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Abstract 

 

The poetry of the New York School poets is highly influenced by visual art; the poets, 

such as Frank O’Hara, John Ashbery, Kenneth Koch and John Schuyler, were affected mainly 

by Abstract Expressionism, Surrealism, Cubism and Dada. The reason why visual art had 

such a strong effect on their poetry is that the painters of the New York School dominated the 

art world, they set the trends, and poets and musicians followed them. Also, visual art played 

a major role in the lives of the poets as many of them were art critics and they often 

collaborated with the artists. The thesis focuses on two of the New York School poets, O’Hara 

and Ashbery, as the influence of visual art in their poetry is most prominent in comparison to 

the other New York School poets.  

O’Hara mainly uses the techniques of Abstract Expressionism and he is mostly 

interested in the art of Jackson Pollock. O’Hara’s poems carry immediacy and they are based 

on the expression of the present moment. The focus on the present parallels with the 

techniques of action painting which channels the artist’s self and emotions. The use of such 

techniques as the “push” and “pull” theory, and the work with the surface and perspective are 

displayed within experimenting with the forms of the poems and further underline the 

importance of the present moment. The thesis also analyses O’Hara’s mock manifesto 

“Personism” in connection with O’Hara’s notion of what abstraction in poetry means and how 

it is treated within O’Hara’s poetry. The examples of collaboration between a painter and a 

poet are described in relation to poem-paintings; O’Hara and Norman Bluhm’s poem-painting 

“Noël” is considered in relation to O’Hara’s treatment of abstraction.  

John Ashbery takes his inspiration from Surrealism and the metaphysical painter 

Giorgio de Chirico, although the traces of Abstract Expressionism are demonstrated in his 

poetry as well. Chirico’s techniques can be found not only in Ashbery’s work with time and 

space but also in the themes such as aging. Ashbery’s method of collaging along with the 

influence of Abstract Expressionism is discussed in respect to the expression of the 

immediacy in his poetry. Ashbery’s often used method of cataloguing is characteristic of 

Surrealism and its “putting in” and “leaving out”; the poet asks the reader to use his own 

experience when reading the poems. The mixing of high and low culture of Abstract 

Expressionism incorporated into Ashbery’s poetry is examined in connection to Ashbery’s 

humour in the poems.  



The last part of the thesis is dedicated to ekphrasis, the most prominent use of visual 

art within the work of the poets, analysed in the close-reading of the poets’ most ekphrastic 

poems, Ashbery’s “Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror” and O’Hara’s “Why I Am Not a 

Painter” and “On Seeing Larry Rivers’ Washington Crossing the Delaware at Museum of 

Modern Art.” Ekphrasis in the poems further underlines the immediacy, the self and the 

importance of visual art in the work of the New York School poets.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Abstrakt 

 

Dílo básníků Newyorkské školy je velmi ovlivněno vizuálním uměním. Básníci, jako 

jsou například Frank O’Hara, John Ashbery, Kenneth Koch a John Schuyler, se nechali 

inspirovat zejména abstraktním expresionismem, surrealismem, kubismem a dadaismem. 

Vizuální umění mělo tak silný dopad na poezii, protože malíři Newyorkské školy dominovali 

tehdejšímu světu umění, udávali trendy a básníci a hudebníci je následovali. Vizuální umění 

také hrálo důležitou roli v životech básníků, jelikož mnoho z nich bylo kritiky umění a navíc 

se často podíleli na spolupráci s malíři. Tato bakalářská práce se zaměřuje na dva básníky 

Newyorkské školy, O’Haru a Ashberyho, protože jejich poezie vykazuje vliv vizuálního 

umění v porovnání s jinými básníky Newyorkské školy nejvýrazněji.  

O’Hara používá zejména techniky abstraktního expresionismu a je nejvíce ovlivněn 

uměním Jacksona Pollocka. O’Harovy básně jsou bezprostřední a jsou založeny na vyjádření 

současného momentu, co se děje teď v tuto chvíli. Zaměření na současnost je spojeno 

s technikami akční malby, která vyjadřuje umělcovo „já“ a jeho emoce. Použití technik, jako 

například „push“ a „pull“ a práce s povrchem a perspektivou, se projevuje v experimentování 

s formou básní a dále zdůrazňuje důležitost současného momentu. Práce také analyzuje 

O’Harovo manifesto „Personism“ ve spojení s O’Harovým vnímáním abstrakce v poezii a 

jejím následným užitím v jeho básních. Příklady spolupráce mezi malířem a básníkem jsou 

popsány v souvislosti s takzvanými „poem-paintings,“ kombinace mezi básní a malbou. Dílo 

spolupráce O’Hary a Normana Bluhma nazvané “Noël” je vnímáno ve spojení s O’Harovým 

užitím abstrakce.  

John Ashbery je inspirován zejména surrealismem a metafyzickým malířem Giorgio 

de Chiricem, ačkoliv v Ashberyově poezii mohou být nalezeny i známky abstraktního 

expresionismu. De Chiricovy techniky se projevují jak v Ashberyho práci s časem a 

prostorem, tak i v samotných tématech básní, například stárnutí. Ashberyho metoda koláže je 

spolu s abstraktním expresionismem popisována v souvislosti s vyjádřením bezprostřednosti 

v jeho poezii. Ashberyho častá metoda používání katalogů je také známkou surrealismu a jeho 

vkládání a vynechávání jednotlivých výrazů či obrazů. Básník žádá čtenáře k tomu, aby při 

čtení poezie využil svých vlastních zkušeností k interpretaci básní. Na míchání vysoké a nízké 

kultury abstraktního expresionismu je v Ashberyho poezii nahlíženo ve vztahu k 

jejich humornému tónu.  

Poslední část práce je věnována ekphrasis, nejvýraznějšímu znaku použítí vizuálního 

umění v díle básníků. Básně, které používají ekphrasis nejznatelněji jsou Ashberyho “Self-



Portrait in a Convex Mirror” a O’Harovo “Why I Am Not a Painter” a “On Seeing Larry 

Rivers’ Washington Crossing the Delaware at Museum of Modern Art.” Ekphrasis v básních 

zdůrazňuje jejich bezprostřednost, použití básníkova „já“ a význam vizuálního umění v práci 

básníků Newyorkské školy.   
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1. Introduction 

 

The New York School of Poets is a group of poets who were most active during the 

1950s and 1960s in New York. The best known poets are Frank O’Hara, John Ashbery, 

Kenneth Koch and James Schuyler. The New York School of Poets is not a self-proclaimed 

group, but the poets associated with it are connected through similar ideas of what poetry 

should be, through the experiments with style and formal features of poems and through their 

influence. The New York School of Poets cannot be talked about without mentioning the 

visual art of the times as it was their major influence. 

In post-war America artists wanted to do something that has not been done before and 

Abstract Expressionism emerged. Artists such as Jackson Pollock, Franz Kline, Willem de 

Kooning, Robert Motherwell and Mark Rothko were important figures of the new movement. 

Abstract Expressionism put emphasis on the process of the creation of art and on being 

oneself. As the writer and poet David Lehman writes in his book on the New York School of 

Poets, “mimesis, the imitation of nature, remained a goal of art, [but] the abstract painters had 

redefined the meaning of nature; ‘I am nature,’ Pollock said. […] [The art] originated not in a 

Platonic conception of their final form but in an engagement with the medium of expression 

itself.”1 These are some of the aspects of art, that the poets and musicians let inspire them, and 

that they used in their art as well. The poems of the New York School of Poets express a 

moment, they want the reader to feel, to experience the poem.  

The poets were not in favour of criticism directed at their poetry, regardless if it was 

positive or negative, as the criticism would try to define the mood or the meaning which 

should not be defined. Criticism here only limits and gives barriers to the reader’s 

imagination, to the possibilities of reading a poem and seeing the moments expressed same as 

in the art of Abstract Expressionism. The point is to experience the art, not to analyse it. A 

similar problem emerges with the writers’ commentary on their own writing: they were 

against explaining their poems as there is not only one way of reading them, there is no wrong 

interpretation. Again the artists also did not usually explain their art with the quite prominent 

exception of Rothko, who saw his art with only one possible interpretation and got agitated 

when the viewers or critics could not see it, which was fairly ridiculous considered the nature 

of Abstract Expressionism. In Reported Sightings Ashbery comments on Rothko’s statements:  

 

                                                           
1 David Lehman, The Last Avant-Garde, (New York: Anchor Books, 1999) 3. 
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[Rothko’s] stated intentions have proved frustrating to many who respond readily to his walls of 
vibrant light and colour. He intended the colour to convey ‘basic human emotions-tragedy, 
ecstasy, doom….The people who weep before my pictures are having the same religious 
experience I had when I painted them. And if you, as you say, are moved only by their color 
relationships, then you miss the point.’ […] We are always a little embarrassed at esteeming 
[Rothko’s] work for wrong reasons that he foresaw and continually warned against.2  

 

Other painters were not as strict about the interpretation of their work as Rothko. De Kooning, 

for example, was convinced that defining ruins a painting, Kline considered a painting to be 

“successful” if the viewer could see the emotion of it and Pollock saw painting as a process, a 

controlled, powerful emotion. All these notions created the base for Abstract Expressionism 

influencing the poetry of the New York School. As Schuyler wrote in “Poet and Painter 

Overture”: “In New York the art world is a painters’ world; writers and musicians are in the 

boat but they don’t steer.”3  

The New York School poets were not only influenced by the painters but also much 

collaboration was made where the influence between the painters, poets and musicians was 

mutual. The well-known places where the artists met were “The Club,” “the nondescript Eight 

Street loft where the Abstract Expressionists gathered weekly to hash out aesthetic issues”4 

and the famous “painters’ bar” in the Cedar Town. The poets would read their work or the 

musicians would play while the painters would listen and paint what they heard. New York 

replaced Paris when it became the new cultural centre of the western world. The artists would 

support, inspire and compete with each other, and they would evaluate and write criticism on 

each other’s work.  

The first one to use the label “The Poets of the New York School” was John Bernard 

Myers, the director of the Tibor de Nagy gallery, who published the poets’ first book. The 

centre of the New York School of Poets was Frank O’Hara. He was the one who supported 

the collaboration between the painters and the musicians the most. He was even something of 

a connecting link between the New York School and the Beats, the other literary movement of 

the time, even though the two groups were not exactly on the friendliest terms.  The artists’ 

collaboration is very well demonstrated in the poem “I Wonder What They Think of My 

Verses” by Fairfield Porter, the second generation painter and poet of the New York School:  

 

                                                           
2
 John Ashbery, “Abstract Expressionism: The Formative Years,” Reported Sightings, David Bergman ed., (New 

York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1989) 258-259. 
3 James Shuyler, “Poet and Painter Overture,” The New American Poetry, Donald Allen ed., (Berkeley:   
  University of California Press, 1999) 418. 
4 Lehman 7. 
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If Jimmy likes them, I believe him 
Because Jimmy is kind 
And he does not pretend 
If Larry dislikes them, I do not believe him 
Because his ambition distracts him 
If John dislikes them, I believe him 
Because he is lazy and quick 
If Frank likes them or dislikes them, I do not believe him 
Because Frank is considerate 
And he is led by his imagination 
Far beyond the ability to forgive5 
[…] 

 

The first names mentioned in the poem represent the poets, critics, painters and others, which 

shows how much the artists were invested in one another’s work. The poem mentions, apart 

from Ashbery and O’Hara, for example, the poet James Schuyler, Anne Porter or Edwin 

Denby, who was also a dance critic, as well as the painter Larry Rivers or the photographer 

Rudy Burckhardt.  

 The poetry of the New York School extended the work of the modernists such as Ezra 

Pound or T.S. Eliot. They were trying to be innovative with their influences beyond the 

literary world and with their experiments with literary form, as Ashbery said: “[M]odern 

poetry gave the poet the license to be strange.”6 However the New York School poetry’s 

important element was its anti-academic stance, which means that many poets were against 

the New Criticism, the dominating movement of literary criticism in 20th century. The New 

York School was against this scientific approach and methodology of academic poetry, which 

was read with an emphasis on close reading, taking in account the ambiguities that changed 

the meaning of a poem. However, even though the poets were anti-academic, their poetry was 

intellectual. The rejection of the New Criticism also suggests the poets were anti-

establishment. As was already mentioned the poets did not acknowledge the criticism of their 

work; whatever the critique said, it did not mean anything to them, the poets only appreciated 

the suggestions of one another. The literary groups that shared similar features with the New 

York School of Poets, as Donald Allen mentions in his The New American Poetry, were the 

already mentioned Beats, the Black Mountain Poets and the poets of the San Francisco 

Renaissance. Allen argues that the one common characteristic they all have is “a total 

rejection of all those qualities typical of academic verse.”7   

                                                           
5 Fairfield Porter, “I Wonder What They Think of My Verses,” The Collected Poems, (New York: Tibor de  
   Nagy Editions, 1985) 63. 
6 Lehman 6. 
7 Donald Allen, ”Preface," The New American Poetry, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999) xi. 
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 Another distinctive feature of the New York School is that the artists did not want 

their work to be involved in the political issues of the time, mainly the Cold War and later the 

Vietnam War. In 1967 in a weekly magazine The Nation, which is involved with politics and 

culture, Ashbery gave his and O’Hara’s opinion on politics in their work:  

 

[The poetry] does not advocate sex and dope as a panacea for the ills of modern society; it does not 
speak out against the war in Viet Nam or in favor of civil rights; it does not paint gothic vignettes 
of the post-atomic age; in a word, it does not attack the establishment.8   

 

Instead of getting politically involved, the artists focused on “the state of spiritual clarity,” on 

the action of artistic creation, and demonstrating the artist’s own personality within his art. 

 Apart from the dominating Abstract Expressionism, the other reason for the poets’ 

involvement with art was that the majority of the New York School of Poets were art critics, 

who spent many hours in museums, observing art and writing about it in art periodicals. From 

the group of poets O’Hara and Ashbery even made a living by working in the art world. 

Ashbery wrote many articles and reviews for ARTnews, Art in America, Newsweek and New 

York. O’Hara, apart from writing art reviews, was Associate Curator of Painting and 

Sculpture at the Museum of Modern Art in New York.9 This is also the reason why their 

poetry often used ekphrasis, which is a description of a visual work of art, and references to 

certain pieces of art. The most prominent use of ekphrasis is in Ashbery’s famous poem “Self-

Portrait in a Convex Mirror,” a poem based on the painting of the same name by the Italian 

late Renaissance artist Parmigianino. The collection of poems Self-Portrait in a Convex 

Mirror  was in the eyes of the critics Ashbery’s most successful piece, one for which he 

received the Pulitzer Prize, the National Book Award and the National Book Critics Circle 

Award. It is ironic that while Ashbery spent many hours over historical visual art, his main 

inspiration in his poems is taken from Surrealism and Abstract Expressionism. 

 Unlike the painters, the poets did not get famous immediately. Eric Smigel writes in 

his essay on the New York School that during the time of Abstract Expressionism “for the 

first time in American popular culture, an avant-garde artist was treated as a celebrity.”10 The 

best example of this status of celebrity in the art world was Jackson Pollock, who often 

appeared in the headlines of newspapers and magazines due to his scandals connected with 

                                                           
8 John Ashbery, “Frank O’Hara’s Question,” Book Week, 25 Sep. 1966: 6. 
9 John Yau, “The Poet as Art Critic,” American Poetry Review, Vol. 34 Issue 3, May/Jun 2005: 45. 
10 Eric Smigel, “Identity, Image, and the Heroic Myth of the New York School of Painting, Poetry, and Music,”  
   Interdisciplinary Humanities, Vol. 26 Issue 2, Fall 2009: 11. 
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alcoholism. Nevertheless the New York School of Poets did not gain such popularity in media 

and their recognition came later in their career as artists. O’Hara’s biggest success came with 

his posthumous collection of poems named Collected Poems, which won the National Book 

Award in poetry. Koch achieved recognition with his books for children Wishes, Lies, and 

Dreams and Rose, Where Did You Get That Red?, and Schuyler with his Morning of the Poem 

for which he won the Pulitzer Prize.  

 Another common attribute of the New York School poetry was the poets’ frequent use 

of pop culture. They would use references to art, music, films, and products. For instance 

Ashbery, who loved to experiment with more classical forms of poetry, wrote “a sestina about 

Popeye, [while] Koch [wrote] an epic poem in ottava rima about a Japanese baseball 

player.”11 This characteristic is connected to the anti-academic mode of the New York School 

poetry. They were not afraid to combine the elements of high and low culture; they 

appreciated the value of both. Later in art, during the 1960s, Pop Art emerged and marked the 

end of Abstract Expressionism.  

  This thesis consists of five chapters. After the introduction the second chapter presents 

the influence of visual art on O’Hara’s poetry. The chapter discusses the immediacy, 

perspective and the problem of abstraction in connection with O’Hara’s “Personism,” and 

concludes with O’Hara’s collaborations with other artists on poem-paintings. The third 

chapter debates visual art in Ashbery’s writing, focusing mainly on the connection of de 

Chirico to Ashbery’s poetics and on the use of the method of collaging, cataloguing and the 

mixing of the sources of high and low culture in relation to Abstract Expressionism. The 

fourth chapter concentrates on the use of ekphrasis in the poetry of both the poets while using 

specific poems as examples. In general, the second and the third chapters both focus on the 

general influence of visual arts on the poetics of the two poets, while the fourth chapter deals 

with the specific poetic figure of their poetry. The reason for ekphrasis to have its own chapter 

is because ekphrasis is the most prominent, considerably obvious, use of visual arts in the 

poetry of O’Hara and Ashbery. Ekphrasis is frequently used and directly connected to the 

treatment of time, space and self in the poetry of the aforementioned poets. Each poet is 

discussed in a separate chapter because even though both are influenced by the art of the time, 

the influence in the poetry of Ashbery is more subtle as he took sources from different 

movements and did not want to be affiliated with only one movement. The main influences of 

Ashbery’s poems are Surrealism and Abstract Expressionism. While O’Hara starts with the 

                                                           
11 Lehman 331. 
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use of techniques from Surrealism, Cubism or Dada, the main influence is later mainly 

Abstract Expressionism as the poet uses its techniques in abundance and often collaborates 

with Abstract Expressionists.   
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2. Visual Art in the Poetry of Frank O’Hara 

 

In the introduction to Reported Sightings, a collection of Ashbery’s criticism on art, 

David Bergman argues: 

 
[Ashbery’s] career as an art critic […] has not been insignificant to [his] development as a poet. 
[…] The functions of the painter, the art critic and the poet – while not identical – are at least 
analogous as Ashbery conceives them. […] The art writing has been a halfway point between the 
visual and the linguistic and often a place to explore ideas that make their ways into the poems.12  

 

This influence of art criticism on the poems is evident in Frank O’Hara’s poetry as well. The 

poets’ time spent contemplating visual art and their collaborations with the New York School 

artists brought to their poetics the strategies used often in the art of Abstract Expressionism, 

Surrealism or Dadaism. O’Hara was also interested in a fusion of the poetic and the painterly, 

he was involved in the avant-garde ideal of crossing the disciplines of art, such as poetry, 

painting, music or dance, to perceive art as a whole, while the products of the disciplines 

enrich one another to create a new experience of perceiving art. As a result not only strategies 

of Abstract Expressionism were used in poetry but also much collaboration between the poets 

and artists ventured into an exploration of the bridge between paintings and poems, producing 

such creations as poem-paintings.  

 

2.1. The Influences of Art 

When Ashbery describes O’Hara’s poetry in the introduction to The Collected Poems 

of Frank O’Hara, he argues: 

 

[O’Hara’s] poetry is anything but literary. It is part of a modern tradition which is anti-literary and 
anti-artistic, and which goes back to Apollinaire and the Dadaists, to the collages of Picasso and 
Braque with their perishable newspaper clippings, to Satie’s musique d’ameublement.13 

 

O’Hara wanted to look at poetry from a different point of view, to break the rules of poetry, 

which is why he was drawn to Apollinaire’s Calligrammes, where the poet experiments with 

the form, trying to convey features of visual art in a poem, and to Picasso’s cubist paintings, 

which break the rules of perspective, or to the Surrealists, who, as Ashbery says, were “poets 
                                                           
12 John Ashbery, “Introduction,” Reported Sightings: Art Chronicles 1957-1987, David Bergman ed., xii. 
13 John Ashbery, “Introduction”, The Collected Poems of Frank O’Hara, ed. Donald Allen (Los Angeles: University of 
California Press, 1995) vii. 
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who speak the language of every day into the reader’s dream.”14 Those are the elements that 

create the base for O’Hara’s poetry from which he could go on to develop his writing style. 

O’Hara would later become greatly influenced by Abstract Expressionism, which caused him 

to focus on the process of creation further connected to his “Personism,” abstraction and 

immediacy or manipulation with the sense of time. O’Hara also works with techniques used 

by painters such as “push and pull” theory, blurring, working with the flat surface or 

culmination - the techniques that were often highlighted by the formal features of the poems.  

 

2.2. Immediacy and the Present Moment 

The urgency of action painting of Abstract Expressionism is conveyed in O’Hara’s 

poetry by the immediacy of his poems, by the importance of creating and focusing on a 

moment. Specifically, one of the painters who greatly influenced O’Hara with his action 

painting is Jackson Pollock. John Lowney in his essay on the poetics of O’Hara suggests that 

“Pollock’s painting […] responds to the inescapable demands of the historical moment with a 

heightened sensitivity to the passing of time. His paintings are ‘painfully beautiful 

celebrations of what will disappear, or has disappeared already, from his world, or what may 

be destroyed at any moment.’”15 In the same spirit O’Hara writes his “I do this, I do that” 

poems, which try to capture the moment of a common occasion such as “Lana Turner has 

Collapsed!” In the poem the speaker simply describes what happens while walking down the 

street when he notices the headline:  

 
I was trotting along and suddenly  
it started raining and snowing  
and you said it was hailing  
[…] and suddenly I see a headline  
LANA TURNER HAS COLLAPSED!  
there is no snow in Hollywood  
there is no rain in California  
I have been to lots of parties  
and acted perfectly disgraceful 
but I have never actually collapsed  
oh Lana Turner we love you get up.16 
 
 

As Marjorie Perloff calls it, it is just an “ordinary incident,” instead of some “important public 

occasion,”17 that is the centre of the poem. The headline triggers the speaker’s reaction, his 
                                                           
14 Ashbery vii. 
15 John Lowney, “The ‘Post-Anti-Esthetic’ Poetics of Frank O'Hara,” Contemporary Literature, Vol. 32, No. 2, Summer 
1991: 252. 
16

 Frank O’Hara, “Poem (Lana Turner has collapsed!),” The Collected Poems of Frank O’Hara, ed. Donald Allen, (Los 
Angeles: University of California Press, 1995) 449. 
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thoughts on it and his memories, which contrast with the poem’s factual description, as if he 

stopped in the street to think about the headline, leaving the impression of a short, passing, 

casual moment. As most of O’Hara’s poetry, it is written with minimal punctuation and in 

free verse to convey the feeling of immediacy, of the present, ephemeral moment. The line 

breaking, as in “I was trotting along and suddenly / it started,” makes the reader follow the 

text faster, again highlighting the urgency of the poem. There is no symbolism, no depth to 

the poem, which has a light, joking tone and is quite superficial. James E. B. Breslin, who 

specialised on American modern poetry and art, describes O’Hara’s poetry as “absorbed with 

a kind of evenly suspended attention that does not permit discrimination, emphasis or even 

interpretation.”18 

 

2.3. Working with the Surface and Perspective 

 An apparent manifestation of the painterly in O’Hara’s poems is the poet’s work with 

flat surfaces. It is a technique used by Pollock, as O’Hara writes in his letter to Larry Rivers:  

 

The scale of the painting became that of the painter’s body, not the image of a body, and the 
setting for the scale, which would include all referents, would be the canvas surface itself. […] It is 
the physical reality of the artist and his activity of expressing it, united with the spiritual reality of 
the artist in a oneness which has no need for mediation of metaphor or symbol.19  

 

Abstract Expressionists do not use perspective, they create their work two-dimensionally, 

keeping the image “on the surface.” Instead of perspective they use the forces of “push and 

pull”, a term coined by the painter Hans Hofmann, which gives the painting movement 

suggested by a contrast between the images and experimenting with various forms of poetry. 

The contrast between the images can be seen for example in the poem “Music”: “[P]ausing 

for a liver sausage sandwich in the Mayflower Shoppe, / that angel seems to be leading the 

horse into Bergdorf’s.”20 The first image is again a simple description of where the poet is and 

what he is doing, which is contrasted with the fantasy image created, as Perloff suggests, by 

“the optical illusion of staring into the Plaza fountain.”21 It is the sudden change that gives the 

poem movement or fluidity created by a series of scenes blending together much like the 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
17 Marjorie Perloff, Frank O’Hara: Poet Among Painters, (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1977) 147. 
18  James E. B. Breslin, From Modern to Contemporary: American Poetry, 1945-1965, (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1983) 217. 
19 Frank O'Hara, Art Chronicles 1954-1956 (New York: George Braziller/Venture, 1975), pp. 34-35. 
20

 Frank O’Hara, “Music,” The Collected Poems of Frank O’Hara, ed. Donald Allen, (Los Angeles: University of California 
Press, 1995) 210. 
21

 O’Hara 210. 
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images of Abstract Expressionism paintings. In the poem the influence of Surrealism is clear 

as its realistic images are contrasted with the Surrealistic ones, and the influence of Dada may 

be detected in the passages written in catalogue style. The more the process of listing images 

and the process of culmination are used, the quicker is the movement in the poem and the 

sense of perception. 

 

2.4. O’Hara’s “Personism” and the Problem of Abstraction 

 The process of culmination in O’Hara’s poetry is often used with proper names such 

as names of places or other artists. For instance the poem “Music” mentions places “The 

Equestrian” or “Park Avenue.” The function of these names is to convey a feeling of 

authenticity. It is not important to know them, they are there to create an image of someone’s 

inner world, of a casual moment from his or her life. This is related to the poetic strategies in 

O’Hara’s “Personism: A Manifesto,” which describes the strategies of the abstraction of a 

moment. The idea of abstraction is considered in the manifesto; however, since it is mocking 

the abundance of manifestoes that were written at the time by poets to justify their work, and 

since it laughs at writers and critics who take poetry all too seriously, it is not certain where or 

if the mocking ends in the text and where O’Hara’s serious views on poetry start:  

 
Abstraction (in poetry, not in panting) involves personal removal by the poet. […] Personism […] 
[is] so totally opposed to this kind of abstract removal that it is verging on a true abstraction for the 
first time, really, in the history of poetry. […] It does not have to do with personality or intimacy, 
far from it! But to give you a vague idea, one of its minimal aspects is to address itself to one 
person (other than the poet himself), thus evoking overtones of love without destroying love’s life-
giving vulgarity, and sustaining the poet’s feelings towards the poem while preventing love from 
distracting him into feeling about the person.22   
 

The reason for the confusion in O’Hara’s manifesto is that he is not exactly specific in 

defining what “Personism” really is. O’Hara claims that abstraction in poetry “involves 

personal removal by the poet,” which can be seen as contrary to the process of abstraction in 

art as the artist of abstract painting could be considered the object of it, even though the 

precise meaning of O’Hara’s statement is quite unclear, same as the meaning of the rest of the 

manifesto. O’Hara then follows with saying that “Personism” is “opposed to this kind of 

abstract removal that it is verging on a true abstraction” but he does not explain what he really 

means by that and what he considers a true abstraction of poetry. Finally he follows with other 

                                                           
22 Frank O’Hara, “Personism: A Manifesto,” The Collected Poems of Frank O’Hara, ed. Donald Allen, (Los Angeles: 
University of California Press, 1995) 498. 
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statements such as that “Personism” has nothing “to do with philosophy, it’s all art”23 or that 

it “does not have to do with personality or intimacy.” These statements as a whole create 

some vague idea, which the reader tries to grasp even though the text is designed not to be 

understood entirely. O’Hara here expresses his anti-academic stance as the point of the 

manifesto is that it does not help in reading O’Hara’s poems as one should not need critical 

texts to understand his poems and they should be experienced as they are. 

 O’Hara’s mocking is even more underlined by seemingly strong statements where he 

assures the reader of the primacy of “Personism,” when he claims to define “a true abstraction 

for the first time, really, in the history of poetry” even though nothing gets truly defined, or 

when he states that “it was founded by me after lunch with LeRoi Jones on August 27, 

1959,”24 a casual occasion that nobody else knew about. David Herd in his essay “Stepping 

Out with Frank O’Hara” comments on “Personism” that “[t]o follow it, in the name of 

commentary, is to sound cumbersome. And yet nonchalance is part of the allure, and anyway 

the thinking of “Personism” is too quick to let it go.”25  

Perloff sees the “allure” of the text in its underlying seriousness, which is the idea of 

abstraction in a sense that “the poet can penetrate the experience of a fictional narrator, can 

distance himself from that experience and define its meaning.”26 This is where “Personism” 

truly describes O’Hara’s poetry. However, then Perloff continues to argue that O’Hara’s 

poems are “engaged in what looks like live talk – intimate, familiar, expressive,”27 even 

though “Personism” claims it does not have to do with intimacy, which leads Perloff to say 

that what it means is that O’Hara does not “use the poem as a vehicle to lay bare his soul […] 

or provide autobiographical information about his past,”28 and that “Personism” means “the 

illusion of intimate talk between an ‘I’ and a ‘you’, giving us as readers the sense that we are 

eavesdropping on an ongoing conversation.”29 What Perloff is interpreting here is the part of 

“Personism” where O’Hara seems to be pulling the reader’s leg. To achieve abstraction 

O’Hara would have to leave out the “I” in the poem; however, then it would become just a 

“philosophy,” something “between two pages” instead of between an “I” and a “you,” but 

there can be barely an interaction between an “I” and a “you” without some sense of intimacy. 

Perloff calls this interaction “the illusion of intimate talk” because the poet does not give his 

                                                           
23 O’Hara 499. 
24 O’Hara 499.. 
25 David Herd, “Stepping Out with Frank O’Hara”, Frank O’Hara Now, eds. Robert Hampson and Will Montgomery, 
(Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2010) 70. 
26 Perloff 26. 
27 Perloff 26. 
28 Perloff 26. 
29 Perloff 26. 
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“autobiographical information” nor does he bare his soul in the poem. Nevertheless this lack 

of information or feelings of the poet do not necessarily mean that there is only an illusion of 

intimacy instead of intimacy itself. It is difficult to establish the difference between intimacy 

and Perloff’s illusion of intimacy because in a sense every poem interacting between two 

people, or an “I” and a “you,” could convey the illusion of intimacy, unless the poem is 

directly addressed from one to some other specific person. Also if an “I” is used in a poem, it 

inherently compels the reader to project some personality to the speaker according to what is 

said in the poem.  

What O’Hara tries to do in his poems is to find a balance between the personal and the 

abstract, which means his poems have to be only partially abstract and partially personal, 

there cannot be “a true abstraction.” The problems of the manifesto are its statements on what 

“Personism” is while not really elaborating or defining such terms as “true abstraction,” 

“personality” and “intimacy.” “Personism” does not help the reader with the definition of 

abstraction in O’Hara’s poetry; more on the contrary, O’Hara deliberately goes in circles, 

stating and subsequently denying what has been said, which only supports his point that the 

best way to experience his poetry is just to read it without the need to read criticism that 

would explain the features or goals of his poetry. 

 

2.5. Poem-Paintings 

 O’Hara also deals with abstraction in his collaborations with painters. He was 

interested in a true collaboration, a collaboration where the poet and the painter would work 

simultaneously on one piece of art, being constantly inspired by each other. This type of 

collaboration is used while creating poem-paintings. O’Hara works with such painters as 

Larry Rivers or Norman Bluhm, and the form of these poem-paintings is usually a couple of 

words incorporated into the visual scheme of an abstract painting. The idea was that the 

interaction between the two media will mutually alter the perception of the viewer and bring a 

new perspective on their modes of expression. Brian Reed in his essay on O’Hara and 

Norman Bluhm suggests that the poet and painter “test whether paint and language can both 

be used gesturally. That is, they propose a formal and functional homology between particular 

methods of applying pigment to paper and words to a page. […] [T]he goal is to mark a 

moment and a place as constituting embodied expression.”30  

                                                           
30 Brian Reed, “‘Footprints of a Wild Ballet’: The Poem-Paintings of Frank O’Hara,” Frank O’Hara Now, eds. Robert 
Hampson and Will Montgomery, (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2010) 213. 
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One example of such a poem-painting is “Noël,” a poem-painting created by O’Hara 

and Bluhm. The painting constitutes of two big brush strokes accompanied by a list of four 

words: “apples”, “light”, “fires” and “dances.” The first three words are crossed and the fifth 

word, the title “!noël,” is distanced from the rest of the words in the upper corner of the 

painting. O’Hara again uses the technique of cataloguing to capture a certain moment. The 

abstraction of the words is redefined by the painting, giving the meaning of the words a new 

definition, which is why it is not an illustration, which would consist of images of a simple, 

primary meaning of the words. The painting helps to define the relationship between the 

words, to catch a certain spirit, or a certain mood of the whole work. The poem-painting 

“Noël” seems to express the spirit of Christmas according to its title. Of course, being 

abstract, the painting can carry a number of interpretations but the general idea seems to be 

the poet’s dissatisfaction with the first three crossed words, as if he could not put his finger on 

what the Christmas spirit means to him. Only with the last word, “dances,” he finally finds 

what he was looking for - a word redefined by the movement of the brushstrokes, same as the 

word “!noël,” most likely suggests the excitement of the Christmas spirit and of the rest of the 

words the poem-painting includes by its unusual spelling with the exclamation mark.   

The whole work carries the features of O’Hara’s poetry as it tries to express a certain 

moment while it is casual, immediate with its few words and the “push and pull” created by 

the composition of the two brushstrokes. Both O’Hara and Bluhm, being influenced by 

Pollock, work here with “gesture.” In the painting Bluhm’s brushstrokes are considered to be 

a gesture of action painting and O’Hara too, as suggested by Reed, supplies speech acts,  

 

extracted, “abstracted” as Duerden puts it, from everyday discourse, and “estranged.” They are 
language reborn as gesture; instead of offering profundity, they ask viewers to contemplate what 
means to scribble words in a picture plane also occupied by slashing and sloshing paint.31 

 

 To summarise, a major feature of O’Hara’s poetry is that it is focused on a moment, on 

the present, on what happens “now.” To express this O’Hara uses painterly techniques that 

help him to convey the idea of passing time and of casual occasion. He finds inspiration in the 

composition of the paintings, which influence the images and formal features of his poems, 

and keep them “on the surface,” not symbolically deep. This corresponds with O’Hara’s anti-

academic opinions arising also in his mock manifesto that seemingly describes the abstraction 

                                                           
31 Reed 227. 
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in his poems. Similar features of his poetry are found in his poem-paintings, which again 

work with the depiction of the present moment while mixing the disciplines of art. 
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3. Visual Art in the Poetry of John Ashbery 

 

Although Frank O’Hara did not want to be affiliated with any particular movement, it can be 

said that Abstract Expressionism played a major part in his poetry, partly because it was New 

York where he lived and wrote his poems and where Abstract Expressionism and later other 

new movements emerged, making New York a new centre of culture. The source of the 

influence of visual art on the poetry of John Ashbery, however, is much more difficult to 

establish than in O’Hara’s case. Ashbery lived during the emergence of Abstract 

Expressionism in Paris, which distanced him for a while from the writers and the artists of the 

Cedar Bar and their influence. Ashbery’s poetry is probably most influenced by Surrealism, 

even though he did not want to be categorised as a Surrealist poet because there were some 

aspects of Surrealism of which he did not approve, such as automatism. He also claimed he 

did not belong to any movement and that he simply borrowed techniques from a number of 

movements but did not affiliate to any as he never completely agreed with the whole idea. 

Ashbery, for example, saw Abstract Expressionism only as an “outgrowth of [S]urrealism”; 

he stated that “American action painters had ‘plowed under’ Surrealism until ‘something 

new… sprang up in its place’.”32 In an interview in Paris Review Ashbery explained the 

influence of Abstract Expressionism:  

Certainly the simultaneity of Cubism is something that has rubbed off on me, as well as the 
Abstract Expressionist idea that the work is a sort of record of its own coming-into-existence; it 
has an “anti-referential seriousness,” but it is nothing like flinging a bucket of words on the page, 
as Pollock did with paint. It is more indirect than that. When I was fresh out of college, Abstract 
Expressionism was the most exciting thing in the arts.33  

The influence of Abstract Expressionism is most notable in Ashbery’s collection of 

poems The Tennis Court Oath due to its use of juxtaposition, collaging or cataloguing. 

Nevertheless, otherwise the influence is not as prominent as in the poetry of O’Hara. The 

method of cataloguing is often used with the mixture of high and low culture, which further 

highlights the juxtaposition of the images in the poems. Also when it comes to the tone of the 

poetry, which comes largely from the influence of Abstract Expressionism, O’Hara’s 

humorous, playful tone is much more evident than Ashbery’s subtle humour. While O’Hara 

was most interested in the art of American artists, Ashbery was more oriented to the 

continental art scene, namely artists such as Michaux or Duchamp along with de Chirico, who 

                                                           
32 John Ashbery, “Introduction by David Bergman”, Reported Sightings, David Bergman ed.,xv. 
33 Peter Stitt, “The Art of Poetry No.33: John Ashbery,” The Paris Review 25, Winter 1983: 33. 
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is to Ashbery what Pollock was to O’Hara. Ashbery shares with de Chirico many similar 

views on Surrealism, experimental modes and themes.  

 

3.1. Ashbery and de Chirico 

There are several main themes which constantly reappear in de Chirico’s paintings; 

they are generally concerned with the treatment of time and space. De Chirico’s art captures 

spatial and temporal movement, the passing of time often connected with travel represented 

usually by trains. The time and space in de Chirico’s art are being distorted into creating 

“metaphysical aesthetic,” a term coined by de Chirico in his “Eluard Manuscript”: 

 
One must picture everything in the world as an enigma, not only the great questions one has 
always asked oneself […]. But rather to understand the enigma of things generally considered 
insignificant. To perceive the mystery of certain phenomena of feeling.34 

 

The focus of de Chirico’s art is on ordinary objects put together in a strange composition 

within the surroundings of empty public places, with buildings depicted oddly proportioned 

and in a strange perspective. If a figure is shown, it is chiefly just a shadow of a figure. All 

those features emanate feelings of melancholy and mystery, the same feelings that Ashbery’s 

poetry recreates in a number of his poems with strategies inspired by de Chirico’s art.  

A demonstration of these strategies can be seen in Ashbery’s poem called “The 

Double Dream of Spring,” which is named after one of de Chirico’s paintings. The poem 

starts with the speaker’s feelings while he remembers his past: 

 

Mixed days, the mindless years, perceived 
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: 
This was the story.35 
 

This passage suggests the passing of time. While the speaker remembers, he has no longer the 

feelings he used to have; there is a sense of loss, melancholy which is emphasised when 

compared to the following passage with the memory of spring. The meaning of the spring has 

been lost to the speaker, it makes no sense to him: 

                                                           
34 Giorgio de Chirico, “Eluard Manuscript,” Hebdomeros, with Monsieur Dudron’s Adventure and Other 
Metaphysical Writings, Preface by John Ashbery, (New York: PAJ Publications, 1992) 185-186.   
35 Ashbery 202. 
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The rowboat rocked as you stepped into it. How flat its  
 bottom 
The little poles pushed away from the small waves in the  
 water 
And so outward. Yet we turn 
To examine each other in the dream. Was it sap 
Coursing in the tree 
That made the buds stand out, each with a peculiar 
 coherency? 
For certainly the sidewalk led 
To a point somewhere beyond itself 
Caught, lost in millions of tree-analogies 
Being the furthest step one might find.36 

 
Same as de Chirico, Ashbery uses ordinary objects such as “the rowboat,” “the tree” and “the 

sidewalk” in the poem and gives them a sense of mystery by ascribing to them unrealistic 

features and showing them in a dreamlike state. Also the words “we turn to examine each 

other in the dream” evoke the shadow figures in de Chirico’s paintings. They are not specified 

and are mentioned only once to convey the sense of mystery. The speaker’s asking if it was 

“sap coursing in the tree that made the buds stand out” suggests the passing of time, the sense 

of loss again as he no longer sees the trees, or just the world around him, in the same way as 

he used to. 

In the introduction of Reported Sightings David Bergman explains that “Ashbery plays 

a variation on Einsteinian relativity, turning space into time and time into space […]. In 

making this transformation from spatial to temporal process, he moves from the pictorial to 

the poetic.”37 In the poem the sidewalk leading “to a point somewhere beyond itself” is 

portrayed similarly as the buildings in de Chirico’s paintings, being stretched almost to the 

vanishing point and seemingly infinite. This use of space conveys the feelings of a young 

person who cannot see very far ahead of his time, imagining he has all the time in the world, 

which is then juxtaposed with the ending passage of the poem: 

 
And now amid the churring of locomotives  
Moving on the land the grass lies over passive 
Beetling its “end of the journey” mentality into your 
 forehead 
Like so much blond hair awash 
Sick starlight on the night 
That is readying its defences again 

                                                           
36 Ashbery 202-203. 
37 John Ashbery, “Introduction by David Bergman”, Reported Sightings, David Bergman ed., xiv. 
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As day comes up38 
 

The temporal movement is here indicated by the image of the locomotives, a recurring image 

of de Chirico’s art. The poet speaks about getting old, about the “end of the journey.”  

To sum up, the same themes used in de Chirico’s paintings are used in Ashbery’s 

poem. Melancholy, mystery, the sense of loss and passing time are used in the poem to 

portray the feelings of aging and changing of the perspective on the memories of spring. The 

poem ends with the beginning of another day, again an image of the inevitable passing of 

time. It is difficult to describe the mood of the poem due to its subjectivity; however, it can be 

said that O’Hara also works with melancholy in his poems but in combination with curiosity 

about life, while Ashbery combines the feeling of melancholy with de Chirico’s mystery due 

to his changing, juxtaposing images and his treatment of time and space. In comparison to 

O’Hara, Ashbery’s poems seem to be more distant or cold same as the empty public places of 

de Chirico.  

 In an article called “A de Chirico Retrospective” Ashbery describes de Chirico:  

 

[T]he first artist to dwell on […] seemingly arbitrary confrontations of inanimate objects, and if 
the symbolic meaning of recurring images like the bananas, clocks, gloves and artichokes remain 
unknown, they are obviously repositories of deeply personal and experiences. It is a world that is 
sui generis, unrelated to any ‘isms,’ and here one can sympathise with de Chirico’s defiant 
rejection of the rest of modern art.39  

 

Ashbery also tries to create poetry in a world that is “sui generis.” Notwithstanding, although 

the influence of de Chirico is clear in “The Double Dream of Spring,” it is not the only 

influence on Ashbery’s writing techniques. Even in this poem we can detect the avant-garde 

method of juxtaposition, the use of disjointed fragments and the focus on the experience, on 

the moment, as in Abstract Expressionism. Ashbery therefore only borrows some techniques 

of Surrealism, Abstract Expressionism and other movements but he is never fully committed 

to any of them.  

 

3.2. Collaging 

 In The Tennis Court Oath Ashbery applies the technique of collage. The collection is 

often associated mainly with Abstract Expressionism, for Ashbery said in an interview that he 

was inspired by Abstract Expressionist’s paintings, although later he regretted it as critics 

                                                           
38 Ashbery 203. 
39 John Ashbery, “A de Chirico Retrospective”, Reported Sightings, David Bergman ed., 403. 
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started to see the poems only in the light of Abstract Expressionism, pigeonholing Ashbery’s 

writing. However, in The Tennis Court Oath many techniques from different sources, or 

movements, are employed. According to David Sweet the often used method of collage goes 

against the action, the capturing of the process of creation of Abstract Expressionism because 

“through their almost ritual collagism, these poems [in The Tennis Court Oath] continually 

reject Abstract Expressionism’s insistence on personal immediacy, energy, and action.”40 

Nevertheless, it is important to keep in mind that there is a difference between collage in art 

and collage in poetry. Collage used in art is based on a careful consideration of composition 

of the elements of the painting, which is opposed to action painting - art focused on the 

moment of creating the art itself with the immediacy and the dynamic of brushstrokes or 

streaks of paint. Collage in Ashbery’s poetry brings out immediacy in the poems as the 

images come one after another without being intercepted by any explanation. The reading of 

such poems is quick, focused on the motion of a certain moment. While the method itself is 

not considered to belong to Abstract Expressionism, its effect in poetry such as immediacy 

and the focus on the moment are.  

 Furthermore the method of collage is connected to Ashbery’s technique of “putting in” 

and “leaving out.” In an interview with Fred Moramarco Ashbery described this method as 

“something that came from painting too. A lot of de Kooning’s drawings are partly erased. 

Larry Rivers used to do drawings in which there are more erasures than there are lines. […] I 

always tend to think that none of the developments in painting rubbed off on me very much, 

but then, when it comes down to it, I see that, as in this case, a lot of it did.”41 “Putting in” can 

be seen in the use of collage and catalogues. The beginning of the poem “The Tennis Court 

Oath” is a good example of collaging:  

 
I go on loving you like water but 
there is a terrible breath in the way all of this 
You were not elected president, yet won the race 
All the way tough fog and drizzle 
When you read it was sincere the coasts 
stammered with unintentional villages the 
horse strains fatigued.42 

 

                                                           
40 David Sweet, “’And Ut Pictura Poesis Is Her Name’: John Ashbery, the Plastic Arts, and the Avant-Garde,”  
 Comparative Literature, Vol. 50, No. 4, Autumn 1998: 324. 
41 Fred Moramarco, “John Ashbery and Frank O’Hara: The Painterly Poets,” Journal of Modern Literature, 5.3, 
1976: 454. 
42 Ashbery 43. 
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With every line a new image is “put in” while the speaker is “leaving out” the explanation or 

the direct connection between the images. They are piled up and juxtaposed to create, along 

with the associations they bring, a particular moment or a feeling while the lack of the links 

between the images bring immediacy to the poem. Moramarco looks at the poem as the 

technique of juxtaposition instead of collage and sees the poem’s influence mainly in Abstract 

Expressionism:  

 
[T]he techniques of juxtaposition developed by the Abstract painters, particularly Rothko and 
Gottlieb, can be related to the verbal juxtaposition we find in The Tennis Court Oath, where words 
clash and interact with one another to invigorate our sense of the creative possibilities of language. 
[…] Pollock’s drips, Rothko’s haunting, color-drenched, luminous, rectangular shapes, and 
Gottlieb’s spheres and explosive strokes are here, in a sense, paralleled by an imagistic scattering 
and an emotional and intellectual verbal juxtaposition.”43 

 
Nevertheless, the problem of the arguments of Sweet and Moramarco is their perception 

of what juxtaposition and collage are. In art, collage is a juxtaposition of images but the use of 

juxtaposition does not always entail the use of collage. However this difference can be hardly 

recognised in poetry. The critics project specific features on the poem according to the source 

of its inspiration that they determine. Sweet sees the inspiration of the poetry in collage and 

claims the poems lack “personal immediacy, energy and action,” while Moramarco claims 

Ashbery’s poetry parallels Abstract Expresionism and describes Ashbery’s poetry with such 

phrases as “words clash” and “invigorate our sense,” suggesting the action or the dynamic of 

the poem. Later Moramarco continues arguing that in Ashbery’s poetry “it is important to 

recall the unconscious dimension of Abstract Expressionism – the freedom it allows the artist 

for self-expression of the deepest sort.”44 The opinions of the critics on the influence behind 

Ashbery’s poetry quite differ, which is why Ashbery is against this kind of pigeonholing of 

his poetry.  

Ashbery also employs collage in his Three Poems by using the process of blurring. 

Sweet argues that “The New Spirit” “blurs [collagist] edges even further by dissolving 

collagism itself in a matrix of abstract prose. […] The poem both drains prose of its didactic 

potential and deprives avant-garde poetry of its graphic energy, the visible disjunctions that 

formerly signalled novelty.”45 The demonstration of blurring can be seen at the beginning of 

“The New Spirit”:  

 

                                                           
43 Moramarco 450-452. 
44 Moramarco 451. 
45 Sweet 327. 
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I thought that if I could put it all down, that would be one  
way. And next the thought came to me that to leave all out 
would be another, and truer, way.  
 
   clean-washed sea 
                                                              The flowers were.  
 
These are examples of leaving out. But, forget as we will, 
something soon comes to stand in their place.  Not the truth, 
perhaps, but-yourself.46 

 
Here the blurring of collage with prose is used to explain that the method of “leaving out” is 

applied to invite the reader to use his own imagination when reading Ashbery’s poetry. This 

kind of self-abnegating speaker is again the influence of Surrealism, which asks the reader or 

the viewer to use his own experience and associations to understand the art. 

 

3.3. Cataloguing 

 When the method of cataloguing is used it works as collaging and the method of 

“putting in” and “leaving out” brought to an extreme. Catalogues are applied especially in the 

parts of Ashbery’s Vermont Notebook: “Industrial parks, vacant lots, yards, enclosures, fields, 

arenas, slopes, siding, tarmac, black top, service roads, parking lots, drive-in deposits.”47 The 

abundance of images portrays the feelings of the speaker in the particular surroundings and 

his sense of being overwhelmed.  

The fragmented nature of Ashbery’s poetry is also caused by mixing of several 

features of poetry. As Tamar Yacobi writes “[i]n Ashbery, the mixture […] is radical, 

combining sources ‘high’ and ‘low,’ past and present, literary, visual, dramatic, operatic, 

cinematic.”48 The mixing of “high” and “low” was often used in Abstract Expressionism. 

Ashbery is not afraid to use a reference to a piece of classical art and soon after a pop culture 

reference, as in the poem “Daffy Duck in Hollywood”:  

 

La Celestina has only to warble the first few bars  
Of “I Thought about You” or something mellow from 
Amadigi di Gaula for everything-a mint-condition can 
Of Rumford’s Baking Powder, a celluloid earring, Speedy 
Gonzales […].49     

 

                                                           
46 Ashbery 247. 
47 Ashbery 333. 
48 Tamar Yacobi, “Ashbery’s ‘Description of a Masque’: Radical Interart Transfer across History,” Poetics and 
Comparative Literature,  Vol. 20, No. 4, Winter 1999: 681. 
49 Ashbery 510. 
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In the passage the elements of the catalogue are juxtaposed although there is a profound 

difference between them, for example, the considerably high genre of classical music of the 

opera, Amadigi di Gaula, is closely followed by an ordinary, mundane object as baking 

powder and the reference to of the animated character from a low genre children’s cartoon 

Speedy Gonzales. This kind of mixing of genres conveys the humour of Ashbery, a common 

attribute of Abstract Expressionists as well as O’Hara. Ashbery asks his readers to take him 

“seriously and humorously at the same time,”50 as Mark Silverberg claims in his essay on 

humour in Ashbery’s poetry.  As the poet strives against the classification of his poetry, the 

sources of his influence are debatable with their combination and mixing. Even his humour is 

ambiguous in whether or not it is being used in certain parts of a poem. In comparison to 

O’Hara, whose mocking is quite apparent in his poems, Ashbery’s use of humour is much 

more subtle in the mixing of genres and the use of unexpected juxtapositions. 

 In conclusion even though Ashbery is against any classification of his poetry, he 

admits being influenced by the movements of art, primarily Surrealism and Abstract 

Expressionism. Being influenced mainly by de Chirico, Ashbery’s poems and de Chirico’s 

paintings share common themes or images, and they work with time and space in a similar 

manner, creating dream-like states of “metaphysical aesthetic.” Although there is no specific 

representative of Abstract Expressionism that would influence Ashbery in a way de Chirico 

did, general features of Abstract Expressionism can be found in Ashbery’s poetry, including 

the manipulation with disjointed and fragmented phrases which are being juxtaposed and 

often create the illusion of collage. Mixed influences and juxtaposed phrases are also the main 

source of Ashbery’s humour, and they often combine references to both high and low culture. 

It can be seen that visual art played a large role in Ashbery’s poetry, but in terms of specific 

sources it is important to acknowledge that Ashbery’ poetry needs to be mainly perceived in 

its own world and not in the context of a specific movement. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
50 Mark Silverberg, “Laughter and Uncertainty: John Ashbery's Low-Key Camp,“ Contemporary Literature, 
Vol. 43, No. 2, Summer, 2002: 287. 
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4. The Use of Ekphrasis in the Poetry of John Ashbery and Frank O‘Hara 

 
Frequent collaboration with artists and the involvement of the New York School poets 

with classic art also led to the poets’ use of ekphrasis in their poems. In the Oxford Classical 

Dictionary ekphrasis is defined as “the rhetorical description of a work of art.”51 Through the 

history of poetry the perception of ekphrasis developed and basically two types of ekphrasis 

emerged, classic ekphrasis and postmodern ekphrasis. James A.W. Heffernan, who specialises 

on ekphrasis in his book Museum of Words, suggests that some critics see classic ekphrasis as 

a phenomenon which “salutes the skill of the artist and the miraculous verisimilitude of the 

forms that the poet creates, while postmodern ekphrasis undermines the concept of 

verisimilitude itself.”52 This is connected to postmodernism and its attention to the work being 

productive rather than reproductive, in other words its attention to the process of creation. The 

language of postmodern ekphrasis, as Michael Davidson claims in his essay on ekphrasis, 

“questions its ability to ‘paint’ rhetorically and turns the mirror which once faced outward to 

nature back upon itself.”53 This change of focus regarding ekphrasis in the modern period 

caused another important distinction between the notion of classic and postmodern ekphrasis. 

It involves the perception of time or movement within the poem. Classic ekphrasis causes in 

poetry a feeling of stillness, a stasis when describing art. Such an example can be found in 

“Ode on a Grecian Urn” by John Keats, which describes several scenes on the urn with the 

musings on time and how the characters in the pictures are forever trapped in place. 

Postmodern ekphrasis concentrates on self-reflection, on the changes within the poet’s 

perception of art, which disrupt stasis and bring a certain flow or movement to a poem. 

 It is not surprising to see ekphrasis in Ashbery's and O'Hara's poetry as both were art 

critics and spent many hours in museums. Postmodern ekphrasis appears in a number of 

Ashbery's shorter poems such as “The Painter” or “And Ut Pictura Poesis Is Her Name” but 

the most important poem regarding ekphrasis is “Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror.” The 

ekphrasis in the poem is focused on the ability of the art work to affect the self of the poet. 

The ekphrasis in this poem works with the criticism previously written by other critics, with 

reflections on the poet as well as on the painter, refocusing the object of ekphrasis to the 

process of creation, and with expressions that change the movement of ekphrasis. Postmodern 

ekphrasis in O’Hara’s poetry appears in his shorter pieces. One of the best-known O’Hara’s 

                                                           
51 Simon Hornblower and Anthony Spawnforth, The Oxford Classical Dictionary, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996). 
52 James A. W. Heffernan, Museum of Words, (Chicago: The University of Chicao Press, 1993) 4. 
53 Michael Davidson, “Ekphrasis and the Postmodern Painter Poem,” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, Vol. 42, 
No. 1, Autumn 1983: 69. 
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ekphrastic poems is “On Seeing Larry Rivers’ Washington Crossing the Delaware at the 

Museum of Modern Art” and “Why I Am Not a Painter,” which both combine ekphrasis with 

O’Hara’s understanding of the relationship between visual art and poetry.  

 

4.1. Ashbery’s “Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror” 

As was already mentioned in the first chapter, “Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror” 

describes a painting of the same name from 1523 by Francesco Parmigianino. The description 

of the painting is accompanied by meditations on the art of poetry and the self. The poem 

starts with a description of a distorted self-portrait:  

 

As Parmigianino did it, the right hand  
Bigger than the head, thrust at the viewer  
And swerving easily away, as though to protect  
What it advertises. A few leaded panes, old beams,  
Fur, pleated muslin, a coral ring run together  
In a movement supporting the face, which swims  
Toward and away like the hand  
Except that it is in repose.54  

 
This passage works as the base for the rest of the poem as it describes the main attributes of 

the painting. Several features of postmodern ekphrasis can be seen in the following passage, 

which is based on a critique by the Italian painter and writer, Giorgio Vasari: "Vasari says, 

‘Francesco one day set himself / To take his own portrait, looking at himself for that purpose / 

In a convex mirror [...]‘.”55 The ekphrasis, together with the criticism of the other writers, 

apart from Ashbery, leads to the change of perspective when one looks at the painting and it 

creates different reflections, causing the transformations within the perception of the self of 

the poet. The poem is a clash between various reflections. The ekphrasis allows for the 

reflection of the painter: “Chiefly his reflection, of which the portrait / Is the reflection once 

removed.”56 The portrait also allows for the reflection of the poet carried through his 

meditation on the painting. The third reflection is the criticism used throughout the poem, 

such as: “Sydney Freedberg in his / Parmigianino says of it: ‘Realism in this portrait / No 

longer produces an objective truth, but a bizarria…’” 57 All these reflections depend on one 

another, they are closely connected, and they constantly change throughout the course of the 

poem.  

                                                           
54 John Ashbery 474. 
55 Ashbery 474. 
56 Ashbery 474. 
57

 Ashbery 478. 
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When describing the painting, the poet sees the problems of art in general. They are 

highlighted in the portrait by its shape, by the convex mirror. These problems regard the stasis 

of the painting, how enclosed it feels, and how it causes a soul to be trapped:  

 
Glazed, embalmed, projected at a 180-degree angle.  
The time of day or the density of the light  
Adhering to the face keeps it  
Lively and intact in a recurring wave  
Of arrival. The soul establishes itself.  
But how far can it swim out through the eyes  
And still return safely to its nest?58  

 
As Richard Stamelman suggests in his essay on “Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror,” “the 

painter presents an image of himself at once complete and unchanging, [while] the poet 

represents the comings and goings of sensations, desires, thoughts, and impressions.”59 It is 

Ashbery's critique of the process of creation, of trying to capture what is seen in its entirety, 

which makes the ekphrasis in the poem postmodern. Ashbery denies in his poem that such a 

thing as a complete work of art exists. He expresses views that are similar to the quote of 

Leonardo da Vinci: “Art is never finished, only abandoned.” The art by itself is still, frozen. 

Its soul as if tries to move out of the painting but cannot until the viewer offers his or her 

thoughts and impressions. Only then can the soul be freed from its incarceration of the 

painting and move and change with the viewer’s thoughts. The trapped soul is specifically 

mentioned in the following passage:  

 
[T]he soul is not a soul,  
Has no secret, is small, and it fits  
Its hollow perfectly: its room, our moment of attention. 
That is the tune but there are no words.  
The words are only speculation  
(From the Latin speculum, mirror).60 
  

The basic idea of the poem is expressed in this part. “The soul is not a soul” until one reflects 

on it with his or her “mirror,” comprised of words and thoughts. 

The feeling of stillness of the painting is enhanced by the hand which dominates the 

self-portrait as it is enlarged by the convex shape. The hand works as a part of a frame, as a 

kind of a shield, as Stamelman says, “[it] both welcomes and defends, seeming 

                                                           
58 Ashebry 474. 
59 Richard Stamelman, “Critical Reflections: Poetry and Art Criticism in Ashbery’s  ‘Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror’,” New 
Literary History, Vol. 15, No. 3, Spring 1984: 608. 
60 Ashbery 475. 
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simultaneously to move out to greet the viewer and to retreat”61: “Roving back to the body of 

which it seems / so unlikely a part, to fence in and shore up the face.”62 This framing of the 

hand suggests the painter’s attempt to make the painting autonomous; however it also causes 

the impression of lifelessness. To break the stillness of the painting as well as the stasis of the 

ekphrasis Ashbery uses conversational style and vocabulary, conveying the sense of 

movement such as “a recurring wave of arrival,” “how far can [the soul] swim,”63 “riders of 

the motion,”64 etc. These expressions help to maintain the flow of the soul within the thoughts 

of the poet and they try to overpower the frozen state of the painting. 

As was already mentioned, postmodern ekphrasis focuses on the self, on different 

views of art and how it changes the self in the process of that description. Ashbery sees visual 

art as something that should change and be changed by the viewer. In the poem the poet 

suddenly realizes that it is not him who is reflected:  

 
[Y]ou realize the reflection  
Isn't yours 
[..]  
the whole of me  
Is seen to be supplanted by the strict  
Otherness of the painter in his  
Other room.65 

 
When looking at the painting the poet meditates on each of its features, relating to it, 

pondering his impressions. All these run on with the thoughts about the poet himself. That is 

why the poet has to remind himself that it is not him who is in the self-portrait. It is the 

postmodern notion of the self. The realization of the self works here with the ekphrasis, which 

leads to the realization of the process of creation. While the painting seems to be created as a 

finished autonomous object, Ashbery contradicts this with his constant insights, changing the 

perception of the painting and the self, and with his poem proving that the painting is still in 

the phase of creation as the viewing of the art is a part of creation. The poem starts with his 

contemplation of the painting, which is then followed by the poet’s thoughts about his own 

life, about the nature of poetry and visual representation. It ends again with the mediations on 

the painting. The ekphrasis is seemingly interrupted in the middle of the poem by the poet’s 

view on his own life and opinions; however, even this middle passage is a part of the 

ekphrasis as it contains all the thoughts that originated from the viewing of the painting, from 

                                                           
61 Stamelman 616. 
62 Ashbery 475. 
63 Ashbery 474. 
64 Ashbery 475. 
65 Ashbery 479-480. 
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the thoughts that lead back to the painting again. All the poet’s notions are part of the 

ekphrasis. As Heffernan says “the traditionally ekphrastic impulse to deliver in words the 

story signified by the pregnant moment of graphic art gives way to the desultory, inconclusive 

story of what the poet thinks and feels as he contemplates the painting.”66 

The mentioned criticism offers the third reflection on the painting, making critical 

analysis part of the poem, which is what makes Ashbery’s ekphrasis unique in comparison to 

any other use of ekphrasis. The criticism used in the poem leads to the poet’s contemplations 

of the painting from a different point of view, again helping the poem to be in perpetual 

movement. The criticism incorporated into the poem, apart from Vasari’s, is written by the art 

historian Sydney Freedberg.  Also remarks from the composer Alban Berg or Shakespeare are 

included. “This documentary evidence,” as the writer Michael Davidson suggests in his essay 

on ekphrasis, “is brought to bear on the painting as though to solidify and ground its fleeting 

appearances. What such passages often deliver is the ‘momentum of a conviction’.”67 The 

“momentum of conviction” is mentioned in a passage which uses the remarks of Berg and 

Shakespeare as a transition from the consideration of the painting to the poet’s opinions on 

life: 

 
The locking into place is ‘death itself,’  
As Berg said of a phrase in Mahler's Ninth;  
Or, to quote Imogen in Cymbeline, ‘There cannot  
Be a pinch in death more sharp than this,’ for,  
Though only exercise or tactic, it carries  
The momentum of a conviction that had been building.68  

 
The criticism, the description of the painting and the reflection of the poet’s self together 

create the ekphrasis in the poem which focuses on the connection between art and poetry. 

 

4.2. O’Hara’s “Why I Am Not a Painter” 

O’Hara’s poem “Why I Am Not a Painter” also focuses on the relationship between art 

and poetry. This poem is used here to distinguish the line between ekphrastic and non-

ekphrastic poem. Some works of criticism consider this poem ekphrastic, such as the essay 

on “Why I Am Not a Painter” by David Caplan,69 and some say that “it can be hardly be 

labelled ekphrastic in the traditional sense,”70 as Brian Glavey in his work on Frank O’Hara. 

                                                           
66 Heffernan 182. 
67 Davidson 75. 
68 Ashbery 482. 
69 David Caplan, “Overview of ‘Why I Am Not a Painter’,” Poetry for Students, eds. Mary Ruby and Ira Mark Milne, 
(Detroit: Gale Group, 2000). 
70 Brian Glavey, “Frank O’Hara Nude with Boots,” American Literature, Vol. 79 No. 4, Dec. 2007: 789. 
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Likewise, Davidson claims that “the painting only serves as a springboard for the poet’s 

explorations.”71      

In my view O’Hara, as well as Ashbery, considers art and poetry in the poem but 

O’Hara’s poem differs in that it mainly focuses on the process of creation while the 

description of the finished product is barely mentioned:  

 
Mike Goldberg  
is starting a painting.  
[…] 
‘You have SARDINES in it.’  
‘Yes, it needed something there.’  
[…]  
The painting is  
finished. ‘Where’s SARDINES?’  
All that’s left is just 
 letters, ‘It was too much, ‘ Mike says.72  

 
Glavey claims that the poem is barely ekphrastic because “the poet does not give voice to 

Goldberg’s picture and he is not interested in making us see it.”73 Nevertheless, in my view, 

even though the ekphrastic description is brought in this poem to a minimum, it is still there. 

The poem may not be ekphrastic in the traditional sense; however, it carries the characteristics 

of postmodern ekphrasis focused on the self and the process of creation while the painting 

serves as a “springboard” for these issues, as was mentioned by Davidson. 

While in the previous passage the poet explains the creation of a piece of visual art, in 

the next passage he explains the creation of poetry while also focusing on his self:  

 
But me? One day I am thinking of  
a color: orange. I write a line  
about orange. Pretty soon it’s  
a whole page of words, not lines. 
[…]  
My poem  
is finished and I haven’t mentioned  
orange yet. It’s twelve poems, I call  
it ORANGES. And one day in a gallery  
I see Mike’s painting called SARDINES.74  

 
The poet seems to draw differences between art and poetry; art seems to be taking out 

elements until nothing is left of SARDINES besides the letters. Poetry keeps adding new 
                                                           
71 Davidson 78. 
72 Frank O’Hara, “Why I Am Not a Painter,” The Collected Poems of Frank O’Hara, ed. Donald Allen, (Los Angeles: 
University of California Press, 1995) 261-262. 
73 Glavey 789. 
74 O’Hara 262. 
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images and ideas but never actually mentions the object of inspiration. Nevertheless in the 

end, art and poetry work the same. The object of inspiration works as a beginning point and 

leads to other associations. The process described is similar to the process of creating the 

poem itself, the object of inspiration being the barely mentioned painting that leads to the 

explanation of the art of poetry in the eyes of the poet. The poem carries the same theme 

which is expressed by Marjorie Perloff, the author of Frank O’Hara: Poet Among Painters:  

“Art does not tolerate divisions; it must be viewed as process, not product.“75 

 

4.3. O’Hara’s “On Seeing Larry Rivers’ Washington Crossing the Delaware at Museum 

of Modern Art” 

In O’Hara’s poem “On Seeing Larry Rivers’ Washington Crossing The Delaware at 

the Museum of Modern Art” ekphrasis is not as easy to spot as in the two previous poems 

because if it were not for the title, the poem could be seen as an independent piece of work 

without any connection to the visual art as the poem itself does not mention it specifically. 

Again the poet here uses minimal ekphrastic description and the ekphrasis is used to capture 

the spirit and techniques of the painting rather than the object of the painting. Glavey suggests 

that “O’Hara’s ekphrastic lyrics tend to lack an object precisely because the poet takes its 

place, ekphrastic description giving way to ekphrastic identification.”76  

The painting by Larry Rivers is based on another painting of the same name by 

Immanuel Leutze. The original painting uses the usual techniques to portray Washington 

heroically; light illuminates Washington while, keeping his heroic poise, he overcomes the 

obstacles of the icy river and leads his troops to battle. Rivers mocks this cliché of heroism in 

his painting where Washington’s poise seems to emanate uncertainty, which is also 

emphasised by blurred edges and smudged faces. This diminution of heroic clichés is 

accomplished by mixing styles; Romanticism of the original painting with Abstract 

Expressionism.  

O’Hara uses similar strategies of mixing styles within the ekphrasis. The poem starts 

with a brief description of Washington, even though his name is never mentioned in the poem, 

crossing the river:  

 

Now that our hero has come back to us  
in his white pants and we know his nose  
trembling like a flag under fire,  

                                                           
75 Marjorie Perloff, Frank O’Hara: Poet Among Painters, (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1977) 112. 
76 Glavey 790. 
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we see the calm cold river is supporting  
our forces, the beautiful history.77  

 
The position of the “hero” from the original painting is ridiculed by his “white pants” and “his 

nose trembling” and is mocked by the uncertainty of Rivers’ painting. Davidson mentions that 

“O’Hara has taken Rivers’ strategies of layering, blurring and collaging totally into a verbal 

realm.”78 The poet mixes the points of view with the satire on the clichés of heroism to create 

the instability similar to Rivers’ painting:  

 
Dear father of our country,  
[…]  
here are yours bones crossed  
on my breast like a rusty flintlock  
a pirate’s flag, bravely specific.79  

 
To mock the clichés O’Hara also uses wordplay and puns, which are used for example at the 

end of the poem: “Don’t shoot until, the white of freedom glinting / on your gun barrel, you 

see the general fear.”80 Here the pun on “general” depicts the contradiction between the 

heroics and a poet’s view of how Washington felt in reality when crossing the river. With the 

poet’s addressing Washington and projecting his characteristics and actions throughout the 

poem, the stasis of ekphrasis is again subverted and gives the sense of immediacy. 

It may be argued that both Ashbery and O’Hara use postmodern ekphrasis in their 

poems as reflections of the self; however, O’Hara uses ekphrasis in a lighter, joking tone. 

O’Hara same as Ashbery addresses serious issues such as poetics, creation of art or clichés 

but he underscores them with satire or irony. Moreover Ashbery is more concerned with the 

description of the painting while O’Hara keeps his description to a minimum and focuses 

mainly on the ekphrastic identification. The poets also use the instability of visual art in the 

poetry to subvert the stillness of classical ekphrasis, using art as a starting point, which 

triggers associations that are usually connected to the process of creation. Ashbery uses the 

instability of the painting to reflect on his self and to use the criticism as another reflection 

which, combined, lead to constant change of perception of the paining. The instability is 

caused by the perpetual change of notions; however, in O’Hara’s poems the instability is 

chiefly evoked by his brief description of the art. Even though both poets collaborated with 

painters of Abstract Expressionism and were greatly influenced by it, their use of ekphrasis is 

                                                           
77 Frank O’Hara, “On Seeing Larry Rivers’ Washington Crossing the Delaware at the Museum of Modern Art,” The 
Collected Poems of Frank O’Hara, ed. Donald Allen, (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1995) 233. 
78 Davidson 73. 
79 O’Hara 234. 
80 O’Hara 234. 
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based usually on figural paintings as in “Self-portrait In a Convex Mirror” or “On Seeing 

Larry Rivers’ Washington Crossing the Delaware at the Museum of Modern Art” because as 

Perloff suggests “it was difficult to carry over into poetry the total abstraction.”81   
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5. Conclusion 

 

The poetic techniques of both O’Hara and Ashbery parallel the techniques of the 

visual art of the time. O’Hara is invested in the methods of Abstract Expressionism with 

Pollock being his primary inspiration. O’Hara’s poetry is focused on capturing a moment, on 

its abstraction and intimacy which he also describes in his mock manifesto “Personism.” The 

poet perceives art as a whole, including dance, music and literature that influence one another. 

O’Hara’s work on poem-paintings attempts to bridge literature and art in order to create a true 

collaboration.  

The source of the influence of visual art in Ashbery’s poetry is more difficult to spot 

than in O’Hara’s work as Ashbery does not affiliate with any particular movement as O’Hara. 

Ashbery tends to combine mainly the techniques and ideas of Surrealism and Abstract 

Expressionism. The influence of Surrealism and de Chirico is demonstrated in Ashbery’s 

poetry in his treatment of time and space, and his manipulation of perspective to create 

dreamlike illusion while using juxtaposed, disjointed phrases of collaging and cataloguing 

paralleled with juxtaposition and collage in Abstract Expressionism to convey immediacy, a 

present moment.  

Both poets use humour in their poetry also connected to Abstract Expressionism and 

anti-academic thinking. However, O’Hara’s humour is more notable as he uses it to mock, for 

example, critics who wrote and evaluated his poetry.  Ashbery’s humour is subtle, ambiguous 

and conveyed by mixing of poetic elements, different genres and forms. As both poets were 

art critics, it is not surprising that the description of art in the form of ekphrasis often appears 

in their poetry. Thanks to the analysis of ekphrasis we can see specific influences of visual 

arts applied to concrete poems, highlighting chiefly the manipulation of the self, time and 

space. It is clear that visual arts played a major part in the poets’ poetry even though they 

were applied differently in their poetics.  

The thesis focuses on the work of O’Hara and Ashbery specifically as the influence of 

visual art is the most prominent feature of their poetry in comparison to the other New York 

School poets and it is interesting to observe the differences of the influence. While O’Hara 

wrote in New York, the new centre of the art world and the centre of Abstract Expressionism, 

his attention from Apollinaire, Cubism or Dada quickly turned to Abstract Expressionism, 

which dominated the art world. Ashbery, on the other hand, spent a lot of time in Paris, where 

the art of Surrealism still prevailed. Contrary to O’Hara, Ashbery took Surrealism as his main 
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inspiration. The significance of the analysis of visual arts in the poems of both O’Hara and 

Ashbery lies in understanding how to read the work of the poets. It is important to 

comprehend that their poems should not be meticulously analysed as in the fashion of New 

Criticism, instead they should be experienced, and they should express mood or a feeling 

same as the visual art of the time. 
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