
John Ashbery, from SELECTED POEMS


PLEASE PAY ATTENTION TO LEVELS OF DICTION, SHIFTS IN TONE, CLUSTERS OF IMAGERY, interruption and fragmentation. ASHBERY JUGGLES A NUMBER OF OBSESSIONS AT ONCE. 

“MELODIC TRAINS”

A little girl with scarlet enameled fingernails

Asks me what time it is—evidently that's a toy wristwatch

She's wearing, for fun.  And it is fun to wear other

Odd things, like this briar pipe and tweed coat

Like date-colored sierras with the lines of seams

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 is flat across

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.

Only the wait in stations is vague and

Dimensionless, like oneself.  How do they decide how much

Time to spend in each?  One beings to suspect there's no

Rule or that it's applied haphazardly.

Sadness of the faces of children on the platform,

Concern of the grownups for connections, for the chances

Of getting a taxi, since these have no timetable.

You get one if you can find one though in principle

You can always find one, but the segment of chance

In the circle of certainty is what gives these leaning

Tower of Pisa figures their aspect of dogged

Impatience, banking forward into the wind.

In short any stop before the final one creates

Clouds of anxiety, of sad, regretful impatience

With ourselves, our lives, the way we have been dealing

With other people up until now.  Why couldn't

We have been more considerate?  These figures leaving

The platform or waiting to board the train are my brothers

In a way that really wants to tell me whey there is so little

Panic and disorder in the world, and so much unhappiness.

If I were 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 aping

Of postures and attitudes communicate this concern of mine

To them?  That their jagged attitudes correspond to mine,

That their beefing strikes answering silver bells within

My own chest, and that I know, as they do, how the last

Stop is the most anxious one of all, though it means

Getting home at last, to the pleasures and dissatisfactions of home?

It's as though a visible chorus called up the different

Stages of the journey, singing about them and being them:

Not the people in the station, not the child opposite me

With currant fingernails, but the windows, seen through,

Reflecting imperfectly, ruthlessly splitting open the bluish

Vague landscape like a zipper.  Each voice has its own

Descending scale to put one in one's place at every stage;

One need never not know where one is

Unless one give up listening, sleeping, approaching a small

Western town that is nothing but a windmill.  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' committees tossing their hats into the air.

To hear them singing you'd think it had already happened

And we had focused back on the furniture of the air.

“FORTIES FLICK”

The shadow of the Venetian blind on the painted wall,

Shadows of the snake-plant and cacti, the plaster animals,

Focus the tragic melancholy of the bright stare

Into nowhere like the black holes in space.

In bra and panties she sidles up to the window:

Zip! Up with the blind. A fragile street scene offers itself,

With Wafer-thin pedestrians who know where they are going.

The blind comes down slowly, the slats are slowly tilting up.

Why must it always end this way?

A dais with a woman reading, with the ruckus of her hair

And all that is unsaid about her pulling us back to her with her

Into the silence that night alone can't explain.

Silence of the library, of the telephone with its pad,

but we don't have to re-invent these either:

They had gone away into the plot part of a story,

The "art" part --- knowing what important details to leave out

And the way character is developed: things too real

To be of much concern, hence artificial, yet now all over the page,

The indoors with the outdoors becoming part of you

As you find you had never left off laughing at death.

The background, dark vine at the edge of the porch.

“AND UT PICTURA POESIS IS HER NAME” 

from HOUSEBOAT DAYS(1977)

You can’t say it that way any more.

Bothered about beauty you have to

Come out into the open, into a clearing,

And rest. Certainly whatever funny happens to you

Is OK. To demand more than this would be strange

Of you, you who have so many lovers,

People who look up to you and are willing

To do things for you, but you think

It’s not right, that if they really knew you …

So much for self-analysis. Now,

About what to put in your poem-painting:

Flowers are always nice, particularly delphinium.

Names of boys you once knew and their sleds,

Skyrockets are good – do they still exist?

Tthere are a lot of other things of the same quality

As of those I’ve mentioned. Now one must

Find a few important words, and a lot of low-keyed,

Dull-sounding ones. She approached me

About buying her desk. Suddenly the street was

Bananas and the clangor of Japanese instruments.

Humdrum testaments were scattered around. His head

Locked into mine. We were a seesaw. Something

Ought to be written about how this affects

You when you write poetry:

The extreme austerity of an almost empty mind

Colliding with the lush, Rousseau-like foliage of its desire to communicate

Something between breaths, if only for the sake

Of others and their desire to understand you and desert you

For other centers of communication, so that understanding

may begin, and in doing so be undone.

ODE TO BILL

Some things we do take up a lot more time

And are considered a fruitful, natural thing to do.

I am coming out of one way to behave

Into a plowed cornfield. On my left, gulls,

On an inland vacation. They seem to mind the way I write.

Or, to take another example: last month

I vowed to write more. What is writing?

Well, in my case, it's getting down on paper

Not thoughts, exactly, but ideas, maybe:

Ideas about thoughts. Thoughts is too grand a word.

Ideas is better, though not exactly what I mean.

Someday I'll explain. Not today though.

I feel as though someone had made me a vest

Which I was wearing out of doors into the countryside

Out of loyalty to the person although

There is no one to see, except me

With my inner vision of what I look like.

The wearing is both a duty and a pleasure

Because it absorbs me, absorbs me too much.

One horse stands out irregularly against

The land over there. And am I receiving

This vision? Is it mine, or do I already owe it

For other visions, unnoticed and unrecorded

On the great, relaxed curve of time.

All the forgotten springs, dropped pebbles,

Songs once heard that the passed out of light

Into everyday oblivion? He moves away slowly,

Looks up and pumps the sky, a lingering

Question. Him too we can sacrifice

To the end, progress, for we must, we must be moving on.

MIXED FEELINGS

A pleasant smell of frying sausages

Attack the sense, along with an old, mostly invisible

Photograph of what seems to be girls lounging around

An old fighter bomber, circa 1942 vintage.

How to explain to these girls, if indeed that's what they are,

These Ruths, Lindas, Pats and Sheilas

About the vast change that's taken place

In the fabric of our society, altering the texture

Of all things in it? And yet

They somehow look as if they knew, except

That it's hard to see them, it's hard to figure out

Exactly what expressions they're wearing.

What are your hobbies, girls? Aw nerts,

One of them might say, this guy's too much for me.

Let's go on and out, somewhere

Through the canyons of the garment center

To a small cafe and have a cup of coffee.

I am not offended that these creatures (that's the word)

Of my imagination seem to hold me in such light esteem,

Pay so little heed to me. It's part of a complicated

Flirtation routine, anyhow, no doubt. But this talk of

The garment center? Surely that's California sunlight

Belaboring them and the old crate on which they

Have draped themselves, fading its Donald Duck insignia 

To the extreme point of legibility.

Maybe they were lying but more likely their

Tiny intelligences cannot retain much information.

Not even one fact, perhaps. That's why

They think they're in New York. I like the way

They look and act and feel. I wonder

How they got that way, but am not going to

Waste any more time thinking about them.

I have already forgotten them

Until some day in the not too distant future

When we meet possibly in the lounge of a modern airport,

They look as astonishingly young and fresh as when this picture was made

But full of contradictory ideas, stupid ones as well as 

Worthwhile ones, but all flooding the surface of our minds

As we babble about the sky and the weather and the forests of change.

“FEAR OF DEATH” from SELF-PORTRAIT IN A CONVEX MIRROR

What is it now with me

And is it as I have become?

Is there no state free from the boundary lines

Of before and after?  The window is open today

And the air pours in with piano notes

In its skirts, as though to say, "Look, John,

I've brought these and these:—that is,

A few Beethovens, some Brahmses,

A few choice Poulenc notes. . .Yes,

It is being free again, the air, it has to keep coming back

Because that's all it's good for.

I want to stay with it out of fear.

That keep me from walking up certain steps,

Knocking at certain doors, fear of growing old

Alone, and of finding no one at the evening end

Of the path except another myself

Nodding a curt greeting:  "Well, you've been awhile

But now we're back together, which is what counts."

Air in my path, you could shorten this,

But the breeze has dropped, and silence is the last word.


WHAT IS POETRY

The medieval town, with frieze

Of boy scouts from Nagoya? The snow

That came when we wanted it to snow?

Beautiful images? Trying to avoid

Ideas, as in this poem? But we

Go back to them as to a wife, leaving

The mistress we desire? Now they

will have to believe it

As we believe it. In school

All the thought got combed out:

What was left was like a field.

Shut your eyes and you can feel it for miles around.

Now open them on a thin vertical path.

It might give us --  what? -- some flowers soon?

