader must get

beyond his frustration. "Ashbery," wrote ome critic who could not

e et v in o itk ©
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transcend the frustration, "is -an instance of the poet who, thrdﬁga\——’/

'y

%

- . S . : .
much of his career, elim}ﬁhtes meaning without achiev{ng any special

intensity." And in the same article: 7 -

Ashbery has no new meaning to deliver, no apotheosis

S to portend. His song of himself is resolutely committed
" to meandering about, and proclaiming the sgall satisfaction’

+of moving without significant impediment. ¢

!

Negative reactions of this sort to Ashbery's work are not

uncommon. John Simon referred to Ashbery's work as
"\ . | |
a kind of non-poetry made hp o? sheer free association,
and, I suspect, not even honest free association at.that,
but deliberate cultivation of the meaningless, a willed

collocation of the disconnected, unspontaneous and
ungrammatical. . ...”7 ~ ]

-

tand J.W. Hughes called Ashbery "the Doris Day of Modernist Qdetry,"
nétihg thatv‘aome of his lines "have about és much *'life as a
refrigerated plastic flower. 4 - )

These types _of éegpohses are iﬁevitablé since Ashbery's poetry

often -refuses to make sense of the incongrugty of Teality, or in the

il

words from "Clepsydra". in The Doubple Dream of Spring, %o offer "a -

serpentine / Gesture which hides the 'truth behind a cohgruent /

P ¢

Message." Sense 1s not always forthcoming out of experience. Often

one ﬁhsp accept certain things which one does not understand, and’ in

so doing one may understand, if not their nature, at least the problém‘

"inherent in —underatanding their  nature. Ashbery's poems are

\,utteranceg that reflect this, and ‘whose truth ié apﬁgnent’to the:

Teader only 1f he is able to ,accept their incongruities and the

y *

@
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‘obséhrity of the mode of communication. | \ . -

4

‘ The ~elusive ' nature of understanding, of time and truth, of being

in flux, can be said to be the pervasive themqg of Ashbery's-poétry.

-The geheral nature of hié utteranéeé has baffled readers who have

have offered. What they: have found instead has been truth whole and

<
\

‘unsegmented, as far as it can exlst 4n an act of languagé. His poetry

.

-8 as fluid gnd ofteq as ungraspable as the nature of his themes and,

.aought to find -in them the kind of specific trutha poets heretofore

once one has grown accustomed to the mode ?f an' Ashberian. utterance,

. ) \ o
which -4s one that doesn't ‘"hide the truth behind a congruent /

Message," one ,can begin to underatand it as 4 process, Qﬁgﬁ

“t -
+

unsequestered event!

Pal

P , . ) !
. s ¢

This, thus is a portion of the subject of this. poem .
Which is in the form of falling snow: " .
That is, the 1hdividual flakes are not essential '
to the importance of the whole's becoming so.
much of a truism
That thelr importance is again called in question,
% to be denjed further out, and again and again
like this.
Hence, neither the importance of -the individual flake,
Nor the importance of the whole impression of, the '
storm, if it has any, is what it is.
But the rhythm of the series of repeated jumps, from >
abstract into positive and back to a slightly
less diluted abstract.
. " - (RY 39)

P

[T
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What 1s available to us when we focys on segments of the proceds is a
fraction of +the truth, and to talk about truth in static texys is
perhaps the only way one can talk apout it, though certainly its

nature always remains fluid and in constant transformation. .

If Ashbery 1is offering us acts . of language, as indeed he is,

fo
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‘and’ incoherency. exist asQ one movement in an Ashbery poem; that the'

saying and- hqw it is aaying it; and that that movement.is pres.ent in ~

then, no matfer what is beir§ said, the acts are-irrevocable. Having R

opted to not "hide the truth behind a congruent meese.ge,-"\but tb offer
- \ ~ r3 -

"unformed yells, rocketfngs" ("Clepsydra"),. Ashbery has allowed all ‘
the incongruities of d consciousness as well as its urges to form and
shape thoie "unformed yells™ in his activity as a poet. For whatever

EREREY

reasons, many readers of poetry have, by and arge? accepted Ashbery's ) L .

<
&

utteranees. For' this reason, if not for ardy ° , Ashbery's (poetry
deserves analysis, and not only the aspect of the poeiry which. is .

dccessibie buss also the more difficult incoherent aspect of it. A

_ better underst,an;iing of the coherent side of Ashbery's acts of"\

4] l F

language 1is to be gottenffrom a considewation of his incoherencies and oot

i . ' ) .\;

. vice verssa.

[

It will be my thesis and argument in what follows that coherency - o~

. A V4 .. .
vacillation between the two and through the shades that differentiate

~
S R

the two is the dynamic that informe the poemn,- the mature of what./ it is . :

o —

Ashbery'e work from Some Trees to his most recent poems. The mind's
4

a.tt':empt to follow® that movement, .or to grasp it and derive meaning ' '

from iy may be as challenging as the ongolng endeavour of finding

ser;se- and meaning in the fabric of the life we are all moving through.

<
Meanings are hidden from us and revealed to us co-tempore.lly. And in
. . N
~ .
the same .way, an Ashbery : poem reveals to us its meanings and keeps .
. p . .

them from <us4 ‘Needless to saay, ° to, know certain meanings requires
one's involunﬁ in® the process wherein those meanings are to be

found——in this case \the poem. Once that process is halted, or once one
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is outside that proc’éss;‘ one .cannot understand it, nor the 'meanings!'
‘one has wanted9 to know. . One cannot under“st.an& /a language, for

example, unless one enters into the field of-the exchange of the

paﬁrticﬁlar utierances that'are that langusge. And o\1/’1_ce one is in it,

the meanings of certain utterances can never be seen as static ones

-

" existing in a vacuum, but' ones that are.coptinually modulating and

being coloured by their contexts. An Ashbery poem is true to th’af

i

mode of existence ofn. mea.ning, e.nd it 1s e.vailable to us in the same

' way as a language which we never quite /‘f‘ully know, leading us through

K

loci of meaning we are always discoverin\g.

Even within _the universe of the understanding mind there are gaps
. ’ :

A
of "so much unmeaning," which Ashbery equates with "so much being" (DD

81). These gaps, through which the forces of chaos and ana,rcﬁy are

apparent, are I1important and. meaningful'althemgg there is no apparent

meaning in them. Ashbery tells us in "Some 0ld Tires" from Shadow

-

Train: ~ ' ,
Ll \ |
there's too much to © ‘
- B done that doesn't fit, and the parts that get
lost

Are the reasonable ones just because they get,

lost. . . .
o b ) ‘
- ; A y .
‘Judging aspects of existence which don't fit into a rational
]

¥
o

. picture of order ;’sz terms of a rational picture of order is to felsify

” ¢
and belittle them, reduce to comm'on‘ denominators——means~-what is
"’ . - "
uncommon,‘ unique and necessa'rily’ impossible +to fit into an order.

Y

What "ddesn't i‘it.,"X what "gets lost," are as important and eag‘e\ntial

to an understanding ‘8f réality as the units out of which a picture of

é

-
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order is construc‘tea, the mysterious phonemes tfiat make up our gystem

of sense, 1lilke the dots on the television scPgen that niraculously

form- a picture. The gaps more than the units are wha¥ constitute an.
- . - . S

Ashbery utterance, Just because the "mea.ning" of the gaps 1s

-

impossible +to pinpoint is the reason they are part of what constitutes
the true--the true being ultimately unfathomable. '
That the gaps are " meaningleas does not imply that they are -

'igsignificant, _i.e., unimportant.  Ashbery's concern wi‘;,_h what
"dges'n't fit," the "parts that get iost,“ 1$ what prqmpt-s; such critincs;
as Boyers, Simon, and Huéhes to chastise him. Other critics, however,,
realize that what Agtbery is presenting is a true reflection of‘

_experiencé. ‘vThe ~ difficulty with Ashbery," noted Douglas Crase, "is

C, ~ .
P | thet his poetry is . . . so accurately a picture of the world we live’

»

in. . . ."9 '"Thig pattern of opening and closing,“‘ Marjorie'

disclosure and concealment 'is the structural j)rinciple. of the Ashbery
o’ v e h .. < -

. lyric,"® and Charles Altieri. cobments that:

. The personal voice [in Ashbery's poetry] is
simultaneously trapped within and liberated by
' - patterns of meaning vhich have no ground or purpose
. . ¢ beyond the movements of dispersal amd partial
" integrations that constitute the life gf mind ‘ !
and the vitality and pathog of deaire.

& w2

7

It 1is the very stuff of life thit one finds in the Ashbery posm.
' The Ashbery poem is not just‘ about something; it attémpts a recreation
o of the 'thing. That is why Ashbery's poems present a Qifficulty'for

the reader who expects the poem to’'give him, wholly digested, a vision

N

Perloff informs us, "of revelation and reveiling, of simultaneous -

8

rr

B
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1 .
and analysis' of certain matters. Whht "the reader geta, and what

baffles him, is a recreation process &f life. Naturally the essence

of the poem's utterance, and the form it takes will be one and the

same.- The style  and the content are one. Th;s unnerves certain
? v

critics like Charles Molesworth, who writés: N

4
o

instead of a poetry of "statement" Ashbery: has
evolved a most tenuous, unassertive language. . . .
The arbitrary continuation of the poem lies at the
cénter of Ashbery's aesthetic, which seems a flirtation .
with nihilism, the fag end of an autotelic art that
apothebs§zes symbolism's elevation of style over

N content. L

. David Shapiro, on the other hand, is ecstatic about Ashbery's negative

[N

cgpabilitias:

14

' Ashbery deflafes our expectation of sense, of presence, .

. ' by giving us again and again the playful zone of deferred e

gsense. There fs an icy autocratic.humiliation of t

Teader, who expects again and again a center-onlyjtocbe

decentered. Ashbery's abilities are thus beautifully

-, negative, in the line of Keats's grandest remarks on the
Negative: Capabilities of the-poet who does not reach after
dogmatic certainties.

a

i L3

and: , . o

Ashbery often attempts . . . to suggest "nothing,"
to present a blank configuration "of words in which any” -
. interpretation may be an overinterpretation, and the
’ circumference of mean%ng is elther 'seen 1o be zero or
ﬂ\ practicdlly infinite.

Anéther admiring critic, Laurence Lieberman, sees Ashbery's

£

poetiq 'as having its source in the unconscious wérla,«where meaning 1a

of another mode. In a long discussion of "Self-Portrait in a Convex

~

Mirror," he offers these reflections: oL . T

.
¢ : ~
.

“ . .
- [y

1



:  Ashbery is creating a medium which both exhibits by
its craft and elucidates by the marvelous labyrinth
of its intellectual content and dramatic structure AN
the inexhaustibility of its dream-resources, the h
gorgeous fountaining of fresh images and novel
ideas begotten in the poet by the cross~fertilizing
of his own imagination with "dreams and ingpiration.”
1]

Ashbery makes forced entry ihto "the dreaéing model's"
formative chain of consciousness, exposing through his
incision into the body of the dream the miraculous
process of transmutation of self into bits and pieces
of experience of the world. . . 10

‘Neva Lyons sees Ashbery's difficulty, what she calls his
"slipperiness," as having its source in the life of the unconscious
mind:

"Slipperiness" in Ashbery is the resistance of images
to submit to scrutiny and interpretation even with the
ald of a poem's own internal evidence. But this very
stubbornness indicates the origin and nature of these

images, the drea? impulse or the surrealistic flow of
the 1magination.

.

.Still other critics have realized that Ashbery's aesthetic is ..
comparable to that of the Abstract Expressionist paintefs like’Jackson
Pollock or Willem deKooning.12 And Ashbery has expreeséd a desire
to have the same abstract qualities in his péetry that are found in
music . The poem, then, 1s an event; not a static piece"abbut'
something. It' demands "that attentiéon be directed to itself, not on
some matter external +to it of which it is merely a reflection. The
Platonic objection to art is thus done away with, and the art work can

exist on 1its own unique terms and not be judged in refsrence to

objséts or proceésea outside of itself, of which it is supposed to be
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10

a reflection. Technique, therefore, becomes applied to producing,

\l

rather than reprodﬁcing, and- art comes to actively challenge and,

1chanée and be life rather than to passively return to it its own
.narcissistic reflection. At the same time, however, art becomes not
conly as complicated as 1life, but b;comes an action wﬁich is
indistinguisﬁable from the action and rhyth&s of living. What is a
,poem? and what is not a poem? become questions which are impediments
to experience., Ultimately all that can be experien;ed as a poem are
sveRbal constructs in which the stuff of life is embodied in modulating
‘Iintensities. The Ashbery poemkis this type of poem in which the flow
'of 1ife and consclousness is present, and wherein the "movements of
|

concealment” which characterize the dynamica of perception and

| understanding, are present.

Idispersal azd partial integrations," the "simultaneous disclosure:and

R S
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CHAPTER IT, .
"LOGIC OF -STRANGE POSITIdN"

The Ashbery poem fuhdtions in the same way as any metaphysical
phenomenon in\ which patterns of medning (which are either projections
c;f apperception or actually to be found in the phenomenon under
consideration. coupled with a perception and an understandling of it) /
can be observed. Hende; like metaphysical phenomena, it exhibits a / ‘.
tendency to evade the perceiving consciousness of.;.the reader. Oftéy/
the Ashbery poem exists as a kind of riddle which the reader 70 |

%
dec?pher but whose meaning i1s only available after much effort. /This

/

/

/

"may be because, as Charles Altieri noted: /

For .Ashbery the mind stands toward its own knowi
in the same condition of infinite regressiveness

- ) - that Derrida shows is the dilemma inherent in trying . ‘
' to know ab?ut the language we use in describing our . A
knowledge. : :
N
/
%In our attempts at interpreting the Aahbery poem we often see :
® T

meaning in = disembodied sense, There are no concrete elements of an

experience focused on, but rather combinatigna of words and metaphors

“which are intriguing),’ and often puzzling.. To enter an Ashbery poen is
to enter a space where concrete particulgrs as coordinates of

1

: , communication are unstable. - Also, in' the words of a poem from
/ Houseboat Days, what Ashbery's poems, early and late, tell us of

/

EESE S
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experiepce 18 "how if feels, not yhat it means" ("Saying It té Keep It
from Happening" "HD 29). The‘particularé that one finds in Aghbery's
’fgarly poems are metapﬁors for "haw" experience "feels" and althougﬁ
more concrete particplaré p;ogresaively enter ﬁhe poetry . through

Ashbery's career, the main -subject remains "how it feels, not what it .

’
means,"

ﬁany of Ashbery's paems typically'work with a sgemingly hermetic
logic; ’as a pastiche of the poet's memories and creative thihking
(along with the fragments of the outside world that intrude into and
become part of ‘the musing), as meditationa of a quasi—philosophical
nature; with a syntactically demanding ‘language, or, in the words of

"Le Livre est sur la Table® (ST 74), language with a"logic-/ of

. 8trange position,” \

.

Another prominent  aspect of many of the poems 1s the

unreferential use of nbronouns. Ashbery has said that the persocnal

.pronouns ih his work

.very often seem to be like variables in an equation.
'You' can be myself or it can be another person, '
someone whom I'm addressing, and so can 'he' and
‘she' for that matter and 'we'; sometimes one has .
to deduce from the rest of the sentence what 1s
being meant and my point is also that it doesn't

° really matter very much, that we are somehow all
aspects of 5 conaciouaness giving rise to the
poém. e s e '

<. What Ashbery 1s  talking about here is 1ilustrated in "The Grapevine®"

in 'Somé Trees (19), which offers a cross-aection, as it were, of the

consciousness  of which pronouns and hence ininidual and group

"
4

consciousness are a part:
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Of who we anﬂnall@%hey'are , e
You all now know. But you know
After they began to find us out we grew

\ Before they died thinking us the causes 'ﬁfgﬁ?

Of their acts. Now we'll not know
The truth of some still at the piano, though
They often date from us, causing ‘
These ¢hanges we think.we:are. We don't care
~ Though, so tall up there
In young air. But thingg get darker as we move
To ask them: Whom must we get to know
To die, 8o you live and #e kriow?
!
¢ . . '
What 1is said about this conaéiouanesa through the metaphor of the
grapevine (which can refer to ei&her the perennial plant or the way of
informal interpersonal communication) is that it is in a process of

transference and change ("After th%y began to find us out we grew,"
"They often date from us, causing / These changes we think we are"),

but the poem 'also states implicitly that the origins and perhaps the

meaning of ‘this constiousness is knowable intuigively ("0f who we and

all they are / You all now know™) and not understandable through
rational inquiry ("things get-darker as we move’/ To ask them"). Ir
we were to ;ékl what the nature of this. consclousness is, an answer
would be of the same type as exists in the poém: "You all now know."
‘What 1s being dealt with 1is an unﬁef;nable consciousness that
transcends individuals., Qf course, whenu there 1is a‘conscioﬁsnesé
there is generally, éxcept‘ in.-forme of experience we may call
r?ligious or metaphysical, an object of consciousness. In Ashbery's
poetry there 18 no object'.3 The poem.deals with thelmetaphysical‘

nature of perception, and transcendent belng, "the soul" and "1fs
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teachirgs" (ST 52),.as Helen Vendler has noted:

Ashbery < . . is a generaliging poet, allegorizing
knd speculating and classifying as hae goes, leaving
behind, except for occasional traces, the formative
"world of circumstances," which, as Keats says, by
the trials it imposes proves the heart, alters the
nature, and forms the soul. Ashbery turns his gaze
from the circumstances to the provings and alterations
and schoolings that issue in identity—to the processes
o themselves.

"Theldg.pevine" deal\s with’ "the processes" and tr:l.es;~ to find the wordé
that \‘4111 suffice to\ox\prese and communicate th;axx;: The poem conveys,
at +the same +time, a sense of imponderable{ mysterfr that qharécterizes
"the_ processes .themselves," which involve time and change, both of
whic;li are given in experience. ‘ :
As we sald, except in a state of religious transcendence of
phenomenological, ?xistence where’ consciousness 1s only conscious of
itself, consciousness is generally not pure or ideal, i.e., it has'the
world as its 'object. Cer'tainly‘, a.n' experience of consciousness and by
;xtension an- expression of the experience must exist in some material
form,. although that form may have no function beyor;d providing s
vehicle for the experience. TFor the poet the experience of
consciousness is communicat.ed through words whose configuration best
expreases it. We can account for Ashbery's difficulty in concedjmg
that the forms his poemse take bast express or communicate his\

particular ‘experience of "the proceasses themselves." His poems are

.

very often baffling because bf thelr unusual verbal structures which_ _

often complicate logical interpretation. These structures, howev'er,

once accepted on their own terms, may be, if not. entirely understood,

H

e
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at "least appreciated as expressivns of an understanding of the
processes of experience which is original and new and which requires
new configurations of words for 1ts expression because ordinary

structures are not suited to convey it.
LN 5
"I'm interested in communicating, but I feel that saying

! * /
something the reader has already known is not communicating anything,"

Ashbery said in an interview with Richard Kostelanetz in 1976,5

,r

reiterating what he had said elsewhere in 1972:

A l

. I think every poem before it's written is something /
unknown and the poem that isn't wouldn't be worth /
writing. My poetry is often criticized for a faillure
to communicate, but I take issue with this, my intention
is to communicate and my feeling is that a poem that
communicates something that's already known by the reader

is not really communicating anytging to him and in fact
shows a lack of reapect for him.

If we consider these' statemen in terms of .- the rather
complicated relation of 1mguaée to thought,7 and if we assume

that language can determine the shape of a thought as much as the

8

reverse, then we can say that, although not e"very structure” in an

Ashbery poem .is new, those which we find difficult may wc;ll be new,

and may suggest Iinguistic-thought complexes we cannot easily graasp,

at least loglcally. We may be sure t;hat gome c;f Ashbery‘s ;;hr'aa\ea

frustrate our notions of gense and ‘coherence 'and dep;'ive us of

peaning. For example let wus t;s.ke the opening lines of "The Wa& They

Took" (ST 66): . ' ”
The green bars on you.grew soberer -

As 1 petted the lock, a crank
In my speclally built shoes.

4
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We hedged about leisure, feeling, walking
That day, that night. The day
Came up. The heads borne in, peach vessels
. Out of asking that afternoon droned.

- " You saw the lock of some other people,
Buge husks of chattering boys
And girls “unfathomable in lovely dresses
And remorseful and on the edge of darkness.
No firmness in that safe smile ebbing.
Tinkling ‘sadness. The sun \pissed on- a rock.

ey
w’"

? 3

w .this poem deciphering the structures leads to an explication :

of meaning that 1s incomplete becquse of some™difficult phbrases.

Perﬂha.ps we coulsi say the_difficult phrasges alre there to remind us of
our mind's limitations and of the presence of alogical éomponenps that
we ofte? igr;ore because cthey don't fit into a coherent interpretation
of reality. ,Perhaps the poem wishes ‘to deal with alogical structures
of t.hough’r: and ex,perience,- along with tho's)e that a;é logical. The
latter, naturally, allow one tc;_gain a perspective on ’E,hoég which may

be baffling “and obtuse. We could say, judging from the last section

of the - poem, which -appears logical, that the poem is about an endred ’

romantic love‘affair, or one that somehow 1is impossible:

And heaven will not care,
To ralse our love
In scathing hymns. So beware and
Bye now. The jewels are for luck.

-

From these 1lines we could perhaps work bacirﬁrd through the first

section and, "by seeing it in relation to the revelation of the last °

few lines, make some sense of it. But the opening lines still hold

some mystery. "The green bars" could indicate a recent "(green").

sense of imprisonment ("bars") experienced by the speaker's beloved
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which became more defined ("grew soberer") with the speaker's

encou;'a‘gement ("As_ I petted the lock, a crank / In my speciaily‘built

-

shoes").: The sense of imprisonment, which could be caused by the

+  speaker ("the lock"™ 1is "a crank" in his "shoes"), resulted ina

2

hesitance on the part of both parties in theif further involvement in

their relationship (impliéd in "we hedged about leisure, feeling,

walking‘"). "The heads borne in peach vessels / Out of asking that

afternoon” could be a metaphor for ques't.ions‘ and doubts about the

relationship that ‘persisted ("droned") and that came as a prelude i

the break-up or dissolution of the love affair. The "husks of

f:hattering boys," and the nunfathomable" girls could suggest an

H
)

alienation and an 1solation that may be present in the relationship,

. and - "The .sun piscsed on a rock"" seems to be a figurative amplii'ication

of a discontent or a sg,.giness evident in the phrases "remorseful and on -

ha &

>the edge of darkness," "That safe smile ebbilng," and "Tinkling -

sadness." "That ‘is how I came nearer / To what was on my shoulder,"
brings to mind the expression about having a "chip" on one's shoulder,
and suggests an, irritability, ‘and hence a %}dscontent. The "you" in

the poem 1is 8een to "crave that," which seems to provoke disapproval

wfrom the speaker ("I thought how plfbian all this testimony, / That

you might ‘care to crave that"), and "How they whiépered / Behind the

- lace Iof their aspiring / Opinions," suggests a complicity that perhaps

involves the beloved and that excludes the speaker. But, since the

4 ]

figures 1in the poem don't seem to relate to one another in the logic

of linear .reason, but rather in the logic of association, one is in

doubt as to what the"correct" meaning of the poem may be. Although
¢ . - ’ .

H .
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the structures in’ the \egem are'gfammaﬁical;“their denotative values

are often baffling, and one experiences a sens; of .deprivation and *

uncertainty. ' o Qf
An analysis -of meaning in Ashbery 8 poetry based on a linear

readipg that attempts to ascertain a stable and accurate meaning leads

/o0 .
to ;frua@igtigg,///It %s the nature of Ashbery's way of meaning (since,

v

as we shall see later, association and connotation are fundamental
agpects of his use of language) ‘to have unstable and approximate

meanings that yield tentative rather  than definite

a

interpretations.?  The shifting pronouns in the poem (e.g., the

"you" appears to become part of tpgi“they" in "they whispered behind

the lace of their aspiring / Opinions," and t
could be seen as metaphorically intarnated in the Rouns in the phrases

"chattering boys" and "girls unfathomable") also conPwrlbute.to making

a definitive interpretation false./

In "Le Livre est sur la Table" (ST 74), where we have a number of

statements of a "logic / Of strange position,™ we are told that

All beauty, resonance, integrity,
Exist by deprivation or logic h “
of strange position. This being so,

We can only imagine a world in which a woman
Walks and wears her hair and knows

A1l that she does not knoy. Yet-we know
What her breasts are. And we give fullness
To the dream. The table supports the book,
the plumé leaps-in the hand. But what'

Digmal acene 1s this? the old man pouting
At a black cloud, the woman gone
Into-the house, from which the wailing starta?

nn ana the "you"

%
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We are given a series'of particulars in a context whose outlines are

4 .
blurred. What .we know of the woman who is the central figure in this

first section 18 "What her breasts are," which auggeats' we know her in

a no'n-analytical,' intimate way. She, paradoxically, "knows / All that

she. does not know," which suggests that her knowledge is unconscious,

[N

perhaps intuitive. . Based on our knowledge of "What her breasts are,"

"we give fullness / To the dream," i.e., "we" qonsciously elaborate on

'our'- own unconscious knowledge (the -1ines "The table supports the .

book, / The plume leaps in the hand" suggest that "we" do this in

writing). But auddénly the” scene darkens as an "old man pouting," a
. figure of sefiousness, and appla.re‘ntly' the antithesis of "beauty,"
. - N o °

= appsars, and the woman disappears, and there i3 "wailing."
°p

In the 1light of what happens in this first sectipn we may

Y ' . :
‘ interpret 1t as . stating that "beauty, resonance, .Antegrity,"

represented by the wofnan,, her ‘breasts, ‘the drean, existﬁyn‘,s g
. . ' v « . « o
. dialectical relation +to the "old wan pouting" and‘the "black cloud,”
. ] . .

and. the oppressive "house frog wilich the wailing gtarts." "Beauty,

resocnance, Integrity" are knowzablle and defined in relation to their

S

i, . v
opposites which are, argﬂ'uably, part and parcel of the notion of

’

) » "beauty, resonance, iptegrity.."
! ! . ) .
Bu\;I "beauty, resonance, Iintegrity" exist only beyond analytic

’

)

{1
. " fullness / To the dream," i.e., to consciously step into an

L
unconscious . area,

"Dispal scene." A 'coding' of "beauty, resonance, integrity" results
. AR J

e

that the scene changes from one of beauty to a

n*@«-ﬂkﬂ”@ e R e s g
e

3
.&.

in their disappearance; ;.n attempt to hold them fesults in their

Y
:
.

-

/3‘ scrutiny. Tt 1s as the writing in the poem begins an attempt to "give .

- ,,.,(:m,,‘,w st
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dispersal. 'i‘he experience'of‘"beaoty., reaooance, integ:}ity" and their
opposites involves a dialectic which may be seen as an e;tample.of the
larger dialectic opez:ating in awareness and experlience in general
which involves non—rational and rational, conscious and unconscious

elements. . 2 " -7
P
In the second section of the poem the paradoxical nature of the
existence of "beauty, resonance, integrity" is further illustrated.
The central _figure 1in this second section is the sea, into which-the

woman appears . to have been metamorphosed. There are 1images of

enclosure (the "bird-house, the men who "live in boxes," whom "The}

sea protects . . . l:i.ke & wall," and the.gods metaphorically bound in

their "worship"), counterpoint to which runs the "line-drawing.// Of a
woman, in the shadow of the sea / Which goes on writing" (italics
mine),f suggesting the fluld nature of the experience ‘of beauty as

opposed Jbo the frozen attempts to contain it. The important lines'in

this section seem {0 be "Are there / Collisions, communications on the

sh'%re // Or did all secrets vanish when / The woman left?" which seem

to ask wl;ether’ the meeting of the two elements (the sea, where the

.

i N N "

woman appears, and the shore where the men in boxes and the bird-house

[

appeor, representing perhaps irrational and, rational unconscious and °

conscious .tendencies) result in some expression of a "secret," i.e.,

v

of some intuitive knowledge that transcends dialectical procass and

‘pa.'radox. ‘fho final questiOn, “Is the bird mentioned / In the wa.ves'

minutes or did the land advance?" a.sks which side wins in the on-going

4

struggle: 1s the bird,- a figure that is associé.ted with the woman .

(both are in-' a ®"house"), swallowed by _the tide and therefore

"
-

:
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a

. aeei‘inileted by it, or -does the land, where the men "live in boxes,"
‘gain it.© | " ' '

-~

. b ~

T o . This .poem, despite its numerous difficultiee yhich perhape serve

- e

. ) , to reinforce sits themes, appears to deal with an archetypal struggle

of poleritiee in thought ‘and _experience, as a poem to be discussed o N

later ("The Pursuit of Ha.ppiness" Sh Tr 1) also does, using the~ same

’image of the tide. Indeed, many Ashbery poems atylistically function

with pols.rities, . reveal}ng themselves ae caught between sayfg.ng

eomething and 'not sayiné i, being‘ at once -clear and not ciear,
s @ engaging in, ‘as Ashbery writee. in “Soonest'Mended“‘-(pl_) 17), "a kind of .

P fence-sitting / Raised to the level of ari esthétic ideal:"
[ .. R - ] .

¢ Although Ashbery clai‘ that surrealism plays.a, minor part in.his -
: ~ poetry it nonetheless 1is Yan importa.nt element of his etyle. ‘It is

~present in all his work in the associative manner of the poetz‘y"

'

‘logic. The automatism implied in eurrealist technique is generally
‘not adhered to, but Ashbery 8 la.nguage often strikes one as having the

""virtues"l(l Breton attributes to the surrealist image, the greatest of

s
\

which is' : ) '

the one .that is arbitrary-to the highest degree, the
one that takes the longest time to translate into
practical language, either because it contains an
immense amount of seeming contradic¢tion or because
. one of its térms 14 strangely concealed; or because,
; /}f)‘}'eaenting itself as something sensatlonal, it seems
{ . o epd weakly (because it suddenly closes the angle
. / _of {ts compass), or because it derives from itself a
3 +  ridiculous formal justification, or because it is of a
hallucinatory kind, or because it very naturally gives »
to the abatract the mask of the concrete, or’ the :
» opposite, or because it implies the negation of some
f - elemente.r¥ physical property, or because it provokes
laughter. 1 . .

-

B
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The language of contorted logic that pakee'up "Le Livre est sur
la Table" easily fits some of the above.deecripeignem It takes much
'time .and efforp to “trenelete into practical laﬁguage"; it "contains

" -an iemense amount of sgeeming contradiction"”; “mq?e than one of-its

terms 1s strangely _céncealed"; it "gives te the abstract the mask of

~ *  the concrete" jand ‘it "implies.thé’ negation of some elementary
N ' Iy . . .

-

phyeical property" (e.g. "The Bea protects them like aAyall“).

LS

In The Tennis Court Qath the principle of psychic &utomatiemgisr
at least 4 p?rvasive disjunction " of logical sequence, which would
bring the poetry closer to strictly defined surréalist practice, seems

to be at .work. \But another, perhaps more eignificant, principle at

work in this volume stems from Ashbery's attempt (as he wrote in 1965,
.

three years after the volume's appearance) to do in poetry what is

achieved -in music. "What I like about music," Ashbery wrote, ,

is its ability of being convincing, of carrying an
argument -through successfully to the finish, though
. the terms of this argument remain unknown quantities.
_ What remains is the structure, the architecture of the
. ergﬁmenté scene or story. I would like to do this in
poetry.

1

John Cage is & name that Bsometimes arises in digcussions of

Ashbery ] “work and. it ie profitable to examine an aepect of this

¢

compoaer 8" theory ,ae. it _relatee to Ashbery! e.work, particularly, Ige

"
LRy

Tennis Court Oath. In & lecture at the Julliard Sthool of Music Cage '

-~

‘said:




“

«

I imagine that as contemporary music goes on changing

in the way that I am changing i1t what will be done is

to more and more completely liberate sounds from abatract
ideas about them and more and more sxactly to let them
be physically, uniquely, themselves. This means for me:
Knowing more and more not what I think a sound lsg, but
what it actually is in all of its acouatical details and
then letting this sound exist %gself, changing in a
changing sonorous ‘environment.

- . *

Cage suggests that ° sounds are just sounds. The organization of

“

sounds into forms ~ determined by accepted rules of usage reflects an

arbitrary interpretation of acoustical reality. If we use the same

" reasoning in language art, words are just words; they need not be used

to organize the world, though they may stand for, or point to aspects

of it. They are, in essence, only Macoustic images."14 Ashbery's

‘yords in The Tennis Court Oath demand their identity as words apart

from their fur;ction in orders determinefi by graamar or syn;c.ax which’
reflect - an _arbitrary though widespread and deeply entrenched, semantic )
interprétation of realilty. : . o

In the visual arts thers are several painters whom critics
usually ‘group together under the term "abstract expressionism," who
expressed, - in considgrat}ons of." their medium', I ideas ele.‘bérated. by
Cage, by the surrealists, and to be found' in Ashbery's work.’ Hens
Hofham, one of thess painters, has been noted ~to insist on the

importance of "pure plastic valﬁes," and chance. 15 Jackson

Pollock's famous statement, "when I am painting, I am not much aware

‘of what is taking - plate, 1t 1s only after that I see vhat I have

‘ do'ne!" is curiously ,ﬂurrealien‘,,16 and it i1s echoed by Ashbery:

> b »
‘

) ) .
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"I don't really know what happens when I'm writing.

I don't want to give the impression that I'm in.a

trance taking down some lines on psper, but one's

nind is suspended in a way.1

The ' belief in "pure plastic valuesg,” and in & process of creation
that - 1s spontaneous (because it 1s governed, to a large extent, by
chance) figures“prominently in Cage's theory and pfactice, and 1is as
characteristic of the work of the surrealists and of the painters

';’g

mentioned above,.,as 1t 1s of Ashbery's ‘woré: particularly in The

Tennis Court Oath. Many ecritics, however, were not impressed with
Ashbery's second volume of verse. Harold Bloom, a critic normally

sympathetic to Ashbery's work, wrote:

The Ashbery of The Tennis Court Oath may have 'been

. moved by deKooning and Kline, Webern and Cags, but
he was not moved to the writing of poems. Nor can I
accept the notion that this was a necessary phase in
the poet's development,for who can hope t? find any .
necessity in this calculated.incoherence. 8

Bloorm may have been right suggesting that Ashbery's poetry cannot
be like the painting of deKooning or Kline, or th; music of Cage,
because it 1s a creation of words, not of paint or pure sound. .
Herver, the ideas that ariss from the poetry, or that one may infer
from the evidence of the poetry to have been present (however

unconsciously) 4in its creation . may be similar to those that’one may

.find. in the works .of the abstract expressionists, and of composers

like Cage. The surfaces of the poems in The Tennis Court QOath, though

often disturbingly fragmented in terms of liqearhlogic, are however,

rich in association and elusive meaning; a sort of "Grecian Urn" of

v
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gense where poetic cognitive processes are cdngealed in moments of a

. promise of Iintegration and profound meaning. The volume's beauty and

interest 1lie-in "pure plastic values," and not in commonplace meaning,
or a crafty mirroring of a reality outside of languagse.
"The New “Realism" (ICO 59) had an incoherent surface, and the

task of interpreting possible meanings is unusually complicated: - \ ’

I have lost the beautiful dreams

That enlisted on waking, ) »
Cold and waiting. .That world is a war now

The portable laugh eclipsing another place

The warrior's bonnet holds sand.

The blond headdress is soggy

The ray carried your .picture away

If space could imagine a pilot

The clouds were rags, wheat the sun

A small dancer decorated the coverlet with gore
" A perforated fountain assumed

That the center cravat was the right one

THe one with peach halves and violets

And buzzing soda water

OQut. of the serene

.Blackening with space.

One may be overwhelmed by the disjointedness and muddled meaning

caused by ‘the substitution of linear logic for associational logic, -

and although meaning may be there, one meani\ng is lumped with others

forming a puzzling whole. One may wish to partition the meanings to

.gain an und%standing of individusl aspects of the poem, but these are

as puzzling as the whole.  One can explain their inter-relation only:

. in terms of‘ association. From the dreams that "enlisted" follow "That

world is =a war," "The warrior's bonnet holds sand," "space could
imagine a pilot," "a small dancer decorated the coverlef. with gore."

From the dreams we have also the dream image "The portable laugh
. | .

T S e
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eclipsing another place," and from "gclipsing" we ‘have "The ray
carried your picture away," "The clouds were rags, wheat the sun."

From "gore" in ™A small dancer decorated the coverlet with gore" we

get "a perforated fountain® and the ensuing description of the-

"eravat" where there 1s "buzzing soda water." In this way the poen
Y : '

éontinues. The impregsion one gets 1s of a multliplicity and a very

complex interrelatedness of meaning which 1t is not necessarily

fruitful to attempt to wunravel even if the metaphor is reasonably
clear.

Wﬁile there is an{apparent chaos of meanings and ideas, there are
?ecurring elements whigh give "The New Realism" a semblance of order,
for instance the preséhcelof recurring images of light, waf;f, rock,
plants, waf;‘ and the motif of "three™ in "Mountain air the subject of
our three conversations,™ "The plantation grew of three," "a table for
three,"” the . three flowers "zinnias . . . forget-me-not and dahlias,"

and their multiples of three, "At least sixty different varieties."

As  David Shapiro remarked, in Ashbery's work "ideas Eare]‘

presented 1n shocking simultaﬁeity."19 This is especlially true of

a poem' such as "The New Reallsm" in which ideas are overwhelmingly

'multiple. They exist in an overlapping state in the poem as they may )

.be said to .exist in reality. Furthermore, purely fantastic creations

such as "portable 1laugh," "A perforated fountaln," and elsewhere in
the poen "pliant dawns / ?raiding afternoons," and much of‘the reat of
the ‘language of the poeﬁ don't appear to function as objective
correlatives of' any£hing other than the experience of simultaneity.v

u

Words &and images exlst. 1in the poem with no apparent coherent order

t

- . .
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apart from their simultaneity. In this sense, again, they may be said
to exist as colours exist in e painting by Pollock, and as sounds in
the music of composers such as Cage.<0

"Europe" (TICO 64), the longest and most fragmented poem in The

K Tennis Court Oath, also offers a multiplicity of meaning. What we get

- dis a confused coherence?! in a kind of dadaistic collage including
lines and whole sections from various soufces such as Esquire

magazine, and a British children's story Beryl of the Biplanes, 22

and if 1t imparts any coherent impression it is that of dissociation
and plurality, things which may be. said to characterize the
milti-cultural European experience which Ashbery was eﬁcountering at
the time that he wrote the poem.23 Here are four sections from

the 111 section poem:

102. . ”

. dress :
s 103.

streaming sweeping the surface.
" long-handled twig-brooms

- starving
wall great tress
104.
blaze ' . aviators
out dastardly
105. \

We must be a little more wary in
future, dear

The rhytﬁm of the movement from section ‘to section ggyes the
lmpression of an advancing story line, but the substance of,tﬂe poem
is °hﬁrdly coherent. "Poetiq knowledge," Harold Bloom tells us, "is
'neceasarily .8 knowlddge by tropes, an‘experience of emotion as trops,

0
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and an expreassion of knowledge and emotion by a revisionary further

troping,"24 and Marcus B. Hester in The M;aning of Poetic Metaphor

says that "the poet preéent.s us with a deliberate confusion, or rather
a deliberate fusion of sign-and signified, sense and sensa, language
and experieﬁce."25 If in the light‘.ojf these statements we ask

ourgelves what Iknowledge, emotion, or experience Ashbéry communicatas
in MEurope," the answer may well be. that of confusﬂi‘on, dissociation
and alienation.?0 . -
It should be apparent that ‘ the wish to braak,‘ accepted poetic

forms and structures is also & motivating force behind poems like

"Europe" and "The New Realism." The title The Tennis Court QOath,

taken from an unfinished sketch by Louis David, a French painter of
the period of the Revolution,27 indichtes an implied theme of
revolt a.nd‘ a fondness for unfinished statements ("one / Is always

cresting into one's present® SP 78). One critic, following

structuralist 1lines of thought, sees this aspect of Ashbery's poeti@E g

as a rebellious attack on contemporary middle-class American values:.

Ashbery aims consistently at the glibness,
deceitfulness, and vapidity of bourgsois discourse

and in his poems subjects this discourse to 4 process
of disintegration. What some may relegate in his early
work to the area of language games and gratultous
surrealistic effects is an integral part of a very
serious attack, through language, on baale assumptions,
inatit’utigns ,-and modes of thought in contemporary
Apmerica. '

Ashbery's poems -in the Tennis Court Oath often offer structures

which challenge efforts at interpretation.and yleld many pbssible

'roads to interpretation none of whicli can be said to lead to any

TR SR
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defin;te, interpretation. To use Chomskian terms, in The Tennis Court
Oath Ashbery often offers highly original and difficult't"aurface
structures®™ which suggest.‘ numerous "deep strur;turea"29 which are
interrelated but which present uitima.‘bely -7 gsanple of the truth only"
{SP 12) and not a coherent, whole ‘truth. The same can perhaps be sg.fd
. of sany poetic Autterance, but what differentiatesykahb_ery's utterances
is the fact t;hat they are alternately highly artificial and difficult, .
and coiloq:xial, clichéd and sasy. What Ashbery is concerned with is,

ultimately, irregularity in expression, or, in his words

. the irregular form-—the flawed words and stubborn

sounds, as Stevens said, that affect us whenever we x
. . : try to say something that'is important to us--more ’
) " than the meaning of what we are saying at a particular
moment. . . . The inaccuracles and anopalies of common
speech are particularly poignant to me,30 ’

>

" Ashbery, then, approaches communication from a perspective that

allows a focusing on the incoherencies ‘that are present in the
realities that are the objects-c;f expx_‘ession. Much of what propels
surrealism is an interest in suspend.ing the intervention of reason and
the desire for _coherence. Ashbery's poetry, besides functioning in
ways that are explainable in terms of language theory and philosophy,
theoriesl of knowledge, meaning and com}nunication, and A;shbery's desire
to be as open as artists and compoaers. are in their own work, is
surrgalist to the extent that 1t allows the ir‘woherence in oreawlity,
"the irregular form," a place in expression, and req\}ires that the
’reader suspend, in  Keats' phra.aek, "irritable searching after °

knowledge."

P A
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. Ashbéry'd’ poems in The Tennis Court Oath are disconnected and

"acoherent."31 but they are also (although in a'fragpeﬁted way)

rich in connotation, which, Henri Lefebvre noted in Le langage et la

soéiété; is how knowledge can best be experienced.32 The aspects

of knowledge that turn up ‘in The Tennis Court Oath are basically

irrational, and the mode of expressiof’ reflects this. We can see this

again in "How Much Longer Will I be Able to Inhabit the Divine

[

Sepulcher « « " " .

Behind the steering wheel

The boy took out his own forehead.

His girlfriend's head was a grsen bag

Of narcissus stems. "OK you win

But meet me anyway at Cohen's Drug Store,

In 22 minutes."

t [

Here we may interpret the boy taking "out his own forehead" as a
gymbolic lobotomy allowing him to yield to impulsea from non-rational

parts of the mind, in this cagse sexual in nature, and the girlfriend‘

" head as a "green bag / Of nargiseus stems" may suggest a resistance on

her part arising from a self-interest that is not being met.

Interpreted thus "OK you win :/ But meet me anyway at Cohen's Drug
Sﬁore? is uttersd by the boy who 1s undaunted in his 1ntereet for hi
girifriend. Thq poen contains many sexual imagea, and.images of
fertility that are related to the basic forcee operating in the poenm,
ﬁhich are those of 1life and‘ death. The trénscendenﬁe of these

essentially ﬁposed, but mutually dependent, forces ias also a concern

v
of the .poem, implied in the word "sepulcher," which can be a tomb, or

K




a receptacle for valued religious rellcs: o [

What a marvel is ancient manl ,
Under the tulip roots he has figured out a way to be
a religious animal .
And would be a mathematician. But where in unsuitable
heaven
Can he get the heat that will make him grow?

For he needs something or will forever remain a dwarf, =~
Though a perfe\ct. one, and possessing a normal-sized brain

But he has got to be released by giants from thingsa.
And as the plant grows older 1t realk t will, never

be a tree,

Will probably always be hhunted by a bee
And cultivates stupid impressions
So as not to become part of the dirt.

©

~

In some passages, such as those in the first -.and last two
stanzas, the  presence .of contradictory elements. in the ."deep

" structures" suggests ihe complex nature of the poem's themes:
- ) l; a .
How much longer will I be able to inhabit the divine’
sepulcher ,
§ Of life, my great love? Do dolphins plunge bottomward

To find the 1light? * Or is it rock ~
That is searched? Unrelentingly? Huh. And if some day
. N .

¢

Men with orange shovels come to break open the rock -
. Which encases me, what about-the light that comes in
then? . .
What about the smell of the light?
What about- the moss?

/ .
eer e s ssssvscnsravsecsscerest’h st es st e RelNeER SRRSO RROPS

And it 1s the color of -sand,
The darkness, as it sifts through your hand
- Because what does anything mean,

The ivy and the sand? That boat €

Pulled up on the shore? Am I wonder,

Strategically, and in the light T &
0f the long sepulcher that hid death and hjides me?

=]
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,answer, although it suggests answers in 'its phrasing. Life 1is
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The poem asks questions about life and death which it does not

<

simultaneously a "great love" as it 1s a "gépulcher," and there is a

question of which element ("Light" or "rock," "1ifé" or "death") 1t is
! . o

important to search. There 1is also some uncertainty about these

o ' " .
eléments ("Do _dolphins plunge bottomward /. To find the light?" "if
N\

some day // QMer;) with orange shovels come to break open the rock /7
, :

Whic%_,musgs/me/, what about the light that corx{es in then?"), Finally

H

the \poen- despairs of an answer ("Becauqe ‘wha.t éoes anything 'me'a.n") and
;los 8 with L; variation of the opening quest:{oq, gecure in thé
lmaﬂang_ that the sepulcher of 1ife (be it tomb 01: altar Nuide#d, or
contains, death, and that°one is notl:ling but th‘e reverse of“the~other,
and that perhaps the two are essentially oné. What a poem like MHow
Much Longe;' °e " accomodates 1is -the appu:ent contradiction and

incoherence that are always 8 paz:'l; of our experier}ce along with sense

and coherence; moreover, it imparts its content in a manner that

g B

ST
In_Rivers and Mountains, his next volume, Ashbery open@d up his

reflects its content.

style with the use of longer lines and the less terse diction of

prése, to accommodate a more ruminative meditation on the themes that

HE
he established in  his first {wo books: In "Clepsydra®™ (27), for.

example, Ashbery wished ""to do a long poém that would be a long

~extended argumerit, but would have the beauty of a single word . n>3

"Clepa;‘rdra,". which iad the Greek word for waterclock, is the first

.of Ashbery's poems t6 simultanecusly ,use anﬂ parody the fluid
, , ‘ A

possibilities of discursive prose. The poem's 's@éamless’ quality is
, A

a
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k\t'hiese monents of timeleas elaéigicity and blindneas" which are

also an aspect of ‘its subject matter. In the poem there is the {
distortion of time sequence ("We must progress toward the whole thing.

) / About an. houy ago" 28), sométhing Ashbery has ﬁaed since Some Trees,

and -thoughts overlap thoughts in one " seemingly endless flow that
sliggests that they cannot be bound Yy sentences and lines, but flow in
and out of such cons;{:ructs_. Gonééiousness, knowledge, expression, and

time, the poem seems to 'suggest, are ongolng processes not to be

' gegmented or stopped, and the poen's subject 1s “the condition / Of

t

being’ joined secretly so
That their paths.would cross agaifi and be separated ¢
Only to_Join again in a- final agsumption rising like

a shout
And be ‘Bndless in the discovery of the declamatory =
Nature of the diétance t.raveled. ) :
. i ) (29)
' L . . - e

) Gonsciousnesa ’ knowledge, and expreasibn happen through time and

/\/share its qualitiee of change,‘bf elasticity. The "distance traveled" -

by thought through language is a record of its passage through time.

‘ / * For thoq'ght to be recorded-adequately in language the structures of

\{? language muat‘overlap and be 'geamless' so that the utterance wilj.l
have the long-winded aspect of a liturgicalﬁincantation, as well as
the minimalistic drone of a single sound. (Ashbery achieved fhis in
:'Clepsydz;a,"‘ [N'The ék&térs" RM, &s well as in Th.::ee Poems and "LiW"
5_@) . Ashbéry implies in "Clepsydra™ that t;l"uth, which is revealed
" through time, exists notlj, as o statement, Eut in spite of a state;nent,

that truth exists as "Emptir;e'ss,“ as "a dumb cry" (29), and that the

" gdature of discourse is to fail in-its attempt at gaining thal truth..
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This 1s evident ip various passages in "Cleﬁsyd’ra“”: o ‘ '

- A recurring whiteness like e
: ' » The face of stone pleasure, urging forward .as

.o . Nostrils what only meant dust. + But theé afgument, '

: , ’ That is its way, has alréady left*these behind: it . N

" Is, it would have you believe, the white din up ahead ' - -

That matters: unformed yells, rocketings, .

" Affected turns, and tones of voice called - '

By upper shadows toward some cloud of beliéf

 Or its unstated eircumference. But the light Coy ',
. Has already gone from there t0o. . « « e

L - . _ " . (237, 28)

But- there was no statement I .
- At the beginning. There was only a breathless waste,
A Qumb cry shaping everything.in projected .
After~effects orphaded by playing the part intended for '
: . them. , (
v Though one must not forget that the na.ture of this
Emptiness, these previsions, ¢
- Was that it could only happen here, on this page held
" Too .close to be legible, sprouting erasures, except that
they .
Ended everything in the traneperent sphere of what was
. 4 Intended only a moment ago, spiraling further out, its
‘ Gesturg finally dissolving in the weather. (. ) ‘
s 1 ) . , 29) .

-

nClepsydra" deals with consciousness and experience which unfold -

through time. Ashbery <focuses on the process of time.cpassiné and
_ expresses the consciousness ahd experience thrgugh & fluid use of
o A) L] < v

language. An analysis of meéming in the postry rarely leads to stable
and accurate formulations of it. The poem's concerns are, on the

linguistic  level, ” given conp;'ete shapes, but, they retain their’
) s — “ : .
transparent natures any remain hard to grasp. In probing the poetry R
. .
4 : .
we may often fee)l that we are ‘ N
4
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never ge{;ting any closer to the basic
"'Principle operating behind it than to the diatracted
Entity of a mirage.
(27)
But & mirage can be said to be«reé.l ‘because, even though it may i

*
v

v be but a'mental phgnomenon, i1t is nox;ethelgsé a phegomenozftikewise,,
even though Ashbery's ;neanings oftenl seen 1o us like mirages that -
offer few ‘tan(éibles, that disappea.r as we approach: ‘they nonetheless
are p/henomena that we experience. In Ashbery 8 poetry "Each moment /
‘ . Of utterance is the true one; likewise none are true" (27): the . "
meaning appears ar}d disappears in an instant, and the poen leaves us
with" "these /- Moments that were ‘the truth" (W), while proceeding to' o~

" other truer moments that will, in their turn, lose their truth. Tt

e .
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HAPTER III

. 6

"OUT OF THE DREAM"

L

The meaning of an Ashbery poem exists in a mode of expression

“which .i‘s dense, multi-layéred and often difficult +to penetrate

rationally. We do,- however, 'o‘bta.in so‘me idea of 'what an Ashbery poem
is saying, ‘though we may not-be. able to articulate an understanding of
all of its details. This experience\' is simultfmeoﬁsly frust‘,ratigg and
satisfying; it frustrates our ‘rational need 'f'° understand, and it
satisfies a deeper, non-rational understanding. 1In reading an Ashbery
poem we may initially)feel gome consternation, but eventually, if we
persist in confronting the poem, we bscome aware of the precision and
fidelity with which th(-')_ poem's language explores and expresses the
side of éxperience that evades the rational mind. This is largely
a'.chieved | through language " structures which on the aurfaée' seem

logical, but whose content is ngt always so.

As elsewhere in Ashbery's work, the poems in The Double Dream of-

Spring operate witfl,‘as Neva ‘Lyons put it in her study of Ashbery, "a
peculiar blend of dream revelation and a seemingly logical, controlled

structure," but, as always, they do not'embody "logical controlled

La.rguments"; rather they reveal the other side of truth, the one we

carnnot na.me.1

"Decoy” (31) has the tone and diction %f a. "logical, controlled

3
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argument, " but its meaning remains challenging and difficult. In. the > y

poem there is a separation, an "ostracism" which is illustrated in the. .~

metaphor of the last few lines: . o . '

>

Waking far apart on ‘the bed the two of them:
Husband and wife
Man and wife

{ ' \

In this figure there 1s a separation or T"ostracism" in two

" genses. There 1is the seps.ration of the husband/man from -the wife as
,two entities defined by sex, and there is the sepa.ration of "Husband

‘and wife" from "Man and wife" as two interpretations of a relationship

between two members of the opposite sex. This metaphor seems tg be an
\ .

illustration of the 'subject being considered in the poem, which has to
do with T"urban chaos,™ "a / Descending code of values," "Financial
upheaval," fregression,™ "corporate: vandalism," "commercial disaster,"
il.e., signs of instability related to an “ostracism," which is both‘ X '
."political" and "moral.™ ‘

* The ‘'"ostracism" present in the firsti and last staﬁzs.s of the poem‘
is related to the prominent figure in the middle stanza, which is
"memory" ("pyramiding memories," "new sources of memories," "memory is
profit," "foreshortened memories")., The connection between the ‘.tg;f‘rst‘
and second s}ahzas is to be found in the statement "memory is profit.”
The raﬁationahip between this and the clsust. stanza exists in the sense
that since there 1is a parallel between the separation of the man and
the woman and ostracism in the "twentieth-century ssheme of i;hisgs" .

(which involves "financial upheaval," "corporate vandalism," etc.) and

‘"memory 1is. profit," i.e., it 1is related to financial matters; the
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separation of +the man and the woman; is also related to memory.
Further, we are told fhat "our pyramiding memories" are; in "dart ing

from one pretext to the next," ﬁSegking in occasions new sources of
memories,” %.e., seeking to ren®®r time and experience ("occasions")
into mémbriés, thereby reducing experience to data and causing a
separation between exﬁ;rienc; and mind, ﬁntil experience "spreads out
all its accumulation, delta-like, ‘on the plain," i.e.: is Mprofit,"”

something congealed. "No good égn come of remembering," the poem

states. . d

?

The "Husband .and ﬁife, / Man and Wifeﬁ figure appears to be an,
illﬁstration ‘of the theme 'of separation of memory from experience
which the, M"ostracism, both pol%tical and moral®™ in "the
‘twentieth-cen%ury scheme of +things" also echoes. The first line, "We

hold these truths to be self-evident," taken from The Declaration of

Independence, 1s foliowed, ironically, by statements relating a
-disorder iﬁ the social structure, and complications of "life, liberty,
and the‘ pursuit of happiness," which are probably due to the pr;ctice
of "jotting memoranda™ and-"plotting itineraries" which are metaphors
for the act of 1limiting the essentially spontaneous and irrational
nature> bf' sxperience of 1life to dull formulae. The argument in the
.poem 1is, however, obliquely stated, and not obvious in the least.
This could be because, as Marjorie Perloff has noted,lAshbery "wants
to suggest a rangs of experience without def;ning it," and to leave
the reader with a "mysterious truth~ha1f-glimpaed:"2

"French Poems" (37), a serles which Ashbery wrote in French then

translated to English "with the 1idea of avoiding customary
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word-patterns and assoclations" (95), works in the same”obliqge way as
"Decoy." The ideas of "number™ and "mass," the one and the many are
présent,3 and we are directed to ideas of unity and diversity,
integrity and dissolution, and the movements between these sets of
polar opposites that have their counterpart in thought as movementé
bétween un%erstanding and confusion, clarity and obscurity, revelation
and conceaiment. We are told that Mno hope of completing the
magnitg%; which surrounds us / Is pe?mitted us," which we may take to
mean that "completing" the, "magnitude" of the diversity of what we

Jexperience in terms of a whole understanding is impossible.y This
hope, although it ig one that "doesn't exist," is "a form of suspended
birth," or "A boiling crater, form of everything that is beautiful for
us," something tpat remains as a potential, as a kind of unrealized
ideal that has all the perfection and .beauty® of an ideal, the
"invisible 1light which spatters‘ the silence / Of our everyday
festfvities.n ’

Not achi;ving that potentiality, we are left with a "small amount
of grace," and a T"banality which in the last analysis is our / Mos£
precious possession, <because allowing us to / Rise above ourselves,"
i.,e., the limitations we encounter are what make us strive to overcome
them, and our repeated aétempts and fallures are wﬁat make "the
‘factory of our iives" meaningful in the same way that for Sisyphus,
rolling the stone up the hill only to watch it come down and to repeat
the process gave meaning to his position. In Ashbery's version, the
"last-minute enoblement" of hrising above  ourselvea" 1s unreliab%e,

although in apite of .our situation we "remain célossal“: )

r
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I
2 The greatest among us, counting little
On this last-minute ennoblement, remain
Colossal, our wide-brimmed hats representing
All the shame of glory, shutting us up in the
idea of number: ' )

The ether dividing our victories, past and future:’ '
teeth and blood.

-

The' attempt-success-failure pattern we are condemned to repeat‘

bestows on us "the shame of glory." Paradoxically, our victory is no
victory at all, because it only sets up further challenges, and
therein there lis .an implied defeat. We are "shut up in the idea of
nameer," i.e., condemned to repeat indlvidual acts that prevent us
fron "completiﬁg the magnitude" of wﬁich} potentially, we are capable.
Hence we don't “rise above ourselves," but remain constricted to the

mundane, time-bound coordinates of "past and future" and the struggle
implied in "teeth and“blood." ‘

0f course, Ashbery suggests all this rather than stating it
outrightly. The reader is left to his resources to make sense of the
statements in- the poem which are multi-dimensional in their ‘meaning,

7

and which obstinately yield interpretations. Howsver one reads the
poem one, is aware that it defies an easy reading. A meaning can be
pieced together by f0110wing clues that the reader feels to.be
important, but each reader will be struck by the difficulties the poem
presents as roaéblocks to_facile conclusions. This may be true of the
process of interpreting any poem, but the unusual and consistently

present difficulties that arise on the road to ascertaining a definite

meaning distinguish the Ashbery poem.

‘
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Also, /‘.shbery's poems gontain intrical,te, complex idegs that are
meditated on as the poem’ gpes along. As TLyons néted, a common
structural _pattern in Ashbery's poetry consists of one section of a

poem setting out idéas, and another section 1llu'atrating them.% &

poem 1like '"Decoy"™ exhibits this order. More often, hgwever, the

functions of statement and illustration occur through the poen

A\

"simultaneously.

This 1is the case in "Sunrise in Suburbia" (49). A sad lyric
commenting on the -end of a love affe.ir ("The passion has left his
head, and the head‘reporta"); "'>Sunrise" speaks of deathwishes that are
stirred ("old unwillingness to continue") and some rekindling 'of hope
("the coming of strength out of night"), and throu.gh the poem there ia
the «idea of the sunrise stfmding as an illustration of the emotiing
and thoughts that the speaker goes through in his comments that lead

him to not only reflect on his 1lot, but also on the changes time

brings that reduce the present to something static and past and.

relegated to memory:

- .

As we go separate ways .
That have translated the foreground of paths into
quoted spaces. . ‘
They are empty beyond consternation because
. These are the drappings of all our lives.

Thé poem ends with a statement about the importance of srotic

/

love, and how %hat we earn from life and love, "our salary;" is in the . \

end sadly beyond our power to keep and hold:

-
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. l ~ It was the holiness of the day that féd-.our notions
And released them, sly breath of Eros, ,
Annlversary on the woven.city lament, that assures
our arriving ‘
In hours, seconds, breath, watching our salary
In the morning holocaust become one vast furnace,
engaging all tears. !
In keeping with the recurring figures of spring that run through
most of Double Dream, "Sunrise" offers figures of 'beginninga' ("Thé
tone 1is hard is heard / Is.the coming of strength out of night," "back
to the safe beginning, because it starts out / Once ﬁd}a,“ "the first
. . dezed marks of waking / Stir on the cloud-face," etc.) wherein we
witness "like a paradox, death reinforcing life," which the changing
of seasons and the evolution of a day, and ultimately all change,
involves.

The information 4in +this poem is typically révealed in a
multi-layered way, and we must take -certain clyes from the more lucid
moments in the poem to gain an understanding of a theme (in "Sunrise"
that of change) that 1s implied more than stated. Once we have a
handle on those clues, the poem reveals itself rather well, though not
Always as easily as one would wish. Certain lines reveal meaning as
recﬁlcitrantly as a dream may be sald to reveal ‘meaning, and like a
dream they must be decoded using the possible associations and
'. interrelations suggested by +the content. From these, patterns of

N

meaning may emefge, although +the lines, like dream language, will

Xy ek v

-

=
still hold thelr mystery.

P

Like the title of the volume, the title of the poem "The Double

Dream of Spring" (41) is taken from a painting by Giorgio de Chirico,
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and as in the painting the overall effesct of the poem is dream-like in
a surrealist manner, containing, as it does, figures and combinations

of words whose surfaces are enigmatic:5

]
)

Mixed days, the mindless years, perceived b
With half-parted lips
The way the breath of spring creeps up on .you and

. floors you.
I had thought of all this years before
But now it was making no sense. And the song had

finished: -

‘Thls was the story.

The poem tells us of "thg song," "the tune" (which are.metaphors for

‘ time passing), and how "Footsteps" that search "the design . . . can't

not have +the tune that way," 1.e., searching the "design" of "the
tune" ylields no satisfactory results and we "step down." We perceive
the "tune" (time passing, change) "With half-parted lips," with

e

intrigue, and 1its—-"design" or meaning exists beyond our rational
understanding. | . ‘
In "Double Dream" we witness "collisions, cow}unications on the
ghore"™ ("Le livre est sur la table" ST 74), i. e., the coming into
belng of metaphors, figures at the meeting pointj of the conscious and
the unconscious mind. Here, however, "all - secrets vanish" ("Le

Grapevine" ST 19).° The sense, the "design" of the "tune,™ like the

design of the poem, evades our logical inquiry because of its

‘dream-like mode of communication.

‘livre") and "things get darker as we move / To ask them" ("The

The music metaphor in the poem is emblematic (as we were told in

"The Mythological Poet" ST 34) of something "we were not meant to

e

3

)



A
understand.” In"Double Dream" the Mtune,"” or the "song" is again

beyond our grasp as we move from the shore of consciousness and board

a kind of boat of dreams: . b

;
The rowboat rocked as you.stepped into it. How flat

1ts bottom 1/ >

The little poles pushed away grom the small waves [n
the water ,

And sd outward. Yet we turn

to examine each other in the dream.

The de Chirico painting "The Dodble Dream .of Spring" on the

surface has nothing in common with Ashbery's poem except the title and

‘the presence of. a locomotive, something that appears in many of de

Chirico's paintings of the early period. What Ashbery's poem does
have in common yith the painting 1s the enigmatic style. Like de
Chirico's early painting, Ashbery's poetry has manyplayered, obacure
meanings. In +the painting the figures are looking away from the
observé;, "hence. the focus is inward and the painting doe; ggt m&ke‘a

statement, but absorbs one with the semse of enigma, an unwillingness

to "make a af:atement'! (mare we never to make a statement?®” SP 16). In“

a’ similar "manner' the péem +tells wus of "mixed days," and "mindless
years," leaving us with a vague sense of purpose. There ia alsoa

paradoxical dynamic of action and pasgivity (searching the "design,"

. but then "stepping down") which exists in the making sense and "making

no sgense™ that may be .said to simultaneously occur in the poem and in
the "song" 1t- refers to. In the painting the figures all seem to be
obserﬂng, but they are, at the same time, the obaserved. _ As in the

painting the sense in the poem reveals itself but "to a point,

/ G ‘. - e
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somewhere beyond 1tself" whers we 'ca}xnot reach it. Ae in a dream the
sense eludes ’;18 "rea@yir’ag its defences ‘again / As day co;es up."’

One writer has said that de Chirico's "magic ia in th‘e p‘a.int, and
only secondarily in the subject7"6 The same can be said of

Ashbery; it 1s the combinations of the words aﬁd the.impreesion‘s they

create that are intriguing--what is ' conventionally meant by the

subject -is secondary. Ashbery has, himself, pointed out that hisn

interest lies not primarily in a meaning, or a subject, but in
P L . .

exploring "areas of consci%usness”. through words, and that in his
poens he prefers to deal with "something unknown" that is explored and
comnunicated for the first time. Ashbery has also said that in his

work =

°

There are no themes or subjects in the usual sense

except the very brogd one of an individusl L °
consciousneas confronting or confronted by a
world of external phenomena. The work is a very
complex but, I hope, clear and concrete transcript
"of the impressions left by these phenomena on that
consciousnesg .

Ashbery's subject--if he can be sald to have one—is the proc%

of knowing and begoming. In hls poetry we relive the individual's

- confrontation with flux through a gtyle that leaves the reader with a

sense of intrigue, fascination and enlgma, reminding him that these
are at the root of experience. We are not led by the hand and told

easy truths, but challenged to accept the fundamentally enigmatic

-

meaning of phenomena. ,' . '

In  "Some Words" (61), Ashbery's translation from ths French of a -

poen ' by Arthur Cravan, which reflects an interest in, :!s David Lehnman

4
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noted, "an alternative literary tradition,"? we are told that

The counsels of the trees, of night are best
Better than those of the tree of knowledge,
" which corrupts us at birth. \

El

which ixﬁpl”ies that the blurring of distinetions and the suspension of
.« v ]

Judgement and reason that one finds in dreams (which are "of night"),

' . : L1 ,
and in an Iintuitive apperception aof the worl? are preferable to the

rational division "of phenomena into opﬁosites (the knowledge of the

"tree of knowladge" was of "good and evil")., The lines also .suggest

that a general lmowledge that melds phenomena together and realizesa

4

‘ the coherence of ' contradiction anq disparity is truer than one ‘that

divergifies and’ allenates opposites from each other, ™"Soms Worda,!‘l:

like "éunrisa in Subur%)ia" and "Double Dream of Spring," also reveals

- > 14 N 0
Ashbery's concern with the passing of time and how, in the words of a

-

latter poem, MSyringa" (ED 69), it is like "The way music passes,

emblematic / Of 1ife and how you cannot isolate a note of it / And say
A

it 1is good‘ or bad." Like Syringa "éomp Words" says that things change

through time and "it is tl;e nature of things *to be séen only once™:
v,
When weary henceforth of wishing to gaze
At the sinuous path of your strung-out days
You return to the place where your Stables used to tower ¢
You will find nothing left but fetid manure
Your steeds beneath other horesmen will have.fled
To autumn's far country, all rusted and red.
[ N ] . e e e bosssesoe [N N * L NN L NN ] esede o0 saes s B OGRS
L] L] L4 L] ! .0 5 1 L] \. . L] " .

. 4
The days depart, only boredom does not retreat
It's 1like a path that flies beneath one's feet
Whose horizon shifts while as we trudge
The dust and mud stick to us and d6 not budge.
¢ ¢ A (62, 63)
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The concern wlth the passing ofﬁ time 1s, of course, present in

Ashbery's work from Some Trees to Shadow Train, and will no doubt

» N
" contifue to be. In tHe opening poem of Some Trees, "Iwo Scenes" (9),

: ¥
we were told "Everything has a schedule, if you can find out what it
p
1s." * In "The Grapevine" (ST 19) our attention was focused on the

continuity . of consciousness and - knowledge through time. .-In
"Clepsydra" we were told t.'hat. time reveals and conceals at the ‘qaine

time ing truth app'a.rent one moment and hiding it the néxt, leaving
us with "these / Moments that were the truth." In a 1981 intervibw -
: - » )
_Ashbery spoke of the subject of .time in his work:

I:would say that the passage ofﬁime is c:artainly ‘ /

a theme that keeps recurring id' my work, and more ) .

80 ag I've gotten older.and more time has elapsed. ; .
2 Although & used to think my poetry didn't have

subject matter in the conventional way. It now seems
to me that growing older and witnessing time is
probably the s%jecf:, and -1s probably the subject

of averything. ‘

o

The importance of time in Ashﬁery“a work lies in 1ts relation
to the_ revelation of tr\’;th: :cruth is always revealed in the present
a.nci ,disappears if we try to make a "memory" of it, i.e., rob it of its
presentness. _ Likewlse, ii‘ we focus on'the '%‘aat ‘and expé,ct relvelations
6'1‘ truth to be experienced “in predictable wa.yavwe will only prolong a
"dance of* non-discovery" (RM 31), and learn nothing new about

-

ourselves or time. To understand time, one's position in it, and the

..truth that one may draw from i}’., requires a constant challenging of

urges t6 contaim 1it. Ashbery remains stylistically true to his

concerns by offering structures of 'langua_ge that challenge urges to

-

e
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reduce trut.h‘qo easy-understandings and facile 1nterpre£ations.

In a verse passage in "The New Spirit," one of the long prose
poems in Three Poenms, ﬂshbery tells us that time yie!dayo answers,

but offers an uncertainty in the forn of silence which is the answer:

®? Because life is short
We must remember to keep asking it the game question
Until the repeated question and the same silence become
answer -
In worde broken open and pressed to the mouth
And the last silence reveal the linin '
Until at last this thing exist separately -
' ' At all levqls of the lwndscape and in the sky
Yo And in the‘\people who #im¥ily inhabit 1t
The locked name for which is open, to dust and tono | |
thoughts
"Even of- dying, the fuzzy first thought 'that gets atarﬂed
in you and then there's no stopping it.
It is 80 much debris of living, and as such cannot be
transmitted
Into another, usable subatance, but is irreducible
« From these glares and stony silences and sharp-elbowed b
protests. .
But it is your landscape, the proof that you are there,
) To deal with or be lost in
. In which the sllent changes might occur. (6.‘ )
. , 7

éere Ashbery spesaks c‘>f "The locked z;a.me,“ the sllence that is
at the b;:.se of an intuitive knowledge of one's self and the world (it
e'f{sts "At all levels of the landscape and in the sky"). This "locked
name;' is "irreducible’f and it 1s one's "landscape;" that in which .our
experience occurs, and \that which 1s "the proof that you are there.”
The meaning ‘of this "locked name" is not, explored :;r explained. The
~ passage does not ;:onsider its fnaaning. It is pervasive ("It ils 80,
much debris of living") and ™irreducible;" hence its importance. is ‘
taken as given. This "locked name" is experienced at the lowest stage

- — K
Y,
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of conscious Imowledge--it is "the lining"™ under @r behind which'is

raw, unconscious knowledge. From "The locked name" comes "the fuzzy

" first thought” which is a semi-conscious experience of intuitive

knowledge that’ is, however, "opem . . . to no thoughtst--not
<

analyzable.

Like (this "lockéd name, " most .of the essentially metaphysical
'realities that are Ashbery's subject are not explained, nor indeefi/,éfé .
they aatisfactorify explainable'.‘ This‘ ‘has  been evident': aince‘ %
Irees, and it 1is no less evident in Three Poems, a volume in which
Ashbery's attempts at outlining essentially ineffable areas of
experience are given free rein in a prose form that allows it.

In Three‘ Poems, as elsewhere, Ashbery does not explain his
subject or methodically explore its meaning; rather he communicates an
intuitive understanding of it, "how 1t feels, not what it means" (_H_D
29). It 1s true that Ashbery does this through the rational,
ﬂ'maa.niugful' véhicle of language, but ;13 manages to suggest an
experience, lalpex"ception, or an understanding without clearly defining
it, hence without divesting it of its enigma, 1its myste)ry, and without
_falsi‘fying its irrational realit):. ¢

In his metaphysical congerns and in his style Ashbery could
perhapsh be sald to share an aapect of the work of the metaphyslical
poets - of the  seventeenth ::entury-—Donne, Crashaw, Marvell,
etc.—-—wherein one finds, in Sdmuel Johnson's words, Ma combination of
dissimilar images, or diac/over;} of occult resemblances in things
apparently unlike,” and "the most heterogeneous ideas . . . yoked by

~

violence 1‘.ogether','.'11 although the stronger analogy would be with

~
1
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André' Breton's concern for bringing together "two distant realities"
in the surrsalist image.1-2 Consider this example from "The

System":

\J .

The sy&tem was breaking down. The one who had

wandsred alone past so many happenings and events !

begaen to feel, backing up along.the primal vein
. that led to his center, the beginning of a hicecup \
( that would, if lef't to gather, explode the center to

the sxtremities of life, the suburbs through which

one makes one's way to there the country 1is.

(53)
Here, the 1dea of a system breaking down is 1T1ustrated with the image
of a T"hiccup" upsetting a human organism. The explosion of the
“center(l\ of that organlsm is to "the extremities of 1ife" which are
likened to "the suburbs" of a city. The "extremities of‘*@li‘e“ and the

"guburbs" are indeed -heterogeneous ideas whose resemblance 1isg

"osccult." Or consider thls example:

there was the undeniable fact of exaltation on many
fronts, of a sense of holiness growing up through the
many kinds of passion like a tres with branches bearing
candelabra higher and higher up until they almost vanish
from sight and are confused with the stars whose earthly
avatarg they are.

(57)

Here the resemblance between the ‘image of the tres "bearing

0

candelabra" and "a sense of holiness" is "occult," and the ideas are

"yoked by violence together.“13

Ashbery's Three Posms may be said to be metaphysical meditations,
although they don't exist within the, fz;mework of any particular

raligious tradition or reflect any conventional practice of neditation




- apotheosis never attracted you"™ IP 94). The a:ttitude in "The System" '
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as the metaphysical poetry of the seventeenth century may have. 14
The impression of aolipsis:bic seclusion that one gets from Three Poems
may Btrlke one ase monastic, in‘lt Ashbery's devotlon 18 to "the

insistent

now that baffles .and surrounds .you 1in.itsloose-knit embrace " (TP

115), and not to & concept of absolute gooddbss and .love ("The °

N

toward those who "turn their gaze upward, to the stars, to the

heavens," 1is even rather cynical:

they see nothing of the disarray around then,

thelr ears are clogsed to the cries of their fellow
. passengers; they can think only of themselves when

all the time they believe that they are thinking of
nothing but God. Yet in their innermost minds they
kriow too that all is not well; that if it were there
would not be this rigidity, with the eye and the mind
focussed on a nonexistent center, a fixed point, when -
the common sense of even an idiot would be enough to
make him realize that nothing has stopped, that we and
everything around us are moving forward continually, and
that we are being modifisd constantly by the speed at -
which we travel and the regions through which we pass,
so that merely to think of ourselves as having arrived
at some final resting place is a contradiction of
fundamental logic . . .
. (74)

0Nl '

. ;-!i‘;i.

Ashbery's meditations 1nvolve attempts at exploring the multiple

and overlapping mea;nings inherent in phenomena whose truth is always

.relative and never absclute. These meanings are, of course,

experienced through time ‘which P"half-geriously offers with one hand

the promise that it pockets with the other" (97), and whose "whole is

irregular, shiftiﬁg, but up to its aim of clothing, concealing yet’

revealing” (20). It is also thfoilgh time that the self becomes clear
U
~ -

s
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to itself, 18 lost and is found again in an endlessly.repeated process

~

of identity that is identified with time:

-

time can flowinto eternity leaving a huge deltalike
deposit whose fan ‘broadens and broadens and is my life, *
the time I am*taking.

. (98)

Memory, as we s8aw in "Decoy" and see again in "The New Spirit,"
1s a negation of "the insistent now," "the visitatiom" (7), where
experlence happens. Memorlies in "The‘New Spirit" are "irksome" (6)
and [Junwanted" (7); and we are told that it is throu’gh not "hol&ing
or’1" to experience that w;;u.nderetand "the manners of the unreachable,”

the truth of the now which is never grasped:

It's just beginning. Now it's started to work again.’
The visitation, was it more or less over. No, it had
not yet begumn, except as a preparatory dream which
gseemed to have the rough texture of life, but which .
dwindled into starshine like all the unwanted memories.
There was no holding on to it, But for that we ought s M
to be glad, no one really needed 1t, yet it was not
utterly worthless, it taught us the forms of this our
present waking life, the manners of the unreact(xal):le.
(7

The function of memory could, however, afford one a perspective on !

* time and an eventual transcendence of it: '

\

. if backward looks were possible, not nostalgla but a
series of carefully selected views, hleratic as
* 3icons, the difficulty would be eased and self could

mepge with selflessnegs, in a true appreclation of the
mendous volumes of eternity. <

SRRV PO

éut .in trylng to grasb experience and contp.in it we understand and -

see, not its ngeaning and nature, but a protective éhell, which may be
o~ 1 . "
i

: '
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all we'll rationally know about "these multiple phenomena which are
our being here" (31):

There comes a time when what i1s'to be revealed actually
conceals itself in cast¥ng off the mask of its 1ldentity,
when the identity itself is revealed as another mask,

and a leasser one, anta}édent to that we had come to know
and accept. v

v ; @

What we can Iknow of reality is always foremost in Ashbery's
A

thought, which 1s, gs we have seen; a seeking, through meditéi&on (or
what ‘'Richard Howard called "long-winded portages"),15 of an answer ’
whose absence 1s the answer. All Ashbery quests turn up empty-handed
in the final analysis,16 though much is garmered in the process of
arriving empty-handed. It 1s as 1f Ashbery were going through a
process of removing the masks of reality until all there remained
would be an absence. As Jean Cocteau once said, trutﬁ is naked, it
doesn't excié; men; rather 1t is the various masks surrounding
truth--which help men to know what truth 1s or is not--that are
interesting. Ashbery's -poetry 1s, to a large extent, an unmasiing,

and the reader must, as in a "metaphysical" poem, be ever attentive in

an effort to see meading and truth which are fleeting and transparent,

~and knowable only in an 1llusive way via "the mask of their

identity."™ Truth, what often turns up as the “it" in Aahber§'s
poetry, is "like a river which 1s nev;r réé}ly th;re because of moving
on someplace" (TP 15). P

A woPif that runs -through Three Poems that has to do with the

spiritual dimenslon of experlence echoes the themes of "How Much
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Lénger « « «" in The Tennis Court 0ath. Like "How Much Longer . . .,"

Three Poems deals with the 1life/death phenomenon which 1s a

macrocosmic emblem of all contraries in Ashbery's work, such as
multiplicity and singularity ("French Poems"), truth and fallacy
("Clepsydra"), consciousness and unconsciousness ("Le livre est sur la

,}able"), knowing and .not knowing ("The Grapevine"), "putting it all

down" and "leaving it all out" ("The Skaters," "The-New Spirit"), and

is the emblem of +the concealing and revealing dynamic of truth in
experience—-which 1s also a stylistic trait of Ashbery's work,

reflecting his concerns. In "The New Spirit" we are told:

It is the law to think now. To think becomes the law,

“the dream of young and old alike moving togg&her where

the dark masses grow confuged. We must drink the

confusion, sample that other, concerted, dark effort .
¢+ - that pushes not to the 1ight, but towafd a draft of dank,

clammy air. We have broken "through into the meaning of

the tomb.

(4, 5)

1
..Il..llIQl.lIll'.I!QQ'.'t.i.....l..."..l!..O'I‘....Q.I.‘l'

Nevertheless the winter wears on and death follows
T death., I've tried it, and know how the narrowing-down
feeling conflicts with the feeling the 1life's coming
to a point, not a climax but a point. (
. ) 8)

Life and death, 1ight and darkness are part.of "the ball of
contradictions" that brings "all down to ‘f.he lovel" (4). They are the
forces in experience which cauee."the narrowing-down feeling," i.e.,
fhe limitation of experience, as well as causing the definition of
ekperience, "the feeling of 1life's coming to a point." Darkness and
death offer revelations through which we can interpret life and 1ight.

Through thought——a, mental form of light—we break "into the meaning of
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the tomb," which 1s both death and—as .in "How Much Longer . .

«"—something that contains life.

n ""The System" the "influx of light,"‘paradgxically dreaded and

‘desired in "How Much Longer . . .," relieves the self of its

limitations, offering an experience of cosmic proportions. The 11‘ t

is also seen _ as having aspects of "singleness"” and

* .
¢

"diversity"--important concerns in "French Poems," and in "The
Grapevine," whiqh presented a consclousness that was singular in

esaence, but diverse in experience: -

when the light of the street floods over~yxpu it will
have become real at last, all traces of doubt will: .
have been pulverized by the influx of light slowly , .
.mounting to bury those crass seamarks of egocentricity o
and warped self-ssteem you were able to navigate by
but which you no longer need now that the rudder has been
swept out of your hands, and this whole surface of
daylight has become one with that other remembered
picture of light, when you were setting out, and.which ,
you feared would disappear because of its uniqueness,
only now realizing that this singleness was. the other
side of the coin of its many-faceted diversity and -
interest, and that it may be simultaneously cherished ,

’ for the former and lived in thanks to the versatility \
of the latter.,

PP

Y

(80)

e R

In "The Recital" the "change from darkness to daylight® is

‘equated with growth, a pervading theme of Three Poems, &s it was of

"How Much ‘Longer . . .":

We could not yet see very well dus to the abrupt o !
change from darkness to daylight, but we were

beginning to make out things. We embarked on a

series of adult relationships from which the sting

and malignancy of childhood were absent, or so it seemed:

no more hiding behind bushes to get a secret glimpse

of the others; no more unspeaksble rages of jealousy
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or the suffocation of unreqﬁited and unrealizable love.
' (108)

In "Self-Portrait 'in a GConvex Mirror," tge title poen oq
Ashbery's next volﬁme, the qugstioning, meditating self of Three Poems
is again At work, though the meditation is based on a fixed quect:
the "Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror" of the Itallan Renéissance
palnter Francésco Mazzuo{i, better ﬁﬁoun as Parmigianino. Thia haa

the effect of anchoring the poem in an external reality--something

lacking in most of Ashbery's poetry--and perhaps because of this it

approaches more closely the metaphysical poets' practice of framing an

argument withiﬁ the comﬁgriéon of an object or some bit of knowledge
with states of mind or feeling.

The poem contains é felicitous metaphor for Ashbery's étyle and
the nature of the -self that he attempts to explore in his work..
Parmigianino's portrait in a convex mirror 15 sald to present a "hand"
which 1s ";ﬁruat at the viewer," but 1t 1s also "swerving easily
away." The ﬁand "adverfises," but 1t is also said to "protect what it
advertises," simultaneously giving away and keeping its secret. On
the portrait's convex surface "the distance 1increases /
Significantly," giving the impression of opening space, sut ironiecally
only "eﬁough to make the point / That the soul is a captive." Time
and time‘again we are informed of contrary movements in perception and
expression, understanding and emotion, which are organized in the

metaphor' of the painting ("the chaos .// Of your round mirror . . .

organiiea everything® 71), and the meditating self senses its freedon

. while reallzing its limitations:

Sk
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The soul establishes 1taelf

But how far can it swim out through the eyes
And still return safely to its nest? ‘
' “ (e8)

12

Not s.urpri‘aingly, an acknowledgement of ambiguity and a-mbival‘.ence
eriaues. The) poen states that M"The surface is'what's there / And
not’hing‘ ~c§n exist except what's there" (70), though on the surface
"Something like 'living occurs, & movement / Out of the dre&m igto its
codification" (73). An expression of the s8elf containa both a
revelafion of 1its 1inner dimension as well as something which is not
the " self, w};ich is only the ap'pea.rgl?ce, "the surface" of the aelf.' In
the painting '®t 1is the paint, in i‘.he poem it is the wox"ds which both
"fence in and “shore up" (69) the self, and'éodify'the,imagifmtion,
thereby giving it a shape,’ﬁtlt also limiting its range, congealing its
life. Finally, an expreesionﬁand; consequently, the perception of a

gelf ars only ‘diatortiona‘,»mierepreaentetions of its trie Teallty.

. . b N
H.W. Janson, in his _History of Art, asks about Parmigianino:

"did he perhaps want to demonstrate that ﬁhere is no single, 'correct’
reality, that distortion is as natural as the normal appearance of
things?"17 This can also be apked about Ashbery: dées he, too,
believe that thers 1s no "ecorrect" reality? That distortion is an
inevitablility in expreeéion and perception? The answer is evidently
Tyes':

—
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VAR . today is uncharted,
Vo : Desolate, reluctant as any landscape

To yleld what are laws ofj perspective. . . ; .
: . - (my T T

In Three - Poems Ashbery had moved toward a c%earer expression of
the self, and he continues this in "Self-Portrai%}g'though wé see the

Y -aelﬁ through ‘a _conﬁemplatibn of another self contemplafing itself.
The portrait serves as a springboard for thought#  related to

-

perceptions of the self and the sgul:

) The soul has to stay wherse it is,
Even though restless, hearing raindrops at the pane,
- The sighing of autumn leaves thrashed by the wind,

Longing to be free, outaidd, but it must stay ’

Posing in this place. It muat move

As little as possible. This is what the.portrait says

(69) \:

Ashbery swims away from the portralt, urged by his own meditative
impulses, but returns to +the portrait, both to confirm what he
believes 1s there, and to be further inspired in his musing. This
leads him to the' realization that "the soul is not a soul, / Has no
secret, 1is small, and it fits / Its hollow perfectly" (69) i.e., that:
the 8elf, as percelved and expressed through thé‘portrait, Jacks
spirit, animation, and depth. This 1s8 because the "soul" in the
painting is a "stereotype"™ (73), and thé painting does not contain
life but mirrors 1t, and in this sense it does not reveal a true
reality, but an "idea of distortion" (73). We are also told that
words (Ashbery's paint) also provide. only a reflection of reality and
hence & distortion of it through the imagination:

\ 4. -
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’ Words are only speculation
(Fron the Latin speculum, mirror):

They seek and cannot find the meaning of the music.
We see only postures of the dream. . . .
(69)

AN

That words "camnot find the meaning of the music," Ashbery has

been telling us all along.‘ What they can do is mirror the "music,”
. . v

which in Ashbery's postry is almost always a metaphor for the changing

nature of phenomena. In-Ashbery's poétry "musich 1s what words dirror

and "englobe" (69), although in the mirrering there is always a

distortion. ("the way of telling . . . twisting the end result / Into a
. caricaturs of itself™ (80).
In "Self-Portrait" Ashbery seriously considers the experience of B

art in terms of 1its relation to the present, where life is always

lived, and attempts to claim a place for it: 4

Yot the "poetic," straw-colored space
Of the long corridor that leads back to the
- - paintingf .
Its darkening opposite--is this - ‘ g
Some figment of "art,"™ not to be imggingd
As real, let alone speclal? Hasn't it foo
its lair
In the present we.are always escaping from
And felling back into, as the waterwheel of days
Pursues its uneventful, even serene course?
(78, 79)

The poem agks whether art shares an element of'\bur perception of

reality which involves subjectivity and’ objectivity, imagination and
reason, truth and fallacy. The poem is also intimately concerned with

the nature of reflection, both in the sense of fnedigation, and in the

"sense of creating a picture ‘of the real. The questions involved are:

o
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how accurate é.ﬁ interpretation of the real does one arrive at through
thoght and through art? Is there not alwa.ys "some ' degree of
distortion?\ W?are told that "Today has no margina, the event arrives
/ Flush with ite edges, is of the same substance, / indistinguishable"”

(79), and that 1life "Follows a course wherein cha.nges are merely /
t 1

&

-

Features of the whole™ (70). How then does one understand and reflect Lo

this whole which s invested with

a vague A N . .

/%o;nae of something that can never be known A
. en though 1t seems likely that sach of us .
\ Knows what i1t 1s and is capable of . -
gommunicating it to the other. . - A
- (17)
U . haad

while - remaining true to 1ts unsegmented mode off eﬂ;tence? Ashbery
attempts this and partially achieves it through‘a.n ongoing movﬁent 4in

the poem. Sentences do not segment the sense beling expressed, but
allow it to flow. Thers is no attempt, 1t seems, to slow the &esent
to a graspable, sta.tic_: object to be obserwpred, or simplii}y what’ is
obviously difficult. Reality of thou(ghtx.nd perception are presented
in their temﬁ-&l diffuseness through the flow of the la.riguage and the

multiplicity of its ‘meanings. . ) /-\7/\

Ashbery .-attempts to present reality as a whole (though he may be ' !

‘bogrd/ to fail) The flowling - sentences in "Self—Por,trait," Three "

e

Poems, and "Clepsydra" capture the changing, time-governed 'aspéct of
/ .

reality, while the terse, enigmatic statements of Some Trees and The

Double Dream of Spring mirror the resistant nature t0‘13 experience to _—

yleld truth and meaning, and the fragmented expression of The Tennis e
x
w. -
. b~ :
¢ - 4 ? r
“ , . ot )
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Court Oath reminds one of the indelible presence of incoherence and

)

the’ Imrational. These different aspects of his style congenially

embody what 18 being oxpressed; they present "its shape in a geatﬁ;‘e

which expresses that shape" (SP 73). , "' . - /
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diachronic nature of reality.

" "TALL SLEEPING" -
] ‘ . .
* 1

The, earliefx\ aspectys of Ashbery's style (terse, enigmapic’
L )

. statements, fragmented expression, flowing sentences), as well as the

™

expression of essentially metaphysical or,  more specifically,
. » . ) '
epistemological, concerné, are all’present, in varying proportions, in

Houseboat Days, As We Know, and Shadow Train. Hob do we know what we

know? What.do wexknoﬁ? What don't we knowf These implicii questions
are N\me fibre of his poetry, along with reflections of, ggd on, the
. . ‘1 )

If Ashbery's postry were purely philosophical, out}ining rational”
speculation in logical stfhctures of language, i1t would perhaps not be
as difficult as it is. The difficulty in Asﬁbery's poetry arise; not
from the fac£ tﬁ.t the subject of the poetry is difficult, but from
the fact that €£I poetry is & linguistic egquivalent of its subject;
the simult?neousl rational and irrational, conscious and unconscious
nature of being‘ throﬁgh , time. The subject\is presented 1n craapive
rather than analytical language . by an acétive, capalytic imagination
that.is as Quch a subject as it 1s an expresslon of a: subject.

In "The Explagation" (HD 14) the reader is led through &

metamorphosis of consciousness--from "the conductor™ to "the ruler" to

a "we" to the "I" of the poem. Thers is also a fusion of ﬁetaphors[

»

.
£1
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The metaphor of the orchestra is united with the kitc;hen metephor, .
then with the island meta’phor (which re‘éains in "the ruler" an element
of the orchestra metaphor), and finally there is a return to the
"gala' with the ;&ergence of £he "I" who claimslto'be "éreﬁending to
resist, but secretly giving 4in" to change ("a comple’ge}y new ‘outfit

and group of colors once today's / Bandage has been removed), which is
y .

la- condition of time.

g

Time (which may 'be seen as synonymous with change) is an implicit
theme in “Rshber"y's poetry, and it could be said to be the common
denomlnator of all reality, and, hence, that by which all phenomena
are interrelated. Ashberty respects ’/ga, a great degree thé
'correspondences' in- ‘reality1; he does not clearly separate one
element of perception from another, but 'pr\eaen‘ts them with their -
interrelating . q;ime—governed dynamic., But, of course, time is always
present and always ex;erienced'aa prense‘nt',.2 In "The Explanation"

Al
the present (in which what happens is a measure of time) is seen as a
*

. "gala" event, a celebration of 'correspondence'.and possibility. "The

luxury of now," we are told, "is that the cancelled gala has been /
Put back in," 1.;., that which was not going to happen is going :.o
happen, 1indeed a condition of the present. .The pre?ent is then fil}ed
with "The orchestra . . . starting to tune up," a simultaneous
presence of numerous bhenomena. Furt.herv we are told that "'fhe
tone-row of s df'ipping faucet is batted back and fortﬁ," and that "The
cbnﬁlét‘or, a glass of water, permits all kinds / Of wackglr analogies to

glance off him," suggesting the presence of numerous possibilities of

interrelationships among phenomena,\again a condition of the present.
\ .

. . 4 .
Y . ¢




Events (which necessarily occur through time) are, in some
meagure, & definition of +time; they "explain" time, as the forms of
the imagination }n "The‘Explan;tion" explain, or at least 'stand for!

»

time. Any form of expression of an experience of remlity is, however,.

a '"carolling" of "Ideas from the mnovel of which . . . [it] is the:
f )

unsucces;;:l / Stage adaptation," i.e., a translation of experience
from one medium (beiné through'time) to another (language).> The
"Ideas from the novel" are superior to the "Stage adaptation," as the
present is superior +to its reified representation in language. "Too
much" of the essence of reélity "gets lost™ jn the translation from
reality to language. The ideal would be a ilag of Mallarméan silence
whidh does not violate or miarepresent tha “Idé&s," but which presents
"words . .. . palpable, like a fruit / That is too beautiful to eat,"
i.e., an unattainable purity of ex;ression.

‘But "down herﬁ on our level," in the mutagle world of real forms
where "the tedium persists / In the form of remarks exchanged by
birds," the experience and the expression of "Ideas" are imperfect ‘and
impure. Unhappily, a "Stage adaptation" of the "Ideas from the novel®
doesn't allow an exper;;nce of "“arriving after sunset on the beach of
a / Dank but extremely beautiful island to hear the speeches / Of the
invisible natives, whose punishment is sféech," i.e.,‘doean't allow an
experience which transcends form. (On the "island" one éaﬁnot see
"the natiyes" though one can hear them. The eye, often a symbol of

intelligence and reason, is inoperative here "In the increasingly

convineing darkness." There is no visually/rationally perceivable
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form, only the slightly purer form of disembodied "speech.")

Exiatence’ without form is impossible, the poem seems to say. Our
experience on the imaginary "island® is limited to "speech." This
"speech" is seen to be a "punishment"; it is invested with 'a negative
value, and it too violates silence and darkness, in other ;ords, the
abserice of form, which 1s perhaps the absolute idea, but which,
paradoxically, cannot exist. Th;‘"beautiful island" of the 'absolute!
also has an %outfit and group of colors" which are mutable. -

Form implies mere surface, or an inferior verslon of ideas. "The
Explanation" seems to be saying that there is s great difficulty in
translating the untransfaﬁable,‘in expressing the ineffable., This is
what language a}ways reaches for and what it instgntly fails to

achieve due to +the wuncoinable quality of the essences of the real.

John Koethe noted that in Ashbery's poetry

the trouble is that the subject and its "Wooden and
external representation" occupy fundamentally different
positions. The latter, like the psychologlcsl ega or
self, is a thing, existing in the real world of past,
present, and future; whereas the subject of Ashbery's
poems—-what I shall call the "metaphysical subject"—
seems to inhabit a durationless "now," existing in a
condition of "drifting . . . toward a surface which ‘can
never be approached, / Never pierced through into the
timeless energy of a present"™ (HD, p. 28). And what
both drives and frustrates his postry is the attempt

to fuse the two positions, an attempt conducted in the
full knowledge that it cannot possibly succeed. . . A

The poet 1s not to be frustrated, hewever, and although lie may
never ¥rasp what he 1is reaching for he continues -to’ offer "a

{
revelation +that takes place perpetually,“5 documenting, as it

were, repeated .attempts at aEPolute expresaion. He is aware that

!

v -A ' ‘ -
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exprgssion is only a communication of an experience and not the
experisnce itselﬂ, but at the same‘time the poet knows that language
affords an experience in 1itself. Hence he may, as far as it is
possible, fuse an experience of a non—linguiatié nature with the
experience of language. The fleeting irrational nature of all
experience—which is time-bound and changing--appears to intrigue
(Ashbery. Hence, in his use of language Ashbery affects changes in the
consciousness or point of view of the Ebeaking vaice—-through shifting
pronouns, frequent modulations of tone and diction; and polymorphous

metaphors—-that will reflect his view of experience and reality.

In the poetry that results from his concerns there appear to be

"no stable external reference points. Although Ashbery's concerns seem

to involve that which it is least poassible to express though language,
language it;elf '(because of the absence of a recognizable external
subject)‘ contains and is the subject. The poetry establishes a
'conteni' based on itself, and not on an area outside of itself. The
language often mirrors the poem's concerns, but just As often the
language seems to exist for its own sake as an autonomous entity that
doesn't ‘appear 8o much to '"mean," as to '"be," +to use Archibald
MacLeish's famous terms. Although we maf be able to extrapolate
explanations of th; ‘"Dank . . . beautiful island,” and "teddy-bear
throﬁe" metaphors in "The Explanation," for exampl%! they seem to

resist a definite and uncomplicated interpretation, and the knowledge

they convey seems to be beyond the power of analysis to reveal

-conclusively., The pleasure “of Ashbery's poetry lies in what Robert

Boyers criticized Ashbery for, 4.e., in "moving without significant

!
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impediment‘,"6 something which 'Ashbery often achieves with an

¥

"apparent disregard for clear meaning. - This makes of Ashbery, as

Richard Jackson noted,

an analyst of discursive foundations. As such, his
business is to let the 'play' of language 'transgress’
traditional limitations of meaning so that he can
suggest the surface associations of language that allow
new objects of inqulry to appear, the possible positions
from which speakers might enunciate them, the linguistie.
forms that tend to produce concepts, the rhetorical
strategies for groliferating statements about

concepts. « .+

In an Ashbery poem we experience, what in another coptext Foucault
described as

In
meaning
meaning

Ashbery

the moment when language, arriving at its confines,
overleaps itself, explodes and radically challenges
itself . . . and where it remains fixed in this way
at the limit of its vold, speaking of itself in a
second langusge in which the absence of a sovereign
subject outlines its essential emptiness and
incessantly fractures the unity of its discourse.8

this way Ashbery continually moves along the fringes of
and pushes the bqerders’ of the mind to perceptions whose
may be - impossible to clearly articulate. Like any good poet

says things in new ways, but what is particular about him is

what Foucault refers to as ﬁphe absence of a sovereign subject." What

often

drives the poem onward 1s language embodying and even

"transgressing” a subject rather than existing for it, within its

limitations. We can only discern a subject in Ashbery (gnd then, only.

dimly) once we reduce the various structures of his language to common\

denominators. Once we do this we can begin to perceivg-its outlines,

but it 1is not the subjékt so much as the structures that embody and -

S . ‘ -

?

- - .




68

often go beyond the subject that are interesting.
In this .sense Ashbery shares qualities of the French writer
Raymond  Roussel whom Ashbery admires ,because of "the utterly

autonomous quality of his work." As he explained, "it. seems to exist

on its own 1level, for itself, with no connection with anything

outside."? Like Roussel's subject Ashbery'q is, perhaps,
brimarily language, but qnl&'in the sense that it is used as a mirror
or a gauge of time, his ultimate subject. Language for Ashbery is not
just an end, it is also a means to recreate the 'feel' of the
experience of being through time. - |

In "Melodic Trains" (HD 24) the expression of the experience of
being through time is, as always, through language which is as much
the means as the end of the poem, calling attention to its 'surfacs,’

which is, as we saw in "Sglf-Portrait,” all that can be said to exist,
~

since a ‘subject can only be expressed '‘and perceived .through a surface

where one finds emblems of thought and the imagination. The title
points to the 'stream of consciousness,' or 'train of thought' that

often characterizes the mode of development of an Ashbery poem. The

LAY

word "Melodie" recalls Ashbery's fondness for music, and his wish to

have poetry share music's "ability of being convincing, of carrying an

argument though successfully to the fimish, though the terms of this
argument -remain unknown quantities,” and his inté;est in "the
structure, the architecture of the argumeht, scene or story." It is

the "melodic" (1.e., linear, surface structure) aspect of the language

' . . )
in the poem which is of primary importance. Its 'harmonic' aspect /

{(which would be its significatlons, its deep structures) is secondary,
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though it does offer a neceésary dimension that satisfies the reader's

v

need for tangible knowledge.

ar
—_—

The themes of "Melodic Traing® are change, death, and the
experience of being through time. The narrator of thé poem offers his
explanaﬁion of the journey through time in the metaphor of a ?rain
Qoyage. The di;tance travelled through time includes many changes
(hDales and gudches") but its movement is seen as linear, "as though’
our train were a pencil // Guided by a ruler held against a photomural
of the Alps." The sensation of pleasure, as well as anxiety, are
qxperienéed through tima; pieaau;e reeult; from motion, and anxiety
from delay, stoppages ("any stop beéore the final one creates / Clouds
of anxiety, of sad, regretful impatience / With ourselv;s,~ our
lives"), and the final cessation of the experience of time results in
a combination of both pleasure and anxiety ("the last / Stop 1b'the
most ~ahxious one of all, though it means / Getting home -at last, to
the pleasures and dissatisfactions of home").

The self's ontological position in time 1s seen to require
expression. Its adequate expression, however, 1is not gchievable.
through words, nor through gestures, but through an intimate,:

‘ H
immediate mode of communication, that of being:

' If Mwere to get down now to stretch, take a few .
steps

In the wearying and world-weary clouds of steam '

like great *
White apples, might'I just through proximity and /// v
aping !
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. 0f postures and attitudes communicate this concern
of mine
To them? That their jagged attitudes correspond
to mine,
That their beefing strikes answering silver bells
u}thin . )
& My own’ chest, and that I know, as they do. . . .

The changes in phenomena are seen as "stages of the journey," and

the phenomena,’ like a Mvisible chorus," are sesn to be "singing about

- ¢ ; .

them and being them" (i.e., the changes). ' Phenomena 'say' something
about change, as well "as being that: through which change is
perqpivable. To know "where one is" one must not "give up Jgstening,
sleeping, approaching a small / Western town that is nothing but a
wihdmill,"' i.e., one must willingly experience the flux of phepoﬁenal
existenée, vwhich includes truth as weli as.1llusions (suggested in the
"windmill™ figure) and dreams, and one must accept anything that,one
approaches through the "stages of the journey" through time.

The poem's figures reflect the flux aspect of its theme.
Metaphor moves on to metaphor, and never 1is the poem's manner of
imparting meaning less. fluid than the poem's subject:

A little girl with scarlet enameled fingernails )
Asks me what time 1t is—evidently that's a toy
' wristwatch .
She's wearing, for fun. And it is fun to wear ¥
other ~

0dd things, like this briar pipe and tweed coat

Like date-colored sierras with the lines of seams S,
Sketched in and plunging now and then into

unfathomable .

Valleys that can't be deduced by the shape of the
person

Sitting inside it--me, and just as our way ls flat

across
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«Dales and gulches, as though our train were a pencil

Guided by a ruler held against a photomural of the
‘ Alps )
We both come to see distance as something unofficial
And impersonal yet not without its curious justification
Like the time of a stopped watch—-right twice a day.

- -

Both the_ little girl and the épeaker are playing at appearances,
and in this they share an aap;ct of timé, which is manifested through
phenomepa-—a gulse of time. The 1little giri and the man are
manifestations of ‘time las the "scarlet enameled fingef;ails" and the
"briar pipe and tweed coat" are manifestations of the girl's and thgf
man's attitudes, imagination and character. .T%Fe ;s also the cadre in
which the thought and figures in the éoem are srdered and expressed.
The sequences of expression in thg poem follow a "melodic" (1inear)
progression through time that 1s governed not by logic but by thought
processes that happen through time. The movement in the poem is,
therefore, an ‘'organic!' one.’0 In the stanzas quoted above there
is no gtructured ;rgument; rather tgere is a sequencing of ideas,
sinilies and metaphgrs. The "little girl"'é asking ®what time it isﬂ
does not lead to a logical consideration of time. The apparentlg
arbitrary fact that she is wearing "a toy wristwatch . . . for fun,®
is what eventuallyg,py means of asaociation; leads to a consideration
ofﬂ "distance" and "time." In Aehbé;y's poetry latiguage is not used to
analytically explore metaphyéical quéstions: metaphysical questions,

' 4

rather, grow out of the use of language. It is not by explanation

that Ashbery elaborates on his subjects, but by presentation.

~
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"Melodic Trains" presents & consideration and a musing on time,

but, of course, it can offer no certainties. It realizes that time is

Mvague and / Dimensionless, 1like oneself,"™ that the M"circle of

certainty" 1is made up of "segment [s] of chance," and, like any

)

fundamental aspect of reality, time is ultimately impenetrable to

reason.  All that one can do is observe and experience "the furniture

of the air," i.e., changing phenomena. ﬁncertainty creates anxiety,
but "Each volce" of changing phenomena "has its own / Descending scale
to put ‘one in one's place at every stage," i.e., the certainty of
experiénce which happens in the flowing present relieves the anxlety
caused by uncertainty:
) Then
The great fury of the end can drop as the solo
Voices tell about it, wreathing it somehow with
an aura .
Of good fortune and colossal welcomes from the

mayor and°
Citizens' committess tossing their hats into the air, -

In As_We_ Know, Ashbery's eighth volume of poétfy, we ses again

the now familiar fluldity of Ashbery's style, along with the fidelity
to thelmultiple diﬁensions\of meanrﬁg in experience. Since Ashbery is
dealing with the fleeting nature of phenomena through time and the

complex nature of - experience, he best deals with his subjecﬂs in the

'way that he does: with a language whose surface structures -are often

connected, by association, and whose deep structures hold layered,
often recalcitrant meanings. Usually, the meanings of the poetry are

‘ .
consclously understandable only after mich 'decoding,' and the

LT SV
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meanings usually involve realitiea whose nature is not knowable in

detail. One never clearly or definitively grasps the details of B

Ashbery's subjects. Each reading suggests a new mderatgnding that
dissipates quickly. Continued re-readinge offer new exﬁerienceﬁ of
fmowfe%lag’: but e;ch reading uncovers meanings' whose ndture appears to
be to re;nain partially hidden from. wview. .In this sense As‘hberyfé
poetry structurally' operates in the manner of dreams, whose meaning is
hidden and revealed #f a structure of enigmatic fable.11

In "Sleeping in the Corners of Our Lives™ (71) this is as true as
elsewhere in Ashbery's ‘ osuvre. | The part:.iculars "in the poen remain
m&stﬁarious, a3 in a dream. There 1s the enigmatic "nickname" and a
series of related metaphors having to do with ent:l‘.ties that contain
B‘;:nethin.g and are the thing at the sé.me time (as a name contai}ns, in a

figurative sense, what it refers to, and dream language 1s =

codification, hence an embodiment, of the ﬁncohécig,gs ‘mind's meaning).

' We are never .told what, exactly, this\f "nicknaE’Q" is, nor what it

o

refers to, although we can 'make some conjectures:

So the days went by and the nickname ca.ught. on,
It betame a curiosity, but it wasn't curious.
Afternoon lvaves blew against the stale brick
Surface. Just an old castle. Enjoy it
While you're here.
A "nickname" is an additional name for sdmething. It is not its
truc; name. But all le.nguage, all signs, are "nicknames" in the sense

that they are designating something, not by the thing itself, but by a

sign that evokes an i’dea of it (a visual image, or a Saussurian

- S ¥
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facoustic image")| ' This "nickname" is not the truth itself, but a

mask of truth which in communication we collectively perceive in place

[

‘of  the’ truth ("the nickname caught on"™). Thig "nickname," this idea

©

or 1image of the truth, though it may EZEEact our interest, is a

disinterested and pasgive entity ("It became a curiosity, but it

wasn't curious"). It is simply a form ("an old castle") that embodie%,
the truth, though it is not the truth. -

Just “as a‘ "nickggme" is a form that embodies the truth, so are
any bhyaical entities. And although these entitie§~aré not—the truth,

or life itself, it is through them that we are able to perceive,

experience, -understand and communicate the real. These entities which

e ‘"Enjoy . + ./ Whilg [we're] here" include our physical selves.

Like  the "nickname,” our physical selves Tepresent and embody

something (1life; the soul) and are something in themselves (they are
] o .
"A great biography / That is also a good autobiography"”). The form in

which "one's soul"™ is found, and the "soul” itself,” are mutable ("like

-

\

a season"), and it 1s in the process of change that one "save[s] one's

soul," i.e., transcends a bound existence. It is, likewise, in the

imperceptible M"interstices" of the experieﬁce‘of change that one can

read or perceive the proportions of both the soul and the body that

EY

‘houses 1t. Al] this occurs in an intuitive way, however: . ¢

r

This is tall sleeping

To prepare you for the soup and the rulns

In giving the very speclal songs of the first meaning,
The ones incorporating the changes.

Qur knowledge _gf "the”fifstﬁﬁeaning," tﬁe meaning that 1s at the

/
. -
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‘origin of the '"nickname," and that’ transcegda the "nickname," is

‘available through "tall sleeping," an essentially instinctive state of

awareness, ("Tall suggests being erect, henéélawake,‘while "sleeping®
suggesats. the uncbnqubﬁs astate. The two together suggest an aware

1 ) o X
‘ unconsclousness, or an uncomsclous awareness.) The "tall sleeping"

’

,

. unavoidably leads to death /("the goup and the ruins"). This poen,

¢ o N e

then, . is concerned with the esaencea‘5f life and change, the spiritual

and the physical dimensiona/of experi%nce (which it realizes it cannot

§
i

- . name, but only =provide,,é— fnickname"\ for), and 1life's. eventual

. < .
dilapidation. It states, in manner that reflects its statement, that

’

1 we are "Pleeping in .the Corners of Our Lives," i.e., tBat our
NS understanding of our 4ife processes 1s essentlally dorgant or
. -': . unconsclous, tha% our conscious knowledge 1is ‘bn}y a Mstale brick

< v » s B
>y surface"” of knowledge, and that on, that level#we know ohly the
SN ' nE

"nickname" of the real, and not the real itaelf.'Ji o

‘ We scome ; to consciously understand thé poem's meanings through a

-

: &
rigorcdus analytlcal process of decoding. However, like the proceés of

- inferpreting a dream, decoding the, poem does not reduce its fAirrational

4 , f‘language to the logical structures of ‘our understanding. Ashbery, it
aeeg%, is trylng to express a lével of understanding that lies/deeﬁer

- 7 l‘ * ’ -
than ordinary consclous experience. Although a poem sueh as "Sleeping

in “the Corners of Our Lives" can, for the most part, be explained, it

. . .~conacioua I;vbl,df experience; the poem itself qtqysjfaithful to their
B - . t

¥

4 - la, the explanation that bringe the meanings of the poem to a more
N : o a
:
{
H

mode of. existencs.

H 9 v
‘ is, in a large sense, the process of 1life, which eventually and -
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Robert‘,,)oyers wrote that "meaning is left out of an Aghbery poen

‘not to deprive readers of what they expect but to ensure the":

continuity of a quest for which ends afe necegsarily
'c.hre_csn'.en:mg.."12 Meaning, though it is not always readily

available in an, Ashbery poem 18, however, not "left out." It i\a,

[
7

rather, revealed 1in its true complexity. Our conscious undérstanding

L4

can only grasp the surface of meaning. A deeper understanding'‘of

meaning does not occur on a conscious level. Since Ashbe;y's poens,

like the work of the abstract expresgionists, like muaic', like much

surrealist art, are largely conterned with unconscious experience,
, . /
some qf its ‘content ‘_fill remain unfathomable. It is not the absence

of _mqaning that ensures "the continulty of a quest," it 1s rather the

|

pregence of an ultimately enigmlat.ic meaning. . i 4

In "As We Know" (74) the Ashberian focus on the enigmatic is

again evidert. "All that we see is penetrated by it," we are told:

The distant treetops with their steeples (so.
Innogent), the stair, the windows' fixed flashing--
* . Pierced full of holes by the evil that is not evil,
The romance that is not mysterious, the life that is not
life, ' ’
A present that is elsewhere. C
! ) M

7

1 4

.

We are given statements and their contradictions. The "it" appears to

be contradiction, or paradox it\éelf, which is seen ta "pqnetrate" nAll

[ 4

that we see." Our doing also involves M"the vhole fabric" of
contradiction, i.e., to act is to live in gontradiction:
And further in the spall capitulations

Of the dance, ydu-rub elbovs with it,
Finger 1t. The day you did it
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Was the day you had to stop, because the doing
- Involved the whole fabric, there was no other way to
appear. ‘

vy

A dream-like sequence ("you slid. down on your knees . . . but
there was no e in the noon glare") where a sense of time is warped-
(“‘Mﬁ _leetered oﬁ the edge . .. As'though they are coming to get you"

[italics mine] ), and where "precious jewsls of spring water" are
‘"goaked up"™ by moss, 1,e., where importaﬁt, vital things are
unattainable, suggests perhaps the unconscious mind's limitations ip
grasping the vital and essentially fluid nature of experience. ("The
light ‘that wes shadowed then / Was seen to be our lives"). Ashbez'_)"

finally tells wus that there i8 "so much to tell" and that all of it

will probably never be told, since much'of it will remain intuited, /?

_ unnamed, taken as given, the "As We Know" that an Ashbery poem

' f

pxjoceeds from.

) . In nTapestI")’%the intetrelationships of art and 1life, seeing
and the seen, visi and reality, as well as their differences are

contemplated. FPhenomenal reality is seen to "take precedence" over
any fc;rm of subjective percept;ion or expregsion, even ‘those lnvolving
an 1idealization of the real. "Sight" ia "blinded l;y sunlight," 1.e.,,
the seen 18 much greater in importam.;e thgn, and indeed a requisite

of, wviaton, although it is only through the experience of seeing that
’ Q\ P

we are aware of 1is "splendor": : _ .
[y

It is difficult to separate the tapestry o \
From the room.or loom which takes precedence over it.
¢For it must always be frontal and yet to one side.

.~ . It.-insista on this picture of "history" . BRI
" S

5
X
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In the making, because there is no way out of the
punishment

It proposes: sight blinded by sunlight.

The seeing taken in with what j#~Feen o

In an explogion of sudden awareness of its-formal splendor.

In eeéing (which 1is an "inner" experience, as well as one
"receiving ,phenomena“-) we form an "outline, or a blueprint, / Of what
was Jjust there." Vision and, by extension, an expression of vision in
any form, contain both a subjective and an objective element. If we
take the' tapestry to be a metaphor for arti:?,tic vision andwe'xpreseion
éthe last stanza seems to suggest this possibility) we see t;hat the
"blanket" of art, in which "We are eager . . . to be wound" presents a

situation wherein vision (particularly with its idealizing function)

and  phenomena are one. In this situation there is -harmonious

" interpersonal intercourse, and an unfrustrated fulfillment of desires.

L]
Furthermore, words are Seen 1in an ideal state of non-referentiality

("words go ecrying after themselves, leaving the dream / Upended in a

puadle somewﬁeré"). The exemplai'y" work of art, the poem seems to

suggest, 1is one which unites seéing and the seen, vision and reality.

;

' ' ' /
Ashbery's poem Minsists on this )picture of 'history!' / In the

A .
meking," 1i.e., the unifylng experience of the present which includes,

for the poet, the act of writing and the subject of the m‘iting. The

act of writlng the poem 1s inseparable from the poenm being written '

("It is difficult to sepa.ra'oe the tapestry / From the room or loom")
as' much as the style is, inevitably, a result of, and a reflectlon, if

not an embodiment, of its-subject. The poem "Draws an outline,.or a

¢ i ) r

™
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blueprint, / Of what was just there," and "what was just there" often
113 Ashbery includes the ‘act of writing. The act of writing is, of
cou.rae@, not central to the poem, but it ieg nonetheless inseparable
from the subject. . Ashbery's subject is the gestalt of the present,

which includes conscious’ and wunconscious experience and, in a less

obvious and seemingly less significant way, the activity being -

underteken. "Tapestry" 18 a poen pointing out the inte;glepegdencies

of the processes of art and the work of art, and in a general sense,

[ s 4

the processes of e:éperience and the idealization of experience.
Ashbery sees the two phenonmena as one. .

In the -sense of presenting a viéion of reality and reality, the
geeing and the seen together Ashbery echoes some concerns of Charles

Olson. In his essay "Human Uﬁiverae" Olson wrote:
N

Idealisms of any sort, lj(.ke loglic and like

classification, intervene at just the moment

they becdbme more than the means they are, are

allowed to become ways as end instead of ways

to end, END, which is never more than this

instant, than you on this instant, than you,

figuring it out, and acting, so. If there is

any absolute, it 1s neyver more than this one, ,
this instant, in action.13 ’ o

Here as elsewhere }n the essay Olson is soliciting an awvareness of the

gestalt of the now without Intervening' "logic," or attempts at

"classification™; in other words, an experience of the present that

does not deny its essentially non-rational nature. ) I'I‘l/ the same essay
. -

Olson asks fof™ the prese\ntation Jn writing of "the goling-on," not "a

demonstration, a aeparatipg out, an act of classification, and so, a

stopping,™ which renders "the going-on" "false'":
. i

o™
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' For any of us, at any instant, are juxta;posed to
any experience, even an overwhelming single one,

on several more planes than the arbitrar*r and
discursive which we inherit can declare.'4

Olson’ also seeks M"a means -of expression \ . . a way which 1s not
divisive as all the tag ends and upendings of the Greek way are."
"There must bs a way," he says,
Whith bears in instead of away, which meets hedd on
what goes on each split second, a way yhich does

not--in order to define--prevent, det?g, distract,
and so cease the act of, discovering.

2.

[}

~

Finally he sz;ys that ’@rt is the only twin 1life has—its only valid
metaphysic. A‘rt does hot seek to describe but to enact."16

Ashbery, similarly, "does not seek to describe" his subjects, "but to
enact® them, to present his su‘c;ject in his style a.‘s. much as through

his style.

The 'dynamic qualities of Akhbery's style include polaritieé and '

contr;\dictions. which Ashbery does not seek to resolve. Thé subject in
"The *Pursuit of Happiness" @_Tr 1), which appéars to be
confradiction, is presented in the poem's tissue which 1tself presents
contradictions. We areo told that a division ”of reality into separate
components ("twin partitions®) presents. a "unifi|ed fagade" through
which there ’is ‘“n‘o way of pasaing." Since this "unified fag;de" is

impenetrable one: ‘experiences two extremes, two contraries ("the tides

. 4 . .
in the Bay of Fundy';). A penetration of the "fagade" is, however,

afforded by a "shadow! "who all unseen came creeping at this scale of -

3

s . . ‘ .
visions." This "shadow" is "incisive" and presents mggbay of cutting

+ / :
- - 4
- . . .
L3N .
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through the "fagade" of contradictions, contradicting the poem's

previous atatement that the "fagade" cannot be penetrated. )
B
This ‘"shadow" that dissolves the "fagade" of contradictory

h -
surface Ilmpressions of reality 1s evidently an 1n&11.t1’«'e mode of

perc%ption (it cannot "be called to stand trial," i.e., it cannot be

scrutinized; and it M"caused the eyes to faint, the ears to ignore
warnings," i.e., it triggered an internal rather than external

perceptiveness). It allows for an understanding which runa deeper

,thgﬁ- the discursive one of the "tiny mice / About to adjourn the town

meeting'," ‘and it ;Lg'so‘ﬁething."'rhat evel;‘y blisteréd tongue welcomed as
the first / Drops scattered by the west wind," tile tongues being
perhaps "blistered," or parched from .gpeech. This . shadow 1s, the
attracét,ive "idea . . . walting there like a forest, not emptied;' which
presents a wayl fto get by" that does not concelve of rgality as the
"ynified fagade!" of a rational p;rception.

Contradiction--seen aé an impenetra.l;le "fagade™ of reality that

is, paradoxically, later penetrated--is sald to be a false notion, but:
fhe poem itself presents contradictions. dAshbery forwards a criticism

.of the rational falsification of the ’ba.gically non-rational naturs of

fee.lity, but he offers a picture of a duality, of perceptions:

rational and intultive, 'con;cious and unonacious.~ The Mshadow,"
though it 4is "welcomed as the fix;st / Drops scattered by the west
wind," . also causes ‘f'the eyes to faint, the ears to ignore warnings,"
i.8., while presenting a refreshing intu/itive knowledge, it ignores
the re.:hiona.l and conscious :.spect of experience, hence admitiing a

1 . R
duslity and contradicting an essential, notion of the poem. On the

.

o
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‘Bpeaké, and thereby presents a falthful picturé of the real.

82

" level of“‘style Ashbery's subject appears to be the essentlally

: |
irrational: experience of reality, but <this can only be aécep;ained

after much rational probing of Ashbery's structures.

P
Ashbery has said that he is as interested in the conacious mind as -

in the unconscious‘ mind,17 and by extepsion in the rationéi and

irrational experience - and interpretations of the real. The fact that
Ashbery may pfeeent inﬁerent‘contr&dictions ;n hils works testifies not
that his notions of the real are incomsistent, but that he works, with

y . \
the "means of expression . . . which is not djivisive" of which Olson

i

E%:}is also important to Aotg besides everything else that Ashbery
is playing with the signification system of language. By excluding
external referenté from his gPrk Ashbery allows language to stand, to
a 1a£gp extent,' An‘ its p;; legs, asqit were.,' ianguage becomé; 8
relatively closeﬁf demantic system, and interpr;tations become highly
tenu&us and diépensible secondary forms of knowledge.

"Some O0ld Tires"™ (20) says that irrationality (what "doesn't

fit") 1is reasonable, and it presents difficult structures without ,

including ‘the rational ordering of phenomena ("the costly stuff of

- explanation” igg 39), something which Ashbery has generally left out of

his poems. The initial pronoun in the poem ("This was mine, and I let

it slip through my fingers") refers to an unnamed something--perhaps
f“ A

poetlc vision, perhaps the present--which escap;s the speaker's grasp.

A "alor," a concerted actipn that 1s baged on a syétem‘of belief that

reinforces that -system of beiiaf would perhaps allow him to grasp the’
’

unnaned element of the first line, but only in an 1lluuo§y way. The

’
s
¥
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"valor" could only be his "for the space of a.dream instant." The

speaker admlits that

there's tooimuch to

Boe done that doesn't fit, and the parts that get lost
Are the reasonable ones juast because they got lost
And were forced to suffer transfiguration by finding their

way home

To a forgotten spot way out in the fields.
v . .
Dodging . the impulse to pin down reality the speaker and the poen

defy _the urge to/compartmentalize an§ rationalize reality, to see it
in tergs“of fixed components the mind can';lways gfasp. By refusing
to make explicit sense, and by choosing'lnatqad to let sense make
itself implicitl;; the poem remains faithful to t§9 truth inherent ?n
perception, cognition, and in the changing natu;é of reality. But,
"Some 01d Tires" tells &s, "To have qlwAys had the wind for a friené
is no recommendatlon," 1.e.,. change and the ungraspable eassences of
reality may appear to offer no tangibles,' the irrational and the
ineffable may bring no rewards. The "signs of fatigue / And mended
pléces," the effects of time passing, which we reéognize as changé
(the texture of experience), and the proceas of deteriora?ion that
continueé even after 'death ("what must continue / Aftef th; ring is

closed on us") are its rewards. "The furniture," an enigmatic figure

in the 1&55 stanza, could be a refersnce to thoﬁghis,,mémoriea,~

emotions, 1i.e., the 'furniture' of the self that also is subject to

time And deterioration (it "pleads no contest"). The process of time
A

aiao‘ affected the inhabitants of the past, "those who sat there

. before." . . ‘

¢ \ . ‘ . N .
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The figure  of the tire of the title a.ﬁpeara to be a version of
the "ring" whici1 may be seen as a symbol of ."the passage from spatial
to non-spatial, from ten;poral' to non-temporal ex:Ls’t.ence,“18 and
seémingly "relates to the poem's  concern with change,
deterioxjat.ion-;-aventuating in death--and the transcendence ‘of a
logical conception of _.reality. "Some 0ld Tires" expresses the
experience of' the fleeting quality of meaning, and of t.he ineffable
(a.lthbugh cbmmunicable) mystery of +the real., The essence of’the
Present ("this airy and plqa‘aént city") is one that is "continuing,"
‘and one that 1is seen to "slip through . é. . fingers," that cannot’ be
éraaped and contained. 7 Its elsments "get lost" in the ‘cha‘nges thale .
take place as it progresses tc')ward "a' forgot'.c.en spgt way out‘ in the
fields,” an .opening to numérous other ﬁoa’s;bilities in other
'versions' of the present. ‘ o
.,_.'.“ﬁlshbery has sai.d that, for him, the pi'éqqas of composing a poe;n
:Pis f‘very often ., . . a 1 question of progressing from one point to
another arbitrary point," and what comes up in the process lis ngll
- Ak'ind;s, of junk sitting around in my.mind."'? It .may be argued that
everyl poet works from a mgntal s;:rabble 3 Ashbery, 'however, remains
tz:ue, if not to the order itself, then to the experience of the order
of mental phenomena. .

Although A'shber& is . propelled by an anti-rational—art“ impulse,
his work is g'ove‘rned by conaciouia creative principles.. These
prin.c;iéles appegxl to include the treatment of language as a plastic
signification saysten tlmt‘* does . not imve to refer to any tangiblé

tsubjects.! « A poem of Ashbery doss mot‘need to.'say' anything it can

-
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be "concernéd with

" Oxymorons" Sh Tr 3),

plain level?") "and

things,

/ Bringing a

without necessarily'

condition of all art,

Ie]
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language on & ;’r‘ery plain level® (';Paradoxea and
a.nd it can question its own statements ("What's a
provide vague answers ("It is that and other
system of them into play"). In essence it can be
convéying anything specific. This 1s perﬁapa a

P 41
as Roger Fry noted:

In art there is, I think, an affective quality

which . . . is not a mere recognition of order

and inter-relation; every part, as well as the whole,
becomes suffused with an emotional tone. Now « + »
the emotional tone is not due to any recognizable
renminiscence or suggestjion of the emotional
experience of life; but I sometimes wonder if it
nevertheless does not get its force from arousing
Some very deep, very vague, and immensely generalized
reminiscences. It looks as though art had got access
to the subgstratum of all the emotional colours of
1life, to something which underlies all the particular
and speclalized emotions of actual 1ife. It seems to
derive an emotional energy from the very conditions
of our existence by its revelation of an emotional
significance in time and space. Or it may be that
art.realdy calls up, a8 it were, the residual traces

© left on the spirit by the different emotions of life,

without, hovever, recalling the actual experiences, so

that we get an echo of the emotion without the limitation

and particular dj:rection which it had in experience.

(Italics mime)

I'4

Ashbery leaves out the particulars of experience, but presents

its® egsences 1n a manner which congenially reflects their primarily

non-rational nature.

Ashf)ery's subject is not the unconécious‘mind,

but the irrational truth that transcends rational activity and that is

at the base of it, Paradoxically, it is -the irzsp.tionality of

phenomena that pfopels the desire to grasp it rationally. The urge to

underatand -is the urge to bring into the domain of reason elements‘of

v

Y
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apparent chaos and darkness. .

N A > b
* Because Ashbery does not ignore (as surely he cannot) the ;
rational component of human awareness, he works with structures of . v
language that reflect rational cognition. But ,lfia language also . !
N :
; ) contains elemgnts that eascape conscious scrutiny. Miis subject is
3 { » - .
irrational in nature, although ,he - works within the framework of
! ; )
reason. y )
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"A DEEPER OUTSIDE THING"

It was the purpose of this thesis to argue about Ashbery's
structures, how their meaning is often hard to"localize, how they
conceal, as well as reveal, the mysteries of thought and perceptions,
and how they encase and share elegents of their ultimate.aubject,.ihe

fleeting nature of reality.

Ashbery's poetry can be said to have the author as part of its

subject, But this, only in the sense of a depersonalized author. We

do not experience details of the author's life, rather we experience:

-~

some of the essences of his, and by extension, ‘our being. Ashbery
communicates the essences of experience, not the details of
experience, and each reading involves the details of the reader's own

experience as well as intimations of the autgpr’§;1 although none

of tq?m are, finally, what the poem 1is about. The experience of

recognizing a meaning -in an Ashbery poem is a volatile one. The
L .

ﬁeasage' of"jhe Ashbery poem 1s that there is no definite, stable
[} hs ) ’

meaning, nor paryicular, in expeigence, that everything is flux. '

The Ashﬁery poem includes the passage of time (alsoha dynamic
fictor‘ in ianguage),2 and the change that~enaﬁee. Essentially,
transcendental or metaphyaical exper%enceé are reproduced or mirrored
in the poes. This 1is achievel by structures which on the surface

o -.:‘.. )‘ ) //f

*
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appear to mirror the cause and effect.dynamic of phenomena, but which,

on a semantic’'level, through means of a non-referential or, at Yest, a

>

vaguely _referential use of noin}e and pronouns-—ggmmati‘::ally the

-

causes of*effects—offer few tangibles.3
The- latest published of Ashbery's pdoms at the time of writing,

"At North Fa.rm&" shares stylistic and semantic traite of much of"

The streams run with sweetness, fattening fish;
Birds darken the sky. Is it enough
That the dish of milk 1sa set out at night, '.‘
. That we think of him sometimes,
/ Sometimes and always, with mixed feelings't’4

L s

-

4

' Ashbery's previously published poetry. Here it is in its entirety. . &
Somewhere someone is trave;lling furiously toward.
Jou,
At incredible speed, travelling day and night
Through blizzards and desert heat, across torrents,
: through narrow passes.
But will he know where to find you,
Recogrize you when he sees you, R
Give you the thing'he has for you? %
Hardly anything grows here, L. .
Yot the granaries are bursting with meal, .
The sacks of meal piled to the rafters. —\_

The mostJ reparkable features -of the poem are the obscure °

referentiality of the pronouns ("someone," "he," "you," "we," "him")

" and the vague sense of place ("Somewhere," "here," "North Farm").
\

This creates the impression of a transcendence of mundane particulers,

of subjectIvity and objectivity. The unnaimed "Someone" of .the first

..;‘
4

"you," and we only vaguely know hi&npurpose. x ,

The second stanza continues the poem's equivocations, 'but'a.dc;g to

then a paradox ("Hardly afiything grows hers, / Yet the granaries are

-'(. ¢
.
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“bursting with meal."). The, root \of thls paradox could be but
s a1 b " * . |

linguistic in nature if-we see underatatement or, irony in the phrase

\l

- \ N "Hardly anytﬁ g groWs here." V'Seen\thus the paradox e,xists ina
5 7 ) semiotic sense - and not in ; referential sense. The dtaiement "Hardly
: ' anything grows here, / Yet the granaries are burating with meal" can .
\&\\p only -be interpreted ag a plausibly accurate representation of‘a B oo
, i ) | reality if* the "mea%" is from anotner time(or another place. The *
. poen, however, does _not- provide indications for a, definitive
\ interpretation of the statement. It allows the statement's ambiguity.
v & ~ .
With .the lines ﬁThe atnnangsngn with sweetness, fattening fish;\7
o

Birds darken the sky," yhich.appears to be a further illustrntion of
the "Hardly anything grows here, / Yet . . ." statement, it becomes . o
more apparent (since we may take.fish and_birddf%o be indigenous to a

| specific place in time) that the statemeit is dntended as a
.description of a real situation. This can only make metaphorica}
sense; the plenty is not the®esult of a 'growth' or a production, but
is a given. On whnt plene this applies, we cannot be certain.

‘ The problem of the interpret%tion of the M"Hardly . . . Yeth -

3

stgzement is, of course, centered in the adverb fHardly." Its sense

»
J % of W 'almost not,' it will be noted, is & highly relative
_/— . o a
5 one. Thus, dly anything grows here . . . Birds darken the sky" is
a gtatement of a situation wherein the interpretation of the presence
N 4

- 5 .
of . a glut depends on the notion of what constitutes a lack. The truth

of +the statement 1s relative to an interpretation of a réality. Sincé'

U i e W W, we e

o ——r——

we are not given a reality to contemplate, but rather the

i o~

/ interpretation of a aituation which is relative to the speaker's own

\ :
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notions, th% statement for us‘ canno‘ make ' loglcal sense. We arg
strudk,z then, by its - «Incongruity and its paradoxicality, and we can
not prove its truth. . b o
The "he" of the‘fifst.stanza Appea;s agein in-the 1aa; sentences,
stirring ambiguo@s reactions ("mixed feeling;"). The "dish of milk .

. .+ set out at night" suggests an analogy to a cat. Perhaps "he" is a

cat 1n the metaphorical sense that hib presence is perceived (in this

. - -

case) at "night," or as being outside of normal human experience (hia.

‘superhuman quality was already established in the first stanza where

he was said to be "travelling . . . at incredible speed . . . day and
night, / Through blizéardé and desert heat, across forrents, through
narrow passes").
perﬁaps, we nmay be tempted to speculate, "he" is the miraculous cause
of the situation of plenty in face of a lack. 1Is this "he" some
personified form of animua fundi, the.factor that animétes matter,
that i}s at 1its root, \and to which we only pay 'side-long' respect?

("Is flt enough / That the dish of milk is set out at night, / That we

think .of him sometimes, /i Sometimes and always, with mixed feelings?")

It is clpar %hat the main figure of the poem remains a secret

2
agent in our understanding. The elusiveness of its 1dentity, however,

while preventing one from reaching any conclusive readings of the ’

poem:‘ allows the poem's meanings a wide range of possibilities. The

poem's semantic suggestliveness * 1s, not limited to 1its surface
structures, but transcends their 1limitations. In a very general
sense, the meaning of the poem not only transcends language (as any

. . , AN
meaning- does) but transcends also the formulations of conscious

His presence appears to be supra-phenomenal and
N ' .

*
.
I
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thought. One may suppose, then, that the subject of the poem 1is
¢ ° ' s !
subjectlessness or the transcendence of -phenomenal reality.

4

v © . In. "At North Farn" the knowledge of a definite subject is not

clearly see it in terms of specifics, exists in linguistic atructures

<

‘whose truth ‘one can neither deny nor affirm. Hence the poem's subject
1s wultimately enigmatic, and presents its surfaces as the only

L3 N 4 a

péngible reality. %

In this. way lies Ashbery's main function as a poet.. He gtreaées
. _" \ agaln and again the illusory quality of language and meaning itself,
and shows, the essential shortcomings of rational thought in'relation
.to experlence. Reason is only a functdon of the human mind and not a

phenomenon central to experience. It is only a-part of a whole whish

is experience. Language, a tool as well as a shaping force of

-

tho ht, is used by Aahbgry to reveal both ratiqnal and non-rational
pe ts" of experlence, perception and cognitiog. “Through ﬁis use of
age Ashbery ) also ~express?s‘ concerns with the hatqre of
metaphysical realities such as time, change, and being. -

Some critice and readers charge Aahbery with being meaningless,
' but others realize that he is concerned with meaning on levels other
than conscious and rational and that he dissolves the borders of
rpferentiality 1n language to incorporéie what he refgrred to ip
'"Paradoxés and Oxymorons" {Sh Tr 3) as "a éeepe} outside thing, a
dreamed. roie—pattern," “or what we migﬁ%\ﬁall a’truth that transcends

° reason.

E ~
’ ’

o/

central to the perception of meaning, and meaning, since oné'canno%.

The magic of Ashbery 1lies in the fact that he exploits the
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potential of language’ to express the gupra-rational, and the
transcendent, metapﬁxeical reality that animat:;; underlies and yet,

pafadoxically, is dependent on and knowable through the physical. iIf

there were no véhicle, there would be no movementJ. If there were no

form, there would be no content.) ' Ashbery's achievement lies infh;e

persplcacity in the use of language to cogmunicate that which is hot'

normally acknowledged but constant in communication: ;he,cdmbined

phenomena of understanding and confusion, clarity and obacurity,
: i

reason and irrationality. Even the most rational of statements,

"cogito ergo sum," for instance, has an element of the non-rational at

t

its base.- A statement such as "cogito ergo sum®is an e@gressién, not

¢

of" a rational experience, but of a r;tional pegception and
underap;ﬁding (thinking) oF an experience (being) whiéh is not
rational and upon which the former . 15 ba#8d. The ‘potential Sf
langu;ge to express rational and non-rational g;perience is something
which not only 'informs Ashbery's play of "language, but is & guiding

principle: .
N . n
. Play? ‘ ’
Well, actually, yes, but I conaider play to be .
A deeper outside thing, a dreamed role-pattern ' <
As in the division of grace these long August days
Without proof. Open-ended. And before you know
It gets lost in the steam and chatter‘of typewriters.
¥

It has been played once more.
: ’

Edward Sapir wrote that

Language.-. . is not and cannot be-definitely
locallzed, for it consists of a pgculiar symbolic
relation--physiologically an arbitrary one--

-
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* between all possible elementa of censciousness on

. the one hand and certain selected elements localized
in the auditory, motor, and other cerebral and
nervous tracts on the other.>

Language, "as Ashbery uses 1t, exists not only as a symbolic expression
of "elements of consciousness,” but also of elements of
unconscidusnesg. Ashbery's language, 1is used. to communicate both
conscigus and unconscious gxperience together. The communication of

,

the » latter 1s achieved by a ‘certaiﬁ passive relation of conacious

4

intent ‘to - the act of writ{ng. Needlpss to' say, unconacious and

non-rational experiences cease,. td be such once they become conscious

€ ’

and rational, and enter the domain of ‘reason. One part of what-

2 ‘ -
Ashbery communicates 1is unfathomable to consclous and rational
scrutiny but registers in the reader in an unconscious manner. The
other part of what he communicates-the conscious mind can grasp. The

vehicle .for this twofold experience™is lénguhge, which, like Ashbery's

subjects, 1is essentially, "in the final dnalysis, as Sapir suggests, -

void of precise locality. Like language, the ensemble of Ashbery's
subjects and ﬁeanings are, paradgxically, "Something that can never be
known / Even though it seems likely that each of us / Knows what it is
and is capable of / Gommunicating 1t to the other' (SP_77).

Ashbery glaya with the phenomenon of meaning itself and shows how
it is aimultaneouély available in and absent from language, and, b;

’2
extension, experience.

penicwber = A
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Poet," New York Times Magazine, 23 May 1976, p. 33.
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¢

ohn Ashbery," New York Quarterly,

"

3 cr. Boyers. ”

~

&

4 Helen Vendle

» "Understanding Ashbery," The New Yorker,
08 [ ] ’ . Jo




. B
T el BT 1 12 PN i kA T,
. .

e RS By e e .

P

5 Kostelanetz, p. 26. s a

o«

6 ncrart," p. 12.

1

y

I avold an exploration of the complex relation of language to
thought. That there is a relation, there is 1little doubt. Cf.
J.P.B. Allen, and Paul Van Buren, ed., Chomsky: Selected Readings
(London: Oxford Univerui\y Press, 1971), p. viil, where the editors
write: ‘"The main purpose‘'of the research in generative linguistics
18 to suggest an explanatory hypothesis concerning the nature of
language and ultimately of human thought. . . . A theory of language
is to be regarded as a partial theory of the human mind.-. . "

By '"struétu;e" I mean the shape of the phrase .or sentence.

\

9
) See J. Deese, ’.l‘he Structure of Associations in Language

(Baltimore: John Hopkins Press, 1965):. ps 1, " . . . the most

important property of assoclations is their structure--their
patterns of intercorrelations."s p. 67, " . . . it can be
roughly stated . . . that connotative meaning is the emotional

or affective meaning of concepts while denotative meaning is their
referantial meaning." Ashbery's poetry involves connotation and
asaoc‘?gtion almost exclusively. )

>

10 Ashbery's feelings about surrealism are ambivalent. In an

interview with Paul Serralheiro (October 1983) Ashbery said: "I

see much surrealist poetry most of the time as too dull. Probably
because of its insistence on avoiding the conscious mind. The
unconscious unleavened by "the conscious is dull." Bowever, he also
said: "The idea of surrealism as being the freedom to do anything
you feel like doing attracted me very early." And: "I feel my
poetry tends to reflect my mind which is three-quarters
unconsclous and one-quarter conscloua."

* 1

96 .
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(continued) .
In 1968 he wrote that "the finest writing »f the
surreslists is the product of the conscious a%a unconscious
working hand in hand, as they have been wont to do in all‘ages,"
.and that although, "like all revolutions, Surrealism ‘substituted
some new restrictlons for old ones, limiting its direct»
ffectiveness and eventually bringing about its decay as a
myvement," it "has influenced us in so many ways that we can
C hardly imagine what the world would be without it." ("Dada
. _ and”Surrealism," New Republic, 158, No. 22 June 1968 , p. 35.)

¢ N

y

1, . :
André Breton, Manifestoes of Surrealism, trans. Richard
Seaver and Helen R. Lane (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press,

) 19’72), po 38g L)

v

12 | :
Quoted in ‘Paris Leary, and Robert Kelly, ed., A Controversy
of Poets (New York: Doubleday, 1965), p. 523.

A

L

1 :
3John Cage, A Year from Monday: New Writings and Lectures
(Connecticut: Wesleyan Un.;:%rsity Press, 1967), p. 100,

~

' MFerdinand de Saussure, Cours de linguistique générale

(Paris: Payot, 1960), p. 28. De Saussure's term "image
acoustique™ involves both sound and concept. A word is a sign
comprised on these two elements. "The linguistic sign unites
not a thing and a name, but a concept and an acoustic_image.
The latter is not the material sound, something purely physical,
but the psychological impression of the sounds, of which we are
aware through our senses. . . . The linguistic sign, then, is a

. two-part psychic entity. . . . These two elements are intimately

' tied and evoke one another." Ibid., pp. 98-99 (my translation). ‘

: [ ,
]SSam Hunter, "U.S.A.," in Art Since 1945 (New York: .
Harr*y N. Abrams Inc.), p. 286.
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, 6Ib:!.d., p. 289. Hunter says that Pollock's art "was powored
By its own internal dynamism," and t 1t had "a spontaneous
linear invention, which soon became the entire substance of his
plctorial content,™ p, 290. Hunter also belisves that "the
American aesthetic of the accidental which is a principle at
work in abstract expressioniat art descends in a direct line
from the Surrealists' lucky.find," _P. 289, i

?

o -

7Interview with Paul Serralheiro. ) ‘ K .

wHarold Bloonm, "John Ashbery: The Tharity of the Hard ‘
Moments," in Contemporary Poetry in America, ed. Robert Boyers

(New York: Schocken Books, 19713, p. 1144 ot

]jShapﬁo, Pe 43. . ' ‘ o
. | -

20 . '
- Most of the activity in painting ai:nd music I have been
refering to wds happening in the 1950's and 1960's. Ashbery

" was copcerned about poetry's retardation in relation to other

arta at, the time. "0'Hara and I and Kenneth Koch," Ashbery

lainéd, fwere dissatisfied with the norms of poetry at that
time, which were much more conventlonal, conservative than those
of the work of the artists and the composers we were being
expoaed to, and wé were trying to be as fres and open as they
were." Interview with Paul Serralheiro.

i

R ‘ L4
21 Kostelanetz called it '/coherent diffuseness,” p. 22. -

'

22 Kostelanetz, p. 22.
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23 .
Ashbery spent some ten years in France.

@

24Harold Bloom, "The Breaking of Form," in ‘Deconstruction
and Criticism (New York: The Seabury ‘Press, 1979), pp. 15'15‘,q@

7

S
25Ma.rcus B. Hester, The Meanigggﬁf Poetic Metaphor
(Paris: Mouton and Company, 1967), p. 68. .

4

26Ly6ns also arrives at this conclﬁsion. She writes:
MIn the mogt fundamental way, the language of The Tennis Court
Oath is the metaphor of its spiritual and emotional contents

Iaic] for the centrifugal force which breaks up syntax and meaning

also has disaociated the poet from the world" p. 62.

«

27Shapiro, pP. 54.

28 .
Keith Cohen, "Ashbery's Dismantling of Bourgeois
Diacougge;" in Beyond Amazement, p. 128.

29"The deep’étructure of a sentence is the abstract underlying
form which determines the meaning of the sentence; it 1s present
in the mind but not necessarily represented directly in the
physical signal. The surface structure of a sentence ias the
actual organization of the physical signal ‘into phrases of
varying size, \;90 words of various categories, with certain
particles, inflections, arrangement, and 8o on." Chomsky, 2.

B Ao

30Quotéd in Kostelanetz, p. 30. o
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3]Koatela.netz, p. 22. Of "Europe" he writes: "This poetry is
diffuse and disconbected, to be sure. Yet, precisely in its
refusal to use traditional crutches of poetic coherence, Europe
can be characterized as 'acoherent,' much ag certain early
20th-century music is -called 'atonal.' - Not unlike innovative.
composers, Ashbery creates original work that seems totally
unfathomable on first 1mpreaaion, but becomes more fa,miliar vith
continued contact." -

o~

) ' -

32Henri Lefebvre, Le langage et la société (Pa.ris. Gallimard,
1966), p. 39. "Connotations reveal the riches of consciousness
better than the philoaophy of consciousness which transfofms it into
an ontological principle, substantiates 1t and consequently congeals
it (My translation). )

¢

.

“

3 .
3Quoted in Kostelanetz, p. 24.

»

%

: .7 Chapter III o
1 : )
Lyons, p. 113.
o ¢ : ' %
2 .. ¢

Perloff, "Transparent Selves," p. 183. o S

- -

3Cf. Lyons, p. 118: "', , . the neoplatonic 1dea of the mg.ny

- and the one are fundamentally pervasive and informing forces in the

try of the Double Dream. The poems are in essence the .embodiment
of Ashbery's compulsion to explore his major concerns in a varlety '

of voices and structures. Existence in diversity 1s both a theme and .

a formal principle,"
L™
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! - \ - ) - 41b1d., p. 28. | ‘ _ .

L] 4 r . ) f - v ' . ) = Lt "
! i} 1 :‘l J ! 0 B ' . ' )
< K ’ 5Ma titles of de Chirico's early work suggest the . ..
e : *mportan f the enigmatic: "The Enigma of a Day," "The —

[

. * 'Enigma atality," "The Enigma of the Oracle," "The Enigma : *
. .. . of an AMmn Evening," "The Enigma of the Hour." <In his self- )
\ portrait®(1908) de Chirico inscribed "Et quid amabo nisl quod =~
. oo ‘aenigma est" ("And what am I to love if not the enigma?"). o
A . ', Bee'J,T; Doby, The Early Chirico (New York: Armo Press, 1969).

-~

\ .
. ® Soby, p. 53 |
, A4 . / »
. C » _ -t
K ) I '. . ‘ . * ) N -~ . . ' , "
‘"Grai:t oM P 25 . : ’
. . - J ~ .
'S B ) N
) . 8 ’ . 2 . . R ' ‘ o -
‘ )) Quoted in Kostelanetz, p. 33. ‘ . o
. ‘ ' * L ° s . . N -
t ’ Ce 9 \ ‘y'\ . ﬂ
David Lehman, "The Shield of a Gréeting: ':The Function of .
zf . ) Irony in John Ash.bery's Poetry," ‘in,Bezdnd Amazement! p. 113. ' v

]OMark Hillriﬁghouse, "A Gonversation with John Aahbery, P .
¢« New York Arts Journal No. 24, 1981, Pe 5. ’ ’.

11 \ ’
Bertrand H. Bronson, ed., Samuel Johnson: Rasselas,
-, Poems and Selected Prose (Holt, Rinehart and WInston, 1938«),

’ po 4700 !
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g . , mgz‘eton, p. 36.

‘I (-l - -
14 . , .
]3This also brings to mind Ashbery's "gpecious simile," which
* is "The kind that tells you less than you would know if the thing

o were stajed flatly," Shapiro p. 17.

R Anotl;{/iﬂilarity between grwbery #nd the metaphysical poets 18
..~ . - wsuggeSted in Ellot's edsay ¥The Metaphysical Poets," in Criticism:
o ) The Major Texts, ed. W.J. Bate (New York: Harcourt, Brace and

§ Company, 1952), pp. 529-534. In the work of the metaphysical

v poets Eliot claims (p. 530) that "we find, instead of the mere

oxplication.of the.content of & comparidon; a development by

. rapld association of thought which requires considerabhle agility
. on the part of the reader.” There we alsq find (p. 531) that the

43 bR "gtructure of the sentences . .'. 1s sometimés f&r from simple,
N .

but this is not a vice; it is a fideMity to thought and feeling,".
and (p. 533) that the poets in question are "engaged in the task
of trying o find the verbal equivalent for states of mind and
fee2ing." This is all.equally true of.Ashbery. 7N
Yet another similarity is suggested by a comment on Donne
‘ by Helen C. White in her. book The Métaphysical Poets (New York:
. MacMillan, 1936). She says (p. 79) that in Donne's poetry
£ there is "a mingling of beauty with ugliness afid 1ight with ’
darkness," and that the mystieal nature of his verse is due to g
"precisely this mingling of the homely, not to, say commonplace,
and even/wt times hardly decent, with some of the largest and
sublimest movements of the*imagination of the race." This .

i strikingly resembles what Robert Miklitsch, in "John Ashbery,"

-

L J .
e NG o i i ARy W

'. Comtemporary Literature, Vol. 21 No. 1 (Winter 1980), pp. 119-20,
has said of Ashbery: MThe characteristic Ashbery poem seems to be
4 an intentional mixture of good and bad, wherein lines of masterful

" phrasing and perception are violently juxtaposed against lines of
~ sheer doggerel and debris. .« o o (Italics nine).

¥

S 14See Louis L. Martz,ﬁTh Poetry of Meditation (New Havent a'
Iale’U“iversity Press, 1954). .

B ‘

.

1581 chard Howard, "A Femel Affhir,n Postry, March 1976, p. 350.

") )
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"for which ends are necessarily threatening.u

o

Prentice Hall, }9?17. p. 367.

103

]sBoyers, p. 962, says that the Ashbery quest is one

-

17

HeW. Janson, History of Art (New York: Abrams. New Jersey: .
— )
SR e ;

Chapter IV.

Y .
1I mean the notion of “correapondences" aa expreaaed in
Baudelaire's ‘sonnet "Gorrespondances. . -

; T w ° ' i * :
@‘ . 7 ) -

‘_‘. 206 ~these ljéles from Eliot's "Burnt Norton": >
? - - .
. . Time present and time past a

Are both perhaps present in time future, : :
And’ time future conjained in time past. x . T

v

0

~Surprisingly, perhaps, Eliot's concerns are oftentimes
strikingly similar to Ashbery's. . .r
- re
. " t
. - 2
. L 3 :
N Here, py "la.ngua.ge" I’ mean any system of signs. -
+ . ’ ': . 14 ’ \

[}

/4John Koethe, "The Metaphysical Subject of John Ashbery's P ) -
‘Poetry," in Beyond Amzqment,_ PP- ?2-93..

vc/ g -
)

1

5 .
Lawrence Kramer, "The Wodwo Watches the Waterclockx

La.ngimge in Post Modern British and American Poetry, ontemmrg_rx
Literature, Summer 1977, p. 337.
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- Annual, No. 6, Autumn 1962, pp. 86-109) Ashbery describes Roussel's

, . See -Coleridge's concept of "organic form." ". . . organic 7

Ky ( . - . . ‘104

0?

6 . . .
Boyers’ po 962| B -

!

Richard Jackson, "Writing as ‘Bransgre!saaion: Aghbery's ‘ o
Archeology of the Moment: A Review Easay," Southern Humanitles o ‘
Review, No. 12, 1$ﬁ8, PP. 279-281. Jackson uses the vocabulary ' '
of Derrida and.Foucault and sees Ashbery in terms of such concepts
as "transgression," "archeoclogist," "counter-memory," arguing that
"itr 18 this French connection rather than the usual analogies to
~painting that best explains Ashbery's work." L

) \ N L

A .

8 ’ . ’ . s
. Quoted in Jackson,.p. 279. e S , : '
!
(3N ; { , }
9 N i * . . ‘.
Interview with Paul Serralheiro.. Ashbery also said "I .suppose \ ;
my work is self-reflexive 1n the same way as his." o :

L3
- *

- ‘ ) " .
. . M . ~
ya . .

Pt o+

u '-

In "Re-establishing Raymond Roussel" (Portfolio and Art-News e

e e (3R

work in terms that can be applied to his own. For instance, - in'- . £
describing Roussel's poem "Nouvelles impressions d'Afrique," Aghbery - i
wrote of a "tumultuous impression of reality which keeps,swiping ‘at
one like the sails of a windmill," and that."the logic of the strange
position of its elements is what makes the poem so bdautiful: It has
what:Marianne Moore calls 'mysteries of construction'.n"

. N . ..
° i .

form . ; ».1s innate; it shapes as 1t develops itself from within, | . =« 2

_-and the fullness of its devélopment is one and the same with-the .
~. perfection of its outward form:" "Mechanic and Organlic From." in

English Romantic Writ.ers, ed. David Perkins (Harcourt Brace . | o0 ‘
Jovanovich, 1967), p. 1 . ) I
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”?erloff, in Beyond Amazement, p. 67, says that in Ashbery
"Dream is . . . regarded as the source of our energy, our élan,

‘of 1ife itmelf," and that Ashbery's preoccupation 1s "with dream”
structure rather than dream content. Not what one dreams but how--
‘this is the domain of Ashbery. . . . The dream structure is the event
' that haunts the poet's imagination.™ oL

L

[ )

) ]?Boyers? p. 962..

L ! . . Ck‘
" Vharies Olson, "Human Universe," in The.New Writing in
the U.S.A., ed. D. Allen, and R. Creeley (Penguin, 1967), p. 187.

r . .

. P \ | |

. Vrvaa:, p. 18y o -
¥ - , )
e A B . >
B * . " ‘
lsxbm., p. 188, v .
T .
“1Orp14., p. 192, - RO
. ) ’ \‘T—‘ ' K . . ) . -

”Infc.erview with Paul Serralheiro.

Y

. . , -
r - v ' bl ’:’ '. ‘
v . » . . o e R
"~ - N . - ¢ -
- Pl . .
©q “ L 19 ~ ' . . .
Interview with Paul Serralhelro. ’ .. o
o v, . L
g : .
(‘X N ' " - "
P 0" 5
) / .
4 L . ’
N ) e
. ‘< \
7 * ‘

)83, €. Cirlot, A Dictionary of Symbols, trans. Jack Sage - _
~ (London: Routledge and E.' Paul, 1962). ' ° - e D
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S
Quot.ed in Herbert Read, The Meaning of Art (London: - Faber and’
F I‘, 1935), p' 64 .

i
+
f . . f 4

]

Chapter V ' ¢

°

]Cf. Hfllringhouse, p. 5: PMHillringhouse: Ted Berrigan told
me he thought-there were three times in a poem: the time the poet -
writes 1t, the time about which the poet is writing, and the time
when the raader will read it.

Ashbery: Yes, and I think there'll even be a fourth, since
the reader will be thinking about things in his own past suggested
. * by the poem.
When I put myself in a state of mind to write . . . I
remember things from years ago that are suddenly suggested by the
process of writing. It opens me to all the times I have

. . oxperlenced or times I haven't yst experlenced."
L
[ -

v e,

20, de Saussure, p. 103. "The signifier, being auditory by
nature, happens through time only and has the characteristics of ' .
time:' a) it represents a duration, and b) this duration is
measurable in one dimension only: 1t is a line." (My translation)

3In Ashbery time and, consequently, change, are expressed in
tropes, but the causes of time and change--~which are obviously .
beyond our power to know-—are absent. The ‘'prime mover' in Aahbery
:Ien as unnamable and,; hence, uinknowable in any other way than
int tively.

3 A .
4In The New Yorker, 9 April, 1984, p. 48.
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Edward Sapir, Language: An Introduction to fhe Study of
Speech (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1949), p. 10.
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